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xv

We wrote Gendered Lives for two reasons. First, we want to introduce students to a rich body 
of research that informs us about the intricate connections among communication, gender, 
and culture. Second, we think that learning about these connections empowers students 
to make more informed decisions about how they personally enact gender, address gen-
der issues in their lives, and contribute to cultural attitudes, perspectives, laws, and policies 
related to gender.

Since the first edition of this book appeared in the early 1990s, our understandings of 
gender have changed as have issues related to gender. Society has acknowledged a greater 
range of options for individuals—in the military, in the home, in professional life, in social 
life, and in politics. During the past 25 years, society has become more accepting of gay, les-
bian, and transgender, or trans, identities; new women’s and men’s movements have emerged; 
mass media have challenged some gender stereotypes while creating others; and social media 
have added to the content and forms by which gender is continually enacted and negoti-
ated. Academic researchers have continued to map the ways that communication, gender, 
and culture influence one another. This new edition responds to social changes in the United 
States and around the world, as well as to feedback from students and faculty who generously 
offered ideas for ways to improve this book.

We discuss this book’s origins and features in the Introduction (“Opening the Conversa-
tion,” pages 1–13). Here, we want to describe changes that make this edition different from 
the last and identify supplementary resources available for students and instructors.

Changes in Gendered Lives,  
Thirteenth Edition
Five significant changes differentiate this edition from its predecessors.

Enhanced Coverage of Men’s Issues
Since the first edition in the mid-1990s, Gendered Lives has included discussion of topics 
related to men and masculinity. In recent years, more research on men and masculinity has 
emerged and is reflected in this edition’s increased attention to men’s issues. For example, 
Chapters 3 and 4 include new coverage of the Black Lives Matter movement. Also, Chapter 9 
highlights men’s investment in fatherhood, and Chapter 10 covers the conflict between work 
and family that many men experience.

Preface
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Attention to Gendered Dynamics in Public Life
This edition offers more focus on gender in the public sphere. For example, in Chapters 5 
we attend to language used to describe male and female politicians and also the gendered 
ways in which voters view candidates of each sex. Similarly, Chapter 5 points out sexist lan-
guage used in relation to athletes. We also discuss how public figures enact and challenge 
gender norms.

Integrated Emphasis on Social Media
With this edition, we continue to enrich our coverage of social media, which are not only 
sources of gender socialization, but also powerful platforms for rethinking gender and 
for gender activism. Accordingly, we have included discussion of social media through-
out the book.

Expanded Emphasis on Application
Since the first edition, Gendered Lives has encouraged students to apply material in the book 
by reflecting on gendered issues in their lives and by taking a voice in their personal lives as 
well as the public sphere. This edition enlarges the commitment to application by providing 
more explicit invitations for students to do something active and personal related to what 
they learn in the book and the course it accompanies. The Exploring Gendered Lives boxes 
that appear in every chapter now conclude by asking students to take a stand on the topics 
discussed. At the end of each chapter, the Reflection, Discussion, and Action feature now 
includes a Gender in Action item that encourages students to apply or extend a concept or 
topic discussed in the chapter to their lives. The Gender in Action items are highlighted by 
this icon .

Up-to-Date Research
A final focus of this revision is updating research. Understandings of gender and issues 
connected to it change at lightning speed. To keep up with these changes, a textbook must 
be continuously updated to reflect the most current research and events. To ensure the 
currency of Gendered Lives, we’ve incorporated more than 275 new references into this 
edition.

Pedagogical Features to Engage Students
Five features are aimed to heighten students’ engagement with the text and issues related 
to gender. First, each chapter opens with “Knowledge Challenge” questions, which focus 
on issues that are often misunderstood and which are covered in the chapter. Second, to 
encourage active engagement with material, Exploring Gendered Lives boxes conclude by 
asking students’ opinion about issues raised in the feature. Third, each chapter concludes 
with questions for thought, discussion, and application. These may be assigned for stu-
dents to think about or as journal entries. They may also be prompts for class discussion. 
Fourth, “Gender Online,” which appears after each chapter summary, invites students to 
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visit websites related to chapter content and to search online for videos and information 
about concepts and ideas in the chapter. Fifth, at the end of each chapter, we suggest two to 
four sources—films, articles, websites, and books. Our criteria for selecting these are that 
(1) we consider them either classic or especially insightful, and (2) they are accessible to 
undergraduate students.

In making these changes, we’ve avoided “page creep”—the tendency of books to grow 
longer with each new edition because old material is not deleted to make room for new 
material. We have eliminated dated references and coverage to make room for more cur-
rent research and coverage of timely topics. We hope the changes make this edition of 
Gendered Lives a valuable resource for instructors and students who want to explore the 
complex and fascinating ways in which communication, gender, and culture interact and 
affect our lives.

MindTap
This edition is complemented by MindTap, a platform that propels students from memori-
zation to mastery. It gives you complete control of your course, so you can provide engaging 
content, challenge every learner, and build student confidence. Customize interactive syllabi 
to emphasize priority topics, then add your own material or notes to the eBook as desired. 
This outcomes-driven application gives you the tools needed to empower students and boost 
both understanding and performance.

Access Everything You Need in One Place 
Cut down on prep with the preloaded and organized MindTap course materials. Teach more 
efficiently with interactive multimedia, assignments, quizzes, and more. Give your students 
the power to read, listen, and study on their phones, so they can learn on their terms.

Empower Students to Reach Their Potential 
Twelve distinct metrics give you actionable insights into student engagement. Identify topics 
troubling your entire class and instantly communicate with those struggling. Students can 
track their scores to stay motivated toward their goals. Together, you can be unstoppable.

Control Your Course—and Your Content
Get the flexibility to reorder textbook chapters, add your own notes, and embed a variety of 
content including Open Educational Resources (OER). Personalize course content to your 
students’ needs. They can even read your notes, add their own, and highlight key text to aid 
their learning.

Get a Dedicated Team, Whenever You Need Them
MindTap isn’t just a tool, it’s backed by a personalized team eager to support you. We can 
help set up your course and tailor it to your specific objectives, so you’ll be ready to make an 
impact from day one. Know we’ll be standing by to help you and your students until the final 
day of the term.
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Supplementary Resources for Students  
and Instructors
Gendered Lives, thirteenth edition, offers electronic supplements to assist in making the 
gender communication course as meaningful and enjoyable as possible for both students 
and instructors and to help students succeed. Cengage Learning has prepared the following 
descriptions for your consideration.

Instructor Companion Website. The password-protected instructor’s website includes 
electronic access to the Instructor’s Resource Manual, PowerPoints, CogneroTesting Pro-
gram, Comprehensive Video Program, and links to Cengage Learning technology resources.

The Instructor’s Resource Manual comprises two main parts, the first titled and address-
ing Special Issues in Teaching Communication, Gender, & Culture; and the second a Chap-
ter-by-Chapter Guide for Teaching Gendered Lives, which provides chapter outlines and 
activities.

PowerPoint® presentations contain text and images and can be used as is or customized to 
suit your course needs.

Please consult your local Cengage Learning sales representative or cengage.com/login for 
more information, user names and passwords, examination copies, or a demonstration of 
these ancillary products. Available to qualified adopters.
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iDestiny is not a matter of chance; it is a matter of 
choice.
—William Jennings Bryan

Opening the 
Conversation

Knowledge Challenge:
t� When was the term feminism first used?
t� How many bras were burned in feminist protests in 1968?
t� As a group, are heterosexual men happier in relationships with feminist or 

 nonfeminist women?
t� What is at stake in how we think about gender?

Textbooks typically begin with a preview of chapters and features, but we 
want to launch our conversation a bit differently. We think you’re entitled to 
know something about the people behind the words you’ll be reading, so we 
want to open the book by introducing ourselves and explaining why we wrote 
 Gendered Lives.

Most people regard books as impersonal sources of information. Like any-
thing that people create, however, books reflect the experiences, identities, and 
historical context of the authors who write them. Authors influence books when 
they decide which topics to include and which theories to present. This doesn’t 
mean that books are not informative or reliable, but it does mean that authors’ 
experiences and perspectives have an impact on books. By telling you a little 
about who we are and why we wrote this book, we are inviting you to think 
about how our backgrounds, experiences, beliefs, and values have shaped the 
book you’re reading.

Let’s start with some simple demographic information. Natalie is a white, 
femme, cisgender, middle-class woman in a committed 12-year relationship 
with her partner, Vanessa. Julia is a European-American, heterosexual, spiritually 
engaged, middle-class woman who has been in a committed relationship with 
Robbie (Robert) Cox for 42 years.

Yet, if you think about it, this information isn’t simple at all. It implies a 
great deal about our identities and experiences. For instance, Julia became 
an adult when the second wave of the U.S. Women’s Movement was ascend-
ing, and it influenced her personal life, political views, and perspective on 
gender and culture. Natalie grew up in a culture that presented far greater 
opportunities to girls and women than that of previous generations. But 
even as feminism seemed to be part of the air she breathed, she also began 
to notice how sexism and other forms of social and economic injustice 
remained stubbornly intact.
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The “simple” demographic information also shows that Natalie and Julia are 
privileged by their race and economic class, as well as by their cisgender identi-
ties. Yet, because of persistent sexism in Western culture, Natalie and Julia have 
faced gendered forms of bias and discrimination, and homophobia has com-
pounded those challenges for Natalie.

We did not earn the privileges conferred by our skin color, class, or gender 
identity, nor did we earn the inequities that come with being categorized as 
female and, for Natalie, being a lesbian. That is the nature of much privilege and 
inequity—they are unearned. They do not reflect the achievements, efforts, or 
failings of the individuals who enjoy or suffer them.

The Social Construction of Inequality
To speak of being privileged in some ways and disadvantaged in others does not mean that 
these aspects of life are fixed in stone. The fact that being classified female makes approxi-
mately half of the population vulnerable to job discrimination, violence, and other injustices 
is not unchangeable. Nor is it immutable that some people’s sexual orientation or race or 
economic class or gender identity makes them vulnerable to inequity. In fact, one reason we 
wrote this book is because we believe society can change, and each of us can be part of bring-
ing change about.

To participate in changing society, we cannot limit ourselves to our personal identities 
and experiences. We need to learn about the experiences, perspectives, and circumstances of 
people in other social positions: The anger and hurt experienced by trans people in a society 
that defines them as abnormal; the resentment felt by some heterosexual white men toward 
laws and policies that increase rights and opportunities available to women and other histor-
ically disenfranchised populations; what it means to be a person of color in a sea of white-
ness; the sense of restriction many women feel knowing they cannot venture out at night 
without risking assault; the frustration felt by poor and working-class citizens whose needs 
and circumstances often are not represented in legislation that claims to help everyone.

We can never fully understand the lives of people who differ from us but we can realize 
that our feelings, identities, values, and perspectives are not everyone’s. Recognizing the lim-
its of our own perspectives and experiences encourages us to learn from people who have 
different perspectives and experiences. We do this by respecting the specific conditions that 
shape their lives and by recognizing that only they can define the meanings of their experi-
ences, feelings, thoughts, hopes, beliefs, problems, and needs. We cannot speak for them and 
cannot appropriate their voices as our own (González, Houston, & Chen, 2012). But to listen 
is to learn, and to learn is to broaden our appreciation of the range of human experiences and 
possibilities.

Feminism—Feminisms
Finally, in introducing ourselves to you, we should tell you that we are feminists, as are 60% 
of women and 33% of men in the United States (Crary, 2014). Before you form an impres-
sion based on your understanding of feminism, let’s define the term. The word feminism 
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was coined in France in the late 1800s. It combined the French word for “woman,” femme, 
with the suffix ism, meaning “political position.” Thus, feminism means “a political posi-
tion about women.” Ironically, although many people do not call themselves feminists, 
they do think that women’s rights activism has improved the conditions and opportunities 
available to women. Also, many people of all sexes and genders believe that individuals 
should have equal rights, regardless of their sex, sexual orientation, or gender. This sug-
gests that, for many people, there is greater reservation about the label feminist than about 
the actual goals, values, and achievements of feminism.

When we talk with students who say they aren’t feminists, we often discover that we 
agree on most issues relevant to gender but disagree on the meaning of the word fem-
inism. There’s good reason for this. First, feminism is not one single belief or political 
position. Chapter 3 discusses a variety of feminist positions, and Chapter 4 explores the 
different stances—some feminist, some not—endorsed by men’s movements. Second, most 
people’s impressions of feminism have been shaped by bias in media portrayal of femi-
nism and feminists. Beginning with the inaccurate report that feminists burned bras at 
a protest of the 1968 Miss America Pageant (no bras were burned at that protest), media 
have consistently misrepresented feminists as man-hating, shrill extremists. Many people, 

Feminism—Feminisms   3

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Multicultural Perspectives on Gender
How do we define and express gender? It 
depends on which culture’s perspective you 
take.
t� The Agta in the Philippines and the Tini 

Aborigines in Australia see keen hunting 
ability as a feminine ideal (Estioko-Griffin 
& Griffin, 1997).

t� In Melanesia, young Sambian boys per-
form fellatio on adult men. The Sambia 
believe that swallowing the semen of 
adult men helps boys grow into healthy 
adult males (Herdt, 1997).

t� Berdaches are members of approxi-
mately 150 North American societies, 
many of which are Native Americans. 
Although berdaches often enact the 
behaviors of a gender other than that 
associated with their assigned sex, 
within their societies they are recog-
nized as distinct third and fourth gen-
ders (Roscoe, 1993).

t� In addition to male and female, several 
South Asian nations including India, 
Nepal, Pakistan, and Bangladesh, for-
mally recognize hijra as a third gender. 
Hijra are biologically assigned male at 
birth but embrace a feminine identity 
(Human Rights Watch, 2016).In addi-
tion to males and females, Juchitán in 
Oaxaca, Mexico, recognizes muxes, who 
are biological males who, from an early 
age, identify as females and adopt the 
roles and practices assigned to females 
in their community. Many residents of 
Juchitán believe that muxes have special 
abilities (Lacey, 2008).

t� In Samoa, there is a third gender called 
the Fa’afafine. Fa’afafines engage in sex-
ual relations almost exclusively with het-
erosexual males (Bartlett & Vasey, 2006).

TAKE A STAND: Do you believe you would view masculinity, femininity, and sexual 
orientation differently if you were Samoan or belonged to one of the other cultures  
mentioned above?
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like a student named Andrea (see her commentary), say they aren’t feminists because they 
 associate feminism with media caricatures that emphasize bashing men and engaging in 
radical protests.

ANDREA

I would never call myself a feminist, because that word has so many negative 
connotations. I don’t hate men or anything, and I’m not interested in protesting. I don’t 
want to go around with hacked-off hair and no makeup and sit around bashing men. I 

do think women and men are equal and should have the same kinds of rights, including 
equal pay for equal work. But I wouldn’t call myself a feminist.

Media stereotypes of feminists don’t fit many women and men who identify as fem-
inists. Most feminists are not extremists, and most, like the two of us, have strong and 
loving relationships with people of all sexes and genders. Those who identify as feminist 
claim a range of gendered identities, and including traditional femininity, from inter-
est in fashions to activities such as cooking and caring for children. Research shows 
that heterosexual men in relationships with feminist women are happier and consider 
their relationships healthier than heterosexual men in relationships with nonfeminist 
women. The converse is also true: Women in heterosexual relationships with feminist 
men are happier and more satisfied with their relationships than women in heterosexual 
relationships with nonfeminist men (Rudman & Phelan, 2007). Being a feminist does 
not conflict with being feminine, but it does mean being reflective about how women 
define and express femininity. Likewise, being a feminist does not conflict with being 
masculine, but it requires conscious decision-making about how to define and express 
masculinity.

Because feminism means different things to different people, we want to tell you how we 
define the term. We understand feminism as an active commitment to equality and respect 
for all forms of life. For us, this includes respecting all people, as well as nonhuman forms of 
life and the Earth itself. Simply put, we see feminism as resisting oppression, be it the oppres-
sion of women, men, people with disabilities, people with any gender or sexual identity, peo-
ple of any race, ethnicity or religion, elderly people, children, animals, or our planet. We don’t 
think oppression and domination foster healthy lives for individuals or societies as a whole. 
We believe there are better, more humane, and enriching ways for us to live, and we are con-
vinced each of us can be part of bringing these alternatives into existence. During the course 
of reading this book, you will encounter varied versions of feminism, which should shatter 
the myth that feminism is one position, and which should also invite you to consider where 
to locate yourself among diverse viewpoints.

Feminism does not just happen. It is a process and an achievement. Julia was not 
raised to be a feminist. In fact, quite the contrary. She was brought up to be a traditional 
Southern woman who deferred to men and devoted her life to home and family. In the 
1970s when a friend first introduced Julia to some readings about discrimination against 
women, her initial response was denial. She tried to rationalize inequities or repress her 
knowledge of discrimination, perhaps because recognizing it was painful. When denial 
failed to work, Julia became angry about the ways in which women, including herself, 
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were devalued and denied opportunities. She was also angry at herself for having been 
unaware of society’s devaluation of women and for conforming to the roles assigned to 
women. Eventually, Julia transformed the anger into an abiding commitment to working 
for changes in society.

Natalie came to feminism somewhat differently. She was raised to believe that girls and 
women were equal to boys and men. Her parents, both of whom identified as feminists, 
encouraged her love of reading, music, dance, and math equally, and cheered her ath-
letic and academic pursuits. She was fortunate to have a series of teachers throughout her 
schooling who believed in her and pushed her to excel. Upon entering graduate school, 
she was assigned to Julia’s teaching team for the class, Gender, Communication, and Cul-
ture, using the very textbook you are reading right now (albeit an edition from a few years 
back!). The material resonated profoundly: Despite the fact that Natalie had grown up 
in a culture that proclaimed sexism to be over and feminism no longer needed, the new 
set of concepts she encountered in Gendered Lives named persistent patterns of inequity 
that she had noticed but had not had language to label and critique. Like Julia, sometimes 
Natalie’s response to this new information was denial or anger, but it also ignited her curi-
osities and passions. She began exploring the histories of feminist social movements and 
contemporary gendered injustices and now devotes her research, teaching, and activism 
to these issues.

Becoming Aware
Whether you identify with feminism or not, you are gendered. Reading this book will expand 
your understanding of gender—how it is shaped and expressed in contexts ranging from the 
political arena to intimate relationships. The awareness you gain will enhance your insight 
into yourself and your society.

At the same time, you may feel unsettled as you read this book. If you identify as a 
woman, you may find it disturbing to learn the extent to which Western culture (and other 
cultures) devalues women’s experiences and limits their opportunities. If you identify as a 
man, reading this book may increase your awareness of the ways in which cultural views 
of masculinity constrain your life choices. You may be uncomfortable learning about social 
expectations for men to succeed, to be self-sufficient, to repress feelings, and to put work 
ahead of family. You may also be surprised to learn that your sex and gender benefit you in 
ways that you may not have noticed, particularly if you are white. If you challenge gender 
norms or identify as LGBTQ, this book may give you language that helps you to define your 
identity and experience, while also specifying the unique challenges of living as LGBTQ in a 
cis- and hetero-normative world.

We also realize that a number of people reading this have been raped, sexually 
abused, sexually harassed, or battered. Some of you have eating disorders; some have 
suffered job discrimination; some of you have been taunted for not embodying current 
social expectations for women and men; and some of you have been bullied because of 
your sexual orientation or gender identity. Reading Gendered Lives is likely to stir up 
these issues. If you don’t wish to deal with such difficult issues, then you may choose 
to forgo or delay study in this area. However, if you are ready to wrestle with serious 
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personal and social matters, then this book should help you understand issues in your 
life as not only personal but also deeply rooted in social values and institutions.

Becoming aware of inequities in social life may lead you to speak out against practices and 
attitudes that sustain discrimination and disadvantage. Realize that some people will respond 
negatively if you make thoughtful criticisms of social attitudes and practices that foster ineq-
uity. Women who speak out against inequities and discrimination are sometimes accused 
of male-bashing. Men who speak out against discrimination against women are sometimes 
regarded as wimps or as disloyal to men. Such responses reflect an unwillingness to engage in 
the substance of the criticism. If you want to take an active role in shaping our shared world, 
you must anticipate struggles with those who are less willing to consider ideas that question 
familiar perspectives and behaviors.

PATRICK

I don’t want to be lumped with all men. I am not sexist; I don’t discriminate against 
women; I believe in gender equality and try to practice it in my relationships with 

women. It really makes me angry when people bash males as if we are all oppressors 
or something. I don’t oppress women or anyone else, and I don’t want to be blamed for 

unfair things that others do.

Patrick makes an important point. We need to distinguish between the actions and atti-
tudes of individuals and the social practices and values of our culture. Most individual men do 
not aim to oppress women or gender-nonconforming people. The point is that Western culture 
as a whole has constructed gendered inequalities, and these inequalities continue in our era.

The problem, then, is not individuals, but rather a social system that accords unequal 
value and opportunity on the basis of sex assignment. This kind of prejudice diminishes 
us all. It limits our appreciation of human diversity by defining a very narrow zone of 
what is good, normal, and worthy of respect. Regardless of whether you are privileged or 
oppressed by social evaluations of what is normal and good, your study of gender, commu-
nication, and culture may be unsettling. If you are seriously disturbed by what you read, 
you might find it helpful to talk with your instructor or to visit the counseling center at 
your school.

Why We Wrote This Book
We wrote Gendered Lives because we believe that change is needed in how we view and 
embody gender. We also believe research presented in this book can empower you to make 
more informed choices about your personal identity and our shared world. Since the first 
edition was published, we’ve received many positive responses from colleagues who teach 
classes that use the book and from students in our classes as well as from students around 
the nation. We’ve also received helpful criticism and suggestions that have motivated us to 
rethink and improve the book.

In the chapters that follow, you’ll learn about the extent to which gender inequities and 
discrimination persist and diminish individual and collective life. For instance:
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t� Is there any way to justify the fact that, each day in the United States, at least four women 
are killed by their partners or ex-partners?

t� Is there any way to justify the fact that the majority of the victims of hate violence murders 
are trans women and mostly trans women of color (National Coalition of Anti-Violence 
Programs, 2013)?

t� Is it fair that men who want to spend time with their families are often evaluated nega-
tively in professional contexts?

t� Is it acceptable that a Pakistani court sentenced a woman to be gang-raped because of an 
offense allegedly committed by her brother?

t� Is it just that most of the advances won by women’s movements have benefited white, 
middle-class women more than poor women and women of color?

Why We Wrote This Book   7

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

About “Male-Bashing”: Julia and Natalie—the Authors— 
Comment
Occasionally, a student tells one of us 
that Gendered Lives “bashes men.” This 
comment puzzles us, because we don’t 
see ourselves as male-bashers. Both of our 
lives include men we love. We have many 
male friends and colleagues, and we’ve 
done as much to mentor male students 
and colleagues as female ones. When we 
ask students to explain why they think 
the book bashes men, they tell us it gives 
more attention to discrimination against 
women than to discrimination against 
men and that it points out that some men 
harm women. They are correct in this 
observation, but the difference in atten-
tion to harms to women and men reflects 
findings from research rather than any per-
sonal views we hold.

Like all scholars, what we write 
depends largely on available information. 
Existing research shows that, although 
both men and women experience vio-
lence from intimate partners, 95% of 
people who are known to be physically 
abused by romantic partners are women 
(Haynes, 2009;  Johnson, 2006). It would 
be inaccurate to give equal space to 
discussion of men who are physically 
abused by intimate partners. The same 

is true of sexual harassment: Although 
members of both sexes and all genders 
are sexually harassed, most victims are 
girls and women and most perpetrators 
are men. The only way we could present 
a gender-balanced discussion of sexual 
harassment would be by misrepresenting 
facts.

You should also realize that this book 
includes more information about men and 
men’s issues than any other textbook for a 
course in gender and communication. In 
the chapters that follow, you’ll learn about 
men’s movements, pressures men face 
to succeed and conform to stereotypes 
of masculinity, and consequences, such 
as depression, of social perspectives that 
limit men in the workplace and in personal 
relationships. You’ll also learn that men, 
like women, can be victims of sexual vio-
lence. In addition, you’ll discover that men 
find it stressful to balance work and family, 
yet men today are contributing more to 
raising children than previous generations 
of men. Research throughout this book 
shows how social expectations of women 
and men can restrict all of us. We hope 
that, as you read this book, you’ll perceive 
the coverage as fair.
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t� Is there any reason why, for every dollar white men earn, white women earn 79 cents, 
Black women earn 60 cents, Native American women earn 59 cents, and Latinas earn 55 
cents for doing the same job (Miller, 2016b; “Women Still Earn a Lot Less Than Men,” 2015)?

t� Is it fair that, in divorce proceedings, mothers have an advantage over fathers in gaining 
custody of children?

t� Is it right that women bear the primary responsibility and nearly all of the risks in repro-
ductive matters, including fertility, contraception, and parenting?

t� Does it make sense that the United States is one of only four countries without a national 
policy requiring paid family leave (Oman, Tonga, and Papua New Guinea are the other 
three) (Rowe-Finkbeiner, 2014; Zarocostas, 2014)?

If you don’t want inequities such as these to continue, read on. Becoming aware of how 
our culture establishes and normalizes inequities is necessary, but that alone will not lead to 
changes. In fact, concentrating exclusively on what is wrong tends to depress us, which can 
paralyze impulses toward reform. Awareness of inequities must be coupled with realizing 
that change is possible.

Through individual action and social movements, many blatant forms of sex discrimi-
nation have been eliminated. In the 1800s, women weren’t allowed to vote. They also had no 
access to a university education, could not own property if they married, and were barred 
from participating in most professions. Until the mid-1970s, women in the United States 
could not get credit cards in their own names (Zeisler, 2016). In the past, sexual harass-
ment, acquaintance rape, and marital rape were unnamed and generally unpunished. In 
recent decades they have been named and recognized as illegal. Women can now vote, attend 
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universities, own property, pursue professional careers, and have credit cards in their names, 
and they can bring legal action if they are harassed or raped.

Views of men, too, have changed. In earlier eras, our society defined manliness in 
terms of physical strength and bravery. After the Industrial Revolution, the ability to earn 
a good salary became the social standard of manliness. Today, many men are challenging 
social definitions of men as income providers and are seeking greater opportunities to 
participate in personal relationships. Forty years ago, it would have been almost unthink-
able for a man to have been a stay-at-home dad. Today, a number of men are stay-at-
home dads.

Gender is also increasingly recognized as fluid. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and 
gender-nonconforming individuals enjoy greater visibility and acceptance than in pre-
vious decades. Long-standing forms of discrimination against LGBTQ people have been 
challenged and, in many cases, changed. For example, a few years ago, the Supreme Court 
ruled that same-sex marriages are legal. Despite these positive changes, many forms of dis-
crimination against LGBQ people remain and strict gender norms create barriers to full 
acceptance.

Changes such as the ones we’ve discussed mislead many people into thinking that gender 
equality has been achieved. Some believe we live in a “postfeminist era” in which gender 
discrimination is history and that sexism has been overcome.

t� Some say that women now have freedom of choice but fail to recognize that women have 
fewer reproductive rights in the United States than in a number of other countries.

t� Some cite high-visibility politicians such as Hillary Clinton as evidence that the playing 
field in politics is now level but do not realize that women make up 18% of the U.S. House 
of Representatives and only 4.6% of CEOs of Fortune 500 companies (Remnick, 2015; 
Sandberg & Chávez, 2014 vanOgtrop, 2015).

t� Some argue that the United States opposes discrimination against women but don’t 
seem disturbed that the United States—along with a few other nations such as Somalia 
and Sudan—has refused to ratify the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women. Jimmy Carter signed the treaty in 1980, and the 
Senate has yet to act on it.

t� Some believe that heterosexual women and men now have egalitarian relationships but 
don’t seem concerned that, in two-worker families, women still spend twice as much time 
as men on housework and child care (Bruni, 2016).

As the listing shows, not all of the inequities based on sex and gender are history. Even 
in the United States, gender equity has not been fully achieved. In a ranking of measures 
that affect women’s lives (health, education, economics, politics, and justice) the United 
States ranked eighth, behind Iceland, Sweden, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Switzerland, and 
Norway (Streib, 2011). Although we’ve made progress toward gender equity, there are more 
changes to be made before we have a truly level-playing field for everyone.

The consequences of how we define and embody gender are not abstract. There are very 
real stakes involved. Individuals’ health and even their lives can be on the line. Consider a few 
examples of the concrete impacts of social views of gender:

t� Women suffer far more adverse side effects, including potentially fatal heart arrhythmia, 
from sleeping pills than men because only men were used in trials when many of the 
drugs were in development (Rabin, 2013).

Why We Wrote This Book   9
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t� Transgender people lack access to adequate health care because they often face outright 
refusal of services, discrimination, and/or lack of understanding and cultural competence 
from health care providers (National Center for Transgender Equality, 2016).

t� Although female infertility accounts for only approximately one-third of heterosexual cou-
ples’ trouble with conceiving, women bear the disproportionate burden and risks of fertility 
treatments. Regardless of the cause of infertility, virtually all treatments are interventions 
on women’s bodies, and effects include bruising and soreness from shots, nausea, allergic 
responses, ovarian hyperstimulation syndrome, multiple miscarriages and stillbirths, gesta-
tional diabetes, maternal hemorrhage, and preterm labor and delivery (ASRM, 2017).

t� Testosterone levels naturally decline as men age, yet men today are bombarded with 
advertising that urges them to treat “low T” or “low testosterone” (Jaret, 2014). Since 2001, 
prescriptions for testosterone have tripled. And prescription testosterone has some dan-
gerous potential side effects, including adding massive numbers of red blood cells to the 
bloodstream, shrinking testes, and increasing the risk of heart attacks (LaPuma, 2014).

These facts make it crystal clear that the stakes are high when it comes to gender.

Communication as the Fulcrum of Change
The stakes we’ve noted provide a compelling reason to work for changes in how we under-
stand and embody gender. Communication is the heart of social change. Through commu-
nication, we can identify and challenge current cultural views that constrain individuals and 
create inequities. We rely on communication to define alternatives to the status quo and to 
persuade others to share our visions. Public discourse often sparks and guides collective 
efforts at political reform. For example, in the mid-1800s Elizabeth Cady Stanton and other 
early feminists galvanized support for the women’s rights movement through their eloquent 
speeches.

More recently, students are leading the way in persuading women’s colleges to rethink 
policies that have excluded transgender students. One of the first challenges came in 2011 
when students at Hollins, a women’s university in Virginia, challenged the school’s policy 
stating that any student who had hormone treatment, surgery, or changed her name as part 
of redefining her sex could no longer attend classes and could not graduate. As Hollins and 
other women’s colleges were debating whether to allow transgender students to matriculate, 
The Department of Education, in 2014, ruled that Title IX protects transgender students 
from discrimination. A number of women’s colleges, as well as coed colleges and universities, 
now admit and accommodate transgender students.

Other kinds of communication also instigate change. Perhaps you use social media to 
circulate articles about gender inequalities and as a result your friends see injustices they 
previously had not noticed. Maybe a teacher discusses sexual harassment with his class, and 
a student is empowered to bring charges against her supervisor who has been harassing her. 
You talk with your father about ways in which current leave policies disadvantage working 
mothers, and he persuades his company to revise its policies. Wherever there is change, we 
find communication. Through your interpersonal, social, and public communication, you 
can transform yourself and the society in which we jointly participate.
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Information is the foundation of making effective choices about what you believe and 
what you want to change. Reading Gendered Lives will provide you with a great deal of infor-
mation that you can use to develop knowledgeable stands on gender issues. Then, you can 
make informed choices about what you believe and about the identity you wish to fashion 
for yourself. You may decide to change how you define yourself, or you may be satisfied with 
your identity and the existing gender arrangements in our culture. Either stance is principled 
if it is informed—but no stance has integrity if it is not based on sound information and seri-
ous reflection.

The Challenge of Studying Communication, 
Gender, and Culture
Studying communication, gender, and culture involves us in perplexing and often painful 
questions about our society and our personal identities. You need courage to consider new 
ideas openly and to risk the turmoil of changing values and identities that are familiar. Fur-
ther, with awareness comes responsibility. Once we are informed about gender and commu-
nication, we can no longer sit passively back as if they were not our concern. They are our 
concern, both because gender and communication affect each of us directly and because we 
are part of a collective world. Thus, how we act—or fail to act—influences our shared culture.

Although studying communication, gender, and culture is disturbing, it can be very 
worthwhile. By questioning constructed inequality, we empower ourselves to do more than 
unthinkingly reproduce the cultural patterns we grew up with. Instead, we can assume active 
roles in creating personal and collective lives that are fairer, more humane, and infinitely 
more enriching than what might otherwise be possible.

Features of Gendered Lives
Four features distinguish this book and support the views we’ve just discussed. First, we 
include discussion of diverse classes, ethnicities, races, gender identities, and sexual ori-
entations whenever research is available. For instance, the Exploring Gendered Lives box 
titled “Multicultural Perspectives on Gender” identifies a range of ways in which cultures 
define gender and sexual identities.
A second feature of this book is language that aims to include all readers. We use terms 
such as he, she, and they, as well as women, men, and people of all genders in preference to 
he, mankind, and men. But inclusive language means more than including women and gen-
der-nonconforming people; it also means using language that refuses to go along with cul-
tural marginalization of any group. For instance, we generally refer to committed relationships 
rather than marriages. The terms spouse, husband, wife, and marriage exclude cohabiting 
partners who choose not to marry.

A third feature of Gendered Lives is inclusion of diverse perspectives. We present not 
only research that reflects different views but also student voices that reflect widely 
ranging experiences, values, and identities. In the pages that follow, you’ll meet a lot of 
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students—some like you, some quite different. In many courses on gender and communi-
cation, students keep journals or write reflection papers that link class concepts with their 
personal lives. Many of our own students gave us permission to include their reflections 
in this book. In addition, students at other campuses around the country have written in 
response to previous editions of Gendered Lives, and some of their comments appear in 
this edition. We’ve tried to return their generosity by including an array of individuals and 
viewpoints, including ones with which we personally disagree. In fact, including ideas with 
which we disagree, from both students and scholars, is necessary if this book is to reflect 
the variety of ideas about gender and communication that circulate in our culture. Han-
nah, a student from a northeastern college, makes a point in her commentary on this page.

HANNAH

When I was reading Gendered Lives, I had to keep reminding myself that you were 
presenting information and that not all points were your personal values and beliefs.  

I didn’t agree with all of your statements or the ideas of others, like the students 
in their commentaries, but I learned a lot about the ways others see gender. I also 
learned a lot about how I think about gender by seeing what ideas I agreed with  

and disagreed with.

Hannah’s comment reflects open-mindedness, which fosters learning. As you read this 
book, we hope you will think about research findings and students’ voices and reflect on how 
they are similar to or different from your own beliefs and values. We have refrained from 
evaluating or interpreting the reflections that appear in this book. The students write clearly 
and eloquently, and we don’t want to muffle their voices with our analysis.

Fourth, we encourage your active engagement. One way we do this is by asking you to 
think about issues both in the chapters and in questions that appear at the end of chapters. 
Second, we ask you to Take a Stand on issues presented in Exploring Gendered Lives boxes 
that appear in all chapters. Third, at the end of each chapter, we ask you to apply material 
in the chapter to your life. We hope you will embrace the challenge of engaging ideas in the 
chapters that follow.

GENDER ONLINE

1. The Organization for Research on Women and Communication (ORWAC) publishes 
the journal, Women’s Studies in Communication. You can read back issues of the journal 
online at ORWAC’s site: http://www.cios.org

2. Terms for online searches: sex-cultural views of, feminism, hijras.

REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND ACTION

1. Using the authors’ self-descriptions as guidelines, consider how your identity influenced 
your choice to take this course, as well as how it may affect your perceptions of topics 
in the book and the course. Have you been privileged or disadvantaged by your race, 
class, sex, gender, and sexual orientation? How have your privileges and disadvantages 
affected your opportunities, knowledge of issues, interests, abilities, goals, and so on?
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2. How do you define feminism? Write your definition, and see if it changes during the 
course of reading this book and taking this class.

3. Interview two people who are from non-Western cultures. Ask them to explain what it 
means to be a man (or manly or masculine) and what it means to be a woman (or wom-
anly or feminine) in their cultures. How do their cultures’ definitions of gender cohere 
with and depart from those in the United States? Ask them what they find most interest-
ing or surprising about U.S. views of gender.

RECOMMENDED SOURCES

1. Peggy McIntosh (2007). White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack. In P. 
 Andersen and P. H. Collins (Eds.) (2016). Race, Class, & Gender, 9th ed. (pp. 98–102).  
Belmont, CA: Thomson-Cengage. This is a classic article that raises awareness of  
privileges many people enjoy without being conscious of them.

2. Allan Johnson (2017). Privilege, Power, and Difference, 3rd ed. New York: McGraw-Hill. 
This is an engaging and accessible introduction to thinking about inequalities and how 
they harm all of us, including those who seem to benefit from them.
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1

Communication, Gender, and Culture 
as an Area of Study
Had you attended college in the early to mid-1980s, you would not have found a textbook 
like this one, and it’s highly unlikely you could have found a course such as the one this book 
accompanies. Today, most colleges and universities offer courses on gender because there is 
now an impressive base of research to inform teaching.

Research on Gender, Communication, and Culture
Research on gender comes from multiple fields, including anthropology, communication, 
history, neuroscience, philosophy, psychology, sociology, and women’s studies. Scholars in 
these disciplines rely on a number of research methods.

Knowledge Challenge:
t� )PX�NBOZ�TFYFT�BSF�UIFSF 
t� %P�BMM�NBMFT�IBWF�UIF�TBNF�TFY�DISPNPTPNFT 
t� 8IBU�JT�UIF�EJGGFSFODF�CFUXFFO�HFOEFS�JEFOUJUZ�BOE�TFYVBM�PSJFOUBUJPO 

(PPHMF�iNBMFoGFNBMF�DPNNVOJDBUJPO
w�BOE�ZPV�MM�GJOE�EP[FOT�PG�TJUFT�UIBU�PGGFS�
BEWJDF�PO�JOUFSBDUJOH�XJUI�UIF�iPQQPTJUF�TFY�w�*G�ZPV�XBUDI�QPQVMBS�TIPXT�TVDI�
BT�Orange Is the New Black PS�Transparent
 ZPV�IBWF�TFFO�USBOTHFOEFS�DIBSBDUFST�
BOE�BDUPST��-JTUFO�UP�QPQVMBS�NVTJD
�BOE�ZPV�MM�TFF�BSUJTUT�FOHBHJOH�HFOEFS�JO�
UIFJS�MZSJDT�BOE�WJEFPT
�BT�JO�#FZPODF�T�i1SFUUZ�)VSUTw�PS�.FHIBO�5SBJOPS�T�i/P�w�
5IF�HFOFSBM�QVCMJD�T�GBTDJOBUJPO�XJUI�HFOEFS�BOE�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�JT�NJSSPSFE�
CZ�DPMMFHF�TUVEFOUT��JOUFSFTU��"SPVOE�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�BOE�JO�PUIFS�DPVOUSJFT
�
NBOZ�DBNQVTFT�DBOOPU�NFFU�TUVEFOU�EFNBOE�GPS�DPVSTFT�PO�HFOEFS�BOE�
DPNNVOJDBUJPO�

5IJT�DIBQUFS�JOUSPEVDFT�ZPV�UP�DPNNVOJDBUJPO
�HFOEFS
�BOE�DVMUVSF�BT�BO�
BSFB�PG�TUVEZ�BOE�EFGJOFT�LFZ�DPODFQUT�UIBU�GPSN�UIF�GSBNFXPSL�PG�UIJT�CPPL�

The Study of 
Communication, 

Gender, and Culture

We are looking for permission to be more than our 
society tells us we are.
—Starhawk
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16   CHAPTER 1 The Study of Communication, Gender, and Culture

Quantitative research methods1 gather and analyze data that can be quantified. Three of 
the more common quantitative methods are descriptive statistics, surveys, and experiments. 
Descriptive statistics describe populations, proportions, and frequencies. They answer ques-
tions such as: How often do women and men interrupt in conversations? How much do men 
and women in the same professional positions earn?

Surveys, which may be written or oral, ask people to report their feelings, thoughts, and 
experiences. They ask women and men what they do with close friends or what kinds of 
online activities they prefer.

Experiments are controlled studies that manipulate one thing (called an independent 
variable) to determine how it affects another thing (called a dependent variable). They test 
the impact of reading fashion magazines on women’s self-esteem and how a particular teach-
ing method affects boys’ and girls’ learning.

Qualitative research methods, sometimes called interpretive methods, aim to under-
stand meanings that cannot be quantified. Two popular qualitative methods are textual 
analysis and ethnography. As the name implies, textual analysis involves studying commu-
nication texts, which may be written, oral, or nonverbal. Textual analyses have illuminated 
the meaning of speeches such as the Declaration of Sentiments, which was given at the first 
Women’s Rights Convention.

Ethnography relies on extensive observation to discover what things mean to people. 
Ethnographic study has provided detailed descriptions of how gender is enacted in diverse 
cultures.

Critical research methods identify and critique the means by which power relations are 
created or challenged. For example, critical research has given us insight into ways in which 
organizational structures and practices create work environments that women and minorities 
perceive as unwelcoming.

Mixed research methods are exactly what the name implies—a combination of two or 
more of the methods described above. For example, a scholar might document the frequency 
(descriptive statistic) of men’s and women’s smiling in social situations and then interview 
men and women (qualitative method) to learn why they smile.

1Boldface terms appear in the glossary at the end of this book.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Journals That Feature Research on Gender and Communication
Communication Education
Communication Monographs
Communication Studies
Communication and Critical Cultural Studies
Gender and Society
Journal of Applied Communication Research
Journal of Cross-Cultural Research
Journal of Gender, Culture & Health

Journal of Men’s Studies
Journal of Social & Personal Relationships
Men and Masculinities
Sex Roles
Sexuality and Culture
Signs
Women and Language
Women’s Studies in Communication 

TAKE A STAND: 3FBE�POF�BSUJDMF�GPDVTFE�PO�HFOEFS�JO�POF�PG�UIF�KPVSOBMT�MJTUFE�IFSF��
8IBU�EJE�ZPV�MFBSO�BT�B�SFTVMU�PG�SFBEJOH�UIF�BSUJDMF 
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Reasons to Learn about Communication, Gender, 
and Culture
Learning about communication, gender, and culture serves three important goals. First, 
you will gain increased appreciation of complex ways in which cultural values and practices 
shape understandings and expectations of masculinity and femininity and men and women. 
 Second, as you become more aware of ways cultural expectations of gender are communi-
cated to you, you will more deeply understand your personal gender, both as it is now and 
as it might be if you choose to remake it. You will be empowered to think critically about the 
extent to which you wish to identify with cultural prescriptions for gender.

Third, studying communication, gender, and culture will strengthen your effectiveness as a 
communicator. Learning about gendered differences in communication will enlarge your abil-
ity to appreciate and adapt to diverse communication styles. In addition, learning how your 
own communication does or does not conform to prevailing cultural prescriptions for gender 
allows you to make informed choices about how you want to communicate in the future.

Gender in a Transitional Era
You probably don’t subscribe to your grandparents’ ideals of manhood and womanhood. You 
may believe that people of all sexes and genders should be able to pursue careers and that 
both should be involved in homemaking and family life. You are probably not surprised when 
a woman knows how to change a tire or when a man cooks a good meal. Yet, if you’re like 
most of your peers, there are also a number of gender issues about which you feel conflicted.

t� :PV�NBZ�UIJOL�UIBU�CPUI�QBSFOUT�TIPVME�QBSUJDJQBUF�JO�DIJME�SFBSJOH�CVU�BTTVNF�UIBU�UIF�
NPUIFS
�OPU�UIF�GBUIFS
�TIPVME�CF�UIF�QSJNBSZ�DBSFHJWFS�EVSJOH�UIF�FBSMZ�ZFBST�PG�DIJMESFO�T�
MJWFT�

t� :PV�NBZ�TVQQPSU�HFOEFS�FRVBMJUZ�JO�UIF�NJMJUBSZ�CVU�SFNBJO�VODPNGPSUBCMF�XJUI�XPNFO�
TFSWJOH�JO�DPNCBU�SPMFT�

t� :PV�NBZ�CFMJFWF�JO�FRVBM�PQQPSUVOJUZ�CVU�UIJOL�UIBU�DPMMFHFT�BOE�VOJWFSTJUJFT�TIPVME�CF�
BMMPXFE�UP�PGGFS�NPSF�TDIPMBSTIJQT�UP�NBMF�BUIMFUFT�

t� :PV�NBZ�CFMJFWF�UIBU�HFOEFS�JT�GMVJE�CVU�BSF�VOTVSF�IPX�UP�SFTQPOE�XIFO�ZPVS�SPPNNBUF�
JEFOUJGJFT�BT�USBOT�

TRACY

The issue of women in combat really troubles me. I have a son who is 17 and a daughter 
who is 15. I don’t want either of them in combat, but I’ve always known my son could be 
in combat. Would I argue that my son should be and my daughter shouldn’t be? That’s 

like saying I value her life more than his. I can’t say that.

When we grapple with issues like these, we realize that our attitudes aren’t always clear or 
wholly consistent. Many of us no longer accept all traditional views, yet we haven’t become 
comfortable with alternative views and their implications for our identities and relation-
ships. This makes our lives and our relationships interesting, unsettling, and, occasionally, 
frustrating.
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MICHAEL

The other day in class, we were talking about whether women should have combat 
duty. I’m really uncomfortable with where I stand on this, since I think one way, but 
I feel another. I do think women should have to serve just as much as men do. I’ve 

never thought it was right that they didn’t have to fight. And I think women are just as 
competent as men at most things and could probably be good soldiers. But then when I 

think about my mom, my sister, or my girlfriend being in the trenches, having to kill other 
people, or maybe being a prisoner who is tortured and assaulted, I just feel that’s wrong. 
It doesn’t seem right for women to be involved in killing when they’re the ones who give 

life. Then, too, I want to protect my girlfriend, sister, and mom from the ugliness and 
danger of war.

But then, this other part of me says, “Hey, guy, you know that kind of protectiveness is a form 
of chauvinism.” I just don’t know where I stand on this except that I’m glad I don’t have to 

decide whether to send women into combat!

KATHERINE

I am really skeptical of books that describe women and men as “opposite” sexes. They 
focus on a few ways that most women and most men are different. They totally ignore 

all of the ways that women and men are alike. Even worse is that they act like all women 
are the same and all men are the same. People are just such individuals that you can’t 

sum them up as “man” or “woman.”

Differences between Women and Men
Are women and men really as different as pop psychologists proclaim? Certainly, there are 
some differences between the sexes, but there are also many similarities. In addition, there 
is substantial variation within each sex as a result of experience, heredity, sexual orientation, 
gender identity, race, economic class, and other factors.

Katherine’s commentary is insightful. Terms such as women and men are troublesome 
because they imply that all women can be grouped into one category and all men into 
another. When we say, “Women’s communication is more personal than men’s,” the statement 
is true of most, but not all, women and men. Yet some women don’t engage in much personal 
talk, and some men do. Many factors, including race, economic class, and sexual identity, 
shape how individuals communicate.

Essentializing is reducing something or someone to certain characteristics that are 
assumed to be central to its nature and present in every member of its group. When we 
essentialize sex, we mistakenly assume that all members of a sex share defining qualities. 
 Essentializing ignores characteristics that differentiate individuals from one another. In this 
book, we will discuss generalizations about sexed and gendered identities, but this does not 
imply there are essential qualities possessed by all members of a particular sex or gender.

In these opening pages, we’ve used the words gender and sex several times, but we haven’t 
yet defined them. The remainder of this chapter provides definitions of key concepts that 
inform this book.
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Relationships among Gender, Culture, 
and Communication
When asked to discuss a particular aspect of nature, John Muir, founder of the Sierra Club, 
said he could not discuss any single part of the natural world in isolation. He observed that 
each part is “hitched to the universe,” meaning that every part of nature is connected to all 
other parts. Likewise, gender, culture, and communication are hitched together. We cannot 
really understand any one of these concepts without knowing about the others.

Although many people use the terms gender and sex interchangeably, they have distinct 
meanings. Sex (female or male) is a designation based on biology and assigned at birth. 
 Gender is far more complex. Gender is socially constructed and expressed. It includes one’s 
internal sense of self as a woman, man, or neither (gender identity), the external commu-
nication of one’s gender identity through clothing, hairstyles, behavior, and voice (gender 
expression), as well as the cultural expectations assigned to one’s sex (gender role). For many 
people, sex and gender are consistent; most children assigned male at birth eventually iden-
tify as men and most assigned female eventually identify as women. For some, however, sex 
and gender do not neatly align. We’ll now elaborate the meanings and complexities of sex and 
gender and discuss how each is related to culture and communication.

Sex
Sex is a biological classification based on external genitalia (penis and testes in males, clitoris 
and vagina in females) and internal sex organs (ovaries and uterus in females, prostate gland 
in males). Genitalia are determined by chromosomes. In most cases, human development is 
guided by 23 sets of chromosomes, one of which determines sex. In most cases, people who 
are biologically male have XY sex chromosomes, whereas people who are biologically female 
have XX sex chromosomes.
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But sex is not as neatly binary as Western culture represents it to be. One challenge 
to binary sex categories is chromosomal variations. For every 500 individuals, 1 does not 
have XX or XY sex chromosomes (Harper, 2007). This means that of the approximately 
300  million individuals in the United States today, roughly 600,000 do not have XX or XY sex 
chromosomes. They have XO, XXX, XXY, or XYY sex chromosomes. Occasionally, some of 
an individual’s cells have XY chromosomes and some have XX chromosomes.

Another challenge to the traditional male/female dichotomy is intersex people, the 
approximately 1% of the population that is born with biological characteristics of both sexes 
(Sapolsky, 2013). For many years, infants who were born intersex were assigned one sex or 
the other, and they underwent “normalizing surgery” to make their genitals appear consis-
tently male or female. This surgery, however, carries significant risk to sexual pleasure and 
reproductive function, and many intersex people resented the surgery that was imposed on 
them. They argued that intersex is simply another sex category that is neither pathological 
nor in need of “fixing.”

Largely as a result of intersex activism, doctors and the broader culture have reconsidered 
the assumption that everyone must fit into either the male or the female biological category. 
In 2013, Germany and Australia joined Nepal and New Zealand in adopting guidelines that 
allow parents to choose among more than two sex categories on birth certificates (Bendavid, 
2013). The United States has not yet recognized intersex as a distinct sex category, but U.S. 
surgeons are increasingly reluctant to recommend “normalizing” surgery for intersex infants 
(Bendavid, 2013). The Intersex Society of North America opposes surgery, hormone treat-
ments, or a third sex category for intersex infants. They advocate instead for approximating 
sex within the current male-female binary at birth through various tests and then supporting 
children’s natural gender exploration and development over time before considering surgery 
(Dreger, n.d.).
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Sexual development is also influenced by hormones. When pregnancy proceeds routinely, 
fetuses with a Y chromosome are bathed in androgens that stimulate development of male 
sex organs, whereas fetuses without a Y chromosome receive fewer androgens, so female sex 
organs develop. In some cases, however, a genetically female fetus (XX) is exposed to exces-
sive progesterone and may not develop the customary female genitalia. The opposite is also 
true: If a male fetus is deprived of progesterone, standard male genitalia may not develop. 
The influence of hormones does not end at birth. They continue to affect our development by 
determining whether we menstruate, how much body hair we have and where it grows, how 
much fat and muscle tissue we develop, and so forth.

Biological sex influences aspects of our development, but it does not govern the meaning 
that members of a culture assign to sex. This moves us into discussion of a second concept: 
gender.

Gender
Gender is the social meaning assigned to sex. Related to gender are the concepts of  gender 
identity, which is an individual’s perception, and subjective experience, of gender, and 
 gender expression, which is how one communicates gender to the outside world. Gen-
der,  gender identity, and gender expression are not innate. They also tend to be less stable 
and more fluid than sex. Most of us are born male or female (sex), but we have to learn to 
see ourselves as gendered (gender identity) and to act in masculine and/or feminine ways 
(gender expression). Gender varies across cultures, over time within a given culture, over 
the course of individuals’ life spans, and in relation to other genders. We’ll elaborate these 
aspects of gender.

Consider current meanings of masculinity and femininity in the United States. To 
be  masculine is to be strong, ambitious, successful, rational, and emotionally controlled. 
Although these requirements are less rigid than they were in earlier eras, they remain largely 
intact. Those we regard as “real men” still don’t cry in public and are successful and powerful 
in their professional and public lives.

Femininity in our era is also relatively consistent with earlier views, although there is increas-
ing latitude in what is considered appropriate for women. To be feminine is to be physically 
attractive, emotionally expressive, nurturing, and concerned with people and relationships.

Gender is learned. From infancy on, we are encouraged to embody the gender that society 
prescribes for us. Young girls are often cautioned, “Don’t be selfish—share with others” and 
“Don’t be bossy.” They are praised for looking pretty, taking care of others (including dolls), 
and being nice. Young boys, in contrast, are more likely to be admonished, “Don’t be a sissy” 
and “Don’t cry.” They are rewarded for strength, independence, and success, particularly in 
competitive arenas.

BISHETTA

I remember when I was very little, maybe 5 or so. My brother and I were playing outside 
in the garden, and Mom saw us. Both of us were coated with dirt—our clothes, our skin, 
everything. Mom came up to the edge of the garden and shouted, “Bishetta, you get out 

of that garden right now. Just look at you. Now, what do you think folks will think of a 
dirty little girl? You don’t want people to think you’re not a lady, do you?” She didn’t say a 

word to my brother, who was just as dirty.
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Although individuals learn gender, it is not strictly personal. Rather, cultures stipulate 
the social meaning and expectations of each sex. Because society’s views of gender permeate 
public and private life, we tend to see them as normal, natural, and right. When society con-
stantly represents women and men in particular ways, it is difficult to imagine that masculin-
ity and femininity could be defined differently. But, as we will see, gender varies widely across 
cultures and history.

Conventional views of both sex and gender are challenged by people who define them-
selves as trans (transgender), genderqueer, or gender nonconforming. Although some trans 
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people identify with the sex other than the one that they were assigned at birth, others reject 
the binary categories of male and female, and still others self-identify as a third gender or a 
unique blending of femininity and masculinity or describe themselves as agender—without 
gender. In Chapter 2, we’ll look more closely at queer theory, which gives insight into a range 
of gender identities and ways of performing gender.

Meanings of gender also change as the result of role models, who embody visible alter-
natives to traditional gender identities. When a woman embodies professional ambition, she 
may challenge what others see as appropriate behavior for women. Similarly, when a man 
tells another man that time with his family is a top priority, his friend may reconsider his own 
views of men’s roles. When one person lives openly as trans, that person may make it easier 
for others whose gender identity doesn’t fit neatly into conventional categories.

ETHAN

What I always thought was unfair in my family was the way my folks responded to 
failures my sisters and I had. Like once my sister Maryellen tried out for cheerleader, and 

she wasn’t picked. So she was crying and upset, and Mom was telling her that it was 
okay and that she was a good person, and everyone knew that and that winning wasn’t 

everything. And when Dad came home he said the same things—telling her she was 
okay even if she wasn’t picked. But when I didn’t make the junior varsity football team, 
Dad went bonkers! He asked me what had gone wrong. I told him nothing, that other 
guys were just better than I had been. But he’d have none of that. He told me I couldn’t 

give up and had to work harder, and he expected me to make the team next season. He 
even offered to hire a coach for me. It just wasn’t okay for me not to succeed.

MIGUEL

I like to be strong and to stand up for myself and what I think, but I would not want to 
be only that. I am also sensitive to other people and how they feel. There are times to be 

hard and times to be softer; there are times to be strong and times to let others be strong.

A good example of remaking the meaning of gender is the concept of androgyny. In 
the 1970s, researchers coined the word androgyny by combining the Greek word aner or 
andros, which means “man,” and the Greek word gyne, which means “woman.” Androgynous 
individuals embody qualities that our culture considers both feminine and masculine. For 
example, androgynous individuals might be both nurturing and assertive, both strong and 
sensitive. As Miguel points out in his commentary, there is value in the full range of human 
qualities—those currently labeled feminine and those labeled masculine.

To realize the arbitrariness of the meanings of gender, we need only to consider differ-
ent cultures’ views of masculinity and femininity. Many years ago, anthropologist Margaret 
Mead (1935/1968) reported three distinct gender patterns in the New Guinea societies she 
studied. Among Arapesh people, both women and men were passive, peaceful, and defer-
ential, and both nurtured others, especially young children. The Mundugumor tribe social-
ized both women and men to be aggressive, independent, and competitive. Mothers were 
not nurturing and spent very little time with newborn babies, weaning them early instead. 
Within the Chambri society, genders were the reverse of current ones in America: Women 
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were domineering and sexually aggressive, whereas men wore decorative clothes and curled 
their hair so they would be attractive to women.

Body ideals for women provide another example of the constructed and arbitrary charac-
ter of gender. Currently, Western culture regards thinness as desirable in women. Yet in the 
1950s, fuller-figured women exemplified femininity and sexiness. Even today, some cultures 
regard heavier women as particularly beautiful and desirable. For example, in the Islamic 
Republic of Mauritania (sub-Saharan Africa), young girls are often overfed so that they 
become obese and thereby signify their family’s wealth (LaFraniere, 2007).

Even within a single culture or social group, the meanings of genders vary over time. 
Consider changes in the United States. Prior to the Industrial Revolution, men and women 
worked together to raise crops or run businesses, and both sexes were involved in home-
making and child rearing. The Industrial Revolution gave rise to factories and paid labor 
outside the home. With this came a division of life into separate spheres of work and home. 
As men took jobs outside the home, masculinity was redefined as earning income; as women 
increasingly assumed responsibility for family life, femininity was redefined as nurturing and 
making a good home (Cancian, 1989).

The meaning of gender also changes over the course of an individual’s lifetime. Being 
masculine at age 10 may mean being good at soccer or baseball. At age 35, however, most 
men regard a job and salary as measures of their masculinity. Similarly, a 10-year-old 
girl may regard bows in her hair as feminine, whereas a 35-year-old woman may define 
femininity as succeeding in her career and being a good mother. Our sense of what is 
feminine or masculine changes not only because we age but also because we respond to 
broad social changes.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES
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Finally, gender is a relational concept because most cultures define femininity and mas-
culinity against each other. As meanings of one gender change, so do meanings of the other. 
Challenges to the idea that there are only two sexes and two genders complicate the cultural 
tendency to define one gender as opposite to another.

In summary, we have noted that gender is the meaning that a society constructs and 
attaches to sex. The meaning of gender varies across cultures, across individuals’ life spans, 
and over time in particular cultures. This reminds us that, even though what our society 
defines as feminine and masculine may seem natural to us, there is nothing necessary or 
innate about any particular meaning for any gender. This suggests that we have more choice 
than we sometimes realize in how we enact gender in our lives.

Beyond Sex and Gender
Western culture assumes connections between sex, gender, and sexuality so that male, man, 
masculinity, and heterosexuality are presumed to be naturally linked and female, woman, 
femininity, and heterosexuality are presumed to be naturally linked. The term cis functions 
as a prefix—cisgender, cisman, ciswoman—to describe these links, designating a person who 
fits conventional social expectations of gender. In other words, a female who identifies as a 
woman would be labeled cisgender or ciswoman. Cis means “on the same side of.” So people 
who stay on the side of the gender identity assigned at birth are cisgender. The use of this 
term disrupts the assumption that saying “woman” necessarily connotes someone who was 
assigned female at birth.

As we have seen, sex, gender identity, gender expression, and preference for romantic 
partners don’t always go together. Think of these departures from what mainstream culture 
prescribes:

t� "�GFNJOJOF�DJTHFOEFS�NBO�XIP�JT�TFYVBMMZ�BUUSBDUFE�UP�XPNFO
t� "�NBTDVMJOF�DJTHFOEFS�XPNBO�XIP�JT�TFYVBMMZ�BUUSBDUFE�UP�XPNFO�BOE�NFO
t� "�NBTDVMJOF�USBOT�NBO�XIP�JT�TFYVBMMZ�BUUSBDUFE�UP�XPNFO
t� "�GFNJOJOF�DJTHFOEFS�XPNBO�XIP�JT�TFYVBMMZ�BUUSBDUFE�UP�XPNFO
t� "�NBTDVMJOF�DJTHFOEFS�NBO�XIP�JT�TFYVBMMZ�BUUSBDUFE�UP�XPNFO�BOE�NFO

Sexual orientation refers to a person’s preference for romantic and sexual partners. 
People who have heterosexual orientations are romantically and sexually attracted to 
people of a sex different than their own. Gay men are sexually and romantically attracted 
to men, whereas lesbians are sexually and romantically attracted to women. Bisexuals are 
attracted to men and women. While some have questioned the possibility of being bisexual, 

BEVERLY

In my day, women were a lot different than they are today. We were quieter, and we put 
other people ahead of ourselves. We knew our place, and we didn’t try to be equal with 
men. Today’s women are very different. Some of the younger women in my classes put 

their careers ahead of marriage, some don’t want children, and many think they should 
be as much the head of a family as the man. Sometimes, I feel they are all wrong in 

what they want and how they are, but I have to admit that a part of me envies them the 
options and opportunities I never had.
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recent research documents bisexuals’ subjective and genital arousal to women and men 
(Denizet-Lewis, 2014; Rosenthal, Sylva, Safron, & Bailey, 2011). A recent survey found that 
66% of 18–29-year-old Americans say they are completely heterosexual or completely gay 
or lesbian. The remaining third place themselves somewhere in the category of bisexual 
(Blow, 2015).

Changing views of gender and sex are evident in the increasing recognition of 
 individuals who don’t fit into orthodox sex and gender categories. Transgender, or trans, 
individuals find that their biologically assigned sex and its accompanying gendered expec-
tations don’t match their gender identity—they are women, despite having male chromo-
somes and  genitalia, or men, despite having female chromosomes and genitalia. Some trans 
people have hormonal treatment and/or surgery so that their bodies more closely match the 
sex with which they identify. Very recent evidence suggests that trans people may be right 
about their “true” sex. Scientists have mapped a number of differences in regions of the 
brain in males and females. Tests reported in the past few years show that trans individuals 
have brain regions that are more like the sex with which they identify than their biological 
sex (Sapolsky, 2013).

SEAN

In high school my closest friend was Megean. In our junior year she tried to kill 
herself and nobody knew why because she was pretty, popular, and smart—the 

“girl who had everything.” Later she told me that she had never felt she was female, 
that she’d always felt she was a guy and just didn’t think she could keep going if she 
had to live as a girl. If I hadn’t been so close to Megean, I would have found it totally 

weird, but we were close—still are, in fact, although now he’s Mark—and what I 
mainly felt was sad that somebody I loved was so unhappy. He’s a much happier 

person now that he’s Mark.

Sex may be easier to change than gender. Deirdre (formerly Donald) McCloskey is a 
 professor of economics. According to her, surgery and hormones changed her sex, but she had 
to learn gender. She studied all of the small actions—gestures, facial expressions,  postures—
that women use and practiced them until they were second nature to her.  Reflecting on this, 
McCloskey (2000) wrote that gender is “an accretion of learned habits, learned so well that 
they feel like external conditions, merely the way things are. It is a shell made by the snail 
and then confining it” (pp. 83–84). Because of their experience with gender transition, trans 
people have keen insight into gendered dynamics in cultural life. For example, Ben Barres 
(Vedantam, 2006) wryly commented on his experience: “By far the main difference that 
I have noticed is that people who don’t know I am transgender (female to male) treat me with 
much more respect. I can even complete a whole sentence without being interrupted by a 
man” (p. 135).

Sexual and romantic interests do not necessarily change just because a person transitions 
from one sex to another. Some trans people stay in previously heterosexual marriages or 
committed relationships after transitioning. In 2008, Thomas Beatie attracted a lot of atten-
tion when he gave birth to a girl. You read the sentence correctly: He gave birth. In fact, he 
did so through vaginal delivery. How can this be? Thomas is a trans person who is legally 
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male and legally married to a woman named Nancy. Thomas’s sex reassignment surgery was 
limited to chest reconstruction and testosterone therapy, but he kept his reproductive organs. 
Nancy had had a hysterectomy, so when she and Thomas wanted a child, they decided that 
Thomas would carry it (Beatie, 2008). Thomas later carried and gave birth to a second child. 
People like Thomas prove that the links between sex, gender, and sexual orientation are not 
always clear, stable, or absolute.

There is yet another aspect of sex and gender identity. We’ve seen that some people 
transition away from their biological sex; but what of people who reject the idea of being 
one or the other sex? Consider the case of Norrie May-Welby. Born biologically male in 
1962, young Norrie preferred dolls to contact sports and imagined herself as a girl. In 1989, 
Norrie had gender reassignment surgery to make her appearance conform to the identity 
she embraced. However, Norrie didn’t like being disconnected from all aspects of identity 
that are regarded as masculine. Asked if this meant that she was renouncing being a woman, 
Norrie replied, “It’s not so much about not being female as not being exclusively female. I am 
both a man and a woman” (Baird, 2014). For Norrie and others, binary sex categories are 
insufficient.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES
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SLOAN

It’s great that some people finally realize there are more than two sexes and two genders. 
Ever since I came to college, I found lots of people like me who don’t identify as exactly 
male or female and not as straight or gay. There is so much gray area in between the 

dualities society has imposed.

+FOOJGFS�'JOOFZ�#PZMBO�XBT�CPSO�+BNFT�3JDIBSE�#PZMBO�CVU�MBUFS�
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Trans and intersex people challenge the idea that male and female, woman and man, mas-
culine and feminine are opposite, stable, and the only two possibilities. They also disrupt 
society’s assumption that sex, gender, and sexual orientation correlate in consistent and natu-
ral ways. As a result, we may realize that links among sex, gender, gender identity, and sexual 
orientation are not nearly as clear-cut as we sometimes believe.

Culture
Our discussion of sex, gender, and sexual orientation has noted that culture influences 
how each of these is defined and embodied. Now we focus more closely on culture, which 
is structures (also called institutions) and practices (also called activities) that reflect and 
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uphold a particular social order. They do this by defining certain identities, values, and 
patterns of behavior as natural, good, and important and defining other identities, values, and 
patterns of behavior as unnatural, bad, or unimportant. Because gender is central to cultural 
life, society’s views of gender are reflected in and promoted by a range of social structures and 
practices.

One of the primary practices that structures society is communication. We are surrounded 
by communication that announces social views of gender and seeks to persuade us that these 
are natural, correct ways for men and women to be and to behave. We stream videos and see 
commercials showing women cleaning toilet bowls and kitchen floors and men going for the 
gusto after a pickup basketball game; we play a video game that awards points to players for 
attacking women characters who are prostitutes; a working woman receives maternity leave, 
but her husband does not take paternity leave. Each of these practices communicates society’s 
views of gender.

Another cultural practice that upholds Western views of gender is the custom whereby 
a woman takes her husband’s name if she marries. In taking a man’s name, a woman’s iden-
tity is linked to his, but his identity is not equivalently linked to hers and he is not defined 
by his relationship to the woman. Within families, too, numerous practices reinforce social 
views of gender. Parents routinely allow sons greater freedom than daughters, a practice that 
encourages males to be more independent. Daughters, much more than sons, are assigned 
housework and care for younger siblings, thus socializing women to be concerned with home 
and family.

Now think about social structures, or institutions, that uphold gender ideology. One insti-
tution is the judicial system. In divorce proceedings, it is often difficult for a father to gain 
child custody even when he might be the better parent or might be in a better situation to 
raise children. Only 3% of the designated National Historic Landmarks are associated with 
women, minorities, or LGBTQ communities (Bridges, 2017).

In many respects, Western culture, as well as many other cultures, is patriarchal. 
The word patriarchy literally means “rule by the fathers.” Because the United States was 
originally governed by men, historically it reflected the perspectives and priorities of men 
more than those of women. For example, it would be consistent with men’s interests to 
consider women property, which was the case in colonial times. Similarly, from men’s point 
of view, laws against marital rape would not be desirable, and they did not exist until very 
recently. Today, some of the most overt patriarchal tendencies and practices of U.S. culture 
have been tempered, yet the patriarchal history of the country persists in more subtle 
ways. In other cultures, such as Dympna’s home culture, patriarchal traditions are more 
pronounced.

DYMPNA

In 1974, I traveled to New York for my college education…. I’m a member of the Ibo 
tribe of Nigeria, and although I’ve lived in the United States most of my adult life, my 
consciousness remains fixed on the time and place of my upbringing…. When I left 

Nigeria at 18, I had no doubts about who and what I was. I was a woman. I was only a 
woman…. My role was to be a great asset to my husband…. I was, after all, raised within 

the context of child brides, polygamy, clitorectomies and arranged marriages…. I’ve 
struggled daily with how best to raise my daughter. Every decision involving Delia is a 

tug of war between Ibo and American traditions (Ugwu-Oju, 2000).
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Because messages that reinforce cultural views of gender pervade our daily lives, most of 
us seldom pause to reflect on whether they are as natural as they have been made to seem. 
Like the air we breathe, they so continuously surround us that we tend not to notice them. 
But we can learn to notice and think critically about them. Reflecting on cultural prescrip-
tions for gender empowers you to chart your own courses of action and identity.

Communication
The last key concept we will discuss is communication. Communication is a dynamic, sys-
temic process in which two levels of meanings are created and reflected in human interaction 
with symbols. To understand this rather complicated definition, we will focus on one part of 
it at a time.

Communication Is a Dynamic Process Communication is dynamic, which means 
that it continually changes. Not too long ago, the word queer was strictly derogatory but has 
been reclaimed by many who identify as LGBTQ. And before trans activists questioned the 
stability of sex and gender, “cisgender” was unnamed because it was simply assumed.

Because communication is a process, communicative interactions have no definite 
beginnings or endings. Suppose a friend drops by while you’re reading this chapter and asks 
what you are doing. “Reading about gender, communication, and culture,” you reply. Your 
friend then says, “Oh, you mean about how men and women talk differently.” You respond, 
“Not exactly—you see, gender isn’t really about males and females; it’s about the meaning 
our culture attaches to each sex.” Did this interaction begin with your friend’s question, 
with your instructor’s assignment of the reading, with our writing this chapter, or with 
something else?

Think also about when this communication ends. Does it stop when your friend leaves? 
What the two of you talk about may influence what your friend thinks and does later, so the 
impact of your conversation extends beyond the immediate encounter. Communication is a 
dynamic process without clear beginnings and endings.

Communication Is Systemic Communication occurs in particular systems that 
influence how we interact and what meanings we attach to messages. For example, suppose 
you observe the following interaction. In an office building where you are waiting for an 
appointment, you see a middle-aged man walk to a woman’s desk, put his arm around her 
shoulders, and say, “You drive me crazy when you wear that outfit.” She doesn’t look up from 
her work but responds, “You’re crazy, period.” How would you interpret this interaction? Is 
it an instance of sexual harassment? Are they coworkers who are comfortable joking about 
sexuality with each other? Is he not an employee but her friend or romantic partner? We 
can’t interpret this interaction, because we don’t understand the systems within which it takes 
place.

Recall John Muir’s statement that each part of nature is “hitched to the universe.” As a 
system, all aspects of communication are hitched together, so they interact with one another. 
Who is speaking affects what is said and what it means. In the foregoing example, the woman 
would probably attach different meanings to what the man says if he is a friend or a coworker 
with a reputation for hitting on women. Communication is also influenced by how we feel: 
When you feel tired or irritable, you may take offense at a comment that ordinarily wouldn’t 
bother you. The time of day and place of interaction may also affect what is communicated 
and how our words and actions are interpreted.
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The largest system affecting communication is our culture, the context within which 
all our interactions take place. As we saw in our discussion of culture, a society’s view and 
treatment of men and women changes over time. Thirty years ago, it would have been rude 
for a man not to open a car door for his date and not to stand when a woman entered a 
room. Today, most people would not regard either as rude. Just a few decades ago, sexual 
harassment did not have a name and was not considered cause for grievance or legal action. 
Today, laws and policies prohibit sexual harassment, and employees may bring charges 
against harassers. The systems within which communication occurs interact; each part 
affects all others.

Communication Has Two Levels of Meaning Perhaps you noticed that our 
 definition of communication referred to meanings, rather than a single meaning. That’s 
because communication has two levels of meaning. Years ago, researchers noted that all 
 communication has both a content level and a relationship level of meaning (Watzlawick, 
Beavin, & Jackson, 1967).

The content level of meaning is its literal meaning. If Ellen says to her partner, Ed, “You 
can’t buy that car,” the content level of the statement is that he can’t buy a car. The relation-
ship level of meaning defines the relationship between communicators. In our example, 
Ellen believes she has a right to tell Ed what he can and cannot buy. Ed could respond by say-
ing, “I certainly can buy it, and I will.” Here, the content level is again clear. Ed is stating that 
he will buy the car. On the relationship level, however, he may be arguing about the power 
balance between himself and Ellen, and he may be refusing to accept her control. If she says, 
“Okay, then buy it,” she accepts Ed’s claim that she is not running the relationship.

The relationship level of meaning reflects and influences how people feel about each 
other. It tells us how to interpret the literal message. Perhaps, when Ed says he is going to buy 
the car, he uses a teasing tone and grins, in which case the relationship level of meaning is 
that Ellen should not take the content level seriously. If, however, he makes his statement in a 
belligerent voice and glares at her, the relationship level of meaning is that he does mean the 
content level and is angry with Ellen.

Relationship levels of meaning are particularly important when we try to understand gen-
dered patterns of communication. A good example is interruption. Elyse is telling Ty how 
her day went. He interrupts and says, “Let’s head out to the soccer game.” The relationship 
level meaning declares that Ty has the right to interrupt Elyse, dismiss her topic, and initiate 
his own. If he she does not protest, they agree to let him control the conversation. If she does 
object, then the two may wind up in extended negotiations over their respective power in 
their relationship.

Meanings Are Created through Human Interaction with Symbols This 
premise highlights two final, important understandings about communication. First, it 
calls our attention to the fact that humans are symbol-using creatures. Symbols are abstract, 
arbitrary, and often ambiguous ways of representing phenomena. For example,  and  are 
symbols for female and male, respectively. Words are also symbols, so female and male are 
symbols for particular humans.

Because human communication is symbolic, we have to think about it to figure out what 
it means. Symbols are ambiguous; that is, their meanings may not be clear. Recall our earlier 
example, in which a man tells woman assistant, “You drive me crazy when you wear that out-
fit.” To interpret what he said, she has to think about their relationship, what she knows about 
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him, and what has occurred in their prior interactions. After thinking about all these things, 
she’ll decide whether his comment was a joke in poor taste, a compliment, sexual harass-
ment, or a flirtatious show of interest from someone with whom she is romantically involved. 
Because symbols are abstract, ambiguous, and arbitrary, meaning is not inherent in symbols 
themselves. Each of us interprets communication by drawing on our past experiences, our 
knowledge of the people with whom we are interacting, and other factors in a communica-
tion system. Differences in interpretation are the source of much misunderstanding between 
people. However, you can become a more effective communicator if you keep in mind that 
people’s perceptions and interpretations often differ.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, we introduced four central concepts: sex, gender, culture, and communica-
tion. Sex is a biological classification, whereas gender is a social, symbolic system through 
which a culture attaches significance to biological sex. The third key concept, culture, refers to 
structures and practices, particularly communicative ones, through which a society expresses 
and sustains its values. Finally, we defined communication as a dynamic, systemic process in 
which meanings are created and reflected in human interaction with symbols. Building on 
the foundations we’ve established in this chapter, other chapters will examine the range of 
ways in which gender, communication, and culture interact in our lives.

KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated as well as in alphabeti-
cal order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion website also 
provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts they represent. 
You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.
androgyny 23
cis 25
communication 30
content level of meaning 31
critical research methods 16
culture 28
essentializing 18
gender 19
gender expression 19
gender identity 19

gender role 19
intersex people 20
mixed research methods 16
patriarchal 29
qualitative research methods 16
quantitative research methods 16
relationship level of meaning 31
sex 19
sexual orientation 25
transgender 26

GENDER ONLINE
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�WJTJU�UIJT�XFCTJUF���
http://www.isna.org��8IJMF�BU�UIF�JTOB�PSH�TJUF
�SFBE�UIF�'"2�TFDUJPO�UP�JOGPSN�ZPVSTFMG�
BCPVU�EJGGFSFOU�WJFXT�PG�XIBU�DPVOUT�BT�JOUFSTFY�
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�transgender�
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Theoretical 
Approaches to Gender 
Development

Theory can inform politically motivated practice.
—Julia Chang2

Theoretical Approaches to Gender
A theory is a way to describe, explain, and predict relationships among phenomena. Each of 
us uses theories to make sense of our lives, to guide our attitudes and actions, and to predict 
others’ behavior. Although we’re not always conscious of the theories we hold, they still shape 
how we act, how we expect others to act, and how we explain, or make sense of, what we and 
others say and do. In this sense, theories are very practical.

In everyday life, we use theoretical frameworks to make sense of human behavior. For 
instance, assume that you know Kevin and Carlene, who are 11-year-old fraternal twins. In 
many ways, they are alike; yet they also differ. Carlene is more articulate than Kevin, and 
she tends to think in more integrative ways. Kevin is better at solving analytic problems, 
especially ones that involve spatial relations. He also has better-developed muscles, although 
he and Carlene spend equal time playing sports. How you explain the differences between 
these twins reflects your implicit theory of gender.

If you trust biological theory, you might think that different cognitive strengths result 
from hemispheric specialization in male and female brains. You might also assume that 
Kevin’s greater muscle development results from testosterone, which boosts musculature, 
whereas estrogen programs the body to develop less muscle and more fat.

Knowledge Challenge:
t� "U�XIBU�BHF�EP�NPTU�DIJMESFO�SFBMJ[F�UIBU�UIFJS�TFY�JT�OPU�HPJOH�UP�DIBOHF 
t� "SF�NBMFT�PS�GFNBMFT�MJLFMZ�UP�CF�EJBHOPTFE�XJUI�BVUJTN 
t� 8IP�QFSGPSNT�HFOEFS 
t� 8IBU�JT�UIF�SFMBUJPOTIJQ�CFUXFFO�TPDJBM�MPDBUJPO�BOE�TUBOEQPJOU 

4PNF�PG�PVS�TUVEFOUT�IBWF�UPME�VT�UIBU�UIFZ�EPO�U�TFF�UIF�WBMVF�PG�TUVEZJOH�UIF-
PSZ�CFDBVTF�JU�IBT�OPUIJOH�UP�EP�XJUI�iSFBM�MJGF�w�"DUVBMMZ
�UIFPSJFT�BSF�WFSZ�QSBDUJ-
DBM��5IFZ�IFMQ�VT�VOEFSTUBOE
�FYQMBJO
�BOE�QSFEJDU�XIBU�IBQQFOT�JO�PVS�SFBM�MJWFT�
BOE�JO�UIF�XPSME�BSPVOE�VT�
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Then again, if you rely on social learning theory, you might explain the differences by 
assuming their parents reward Kevin for athletics and Carlene for language skill. These are 
only two of many ways we could explain the differences between Kevin and Carlene. Each 
explanation comes out of a particular theoretical viewpoint—a way of understanding the 
relationship between sex, gender, behaviors, and abilities. Each viewpoint makes sense, yet 
each is limited, which suggests that a full understanding of gender relies on multiple theories.

Our theories about sex and gender affect how we think and act. If you think the differ-
ences in language skill are determined by biology, then you probably would not push Kevin 
to spend more time reading and working with words in order to develop his language skills. 
On the other hand, if you think differences result from socialization, you might encourage 
Kevin to spend more time writing, reading, and speaking.

There are many theories about gender. Because each theory attempts to explain only 
selected dimensions of gender, different theories are not competing to be the definitive expla-
nation of how gender develops and what it means. Instead, theories often complement one 
another by sharpening our awareness of multiple ways in which communication, sex, gender, 
and culture interact. Thus, instead of trying to pick the “best” theory, try to appreciate the 
strengths of each one and realize how multiple theories can work together to provide a richly 
layered account of how we become gendered.

Theories of gender development and behavior can be classified into four broad types: (1) 
biological, (2) interpersonal, (3) cultural, and (4) critical.

Within these broad categories, a number of specific theories focus on particular factors 
and processes that contribute to the gendering of individuals. As we discuss these, notice 
both how they differ in focus and how they work together to create an overall understanding 
of gender.

Biological Theories of Gender
Biological theory maintains that biological characteristics such as chromosomes, hormonal 
activities, and brain specialization account for gender differences.

One focus of biological theories is sex chromosomes. As we saw in Chapter 1, most males 
have XY sex chromosomes. Most females have an XX chromosomal structure, because they 
inherit an X chromosome from each parent. Men are more prone to a number of hereditary 
conditions such as muscular dystrophy, hemophilia, and Hunter syndrome because males’ 
single X chromosome may have a faulty gene that is not overridden by a second X chromo-
some. Some scientists think males’ single X may also explain why they are four to seven times 
more likely than females to be diagnosed with autism and attention disorders (Wang, 2013; 
Why It’s Not, 2014).

X and Y chromosomes are distinct. The X holds 1,100 genes whereas the Y holds only 
about 50 genes (Angier, 2007a, 2007b; Richardson, 2013). In part because of the larger num-
ber of genes carried on the X chromosome, it is more of a multitasker than the Y. Yet, the Y 
chromosome is evolving faster than any other human chromosome (Borenstein, 2010). The 
Y chromosome’s primary function is determining that a fertilized egg will evolve into a male. 
The X chromosome, however, controls a lot more than sex determination; it influences intel-
ligence, some hereditary conditions, and sociability (Angier, 2007a).
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A second focus of biological theories is hormonal activity. For instance, estrogen, the pri-
mary female hormone, causes bodies to produce “good” cholesterol and to make blood ves-
sels flexible (Ferraro, 2001). Estrogen strengthens the immune system, so that people with 
high amounts of estrogen are generally less susceptible to immune disorders, infections, and 
viruses. Estrogen causes fat tissue to form around the hips, which provides cushioning for a 
fetus during pregnancy. And estrogen seems to inhibit liver functioning so people with high 
estrogen supplies eliminate alcohol more slowly than people with lower supplies and thus 
may react more quickly to alcohol consumption (Lang, 1991).

Like females, males have hormonal cycles that affect their behavior (Federman &  Walford, 
2007). Research shows that males at the peak of their testosterone cycle are more likely to use 
drugs and engage in violence and abuse. A 2011 study reported that testosterone levels tend 
to decrease markedly when a cisgender man becomes a father. Scientists think this may be 
an evolutionary pattern aimed to lessen men’s aggression and interest in other mates while 
increasing their tendencies to nurture (Belluck, 2011).

Beginning around the age of 30, men’s testosterone level gradually declines, with testos-
terone levels dropping about 1% a year after age 30 (Federman & Walford, 2007; LaPuma, 
2014). Researchers estimate that about 10 million U.S. men over the age of 50 have testos-
terone levels sufficiently low to decrease muscle, bone strength, and interest in sex and to 
increase body fat, moodiness, and depression (Federman & Walford, 2007).

Hormones influence some tendencies that we associate with gender. Research shows that 
some girls favor trucks over dolls if their mothers had atypically high levels of testosterone 
during pregnancy and that males who are given estrogen experience declines in normally 
strong spatial skills and increases in usually less strong verbal skills (Gurian & Stevens, 2007; 

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Chromosomal Variations
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Tyre, 2006). Males who are given a spray of oxytocin, known as the “cuddle” hormone, show 
more empathy and sensitivity to others’ feelings (Hurlemann et al., 2010).

A third focus of biological theories is brain structure and development. Some studies indi-
cate that although both sexes use both lobes of the brain, each sex tends to specialize in one 
(Andersen, 2006; Vive la Différence, 2013). Males tend to have more developed left lobes, which 
control linear thinking, sequential information, spatial skills, and abstract reasoning. Females 
tend to have more developed right lobes, which control imaginative and artistic activity, holistic 
and intuitive thinking, and some visual tasks. In females, the prefrontal cortex, which restrains 
aggression, is larger and develops earlier than in males (Brizendine, 2007; Tyre, 2006), and the 
insula, which affects intuition and empathy, is larger (Brizendine, 2007). In males, the amyg-
dala, which is the center of emotions such as anger and fear, is larger (Brizendine, 2007).

A bundle of nerves and connecting tissues called the corpus callosum links the two lobes 
of the brain. Females generally have greater ability to use this structure, which allows crossing 
from one lobe to the other (Fausto-Sterling, 2000; Vive, 2013). Males generally have more 
within-hemisphere connections, which may aid their ability to focus attention on one thing 
at a time.

Interestingly, most of the differences in the sexes’ brains are absent or very small at birth. 
They tend to increase as individuals age, usually becoming most noticeable around the age of 
17 (Hotz, 2013). We do not yet know whether these differences result from biological factors 
or social influences or a combination of the two.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

The Claims of Sociobiology
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Although our discussion suggests that biological influences are moderated by socializa-
tion, it would be a mistake to dismiss biology’s power to affect our lives. The force of biology 
is evident in cases where doctors try to change a child’s biological sex, perhaps most famously 
in the case of David Reimer (Butler, 2004; Colapinto, 2006; McClelland, 2004). When David 
was eight months old, a doctor mistakenly amputated his penis during a surgery to correct 
phimosis, a condition in which the foreskin of the penis interferes with urination. Follow-
ing doctors’ advice, the parents authorized “normalizing surgery” so David’s testicles were 
removed he was given hormones to induce female characteristics and was renamed Brenda.

Brenda did not take to being a girl. Her preferred toys were trucks and guns; she routinely 
ripped off the dresses her parents made her wear; and, despite not having a penis, Brenda 
preferred to stand to urinate. Even hormonal treatments and therapists could not convince 
Brenda to identify as a girl. Finally, when Brenda was about 15, her father told her that she had 
been born male. For Brenda/David, things now made sense. David had his breasts removed 
and a penis constructed using muscle tissue and cartilage, took male hormone shots, and 
began to live as a man. At age 25, David married a woman with children, and he helped raise 
his three stepchildren.

LUANNE

When I was in high school, I wanted to play football. My folks were really cool about 
it, since they’d always told me being a girl didn’t mean I couldn’t do anything I wanted 
to. But the school coach vetoed the idea. I appealed his decision to the principal as sex 

discrimination (my mother’s a lawyer), and we had a meeting. The coach said girls 
couldn’t play football as well as guys because girls are less muscular, weigh less, and 

have less dense bodies to absorb the force of momentum. He said this means girls can be 
hurt more than guys by tackles and stuff. He also said that girls have smaller heads and 
necks, which is a problem in head-to-head contact on the field. My dad said the coach 
was talking in generalizations, and he should judge my ability by me as an individual. 

But the coach’s arguments convinced the principal, and I didn’t get to play, just because 
women’s bodies are generally less equipped for contact sports.

Before leaving our discussion of biology, we should note that biological classification into 
male or female is not as clear-cut as many people think. The term gender binary refers to 
the division of humans into two sexes that are presumed to be opposite, distinct, natural, 
and enduring. The gender binary assumes that a person’s sex, gender, and sexuality align in 
socially prescribed ways. Thus, males are assumed to identify as boys/men, adopt masculine 
attitudes and behaviors, and be heterosexual; females are assumed to identify as girls/women, 
adopt feminine attitudes and behaviors, and be heterosexual.

One of the earliest challenges to the gender binary came from a professor of medical sciences 
who specialized in molecular and cell biology. Fausto-Sterling’s (1982, 1989, 1992) laboratory 
research showed that intersex people have both male and female genitalia, which means they 
cannot be classified as only male or only female. She also recognized that some people have 
identities that do not align with social expectations for their anatomy. Fausto-Sterling (1993) 
claimed there are actually five distinct sexes based on biological differences in human beings.

Other scientists challenged the gender binary for a different reason. They noted that research 
consistently showed there is more variation within each socially defined sex than between the 
two (Lorber, 2012). In other words, there are more differences among females than between 
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EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Biological Differences That Make a Difference
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females and males; there are more differences among males than between males and females. If 
that is the case, the dichotomy between male and female seems untenable, they reasoned.

By the 1990s, an increasing number of scholars argued that there is far more variety in 
human beings than is accommodated by two rigid categories (Butler, 1990, 1993a; Fausto-
Sterling, 1992, 1993; Sedgwick, 1990). These scholarly breakthroughs encouraged people 
who had never felt comfortable with the gender binary to define themselves in a range of 
ways beyond the two traditional categories. The term genderqueer was coined to signify 
identities that resist the gender binary. In 1994, Kate Bornstein published Gender Outlaws: 
Men, Women, and the Rest of Us, in which she described how she had transitioned from 
being a heterosexual male to a lesbian. In summary, biological theories focus on the ways 
that chromosomes, hormones, and brain structure affect physiology, thinking, and behavior. 
Biological theory is valuable in informing us about genetic and biological factors that may 
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influence our abilities and options. Yet, biological theories tell us only about physiological 
and genetic qualities of males and females. They don’t necessarily describe individual men 
and women (Carothers & Reis, 2013; Fine, 2011; Richardson, 2013). Some men may be 
holistic, creative thinkers, whereas some women, like Luanne, may excel at football.

Increasing evidence indicates that biological differences other than reproductive ones do 
not explain most differences between women and men. That’s why a majority of researchers 
believe that biology is substantially edited by social factors (Kolata, 2012; Rivers & Barnett, 
2011). Further, an increasing number of scholars believe the gender binary is socially con-
structed and perhaps not accurate or adequate as a model for thinking about human identity.

Interpersonal Theories of Gender
Three theories focus on interpersonal influences on the development of masculinity and 
femininity. Psychodynamic theory emphasizes interpersonal relationships within the family. 
Two psychological theories, social learning and cognitive development, stress learning and 
role modeling between children and a variety of other people.

Psychodynamic Theories of Gender Development
Psychodynamic theories claim that the first relationship we have fundamentally influences 
how we define our identity, including gender. Most infants are cared for by women, often 
mothers. Because the mother or mothering figure herself is gendered and may subscribe to 
social views of girls and boys, she may act differently toward male and female infants.

Psychodynamic theories assert that between mother and daughter, there is a fundamental 
likeness that encourages close identification (Chodorow, 1989). Mothers generally interact 
more with daughters, keeping them physically and psychologically closer than sons. In addi-
tion, mothers tend to be more nurturing and to talk more about emotions and relationships 
with daughters than with sons. This intimate bond allows girls to grow into their gender 
identity in relation to their mothers.

Theorists suggest that infant boys recognize in a primitive way that they differ from their 
mothers (Chodorow, 1978, 1999). More importantly, mothers realize the difference, and they 
may reflect it in their interactions with sons. In general, mothers encourage more and earlier 
independence in sons than in daughters, and they talk less with sons about emotional and 
relationship matters (Galvin, 2006).

ABE

I remember something that happened when I was a little kid. Mom had taken me to the 
playground, and we were playing together. Some other boys started teasing me, calling 
me “Mama’s boy.” I remember thinking I had to stop playing with Mom if I wanted those 

other boys to accept me.

To establish his independent identity, a boy must distinguish himself from his mother or 
other female caregiver—he must define himself as distinct from her. Whether he rejects his 
caregiver or merely differentiates himself from her, defining himself as different from her is 
central to most boys’ initial development of a masculine identity (Kaschak, 1992).
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Identity, of course, is not fixed in the early years of life. We continue to change through-
out life. Yet, psychodynamic theorists maintain that, for most people, the identity formed in 
infancy remains core to the self. Thus, as infants mature, they carry with them the basic iden-
tity formed in the pivotal first relationship. As girls become women, many tend to elaborate 
their identities in connection with others, giving relationships high priority in their lives. As 
boys grow into men, many build on the basic identity formed in infancy, making indepen-
dence central to how they live and work. Thus, for someone who identifies as feminine, inti-
mate relationships may be a source of security and comfort, and they may affirm the view of 
self as connected with others. In contrast, someone who identifies as masculine may feel that 
really close relationships threaten the autonomy needed for a strong identity.

Psychological Theories of Gender Development
Psychological theories focus on the interpersonal bases of gender, but they do not emphasize 
intrapsychic processes at the center of psychodynamic explanations. Instead, psychological 
theories of gender highlight the influence of interaction within families and social contexts.

Social Learning Theory Developed by Walter Mischel (1966) and others (Bandura, 
2002; Bandura & Walters, 1963; Burn, 1996), social learning theory claims that individuals 
learn to be masculine and feminine by imitating others and getting responses from others 
to their behaviors. Children imitate the communication they see on television, online, and 
in videos as well as the communication of people around them. At first, young children are 
likely to mimic almost anything. However, others reward only some of children’s behaviors, 
and the behaviors that are rewarded tend to be repeated. Thus, social learning suggests that 
rewards from others teach boys and girls which behaviors are appropriate for them (Kunkel, 
Hummert, & Dennis, 2006; Wood, 2013).
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Parents and others who reward girls for behaviors and attitudes that are considered 
feminine and discourage ones perceived as masculine shape girls into femininity. Similarly, 
parents and others who communicate approval to boys for behaving in masculine ways and 
curb them for acting feminine influence boys to become masculine. Even people who claim 
to treat all children the same often have unconscious gender biases. When told a female 
infant is a boy, adults describe the infant as angry. When told a male infant is a girl, adults 
describe the same infant as happy and socially engaged (Elliott, 2009). In each case, adults 
perceive the child according to their own gender stereotypes.

VICTORIA

When I was little—like four or five maybe—if I got dirty or was too loud, Mama 
would say, “That’s no way for a lady to act.” When I was quiet and nice, she’d say, 

“Now, you’re being a lady.” I remember wanting Mama to approve of me and trying to 
act like a lady. But sometimes it was hard to figure out what was and wasn’t ladylike 

in her book. I had to just keep doing things and seeing how she responded until I 
learned the rules.

DERRICK

Over break, I was visiting my sister’s family, and her little boy attached himself to me. 
Wherever I went, he was my shadow. Whatever I did, he copied. At one point, I was 

dribbling a basketball out in the driveway, and he got it and started dribbling. I egged 
him on, saying, “Attaboy! What a star!” and stuff like that, and he just grinned real big. 

The more I praised him for playing with the ball, the harder he played. It was really weird 
to see how much influence I had over him.

MARICRUZ

Growing up I never had to worry about playing with “gender-approved” toys. I preferred 
playing with Legos instead of Barbies and my parents never scolded or “corrected” me. 
Instead they bought me Lego Harry Potter toys and encouraged me to play whatever 

game I wanted.

Media also play a role in teaching children what activities and roles are rewarded for each 
sex. If children watch TV programs that show only women caring for children, traditional 
gender roles are reinforced. However, if children watch TV programs that show men caring 
for children, children learn that it’s appropriate for men to engage in caregiving.

Likewise, if parents and others encourage children to explore a range of behaviors and 
roles, the children are likely to develop interests, skills, and goals that are not rigidly gendered.

Cognitive Development Theory Unlike social learning theory, cognitive develop-
ment theory assumes that children play active roles in developing their gender identities. 
They do this by picking models of competent masculine or feminine behavior.

From birth until about 24 to 30 months, children notice the ways others label and describe 
them (Gilligan & Pollack, 1988; Kohlberg, 1958; Piaget, 1932/1965). When they hear others 
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call them a “girl” or “boy,” they learn the labels for themselves. “My sweet little lady” and “my 
strong man” are distinct gendered descriptions that children may hear.

A key point in the process of developing gender identity is gender constancy, which is 
a person’s understanding that his/her/their assigned sex is stable or permanent and that it 
is accompanied by gendered expectations. Gender constancy generally occurs by age three 
(Hanish & Fabes, 2014; Miller-Day & Fisher, 2006; Rivers & Barnett, 2011). Once gender 
constancy is established, most children are motivated to learn how to be competent at 
being boys or girls. Same-sex models become critical as young children try to identify and 
become skilled in the behaviors, attitudes, and feelings that are prescribed for their gender. 
Many young girls see their mothers and key women in their lives as models of femininity, 
whereas little boys often study their fathers and men in their lives as models of masculinity 
(Tyre, 2006).

LINDSAY

The gender constancy that we read about doesn’t happen so easily or “naturally” for 
everyone. Long before I started kindergarten I knew that I was a boy, but I also knew that 

I wasn’t. Everyone called me a boy, and I knew I had boy genitals, but I also knew that I 
identified more with girls and women and with girl things like dolls and dresses. So, for 
me, gender constancy didn’t happen—I was caught on a fence between how everyone 

else saw me and how I saw myself.

Gender constancy can be more challenging for children who do not identify with their 
assigned sex and its gender expectations. However, recent research suggests that it is pos-
sible to minimize this stress. A study by the American Academy of Pediatrics suggests that 
transgender children who are socially transitioned—supported in their gender identity and 
not forced to live as their biological sex—exhibit far less depression and anxiety than trans 
children living as their biological sex. In fact, trans children who are socially transitioned 
achieve levels of mental health wellness almost equal to that of their cisgender peers (Olson, 
Durwood, DeMeules, & McLaughlin, 2016).

Related to cognitive development theory is gender schema theory (Frawley, 2008). 
According to gender schema theory, even before reaching the first birthday, an infant dis-
tinguishes between male and female faces and voices. By the age of two, gender schema the-
orists claim that children begin to organize their understandings of gender into coherent 
wholes. A gender schema is an internal mental framework that organizes perceptions and 
directs behavior related to gender. Using gender schemata, children organize clothes, activ-
ities, toys, traits, and roles into those appropriate for boys and men and those appropriate 
for girls and women. They use gender schemata to guide their choices of activities, roles, 
clothes, and so forth.

Reliance on role models doesn’t end with childhood. As people mature, they continue to 
seek role models to guide them in how to be masculine and feminine at different ages and 
in diverse contexts. We learn it’s feminine to squeal or scream at the sight of bugs and mice, 
but boys who do so are labeled sissies. It’s acceptable—if not pleasant to everyone—for ado-
lescent boys to belch, but a teenage girl who belches would most likely be criticized. Seeing 
women and men in the workplace gives us models of how professionals embody femininity 
and masculinity.
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Cultural Theories of Gender
Cultural theorists assume that biological and interpersonal influences on gender reflect larger 
cultural contexts.

Of the many cultural contributions to knowledge about gender, we will focus on two. 
First, we’ll look at findings from anthropology to appreciate the range of ways that societies 
define gender. Second, we will explore symbolic interactionism, which explains how individ-
uals acquire their culture’s views of gender in the process of interaction.

Anthropology
Many societies have views of gender that differ from those currently prevalent in the United 
States (Brettell & Sargent, 2012). Australian Aboriginal fathers have no say in their daughters’ 
marriages; mothers have that authority. In the United States, women have only recently been 
allowed to serve in combat roles, but in other countries such as Israel, women have long been 
part of armed combat. Germany, New Zealand, Nepal, and Australia legally recognize more 
than two genders. And on Orango Island on the western shore of Africa, women choose 
mates and a man cannot refuse without dishonoring his family (Callimachi, 2007).

Another example of how cultural attitudes vary comes from a group of villages in the 
Dominican Republic where it is common for males to be born with undescended testes and 
underdeveloped penises. Because this condition is not rare, the society doesn’t regard it as 
abnormal. Instead, boys born with this condition are raised as “conditional girls,” who wear 
dresses and are treated as girls during the early years of life. At puberty, a secondary tide of 
androgens causes the testes to descend, the penis to grow, and muscle and hair typical of 
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males to appear. At that point, the child is considered a boy—his dresses are discarded, and 
he is treated as a male (Henig, 2017).

SHENG

Growing up, when guests came to our home, my mother and I served them drinks, then 
went to the kitchen to fix food while the men talked. If another woman was a guest, she 

came to the kitchen with us. Men ate at their own table. The women either stay in the 
kitchen or at a separate table.

Symbolic Interactionism
Symbolic interactionism emphasizes the pivotal role of communication in gender devel-
opment. According to symbolic interactionism, communication with others is the primary 
way we develop identity, including gender identity. Because communication reflects the 
values and meanings of society, parents often echo cultural views of gender in the words 
they use to describe children—big or little, dainty or hardy, strong or demure, and so on. 
With each label, others define children, and children internalize many of the definitions 
that others provide.

Cultural views of gender are also communicated through play activities with peers 
( Hanish & Fabes, 2014; Maccoby, 1998) and through teachers’ interactions with students 
(Sander, 2004). Teachers may reprimand young girls for roughhousing but accept the same 
behavior in boys. When a young girl tries to tell a boy what to do, she may be told, “You can’t 
boss me around. You’re just a girl.” Girls who fail to share their toys or show consideration 
to others may be told, “You’re not being nice,” yet this is less likely to be said to young boys. 
Reponses from others, including teachers and peers, not only reflect broad cultural values 
but also provide positive and negative rewards, consistent with social learning theory.

An important contribution to a cultural theory of gender is the concept of role— 
specifically, gendered roles. A role is a set of expected behaviors and the values associated 
with them. In a classic book, Elizabeth Janeway (1971) identified two dimensions of roles. 
First, roles are external to individuals because a society defines roles in general ways that 
transcend particular individuals. Thus, for each of us there are certain roles that society 
expects us to fulfill and others that society deems inappropriate for us.

Within our culture, gender roles assume that women are caretakers and should provide 
most of the care for infants, elderly relatives, and others who need help. In the paid labor 
market, women remain disproportionately represented in service and clerical jobs, whereas 
men are moved into executive positions in for-profit sectors of the economy. Women are still 
asked to take care of social activities on the job, but men in equivalent positions are seldom 
expected to do this.

Men are still regarded by many as the primary breadwinners. Thus, it is seen as acceptable 
for a woman not to have an income-producing job, but a man must earn a living to fulfill 
the masculine role. Postpartum depression, which is feelings of profound sadness following 
the birth of a child, has been associated with women. However, 10.4% of men suffer from 
depression three to six months after the birth of a child (Ostrow, 2010). The symptoms of 
men’s depression have been evident, but social views of men may have prevented us from 
 recognizing postpartum depression in them.
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Not only does society assign roles, but it also assigns value to the roles. Western culture 
teaches women to accept the role of supporting, caring for, and responding to others. Yet that 
is a role clearly devalued in the United States. Competing and succeeding in work life and 
public affairs are primary roles assigned to men, and to those roles prestige is attached.

A second important dimension of role is that it is internalized. As we internalize our cul-
ture’s gender roles, we learn not only that there are different roles for men and women but 
also that unequal values are assigned to them. This can be very frustrating for those who are 
encouraged to conform to roles that are less esteemed or that don’t fit their identity.

Critical Theories of Gender
The theories we have discussed so far provide description, explanation, and prediction. Criti-
cal theories do something else—they direct our attention to structures and practices by which 
societies accord more or less privilege and power to different groups. Critical theorists show 
how the interests and perspectives of dominant groups are privileged. At the same time, crit-
ical theorists identify ways that oppressed groups challenge and sometimes change dominant 
ideologies. In this sense, critical theories have a political edge. We will discuss two critical 
theories that are particularly relevant to gender.

Standpoint Theory
Standpoint theory complements symbolic interactionism by noting that societies are made 
up of different groups that have different amounts of power and privilege. Standpoint the-
ory focuses on how membership in groups, such as those designated by gender, race, class, 
ability, and gender identity, shapes what individuals experience, know, feel, and do as well 
as how individuals understand social life as a whole (Collins, 1986; Harding, 1991, 1998; 
McClish & Bacon, 2002; Wood, 2005). Standpoint theory makes three significant claims: 
(1) all perspectives on social life are partial; (2) some perspectives are more partial than oth-
ers; and (3) a standpoint is earned by developing a political awareness of power differences 
among social groups.

Standpoint theory dates back to the writings of nineteenth-century German philosopher 
Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831) and Karl Marx (1818–1883). Hegel (1807) 
noted that society as a whole recognized the existence of slavery but that the meaning of slav-
ery was quite different depending on whether one’s social location was that of master or slave. 
From this insight, Hegel reasoned that, in any society where power relationships exist, there 
can be no single perspective on social life. Marx’s (1867/1975, 1977) contribution to stand-
point theory was to emphasize that social location regulates our activities and labor, both of 
which shape consciousness, knowledge, and identity.

RACHEL

My father is in the Air Force, so he’s away a lot of the time. Mom has had to become the 
head of our family. She does everything from work and take care of us to pay bills and 
cook. Normally, she sits at the head of the table for meals. But when Dad comes home, 
he sits at the head of the table. Mom still does everything—he says he’s on vacation—

but they both seem to think the man should be at the head of the table when he’s home.
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A social location is a group to which an individual belongs. But social location is not 
standpoint. A standpoint is earned through critical reflection on power relations and through 
engaging in the struggle required to construct a stance that challenges the dominant one in 
a culture. Being a woman (social location) does not necessarily confer a feminist standpoint, 
and being black, Asian, and/or Latino/a (social location) does not necessarily lead to a polit-
ically charged standpoint on race. Because social location and standpoint are so frequently 
conflated, let us emphasize the distinction one more time: A standpoint can grow out of the 
social location of group members’ lives. Thus, a feminist standpoint can, but does not neces-
sarily, arise from the conditions that shape women’s lives.

Standpoint theory claims that marginalized standpoints can generate unique insights 
into how society works. When women, people of color, gays and lesbians, working-class 
 people, intersex individuals, trans people, and others who are outside the cultural center who 
 recognize and reflect on the power relationships of society may see the society in ways that 
are less biased than the ways of people in more privileged social locations. María Lugones 
and Elizabeth Spelman (1983) point out that dominant groups don’t need to understand the 
perspective of less privileged groups in order to survive.

TIFFANY

I attended a predominantly white middle school. My mother made me check my 
homework twice before I turned it in. I asked her why I had to do that when most of the 

other kids in the school didn’t. She said, “the number of times you check your homework 
is the same as the number of limitations set up against you—one for being black and 

two for being a girl.” I said that was unfair and she said fairness had nothing to do with 
succeeding if you’re black. I think that was my first lesson in standpoint.

Patricia Hill Collins (1986, 1998) uses standpoint theory to show that some black women 
scholars have special insights into Western culture because of their dual standpoints as “out-
siders within,” that is, as members of a minority group (African Americans) who are also 
members of majority institutions (higher education). Similarly, in his Autobiography of an 
Ex-Coloured Man, James Weldon Johnson (1912/1989) reflected, “I believe it to be a fact that 
the coloured people [sic] of this country know and understand the white people better than 
the white people know and understand them” (p. 22).

An intriguing application of standpoint logic came from Sara Ruddick’s (1989) study of 
mothers. Ruddick concluded that the social location of mothers facilitates the development 
of “maternal thinking,” which is values, priorities, and understandings that grow out of tak-
ing care of children. Ruddick argues that we often assume women are naturally nurturing 
(“maternal instinct”), but actually women learn to be compassionate and empathic as a result 
of being frequently located in caregiving roles.

The impact of social location on nurturing is further demonstrated in Barbara Risman’s 
(1989) study of male caregivers. She found that men who are primary parents are more nurtur-
ing, attentive to others’ needs, patient, and emotionally expressive than men in general and as 
much so as most women. Armin Brott, an ex-Marine and business consultant, is widely known 
as “Mr. Dad,” the author of eight books for men like him who are stay-at-home dads. According 
to Brott, women are not born knowing how to take care of babies and children. They learn how 
to do it by doing it. The same goes for men, says Brott: They learn how to nurture, comfort, and 
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guide children by engaging in the labor of doing so (Lelchuk, 2007). That’s standpoint theory’s 
argument: Social location shapes identities and skills, including parenting ability.

Each of us occupies multiple social locations that overlap and interact. For example, a 
heterosexual, middle-class, Asian-American man’s social locations are different from those of 
a gay, working-class, European-American man.

Standpoint theory’s major contribution to understanding gender is calling our attention 
to how membership in groups defined by sex, gender, and gender identity shapes individu-
als’ experiences, perspectives, identities, and abilities. Our different social locations provide 
the possibility of developing standpoints that reflect a political awareness of social hierarchy, 
privilege, and oppression.

Queer Performative Theory
Perhaps the best way to introduce queer performative theory is with three examples.
� ��� .VOSPF�JEFOUJGJFT�BT�iUIF�IPUUFTU�BOE�DPPMFTU�ESBH�RVFFO�JO�UPXO�w�#FGPSF�HPJOH�PVU
�

.VOSPF�TIBWFT�UXJDF�UP�SFNPWF�BMM�TUVCCMF
�TQFOET�BO�IPVS�BQQMZJOH�NBLFVQ
�DIPPTFT�
POF�PG�GPVS�XJHT
�BOE�TFMFDUT�BO�FOTFNCMF�GSPN�UIF�DMPTFU
�IPQJOH�UP�IPPL�VQ�XJUI�BO�
JOUFSFTUJOH�NBO�
t� 8IBU�JT�.VOSPF�T�TFY 
t� 8IBU�JT�.VOSPF�T�HFOEFS 
t� 8IBU�JT�.VOSPF�T�TFYVBM�PSJFOUBUJPO 
t� "SF�NFO�XIP�IPPL�VQ�XJUI�.VOSPF�TUSBJHIU�PS�HBZ 

� ��� 5XP�ZFBST�BHP
�"JNFF�CFHBO�IPSNPOF�UIFSBQZ�UP�TUJNVMBUF�HSPXUI�PG�GBDJBM�IBJS
�
JODSFBTF�NVTDMF�NBTT
�BOE�EFDSFBTF�CSFBTU�TJ[F��0WFS�UIF�TVNNFS
�"JNFF�IBE�DIFTU�
TVSHFSZ�BOE�EFDJEFE�UP�HP�CZ�"OEZ��"OEZ�IBT�TFU�VQ�BO�BQQPJOUNFOU�XJUI�UIF�DPBDI�GPS�
UIF�NFO�T�USBDL�UFBN�BU�UIF�VOJWFSTJUZ�JO�UIF�IPQF�PG�KPJOJOH�UIF�UFBN��-BUFS�PWFS�EJOOFS
�
"OEZ�XJMM�UBML�XJUI�IJT�CPZGSJFOE�BCPVU�KPJOJOH�UIF�USBDL�UFBN�
t� *T�"OEZ�NBMF�PS�GFNBMF 
t� *T�"OEZ�NBTDVMJOF�PS�GFNJOJOF 
t� *T�"OEZ�HBZ�PS�TUSBJHIU 
t� *T�"OEZ�T�CPZGSJFOE�HBZ�PS�TUSBJHIU 

� ��� +BEB
�XIP�XBT�CPSO�XJUI�B�QFOJT
�UFTUFT
�BOE�B�QSPTUBUF�HMBOE
�JEFOUJGJFT�BT�USBOT��4JODF�
UIF�BHF�PG���
�+BEB�IBT�IBE�TFWFSBM�SPNBOUJD�BOE�TFYVBM�SFMBUJPOTIJQT
�BMM�XJUI�XPNFO�

t� )PX�XPVME�ZPV�DIBSBDUFSJ[F�+BEB�T�TFY 
t� )PX�XPVME�ZPV�DIBSBDUFSJ[F�+BEB�T�HFOEFS 
t� )PX�XPVME�ZPV�DIBSBDUFSJ[F�+BEB�T�TFYVBM�PSJFOUBUJPO 
t� "SF�+BEB�T�HJSMGSJFOET�HBZ�PS�TUSBJHIU 

Munroe, Andy, and Jada illustrate the focus and value of queer performative theory. Each 
of them defies conventional identity categories. Each challenges binary views of identity as 
male or female, masculine or feminine, gay or straight. The identities that they claim and 
perform don’t fit neatly with conventional understandings of sex, gender, and sexual identity. 
According to queer performative theories, Munroe, Andy, and Jada trouble our thinking, and 
the trouble they provoke is very productive.
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Queer theory and performative theory are distinct, yet closely allied. We’ll define each 
theory and then explore how they interact and how, working together, they offer unique 
insights into gender, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, and cultural life.

Queer theory is a critique of conventional categories of identity and cultural views of 
“normal” and “abnormal,” particularly in relation to sexuality. Extending criticism of the 
 gender binary that we discussed earlier in this chapter, queer theory argues that identities are 
not fixed, but somewhat fluid (Lorber, 2012; Wilchens, 2014). In our first example,  Munroe 
invests significant effort in creating and performing femininity. In our second example, Aimee 
becomes Andy, thereby illustrating the fluidity of gender identity. In the third example, Jada 
identifies as trans, despite having biological features that fit society’s category of male.

Queer theory arose in the context of gay and lesbian studies (Butler, 1990, 1993a, 
1993b, 2004; Foucault, 1978; Sedgwick, 1990). The initial focus of queer theory was 
 heteronormativity, which is the assumption that heterosexuality is normal and all other sex-
ual orientations are abnormal. Yet, it would be a mistake to think queer theory is relevant 
only to gays and lesbians. Almost as soon as queer theory emerged, scholars realized that it 
has important implications for our understanding of many aspects of identity (Sloop, 2006; 
Wilchens, 2014; Zimmerman & Geist-Martin, 2006). Within the context of queer theory, the 
word queer does not refer only or necessarily to gays and lesbians, but to anything that departs 
from what society considers normal (Halperin, 2007). Queer theory challenges the ways that a 
culture defines and polices what is considered normal and abnormal.

Two ideas are central to queer theory. First, queer theory claims that terms such as women, 
men, gay, and straight are not useful, as they cannot tell us much about any individual person. 
Identities are shaped by numerous factors, so labeling someone according to any one factor 
is unavoidably misleading. As well, such terms erase variation among those who are placed 
into broad categories. Queer theorists point out that there are many different ways of being 
a woman or man, various ways to express masculinity and femininity, and multiple ways of 
being gay, straight, or trans. Using the single term man to refer to Barack Obama, CeeLo 
Green, and Mark Zuckerberg or the single term woman to refer to Laverne Cox, Adele, and 
Sonia Sotomayor obscures the distinct ways that these people enact their identities as men 
and women, respectively.

Second, queer theory assumes that identities are not fixed but are relatively fluid. Any of 
us may claim one identity in this moment and context and another in a different moment and 
context. As with Jada, Munroe, and Andy, features such as sex organs don’t determine our 
identities. Rather, according to queer theory, identities arise from decisions about who we are 
and how we want to enact our identities.

Fluidity of identity means more than being able to transition from one sex or gender to the 
other or to claim a genderqueer identity. It can also mean refusing to accept any stable identity. 
Some people refuse labels altogether when it comes to sex, gender, and sexual orientation. For 
these individuals, defining themselves in terms of the existing categories (woman, straight, 
trans, bisexual, etc.) would simply reinforce those unhelpful categories (Valentine, 2007).

Performative theory argues that humans generate identities, including gender, through 
performance or expression. A key theorist, Judith Butler (1990, 2004), explains that gender 
comes into being only as it is expressed, or performed. The performance, she says, is the 
thing we call gender. Butler’s point is that gender is not a thing we have but rather something 
that we do at specific times and in specific circumstances. In other words, for Butler and 
other performative theorists, gender is more appropriately regarded as a verb than a noun. 
Gender is doing. Without doing—without performance—there is no gender.
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EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES
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According to performative theorists, all of us perform gender, although we do so in diverse 
ways (Butler, 1990, 1993a, 1993b, 2004; Halberstam, 2012). We express, or perform, conven-
tional gender through everyday practices such as dominating or deferring in conversations 
and crossing our legs so that one ankle rests on the knee of our other leg or so that one knee 
rests over the other knee. Conversely, we resist conventional views of gender if we act in ways 
that are inconsistent with the sex and gender society assigns to us. Some researchers sug-
gest that gender performances shed light on why women generally do more housework than 
men. It is possible that women perform domestic labor as a way of demonstrating their fem-
ininity, while men refuse to perform household labor as a way to demonstrate masculinity  
(De  Ruijter, Treas, & Cohen, 2005; Natalier, 2003).

But—and this is the second key claim of performative theory—our performances are not 
solo acts. They are always collaborative, because however we express gender, we do so in a 
context of social meanings. For instance, a woman who defers to men and tilts her head when 
talking to men (two behaviors more often exhibited by women than men) is acting individ-
ually, but her individual actions are stylized performances of femininity that are coded into 
cultural life.

Queer performative theory integrates queer and performative theories. The result is a 
view of queer (remember, in this context that means anything other than what is considered 
“normal”) performances as means of challenging and destabilizing cultural categories and 
the values attached to them. As communication scholar John Sloop (2006) explains, “Queer 
scholarship works against the ways in which gender/sexuality is disciplined ideologically and 

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Theories Working Together   51

institutionally and works toward a culture in which a wider variety of genders/sexualities 
might be performed” (p. 320).

To disrupt social categories and valuations, performances aim to queer normal. Notice 
that queer is working as a verb, which is consistent with queer performative theory’s view that 
gender is performance. For instance, a person who wears a lace blouse, necktie, and com-
bat fatigues cannot be reduced to simply feminine or masculine. This choice of dress is a 
performance that challenges and undermines conventional gender categories. Two women 
who perform disagreement with fist fights queer normative views of femininity. A heterosex-
ual man who holds hands with male friends queers cultural views of heterosexuality and—
by extension—of homosexuality. As Issac West (2013) points out, gays and lesbians who 
perform the rights and responsibilities of spouses queer heterosexual models of marriage. 
Everyday performances such as these become political tools that unsettle taken-for-granted 
categories of identity and social views of “normal” and “abnormal.”

In sum, queer performative theories allow us to understand transgressive presentations 
of self as political acts that point out the insufficiency of binary categories of male/female, 
masculine/feminine, gay/straight, and normal/abnormal.

Theories Working Together
We’ve discussed seven theories discretely: biological, psychodynamic, social learning, cog-
nitive development, anthropological, standpoint, and queer performative. Yet often these 
different theories work together to shed light on how we develop and enact gendered identi-
ties. For instance, women basketball players are nearly three times as likely to suffer anterior 
cruciate ligament (ACL) injuries as men. For soccer players, the risk for females can be eight 
times greater than for men (Jacobson, 2001; Miller, 2012; Scelfo, 2002). The fact that women 
suffer more ACL injuries than men suggests that there may be a sex difference—a biologi-
cally based difference between women’s and men’s knees. However, socialization may also be 
a factor.

Dr. William Garrett (personal communication, 2001), a sports medicine surgeon, notes 
that women and men athletes hold their bodies differently. Men, he says, are looser and tend 
to move and stand with their knees slightly bent. Women are more likely to keep their legs 
and knees straight and to maintain more rigid posture. Loose posture and bent knees reduce 
stress on the knee and thus reduce the risk of ACL injury. In addition, early socialization 
teaches girls and boys how to sit, run, and so forth. Thus, what seems a purely biological 
effect may also reflect interpersonal and social influences.

Let’s consider another example that shows how theories we’ve discussed work together 
in complementary ways. In 2009, Sonia Sotomayor was confirmed to the U.S. Supreme 
Court; she is the first Latino/a and the third woman to hold this position. Despite her hum-
ble beginnings as a child of Puerto Rican immigrants growing up in a housing project in the 
Bronx, Sotomayor graduated from Princeton University and Yale Law School, excelled in a 
legal career, and served as a federal judge for 17 years. How do we explain Sonia Sotomayor’s 
exceptional accomplishments?

Social learning and cognitive development theories shed light on Sotomayor’s interests 
and related successes. As a child, she was rewarded for learning, ambition, living by her 
faith, and contributing to her community. Her mother stressed the importance of education, 
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purchasing an Encyclopaedia Britannica for her children and working six days a week 
to send her children to Catholic schools. Growing up in a community of immigrants and 
working-class families while attending a high school with kids from privileged backgrounds, 
Sotomayor’s social circles were diverse and eclectic. She also witnessed sexism and racism 
firsthand. The insights culled from these experiences, combined with analysis of them, 
shaped her oppositional standpoint that led her to challenge institutional discrimination. 
As this example shows, multiple theories often work together to give us a more complete 
understanding of gendered phenomena than any single theory could.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, we have discussed theories of relationships among communication, gender, 
and culture. Rather than asking which is the right theory, we have tried to discover how each 
viewpoint contributes to an overall understanding of how we develop, embody, and some-
times change gender. By weaving different theories together, we gain a powerful apprecia-
tion of the complex individual, interpersonal, and cultural origins of gender. Adding to this, 
critical theories invite us to be critical of constructed categories of identity, normalcy, and 
privilege.
The next two chapters build on this one by exploring how communication within rhetorical 
movements has challenged and changed social views of gender and gendered identities.

KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated as well as in alphabeti-
cal order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion website also 
provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts they represent. 
You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.

biological theory 35
cognitive development theory 42
gender binary 38
gender constancy 43
gender schema 43
gender schema theory 43
heteronormativity 49
performative theory 49

psychodynamic theories 40
queer performative theory 48
queer theory 49
role 45
social learning theory 41
standpoint theory 46
symbolic interactionism 45
theory 34

GENDER ONLINE

1. 5IF�6SCBO�%JDUJPOBSZ�PGGFST�EFGJOJUJPOT�PG�NBOZ�UFSNT�SFMBUFE�UP�HFOEFS
�DPNNVOJDB-
UJPO
�BOE�DVMUVSF��7JTJU�UIF�TJUF�BOE�MPPL�VQ�UFSNT�TVDI�BT�cis, genderqueer, and ze: http://
www.urbandictionary.com/

2. 0OMJOF�TFBSDI�UFSNT��brain, sex differences, queer
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REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND ACTION

1. %JTUJOHVJTIFE�BOUISPQPMPHJTU�3VUI�#FOFEJDU�TBJE�UIBU�iUIF�QVSQPTF�PG�BOUISPQPMPHZ�JT�
UP�NBLF�UIF�XPSME�TBGF�GPS�EJGGFSFODF�w�)BWJOH�SFBE�UIJT�DIBQUFS
�IPX�XPVME�ZPV�FYQMBJO�
#FOFEJDU�T�TUBUFNFOU 

2. 5IJOL�BCPVU�ZPVS�SFMBUJPOTIJQ�XJUI�ZPVS�QBSFOUT��)PX�XFSF�ZPVS�DPOOFDUJPOT�UP�ZPVS�
GBUIFS�BOE�NPUIFS�TJNJMBS�BOE�EJGGFSFOU �*G�ZPV�IBWF�TJCMJOHT�PG�B�EJGGFSFOU�TFY
�IPX�XFSF�
UIFJS�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�XJUI�ZPVS�QBSFOUT�EJGGFSFOU�GSPN�ZPVST 

3. &OHBHF�JO�BO�BDU�UIBU�BJNT�UP�RVFFS�HFOEFS�JO�TPNF�XBZ��1JDL�POF�BDUJPO�UIBU�DIBMMFOHFT�
DPOWFOUJPOBM�VOEFSTUBOEJOHT�PG�TFY�BOE�HFOEFS�BOE�UIF�iOPSNBMw�PS�iBCOPSNBMw�KVEH-
NFOUT�UIBU�BSF�BUUBDIFE�UP�UIFN��/PUJDF�IPX�ZPV�GFFM�BT�ZPV�FOHBHF�JO�RVFFSJOH�HFOEFS�
BOE�IPX�PUIFST�SFTQPOE�

4. /PX�UIBU�ZPV�WF�SFBE�BCPVU�B�SBOHF�PG�UIFPSJFT�UIBU�EFTDSJCF�BOE�FYQMBJO�HFOEFS
�IPX�
NVDI�XFJHIU�EP�ZPV�QVU�PO�OBUVSF�BOE�IPX�NVDI�PO�OVSUVSF�JO�UIF�EFWFMPQNFOU�BOE�
QFSGPSNBODF�PG�HFOEFS 

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

1. +PIO�$PMBQJOUP��	����
��As Nature Made Him��/FX�:PSL��)BSQFS�1FSFOOJBM��5IJT�JT�B�WFSZ�
SFBEBCMF�BDDPVOU�PG�UIF�MJGF�PG�%BWJE�#SFOEB
�XIP�XBT�CPSO�NBMF�BOE�UIFO�NFEJDBMMZ�
BMUFSFE�BOE�TPDJBMJ[FE�BT�B�GFNBMF�

2. $BSZM�3JWFST�BOE�3PTBMJOE�#BSOFUU��	����
��The Truth about Girls and Boys: Challenging 
Toxic Stereotypes about Our Children��/FX�:PSL��$PMVNCJB�6OJWFSTJUZ�1SFTT��$PBVUIPSFE�
CZ�B�KPVSOBMJTU�BOE�B�TDJFOUJTU
�UIJT�XFMM�XSJUUFO�CPPL�TIPXT�UIBU�NBOZ�DMBJNT�PG�TFY�EJG-
GFSFODF�BSF�XJMEMZ�FYBHHFSBUFE�BOE�VOEFSNJOFE�CZ�MPPLJOH�DMPTFMZ�BU�SFTFBSDI�

3. CFMM�IPPLT��	����
��5IF�1PMJUJDT�PG�3BEJDBM�#MBDL�4VCKFDUJWJUZ��*O�Yearning: Race, Gender,  
and Cultural Politics��#PTUPO��4PVUI�&OE�1SFTT��5IJT�TFWFO�QBHF�DIBQUFS�QSPWJEFT�BO�
FYBNQMF�PG�IPX�TPNF�CMBDLT�NPWF�GSPN�CMBDL�TPDJBM�MPDBUJPO�UP�B�QPMJUJDBM�TUBOEQPJOU�
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Citizenship must be practiced to be realized.
—Spano 3

Knowledge Challenge:
t� 5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�IBWF�XPNFO�T�NPWFNFOUT�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�GPVHIU�GPS�UIF�

SJHIUT�PG�BMM�XPNFO 
t� *T�MFHBM�CJSUI�DPOUSPM�MJCFSBUPSZ�GPS�BMM�XPNFO 
t� 5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�XF�MJWF�JO�B�QPTUGFNJOJTU�FSB 

8IBU�BSF�ZPVS�ESFBNT�GPS�UIF�GVUVSF �%P�ZPV�JNBHJOF�XPSLJOH�XJUI�BO�/(0
�
QMBZJOH�QSPGFTTJPOBM�TQPSUT
�QSBDUJDJOH�MBX
�CFJOH�B�QSPGFTTPS
�PS�SVOOJOH�ZPVS�
PXO�CVTJOFTT �%P�ZPV�JOUFOE�UP�BDDVNVMBUF�TPNF�TBWJOHT �%P�ZPV�QMBO�UP�IBWF�
DIJMESFO �1FSIBQT�NPSF�JNNFEJBUFMZ
�IBWF�ZPV�UBLFO�PVU�MPBOT�PS�DSFEJU�DBSET�JO�
ZPVS�OBNF �8IPN�EP�ZPV�QMBO�UP�WPUF�GPS�JO�UIF�OFYU�FMFDUJPO �)BWF�ZPV�DPO-
TJEFSFE�SVOOJOH�GPS�PGGJDF�ZPVSTFMG 

&OUFSUBJOJOH�UIF�GPSFHPJOH�RVFTUJPOT�XPVME�IBWF�CFFO�JNQPTTJCMF�GPS�B�6�4��
XPNBO�JO�UIF�����T
�BOE�NBOZ�PG�UIFN�XPVME�IBWF�CFFO�JNQSPCBCMF�FWFO�JO�
UIF�����T��6OUJM�����
�XPNFO�DPVME�OPU�WPUF
�BUUFOE�DPMMFHF
�PS�QVSTVF�USBJOJOH�
GPS�NPTU�QSPGFTTJPOT��6OUJM�UIF�MBUUFS�QBSU�PG�UIF�UXFOUJFUI�DFOUVSZ
�XPNFO�GPVOE�
JU�FYUSFNFMZ�EJGGJDVMU�UP�HFU�MPBOT�PS�DSFEJU�JO�UIFJS�PXO�OBNFT��UIFZ�IBE�OP�MFHBM�
DPOUSPM�PWFS�UIFJS�SFQSPEVDUJWF�IFBMUI��UIFZ�XFSF�SPVUJOFMZ�BOE�legally EJTDSJNJ-
OBUFE�BHBJOTU�JO�UIF�XPSLQMBDF�BOE�FMTFXIFSF��BOE�UIFZ�IBE�OP�IPQF�PG�XJOOJOH�
BUIMFUJD�TDIPMBSTIJQT��$IBOHFT�JO�UIF�TUBUVT�BOE�SJHIUT�PG�XPNFO�EJEO�U�KVTU�IBQ-
QFO��5IFZ�DBNF�BCPVU�CFDBVTF�TPNF�DJUJ[FOT�UIPVHIU�UIF�TUBUVT�RVP�XBT�XSPOH�
BOE�UPPL�BDUJWF�SPMFT�JO�DIBMMFOHJOH�BOE�DIBOHJOH�JU�

5IJT�BOE�UIF�OFYU�DIBQUFS�BMMPX�VT�UP�BQQSFDJBUF�UIF�QSPGPVOE�XBZT�UIBU�JOEJ-
WJEVBMT�BOE�HSPVQT�IBWF�USBOTGPSNFE�DVMUVSBM�WJFXT�PG�HFOEFS�BOE�TFY��8F�XJMM�
FYQMPSF�SIFUPSJDBM
�PS�QFSTVBTJWF
�FGGPSUT�UP�DIBMMFOHF�BOE�DIBOHF�BUUJUVEFT
�MBXT
�
BOE�QPMJDJFT�UIBU�BGGFDU�IPX�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�BSF�VOEFSTUPPE�BOE�BSF�USFBUFE��
*O�UIJT�DIBQUFS
�XF�XJMM�DPOTJEFS�XPNFO�T�NPWFNFOUT�UIBU�IBWF�BEWBODFE�EJT-
UJODU�WJFXT�PG�XPNFO�T�OBUVSF�BOE�SJHIUT�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT��*O�$IBQUFS��
�XF�MM�
FYQMPSF�NFO�T�FGGPSUT�UP�TBGFHVBSE�PS�DIBOHF�UIF�JNBHFT�BOE�SJHIUT�PG�NFO�JO�
UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�

"T�XF�EJTDVTT�UIFTF�SIFUPSJDBM�NPWFNFOUT
�ZPV�MM�EJTDPWFS�UIBU�UIFZ�BSF�BOZ-
UIJOH�CVU�VOJGPSN��5IFZ�BEWPDBUF�EJWFSTF�JNBHFT�PG�HFOEFS�BOE�QVSTVF�B�SBOHF�

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



The First Wave of Women’s Movements in the United States   55

PG�HPBMT
�OPU�BMM�PG�XIJDI�BSF�DPNQBUJCMF��,OPXMFEHF�PG�BDUJWJTN�BCPVU�HFOEFS�
XJMM�FOIBODF�ZPVS�VOEFSTUBOEJOH�PG�UIF�EZOBNJTN�PG�6�4��DVMUVSF�BOE�NBZ�BMMPX�
ZPV�UP�DMBSJGZ�ZPVS�PXO�JEFBT�BCPVU�HFOEFS�BOE�IPX�ZPV�QFSTPOBMMZ�FYQSFTT�JU��
8IBU�ZPV�MFBSO�NBZ�BMTP�JOTQJSF�ZPV�UP�CFDPNF�JOWPMWFE�JO�JTTVFT�SFMBUFE�UP�
HFOEFS�XJUIJO�ZPVS�DPNNVOJUZ�

The Three Waves of Women’s Movements  
in the United States
Many people think women’s movements first emerged in the 1960s. This, however, disregards 
more than a century of intense activism about women’s rights. It also implies that there is a sin-
gle women’s movement, while actually there have been and are multiple women’s movements.

Rhetorical movements to define women’s nature and rights have occurred in three waves. 
During each wave, two distinct ideologies have informed movement goals and efforts for 
change. One ideology, liberal feminism, holds that women and men are alike and equal in 
most respects. Therefore, goes the reasoning, they should have equal rights, roles, and oppor-
tunities. A second, quite different ideology, cultural feminism, holds that women and men 
are fundamentally different and, therefore, should have different rights, roles, and opportuni-
ties. These two ideologies coexist, reflecting different views of women and their rights. Also, 
as you will discover in reading this chapter, a number of women’s movements challenge the 
assumption that there are two and only two distinct sexes and genders.

The wave metaphor for women’s movements has limits (Hewitt, 2010). Movements don’t 
necessarily fit neatly into generational compartments. Many themes that were in the first 
wave—reproductive rights, for example—were also in the second wave and are now part of 
the third wave. Likewise, some of the goals and tactics of third-wave feminists echo ones 
common in the second wave (Dow & Wood, 2014; Fixmer & Wood, 2005). As you read 
about three waves of women’s movements, know that specific concerns and ideologies are not 
restricted to any single chronological point.

The First Wave of Women’s Movements  
in the United States
From approximately 1840 to 1925, the first wave of women’s movements included both lib-
eral and cultural branches. Ironically, the conflicting views of these two movements worked 
together to change the status and rights of women in U.S. society.

Liberal Ideology: The Women’s Rights Movement
The most well-known women’s activism during the first wave endorsed a decisively liberal 
ideology. The women’s rights movement arose to gain basic civil rights for women. Scholars 
date the start of this movement as 1840, when Lucretia Coffin Mott and Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton met at an international antislavery convention and were both denied entry based 
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on their sex (Campbell, 1989a). Mott and Stanton realized that they could not work to end 
slavery if they were denied political voice as women. Thus, they helped organize the first 
women’s rights convention, the Seneca Falls Convention, held in New York in 1848. The 
keynote address, entitled “Declaration of Sentiments,” was ingeniously modeled on the 
Declaration of Independence (Campbell, 1989b, p. 34). It began with these words:

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are created equal; that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the 
pursuit of happiness.

The Declaration of Sentiments cataloged specific grievances women had suffered, 
 including not being allowed to vote, exclusion from most forms of higher education, 
 restrictions on employment, and loss of property rights upon marriage. At Seneca Falls, 
32 men and 68 women signed a petition supporting women’s rights. Instrumental to passage 
of the  petition was the support of the former slave Frederick Douglass (Campbell, 1989).

Douglass’ support of women’s rights does not signify widespread participation of black 
men and women in the women’s rights movement. Initially, there were strong links between 
abolitionist, or antislavery, efforts and women’s rights (Beck, 2008). However, this alliance 
was strained when the U.S. Constitution was amended, in 1874, to extend suffrage to black 
men, but not to women. Additionally, many black women were disenchanted with the wom-
en’s rights movement’s focus on white women’s circumstances and its lack of attention to 
grievous differences caused by race (Breines, 2006). Thus, the early women’s rights move-
ment became predominantly white in its membership and interests.

Women of different sexual orientations and gender expressions and identities were 
involved in the early women’s rights movement. A number of first-wave feminists, including 
Susan B. Anthony and Alice Stone Blackwell, were in “Boston marriages”—committed, long-
term, intimate relationships with other women. Frances Willard, the founder of the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union, was remarkably gender fluid—publicly lauded for embody-
ing “true womanhood” (Campbell, 1989a; Dow, 1991)—but in intimate relationships with 
women, was referred to as “Frank,” and adopted masculine behavior and dress (Faderman, 
1999). According to historian Lillian Faderman (1999), lesbians’ involvement in first-wave 
women’s rights struggles is due to two significant factors. First, women who did not rely on 
men for protection were particularly vulnerable to the many gendered inequities of that era, 
including the inability to vote and to pursue education and most careers. Thus, obtaining 
political rights was linked to survival for these women. Second, women who did not have 
intimate relationships with men were less constrained by marriage and child rearing and 
therefore had more time to commit to the women’s rights movement.

Women’s rights activists marched and spoke at rallies and engaged in peaceful nonviolent 
protests and hunger strikes. They were jailed, assaulted, and violently force fed. Their strug-
gles are dramatically chronicled in the HBO film Iron Jawed Angels. A long 72 years after the 
Seneca Falls Convention, women won the right to vote with the passage of the Nineteenth 
Amendment in 1920.

Cultural Ideology: The Cult of Domesticity
Although the Women’s Rights Movement is often assumed to represent the interests of most 
white women in the 1800s, many women of the time did not believe that women and men 
were fundamentally alike and equal. Instead, they thought that women were suited to the 
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domestic sphere because they were more moral and nurturing than men. These women 
belonged to what has been called the cult of domesticity (Welter, 1966).

Yet some women who were devoted to domestic life felt a need to represent their views in 
public. They worked for abolition because slavery destroyed families, lobbied for temperance 
because alcohol contributed to violence against women and children (Fields, 2003; Million, 
2003), and fought for labor laws to protect children. Their advocacy required a public voice 
and the right to vote. Thus, for quite different reasons than those motivating women’s rights 
activists, some women in the cult of domesticity also worked for women’s enfranchisement 
(Baker, 2006; Sarkela, Ross, & Lowe, 2003).

After passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, women’s movements in the United 
States were relatively quiet due to several factors. First, public energy was funneled into two 
world wars. While men were at war, women joined the labor force in record numbers to 
maintain the economy and support the war effort (Kiernan, 2013). Between 1940 and 1944, 
six million women went to work—a 500% increase in the number of women in paid labor—
and the federal government funded childcare centers that, in some cases, also provided 
medical care and meal preparation (Douglas & Michaels, 2004; Harrison, 1988). Women’s 
participation in paid labor fell sharply when soldiers came home. More than two million 
women employed during the wars were fired, and their positions were given to male veter-
ans (Barnett & Rivers, 1996). With limited career options, the average woman in the 1940s 
married at 20 and had three children before turning 30. By the time she was 50, the children 
had left home (Collins, 2009b). The lack of opportunities beyond home and family sowed the 
seeds for the second wave of U.S. feminism. 

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Aren’t I a Woman?
*TBCFMMB�7BO�8BHFOFO�XBT�CPSO�BT�B�TMBWF�
JO�/FX�:PSL�JO�UIF�MBUF�����T��"GUFS�TIF�
XBT�FNBODJQBUFE
�7BO�8BHFOFO�NPWFE�UP�
/FX�:PSL�$JUZ�BOE�CFDBNF�B��1FOUFDPTUBM�
QSFBDIFS��4IF�QSFBDIFE�UISPVHIPVU�
UIF�/PSUIFSO�TUBUFT
�VTJOH�B�OFX�OBNF��
4PKPVSOFS�PG�(PE�T�5SVUI��4IF�QSFBDIFE�JO�
GBWPS�PG�UFNQFSBODF
�XPNFO�T�SJHIUT
�BOE�
UIF�BCPMJUJPO�PG�TMBWFSZ�

0O�.BZ���
�����
�5SVUI�BUUFOEFE�B�XPN-
FO�T�SJHIUT�NFFUJOH�JO�"LSPO
�0IJP��5ISPVHI-
PVU�UIF�NPSOJOH
�TIF�MJTUFOFE�UP�TQFFDIFT�
UIBU�GPDVTFE�PO�XIJUF�XPNFO�T�DPODFSOT��
.PWFE�UP�QPJOU�PVU�XIBU�XBT�NJTTJOH
�5SVUI�
SPTF�BOE�HBWF�IFS�PXO�TQFFDI
�i"SFO�U�*�B�
8PNBO w�XIJDI�QPJOUFE�PVU�UIF�XBZT�JO�
XIJDI�XIJUF�XPNFO�T�PQQSFTTJPO�EJGGFSFE�

GSPN�UIBU�PG�CMBDL�XPNFO�	$BNQCFMM
�����
��
5IF�GPMMPXJOH�FYDFSQU�GSPN�UIF�TQFFDI�
JT�FEJUFE�CZ�,BSMZO�,PIST�$BNQCFMM�BOE�
JODMVEFT�'SBODFT�%BOB�(BHF�T�DPNNFOUBSZ�
	3JUDIJF���3POBME
�����
�

5IBU�NBO�PWFS�UIFSF�TBZT�UIBU�XPNFO�
OFFE�UP�CF�IFMQFE�JOUP�DBSSJBHFT
�BOE�MJGUFE�
PWFS�EJUDIFT
�BOE�UP�IBWF�UIF�CFTU�QMBDF�
FWFSZXIFSF��/PCPEZ�FWFS�IFMQT�NF�JOUP�
DBSSJBHFT
�PS�PWFS�NVE�QVEEMFT�PS�HJWFT�
NF�BOZ�CFTU�QMBDF�	and raising herself to her 
full height and her voice to a pitch like rolling 
thunder, she asked

�BOE�BSFO�U�*�B�XPNBO �
5IBU�NBO�PWFS�UIFSF�TBZT�UIBU��y�*�IBWF�
CPSOF�UIJSUFFO�DIJMESFO�BOE�TFFO�UIFN�
BMNPTU�BMM�TPME�PGG�JOUP�TMBWFSZ
�BOE�XIFO�
*�DSJFE�PVU�XJUI�B�NPUIFS�T�HSJFG
�OPOF�CVU�
+FTVT�IFBSE�BOE�BSFO�U�*�B�XPNBO 

TAKE A STAND:�5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�4PKPVSOFS�5SVUI�T�DMBJN�UIBU�XIJUF�XPNFO�T�
PQQSFTTJPO�EJGGFST�GSPN�CMBDL�XPNFO�T�PQQSFTTJPO�JT�TUJMM�USVF�UPEBZ �
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EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Reproductive Rights
#JSUI�DPOUSPM�XBT�BOE�JT�B�QSJPSJUZ�JO�NBOZ�
XPNFO�T�NPWFNFOUT��*O�UIF�OJOFUFFOUI�
DFOUVSZ
�&MJ[BCFUI�$BEZ�4UBOUPO�JOTJTUFE�
UIBU�iWPMVOUBSZ�NPUIFSIPPEw�XBT�
SFRVJTJUF�UP�XPNFO�T�GSFFEPN�	(PSEPO
�
������4DIJGG
�����
��.BSHBSFU�4BOHFS�T�
XPSL�BT�B�OVSTF�NBEF�IFS�QBJOGVMMZ�
BXBSF�UIBU�NBOZ�XPNFO
�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�
JNNJHSBOUT�BOE�QPPS�XPNFO
�EJFE�JO�
DIJMECJSUI�PS�BT�B�SFTVMU�PG�JMMFHBM�BCPSUJPOT�
	$IFTMFS
�����
��4IF�JOTJTUFE�UIBU�B�
XPNBO�T�CPEZ�CFMPOHT�UP�IFSTFMG
�OPU�UIF�
DIVSDI�PS�HPWFSONFOU�

%VSJOH�UIF�TFDPOE�XBWF�PG�GFNJOJTN�JO�
UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT
�GFNJOJTUT�BHBJO�QSPUFTUFE�
GPS�TBGF
�BDDFTTJCMF�CJSUI�DPOUSPM�BOE�
BCPSUJPO��*O�����
�UIF�MBOENBSL�DBTF�Roe 
v. Wade FTUBCMJTIFE�BCPSUJPO�BT�B�XPNBO�T�
SJHIU��:FU
�BCPSUJPO�JT�TUJMM�OPU�BWBJMBCMF�UP�BMM�
XPNFO�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�

3FQSPEVDUJWF�SJHIUT�BSF�BMTP�B�GPDVT�PG�
UIF�UIJSE�XBWF��5IF�.BSDI�GPS�8PNFO�T�
-JWFT
�IFME�PO�"QSJM���
�����
�PO�UIF�$BQJUPM�
.BMM�JO�8BTIJOHUPO
�%$
�ESFX������NJMMJPO�
EFNPOTUSBUPST�UP�BEWPDBUF�GPS�SFQSPEVDUJWF�
KVTUJDF�	)BZEFO
�����
��

'FNJOJTU�UIPVHIU�BCPVU�SFQSPEVDUJWF�
SJHIUT�JT�OVBODFE�JO�SFDPHOJ[JOH�UIBU�CJSUI�
DPOUSPM�JT�OPU�MJCFSBUPSZ�GPS�BMM�XPNFO��*O�
SFBMJUZ
�FGGPSUT�UP�DPOUSPM�SFQSPEVDUJPO�IBWF�
CFFO�MJCFSBUPSZ�POMZ�GPS�TPNF�XPNFO
�BOE�
UIFZ�IBWF�CFFO�EJTFNQPXFSJOH�GPS�PUIFS�
XPNFO�	'JYNFS�0SBJ[
�������(PSEPO
�������
4PMJOHFS
�����
��'PS�JOTUBODF
�UISPVHIPVU�
NVDI�PG�UIF�UXFOUJFUI�DFOUVSZ�JO�UIF�
6OJUFE�4UBUFT
�NBOZ�XPNFO�XIP�XFSF�
CMBDL
�JNNJHSBOU
�QPPS
�MFTCJBO
�NFOUBMMZ�
DIBMMFOHFE
�JODBSDFSBUFE
�PS�PUIFSXJTF�
DPOTJEFSFE�iVOGJUw�BT�NPUIFST�XFSF�
TUFSJMJ[FE�XJUIPVU�UIFJS�DPOTFOU��

TAKE A STAND:�8IBU�EPFT�iSFQSPEVDUJWF�KVTUJDFw�NFBO �)PX�BSF�SFQSPEVDUJWF�SJHIUT�
DPOOFDUFE�UP�PUIFS�JTTVFT�TVDI�BT�FOWJSPONFOUBM�KVTUJDF
�B�MJWJOH�XBHF
�BOE�BDDFTT�UP�IFBMUI�
DBSF�BOE�FEVDBUJPO �

The Second Wave of Women’s Movements  
in the United States 
Starting in 1963, a second wave of women’s movements emerged in the United States. As in 
the first wave of U.S. women’s movements, the second wave included liberal feminists and 
cultural feminists.

Liberal Ideology
The second wave of U.S. feminism included many groups that endorsed a liberal ideology 
(Cobble, Gordon, & Henry, 2015). The first feminist activism to emerge during the second 
wave was radical feminism, also called the women’s liberation movement. Not surprisingly, 
college campuses provided fertile ground for the emergence of radical feminism. It grew out 
of New Left politics that protested the Vietnam War and fought for civil rights. Women in 
the New Left movement did the same work as their male peers—including risking arrest and 
physical assault—men in the New Left treated women as subordinates, telling them to make 
coffee, type news releases, and be ever available for sex. Outraged by men’s refusal to treat 
women in the movement as equals, many women withdrew from the New Left and formed 
their own organizations (Stansell, 2010; Tong, 2013).

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



The Second Wave of Women’s Movements in the United States     59

Radical feminists relied on “rap” or consciousness-raising groups, in which women gath-
ered to talk informally about personal experiences with sexism and to link those personal 
experiences to larger social and political structures. Radical feminists’ commitment to equal-
ity and their deep suspicion of hierarchy led them to insist on leaderless discussions so that 
participants would have equal power.

Radical feminists relied on revolutionary analysis and politics along with high-profile 
public events to call attention to the oppression of women and to demand changes (Barry, 
1998; Freeman, 2002; Tong, 2013). Examples of public events they staged include the 
following:

t� 0DDVQBUJPO�PG�UIF�Ladies’ Home Journal PGGJDF
t� 4QFBL�PVUT�BCPVU�TJMFODFE�JTTVFT�TVDI�BT�SBQF�BOE�BCPSUJPO�
t� 1SPUFTUT�BHBJOTU�UIF�.JTT�"NFSJDB�QBHFBOUT�JO������BOE�����
t� (VFSSJMMB�UIFBUFS�UP�ESBNBUJ[F�QVCMJD�JTTVFT

JES

My grandmother was a radical feminist. I grew up hearing stories about how badly the 
guys treated her and other women who were working for civil rights. It’s totally weird 
that the guys couldn’t see women were their equals when they were all about blacks 

being equal and that’s why they were in the Civil Rights movement. Grandma has told 
me about her rap groups and stuff like that. She says they changed her life.

Some women involved in radical movements of the 1960s formed organizations to 
represent concerns of women of color. The Third World Women’s Alliance grew out of the 
Civil Rights Movement in 1968 and focused on ending imperialism, sexism, and racism 
(Thompson, 2002). The first national Chicana conference in 1971 drew over 600 women. 
They advocated free and autonomous reproductive health care, 24-hour community child 
care, and the “educational, political, social and economic advancement” of Chicanas (Vidal, 
1971). Native women formed organizations such as Women of All Red Nations (WARN) 
and Northwest Indian Women’s Circle to confront involuntary sterilization, infant mortality, 
land tenure, and systemic racism in foster care and adoption (Langston, 2003). Similarly, 
Asian-American feminists formed grassroots organizations that reflected gender, ethnic, 
and class concerns, including the Filipino American Women Network, the Organization 
of Chinese American Women, the Vietnamese Women’s Association, and Asian American 
Women United (Chow, 1989).

Radical feminism also fostered the activism of many lesbian, bisexual, trans, and gen-
der nonconforming women. Many of these activists had been involved with women’s rights, 
civil rights, and gay liberation movements. However, issues specific to their experiences were 
not always included in the political agendas of other movements, and some straight, cisgen-
dered feminists and gay men were openly hostile to them. As a result, some LGBTQ feminists 
focused their activism on lesbian and queer issues. Like other forms of radical feminism, their 
organizing focused on revolutionary analysis and transforming systems of oppression, which 
led them to form organizations such as the Radicalesbians, the Furies Collective, and groups 
that worked at the intersections of sexuality, race, class, and gender such as the  Combahee 
River Collective and the Street Transgender Action Revolutionaries. 
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An important outcome of radical feminism was identification of the structural basis of 
women’s oppression. The connection between individual women’s situations and social 
structures and practices was captured in radical feminists’ declaration that “the personal is 
political.”

Another branch of second-wave feminism emerged from the U.S. middle-class suburbs 
in the early 1960s. Mainstream second wave feminism, which advocates women’s social, 
economic, educational, and political equality, was ignited in 1963 with publication of The 
Feminine Mystique by Betty Friedan. The book’s title was Friedan’s way of naming “the prob-
lem that has no name,” which was the discontent that many white, middle-class American 
women felt because they had limited opportunities beyond home and family. Echoing radical 
feminists, Friedan declared that this seemingly personal problem was actually also a polit-
ical issue. She pointed out that women were not able to pursue personal and professional 
development because American institutions, especially laws, kept many women confined to 
domestic roles. Although most suburban stay-at-home moms loved their families and homes, 
they also longed for an identity outside of home, particularly in the 30 to 50 years of life after 
children left home (Collins, 2009b). Liberal feminism is embodied in NOW, the National 
Organization for Women. Founded in 1966, NOW works to secure social, political, profes-
sional, and educational equality for women and has become one of the most influential pub-
lic voices for women’s rights.

Although second-wave liberal feminism was characterized by more focus on and lead-
ership by white, middle-class women, it would be a mistake to accept the stereotype that 
second-wave liberal feminism was “lily white.” As scholars (Dow, 2014; Lumsden, 2009; 
McDonald, 2012) have pointed out, the truth is more nuanced. From the start, concerns 
about race and racism were negotiated alongside concerns about sex and sexism. Most liberal 
feminists as well as radical feminists fought for civil rights, and second-wave liberal feminism 
benefited from strong voices of nonwhite women, such as Flo Kennedy, Pauli Murray, Shirley 
Chisholm, and bell hooks (Gallagher, 2012). In 1970, Jamaican-American Aileen Hernandez 
became NOW’s second president. Liberal feminism today is inclusive of diverse women and 
the issues in their lives.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

The Famous Bra Burning (That Never Happened!) 
0OF�PG�UIF�NPTU�XJEFTQSFBE�NJTQFSDFQUJPOT�
JT�UIBU�GFNJOJTUT�CVSOFE�CSBT�JO������
UP�QSPUFTU�UIF�.JTT�"NFSJDB�QBHFBOU��
5IBU�OFWFS�IBQQFOFE��)FSF�T�XIBU�EJE��
*O�QMBOOJOH�B�SFTQPOTF�UP�UIF�QBHFBOU
�
QSPUFTUFST�DPOTJEFSFE�B�OVNCFS�PG�TUSBUFHJFT�
UP�ESBNBUJ[F�UIFJS�EJTBQQSPWBM�PG�XIBU�UIF�
QBHFBOU�TUPPE�GPS�BOE�IPX�JU�QPSUSBZFE�
XPNFO��5IFZ�EFDJEFE�UP�QSPUFTU�CZ�
UISPXJOH�GBMTF�FZFMBTIFT
�CSBT
�BOE�HJSEMFT�
JOUP�XIBU�UIFZ�DBMMFE�UIF�'SFFEPN�5SBTI�$BO�

5IFZ�BMTP�QVU�B�DSPXO�PO�BO�BOJNBM�
MBCFMFE�.JTT�"NFSJDB�BOE�MFE�JU�BSPVOE�UIF�
QBHFBOU��*O�FBSMZ�QMBOOJOH�GPS�UIF�QSPUFTU
�
TPNF�NFNCFST�TVHHFTUFE�CVSOJOH�CSBT
�
CVU�UIJT�JEFB�XBT�BCBOEPOFE�	$PMMJOT
�
����B��)BOJTDI
�����
��)PXFWFS
�B�SFQPSUFS�
IFBSE�PG�UIF�QMBO�BOE�SFQPSUFE�JU�BT�GBDU�
PO�OBUJPOBM�NFEJB��.JMMJPOT�PG�"NFSJDBOT�
BDDFQUFE�UIF�SFQPSU�BT�BDDVSBUF
�BOE�FWFO�
UPEBZ�NBOZ�QFPQMF�SFGFS�UP�GFNJOJTUT�BT�iCSB�
CVSOFST�w�

TAKE A STAND:�)PX�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�UIF�CFMJFG�UIBU�GFNJOJTUT�CVSOFE�CSBT�JO������IBT�
BGGFDUFE�QFSDFQUJPOT�PG�GFNJOJTUT �
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Liberal feminism is not confined to the United States. Feminist groups around the world 
are committed to equal rights for women.

t� 'FNJOJTU�/(0T�	OPOHPWFSONFOUBM�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT
�IBWF�DPOUSJCVUFE�TVCTUBOUJBMMZ�UP�HMPCBM�
BXBSFOFTT�PG�QBSUJDVMBS�GPSNT�PG�PQQSFTTJPO�PG�XPNFO
�TVDI�BT�TFY�USBGGJDLJOH�	$PBMJUJPO�
BHBJOTU�5SBGGJDLJOH�JO�8PNFO
�

t� *O�����
�UIPVTBOET�PG�XPNFO�JO�PWFS����DJUJFT�BDSPTT�5VSLFZ�NBSDIFE�UP�QSPNPUF�TUBUF�
SFDPHOJUJPO�PG�XPNFO�T�FEVDBUJPOBM�BOE�SFQSPEVDUJWF�SJHIUT�BOE�UP�FOE�WJPMFODF�BHBJOTU�
XPNFO�	i(MPCBM�4IPSU�5BLFT
w�����
�

t� *O�SFTQPOTF�UP�HSPXJOH�BXBSFOFTT�PG�WJPMFODF�BHBJOTU�XPNFO�XPSMEXJEF
�UIF�POMJOF�
*OUFSOBUJPOBM�'FNJOJTU�/FUXPSL�XBT�MBVODIFE�JO������CZ�GFNJOJTUT�JO����DPVOUSJFT
�
DSFBUJOH�B�QMBUGPSN�GPS�HMPCBM�BDUJWJTN�BOE�EFNPOTUSBUJOH�TPMJEBSJUZ�BNPOH�XPNFO�
BDSPTT�CPSEFST�	$IFNBMZ
�����
�
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About NOW
/08�XBT�FTUBCMJTIFE�JO�������#FUUZ�
'SJFEBO�BOE�UIF�3FWFSFOE�1BVMJ�.VSSBZ
�
BO�"GSJDBO�"NFSJDBO�BUUPSOFZ�BOE�QPFU
�
DPBVUIPSFE�/08�T�PSJHJOBM�NJTTJPO�
TUBUFNFOU
�XIJDI�TUBUFT��i5IF�QVSQPTF�PG�
/08�JT�UP�UBLF�BDUJPO�UP�CSJOH�XPNFO�
JOUP�GVMM�QBSUJDJQBUJPO�JO�UIF�NBJOTUSFBN�
PG�"NFSJDBO�TPDJFUZ�OPX
�FYFSDJTJOH�BMM�
QSJWJMFHFT�BOE�SFTQPOTJCJMJUJFT�UIFSFPG�JO�
USVMZ�FRVBM�QBSUOFSTIJQ�XJUI�NFO�w�/08�T�
BDIJFWFNFOUT�JODMVEF�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�

t� &YFDVUJWF�0SEFS������
�XIJDI�QSPIJCJUT�
TFY�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO�CZ�GFEFSBM�DPOUSBDUPST

t� "NFOEJOH�UIF�$JWJM�3JHIUT�"DU�PG������
UP�JODMVEF�TFY
�BMPOH�XJUI�SBDF
�SFMJHJPO
�
BOE�OBUJPOBMJUZ
�BT�BO�JMMFHBM�CBTJT�GPS�
FNQMPZNFOU�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO

t� 4VQQPSU�PG�GFEFSBMMZ�GJOBODFE�DIJMEDBSF�
DFOUFST�UP�FOBCMF�XPNFO�UP�XPSL�PVU-
TJEF�UIF�IPNF

t� %PDVNFOUJOH�TFYJTN�JO�NFEJB
t� *EFOUJGJDBUJPO�PG�BOE�QVCMJDJUZ�BCPVU�

TFYJTN�JO�DIJMESFO�T�CPPLT�BOE�QSPHSBNT
t� 3FGPSN�PG�DSFEJU�BOE�CBOLJOH�QSBDUJDFT�

UIBU�EJTBEWBOUBHF�XPNFO
t� &OMBSHFNFOU�PG�XPNFO�T�PQQPSUVOJUJFT�

UP�QBSUJDJQBUF�JO�TQPSUT
t� 5IF�&RVBM�&NQMPZNFOU�0QQPSUV-

OJUZ�$PNNJTTJPO�T�BEPQUJPO�PG�B�SVMF�
UIBU�TFY�TFHSFHBUFE�XBOU�BET�BSF�
EJTDSJNJOBUPSZ

t� 4VQQPSU�GPS�XPNFO�XIP�TFFL�FMFDUJWF�
BOE�BQQPJOUJWF�QVCMJD�PGGJDF

t� )JHIMJHIUJOH�HFOEFS�JOFRVJUJFT�XPSME-
XJEF
�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�JO�QPPSFS�DPVOUSJFT

TAKE A STAND:�5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�ZPV�BHSFF�XJUI�BOE�TVQQPSU�/08�T�NJTTJPO �

CASS

I really like what NOW is about and how it works. It’s not as cool as some of 
the radical groups, but it makes change happen by working within the system. 
NOW has changed laws and policies. It’s given a national platform for fighting 

racism and women’s self-hatred. It’s gotten women elected to office. You can’t have 
that kind of impact unless you get inside the system and figure out how to change it 

from the inside.
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Although many liberal feminists of different races in the 1960s and 1970s grappled 
with issues of race, black feminism or womanism is explicitly dedicated to foreground-
ing issues of race and class as they are related to gender. Highlighting how oppressions 
 intersect,  womanists work to shape a political movement specific to the concerns of black 
women. Womanists point out that, compared to white women, black women as a group are 
more often single, bear more children, are paid less, and assume more financial responsi-
bility for  families (Parks, 2010; Walker, 1992). In addition to focusing on race, womanists 
attend to ways in which class intersects race and sex to create inequality. Womanist organi-
zations often include working-class women and address issues that keenly affect lower-class 
 African-American women. Their goals include reforming social services to be more respon-
sive to poor women and increasing training and job opportunities so that women of color 
can improve the  material conditions of their lives.

In 1997, African-American women held a Million Woman March in Philadelphia. 
 Powered by grassroots volunteers who built support in their localities, the steering  committee 
of the Million Woman March was made up not of celebrities but of average women who 
worked at unglamorous jobs and lived outside the spotlight. 

Cl
ay

 B
en

ne
tt 

Ed
ito

ria
l C

ar
to

on
 u

se
d 

w
ith

 th
e 

pe
rm

iss
io

n 
of

 C
la

y B
en

ne
tt,

 th
e 

W
as

hi
ng

to
n 

Po
st

 W
rit

er
s G

ro
up

 a
nd

 th
e 

Ca
rto

on
ist

 G
ro

up
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s r

es
er

ve
d.

 

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



The Second Wave of Women’s Movements in the United States     63

After the Million Woman March, many African-American women began building a 
movement focused on racial oppression. As we will see in Chapter 4, this evolution in activ-
ism brought men and women of color together in important ways. In 2013, three Black 
women—Alicia Garza, Opal Tometi, and Patrisse Cullors—created  #BlackLivesMatter, 
igniting Twitter feeds and moving quickly from the Internet to the streets. Alicia Garza 
notes in the “herstory” of the movement: “Black Lives Matter is an ideological and political 
intervention in a world where Black lives are systematically and intentionally targeted for 
demise. It is an affirmation of Black folks’ contributions to this society, our humanity, and 
our resilience in the face of deadly oppression” (Garza, n.d.). Inspired by the founders, two of 
whom identify as queer and one of whom comes from an immigrant family, #BlackLivesMat-
ter organizers have been diligent in ensuring that all black voices—including trans voices, 
girls’ and women’s voices—are heard, forging an intersectional movement against racist vio-
lence that attends to black people of all gender identities, sexualities, abilities, immigration 
statuses, and classes. 

In 1981, Cherríe Moraga and Gloria Anzaldúa edited and published the groundbreak-
ing book, This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color. This marked 
the entrance of multiracial feminism—a liberation movement characterized by global 
perspective, coalition-building, and emphasis on multiple systems of domination that 
shape women’s lives (Anzaldúa, 2002; Anzaldúa & Keating, 2002; Collins, 1998; Ryan, 
2004; Thompson, 2002; Tong, 2013). Drawing on the work of earlier radical women of 
color, as well as womanism’s focus on black women’s lives, multiracial feminists work to 
dismantle the various forms of oppression that impact women’s lives. Although race is 
especially important in multiracial feminism, race is understood to be intertwined with 
other systems of domination. Multiracial feminists insist that gender does not have uni-
versal meaning—instead, what gender means and how it affects our lives varies as a result 
of race, economic class, sexual orientation, gender identity, and so forth. While some fem-
inist historians cite a decline in feminist activism in the early 1980s, the 80s and 90s were 
decades in which multiracial feminism flourished. Also, feminism during the 1980s  and 
1990s was increasingly attentive to sexual orientation and gender  identity, issues that pro-
vided the foundation for grappling with the gender binary that we  discussed in  Chapter 2. 

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

To Be Womanish, To Be a Womanist 
"MJDF�8BMLFS�JT�DSFEJUFE�XJUI�DPJOJOH�
UIF�UFSN�womanism BT�B�MBCFM�GPS�CMBDL�
XPNFO�XIP�CFMJFWF�JO�XPNFO�T�SJHIUT�
BOE�PQQPSUVOJUJFT��"DDPSEJOH�UP�8BMLFS
�
4PVUIFSO�CMBDL�XPNFO�PGUFO�TBJE�UP�UIFJS�
EBVHIUFST
�i:PV�BDUJOH�XPNBOJTI
w�XIJDI�
NFBOU�UIF�EBVHIUFST�XFSF�CFJOH�CPME
�

DPVSBHFPVT
�BOE�XJMMGVM��5P�CF�XPNBOJTI�JT�
UP�EFNBOE�UP�LOPX�NPSF�UIBO�PUIFST�TBZ�
JT�HPPE�GPS�ZPV�UP�TUSFUDI�CFZPOE�XIBU�
JT�QSFTDSJCFE�GPS�B�XPNBO�PS�HJSM�	$PMMJOT
�
����
��*O�IFS������CPPL�In Search of Our 
Mothers’ Gardens, 8BMLFS�XSJUFT
�i8PNBOJTU�
JT�UP�GFNJOJTU�BT�QVSQMF�JT�UP�MBWFOEFSw�	Q��YJJ
��

TAKE A STAND:�8IBU�EPFT�8BMLFS�T�BOBMPHZ�UFMM�ZPV�BCPVU�XPNBOJTN�BOE�GFNJOJTN 

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



64   CHAPTER 3 The Rhetorical Shaping of Gender: Competing Images of Women 

Central to both womanism and multiracial feminism is emphasis on women’s agency. 
Despite the constraints imposed by systems of domination, many women of color have 
resisted their oppressions. Even when they operated within abhorrent systems of domination 
such as slavery, women of color found ways to care for themselves and their families and to 
contribute to their communities (hooks, 1990; Walker, 1983). In recognizing that women of 
color have resisted oppression, multiracial feminists highlight the strengths of women.

A final strand in liberal feminism is ecofeminism. Ecofeminists assert there is a  connection 
between the effort to control and subordinate women and the struggle to  dominate nature 
(perhaps not coincidentally called “Mother Earth”). Rosemary Radford Reuther (1974, 1983, 
2001), a theological scholar, argues that the lust to dominate has brought the world to the 
brink of a moral and ecological crisis in which there can be no winners. Ecofeminists believe 
that, as long as oppression is culturally valued, it will be imposed on anyone and anything 
that is unable or unwilling to resist.

Ecofeminists understand women’s oppression as a specific example of an overarching cul-
tural ideology that esteems oppression. Believing in humans’ profound interdependence with 
all other life forms, ecofeminists argue that exploitation, domination, and aggression oppress 
women, men, children, animals, and the planet itself. While some early ecofeminist writings 
tended to essentialize women (and men), ecofeminism is increasingly intersectional. In Sis-
tah Vegan, A. Breeze Harper (2010) says that all forms of oppression are linked and must be 
addressed through activism that connects feminism, decoloniality, environmental justice, and 
animal liberation. 

KATIE

I like the ideas of the multiracial feminists. I agree that race cuts across everything else. 
I’m middle-class, but my life isn’t the same as a white, middle-class girl’s, because I’m 

Asian American. It’s like the issues in my life aren’t just about my sex; they’re also about 
my race. I can talk to black or Hispanic girls, and we have a lot in common—more than 
I have in common with most white girls. You just can’t get away from the issue of race 

unless you’re white.

STEPHANIE

Some of my strongest values involve ending the oppression of animals and living a 
sustainable lifestyle. Until I read about ecofeminism, I never saw the connection between 
those beliefs and feminism. But it makes sense, once you think about it, that if it’s wrong 

to oppress animals and the earth, it’s wrong to oppress women … or anyone …  
or anything.

Cultural Ideology
Just as in the first wave, the second wave also includes groups that believe that women and 
men are different in important ways and, thus, should have different rights and roles.

Separatism was developed to provide communities for women to live independently of 
men. Finding that feminine values of life, equality, harmony, nurturance, and peace gain lit-
tle hearing in a patriarchal, capitalist society, separatists formed all-women communities in 
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The Text of the Equal Rights Amendment 
&RVBMJUZ�PG�UIF�SJHIUT�VOEFS�UIF�MBX�TIBMM�
OPU�CF�EFOJFE�PS�BCSJEHFE�CZ�UIF�6OJUFE�
4UBUFT�PS�CZ�BOZ�TUBUF�PO�BDDPVOU�PG�TFY��

TAKE A STAND: 4IPVME�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�QBTT�UIF�&RVBM�3JHIUT�"NFOENFOU �8IZ�PS�
XIZ�OPU �

which feminine values can flourish without the aggressive, individualistic, oppressive values 
these women associate with Western masculinity.

Because separatists did not assume a public voice to critique the values they found objec-
tionable, they exercised little political influence. Yet, their very existence defines an alterna-
tive vision of how we might live—one that speaks of harmony, cooperation, and peaceful 
coexistence of all life forms.

REGINA

I don’t see much to be gained by having equal rights to participate in institutions that 
are themselves all wrong. I don’t believe dog-eat-dog ethics are right. I don’t want to be 
part of a system where I can advance only if I slit somebody else’s throat or step on him 

or her. I don’t want to prostitute myself for bits of power in a business. I would rather 
work for different ways of living, ones that are more cooperative, like win-win strategies. 

Maybe that means I’m a dreamer, but I just can’t motivate myself to work at gaining 
status in a system that I don’t respect.

Revalorism highlights women’s traditional activities and contributions to society. The 
broad goal of revalorists is to increase the value that society places on women and their 
 traditional roles.

MADELINE

It saddens me that so few young women knit or crochet or even sew. Nearly all women 
of my generation knew how to sew, and many of us knew how to knit or weave or quilt. 

Historically, women have made beautiful clothing and linens for their families—the kind 
you can’t buy in a store. Women today seem so focused on career that they are cutting 

off their links to their own histories. Does it have to be either or?

Drawing on standpoint theory, which we discussed in Chapter 2, revalorists believe 
that women’s traditional involvement in homemaking and caregiving makes most women 
more nurturing, supportive, and cooperative than most men. In documenting women’s 
contributions, revalorists aim to render a more complete history of the United States and 
its people.
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LYLE

I’m a lot older than most students. I’ve had a career, and my wife and I raised four kids. I 
should say she raised them because that was her job. Mine was to earn an income for the 

family. That system worked for us, and our kids turned out just fine. I don’t understand 
why so many young people don’t want to follow traditional roles. We approve of division 
of labor in business and government; what’s wrong with division of labor (he makes the 

money, she takes care of family) in our personal lives?

Contemporary Feminism 
Many branches of second-wave feminism continue to be active today (Cobble et al., 
2015). Alongside them, a new generation of feminist activism began emerging in the late 
1980s. Sometimes referred to as the third wave, younger feminists are distinct from  earlier 
 generations because they are the beneficiaries of the second wave. They inherit a world 
 partially transformed by the gains of the twentieth century, such as the right to vote, laws 
barring sexual harassment and discrimination, and increased professional and educational 
opportunities for women. 
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As was the case with previous waves of feminism, as the third wave has evolved, it has 
become less monolithic. Different branches have emerged and additional ones are likely to 
appear in the years ahead. 

Riot Grrrl
Riot Grrrl was an underground feminist movement that began in the late 1980s and was 
aligned with punk music, radical politics, and Do-It-Yourself (DIY) ethics (Marcus, 2010). 
Angered to find that the lessons of second-wave struggles had not been fully absorbed by 
U.S. culture, Riot Grrrls formed feminist collectives across the country. They created and 
self-published music, art, and magazines (“zines”) in order to tell women’s stories and build 
a “Revolution, Girl Style Now.” Zines such as Girl Germs, Jigsaw, and Bamboo Girl tackled a 
range of feminist issues, from rape culture and eating disorders to homophobia and racism 
(Alcantara-Tan, 2000). Riot Grrrl bands like Bikini Kill and Bratmobile wrote songs to rage 
against sexism and celebrate grrrls’ independence and sexuality. Consider the lyrics from the 
song “Rebel Girl,” commonly celebrated as a Riot Grrrl anthem: “That girl thinks she’s the 
queen of the neighborhood/She’s got the hottest trike in town/That girl, she holds her head 
up so high/I think I wanna be her best friend/Rebel girl, rebel girl/Rebel girl you are the 
queen of my world” (Hanna, 1991).

Many scholars consider Riot Grrrl to signal the beginning of third-wave feminism as 
a whole. Before we turn to other branches of the third wave, however, we must examine 
another, and very different, movement emerging around the same time.

Power Feminism
Power feminism emerged in the early 90s. Power feminists assume that society does not 
oppress women because women have the power to control what happens to them. Naomi 
Wolf (1993) tells women that the only thing holding them back from equality is their own 
belief that they are victims. Similarly, power feminist Katie Roiphe (1993) claimed that 
Take Back the Night marches, annual nonviolent protests to speak out against rape, are self- 
defeating because “proclaiming victim-hood” does not project strength.
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Power feminism ignores the difference between being a victim in a particular moment, 
on the one hand, and adopting victim as an identity, on the other hand. Power feminism may 
appeal to women who are financially comfortable, successful, well educated, and  living in 
safe neighborhoods. It is less persuasive to women who do not enjoy those privileges.  Perhaps 
that is why power feminism is embraced mainly by white, heterosexual, middle- and upper-
class ciswomen who have little or no personal experience with discrimination and violence. 
As a result, power feminists tend to have less in common with Riot Grrrls, transfeminists, 
and other branches of contemporary feminism.

Transfeminism
Transfeminism is a movement by and for trans and gender nonconforming people that 
advances an intersectional view of liberation (Stryker & Bettcher, 2016). It is worth  noting 
that trans and gender nonconforming people were active participants in both first- and 
 second-wave feminism, and that transfeminist perspectives have informed intersectional 
feminisms for decades—evidenced, for example, in the work of Frances Willard, Dr. Pauli 
Murray, and Sylvia Rivera (Faderman, 1999; Feinberg, 2006; Stone, 1992; Stryker & Bettcher, 
2016). However, the term transfeminism is more recent—coined in the early 1990s when 
transfeminism and transfeminists became increasingly visible.

One of the signal achievements of the second wave was separating gender from sex and 
emphasizing that gender is socially constructed. Transfeminism goes a step further and 
asserts that sex is also socially constructed (Koyama, 2003). In other words, society has 
 created expectations regarding how males and females should look, behave, and feel. But 
these expectations are just as arbitrary as views of masculinity and femininity. If there is no 
single, “real” essence of male or female, then people should be free to define their sexed and 
gendered identities in a range of ways. 

According to Emi Koyama (2003), transfeminism is based on three primary beliefs:
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Transfeminists believe that the issues they face are familiar to many feminists—for 
 example, gendered expectations for appearance and behavior that restrict individual agency, 
or gendered forms of violence used to police gender identity and expression. For this reason, 

FOLANA

The only people I know who talk the power feminist talk have never been raped and 
never been slapped in the face with discrimination. They think their success and safety is 
a result of their own efforts and that any woman or minority person who hasn’t achieved 

what they have just didn’t try. I’ll bet a lot of them would drop the power feminist line 
if they got raped. That might make them see that women and minorities don’t have as 

much power as people like Wolf and Roiphe. As for me, I don’t think of myself as a victim, 
but I know I’m vulnerable just because I’m black and a woman.
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transfeminists believe that their liberation is directly linked to the liberation of all women, as 
well as gays, lesbians, people with disabilities, people of color, poor and working class people, 
and men. As Emi Koyama explains, “Every time a group of women previously silenced begins 
to speak out, other feminists are challenged to rethink their idea of whom they represent 
and what they stand for” (2003, p. 244). Thus, this movement invites all people to reflect 
on the extent to which they have internalized gender stereotypes and the heterosexist and 
 patriarchal perspectives upon which they are based.

In building coalitions and respecting people’s “conscious, informed choices about the best 
way to live their embodied lives” (Stryker & Bettcher, 2016, p. 7), transfeminism contributes 
to intersectional feminist analysis and theorizing that challenges the gender binary.

Mainstream Third-Wave Feminism
Emerging from Riot Grrrl and influenced by multiple branches of second-wave  feminism, 
especially radical and multiracial feminism, mainstream third-wave feminism includes 
women of different ethnicities, abilities and disabilities, classes, appearances, sexual 
 orientations, and gender identities. Although third wavers draw on earlier movements, third-
wave feminism is not simply an extension of the second wave (Fixmer, 2003; Fixmer & Wood, 
2005; Johnson, 2007). We’ll discuss features that characterize third-wave feminism in its first 
two decades.

First, third-wave feminism is focused on intersectionality. Drawing on the insights 
of multiracial feminists, third-wave feminists recognize that women differ in ways that 
 significantly shape their experiences and opportunities. They focus on the intersectional-
ity of oppression, pointing out that race, class, sex, sexual orientation, and gender identity 
are intricately woven together and must be addressed holistically. They work to speak 
about and for women as a group while simultaneously recognizing differences among 
women (Adichie, 2015; Fixmer, 2003; Zack, 2005). Eve Ensler’s latest book, I Am an Emo-
tional Creature (2011), includes monologues from girls all over the world, showing both 
how they are different and how they have commonalities.

Second, because third-wave feminists recognize the intersectionality of oppression, they 
are committed to building alliances with other groups that work against various kinds of 
oppression. As early third-wave writer, Mocha Jean Herrup (1995) explained, “To fight AIDS 
we must fight homophobia, and to fight homophobia we must fight racism, and so on…. 
Oppression is interrelated” (p. 247). 

KATY

I really appreciate what the sixties women’s movement did to make my life better, but 
I can’t identify with it. My life is different than my mother’s, and so are the issues that 

matter to me. Mom fought to get a job. I want a job that pays well and lets me advance. 
Mom worked really hard to find day care for her children. I want to have a marriage and 

a job that allow me not to have to rely on day care. Her generation fought to make it 
okay for women not to marry. My generation wants to figure out how to make marriages 

work better, more fairly. Different generations. Different issues.
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Another feature of third-wave feminism is everyday resistance. Third-wave feminists 
note that many of the reforms won by the second wave have not been woven into  everyday 
life. Sexism is often more subtle today than in 1960 or 1980, but it still exists; in fact, its 
 subtlety is what makes it so challenging (Bennett, Ellison, & Ball, 2010). This motivates 
third wavers to embrace grassroots organizing, to challenge racist comments in social or 
 professional  settings, to confront homophobic attitudes, and be willing to reject class 
 privileges. Third- wavers Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards (2000) declare that 
third-wave feminists’ “politics emerge from our everyday lives” (p. 18). Personal acts in 
local contexts are seen as a key way to instigate change (Bates, 2016; Fixmer & Wood, 2005; 
 Sheridan-Rabideau, 2009).

Third-wave feminists insist that their politics must be rooted in personal, bodily  resistance 
to oppressive ideologies (Babel & Kwan, 2011). In a stunning essay that explicitly links social 
constructions of female beauty to eating disorders that jeopardize millions of women’s health, 
Abra Fortune Chernik (1995) wrote, “Gazing in the mirror at my emaciated body, I observed 
a woman held up by her culture as the physical ideal because she was starving, self-obsessed 
and powerless, a woman called beautiful because she threatened no one except herself ” 
(p. 81). After recognizing the connection between cultural codes for femininity and her own 
body, Chernik responded in a way that was both personal and political: “Gaining weight and 
getting my head out of the toilet bowl was the most political act I have ever committed” 
(p. 81).

Third-wave feminism is also media savvy and engaged. Like others of their genera-
tion, third-wave feminists tend to be digitally networked so that they gain information 
from numerous sources and also create media of their own (Kearney, 2006). Third-wave 
 feminists are likely to learn immediately of new developments from blogs and social 
media and often post their own videos of rallies and other events on YouTube and other 
 websites. They also organize online as was the case when The Komen Foundation, which 
fights against breast cancer, announced it would no longer provide support to Planned 
 Parenthood. Using social media, feminists got the word out, fueled outrage toward Komen’s 
announced action, and forced Komen to reverse its position and continue funding Planned 
Parenthood. 

Some, but not all, women who identify as third-wave feminists embrace consumption, 
individualism, and traditional “girl culture” by placing a premium on being feminine and 
fashionable. Yet, while being sexy and being feminist aren’t mutually exclusive, embodying 
society’s ideal of womanhood is not equally possible for all women. Beauty ideals tend to 
privilege youth and whiteness, and meeting those ideals requires energy and money. Thus, 
feminists who have sufficient time and money can embrace consumerism—spending money 
to be seen at trendy restaurants and bars and to acquire designer clothes, products, and 
 cosmetic procedures (Chaudhry, 2005).

The third wave’s focus on individual choice is attractive to many because it suggests 
that our personal choices determine our lives. Many women in our classes believe that if 
they do well in school and work hard, they will succeed in any career they choose. Yet, 
we worry that these young women may confront obstacles such as lower pay than male 
peers and  discrimination against mothers (Hayden & O’Brien Hallstein, 2010). Obstacles 
such as these cannot be overcome by individual effort. They require structural change, and 
structural change grows out of collective political action. 
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Hip-Hop Feminism
In the late 1990s, another branch of younger feminist activism announced itself  (Morgan, 
1999). Hip-hop feminism is a movement rooted in black feminism and responsive to 
the concerns of the post–civil rights or hip-hop generation. Not unlike other branches of 
third-wave, hip-hop feminists “recognize culture as a pivotal site for political intervention 
to  challenge, resist, and mobilize collectives to dismantle systems of exploitation” (Durham, 
Cooper, & Morris, 2013).

Hip-hop feminism is, however, distinct from other branches of third-wave feminism 
in significant ways. It is centered on the needs and experiences of younger black women 
and draws explicitly on hip-hop as a subculture committed to challenging the status quo. 
 According to hip-hop feminist scholars, “Hip-hop feminism is concerned with the ways the 
conservative backlash of the 1980s and 1990s, deindustrialization, the slashing of the  welfare 
state, and the attendant gutting of social programs and affirmative action, along with the 
increasing racial wealth gap, have affected the lifeworlds and worldviews of the hip-hop 
 generation” (Durham et al., 2013). In the decades following the height of the Civil Rights 
Movement, the hip-hop generation of black youth find themselves in a difficult bind—some 
forms of racist discrimination have been prohibited through law, but systemic racism  persists. 
Black culture is popularized in music and film, but black communities are  disproportionately 
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 subject to police brutality, violence, incarceration, and institutionalized poverty. Hip-hop 
feminists took center stage at the 2016 HipHop Literacies Conference, which named as its 
theme: “Black Women and Girls’ Lives Matter” (Hiphop Literacies Conference, n.d.). 

Of course, not all hip-hop and rap music is feminist. As hip-hop became popular, some 
artists abandoned the genre’s social justice roots. Mainstream, male-dominated hip-hop and 
rap has been critiqued for its misogyny and glorification of violence (Ofori-Atta, 2011). 

TIFFANY

It makes black guys angry when I say it, but I think gangsta rap is totally sexist and 
destructive. Some of my girlfriends say they like rap and don’t take the anti-woman lyrics 

personally. The way I see it, though, calling women bitches and whores is as hateful as 
you can get. It totally disses women. If black men talk that way about black women, how 

can we respect ourselves or expect others to?

But hip-hop feminists are meeting the challenge head-on. “I love hip-hop, but it upsets 
me that young boys treat girls like objects. I feel like I don’t have a voice,” said 17-year-old 
Tempestt Young (Dawson, 2005, p. 18). So she became a key organizer for the 2005 Feminism 
and Hip-Hop Conference, which was attended by more than 2,000 people, including music 
industry professionals. Young is just one of many activists building a strong and vibrant 
 community of hip-hop feminists—a movement that includes men and women, artists and 
activists, writers and scholars and has long advocated for gender and racial justice (Durham 
et al., 2013; Pough, Richardson, Raimist, & Durham, 2007). 

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

A Postfeminist Era? 
1FSIBQT�ZPV�IBWF�TFFO�PS�IFBSE�UIF�UFSN�
postfeminism VTFE�UP�EFTDSJCF�PVS�FSB�
	%VCSJXOZ
�������.D3PCCJF
�����
���$MBJNJOH�
XF�MJWF�JO�B�postfeminist era�BTTVNFT�UIBU�
GFNJOJTN�JT�OP�MPOHFS�SFMFWBOU�PS�OFFEFE�
CFDBVTF�TFYJTN�IBT�CFFO�GVMMZ�FSBEJDBUFE�
	#BUFT
�����
��1PTUGFNJOJTN�BEPQUT�UIF�
MBOHVBHF�PG�GFNJOJTN�VTJOH�XPSET�TVDI�
BT�choice�BOE�empowerment�UP�BEWBODF�
BO�BHFOEB�UIBU�VOEFSNJOFT�GFNJOJTU�DPN-
NJUNFOUT�UP�HFOEFS�KVTUJDF��1PTUGFNJOJTN�T�
FNQIBTJT�PO�JOEJWJEVBM�DIPJDF�DPOGVTFT�
QFSTPOBM�EFDJTJPO�NBLJOH�XJUI�GSFFEPN�
BOE�HFOEFS�FRVBMJUZ�	�'FSHVTPO
�����
��
$POTJEFS�UIF�XBZ�QVSTVJOH�BO�FEVDBUJPO�
JT�PGUFO�UIPVHIU�PG�BT�B�iDIPJDFw�UIBU�JOEJ-
WJEVBMT�GSFFMZ�QVSTVF��"MUIPVHI�QFSTPOBM�
DIPJDF�JT�JNQPSUBOU
�JU�BMPOF�EPFTO�U�MFBE�

UP�BO�FEVDBUJPO��5IF�EFDJTJPO�UP�BUUFOE�B�
VOJWFSTJUZ�PS�DPMMFHF�JT�PGUFO�EFUFSNJOFE�
CZ�GJOBODFT��'VMM�NFSJU�TDIPMBSTIJQT�BSF�IBSE�
UP�DPNF�CZ
�BOE�GJOBODJBM�BJE�JT�EJGGJDVMU�UP�
TFDVSF�JG�ZPV�PS�ZPVS�QBSFOU	T
�EP�OPU�IBWF�
DSFEJU��*G�ZPV�BSF�B�QBSFOU
�UIF�EFDJTJPO�UP�
QVSTVF�FEVDBUJPO�JT�NBEF�NPSF�DPNQMFY�
CZ�MJNJUFE�DIJMEDBSF�PQUJPOT��"OE�DMBTT�
TUBUVT�PGUFO�EFUFSNJOFT�UIF�RVBMJUZ�PG�
,o��̓�FEVDBUJPO�BOE�UIVT�XIFUIFS�BO�JOEJ-
WJEVBM�DBO�HFU�JOUP�B�HPPE�DPMMFHF��1MBDJOH�
FNQIBTJT�PO�QFSTPOBM�DIPJDFT�BCPWF�BMM�
FMTF
�QPTUGFNJOJTN�EFQPMJUJDJ[FT�XPNFO�T�
MJWFT�BOE�TUSVHHMFT�SFEVDJOH�TUSVDUVSBM�
DPOEJUJPOT�TVDI�BT�MBDL�PG�TPDJFUBM�TVQQPSU�
GPS�DIJME�DBSF�BOE�VOFRVBM�QBZ�UP�JOEJWJEVBM�
DIBMMFOHFT
�XIJDI�JOEJWJEVBM�XPNFO�BSF�
QFSTPOBMMZ�SFTQPOTJCMF�GPS�SFTPMWJOH�

TAKE A STAND:�8IBU�GBDUPST�PUIFS�UIBO�QFSTPOBM�DIPJDF�MFE�UP�ZPVS�FOSPMMJOH�BU�ZPVS�
DPMMFHF�PS�VOJWFSTJUZ �
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Hip-hop feminism is also expressed in music. It is embodied in the work of artists like 
Queen Latifah and Lauryn Hill, and more recently, Beyoncé, Andra Day, Nicki Minaj, 
and Erykah Badu, who challenge gender norms and misogyny in their lyrics and per-
formance. As Marcyliena Morgan, renowned hip-hop scholar and director of the Hip-
Hop Archive at Harvard University, notes: “Hip-hop feminists have been consistent in 
championing women’s rights, which encompasses everything from sexuality to abuse…. 
And that has always been irrespective of what men in hip-hop were doing” (quoted in 
 Ofori-Atta, 2011).

Like earlier waves of feminism, the contemporary wave is dynamic and continually 
 evolving. Some of the current branches will become stronger, some will wane, and new 
branches will emerge in the years to come. Various forms of activism will shape the future of 
feminism.

The first stirrings of a new stage in feminist activism were evident on January 21, 2017, as 
women across the world marched with their allies in over 650 cities. Estimates of the  number 
of marchers range from 3.3 to 4.6 million marchers in the United States, and between 
250,000 and 300,000 more globally (“We Marched Everywhere,” 2017). Drawing on intersec-
tional feminist traditions, marchers emphasized reproductive justice, environmental justice, 
 education, immigrant rights, LGBTQ rights, and the value of free speech. 

.JMMJPOT�PG�QFPQMF�PG�BMM�BHFT
�TFYFT
�HFOEFST
�TFYVBM�PSJFOUBUJPOT
�BOE�FUIOJDJUJFT�QBSUJDJQBUFE�JO�UIF�IJTUPSJD�
8PNFO�T�.BSDI�PO�+BOVBSZ���
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SUMMARY 

This chapter demonstrates that there are competing images of women that circulate in 
 society. Through activist efforts, people argue for the images they think are most true, right, 
fair, or useful. And others argue back in an ongoing dialogue about who women are and what 
that means for their rights, roles, and opportunities.

The issue of whether a person is a feminist is considerably more complicated than it first 
appears. The “women’s movement” is really a collage of many movements that span more 
than 170 years and include diverse ideologies. Whether or not you define yourself as a femi-
nist, you have some views about women’s identities, rights, and nature. The analysis provided 
by women’s movements should inform your thinking about women’s roles and lives. 

KEY TERMS 

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated as well as in alphabeti-
cal order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion website also 
provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts they represent. 
You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.
antifeminism 65
antisuffrage movement 65
backlash 65
#BlackLivesMatter 63
cult of domesticity 57
cultural feminism 55
ecofeminism 64
hip-hop feminism 71
liberal feminism 55
mainstream second wave feminism 60
mainstream third-wave feminism 69
Million Woman March 62

multiracial feminism 63
postfeminist era 72
power feminism 67
radical feminism 58
revalorism 66
Riot Grrrl 67
separatism 64
transfeminism 68
womanism 62
women’s liberation movement 58
women’s rights movement 55

GENDER ONLINE 

1. Visit the Lesbian Herstory Archives online. What kinds of materials are included in 
the collection? What do they tell us about lesbian lives? How do you perceive their 
 connection to feminist history?

2. Visit NOW at: http://www.now.org

3. To learn more about the third wave and differences and commonalities between it and 
earlier waves, visit this website: http://www.thirdwavefoundation.org/

4. Online search terms: ecofeminism, A. Breeze Harper, postfeminism, third-wave feminism. 
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REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND ACTION

1. )PX�IBWF�ZPVS�WJFXT�PG�GFNJOJTN�DIBOHFE�BT�B�SFTVMU�PG�SFBEJOH�UIJT�DIBQUFS 

2. 8JUI�XIJDI�PG�UIF�XPNFO�T�NPWFNFOUT�EJTDVTTFE�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS�EP�ZPV�NPTU�JEFOUJGZ �
$PNQPTF�B�TUBUFNFOU�UIBU�PVUMJOFT�ZPVS�WJTJPO�GPS�UIF�GVUVSF�PG�XPNFO�T�NPWFNFOUT�

3. 8SJUF�PS�BDU�PVU�B�EJTDVTTJPO�BCPVU�XIFUIFS�XPNFO�TIPVME�TFSWF�JO�DPNCBU�SPMFT
�XIJDI�
UBLFT�QMBDF�CFUXFFO�UISFF�GFNJOJTUT��BO�FDPGFNJOJTU
�B�QPXFS�GFNJOJTU
�BOE�B�TFQBSBUJTU�

4. 5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�JU�JT�QPTTJCMF�GPS�XPNFO�UP�CF�CPUI�QPMJUJDBMMZ�FOHBHFE�
�GFNJOJTUT�BOE�TFYZ�BOE�DPOWFOUJPOBMMZ�GFNJOJOF �

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

1. .JDIBFM�,BVGNBO���.JDIBFM�,JNNFMM��	����
��The Guy’s Guide to Feminism��#FSLFMFZ
�$"��
4FBM�1SFTT��*O�UIJT�TIPSU
�BDDFTTJCMF�CPPL
�,BVGNBO�BOE�,JNNFM�FYQMBJO�XIZ
�JO�UIFJS�
PXO�XPSET
�iJO�TQJUF�PG�BMM�UIF�HBSCBHF�KPLFT�BOE�NFEJB�TUFSFPUZQFT
�GFNJOJTN�JT�BMTP�BO�
BNB[JOH�HJGU�UP�VT�HVZTw�	Q���
�

2. Iron Jawed Angels. 	����
��%JSFDUFE�CZ�,BUKB�WPO�(BSOJFS��%JTUSJCVUFE�CZ�)#0��5IJT�GJMN�
ESBNBUJ[FT�UIF�GJOBM�TUBHF�PG�UIF�GJHIU�GPS�XPNFO�T�SJHIU�UP�WPUF�

3. The Punk Singer. 	����
��%JSFDUFE�CZ�4JOJ�"OEFSTPO��%JTUSJCVUFE�CZ�4VOEBODF�4FMFDUT��
5IJT�GJMN�EPDVNFOUT�UIF�3JPU�(SSSM�NPWFNFOU�UISPVHI�UIF�MJGF�BOE�BDUJWJTN�PG�,BUIMFFO�
)BOOB
�MFBE�TJOHFS�GPS�Bikini Kill, Le Tigre
�BOE�UIF�Julie Ruin�

4. 4VF�.POL�,JEE��	����
��The Invention of Wings��/FX�:PSL��7JLJOH��5IJT�OPWFM�QSPWJEFT�B�
SJDI�OBSSBUJWF�BDDPVOU�PG�XPNFO�T�TUSVHHMFT�JO�UIF�OJOFUFFOUI�DFOUVSZ�UISPVHI�UIF�MJWFT�
PG�4BSBI�(SJNLF�BOE�IFS�TFSWBOU
�)FUUZ�i)BOEGVMw�(SJNLF��
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Knowledge Challenge:
t� 8IBU�EPFT�JU�NFBO�UP�QFSGPSN�USBJUPSPVT�JEFOUJUZ 
t� 8IJDI�NFO�T�HSPVQT�BMMZ�UIFNTFMWFT�XJUI�GFNJOJTN 
t� 8IBU�JT�UIF�(PPE�.FO�1SPKFDU 

*O�UIF�TVNNFS�PG�����
�/BUJPOBM�1VCMJD�3BEJP�BJSFE�B�TFSJFT�PO�XIBU�JU�NFBOT�
UP�CF�B�NBO�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�UPEBZ�	/13
�����
��$POTJEFS�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�
�TUBUFNFOUT�NBEF�CZ�NFO�XIP�XFSF�JOUFSWJFXFE��

t� #FJOH�IPOFTU
�SFTQPOTJCMF
�SFTQFDUGVM
�BOE�IBSEXPSLJOH�
t� 4USPOH�BOE�TUPJD�
t� ,JOE
�DBSJOH
�EFEJDBUFE�
t� 4PNFUIJOH�UIBU�ZPV�SF�BMXBZT�MFBSOJOH�PO�UIF�KPC
�BOE�ZPV�EPO�U�IBWF�BO��

JOTUSVDUJPO�NBOVBM�
t� #FJOH�B�EBE�JT�BCTPMVUFMZ�UIF�CFTU�QBSU�PG�CFJOH�B�NBO�
t� .Z�GBUIFS�HBWF�NF�BMM�UIF�XSPOH�DPODFQUT�BCPVU�CFJOH�B�NBO��*G�ZPV�SF�HPJOH�UP�

CF�B�NBO�JO�UIJT�XPSME
�ZPV�CFUUFS�MFBSO�IPX�UP�EPNJOBUF�BOE�DPOUSPM�QFPQMF�BOE�
DJSDVNTUBODFT�

t� "�NBOJDVSFy��*U�T�NBOMZ��:PV�HPU�UP�CF�XFMM�HSPPNFE��4PNFUJNFT�*�HFU��
QFEJDVSFT
�UPP�

1FSIBQT�TPNF�PG� UIFTF�TUBUFNFOUT� SFTPOBUFE�XJUI�ZPV�NPSF�UIBO�PUIFST��
�1FSIBQT�ZPV�GPVOE�ZPVSTFMG�DPOTJEFSJOH�ZPVS�PXO�CFMJFGT�BCPVU�XIBU�JU�NFBOT�
UP�CF�B�NBO��$PNQFUJOH�JNBHFT�PG�NBOIPPE�BSF�OPU�OFX��UIFZ�WF�FYJTUFE�
�UISPVHIPVU�IJTUPSZ��*NBHFT�PG�NFO�BT�TUSPOH�BOE�TUPJD�DPFYJTU�XJUI�WJFXT�PG�
NFO�BT�FOHBHFE�GBUIFST�BOE�GBNJMZ�DPPLT��"MUIPVHI�QBSUJDVMBS�JNBHFT�UFOE�UP�
�EPNJOBUF�BU�BOZ�HJWFO�UJNF
�BMUFSOBUJWF�JNBHFT�BSF�BMXBZT�JO�UIF�NJY�BOE�PGUFO�
TFSWF�BT�DBUBMZTUT�GPS�DIBOHJOH�IPX�XF�VOEFSTUBOE�NBOIPPE�BOE�NBTDVMJOJUZ��
5IBU�JT�XIZ��1SPGFTTPS�.JDIBFM�,JNNFM�DIPTF�UIF�OBNF�$FOUFS�GPS�UIF�4UVEZ�PG�
.FO�BOE�.BTDVMJOJUJFT�GPS�IJT�QSPHSBN�BU�4UPOZ�#SPPL��)F�XBOUT�UP�FNQIBTJ[F�
UIBU�UIFSF�JT�iNPSF�UIBO�POF�XBZ�UP�CF�B�NBOw�	4��#FOOFUU
�����
�Q��45�
�

)JTUPSJDBMMZ
�"NFSJDBO�NFO�IBWF�CFFO�MFTT�JOWPMWFE�UIBO�XPNFO�JO��PSHBOJ[FE�
FGGPSUT�UP�DIBMMFOHF�HFOEFS�OPSNT��"MUIPVHI�NBOZ�NFO�IBWF�OPU�HJWFO��TVTUBJOFE�
UIPVHIU�UP�UIFJS�JEFOUJUZ�BT�NFO
�TPNF�NFO�IBWF��*O�UIJT�DIBQUFS
�XF�FYBNJOF�

The Rhetorical Shaping 
of Gender: Competing 
Images of Men

You must be the change that you wish to see in 
the world.

—Mahatma Gandhi 
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BILL

*�DBO�U�SFNFNCFS�XIFO�*�XBTO�U�B�GFNJOJTU��*U�T�BT�NVDI�B�QBSU�PG�NF�BT�CFJOH�B�NBO�PS�B�
$ISJTUJBO��.Z�QBSFOUT�CPUI�XPSL
�.PN�BT�B�MBXZFS�BOE�%BE�BT�BO�BDDPVOUBOU��*�HSFX�VQ�
TFFJOH�NZ�NPUIFS�BT�TUSPOH�BOE�BDIJFWJOH�BOE�MPWJOH
�KVTU�BT�%BE�XBT��*�HSFX�VQ�TFFJOH�
NZ�NPUIFS�FYQSFTT�IFS�JEFBT�BSUJDVMBUFMZ�BOE�TFFJOH�NZ�GBUIFS�SFTQFDU�XIBU�TIF�TBJE�BOE�
EJE��4IF�MJTUFOFE�XIFO�IF�UBMLFE��IF�MJTUFOFE�XIFO�TIF�EJE��8IFO�*�XBT�B�LJE
�TPNFUJNFT�
.PN�XPSLFE�MBUF
�BOE�%BE�XBT�JO�DIBSHF�PG�GJYJOH�EJOOFS�GPS�NF�BOE�NZ�CSPUIFS��0UIFS�
UJNFT
�%BE�XPSLFE�MBUF
�BOE�.PN�XBT�JO�DIBSHF��#PUI�PG�UIFN�UPPL�DBSF�PG�VT��#PUI�PG�
UIFN�XFSF�TVDDFTTGVM�PVUTJEF�PG�UIF�IPNF��*�HSFX�VQ�TFFJOH�UIBU�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�BSF�

FRVBM��)PX�DPVME�*�OPU�CF�B�GFNJOJTU 

UIPTF�NFO�T�FGGPSUT�UP�EFGJOF�XIBU�NBOIPPE�BOE�NBTDVMJOJUZ�NFBO��-JLF�XPNFO�T�
BDUJWJTN
�NFO�T�BDUJWJTN�IBT�SFGMFDUFE�EJWFSTF
�TPNFUJNFT�EFFQMZ�DPOGMJDUJOH
�QPMJUJ-
DBM�BOE�QFSTPOBM�WBMVFT�BOE�HPBMT��4PNF�NFO�T�HSPVQT�BJN�UP�VTIFS�JO�OFX�JNBHFT�
PG�NBTDVMJOJUZ
�XIFSFBT�PUIFST�XBOU�UP�SFJOWJHPSBUF�USBEJUJPOBM�JNBHFT�PG�NBTDV-
MJOJUZ�BOE�TBGFHVBSE�PS�JODSFBTF�NFO�T�QSJWJMFHFT��"MTP�MJLF�XPNFO�T�BDUJWJTN
�NFO�T�
BDUJWJTN�JT�FWPMWJOH
�XJUI�OFX�HSPVQT�BSJTJOH�BT�PODF�QSPNJOFOU�HSPVQT�GBEF�

.FO�T�FGGPSUT�UP�EFGJOF�NBOIPPE�BSF�OPU�JOEFQFOEFOU�PG�XPNFO�T�BDUJWJTN��
"T�XF�XJMM�TFF�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS
�TPNF�NFO�T�HSPVQT�BMMZ�UIFNTFMWFT�XJUI�GFNJOJTU�
PSHBOJ[BUJPOT��0UIFS�NFO�T�HSPVQT�GJFSDFMZ�SFKFDU�GFNJOJTN�BOE�GFNJOJTUT
�BOE�
UIFZ�XPSL�UP�CPMTUFS��USBEJUJPOBMMZ�NBTDVMJOF�SPMFT
�TUBUVT
�BOE�QSJWJMFHF�

Because they believe in the equality of the sexes, male feminists support women’s battles 
for equitable treatment and participate in efforts to increase women’s rights. For instance, 
during the 1972 campaign to ratify the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), many men gave 
time, effort, and money to the battle for legal recognition of women’s equality. Today, most 
male feminists support ending men’s violence, rights for LGBTQ people, men’s greater 
involvement with family, and working for social justice (National Organization for Men 
against Sexism, 2014). Profeminist men’s movements increasingly have members of  different 
races, ethnicities, sexual orientations, and gender identities. Also, they are visible on a global 
scale, with profeminist activism occurring in Australia, Brazil, India, Mexico, Nepal, New 
Zealand, and South Africa, among other countries (Okun, 2014).

One strategy used by some profeminist men is performing a traitorous identity. In 
 performing a traitorous identity, a group member criticizes attitudes or actions that are  common 

Profeminist Men’s Groups   77

Profeminist Men’s Groups
Profeminist men’s groups, also called progressive men and male feminists, emerged in the 
1960s. Although many men in New Left social movement organizations ignored women who 
accused them of sexism, other men thought women’s criticism was on target and wanted 
to change their attitudes and behavior to be consistent with the egalitarian ideology they 
espoused. They joined forces with women to work for women’s rights. Profeminist men’s 
close relationship with liberal feminism generated two distinct foci, one related to women 
and the other to men.
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and accepted among members of that group. One example comes from a former student and 
football player, Trevor, who writes: “When I call out others on sexist language and behavior, 
many are shocked to see a hypermasculine male like me levy such criticism.” Women who 
object to sexist comments are often dismissed, but men find it more difficult to ignore these 
objections when they come from “one of the guys.” Trevor finds enacting a  traitorous identity 
to be empowering: “I was creating positive social change, as micro as it was. Even if I could not 
wholly correct the behaviors of those around me, I believed I was at least generating conscious-
ness with former football teammates, fraternity brothers, and coworkers.” People who perform 
traitorous identity are not really “traitors” to their group. Rather, by questioning certain behav-
iors, they are challenging the group to become better. As another one of our students observed, 
they act as “privilege punks”—allies that leverage their power on behalf of those with less.

Male feminists also engage in persuasion to convince friends and coworkers to alter dis-
criminatory attitudes and practices. For instance, Scott Straus (2004) wrote an article in 
which he criticized men in the fraternity to which he had belonged for practices such as 
 bragging about who had sex with whom and rating females’ attractiveness.

RAYMOND

8IFO�POF�HVZ�JTO�U�QMBZJOH�XFMM
�PUIFST�PO�UIF�UFBN�XJMM�TBZ�IF�T�QMBZJOH�MJLF�B�HJSM��*�EPO�U�
LOPX�XIFSF�UIBU�TUBSUFE
�CVU�ZPV�IFBS�JU�B�MPU�XIFO�B�HVZ�T�HBNF�JT�PGG��.Z�HJSMGSJFOE�HFUT�
SFBMMZ�UJDLFE�PGG�BCPVU�UIBU��4IF�T�JO�TQPSUT
�UPP
�BOE�TIF�TBZT�JU�T�SFBMMZ�EJTSFTQFDUGVM�UP�UBML�
MJLF�HJSMT�BSFO�U�BOZ�HPPE�BU�TQPSUT��4P
�MBTU�XFFL�*�XBT�PGG�NZ�HBNF
�BOE�POF�PG�UIF�PUIFS�

HVZT�TIPVUFE�UIBU�*�XBT�QMBZJOH�MJLF�B�HJSM��*�TBJE�i-JLF�7FOVT�8JMMJBNT �5IBOLT
�CSP�w

Another interest of male feminists is challenging society’s prescriptions for masculinity. 
Endorsing the liberal belief that men and women are alike in most ways, male feminists want 
to develop the emotional capacities that society approves in women but discourages in men. 
Whereas social codes have restricted women’s professional development and civic rights, they 
have tended to push men to repress many emotions. Male feminists encourage men to be 
more caring, open, and comfortable engaging in close relationships with women and other 
men. In her study of black men who define themselves as feminist, Aaronette White (2008) 
showed how these men’s feminism enriches their parenting, friendships, and self-identity.

In 1975, the first Men and Masculinity Conference was held in Tennessee. This continu-
ing conference explores the meaning of masculinity and provides a support network for men 
who want to talk about problems and frustrations inherent in cultural views of masculin-
ity and the roles and activities appropriate for men (Doyle, 1997; Messner, 2001). We will 
look more closely at the National Organization for Men against Sexism (NOMAS), the AIDS 
 Coalition to Unleash Power (ACT UP), and men’s antiviolence groups as prototypes of the 
profeminist movement.

NOMAS
One of the most prominent and long-lasting male feminist organizations is NOMAS. 
NOMAS sponsors workshops to expand men’s awareness of ways in which their emotional 
development has been hindered by restrictive social views of masculinity and to guide men 
in becoming more feeling and expressive. Often, these groups serve as safe testing grounds in 
which men experiment with talking about their feelings, needs, and problems.
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Although members of NOMAS believe that some qualities traditionally associated with 
masculinity, such as courage and ambition, are valuable in men, NOMAS condemns other 
conventionally masculine qualities, such as aggression, violence, and emotional insensitivity. 
One of the major achievements of NOMAS is its Fathering Task Group. This group issues a 
newsletter called Brother, which promotes strong, supportive ties between men.

At NOMAS conferences on men and masculinity, four issues consistently arise as 
 priorities. The first is recognizing and resisting the power and privilege that accompany 
being men. The second is ending violence against women by analyzing how cultural codes 
for masculinity legitimize men’s violence against women. A third issue is working to end 
men’s homophobic attitudes and the resulting cruel, sometimes deadly, attacks on gay and 
trans people. The fourth issue is developing men’s studies at colleges and universities.

Modeled on the consciousness-raising groups popular with many second-wave feminists, 
NOMAS discussion groups encourage men to talk about what our society expects of men 
and the problems these expectations create. In this supportive context, men learn to talk 
openly with other men about feelings, fears, personal problems, and ways to change attitudes 
and behaviors they find unworthy in themselves.

NOMAS members are often involved in educational outreach programs that aim to 
raise other men’s awareness of the constraints of traditional masculinity. Finally, members 
of NOMAS often enact traitorous identities to challenge everyday incidents of homophobia, 
sexism, and devaluation of women.

ACT UP: The AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power
The AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power was a grassroots movement that used street-based 
direct action and civil disobedience to advocate for people living with HIV and AIDS 
 (Rimmerman, 2001). The group fought for medical treatment and changes in social attitudes 
toward those disproportionately impacted by HIV/AIDS, including but not limited to gay men. 
Their activism and legacy inspired changes in health policy, social attitudes toward gay men, 
and cultural expectations for men.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 
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ACT UP was originally founded in 1987 in New York, at the height of the U.S. AIDS 
 crisis. At that time, HIV and AIDS were erroneously assumed to affect gay men exclusively 
and were therefore largely ignored by a homophobic culture. Elected officials and medical 
professionals refused to invest in HIV/AIDS research, so we understood little about the 
 disease, its transmission, and how it could be managed (France, 2012). ACT UP challenged 
political leaders, medical professionals, religious authorities, pharmaceutical companies, and 
the public to respond to the health crisis with research, education, and awareness to stop the 
spread of HIV/AIDS.

Recalling tactics of civil rights movements and radical feminists of the 1960s, ACT UP 
groups were intentionally leaderless and democratic in order to encourage participation. 
ACT UP often used direct action politics, leading visible and effective demonstrations against 
Wall Street, the New York Stock Exchange, the Food and Drug Administration, Northwest 
Airlines, CBS Evening News, and other organizations that discriminated against people 
 living with HIV/AIDS. Some of ACT UP activism, and the work of the group it inspired, 
Queer Nation, used the street to highlight the fluid and performative aspects of gender and 
sexuality.

Although ACT UP was largely led by white, middle-class men and worked primarily 
to challenge and change discrimination against men, women were also involved. ACT UP 
women led a highly publicized action in the New York Mets’ Shea Stadium in 1988,  protested 
Cosmopolitan magazine for printing misleading and inaccurate information about HIV 
 transmission, and did direct action education for teenage girls in New York high schools 
(Juhasz, 2012; Timmer,Rimmerman 2001). ACT UP also drew inspiration from the women’s 
health movement and created underground networks of self-educated health care  providers 
to get HIV/AIDS patients the care they desperately needed. ACT UP activism piqued in 
the late 80s and early 90s as discrimination against people with HIV/AIDS began declin-
ing, in part because of ACT UP’s work. The movement is thoughtfully captured in the 2012 
 documentary How to Survive a Plague.
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KEVIN
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Men’s Antiviolence Groups
As we saw in our discussion of NOMAS, profeminists are committed to ending violence 
against women. Like Kevin, whose commentary appears above, profeminists believe that 
 violence against women is not just a “woman’s issue.” These men reason that it’s a men’s issue 
since most violence against women (as well as men) is enacted by men. Three specific men’s 
antiviolence programs deserve our attention. 

The White Ribbon Campaign Perhaps you’ve noticed that some men wear white 
ribbons between November 25 and December 6. Those who do are stating that they identify 
with the White Ribbon Campaign (WRC), an international organization working to end 
men’s violence against women. Formed in 1991, the WRC is the largest men’s antiviolence 
group in the world.

The WRC began when a group of Canadian men responded to an appalling incidence of 
violence against women. On December 6, 1991, 14 women were slaughtered in what came 
to be called the Montreal Massacre. They were students in the Engineering School at the 
 Université de Montreal. The murderer, who had failed to be admitted to the engineering 
school (Kaufman & Kimmel, 2011), felt that engineering was a man’s field in which women 
had no rightful place, so he removed the women students from the school—and from life. 
Some male students at the Université de Montreal felt compelled to speak out and make it 
clear that not all men hate women, and not all men condone violence against women. 

At first, only a handful of men met about the issue, but the group grew. Members defined 
their mission as taking the responsibility as men to speak out against men’s violence against 
women. Designating a white ribbon as the symbol of men’s opposition to men’s violence 
against women, within six weeks, this small group convinced more than 100,000 Canadian 
men to wear white ribbons. According to the White Ribbon website, “Wearing a white ribbon 
is a symbol of a personal pledge never to commit, condone, nor remain silent about violence 
against women” (White Ribbon, n.d.).

Since the WRC was founded in Canada in 1991, it has spread to many other countries. Many 
college campuses have local WRC groups. Although seldom in the limelight, the WRC contin-
ues its efforts to persuade men to take responsibility for ending men’s violence against women.

Wearing a white ribbon for one or two weeks a year is not the WRC’s only rhetorical 
 strategy. Members also present antiviolence workshops in schools, communities, and places of 
employment. In the workshops, WRC members encourage men to become part of the solution 
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by speaking out against men’s violence and by talking with other men about the issue. The 
workshops focus not only on physical violence such as battering and rape but also on emotional 
violence, sexual harassment, sexist humor, and other practices that devalue and harm women.

WRC emphasizes that it is not “bashing men.” On its website, this statement appears: 
The majority of men are not violent. At the same time … many men have come to believe that violence 
against a woman, child, or another man is an acceptable way to control another person. By remaining 
silent about these things, we allow other men to poison our working and learning environments.

Walk a Mile in Her Shoes Complementing the efforts of the WRC, Walk a Mile 
in Her Shoes relies on community awareness and fundraising to end men’s violence against 
women. Licensed therapist and educator Frank Baird founded the organization in 2001 in 
California to increase men’s involvement with local antiviolence work. Each year in cities 
across the world, men involved with Walk a Mile in Her Shoes establish teams, don high 
heels, and participate in a one-mile march through local streets to cultivate men’s compassion 
for women’s experiences, generate community awareness, and raise money for local violence  
prevention programs. The marches have grown steadily in popularity, and an average of  
300 walks are organized each year (www.walkamileinhershoes.org, 2016).

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Men Can Stop Rape
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As the organization’s website proclaims, “First you walk the walk … then you talk the 
talk,” explaining that the march involves men in antiviolence work on a grassroots, street 
performance level and afterward generates dialogue about gendered violence. Walk a Mile 
in Her Shoes aims for multiple levels of impact, stating: “For preventive education, it helps 
men better understand and appreciate women’s experiences, thus changing perspectives, 
 helping improve gender relationships and decreasing the potential for violence. For healing, 
it informs the community that services are available for recovery. It demonstrates that men 
are willing and able to be courageous partners with women in making the world a safer place” 
(Walk a Mile in Her Shoes, n.d.).

One criticism of both the WRC and Walk a Mile in Her Shoes is that they don’t go far 
enough in their analysis of men’s violence. This criticism maintains that the problem is not 
a few men who are violent, but rather that violence is intimately woven into how society 
defines men and masculinity.

Mentors in Violence Prevention Jackson Katz is one of the leaders in men’s effort 
to end male violence against women. The program he developed, Mentors in  Violence 
 Prevention (MVP), aims to educate men about socialization that links masculinity to 
 violence and to motivate men to reject violence in themselves and other men as “empowered 
bystanders” (Katz, n.d.).

In Michael Kaufman and Michael Kimmel’s (Kaufman & Kimmel, 2011) words, “Men 
look to other guys to define what it means to be a man” (p. 167). Men are more likely to be 
violent toward dates if they associate with peers who verbally endorse or actually engage in 
violence against female partners (Williamson & Silverman, 2001). And men are more likely 
to be involved with antiviolence work if their peers are supportive and/or also engaged in this 
work (Casey & Smith, 2010).

The MVP program instills antiviolence attitudes in men who then teach their male 
peers not to be violent. The program has two foci. The first is to teach men that  aggression 
and violence are closely linked to cultural views of masculinity and thus part of  routine 
masculine socialization. In other words, the MVP program focuses on normative 
 masculinity—on the ways in which violence is seen as a normal part of manhood in our 
society (Katz, 2013; Katz & Jhally, 2000). From sports to the military, masculine socializa-
tion teaches boys that violence is an appropriate means of gaining and maintaining con-
trol over others and  winning—whether it’s winning on the football field or the bedroom. 
Becoming aware of normative masculine socialization is the first step in challenging and 
changing it.

The second focus of the MVP program is to call attention to the role of bystanders in 
 preventing violence. Jackson and other MVP trainers reject the idea that only those who 
 actually commit violence are blameworthy. In many cases, for violence to be committed 
there must be bystanders who approve, encourage, condone, or just remain silent, Katz 
(n.d.) insists. MVP encourages men to take responsibility not only for refraining from 
 violence themselves but also for refusing to allow, condone, or be silent in the face of other 
men’s violence.

As the foregoing pages demonstrate, profeminist men’s groups are distinct. Some 
 prioritize ending sexist views that restrict men and women, while others focus on the rights 
of particular groups such as gay men and others living with HIV/AIDS. What they have in 
common is the belief that conventional views of sex, gender, and sexual orientation are 
 limiting for all of us. In stark contrast are masculinist groups. We turn now to those.
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Masculinist Men’s Groups
A number of men’s groups embrace cultural ideology, which holds that women and men are 
fundamentally different and, therefore, should have different roles and rights. Men’s groups 
that believe this are called masculinist (Fiebert, 1987), or promasculine. They assert that 
men suffer from discrimination and that men need to reclaim their rightful status as men 
 (Kimmel, 2013; Roy, 2014).

Masculinists also differ from profeminist men in attitudes toward gay men. The issue of 
gay rights is not a primary concern for most masculinist men, who tend to either ignore or 
denounce gay men.

Men’s Rights
Among the most conservative men’s groups are men’s rights activists, whose goal is to 
restore the traditional roles of men and women and, with that, the privileges men histori-
cally enjoyed (Roy 2014; Timm, 2014). Men’s rights groups include A Voice for Men, Men 
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Achieving Liberation and Equality (MALE); Men’s Rights, Incorporated (MR, Inc.); the 
National Coalition for Free Men; and the National Organization of Men (NOM). 

One of the more extreme men’s rights groups is Free Men, a small group that aims to 
restore men’s pride in being “real men,” who are tough, rugged, invulnerable, and self-reliant. 
Free Men regard male feminists as soft and unmanly. According to Free Men, the primary 
burden of masculinity is the provider role, which makes men little more than meal tickets 
whose worth is measured by the size of their paychecks.

Free Men want men to regain their rightful places as heads of families. At the same time, 
they think their status should not be tied to the breadwinner role. Free Men oppose  affirmative 
action and believe men should not have to pay alimony and child support  (Kimmel, 2013).

Men’s rights groups think that discrimination against men is a greater problem than 
 discrimination against women. To support their claim that men are oppressed, men’s rights 
groups point to issues such as the military draft, shorter life spans, more health problems, 
and child custody laws that favor women (Kimmel, 2013). The group’s website, http:// 
mensrights.com, offers advice and recommends books to help men win child custody battles 
and negotiate favorable divorce settlements (http://mensrights.com, 2016).

Father’s Rights Groups
Fathers’ rights groups are angry and hurt that men don’t have at least 50% custody of their 
children after divorce. They claim that courts discriminate against men by assuming that 
women should be the primary parents.

The highest-profile fathers’ rights group is in England. Fathers 4 Justice works to  initiate 
public dialogue around fathers’ rights. Fathers 4 Justice sometimes perform dramatic stunts 
to generate publicity around fathers’ rights issues. These performances often involve  dressing 
up as iconic figures such as Spiderman, Batman, and Father Christmas and protesting in 
places like Buckingham Palace or Tower Bridge. More recently, Fathers 4 Justice has also 
embraced political dialogue to bring about social change (“Our Story,” n.d.).

Fathers 4 Justice isn’t the only group fighting for fathers’ rights. In the United States, there are 
dozens, including the American Coalition for Fathers, Fathers and Families, and Children and 
Dads against Discrimination. These groups file class-action custody suits to argue that a father 
has a constitutional right to be a parent, and thus he is guaranteed nothing less than 50% of the 
time with his children. The key questions fathers’ rights groups ask are the following:

t� $BO�GBUIFST�MPWF�UIFJS�DIJMESFO�BT�NVDI�BT�NPUIFST 
t� %P�DIJMESFO�OFFE�UIFJS�GBUIFST�BT�NVDI�BT�UIFZ�OFFE�UIFJS�NPUIFST 
t� *T�JU�TFY�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO�UP�HJWF�NPUIFST�BO�BEWBOUBHF�XIFO�JU�DPNFT�UP�DVTUPEZ�SJHIUT 

SAM

*�LOPX�JU�T�OPU�QPMJUJDBMMZ�DPSSFDU�UIFTF�EBZT�UP�TBZ�JU
�CVU�*�BHSFF�XJUI�B�MPU�PG�XIBU�
NBTDVMJOJTU�NFO�CFMJFWF��*�UIJOL�GBNJMJFT�XFSF�TUSPOHFS�XIFO�UIF�NBO�XBT�UIF�IFBE�BOE�
UIF�XPNBO�LOFX�UP�GPMMPX��'BNJMJFT�DBO�U�XPSL�JG�CPUI�TQPVTFT�XBOU�UP�MFBE��5IFSF�DBO�
CF�POMZ�POF�MFBEFS��*�UIJOL�UIF�DPVOUSZ�XBT�B�MPU�TUSPOHFS
�UPP
�CFGPSF�XPNFO�TUBSUFE�

HFUUJOH�JOUP�CVTJOFTT�BOE�HPWFSONFOU��*�UIJOL�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�IBWF�EJGGFSFOU�BCJMJUJFT��
5IFZ�SF�FRVBM
�CVU�UIFZ�SF�EJGGFSFOU��"T�GBS�BT�HBZT�HP
�*�N�OPU�IPNPQIPCJD�PS�BOZUIJOH
�

CVU�*�EPO�U�TFF�QSPUFDUJOH�UIFJS�SJHIUT�BT�B�QSJPSJUZ�

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



86   CHAPTER 4 The Rhetorical Shaping of Gender: Competing Images of Men

Many of us would answer “yes” to these questions. However, the issues are a bit more 
 complicated than these questions suggest. Not all fathers make the legally required child- 
support payments, and a number of fathers don’t contact children following a divorce. This 
makes it difficult for judges and family-service agencies to be confident that all or most 
fathers will accept the responsibilities that accompany the rights they seek.

Mythopoetic Men
Another men’s group that gained attention in the late 1980s and early 1990s was the 
 mythopoetic movement, founded by poet Robert Bly. The mythopoetic movement aimed to 
foster men’s personal growth, wholeness, and bonding in all-male gatherings (Bonnett, 1996; 
Silverstein, Auerbach, Grieco, & Dunkel, 1999).

Mythopoetics claimed that men’s formerly profound connections to the earth and to other 
men were destroyed by modernization. When men began to work outside the home, young 
boys lost role models for manhood and how to relate to other men. Mythopoetics think 
ideal manhood existed prior to and during the Middle Ages, when men were self- confident, 
strong, emotionally alive, and sensitive. As exemplars of ideal manhood,  mythopoetics 
cited the Knights of the Round Table, Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, and Johnny 
 Appleseed (Gross, 1990).

Like Free Men, mythopoetics have no use for feminists, saying “feminists have been busy 
castrating American males. They poured this country’s testosterone out the window in the 
1960s” (Allis, 1990, p. 80).

Mythopoetics urge men to reclaim courage, aggression, and virility as masculine 
 birthrights and as qualities that can be put to the service of bold and worthy goals, as they 
were when knights and soldiers fought for grand causes.

Central to modern man’s emotional emptiness, argued Bly, is father hunger, a grief born 
of yearning to be close both to actual fathers and to other men. To help men who experience 
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father hunger, Bly and other movement leaders held workshops and nature retreats where 
men gathered in the woods to beat drums, chant, and listen to poetry and mythic stories, all 
designed to resolve father hunger and establish positive traditional masculinity.

The mythopoetic movement received both praise and blame. Naming father hunger 
 highlights the anguish many men feel because they have or had distant relationships with 
their fathers or other men (Chethik, 2001; Schwalbe, 1996). At the same time,  mythopoetics 
have been charged with unwillingness to confront issues of gender inequality and with 
 participation in sustaining that inequality (Schwalbe, 1996). In addition, some think that the 
mythopoetics were elitist, as the membership was largely white and middle class.

You may have noticed that the majority of references in our discussion of mythopoetics 
were published in the early 1990s. Although they still host retreats, the group is attracting 
few new members. It is possible that mythopoetics’ focus on personal growth wasn’t enough 
to sustain a movement. Without a political agenda, it’s difficult to keep a movement charged 
and vital. Even so, the mythopoetic movement contributed to the dialogue about masculinity 
by naming father hunger.

Promise Keepers
In 1990, Bill McCartney and Dave Wardell conceived the idea of filling a stadium with 
 Christian men. Later that year, McCartney and Wardell motivated 72 men to pray and fast 
about the idea of men coming together in Christian fellowship. The first Promise Keepers 
event in 1991 drew 4,200 men. Two years later, McCartney achieved his goal of filling the 
50,000-seat Folsom Field. In 1994, the Promise Keepers spread out to seven sites, at which 
more than 278,000 men came together to pray and commit themselves to a Christ-centered 
life. Promise Keeper events, such as “Stand in the Gap,” “Storm the Gates,” and “The 
 Challenge,” drew thousands of men each year (Shimron, 1997, 2002; Wagenheim, 1996). 

Whereas mythopoetics saw reconnecting with nature as the way for men to regain their 
wholeness, Promise Keepers see reconnection to God’s commandments as the path. The 
movement urges men to be the leaders of their families because Promise Keepers believe 
that it reflects the God’s view of the proper relationship between husbands and wives. 
 Following the Christian path requires men to be good husbands, fathers, and members of 
communities; each Promise Keeper makes seven promises that reflect these commitments 
(Shimron, 1997).

Supporters of Promise Keepers believe that the movement promotes values that build 
strong families and strong communities (Whitehead, 1997). Furthermore, a number  
of women who are married to Promise Keepers say their marriages have improved  
since their husbands joined the movement (Cose, 1997; Griffith, 1997; Shimron, 2002; 
Whitehead, 1997).
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Others voice reservations about the Promise Keepers. They question the prohibition on 
women’s attendance at Promise Keepers’ meetings. The Promise Keepers’ answer is to 
quote Proverbs 27:17: “Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another.” This reflects 
Promise Keepers’ belief that men should lean on each other, not on women (Shimron, 
2002).  Similarly, some ask, “Why can’t husbands and wives be equals?” (Ingraham, 1997). 
McCartney responded, “When there is a final decision that needs to be made and they can’t 
arrive at one, the man needs to take responsibility” (“Promise Keepers,” 1997, p. 14A). 
 Critics charge that “taking responsibility” is a code term for denying women’s equality, 
voices, and rights.

Another frequently expressed criticism is that Promise Keepers are elitist. The great 
majority of Promise Keepers are white and economically middle or upper class (Heath, 
2003). In response to criticism, Promise Keepers tried to broaden its membership to include 
men of different races and to soften its rhetoric about husbands leading wives. In a move to 
symbolize the group’s racial diversity, when McCartney retired from the presidency in 2003, 
the group chose Thomas Fortson, an African American, to head Promise Keepers (Gorski, 
2003).

But racial inclusiveness didn’t help Promise Keepers respond to charges of another kind 
of exclusion. Promise Keepers assert that homosexuality is a sin, promote literature on 
 “leaving homosexuality” on their website, and offer advice on how to challenge LGBTQ- 
positive branches of Christianity. Naturally, this makes gays and their allies uncomfortable 
with the movement. A final criticism is that Promise Keepers is more a conservative political 
 movement than a social and spiritual movement.

The Promise Keepers reached its peak in 1997, with a budget of $117 million and a 
well-attended “Stand in the Gap” rally at the National Mall in Washington, DC. Six years 
later, the budget was $27 million, reflecting a steep decline in membership (Gorski, 2003). 

Whether Promise Keepers reinvigorates itself or not, its impact continues. Some men who 
were involved with Promise Keepers in the 1990s have used the movement as a model for 
building grassroots men’s ministries in churches around the United States (Murphy, 2005). 
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Men’s ministries work to make local churches relevant to men, because some male Christian  
leaders believe that the church has been “feminized” (Caughlin & Caughlin, 2005; 
Pinsky, 2007).

The Millions More Movement
Just as many African-American women think that feminism doesn’t speak to or for them, 
many African-American men believe that most of the men’s movements don’t fit their 
 histories and lives (Hammer, 2001). In the fall of 1995, Minister Louis Farrakhan, leader of 
the Nation of Islam, and the Reverend Benjamin Chavis Jr., organized the first Million Man 
March. Their goal was for black men to fill the mall of the nation’s capital. The goals of the 
1995 meeting were for black men to atone for sins and reconcile with one another. Spike Lee’s 
film Get on the Bus (Lee, 1997) offers a dramatic documentation of this first march.

At the march, organizers encouraged men to pledge themselves to spiritual  transformation 
and political action. Specifically, organizers called for the men to register to vote, to fight 
drugs in their lives and communities, and to stand against unemployment and violence. Men 
were asked to recommit themselves to their wives and families and to active involvement in 
their churches and communities.
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Glenn Loury (1996), an African-American professor of economics, expressed concern 
that Million Man encouraged black men to base their rage on the racial identity of those who 
suffer rather than to rage against suffering and inequity no matter who is the victim. The 
Million Man March was also criticized for being antifeminist and antigay and for holding 
overly conservative views of families and women.

The inaugural Million Man March in 1995 became a model for other groups. Since that 
march, America has seen a Million Woman March in Philadelphia, a Million Youth March 
in Harlem, a Million Mom March in Washington, a Million Family March (“Million  Family 
March,” 2000), and the Millions More Movement was launched in the nation’s capital. 
 Conceived by Minister Louis Farrakhan, who also led the Million Man March, the Millions 
More Movement learned from criticisms of Millions marches. From the start, it was defined 
as an ongoing movement rather than a march. The mission statement focuses on educa-
tional, political, spiritual, social, and economic aspects of community development. Also, 
unlike the Million Man March, the Millions More Movement is inclusive of all sexes, races, 
and  sexualities, although its focus remains on racial disparities that continue to affect black 
 people and communities negatively (Muwakkil, 2005).  

By 2015, the movement evolved further.  An event called the Justice or Else Rally was 
headlined by Louis Farrakhan, the co-organizer of the initial march, who said he was pass-
ing the torch to the new generation (Nakamura, 2015). The new generation that Farrakhan 
recognized has been galvanized by #BlackLivesMatter, which we discussed in Chapter 3 and 
noted for its radical intersectionality (Garza, n.d).

The evolution of this movement exemplifies the fluidity of activism surrounding race, 
gender, and sexual orientation. What was originally a male-focused march has become a 
decisively inclusive movement. The initial Million Man March was largely masculinist in 
 ideology, but the contemporary #BlackLivesMatter movement is profeminist.

Contemporary Men’s Movements
Does the traditional script for masculinity still work in contemporary America? The 
 recession that began in 2008 resulted in massive job losses. The losses, however, were not 
evenly  distributed. Initially, the hardest hit sectors were manufacturing and construction, 
two of the sectors that remain heavily male dominated. And many of those jobs aren’t coming 
back. Over the next 10 years, more than 15 million new jobs will be created, and a majority 
of them will be ones that women have traditionally held—nursing, primary and secondary 
teachers, and home health assistants (Romano & Dokoupil, 2010).
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Jenna’s father is not alone. Many men have struggled in the wake of the great recession, 
but men’s responses to the recession have varied significantly.

The economic downturn is one of three recent and large social changes that have fueled 
contemporary masculinist movements (Kimmel, 2013). A second change fueling masculinist 
movements is that U.S. family laws have not kept pace with changing family dynamics. Thus, 
Kimmel states that even though fathers’ rights groups overlook significant gendered patterns 
in parenting responsibilities that have shaped divorce and custody resolutions, they also offer 
some important perspectives on cultural biases against fathers. Finally, the Internet has made 
it possible for masculinist men to connect with one another. The anonymity of virtual space 
also facilitates vitriolic speech on men’s rights websites (Kimmel, 2013; Potok, 2014). For 
example, Paul Elam, founder of men’s rights website A Voice for Men, targeted feminists by 
publishing their personal information online; several feminists have faced threats and verbal 
attacks as a result.

Masculinist responses to the economic downturn are not the only responses, however. 
Research suggests that younger men are redefining masculinity beyond the traditional 
 breadwinner role. In 2012, the Pew Research Center reported that for the first time in 
 America’s history, more 18- to 34-year-old women (66%) than men (59%) say succeeding in 
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a high-paying career is one of the most important things in life (Blow, 2012). Men of this era 
may find it useful to do what many women did during the second wave—consider new ways 
of defining their identities, figure how to balance paid labor and contributions to home and 
family, think outside of the conventional boxes about careers, and reinvent themselves to fit 
changing constraints and opportunities.

A recently organized men’s movement takes up this invitation to rethink traditional roles for 
and expectations of gender and to craft a new definition of manhood in the twenty-first century.

The Good Men Project
By outside measures, Tom Matlack’s life was a huge success. Barely 30, he was earning a large 
salary and was even featured in a story in the Wall Street Journal. He had a stunning home 
and a wife and children. But Matlack’s outward success wasn’t matched by inward happiness. 
His dependence on alcohol contributed to ending his marriage and almost cost him his life. 
When he reached his personal bottom, Matlack began asking how he could make a life that 
he respected.

That was the start of the Good Men Project, which is a multifaceted effort to stimulate 
a national conversation about what it means to be a good man today. Partnering with James 
Houghton and Larry Bean, Matlack published a book, The Good Men Project (Houghton, 
Bean, & Matlack, 2009), whose royalties are donated to groups that work with at-risk boys. 
The book is a collection of stories by men who are black and white, gay and straight, rich 
and poor, NFL Hall of Fame Linebackers, and ex-cons. Each man’s story describes a defining 
moment in his life. Accompanying the book is a DVD (Gannon, 2009) in which men talk 
honestly about spiritual crises, watershed moments in fathering, turning points in relation-
ships, and struggles with infidelity, alcohol, and drugs. According to Matlack, the stories are 
effective because “men are more open to listening to issues in male ways, like being in the 
locker room. It’s not talking about emotion directly but talking about emotion in terms of a 
story of a guy dying in combat” (Weigel, 2010).

Although the men featured in the book and DVD have widely varying life experiences 
and circumstances, what they have in common is that they are all trying to figure out what it 
means to be good men today. In introducing the book, Matlack states, “There is no definitive 
way to be ‘good’ ” (Houghton et al., 2009, p. 8). But, he continues, reading other men’s stories 
and thoughts can help each man formulate his own definition of what it means to be good. 
Not only has the book sold well and men are reading and talking about it, but it also has pro-
pelled creation of an online community for thinking about manhood today.

In 2010, the Good Men Foundation launched the Good Men Project, an online maga-
zine, whose readers and contributors represent diverse ages, ethnicities, races, religions, 
economic classes, and sexualities. This online magazine features stories and columns that 
address issues that surface in men’s lives: sex and relationships (Mark Greene, “Why I Hate 
Porn”), sports (open thread, “Should Penn State’s Football Team Be Shut Down?”), dads, 
(Al Watts, “The Reality of Being an At-Home Dad”), and advice (“Dear John” responds to 
readers’ questions on everything from wearing hairpieces to dealing with difficult neigh-
bors). In addition, the magazine facilitates an ongoing conversation about what mascu-
linity does and might mean. Perry Glasser, prizewinning author, says the magazine is 
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an alternative to “media images of masculinity that are dangerously repellent and full of 
rage” (Bergeron, 2009).

The magazine tells readers, “Guys today are neither the mindless, sex-obsessed buffoons 
nor the stoic automatons our culture so often makes them out to be…. We explore the world 
of men and manhood in a way that no media company ever has, tackling the issues and 
 questions that are most relevant to men’s lives. We write about fatherhood, family, sex, ethics, 
war, gender, politics, sports, pornography, and aging. We shy away from nothing” (http://
goodmenproject.com). The magazine steers clear of prescriptions and proselytizing. It 
doesn’t tell men how to be good; it simply provides a forum for discussing issues so that each 
man can figure out his own definition of good.

Men aren’t the only readers of The Good Men Project magazine. A third of the  readers 
are women who want to understand men’s perspectives and who find the magazine offers 
something more real and more interesting than the superficial stereotypes in Sports 
 Illustrated, Maxim, and GQ. Senior Editor Henry Belanger says that men today “are trying 
to do more things than their fathers did.” As men try to figure out how to do that, many 
of them find it helpful to be part of a community of other men who are struggling with 
similar issues.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

“If You Don’t Like What’s Being Said, Change the Conversation.” 
5PN�.BUMBDL�LOPXT�TPNFUIJOH�BCPVU�CFJOH�
BU�SJTL��.PSF�UIBO�PODF
�IJT�ESJOLJOH�FOEBO-
HFSFE�IJT�MJGF
�JODMVEJOH�UJNF�XIFO�B�SPMMPWFS�
DBS�BDDJEFOU�UISFX�IJN�UISPVHI�XJOEPXT��
-PPLJOH�CBDL�PO�UIBU�UJNF
��.BUMBDL�TBZT�IF�
IBE�iUIJT�QFSGFDU
�TVQFSGJDJBM�QJDUVSF�UXP�
LJET
�B�CJH�IPVTF
�B�XJGF��*�IBE�FWFSZUIJOH�BOE�
ZFU�*�XBT�BTIBNFE�PG�NZ�CFIBWJPS�ESJOLJOH
�
DIFBUJOH��"U���
�*�XBT�B�QSPGFTTJPOBM�TVDDFTT�
BOE�QFSTPOBM�GBJMVSF�BMM�BU�PODFw�	8FJHFM
�����
�

.BUMBDL�T�FGGPSUT�UP�DPNF�UP�HSJQT�
XJUI�IJT�MJGF�MFE�IJN�UP�SFBMJ[F�IF�XBTO�U�
BMPOF�UIFSF�BSF�MPUT�PG�NFO�USZJOH�UP�
GJHVSF�PVU�IPX�UP�MJWF�MJWFT�PG�JOUFHSJUZ��
8JUI�+BNFT�)PVHIUPO
�.BUMBDL�TFU�VQ�
5IF�(PPE�.FO�'PVOEBUJPO
�XIJDI�IBT�
UXP�HPBMT��GVOEJOH�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�UIBU�
IFMQ�BU�SJTL�CPZT�BOE�MBVODIJOH�B�OBUJPOBM�
EJTDVTTJPO�BCPVU�XIBU�JU�NFBOT�UP�CF�B�
HPPE�NBO��1SPDFFET�GSPN�UIF�CPPL�BOE�B�
QPSUJPO�PG�QSPDFFET�GSPN�UIF�NFEJB�BSN�
PG�UIF�GPVOEBUJPO�HP�UP�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�UIBU�
IFMQ�BU�SJTL�CPZT�

5IF�(PPE�.FO�1SPKFDU�T�POMJOF�TJUF�NBHB-
[JOF�FODPVSBHFT�QBSUJDJQBUJPO��DPNNFOU�
PO�PUIFST��JEFBT
�JOJUJBUF�ZPVS�PXO
�BOE�IFMQ�
TIBQF�UIF�EJBMPHVF��"T�UIF�TJUF�TBZT
�i*G�ZPV�
EPO�U�MJLF�XIBU�T�CFJOH�TBJE
�DIBOHF�UIF�
DPOWFSTBUJPO�w

5VNCMS��http://goodmenproject.tumblr 
.com/

'BDFCPPL��www.facebook.com 
/thegoodmenproject

5XJUUFS��!(PPE.FO1SPKFDU�

TAKE A STAND:�)PX�XPVME�ZPV�EFGJOF�B�iHPPE�NBOw �

5IF�(PPE�.FO�'PVOEBUJPO

Th
e 

Go
od

 M
en

 Fo
un

da
tio

n

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



94   CHAPTER 4 The Rhetorical Shaping of Gender: Competing Images of Men

SUMMARY

Men’s efforts to define gender are diverse and even contradictory. Some men consider them-
selves feminists, work with women for gender equality in society, and attempt to become 
more comfortable expressing their feelings. Other men think feminism has destroyed fami-
lies, twisted women, and diminished men. As this chapter has shown, men’s activism varies 
greatly in its foci and relationship to women’s activism. Historically and today, men’s groups 
are important in the cultural conversation about gender and its effects on individual men and 
women.

In this chapter and the preceding one, we discussed a wide range of groups that give voice to 
diverse images of women and men. As the conversation evolves, some of the current voices will 
fade out and new voices will emerge. Some people will tune out the conversation. Others will 
reflect thoughtfully on what different groups say about men and women. Still others will join 
the conversation and take active roles in defining masculinity, femininity, and the host of issues 
linked to gender. It’s up to you to define your role in the cultural conversation about gender.

KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated, as well as in alphabet-
ical order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion website also 
provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts they represent. 
You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.
ACT UP 80
father hunger 86
Fathers 4 Justice 85
Free Men 85
Good Men Project 92
male feminists 77
masculinists 84
Mentors in Violence Prevention (MVP) 83
men’s rights activists 84

Million Man March 89
misogyny 91
mythopoetic movement 86
NOMAS 78
Promise Keepers 87
traitorous identity 77
Walk a Mile in Her Shoes 82
White Ribbon Campaign (WRC) 81

GENDER ONLINE 
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REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND ACTION
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Knowledge Challenge:
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t� 8IBU�JT�conversational maintenance work BOE�XIP�HFOFSBMMZ�EPFT�JU 

$POTJEFS�UIFTF�GPVS�TUBUFNFOUT�

The woman judge cast the deciding vote.
Jason babysat his son while his wife attended a meeting.
Freshmen find it difficult to adjust to college life.
Every student should sign his or her paper.
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Gendered Verbal 
Communication

The tongue has the power of life and death.
—Proverbs 
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Verbal Communication Expresses Cultural 
Views of Gender
Our language both reflects and reinforces cultural views and values, including those about 
gender. We’ll discuss six ways that language and gender are connected. 

 Gendered Language Excludes 
 Our vocabularies—the very words we speak and the tools for our thoughts—are marked by 
gender in at least two ways. First, generic language purports to include everyone, yet literally 
refers only to men. Examples of generic language are nouns such as congressman, spokesman, 
mailman, and mankind and pronouns such as he and his used to refer to everyone.

Research makes it clear that inclusive language has impact. In a classic study  (Schneider & 
Hacker, 1973), children were asked to select photographs for a textbook with chapters  entitled 
“Urban Man” and “Urban Life.” Children almost always chose pictures of men when the titles 
included male generic language. When the titles did not refer only to men, children chose 
more photographs that portrayed men and women. The language of the titles shaped what 
the children thought chapters would discuss.

Later research confirmed the finding that generic language leads many people to assume 
that only males are included (Gastil, 1990; Hamilton, 1991; Switzer, 1990). In one study, 
students from first grade through college were asked to make up a story about an average 
student. When the instructions referred to the average student as he, only 12% of students 
composed a story about a girl or woman. However, when the instructions defined the average 
student as he or she, 42% of the stories were about girls and women (Hyde, 1984).

Because there is convincing evidence that generic language is not perceived as  including 
everyone, dictionaries and national newspapers now have policies requiring inclusive 
 language, and writing style manuals caution against using generic language.

Second, gendered language is apparent in traditional pronouns, which erase people who 
do not fit into conventional categories. For instance, Rocko Gieselman was born female and 
embodies a feminine style, yet Rocko doesn’t identify as a woman. Instead, Rocko uses the 
terms trans and genderqueer. Like many trans people, Rocko also prefers the pronoun they to he 
or she. They is increasingly accepted as a singular pronoun that substitutes for he or she. Some 
universities, such as the University of Vermont, have agreed to use they to refer to individ-
ual students as well as more than one student (Scelfo, 2015). The Washington Post, one of the 
premiere U.S. newspapers, has approved the singular they in its style guidelines (Hess, 2016). 
Online sites such as OKCupid and Facebook allow people to designate their identity (Scelfo, 
2015), and users of Tumblr often pin the pronouns they prefer to their pages (Hess, 2016).

Language Defines Gender as Binary
Recent studies have found that hurricanes with feminine names are more deadly than those 
with masculine names (Jung et al., 2014; Yan, 2016). Due to gender stereotypes that link 
 masculinity with greater risk and strength, people were more likely to discount warnings for 
hurricanes with feminine names. For high-damage storms with masculine names, people 
heeded warnings and there were an average of only 11 deaths. Storms with feminine names 
were not taken as seriously and there were 59 deaths on average.
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Women are frequently defined by appearance and by relationships with others, whereas 
men are more typically defined by activities, accomplishments, and positions.  Throughout the 
2008 Democratic primary contest, commentators discussed Hillary Clinton’s  appearance—
she was being suggestive when she wore a V-necked top; her pantsuits were dowdy; and 
she had crow’s feet (Mandziuk, 2008). Similarly, in the early stages of the 2016 presidential 
 primaries, candidate Donald Trump said of candidate Carly Fiorina, “Look at that face! 
Would anyone vote for that?” (Miller, 2016c). Can you imagine such derogatory comments 
about male candidates’ appearance? 

ANDY

For a long time, it seemed really clear to me that a word like mankind obviously includes 
women or that chairman can refer to a girl or a guy who chairs something. I thought it 
was pretty stupid to hassle about this. Then, last semester I had a woman teacher who 

taught the whole class using she or her or women whenever she was referring to people, 
as well as when she meant just women. I realized how confusing it is. I had to figure out 
each time whether she meant women only or women and men. And when she meant 

women to be general, I guess you’d say generic for all people, it still made me feel left out. 
A lot of the guys in the class got pretty hostile about what she was doing, but I kind of 

think it was a good way to make the point.

Coverage of women’s sports focuses more on appearance of female athletes than male 
 athletes. Commentators describe women athletes’ outfits, bodies, and hairstyles, whereas 
their descriptions of male athletes more typically focus on athletic skills. For example, during 
the 2014 Sochi Winter Olympics, news commentators regularly referred to  professional 
female athletes as “girls”; one analyst stated that women skiers were highly skilled in 
 managing extreme courses “while in a Lycra suit, maybe a little bit of makeup—now that is 
grace under pressure” (Feeney, 2014). The 2016 Olympics may take the prize for sexist ref-
erences to women athletes. When Corey Cogdell won two bronze medals, a Chicago Tribune 
reporter tweeted that the wife of a Bears’ lineman won the medals. After beating her own 
record in the 400-meter freestyle, an NBC reporter said, Katie Ledecky “swims like a man.” 
The Associated Press carried this headline: “Phelps Ties for Silver in 100 Fly.” The subtitle for 
the article was: “Ledecky Sets World Record in Women’s 800 Freestyle.” When BBC reporter 
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John Inverdale congratulated Andy Murray on being the first person to win two Olympic 
medals in tennis, Murray noted that Venus and Serena Williams had won about four each.

Language also reflects social views of women as passive and men as active participants in 
sexual activity. Consider common phrases like: “He laid her,” “He balled her,” “He screwed 
her,” and “She got knocked up.” Perhaps because men are expected to be sexual initiators, 
inappropriate sexual initiative by men is sometimes described in language that makes it seem 
acceptable. For instance, during the 2016 election season, then-candidate Donald Trump 
excused his vulgar comments about grabbing women’s genitalia as “locker room talk,” despite 
the fact that his actions fit the legal definition of sexual assault.

Our language also reflects society’s view of women as more defined by relationships than 
men are. On prime-time television, even professional women are often depicted  primarily 
in interpersonal contexts, and their appearance is highlighted (Dow & Wood, 2006). 
 Historically, women who don’t marry have been referred to in negative ways such as spinsters 
or old maids (contrast this with the nonpejorative term bachelors for men). Similar attitudes 
are expressed in other cultures. For example, journalist and sociologist Leta Hong Fincher 
(2014) examined a recent state-sponsored campaign in China that negatively depicts single, 
professional women over the age of 27. Referred to as leftover women, they are described this 
way: “Girls with an average or ugly appearance … hope to further their education in order to 
increase their competitiveness. The tragedy is that they don’t realise that, as women age, they 
are worth less and less, so by the time they get their M.A. or Ph.D., they are already old, like 
yellowed pearls” (quoted in Lovell, 2014). 
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Parallel Language?
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Masculine Term Feminine Term

Master Mistress

Wizard Witch

Patron Matron

Bachelor Spinster

Name/Name Birth Name/ 
Married Name

Player ?

TAKE A STAND:�8IBU�PUIFS�UFSNT�DBO�ZPV�UIJOL�PG�UIBU�EP�OPU�IBWF�FRVJWBMFOU�NBTDV�
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BRIAN

I never considered whether my wife would take my name. I just assumed she would. I’m 
proud of my family, and I feel tied to who we are, and my family name represents that. I 
always thought it would be a great honor for a woman to have my family name. But my 
fiancé doesn’t feel the same way. She says she’s proud of her name, too, that it’s who she 
is, too. I can understand that in a way, but still it seems like she should want to take my 

name. She turned the tables on me by asking if I would take her name.
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A majority of heterosexual women take their husbands’ names upon marrying, but there 
are alternatives to the traditional ways of naming ourselves (Foss, Edson, & Linde, 2015). Some 
women choose to retain their birth names when they marry. Some adopt hyphenated names, 
such as Johnson-Pham, to symbolize the family heritage of both partners. In some countries, 
such as Spain, both the mother’s and father’s family names are used to construct children’s  family 
names. Other alternatives, although less often practiced so far, are choosing a new  surname 
together (Moore, 2015) or renaming oneself to reflect matriarchal rather than patriarchal lin-
eage, which involves changing a last name from that of the father’s family to that of the mother’s. 
(The term matriarchy means “rule by the mothers” and generally refers to systems of ideology, 
social structures, and practices that are created by women and reflect the values, priorities, and 
views of women as a group.) Because a mother’s last name still reflects male lineage—that of the 
mother’s father—some women use their mothers’ first names to create a matrilineal last name: 
For example, Lynn Franklin’s daughter, Bailey, might rename herself Bailey Lynnschild.

Language Shapes Awareness of Gendered Issues
Naming is important. We name things that matter to us and don’t name what doesn’t  matter 
(Spender, 1984a, 1984b). The power of naming is clear with sexual harassment and date 
rape (Harris, 2011a; Wood, 2008, 2009a). For most of history, sexual harassment occurred 
 frequently but was unnamed. Because it wasn’t named, sexual harassment was difficult 
to  recognize or stop. If sexual harassment was discussed at all, it was described as making 
advances, getting out of line, or being pushy. None of these phrases conveys the abusiveness of 
sexual harassment. Only when the term sexual harassment was coined was it recognized as a 
form of violence in need of redress.
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Similarly, for years women who were raped by their dates had no recognized way to 
name what had happened. Until we coined the term date rape, women had to deal with 
their experiences without the language to define grievous violations that often had lifelong 
 repercussions. Even today, not all women are comfortable using the term date rape to refer 
to nonconsensual sex with friends and dates. For them, rape is violent assault by a stranger 
(Harris, 2011a).

As our discussion shows, language is not static. We continually change language to 
reflect our changing understandings of ourselves and our world. We reject terms we find 
objectionable (generic language), and we create new terms to define realities we think 
are important (they as a singular pronoun, sexual harassment, Ms., trans). As we modify 
 language, we change how we see ourselves and our world. Further, we shape meanings of 
our culture.
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Language Organizes Perceptions of Gender
Two ways in which language organizes perceptions of gender are through stereotyping and 
encouraging polarized perceptions of sex and gender.

A stereotype is a generalization about an entire class of phenomena based on 
 perceptions of some members of the class. For example, if most women you know 
aren’t interested in sports, you might stereotype women as uninterested in sports. This 
 stereotype could keep you from noticing that many women engage in sports and enjoy 
attending athletic events. Relying on stereotypes can lead us to overlook important qual-
ities of individuals and to  perceive them only in terms of what we consider common to a 
general category.

Many people stereotype women as emotional and men as rational. Stereotypes such as 
these can distort our perceptions. For instance, women’s arguments are sometimes dismissed 
as emotional when, in fact, they involve evidence and reasoning (Mapstone, 1998). Women 
who use assertive speech are frequently described as rude or bitchy (O’Neill & O’Reilly, 2011; 
Sandberg & Grant, 2015b), whereas men who employ emotional language may be described 
to be wimps or weak (Rasmussen & Moley, 1986).

The English language may also encourage polarized thinking, which is conceiving of 
things as absolute opposites. Something is right or wrong; a person is male or female or 
 masculine or feminine. Our commonly used vocabulary emphasizes all-or-none terms and 
thus all-or-none thinking. As we saw in Chapter 2, queer performative theory challenges 
polarized language for sex, gender, and sexual orientation, claiming that polarized terms—or 
gender binaries—obscure the range of identities that humans express. Also, the categories of 
men and women erase transgender and intersex people.

Language Evaluates Gender
Language reflects cultural values and is a powerful influence on our perceptions. Trivializing 
language is sometimes applied to women to define them as immature or juvenile (honey, girl, 
darling). A stunning example of infantalizing women came in the presidential campaign in 
2016. On January 8, Senator Ted Cruz chided Secretary Hillary Clinton saying she deserved a 
“spanking” like his five-year-old daughter.

 Other common terms equate girls and women with food (sugar, sweet thing, cupcake) 
and animals (chick, pig, dog, cow, bitch). Diminutive suffixes designate women as reduced 
forms of the standard (male) form of the word: actress, waitress. Women who are sexually 
active may be called derogatory names such as slut, whereas men who are equally sexually 
active are described with terms such as player, which our students say is a compliment. 
In  addition, feminine terms are used to degrade boys and men (sissy, momma’s boy, bitch, 
girly-man).

ANTHONY

Until we talked about language in class, I hadn’t really thought about the double 
standard for sexually active girls and guys. Or if I had thought about it, I probably 

would have said that the double standard doesn’t exist anymore. Our discussion got 
me thinking, and that’s not really true. Guys who have sex with a lot of girls are studs or 
players. Girls who have sex with a lot of guys are sluts or easy. It’s not as bad as it used to 

be, but I guess there still is kind of a double standard. 
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Language Allows Self-Reflection
We also use language, inflected with social values, to reflect on and evaluate ourselves. In 
the 1950s, a 5-foot 5-inch woman who weighed 140 pounds would have considered  herself 
slender. In 2010, a 5-foot 5-inch woman who weighs 140 pounds might view herself as 
 overweight. In 1950, a man would not feel pressure to be as muscular as is the current mascu-
line ideal. We live in a celebrity culture (Lamb & Brown, 2006; Newsom, 2011), which makes 
it tempting to define ourselves in comparison to celebrities—or airbrushed, digitally manipu-
lated images of them. According to Michael Rich (2008), director of the Center on Media and 
Child Health, “Exposure to body ideals of impossibly thin women and unrealistically mus-
cular men can contribute to negative self-images and viewers’ attempts to alter their  bodies 
through restrictive eating, exercise, drugs, or surgery” (p. 90).

If we find the existing language inadequate, we can move beyond it. For instance, we 
can label ourselves androgynous, a concept we first mentioned in Chapter 1. Likewise, 
we can define ourselves as genderqueer or gender nonconforming. By coining new language 
to describe our identities, we nudge culture to recognize us on our own terms.

Gendered Styles of Verbal Communication 
In addition to expressing cultural views of gender, language is a primary means by which we 
express our gendered identities. In the pages that follow, we’ll explore the ways we use  verbal 
communication to perform masculinity and femininity. Keep in mind that we’re  looking at 
gendered styles of communicating, not necessarily sex-based styles. In other words, although 
most girls are socialized to communicate primarily in feminine ways, some girls learn 
 masculine modes of communicating; although most boys are encouraged to cultivate primar-
ily masculine styles of communicating, some boys learn feminine modes. Also, some people 
work to become fluent in both masculine and feminine modes of communication, and some 
people perform identities that are beyond the conventional gender binary. 
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Gendered Speech Communities
Philosopher Suzanne Langer (1953, 1979) asserted that culture, or collective life, is possible 
only to the extent that a group of people share a symbol system and the meanings encapsu-
lated in it. William Labov (1972) extended Langer’s ideas by defining a speech community as 
a group of people who share norms about communication. By this, he meant that a speech 
community exists when people share understandings about goals of communication, strate-
gies for enacting those goals, and ways of interpreting communication.

It’s obvious that we have entered a different speech community when we are in countries 
whose languages differ from our own. Distinct speech communities are less apparent when 
they rely on the same language but use it in different ways and attach different meanings to it. 
Yet, as standpoint theory points out, belonging to a particular race-ethnicity, gender identity, 
economic class, and gender influences what we know and how we communicate.

Children are typically socialized into gendered speech communities. To understand 
these different communities, we will consider how we are socialized into feminine and 
 masculine speech communities as well as divergence within feminine and masculine speech 
 communities. Please note the importance of the words such as typically that indicate we are 
discussing general differences, not absolute ones. 

The Lessons of Children’s Play
A classic study by Daniel Maltz and Ruth Borker (1982) gave initial insight into the 
 importance of children’s play in shaping patterns of communication. Watching young 
 children playing, researchers observed two phenomena: Young children usually played in 
sex-segregated groups, and girls and boys tended to play different kinds of games. Maltz 
and Borker found that boys’ typical games (football, baseball, war) and girls’ typical games 
(school, house, tea party) cultivate distinct communication styles.

Recent research confirms that sex-segregated groups and forms of play remain the norm 
for children (Barbu, Cabanes, & Le Maner-Idrissi, 2011; Hanish & Fabes, 2014; Rudman & 
Glick, 2010). Even children as young as two or three years old (about the time that gender 
constancy develops) show a preference for same-sex playmates, and this preference has been 
found in multiple cultures ranging from the United States to India and Kenya (Fouts,  Hallam, &  
Purandare, 2013). 

Boys’ Games Boys’ games usually involve fairly large groups—nine individuals for 
each baseball team, for instance. Most boys’ games are competitive, have clear goals, involve 
 physically rough play in large spaces, and are organized by rules and roles that specify who 
does what and how to play (Hanish & Fabes, 2014; Rudman & Glick, 2010).

Because the games boys typically play are structured by goals and roles, there is limited 
need to discuss how to play, although there may be talk about strategies. In playing games, 
boys learn to communicate to accomplish goals, compete for and maintain status, exert 
 control over others, get attention, and stand out. Specifically, boys’ games cultivate four 
 communication rules:
� ��� 6TF�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�UP�BTTFSU�ZPVS�JEFBT
�PQJOJPOT
�BOE�JEFOUJUZ�
� ��� 6TF�UBML�UP�BDIJFWF�TPNFUIJOH
�TVDI�BT�TPMWJOH�QSPCMFNT�PS�EFWFMPQJOH�TUSBUFHJFT�
� ��� 6TF�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�UP�BUUSBDU�BOE�NBJOUBJO�PUIFST��BUUFOUJPO�
� ��� 6TF�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�UP�DPNQFUF�GPS�UIF�iUBML�TUBHF�w�.BLF�ZPVSTFMG�TUBOE�PVU
�UBLF�

�BUUFOUJPO�BXBZ�GSPN�PUIFST
�BOE�HFU�PUIFST�UP�QBZ�BUUFOUJPO�UP�ZPV�
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Consistent with other aspects of masculine socialization, these rules focus on  individuality, 
competition, and achievement. Finally, we see the undercurrent of masculinity’s emphasis on 
invulnerability: If your goal is to control and to be better than others, you need to show only 
your strengths. 

Girls’ Games Many girls today also play competitive games. In addition, most girls 
play some games that few boys play. The games played primarily by girls cultivate distinct 
ways of communicating. Girls tend to play in pairs or in small groups rather than large ones 
 (Benenson, Del Bianco, Philippoussis, & Apostoleris, 1997; Hanish & Fabes, 2014). Games 
such as house and school do not have preset, clear-cut goals and roles. There is no  touchdown 
in playing school, and the roles of teacher or student aren’t fixed like the roles of guard and 
forward. Because traditional girls’ games are not highly structured by external goals and 
roles, players have to talk among themselves to decide what to do and what roles to play.

When playing, young girls spend more time talking than doing anything else—a  pattern 
that is not true of young boys’ play (Goodwin, 2006; Hanish & Fabes, 2014). Playing house, for 
instance, typically begins with a discussion about who is going to be a parent and who is going 
to be a child. The lack of preset goals for the games requires girls to develop  interpersonal com-
munication skills. The games generally played by girls teach four basic rules for communication:
� ��� 6TF�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�UP�DSFBUF�BOE�NBJOUBJO�SFMBUJPOTIJQT��5IF�QSPDFTT�PG��DPNNVOJDBUJPO
�

OPU�JUT�DPOUFOU
�JT�UIF�IFBSU�PG�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�
� ��� 6TF�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�UP�FTUBCMJTI�FHBMJUBSJBO�SFMBUJPOT�XJUI�PUIFST��%PO�U�PVUEP
�DSJUJDJ[F
�

PS�QVU�EPXO�PUIFST��*G�ZPV�IBWF�UP�DSJUJDJ[F
�CF�HFOUMF�
� ��� 6TF�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�UP�JODMVEF�PUIFST�CSJOH�UIFN�JOUP�DPOWFSTBUJPOT
�SFTQPOE�UP�UIFJS�

JEFBT�
� ��� 6TF�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�UP�TIPX�TFOTJUJWJUZ�UP�PUIFST�BOE�SFMBUJPOTIJQT��

.BOZ�GBWPSFE�CPZT��HBNFT�IBWF�B�MBSHF�OVNCFS�PG�QMBZFST�
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The typically small size of girls’ groups fosters prosocial, cooperative play (Rudman & 
Glick, 2010), whereas the larger groups in which boys usually play encourage competition 
(Barbu et al., 2011; Hanish & Fabes, 2014). In a study of preschoolers, boys gave orders and 
attempted to control others, whereas girls were more likely to make requests and  cooperate 
with others (Weiss & Sachs, 1991). In another investigation, 9- to 14-year-old African- 
American girls typically used inclusive and nondirective language, whereas African- American 
boys tended to issue commands and compete for status in their groups (Goodwin, 1990).

ERIN

I played house and school, but I also played softball and soccer. Most of my friends did 
too. We learned to compete and work with external rules and be goal oriented just as 

much as boys did. The games children play aren’t sex segregated anymore.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Gender and Gaming Culture
$POUSBSZ�UP�QPQVMBS�CFMJFG
�HJSMT�BOE�XPNFO�
BSF�OP�MFTT�JOUFSFTUFE�JO�WJEFP�HBNFT�UIBO�
CPZT�BOE�NFO��(FOEFSFE�EJGGFSFODFT�EP�
FYJTU
�IPXFWFS
�JO�IPX�WJEFP�HBNFT�BSF�
QMBZFE�BOE�GPS�XIBU�SFBTPOT��4UVEZJOH�UIFTF�
EJGGFSFODFT�DBO�UFBDI�VT�TPNFUIJOH�BCPVU�
HFOEFSFE�TQFFDI�DPNNVOJUJFT��$POTJEFS�
UIF�GPMMPXJOH�GJOEJOHT�	5FSMFDLJ�FU̓BM�
�����
�

t� 0G�BMM�BEPMFTDFOUT
�����EFTDSJCF�UFDIOPM�
PHZ�BT�iDPPM
w�BOE�UIF�WBTU�NBKPSJUZ�PG�BEP�
MFTDFOU�CPZT�BOE�HJSMT�QMBZ�WJEFP�HBNFT�

t� "QQSPYJNBUFMZ�����PG�POMJOF�HBNFST�BSF�
GFNBMF�

t� (JSMT�BOE�XPNFO�PGUFO�TFFL�HBNFT�UIBU�
QSJWJMFHF�SFBM�MJGF�TJNVMBUJPO
�QV[[MFT
�
BOE�TUSBUFHZ��CPZT�BOE�NFO�PGUFO�QSFGFS�
TQPSUJOH
�BDUJPO
�BOE�DPNCBU�HBNFT�

t� 'FNBMF�HBNFST�BJN�UP�CVJME�SFMBUJPO�
TIJQT�BOE�NBLF�DPOOFDUJPOT�XJUI�
PUIFST�UISPVHI�HBNJOH��NBMF�HBNFST�
UFOE�UP�QMBZ�WJEFP�HBNFT�GPS�JOEJWJEVBM�
BDIJFWFNFOU�

t� 0O�BWFSBHF
�NFO�UFOE�UP�QVSDIBTF�
HBNFT�XJUI�NPSF�WJPMFODF�BOE�IJHIFS�
SBUJOHT�GSPN�UIF�&OUFSUBJONFOU�4PGUXBSF�
3BUJOH�#PBSE�UIBO�EP�XPNFO��

TAKE A STAND:�$BO�ZPV�JEFOUJGZ�DPOOFDUJPOT�BNPOH�USBEJUJPOBM�DIJMEIPPE�HBNFT
�
WJEFP�HBNFT
�BOE�HFOEFSFE�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�QBUUFSOT 

Erin is correct that young girls today often play competitive sports and that doing so 
allows them to learn and use the rules of masculine speech communities. This is consistent 
with standpoint theory’s premise that members of subordinated groups are motivated to 
learn the standpoint of dominant groups. Note that although many girls now play games that 
were once associated primarily with boys, boys are less likely to play games associated with 
girls, such as house and school.

Gendered Communication Practices
We will consider features of feminine and masculine speech that have been identified by 
researchers. We’ll also explore some of the complications that arise when people of different 
genders operate by different rules in conversations with each other. 
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Feminine Communication People who are socialized in feminine speech 
 communities—most women and some men—tend to regard communication as a  primary 
way to establish and maintain relationships with others. They use language to foster 
 connections and support closeness and mutual understanding (Ye & Palomares, 2013).

Establishing equality between people is a second important feature of feminine 
 communication. To achieve symmetry, communicators often match experiences to  indicate 
“You’re not alone in how you feel.” Typical ways to communicate equality would be  saying 
“I’ve felt just like that” or “I totally know what you mean.” Growing out of the quest for 
 equality is a participatory mode of interacting in which communicators respond to and build 
on each other’s ideas in the process of conversing. Rather than a rigid “You tell your ideas, 
then I’ll tell mine” sequence, feminine speech more characteristically follows an interactive 
pattern for the collaborative creation of conversation.

A third characteristic of feminine speech is support for others. To demonstrate support, 
communicators often express emotions (Guerrero, Jones, & Boburka, 2006; Mulac, 2006; Ye & 
Palomares, 2013) to show understanding of another’s situation or feelings. “Oh, you must 
feel terrible” communicates that we understand and support how another feels. Related to 
these first two features is attention to the relationship level of communication (Eisenberg, 
2002; MacGeorge, Gillihan, Samter, & Clark, 2003). You will recall that the relationship level 
of talk focuses on feelings and on the relationship between communicators rather than on 
the content of messages. Conversations between feminine people tend to be characterized by 
intensive adverbs (“That’s really exciting”) (Mulac, 2006) and questions that probe for greater 
understanding of feelings and perceptions surrounding the subject of talk. “How did you feel 
when it occurred?” “How does this fit into the overall relationship?” are probes that help a 
listener understand a speaker’s perspective. 

YOLANDA

With my boyfriend, I am always asking, “How was your day? Your class? Your jam 
session? Did you get such and such done? Did you talk to so-and-so?” He answers my 

questions, usually with just a few words, but he almost never asks questions about 
my day and my life. When I do talk about myself, he often interrupts and sometimes 
listens, but he doesn’t say much in response. I’m tired of doing all the work to keep a 

conversation going in our relationship.

A fourth feature of feminine speech style is conversational “maintenance work”  (Fishman, 
1978; Taylor, 2002). This involves efforts to sustain conversation by inviting others to speak 
and by prompting them to elaborate their ideas. Questions are often used to include  others: 
“How was your day?” “Did anything interesting happen on your trip?” “Do you have  anything 
to add?” (Mulac, 2006). Communication of this sort maintains interaction and opens the 
conversational door to others.

A fifth quality of feminine speech is responsiveness. A feminine person might make eye 
contact, nod, or say, “Tell me more” or “That’s interesting.” Responsiveness affirms the other 
person and encourages elaboration by showing interest in what was said.

A sixth quality of feminine talk is personal, concrete style. Typical of feminine talk are 
details, personal disclosures, and concrete reasoning. These features cultivate a personal tone, 
and they facilitate feelings of closeness by connecting communicators’ lives.
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A final feature of feminine speech is tentativeness (Mulac, 2006; Ye & Palomares, 2013). 
This may be expressed in a number of forms. Sometimes people use verbal hedges, such as 
“I kind of feel you may be overreacting.” In other situations, they qualify statements by saying 
“I’m not sure if this is right, but….” Another way to keep talk provisional is to tag a question 
onto a statement in a way that invites another to respond: “Scandal is a pretty good show, isn’t 
it?” Tentative communication opens the door for others to respond and express their opinions. 

There is controversy about tentativeness associated with feminine speech. Robin Lakoff 
(1975), who first reported that women use more hedges, qualifiers, and tag questions than 
men, claimed that these indicate uncertainty and lack of confidence. Calling women’s 
speech “powerless,” Lakoff argued that it reflects women’s insecurity. It’s important to note 
that Lakoff ’s judgment that feminine speech is powerless was based on her assumption 
that  masculine speech is the standard. If we use feminine speech as the standard, the use 
of hedges, qualifiers, and tag questions may reflect not powerlessness but the desire to keep 
conversations open and to include others. You should realize, however, that people outside 
feminine speech communities—for example, in professional settings—may use masculine 
standards, as Lakoff did, to interpret tentative speech. 

Masculine Communication Masculine speech communities tend to regard talk as a 
way to accomplish concrete goals, exert control, preserve independence, entertain, and enhance 
status. Conversation is often seen as an arena for proving oneself and negotiating prestige.

The first feature of masculine speech is the effort to establish status and control.  Masculine 
speakers do this by asserting their ideas and authority, telling jokes and stories, or challenging 
others. Also, men maintain both control and independence by disclosing less than women. 
Men and boys typically use more I-references (“I have a plan,” “I had a good game”) than 
women and girls (Mulac, 2006). One way to exhibit knowledge and control is to give advice. 
For example, a person might say, “The way you should handle that is …,” or “Don’t let your 
boss get to you.” On the relationship level of meaning, people socialized in feminine speech 
communities may interpret advice as the speaker saying she or he is superior—smarter, more 
experienced, and so on—in comparison to the other person.

A second prominent feature of masculine speech is instrumentality—the use of face-to-face or 
computer-mediated communication (CMC) to accomplish instrumental  objectives  (Kimbrough, 
Guadagno, Muscanell, & Dill, 2013). Particularly when men think they are knowledgeable about 
a topic, they may want to show their knowledge to others (Leaper & Ayres, 2007). In conversa-
tion, this is often expressed through problem-solving efforts to get information, discover facts, 
and suggest solutions. Conversations between feminine and  masculine communicators are often 
derailed by the lack of agreement on the meaning of this informational, instrumental focus. 
When a man focuses on the content level of meaning after a woman has disclosed a problem, she 
may feel that he is disregarding her emotions. He, on the other hand, thinks he is supporting her 
in the way that he has learned to show support—suggesting how to solve the problem. 

JOANNE

My boyfriend is the worst at throwing solutions in my face when I try to talk to him about 
a problem. I know he cares about me; if he didn’t, he wouldn’t use up all that energy 
thinking up solutions for me. But I’m the kind of person who prefers a good ear (and 
maybe a shoulder) when I have a problem. I would like it so much better if he would 

forget about solutions and just listen and let me know he hears what’s bothering me.
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A third feature of masculine communication is conversational command. Despite jokes 
about women’s talkativeness, research indicates that, in most contexts, men tend to talk more 
often and at greater length than women (Mulac, 2006). Further, masculine speakers may 
reroute conversations by using what another says as a jumping-off point for their own topics, 
or they may interrupt. Although all genders interrupt, most research suggests that men do it 
more frequently (Farley, Ashcraft, Stasson, & Nusbaum, 2010; West & Zimmerman, 1983).

Not only do men generally interrupt more than women, they may do so for different 
reasons. Research indicates that men are more likely to interrupt to control conversation by 
challenging other speakers or wresting the talk stage from them, whereas women  interrupt 
to indicate interest and respond to others. A different explanation is that men generally 
interrupt more than women because interruptions are considered normal and good-natured 
within the norms of masculine speech communities. Whereas interruptions that reroute 
 conversation might be viewed as impolite and intrusive in feminine speech communities, the 
outgoing, give-and-take character of masculine speech may render interruptions just part of 
normal conversation.

Fourth, masculine speech tends to be direct and assertive. Compared with women’s 
 language, men’s language is typically more forceful and authoritative (Mulac, 2006). An 
exception to this pattern is when men talk with someone of high status. In this situation, men 
with lower status may be less assertive and commanding (O’Neill & Colley, 2006; Palomares, 
2008, 2010).

Fifth, masculine speech tends to be more abstract than feminine speech. Men  frequently 
speak in general or conceptual terms that are removed from concrete experiences and  personal 
feelings. Within public environments, norms for speaking call for theoretical,  conceptual, 
and general thought and communication. Yet, within more personal  relationships, abstract 
talk sometimes creates barriers to intimacy.

CHRIS

Once I decided to live as a woman, I had to learn a whole different way of communicating. 
Even though I’ve always identified as female, I’ve always hung out with guys and I learned 

pretty much what our textbook describes as masculine speech patterns. To be accepted 
as a woman, I’ve had to relearn how to communicate—ask more questions about others, 
express more feelings, describe my experiences with a lot more detail, be more indirect like 

saying “Maybe we need to do such and such” instead of “Do such and such.”

Finally, masculine speech tends to be less emotionally responsive than feminine speech, 
especially on the relationship level of meaning (Guerrero et al., 2006). Men, more than 
women, give what are called minimal response cues (Parlee, 1979), which are verbaliza-
tions such as “yeah” or “um hmm.” Studies suggest that this verbal communication pattern 
is reflected in CMC as well, with men using fewer references to emotions in email than do 
women (Ye & Palomares, 2013). People socialized into feminine speech communities may 
perceive minimal response cues as indicating lack of involvement (Fishman, 1978). Men’s 
conversation also often lacks self-disclosure as well as expressed sympathy and understanding 
(Eisenberg, 2002), although men report feeling more comfortable with higher levels of dis-
closure to romantic partners when communicating via CMC (Walton & Rice, 2013). Within 
the rules of masculine speech communities, sympathy is a sign of condescension, and the 
revealing of personal problems is seen as making one vulnerable. Yet, within feminine speech 
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communities, sympathy and disclosure are understood as demonstrations of  equality and 
support. This creates potential for misunderstanding between people who express  themselves 
in different ways.

As you many have noticed, gendered patterns in online communication often reflect 
 gendered speech communities. Research indicates that men and women tend to differ in 
their motivation and use of the Internet, with men emphasizing instrumentality and task 
completion and women emphasizing connectivity to others. While men were quicker to 
adopt computer technologies, women now use digital technologies more than do men due to 
the rise in social media networks (Kimbrough et al., 2013). 

The Gender-Linked Language Effect We’ve discussed some gendered  tendencies 
in communication. However, these are not as hard and fast as they may seem. Recent study 
identifies the gender-linked language effect (Palomares, 2008; Ye & Palomares, 2013), 
which notes that language differences between women and men are influenced by a variety 
of  factors, including topics, speaker status, salience of gender in a communication situation, 
and other people present. One study (Palomares, 2008) found that women tend to speak more 
 tentatively when talking about masculine topics (sports and automotive matters were the 
 topics in the study), but men speak more tentatively than women when talking about  feminine 
topics (shopping and fashion in the study). Another study showed that women communicate 
in more typically feminine ways when they’re assigned feminine avatars than when they’re 
assigned masculine avatars. The same is true of men: They communicate in more typically 
masculine ways when assigned masculine avatars. Research on the gender-linked language 
effect reminds us that our gender expression varies according to context and other factors. 

Gender-Based Misinterpretations in Communication
In this final section, we explore what happens when gendered communication styles meet in 
conversations. We’ll consider five communication misunderstandings that can arise.

Showing Support Maddie tells her coworker Jorge that she is worried about  Angelina, 
who has been late to work several days recently. Jorge gives a minimal response cue,  saying 
only “Oh.” To Maddie, this suggests that he isn’t interested. Yet, operating by norms of 
 masculine speech communities, Jorge assumes that if Maddie wants to say anything further 
or ask his opinion, she will assert her ideas.

Even without much perceived encouragement, Maddie continues by saying she knows 
Angelina has a teenage daughter who has been causing some worries lately. Maddie says, “I 
feel so bad for Angelina, and I want to help her, but I don’t know what to do.” Jorge then says, 
“It’s her problem, not yours. Just butt out.” At this, Maddie explodes: “Who asked for your 
advice?” Jorge is now completely confused. He thought Maddie wanted advice, so he gave it. 
She is hurt that Jorge didn’t tune into her feelings. Both are frustrated.

The problem is not so much what Jorge and Maddie say and don’t say. Rather, it’s how 
they interpret each other’s communication—actually, how they misinterpret each other, 
because they fail to understand that they are operating by different rules of communica-
tion. Jorge is respecting Maddie’s independence by not pushing her to talk. When he thinks 
she wants advice, he offers it in an effort to help. Maddie, on the other hand, wants comfort 
and a connection with Jorge—that’s her primary purpose in talking with him. To her, Jorge’s 
advice seems to dismiss her feelings. He doesn’t offer sympathy, because masculine rules for 
communication define this as condescending. Yet, the feminine speech community in which 
Maddie was socialized taught her that giving sympathy is a way to show support. 
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Troubles Talk Talk about troubles, or personal problems, is a kind of interaction in 
which hurt feelings may result from differences between masculine and feminine styles of 
communicating. Carmen tells her partner, Caleb, that she is feeling down because she didn’t 
get a job she wanted. In an effort to be supportive, Caleb responds by saying “You shouldn’t 
feel bad. Lots of people don’t get jobs they want.” To Carmen, this seems to dismiss her 
 feelings—to belittle them by saying lots of people experience her situation. Yet within mas-
culine speech communities, you show respect by assuming that others don’t need sympathy.

Now, let’s turn the tables and see what happens when Caleb feels troubled. When he meets 
Carmen, Caleb is unusually quiet because he feels down about not getting a job offer.  Sensing 
that something is wrong, Carmen tries to show interest by asking “Are you okay? What’s 
bothering you?” Caleb feels she is imposing and pushing him to expose his vulnerability. 
Carmen probes further to show she cares. As a result, he feels intruded on and withdraws 
further. Then Carmen feels shut out.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Caution: Woman Speaking
*O�����
�+FOOJGFS�-BXSFODF�QFOOFE�BO�
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�
BOE�ZPV�XPVME�IBWF�UIPVHIU�*�IBE�TBJE�
TPNFUIJOH�PGGFOTJWFw�	RVPUFE�JO�1FUSJ
�
����
�

-BXSFODF�T�PCTFSWBUJPO�JT�TVQQPSUFE�
CZ�SFTFBSDI��8IBU�T�UIF�EJGGFSFODF�
CFUXFFO�CFJOH�PVUTQPLFO�BOE�CFJOH�
TISJMM �#FUXFFO�WPJDJOH�PQJOJPOT�BOE�
IPHHJOH�UIF�TUBHF �*U�UVSOT�PVU�NVDI�PG�
UIF�EJGGFSFODF�NBZ�CF�UIF�TQFBLFS�T�TFY��
:BMF�QTZDIPMPHJTU�7JDUPSJB�#SFTDPMM�	����
�
SFQPSUT�UIBU�NBMF�FYFDVUJWFT�XIP�TQFBL�
NPSF�PGUFO�UIBO�QFFST�BSF�QFSDFJWFE�BT�
NPSF�DPNQFUFOU
�XIFSFBT�GFNBMF�FYFDV�
UJWFT�XIP�TQFBL�NPSF�PGUFO�UIBO�QFFST�BSF�
SBUFE�BT�MFTT�DPNQFUFOU��

8IFO�XPNFO�TQFBL�VQ�JO�QSPGFTTJPOBM�
DPOUFYUT
�UIFZ�GBDF�B�UPVHI�CBMBODJOH�BDU��
5P�CF�QFSDFJWFE�QPTJUJWFMZ
�UIFZ�OFFE�UP�
DPOGPSN�FOPVHI�UP�GFNJOJOF�TUZMF�UP�CF�
QFSDFJWFE�BT�BDUJOH�BQQSPQSJBUFMZ�XIJMF�
BMTP�CFJOH�GJSN�BOE�GPSDFGVM�FOPVHI�UP�CF�
QFSDFJWFE�BT�DPNQFUFOU�	4BOECFSH���(SBOU
�
����C
��4QFBL�BT�BTTFSUJWFMZ�BT�NBOZ�NFO�
BOE�ZPV�SF�QFSDFJWFE�BT�BOHSZ�PS�TISJMM��
TQFBL�BT�RVJFUMZ�BT�XPNFO�BSF�FYQFDUFE�UP�
BOE�ZPV�SF�QFSDFJWFE�BT�JODPNQFUFOU�

Washington Post DPMVNOJTU�"MFYBOESB�1FUSJ�
	����
�PGGFSFE�UIJT�IVNPSPVT�FYBNQMF�UP�
NBLF�B�OPU�TP�IVNPSPVT�QPJOU��3FXSJUJOH�
GBNPVT�RVPUFT�iUIF�XBZ�B�XPNBO�XPVME�
IBWF�UP�TBZ�UIFN�JO�B�NFFUJOH
w�1BUSJDL�
)FOSZ�T�i(JWF�NF�MJCFSUZ�PS�HJWF�NF�EFBUIw�
CFDBNF�“%BWF
�JG�*�DPVME
�*�DPVME�KVTU�*�KVTU�
SFBMMZ�GFFM�MJLF�JG�XF�IBE�MJCFSUZ�JU�XPVME�CF�
UFSSJGJD
�BOE�UIF�BMUFSOBUJWF�XPVME�KVTU�CF�
BXGVM
�ZPV�LOPX �5IBU�T�KVTU�IPX�JU�TUSJLFT�
NF��*�EPO�U�LOPX�w�*OTUFBE�PG�.BSUJO�-VUIFS�
,JOH�+S��T�QPXFSGVM�i*�IBWF�B�ESFBN�UPEBZ
w�
1FUSJ�XSPUF� i*�N�TPSSZ
�*�KVTU�IBE�UIJT�JEFB�
JU�T�QSPCBCMZ�DSB[Z
�CVU�MPPL
�KVTU�BT�MPOH�BT�
XF�SF�UISPXJOH�UIJOHT�PVU�IFSF�*�IBE�TPSU�
PG�BO�JEFB�PS�WJTJPO�BCPVU�NBZCF�UIF�GVUVSF w

TAKE A STAND:�)PX�EP�ZPV�QFSDFJWF�XPNFO�XIP�TQFBL�BTTFSUJWFMZ
�WPJDF�UIFJS�PQJO�
JPOT
�BOE�TQFBL�GSFRVFOUMZ�JO�QSPGFTTJPOBM�TFUUJOHT 
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But perhaps Caleb does tell Carmen why he feels down. After hearing about his rejection 
letter, Carmen says, “I know how you feel. I was so bummed when I didn’t get that position 
at DataNet.” She is matching experiences to show Caleb that she understands his feelings and 
that he’s not alone (Basow & Rubenfeld, 2003). According to a masculine speech community, 
however, Carmen’s comment about her own experience is an effort to steal the center stage 
from him and focus the conversation on herself.

JAY

Finally, I understand this thing that keeps happening between my girlfriend and me. She 
is always worrying about something or feeling bad about what’s happening with one of 
her friends. I’ve been trying to be supportive by telling her things like she shouldn’t worry, 
or not to let it get her down, or not to obsess about other people’s problems. I was trying 
to help her feel better. That’s what guys do for each other—kind of distract our attention 

from problems. But Teresa just gets all huffy and angry when I do that. She tells me to 
stuff my advice and says if I cared about her I would show more concern. Finally, it makes 

sense. Well, sort of.

CATE

When I broke up with Tommy, my dad tried so hard to help me through it. He took me to 
games and movies, offered to pay for it if I wanted to take horseback riding lessons. He 
just kept trying to DO something to make me feel better. That’s how he’s always been. 

If Mom’s down about something, he takes her out or buys her flowers or something. 
It used to really bother me that he won’t talk to me about what I’m feeling, but now 
I understand better what he’s doing. I get it that this is his way of showing love and 

support for me.

The Point of the Story Another instance in which feminine and masculine 
 communication rules often clash is in relating experiences. Masculine speech tends to 
 follow a linear pattern, in which major points in a story are presented sequentially to get 
to the climax. Talk tends to be straightforward without much detail. The rules of feminine 
speech, however, call for more detailed, less linear storytelling. Whereas men are more likely 
to  provide rather bare information about what happened, women are more likely to embed 
the information within a larger context of the people involved and other events (Wood, 
1998, 2011a). Women tend to include details because they matter at the relationship level of 
 meaning. Recounting details is meant to increase involvement between people and to invite a 
conversational partner to be fully engaged in the situation being described.

Because feminine and masculine rules about story telling differ, men may find feminine 
accounts wandering and tedious. Conversely, the masculine style of storytelling may strike 
women as leaving out all the interesting particulars. Many a discussion between women and 
men has ended either with his exasperated demand, “Can’t you get to the point?” or with her 
frustrated question, “Why don’t you tell me how you were feeling and what else was going on?”

Relationship Talk “Can we talk about us?” is the opening of innumerable conversa-
tions that end in misunderstanding and hurt. In general, people who are socialized into 
masculine style are interested in discussing relationships only if there is a problem to be 

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Gendered Styles of Verbal Communication    113

addressed. However, people socialized into feminine style generally find it pleasurable to talk 
about important relationships even—or perhaps especially—when there are no  problems 
(Acitelli, 1988).

Masculine speech communities view communication as a means to doing things and 
 solving problems, whereas feminine speech communities regard the process of  communicating 
as a primary way to create and sustain relationships. No wonder many men duck when their 
partners want to “discuss the relationship,” and women often feel a relationship is in trouble 
when their partners don’t want to talk about it. 

Public Speaking Differences in feminine and masculine communication patterns 
also surface in public contexts. Historically, men have dominated politics. Thus, it’s not 
 surprising that the assertive, dominant, confident masculine style is the standard for  public 
 speaking. Women who are effective in politics tend to manage a fine balance in which they 
are  sufficiently feminine to be perceived as acting appropriately for women and sufficiently 
masculine to be perceived as acting appropriately for politicians (Sheeler & Anderson, 
2013). Women running for political office must be perceived not only as qualified but also 
as  likeable. Voters will elect men they don’t like if they perceive the men as qualified; they will 
not elect women they perceive as unlikeable (Collins, 2015).

These are only five of many situations in which gendered differences in communication 
style may lead to misunderstandings. Many people find they can improve their relationships 
by understanding and adopting both masculine and feminine speech. When partners under-
stand how to interpret each other’s rules, they are less likely to misread motives. Thus, greater 
fluidity and fluency in gendered communicative norms can empower us to become more 
gratifying conversational partners and enhance the quality of our relationships.

SUMMARY

In this chapter, we have explored relationships among verbal communication, gender, and 
culture. We first looked at how language reflects and sustains cultural views of masculinity 
and femininity. By defining, organizing, and evaluating gender, language reinforces social 
views of sex and gender. From generic male terms to language that demeans and  diminishes 
women, verbal communication is a powerful agent of cultural expression. We also saw, 
 however, that symbolic abilities allow us to be self-reflective about our definitions of mascu-
linity and femininity in general and our own gender identities in particular.
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114   CHAPTER 5 Gendered Verbal Communication

The second theme of this chapter is that we express gendered identities through our 
 communication. Because males and females are often socialized in different gender commu-
nities, they learn different rules for expressing support, interest, and involvement. This can 
lead to misunderstanding, frustration, hurt, and tension. Appreciation of and respect for the 
 distinctive validity of each style of communication are foundations for better understanding 
between people. Further, learning to use different styles of communication allows all of us to 
be more flexible and effective in our interactions with a range of people.

KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated as well as in 
 alphabetical order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion 
website also provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts 
they represent. You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.

benevolent sexism 101
gender-linked language effect 110
generic language 97
matriarchal 100

minimal response cues 109
polarized thinking 102
speech community 104
stereotype 102

GENDER ONLINE 

1. 7JTJU�UIJT�TJUF�UP�MFBSO�XIBU�TFYJTU�MBOHVBHF�JT�BOE�XIZ�JU�NBUUFST: http://www.bbc.com/
news/world-34962113

2. 0OMJOF�TFBSDI�UFSNT��gender-linked language effect, generic language, speech community�

REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND ACTION

1. 5IJOL�BCPVU�OBNJOH�TQFDJGJDBMMZ
�BCPVU�OBNJOH�ZPVSTFMG��*G�ZPV�NBSSZ
�EP�ZPV�FYQFDU�
UP�UBLF�ZPVS�QBSUOFS�T�OBNF
�PS�EP�ZPV�FYQFDU�	PS�XBOU
�ZPVS�QBSUOFS�UP�UBLF�ZPVST �)PX�
JNQPSUBOU�JT�JU�UP�ZPV�UP�LFFQ�ZPVS�CJSUI�OBNF �)BWF�ZPV�PS�XPVME�ZPV�DPOTJEFS�DIBOH�
JOH�PS�IZQIFOBUJOH�ZPVS�PXO�OBNF �

2. 5IJOL�CBDL�UP�ZPVS�DIJMEIPPE�HBNFT��8IBU�HBNFT�EJE�ZPV�QMBZ �%P�ZPV�UIJOL�UIF�HBNFT�
ZPV�QMBZFE�BGGFDUFE�ZPVS�TUZMF�PG�WFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO 

3. 3FBE�TFWFSBM�OFXTQBQFST��5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�BSF�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�SFQSFTFOUFE�EJGGFSFOUMZ�JO�
TUPSJFT
�JODMVEJOH�PCJUVBSJFT �"SF�XPNFO�EFTDSJCFE�CZ�BQQFBSBODF
�NBSJUBM�TUBUVT
�BOE�
GBNJMZ�MJGF�NPSF�PGUFO�UIBO�NFO �"SF�NFO�EFTDSJCFE�JO�UFSNT�PG�BDDPNQMJTINFOUT�BOE�
BDUJPO�NPSF�UIBO�XPNFO 

4. "QQMZ�XIBU�ZPV�IBWF�MFBSOFE�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS�UP�JNQSPWF�ZPVS�DPNNVOJDBUJPO��5IF�OFYU�
UJNF�ZPV�IBWF�B�DPOWFSTBUJPO�JO�XIJDI�ZPV�GFFM�UIBU�HFOEFSFE�SVMFT�PG�UBML�BSF�DSFBUJOH�
NJTVOEFSTUBOEJOHT
�USZ�UP�DMBSJGZ�ZPVS�FYQFDUBUJPOT��'PS�JOTUBODF
�JG�ZPV�BSF�B�GFNJOJOF�
DPNNVOJDBUPS�UBMLJOH�XJUI�B�NBTDVMJOF�DPNNVOJDBUPS�BCPVU�B�QSPCMFN
�ZPV�NBZ�CF�
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PGGFSFE�BEWJDF��*OTUFBE�PG�CFDPNJOH�GSVTUSBUFE�GPS�UIF�MBDL�PG�GPDVT�PO�ZPVS�GFFMJOHT
�TBZ
�
i*�BQQSFDJBUF�ZPVS�TVHHFTUJPOT
�CVU�*�N�OPU�SFBEZ�UP�UIJOL�BCPVU�IPX�UP�GJY�UIJOHT�ZFU��
3JHIU�OPX
�*�XJTI�ZPV�XPVME�IFMQ�NF�XPSL�UISPVHI�NZ�GFFMJOHT�BCPVU�UIJT�JTTVF�w�%JTDVTT�
XIBU�IBQQFOT�XIFO�ZPV�FYQMBJO�XIBU�ZPV�XBOU�GSPN�PUIFST�

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

1. 4VTBO�&ISMJDI
�.JSJBN�.FZFSIPGG
�BOE�+BOFU�)PMNFT�	&ET�
��	����
��The Handbook of 
Language, Gender, and Sexuality��$IJDIFTUFS
�6,��8JMFZ�#MBDLXFMM��5IJT�JT�B�VTFGVM�CPPL�
GPS�UIPTF�XIP�XBOU�NPSF�JO�EFQUI�DPWFSBHF�PG�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�CFUXFFO�MBOHVBHF�BOE�
HFOEFS�

2. +FTTJDB�7BMFOUJ��	����
��He’s a Stud, She’s a Slut, and 49 Other Double Standards Every 
Woman Should Know��/FX�:PSL��4FBM�1SFTT��5IJT�JT�B�TPNFXIBU�IVNPSPVT�MPPL�BU�B�
�TFSJPVT�JTTVF�EPVCMF�TUBOEBSET�JO�IPX�CFIBWJPST�BSF�OBNFE�GPS�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�
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Knowledge Challenge:
t� )PX�EP�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�EJGGFS�JO�UIFJS�UZQJDBM�VTF�PG�OPOWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�

UP�SFHVMBUF�DPOWFSTBUJPO 
t� 5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EPFT�QIZTJPMPHZ�FYQMBJO�NFO�T�HFOFSBMMZ�MPXFS�WPDBM�QJUDI 
t� "SF�UIFSF�BOZ�GFNBMF�BDUJPO�GJHVSFT 

-FHP�JT�POF�PG�UIF�NPTU�TVDDFTTGVM�UPZT�JO�IJTUPSZ��8JUI�-FHPT
�ZPV�DBO�CVJME�B�
DBTUMF
�B�TLZTDSBQFS
�B�NJMJUBSZ�UBOL
�B�SPCPU
�PS�B�TQBDFTIJQ��6TJOH�-FHPT�UP�CVJME�
UIJOHT�UIBU�BMMPX�UIFN�UP�UBLF�PO�UIF�XPSME�JT�XIBU�DIJMESFO�EP
�BU�MFBTU�XIBU�
NBOZ�NBMF�DIJMESFO�EP��4JODF�-FHPT�EFCVUFE�JO�����
�UIF�QMBTUJD�CSJDLT�BOE�
HFBST�IBWF�BUUSBDUFE�QSFEPNJOBOUMZ�CPZT�

*O�����
�UIF�HJBOU�UPZNBLFS�EFDJEFE�UP�JODSFBTF�JUT�NBSLFU�TIBSF�CZ�HPJOH�
BGUFS�UIF�HJSM�NBSLFU�XJUI�B�OFX�MJOF�PG�-FHPT�DBMMFE�'SJFOET��*O�QMBDF�PG�UIF�
TUSPOH�QSJNBSZ�DPMPST�PO�JUT�SFHVMBS�-FHPT
�'SJFOET�XFSF�QBTUFMT��4VHHFTUJPOT�
GPS�XIBU�UP�CVJME�DIBOHFE�UPP��*OTUFBE�PG�NBDIJOFT
�DBTUMFT
�BOE�TVDI
�HJSMT�XFSF�
FODPVSBHFE�UP�CVJME�BOE�EFDPSBUF�IPNFT
�QBUJPT
�BOE�CFBVUZ�QBSMPST�

8IBU�T�UIF�IBSN�JO�UPZT
�SJHIU �5PZT�BSF�OPU�BT�JOOPDFOU�BT�XF�NJHIU�GJSTU�
UIJOL��5IFZ�BSF�BNPOH�UIF�NBOZ�iTNBMMw�XBZT�UIBU�DVMUVSF�TPDJBMJ[FT�DIJMESFO�JOUP�
HFOEFS��*O�QMBZJOH�XJUI�SFHVMBS�-FHPT
�CPZT�BSF�FODPVSBHFE�UP�CVJME�UIJOHT�UIBU�
HJWF�UIFN�QPXFS�BOE�FYQBOE�UIF�TQBDF�UIFZ�DPNNBOE�TQBDFTIJQT�BOE�UBOLT
�
GPS�JOTUBODF��'SJFOET
�JO�DPOUSBTU
�FODPVSBHF�HJSMT�UP�CVJME�BOE�EFDPSBUF�EPNFTUJD�
TQBDFT
�BOE�UIFJS�BEWFOUVSFT�DPOTJTU�PG�NBLFPWFST�JO�TBMPOT��5IF�UPZT�FODPVSBHF�
CPZT�BOE�HJSMT�UP�TFF�UIFNTFMWFT�BOE�UIFJS�PQUJPOT�JO�EJTUJODUMZ�VOFRVBM�XBZT��

1BSFOUT�XIP�EPO�U�XBOU�UIFJS�DIJMESFO�IFNNFE�JO�CZ�TFY�TUFSFPUZQFT�SFTFOU�
UPZT�UIBU�SFQSPEVDF�SJHJE�HFOEFS�SPMFT��5FBDIFST�UPP�OPUF�UIF�JOGMVFODF�PG�TFY�
UZQFE�UPZT�JO�OBSSPXJOH�DIJMESFO�T�QFSDFQUJPOT�PG�XIP�UIFZ�DBO�CF�BOE�XIBU�
UIFZ�DBO�EP��"OE�NBOZ�DIJMESFO�EPO�U�MJLF�TFY�UZQFE�UPZT��8PSLJOH�UPHFUIFS
�
QFPQMF�GPSNFE�-FU�5PZT�#F�5PZT�	www.lettoysbetoys.org.uk
�UP�DIBMMFOHF�
�UPZNBLFST�BOE�UIF�TUPSFT�UIBU�TFMM�TFY�UZQFE�UPZT��*O�����
�IVHF�UPZ�SFUBJMFS�5PZT�
i3w�6T�SFTQPOEFE�UP�UIF�HSPVQ�T�QSFTTVSF�CZ�BHSFFJOH�UP�IBWF�HFOEFS��JODMVTJWF�
QIPUPHSBQIT�JO�JUT�6�,��IPMJEBZ�UPZ�DBUBMPH
�TP�DPOTVNFST�TFF�CPZT�BOE�HJSMT�JO�
QMBZ�IPVTFT
�TQBDFTIJQT
�LJUDIFOT
�BOE�GJSF�USVDLT��0UIFS�NBKPS�SFUBJMFST�TVDI�
BT�5BSHFU�BOE�"NB[PO�IBWF�SFDFOUMZ�BCBOEPOFE�TFY�TQFDJGJD�MBCFMT�GPS�UPZT�
	�5BCVDIJ
�����
��*O�����
�.BUUFM�BOOPVODFE�UIBU�#BSCJF�XJMM�OP�MPOHFS�CF�B�TJOHMF�

Gendered Nonverbal 
Communication

We first make our habits, and then our habits  
make us.

—John Dryden 
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TJ[F��5IFSF�BSF�OPX�UBMM
�QFUJUF
�BOE�DVSWZ�#BSCJFT�BT�XFMM�BT�#BSCJFT�PG�EJGGFSFOU�
FUIOJDJUJFT�	;JPCSP
�����
�

5PZT�QSPWJEF�BO�JOUSPEVDUJPO�UP�UIF�OPOWFSCBM�EJNFOTJPO�PG�DPNNVOJDBUJPO��
/POWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�JT�JNQPSUBOU
�DPOTUJUVUJOH�CFUXFFO�����	#JSEXIJTUFMM
�
����
�BOE�����	.FISBCJBO
�����
�PG�UIF�UPUBM�NFBOJOH�PG�DPNNVOJDBUJPO��5IBU�T�
OPU�TVSQSJTJOH�XIFO�XF�SFBMJ[F�UIBU�nonverbal communication JODMVEFT�BMM�FMF�
NFOUT�PG�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�PUIFS�UIBO�XPSET�UIFNTFMWFT��/POWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDB�
UJPO�JT�OPU�POMZ�MJNJUFE�UP�HFTUVSFT�BOE�NPWFNFOU�CVU�BMTP�JODMVEFT�JOGMFDUJPO
�
WPMVNF
�QIZTJDBM�BQQFBSBODF
�FOWJSPONFOUBM�GBDUPST
�BOE�BSUJGBDUT�TVDI�BT�UPZT�

-JLF�MBOHVBHF
�OPOWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�JT�MFBSOFE�UISPVHI�JOUFSBDUJPO�XJUI�
PUIFST��"MTP�MJLF�MBOHVBHF
�OPOWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�JT�DMPTFMZ�SFMBUFE�UP�HFOEFS�
BOE�DVMUVSF��8IFO�XF�DPOGPSN�UP�DVMUVSBM�QSFTDSJQUJPOT�GPS�HFOEFSFE�OPOWFS�
CBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO
�XF�SFGMFDU�BOE�SFJOGPSDF�DVMUVSBM�WJFXT�PG�UIF�TFYFT�	#VUMFS
�
����
�����
��0O�UIF�PUIFS�IBOE
�XF�DBO�VTF�OPOWFSCBMT�UP�DIBMMFOHF�FYJTUJOH�
QFSDFQUJPOT�PG�UIF�TFYFT��*O�PUIFS�XPSET
�OPOWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�DPOUJOVBMMZ�
SFQSPEVDFT�PS�DPOUFTUT�DVMUVSBM�NFBOJOHT�GPS�GFNJOJOJUZ�BOE�NBTDVMJOJUZ�

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

I Am Elemental
5XP�NPNT
�%BXO�/BEFBV�BOE�+VMJF�
,FSXJO
�XBOUFE�UP�HFU�FNQPXFSJOH�
BDUJPO�GJHVSFT�GPS�UIFJS�EBVHIUFST
�CVU�
UIFZ�DPVME�GJOE�OPOF�JO�TUPSFT�PS�POMJOF��
/PU�FBTJMZ�EJTDPVSBHFE
�UIFZ�SBJTFE�
GVOET�PO�,JDLTUBSUFS
�XIJDI�UIFZ�VTFE�UP�
DSFBUF�*�"N�&MFNFOUBM
�B�TFSJFT�PG�BDUJPO�
GJHVSFT�UIBU�QPSUSBZ�XPNFO�BT�TUSPOH
�
QIZTJDBMMZ�GJU�IFSPFT�

&BDI�GJHVSF�JO�UIF�*�"N�&MFNFOUBM�
TFSJFT�FNCPEJFT�B�TQFDJGJD�FMFNFOU�
PG�IFSPJTN��FOFSHZ
�CSBWFSZ
�JOEVTUSZ
�
FOUIVTJBTN
�QFSTJTUFODF
�IPOFTUZ��5IF�
NPUUP�PG�UIF�TFSJFT�JT�i*G�ZPV�HJWF�B�HJSM�
B�EJGGFSFOU�UPZ
�TIF�XJMM�UFMM�B�EJGGFSFOU�
TUPSZw�	iamelemental.com
�

TAKE A STAND:�5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�TQFDJGJDBMMZ�HFOEFSFE�BDUJPO�GJHVSFT�
NBLF�B�EJGGFSFODF�JO�DIJMESFO�T�TPDJBMJ[BUJPO �

Functions of Nonverbal Communication
The three primary functions of nonverbal communication are to (1) supplement verbal commu-
nication, (2) regulate interaction, and (3) convey the bulk of the relationship level of meaning.

Supplement Verbal Communication
Nonverbal behavior supplements, or adds to, verbal messages in five ways (Knapp, Hall, & 
Horgan, 2013).
� ��� /POWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�NBZ�repeat XPSET
�BT�XIFO�ZPV�TBZ
�i3JHIU�w�XIJMF�QPJOUJOH�

UP�UIF�SJHIU�
� ��� /POWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�NBZ�contradict WFSCBM�NFTTBHFT��'PS�FYBNQMF
�ZPV�TBZ
�i*�N�

GJOFw�XIJMF�XFFQJOH�

Functions of Nonverbal Communication   117

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



118   CHAPTER 6 Gendered Nonverbal Communication

� ��� /POWFSCBM�CFIBWJPS�NBZ�complement WFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�CZ�VOEFSMJOJOH�B�WFSCBM�
NFTTBHF��5IF�TUBUFNFOU�i*�OFWFS�XBOU�UP�TFF�ZPV�BHBJOw�JT�NPSF�GPSDFGVM�JG�BDDPNQBOJFE�
CZ�B�UISFBUFOJOH�HMBSF�

� ��� /POWFSCBM�CFIBWJPS�NBZ�replace WFSCBM�NFTTBHFT��3BUIFS�UIBO�TBZJOH�i*�EPO�U�LOPX
w�ZPV�
NJHIU�TISVH�ZPVS�TIPVMEFST�

� ��� /POWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�NBZ�accent WFSCBM�NFTTBHFT
�UFMMJOH�VT�XIJDI�QBSUT�BSF�
JNQPSUBOU��i*�MPWF�youw�NFBOT�TPNFUIJOH�EJGGFSFOU�GSPN�iI MPWF�ZPVw�PS�i*�love ZPV�w�

Regulate Interaction
Nonverbal communication can also regulate interaction (Knapp et al., 2013). We use body 
posture, eye contact, and vocal inflection to signal others that we wish to speak or that we are 
done speaking. Similarly, we rely on eye contact to signal others that they have spoken long 
enough or that we want to hear more from them.

There are some gendered patterns of regulating interaction. Women frequently use 
 nonverbal communication to invite others into conversation—looking at someone who 
hasn’t spoken, smiling when a new person sits down in a group. Men are more likely to use 
nonverbal communication to hold onto the talk stage—for instance, by avoiding eye contact 
to maintain conversational command. This pattern reflects norms that encourage women to 
include others and men to stand out. 

Establish the Relationship Level of Meaning
A final and particularly important function of nonverbal communication is to convey the 
relationship level of meaning that expresses relationships between communicators. The three 
primary dimensions of relationship-level meaning are responsiveness, liking, and power, each 
of which is linked to gender. 

Responsiveness The first dimension of the relationship level of meaning is 
 responsiveness, which indicates interest in and attentiveness to others. Nonverbal cues of 
responsiveness include inflection, eye contact, and attentive body posture. Lack of respon-
siveness may be signaled by yawns or averted eyes.

Research shows that women generally are more responsive communicators than men. 
If you recall the lessons learned in gender speech communities, you’ll realize that greater 
responsiveness is cultivated in feminine speech communities. Socialized to be affiliative, many 
women use nonverbal behaviors to indicate engagement with others, emotional involvement, 
and empathy. Women tend to smile and maintain eye contact, whereas men lean forward and 
adopt postures congruent with those of the persons speaking (Hall, 2006; Miller, 2011). 

Liking A second dimension of the relationship level of meaning is liking. We use 
 nonverbal behaviors to signal that we like or dislike others. Nonverbal cues of liking include 
vocal warmth, standing or sitting close to others, touching, and holding eye contact. Girls 
and women are typically socialized to be nice to others and to maintain relationships, so it is 
not surprising that they are more likely than men to employ more nonverbal communication 
that signals liking, acceptance, and friendliness (Miller, 2011). 

We can also use nonverbal behaviors to signal that we do not like others. A frown, glare, 
or turning away communicates dislike. 
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Power or Control The third aspect of the relationship level of meaning is power, 
or control. Power refers to the degree to which people are equal to, dominant over, or 
deferential to others. Control is exerted in conversations by defining topics, directing con-
versation, and interrupting, all of which may involve both verbal and nonverbal communi-
cation. Although many nonverbal behaviors convey control messages, three are especially 
important: vocal qualities, touch, and use of space. In all three categories, men generally 
exceed women in engaging in control (Knapp et al., 2013). For instance, men tend to use 
greater volume and inflection, which add force to their words and allow them to be heard 
over others.

Nonverbal behaviors may also express power through uses of personal space. Women are 
more likely than men to surrender their personal space and less likely to enter others’ per-
sonal space except to express liking. You can confirm this by watching people on campus and 
elsewhere. Notice what men and women do when walking toward each other on a sidewalk. 
Usually, women move to one side and they often do so well in advance.

Now that we have seen how nonverbal communication functions to supplement verbal 
communication, to regulate interaction, and to define the relationship level of meaning, we 
are ready to explore how it reflects and expresses gender.

Forms of Nonverbal Communication 
We’ll consider six forms of gendered nonverbal communication.

Artifacts
An artifact is a personal object that can both express identity and influence how we see our-
selves. Beginning with pink and blue blankets for newborns, personal objects are used to 
assign gender to children. Parents send artifactual messages through the toys they give to 
sons and daughters. Play weapons, toy soldiers, and miniature race cars invite competition 
and active, rough play, whereas dolls, play houses, and makeup kits encourage nurturing, 
domestic activities, and attention to appearance.

Toy catalogues offer clear messages about cultural meanings attached to the sexes. 
In opening this chapter, we noted that the U.K. Toys “R” Us franchise agreed to have less 
sex-typed photos in toy catalogs and that other major retailers are following suit. However, 
while many retailers have removed sex-specific signs, critics note that the divisions remain 
 apparent to any shopper strolling the aisles (Tabuchi, 2015). At the writing of this book in 
2016, Toys “R” Us continues to segregate toys according to sex on its website, featuring pastel 
pictures of girls playing with kitchen appliances, makeup, hair accessories, and pink tutus. 
Pages with bolder colors show boys playing with soldiers, science equipment, swords, shields, 
and building sets. And it’s not just that vehicles, weapons, and construction sets are presented 
as “for boys” while toys of domesticity and beautification are “for girls.” Toys presented as for 
boys facilitate competition, control, agency, and dominance; those presented as for girls pro-
mote cooperation and nurturance. All of these are worthy qualities that can enrich the lives 
of all children, regardless of sex or gender.

Highly gendered toys have not always been the norm. In the early 1900s, toys were 
 seldom designated for boys or girls. A quarter of a century later, in 1975, the majority of 
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toys—nearly 70%—were not gender marked. In fact, many 1970s ads for toys showed girls 
building airplanes and boys working in kitchens (Abadi, 2013; Sweet, 2011, 2012, 2013; 
 Tabuchi, 2015).

Toys are not the only artifacts that are gendered. As sociologist Elizabeth Sweet noted 
wryly in an interview with the New York Times: “Practically everything is gendered … 
school supplies. Toothbrushes. Snacks with bunnies or princesses on them, and snacks 
with Superman. And boy is the gender-neutral default. For girls, they ‘shrink it and pink 
it’ ” (quoted in Tabuchi, 2015). Gendering persists into adulthood. If you look at wallets on 
the market, note that those marketed to women are more often pastel than those marketed 
to men. The same is true of razors, shoes, smartphones, and lots of other products. Pay 
attention to the colors on packaging and marketing for products—you will notice clear and 
patterned differences.

Although clothing is less gender segregated than in former eras, fashions for women and 
men still differ, especially in the professional world. Men’s clothes generally are not as col-
orful or bright as women’s and are designed for function. Pockets in jackets and trousers 
allow men to carry wallets, change, keys, and phones. The relatively loose fit of men’s clothes 
and the design of men’s shoes enable them to move quickly and with assurance. Thus, men’s 
clothing facilitates comfort and freedom of movement.

Women’s clothing is quite different. Reflecting social expectations of femininity, women’s 
clothing is designed to call attention to women’s bodies and to make them attractive to view-
ers. Form-fitting styles, clingy materials, and revealing cuts encourage women to perform 
femininity and sexuality. Women’s professional clothing often has no pockets, emphasizing 
form at the expense of function. Further, most women’s shoes are designed to flatter legs at 
the cost of health, comfort, and safety—how fast can you run in stilettos?

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Guns Are for Girls; Tea Parties Are for Boys
&WFO�BU�WFSZ�ZPVOH�BHFT
�CPZT�BSF�NPSF�
MJLFMZ�UIBO�HJSMT�UP�XBOU�UP�QMBZ�XJUI�HVOT�
BOE�HJSMT�BSF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UIBO�CPZT�UP�XBOU�
UP�QMBZ�XJUI�UFB�TFUT�

BUT
3FTFBSDI�TVHHFTUT�UIFSF�T�OPUIJOH�BCPVU�
HVOT�PS�UFB�TFUT�UIFNTFMWFT�UIBU�NBLFT�
UIFN�EJGGFSFOUMZ�BUUSBDUJWF�UP�CPZT�BOE�HJSMT��
3FTFBSDIFST�DSFBUFE�B�HVO�UIBU�XBT�QVSQMF�
BOE�DPWFSFE�XJUI�SIJOFTUPOFT�BOE�B�UFB�
TFU�UIBU�XBT�EBSL�BOE�DPWFSFE�XJUI�TQJLFT��
(VFTT�XIBU�IBQQFOFE �#PZT�XFOU�GPS�UIF�
TQJLFE�UFB�TFU�BOE�HJSMT�XFOU�GPS�UIF�TQBS�
LMJOH�HVO��3FTFBSDIFST�DPODMVEFE�UIBU�UIF�

DIJMESFO�IBE�MFBSOFE�GSPN�PUIFST�UIBU�iCPZ�
TUVGGw�JT�EBSL�BOE�BOHVMBS�BOE�iHJSM�TUVGGw�JT�
HMJUUFSZ�	3JWFST���#BSOFUU
�����
�

'PS�ZFBST
�Dora the Explorer XBT�UIF�UPQ�
DPNNFSDJBM�UFMFWJTJPO�QSPHSBN�GPS�HJSMT�BOE�
CPZT�BHFE�UXP�UP�GJWF��#VU�UIFO�%PSB�TUBSUFE�
HFUUJOH�NPSF
�XFMM
�HJSMZ��%PSB�NPWFE�UP�
UPXO�TP�TIF�EPFTO�U�HP�PO�BEWFOUVSFT�JO�
OBUVSF��%PSB�SFQMBDFE�IFS�TIPSUT�BOE�TIJSUT�
XJUI�NJOJTLJSUT��1SPEVDUT�UP�HP�XJUI�UIF�OFX�
%PSB�JODMVEFE�B�NBHJD�LJUDIFO
�B�TIPQQJOH�
DBSU
�ZPVOHFS�TJCMJOHT�UP�DBSF�GPS
�KFXFMSZ
�
BOE�GMPXFS�MJQ�HMPTT��#PZT
�XIP�IBE�MPWFE�
Dora the Explorer�BT�NVDI�BT�HJSMT
�MPTU�JOUFS�
FTU�	8BEF
�����
��

TAKE A STAND:�8IFO�ZPV�XFSF�B�DIJME
�XIBU�XFSF�ZPVS�GBWPSJUF�UPZT�BOE�XIBU�EP�ZPV�
UIJOL�UIFZ�UBVHIU�ZPV �
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Selecting clothing is particularly challenging for trans and gender nonconforming people. 
Laura Jane Grace, who fronts the punk band Against Me! says transgender women like her 
find shopping for clothes “terrifying.” They are sometimes asked to leave stores or refused 
access to dressing rooms. Further, even if they are allowed to try on clothes, the clothes may 
not fit well. Women’s tops may not have enough shoulder room for trans women, and men’s 
shirts are often too tight in the chest for masculine-presenting women or trans men. Clothing 
designed specifically for LGBTQ and gender nonconforming people is growing in popularity 
and offered by retailers such as Sharpe Suiting, Wildfang, Androgyny, and Saint Harridan, 
started by Lea Delaria from Orange Is the New Black (Italie, 2014).

Artifacts and what they mean depend on cultural context. This point is well made by 
Zainab, an international student in California, who emailed us her thoughts on wearing a hijab.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Banning Swimwear for Women
'SBODF�HPU�QVTICBDL�XIFO�JU�CBOOFE�CVS�
LJOJT
�XIJDI�BSF�TXJNXFBS�UIBU�DPWFST�UIF�
GVMM�CPEZ��"DDPSEJOH�UP�EFTJHOFS�"IFEB�
;BOFUUJ
�UIF�CVSLJOJ�JT�iB�HBSNFOU�UP�TVJU�
B�NPEFTU�QFSTPO
�PS�TPNFPOF�XIP�IBT�
TLJO�DBODFS
�PS�B�OFX�NPUIFS�XIP�EPFTO�U�
XBOU�UP�XFBS�B�CJLJOJw�	RVPUFE�JO�'JTIXJDL
�
����
��4VQQPSUFST�PG�UIF�CVSLJOJ�MJLF�OPU�
CFJOH�TVCKFDU�UP�MFXE�TUBSFT�BOE�VOXBOUFE�
TFYVBM�DPNNFOUT�PO�QVCMJD�CFBDIFT��4PNF�
DPNNFOUBUPST�IBWF�OPUFE�UIBU�CBOOJOH�UIF�

CVSLJOJ�TFFNT�*TMBNPQIPCJD�TJODF�OPCPEZ�
CBOT�OVOT�GSPN�XFBSJOH�UIFJS�SPCFT�XIFO�
UIFZ�HP�TXJNNJOH��

/POFUIFMFTT
�'SFODI�NBZPST�JO�PWFS�
���SFTPSU�DPNNVOJUJFT�IBWF�CBOOFE�UIF�
TXJNXFBS�GPS�JUT�BMMFHFE�BMMFHJBODF�UP�
*TMBN��8IJMF�UIF�'SFODI�IJHI�DPVSU�SFDFOUMZ�
EFDMBSFE�UIF�CBO�VODPOTUJUVUJPOBM
�NBOZ�
NBZPST�IBWF�SFGVTFE�UP�ZJFME�	$ISJTBGJT
�
����
��

TAKE A STAND:�8IP�TIPVME�EFDJEF�XIBU�GPSNT�PG�ESFTT�BSF�BQQSPQSJBUF
�JOEFDFOU
��
BOE�MFHBM �

ZAINAB

Most Americans I have met think that the hijab [head covering] worn by Muslim women 
is oppressive. I must disagree with that. Muslim women who choose to wear the hijab 

are liberated from the stereotypes of women as sex objects. We are not oppressed by the 
standards of our culture, which are the standards that we should be judged by.

Consider how women are encouraged to consume products to meet current cultural 
ideals of femininity. In the United States alone, cosmetics is a multimillion-dollar industry 
that profits by persuading girls and women that they need various products to be considered 
attractive or acceptable. Ads urge women to buy products to straighten curly hair and curl 
straight hair, extend short hair and style long hair, lighten dark hair and add depth to light 
hair, and remove hair on legs, under arms, and at bikini lines. Cosmetic companies claim 
that using their merchandise allows girls and women to create a “natural look” by concealing 
blemishes, coloring skin, hair, and lips, and thickening and curling lashes. 
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Some people use artifacts to challenge existing perceptions of gender. For example, some 
men wear skinny jeans or one or more earrings; women might don military boots or other 
articles of clothing that defy conventional femininity. 

Proximity and Personal Space
Proxemics refers to space and our use of it. Space is an index of power, a primary way to desig-
nate who is important and privileged. In strongly patriarchal societies, women are not allowed 
to own property; thus, they are denied the right to literal, physical space that is their own. 

Consider who gets more and less space in our society. Executives have large offices, 
although there is little functional need for so much room. Executive assistants, however, are 
often crowded into cubicles that overflow with file cabinets and computers. Generally, there 
is a close correlation between status and the size of a person’s home, car, office, and so forth. 
Who gets space and how much space they get indicate power.

Think about the home in which you grew up. Who sat at the head of the table—the place 
typically associated with being head of the household? Did one or more of your parent(s) have 
their own room, space, or chair? If so, which parent(s)? Many fathers have private studies, 
workshops, or other spaces, but fewer mothers have such spaces. Some of our students initially 
disagreed with this observation; but when we discussed the topic, it turned out that many of 
their mothers’ spaces were kitchens and sewing rooms—places where mothers do things for 
other family members. Students whose mothers had spaces for their own work in the home 
often reported their mothers used parts of other rooms (a corner in the living room) or tem-
porary spaces (using the dining room table as a desk when the table is not needed for meals).

Territoriality is personal space. Yet, not everyone’s territory is equally respected. People 
with power tend to enter the spaces of those with less power, but the converse is not true. In 

RAQUEL

As a Puerto Rican I often felt like I was always different as a child. My skin was darker 
and there seemed to be no Puerto Ricans in the media to make me feel more pride in my 

ethnicity as a child. 

I think it’s very sad the things we do to conform to the ideal beauty. I have a friend who is 
 Vietnamese who hates her eyes. She is very beautiful but she would rather have the Western 
eyes. I have another friend who is Italian and had the large Roman nose but right after high 
school she had rhinoplasty to “fix” it. When I was younger I wanted lighter skin even though 

all of my white friends said they were jealous of my “tan.”

RIANNE

I’ve never really noticed how females are pressured to upkeep and maintain their 
appearances. It makes sense now since there are tools to apply makeup, change 

your hairdo, shape your eyebrows, change your lip color, add blusher to enhance your 
cheekbones. I’m tempted to stop shaving my legs and applying makeup in an effort to 
accept my natural state.  If men can be regarded as handsome without having to work 

as hard, women should too.
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Because men are generally taller and often stronger than women, they tend to have more 
physical confidence and to be more willing to use bodily force than women. Some men are 
unaware of how imposing their size strength is, especially to others who are smaller or less 
physically strong. 

Kinesics (Facial and Body Motion)
Kinesics are face and body movements. Feminine kinesic behaviors include tilting heads, 
smiling, and condensing their bodies to take up less space. Masculine kinesic  behaviors 
include using large gestures, taking up space, and entering others’ territories. These 
 gender-differentiated patterns suggest that women’s facial and body motions generally signal 
that they are approachable, friendly, and unassuming. Men’s facial and body communica-
tions, in contrast, tend to indicate that they are emotionally reserved and in control. 

general, men go into women’s spaces more than women enter men’s spaces and more than 
men enter other men’s spaces. Also, men are more likely than women to challenge those who 
enter their territory (Knapp et al., 2013; LePoire, Burgoon, & Parrott, 1992). 

Haptics (Touch)
Haptics, or touch, from parents and other adults communicates different messages to boys 
and girls. Parents tend to touch daughters more often and more gently than they touch sons, 
which teaches girls to expect touching from others and to view touching as an affiliative 
behavior. Boys are more likely to learn to associate touching with control and power. 

ROSEANNE

A few months ago, I was out with this guy I’d been seeing for a while. We weren’t serious 
or anything, but we had gone out a few times. Well, we were at his place listening to 

music when he started coming on to me. After a while, I told him to stop because I didn’t 
want to go any further. He grinned and pinned my arms back and asked what I was 

going to do to stop him. Well, I didn’t have to, thank goodness, because he didn’t really 
push, but just the same I had to think there really wasn’t anything I could have done if he 
had. That’s always there when I’m with a guy—he could overpower me if he wanted to.

ELAINE

I never thought it would be so hard not to smile. When you challenged us in class to 
go one day without smiling except when we really felt happy, I thought that would be 
easy. I couldn’t do it. I smile when I meet people; I smile when I purchase things; I even 

smile when someone bumps into me. I never realized how much I smile. What was most 
interesting about the experiment was how my boyfriend reacted. We got together last 
night, and I was still working on not smiling. He asked me what was wrong. I told him, 

“Nothing.” I was being perfectly nice and talkative and everything, but I wasn’t smiling all 
the time like I usually do. He kept asking what was wrong, was I unhappy, had something 

happened—even was I mad. I pointed out that I was being as friendly as usual. Then 
he said, yeah, but I wasn’t smiling. I told him that I just didn’t see anything particular to 

smile about, and he said it wasn’t like me. I talked with several other women in our class, 
and they had the same experience. I just never realized how automatic smiling is for me.
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DUNCAN

When I was in high school, I played on the football team. On the day we were taking the 
team photograph, one of the seniors on the team yelled out before the photo, “if anyone 

smiles, I’m going to beat your ass.” Football is a tough, aggressive game, so you’re not 
supposed to smile when you’re playing or having a photo in your uniform.

Called by poets the “windows to the soul,” eyes can express love, anger, fear, interest, 
challenge—a great range of emotions. Many women have learned to signal interest and 
involvement by sustaining eye contact, whereas men are less likely to sustain eye contact 
during conversations. An exception to this rule is using eye contact to meet a perceived 
challenge. Men in our classes tell us that they would risk losing face if they didn’t return 
a stare. 

RANDALL

It sounds kind of stupid when we talk about it, but it’s true that a guy has to return 
another guy’s stare if he wants to hold his own. It’s like a staring contest. Sometimes, on 
a street another guy will meet my eyes. When I notice, then he’s locked into holding the 

stare, and that means that I have to, too. It’s like that old joke about the first one to blink 
loses. It’s kind of dumb, but I’d feel strange not returning another guy’s gaze. Like a wimp 

or something. 

Paralanguage
Vocal cues that accompany verbal communication are called paralanguage. Paralanguage 
includes inflection, tone, volume, accent, pitch, and rhythm. Although there are physiological 
differences in male and female vocal organs (the larynx and pharynx), these do not account 
fully for gender differences in paralanguage. For instance, the larger, thicker vocal folds typ-
ical of male larynxes do result in lower pitch, but the difference between the average pitch of 
male speakers and female speakers exceeds that explained by physiology.

To understand why women and men tend to have divergent paralanguage, we must once 
again consider socialization. What vocal cues would you expect of someone taught to be def-
erential and caring? What would you expect of someone taught to be assertive, emotionally 
reserved, and independent? Your expectations probably closely match identified differences 
in male and female paralanguage. In general, women use higher pitch, softer volume, and 
more inflection. Men tend to use lower pitch and greater volume in order to assert them-
selves and command the conversational stage. Also consider the impact of smiling—vocal 
pitch tends to rise when we smile because of the way lips are positioned. 

Physical Appearance
Western culture places high priority on physical appearance. Although striving to meet phys-
ical ideals is typically associated with girls and women, men are not immune. Members of 
both sexes often feel pressured to meet current cultural criteria for being physically attractive. 

An increasing number of men feel pressure to embody social prescriptions for ideal 
masculinity. For them, the goal tends to be having buff, muscular bodies rather than losing 
weight (Roosevelt, 2010), and recent research suggests that the more men conform to rigid 
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EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Beauty for Sale

Q: Isn’t it mainly women who have cos-
metic surgery?
A:�5PEBZ
�CPUI�TFYFT�IBWF�DPTNFUJD�TVSHFSZ��
0G�NPSF�UIBO����NJMMJPO�DPTNFUJD�TVSHFSJFT�JO�
����
�XPNFO�DPOTUJUVUFE�����PG�BMM�DPTNFUJD�
QSPDFEVSFT�BOE�NPTU�PGUFO�IBE�CSFBTU�BVH�
NFOUBUJPO
�MJQPTVDUJPO
�FZFMJE�TVSHFSZ
�OPTF�
SFTIBQJOH
�BOE�UVNNZ�UVDL�	�"NFSJDBO�4PDJ�
FUZ�PG�1MBTUJD�4VSHFPOT
�����
��5IF�NPTU�QPQ�
VMBS�TVSHFSJFT�GPS�NFO�BSF�OPTF�SFTIBQJOH
�
FZFMJE�TVSHFSZ
�CSFBTU�SFEVDUJPO
�MJQPTVDUJPO
�
BOE�GBDF�MJGUT�	�"NFSJDBO�4PDJFUZ�PG�1MBTUJD�
4VSHFPOT
�����
��#PUI�TFYFT�BMTP�JODSFBTJOHMZ�
SFMZ�PO�MFTT�JOWBTJWF�USFBUNFOUT�TVDI�BT�TPGU�
UJTTVF�GJMMFS
�DIFNJDBM�QFFMT
�BOE�MBTFS�IBJS�
SFNPWBM������NJMMJPO�PG�UIFTF�QSPDFEVSFT�
XFSF�QFSGPSNFE�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�JO������
	"NFSJDBO�4PDJFUZ�PG�1MBTUJD�4VSHFPOT
�����
�
Q: Isn’t cosmetic surgery for people with 
lots of discretionary income?
A:�$PTNFUJD�TVSHFSJFT�BOE�QSPDFEVSFT�IBWF�
CFDPNF�QPQVMBS�BNPOH�BMM�FDPOPNJD�DMBTTFT�
JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT��0OF�JO�UISFF�QFPQMF�
IBWJOH�DPTNFUJD�TVSHFSZ�NBLFT�MFTT�UIBO�
���
����B�ZFBS
�BOE�GFXFS�UIBO�POF�JO�UISFF�
NBLF�PWFS����
����B�ZFBS�	%BOB
�����
��&WFO�
XIFO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�XBT�JO�B�EFFQ�SFDFT�
TJPO�BOE�NBOZ�QFPQMF�XFSF�VOFNQMPZFE
�
UIF�DPTNFUJD�TVSHFSZ�JOEVTUSZ�HSFX��8IJMF�
"NFSJDBOT�TQFOU�BQQSPYJNBUFMZ����MFTT�PO�
GPPE�BOE����MFTT�PO�FOUFSUBJONFOU
�UIFZ�
TQFOU����NPSF�PO�MJQPTVDUJPO
����NPSF�PO�
FZFMJE�TVSHFSZ
�BOE�����NPSF�PO�CVUU�MJGUT�
Q: But adults are entitled to make their 
own choices, right?
A:�:FT
�CVU�DPTNFUJD�TVSHFSZ�JT�OPU�SFTUSJDUFE�
UP�BEVMUT��*ODSFBTJOHMZ�"NFSJDBOT�CFUXFFO�
���BOE����ZFBST�PME�BSF�IBWJOH�JOKFDUJPOT�PG�
CPUVMJOVN�UPYJO
�XIJDI�HPFT�CZ�UIF�CSBOE�
OBNFT�#PUPY�BOE�%ZTQPSU��$POTJEFS�$IBSJDF�
1FNQFOHDP
�B�'JMJQJOP�TJOHFS��#FGPSF�IFS�

BQQFBSBODF�PO�(MFF�JO�����
�1FNQFOHDP
�
XIP�XBT����BU�UIF�UJNF
�IBE�#PUPY�JOKFD�
UJPOT�BOE�B�TLJO�GJSNJOH�USFBUNFOU�iUP�MPPL�
GSFTIw�	-PVJT
�����C
�
Q: So what’s the big deal? Maybe appear-
ance shouldn’t matter so much; but if 
you can afford to have cosmetic surgery, 
why not do it?
A:�"MM�PG�VT�DBSF�BCPVU�PVS�MPPLT��)PXFWFS
�
UPP�NBOZ�QFPQMF�TFFLJOH�DPTNFUJD�TVSHFSZ�
IBWF�VOSFBMJTUJD�FYQFDUBUJPOT�UIBU�CSFBTU�
BVHNFOUBUJPO�PS�B�GBDF�MJGU�XJMM�NBLF�PUIFST�
MJLF�UIFN�NPSF��5IBU�T�VOMJLFMZ�

$PTNFUJD�TVSHFSZ�BMTP�FOUBJMT�QPTTJCMF�
DPNQMJDBUJPOT��*OKFDUJPOT�UP�SFNPWF�XSJO�
LMFT�DBO�EJTUPSU�UIF�GBDF��4LJO�SFTVSGBDJOH�
DBO�DBVTF�JOGMBNNBUJPO�BOE�EJTDPMPSBUJPO�
PG�TLJO��&ZFMJGU�TVSHFSJFT�DBO�NBLF�JU�EJGGJDVMU�
PS�FWFO�JNQPTTJCMF�UP�DMPTF�UIF�FZFT�DPN�
QMFUFMZ��#SFBTU�JNQMBOUT�EFDSFBTF�CSFBTUT��
TFOTJUJWJUZ�UP�UPVDI��4DBSSJOH
�DISPOJD�QBJO
�
BOE�OFSWF�EBNBHF�BSF�PUIFS�QPTTJCMF�DPN�
QMJDBUJPOT��#PUPY�BOE�%ZTQPSU�JOKFDUJPOT�JO�
GBDJBM�BSFBT�DBO�SFTVMU�JO�GBDJBM�OFSWF�QBSBMZ�
TJT�BOE�TQFFDI�JNQBJSNFOUT�	-PVJT
�����C
�

"OPUIFS�SFBTPO�UP�UIJOL�DBSFGVMMZ�BCPVU�
TVSHFSZ�UIBU�DIBOHFT�ZPVS�BQQFBSBODF�JT�
UIBU�CPEZ�JEFBMT�DIBOHF��:FBST�BHP
�XIFO�
TNBMM�CSFBTUFE�5XJHHZ�XBT�B�TVQFSNPEFM
�
XPNFO�IBE�CSFBTU�SFEVDUJPO�TVSHFSJFT�JO�
SFDPSE�OVNCFST��-BSHFS�CSFBTUT�BSF�QBSU�
PG�UIF�DVSSFOU�QIZTJDBM�JEFBM�GPS�XPNFO
�
XIJDI�HPFT�B�MPOH�XBZ�UPXBSE�FYQMBJOJOH�
XIZ�CSFBTU�BVHNFOUBUJPO�XBT�UIF�MFBE�
JOH��DPTNFUJD�TVSHFSZ�QSPDFEVSF�JO������
	���
����QSPDFEVSFT�QFSGPSNFE
��"OE�JU�T�
QSPCBCMZ�OP�DPJODJEFODF�UIBU�SFDPSE�OVN�
CFST�PG�XPNFO�IBE�MJQ�BVHNFOUBUJPO�XIFO�
�"OHFMJOB�+PMJF�CFDBNF�B�TVQFSTUBS�	-PVJT
�
����B
��8IFO�JEFBMT�GPS�CSFBTU�BOE�MJQ�TJ[F�
DIBOHF
��GBTIJPO�DPOTDJPVT�QFPQMF�NBZ�OFFE�
NPSF�QSPDFEVSFT�UP�SFWFSTF�UIF�FBSMJFS�POFT��

TAKE A STAND:�5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�DPTNFUJD�QSPDFEVSFT
�TVDI�BT�MJQPTVDUJPO�
BOE�#PUPY�JOKFDUJPOT
�BSF�EJGGFSFOU�UIBO�XFBSJOH�NBLFVQ�PS�IBWJOH�CPEZ�QJFSDJOHT�PS�
UBUUPPT 
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126   CHAPTER 6 Gendered Nonverbal Communication

definitions of masculinity, the more likely they are to struggle with muscular dissatisfaction 
(Giraldi, 2016; Griffiths et al., 2015). Rob Lazebnik (2013) notes that male heroes in earlier 
eras (Johnny Weissmuller, Kirk Douglas, Cary Grant) did not have the super pumped bodies 
we see in today’s male heroes (Hugh Jackman, Ryan Gosling, Liam Hemsworth). Even male 
news reporters such as Anderson Cooper and Jason Carroll and expert consultants such as 
Dr. Sanjay Gupta increasingly have toned bodies (Trebay, 2010).

Men who don’t have personal trainers and hours for working out may find today’s mas-
culine body ideals unattainable (Kunitz, 2016). The extreme nature of current masculine ide-
als was highlighted in Crazy Stupid Love when Ryan Gosling removed his shirt and Emma 
Stone’s response was “Seriously? It’s like you’re photoshopped” (Lazebnik, 2013).

Action figures socialize boys at an early age to understand that being ripped is the current 
ideal for masculinity. As with other toys, action figures are more gender-typed today than in 
earlier eras. Consider one example: The 1973 G.I. Joe action figure, if a real man, would be  
5 foot 10 inches tall and have a 31.7-inch waist, a 44.4-inch chest, and 12.2-inch biceps, but 
the more recent G.I. Joe Extreme, if a real man, would be 5 foot 10 inches tall and have a  
36.5-inch waist, a 54.8-inch chest, and 26.8-inch biceps (Harrison, 2008).

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Too Feminine to Be a Scientist?
8IFO����ZFBS�PME�FOHJOFFS�*TJT�8FOHFS�
BHSFFE�UP�BQQFBS�JO�BO�BE�DBNQBJHO�GPS�IFS�
4BO�'SBODJTDP�CBTFE�UFDI�GJSN�JO�����
�TIF�
OFWFS�ESFBNFE�JU�XPVME�JHOJUF�TVDI�GJFSDF�
DSJUJDJTN��8FOHFS�JT�B�TFMG�EFTDSJCFE�JOUSP�
WFSU�XIP�CFHBO�CVJMEJOH�XFCTJUFT�BU�BHF�
FJHIU��)FS�BQQFBSBODF�JO�UIF�BE�CFDBNF�
GPEEFS�GPS�QVCMJD�EFCBUF
�BT�8FOHFS�SBO�
JOUP�HFOEFSFE�FYQFDUBUJPOT�PG�QIZTJDBM�
BQQFBSBODF��4DJFOUJTUT�BSF�VTVBMMZ�NBMF�TP�
UIFZ�DBO�U�MPPL�UPP�GFNJOJOF
�BOE�8FOHFS�
XBT�BDDVTFE�PG�CFJOH�iUPP�BUUSBDUJWFw�UP�CF�
BO�FOHJOFFS��"QQBMMFE
�8FOHFS�GPVHIU�CBDL��
)FS�5XJUUFS�IBTIUBH�i*-PPL-JLF"O&OHJOFFSw�
XFOU�WJSBM
�BT�FOHJOFFST�PG�WBSJPVT�HFO�
EFST�BOE�CBDLHSPVOET�SBMMJFE�JO�SFTQPOTF�
	#BODIFGTLZ�FU�BM�
�������0�#SJFO
�����
��
8FOHFS�JT�DVSSFOUMZ�XPSLJOH�UP�FYUFOE�UIF�
5XJUUFS�DBNQBJHO�JOUP�B�MBSHFS�QMBUGPSN�GPS�
EJTDVTTJOH�JTTVFT�PG�HFOEFS�BOE�EJWFSTJUZ�JO�
FOHJOFFSJOH�	"ODIBMFF
�����
�

6OGPSUVOBUFMZ
�8FOHFS�JT�OPU�BMPOF�JO�IFS�
FYQFSJFODF��&JMFFO�1PMMPDL�	����

�BOPUIFS�
XPNBO�JO�UIF�TDJFODFT
�SFDBMMT�UIBU�XIFO�
TIF�GJSTU�CFDBNF�JOUFSFTUFE�JO�TDJFODFT
�
TIF�XPSSJFE�iBCPVU�CFJOH�QFSDFJWFE�BT�

VOGFNJOJOF�PS�VODPPMw�	Q��YJJJ
��-BUFS
�XIFO�
TIF�IBE�FBSOFE�IFS�NFEJDBM�EFHSFF
�TIF�
SFQPSUT�UIBU�TIF�iOFFEFE�UP�NJOJNJ[F�NZ�
GFNJOJOJUZ�UP�CF�SFHBSEFE�TFSJPVTMZw�	Q�����
��
(FOEFS�CJBT�DPOUJOVFT�UP�TIBQF�BUUJUVEFT�
BCPVU�XIP�JT�CFTU�BCMF�UP�FYDFM�JO�TDJFODF
�
UFDIOPMPHZ
�FOHJOFFSJOH
�BOE�NBUI�	45&.

�
BOE�BU�MFBTU�TPNF�PG�JU�IBT�UP�EP�XJUI�OPO�
WFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO��"������TUVEZ�TFU�
PVU�UP�VOEFSTUBOE�IPX�TVCUMF�WBSJBUJPOT�
JO�HFOEFS�FYQSFTTJPO�NJHIU�TIBQF�QFSDFQ�
UJPOT�PG�BO�JOEJWJEVBM�T�MJLFMZ�QSPGFTTJPO�
	#BODIFGTLZ�FU�BM�
�����
��1BSUJDJQBOUT�JO�UIF�
TUVEZ�XFSF�HJWFO�QSPGFTTJPOBM�QIPUPHSBQIT�
PG�GBDVMUZ�IBMG�XPNFO
�IBMG�NFO�JO�45&.�
GJFMET�BU�QSPNJOFOU�6�4��SFTFBSDI�VOJWFS�
TJUJFT�BOE�BTLFE�UP�FWBMVBUF�FBDI�QIPUP�
BDDPSEJOH�UP�GJSTU�JNQSFTTJPOT��5IF�GBDVMUZ�
QJDUVSFE�XFSF�BMM�JO�QSPGFTTJPOBM
�TFNJDPO�
TFSWBUJWF�BUUJSF��8IFO�QSPNQUFE�UP�DPOTJEFS�
UIF�MJLFMJIPPE�UIBU�UIF�JOEJWJEVBMT�QJDUVSFE�
XFSF�TDJFOUJTUT
�QBSUJDJQBOUT�DPOTJTUFOUMZ�
SBOLFE�XPNFO�XJUI�MPOHFS�IBJS
�TVCUMF�KFX�
FMSZ
�BOE�NBLFVQ�MFTT�MJLFMZ�UP�CF�TDJFOUJTUT�
	#BODIFGTLZ�FU�BM�
�����
�

TAKE A STAND:�8IFO�ZPV�JNBHJOF�B�TDJFOUJTU
�XIBU�JNBHF�PS�JNBHFT�DPNF�UP�NJOE �*G�
ZPV�JNBHJOF�B�TQFDJGJDBMMZ�GFNBMF�TDJFOUJTU
�XIBU�JNBHFT�EP�ZPV�IBWF 
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Girls and women are more likely than boys and men to feel pressure to look good not 
just for special occasions, but all the time. Lynn O’Brien Hallstein notes that body work has 
recently been integrated into cultural prescriptions for “good” mothering, increasing the 
pressures that mothers already face (Hallstein, 2015). As one new mom put it, when Kate 
Middleton appears with gorgeous hair and makeup right after delivery, “how are you, brand-
new mom, supposed to leave the hospital with your own locks untended?” (Weiner, 2015). 
Given this, it is unsurprising that, for many women, concerns about appearance affect their 
overall sense of self-worth (Bulik, 2011; Davies-Popelka, 2015). Many women, particularly 
young ones, find it nearly impossible to resist the pervasive pressure to be thin (Davies-
Popelka, 2015; Rhode, 2010; Weitz & Kwan, 2013). Although many young women say they 
know that models are digitally altered and not “real,” they still dislike their own bodies for not 
measuring up to the manufactured image (Rhode, 2010).

EMILY

Why do girls have to look nice all the time? My boyfriend rolls out of bed and goes to class 
or the mall or wherever. He doesn’t have to shampoo and blow his hair or dress in clean, 
ironed clothes. His clothes are rumpled and his hair isn’t even combed some days. Once 
when I had a really bad cold, I felt so bad I didn’t do what I usually do before going out. I 
showered, but I didn’t do my hair or put on blusher and eye shadow, and I wore workout 

clothes. My boyfriend told me I looked like a slob just because for once I looked like he did.

For many girls and women, concern about weight starts early. By third grade, 50–80% of 
girls say they want to lose weight (Rhode, 2010), and by the fourth grade, 40% of girls diet 
(Kilbourne, 2007, 2010; Weitz & Kwan, 2013). Today, 30 million people in the United States 
suffer from eating disorders and even more have unhealthy attitudes and behaviors regarding 
food (National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders, 2016). Women 
make up between 85% and 95% of people with eating disorders, and 25% of college-aged 
women engage in binging and purging as a weight-management technique (National Associ-
ation of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders, 2014).

The consequences of eating disorders are substantial. Almost half of people who have 
 eating disorders meet the criteria for a diagnosis of clinical depression. Further, roughly 20% 
of people suffering from anorexia will prematurely die, primarily from suicide and heart 
problems (National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders, 2014). 

NIKKI

When I was growing up, my mother and grandmother were always on diets. They 
think being ultrathin is essential. Four years ago, when I came to college, I gained 

the “freshman 15.” When I went home for the summer, my mother and grandmother 
commented on how much weight I’d gained and how bad I looked. Mother got her 
doctor to put me on FenPhen, the diet pill. I’d heard it could be dangerous (you’ve 

probably read about the lawsuits against it), but I took the pills for two months and lost 
a lot of weight—more than the 15 pounds I’d gained. Then, I started having echoing 

sounds in my ears. I went to a doctor, and he said it was the result of taking FenPhen. The 
ringing is with me all the time, even though I’ve quit taking that pill. Being thin is fine, but 

it’s not worth risking your health. I actually feel sorry for my mother and grandmother 
because they obsess over their weight and never enjoy eating food.
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128   CHAPTER 6 Gendered Nonverbal Communication

Women who focus so intensely on their bodies have less attention to devote to other 
things. For many young women in Western culture, the body has become an all-consuming 
project that takes precedence over developing character, intelligence, and engaging with the 
world (Barash, 2006; Davies-Popelka, 2015; Whitefield-Madrano, 2016). 

In general, African-American women tend to be less prone to eating disorders and less 
likely to pursue unrealistic physical ideals (Berry, 2014; Bruns & Carter, 2015; Walker, 2007). 
African-American women who identify strongly with their ethnic heritage may be less vul-
nerable to obsession with thinness than African-American women who do not. In a letter to 
us, Daneen, a black student from a northern college, described the ideology behind the views 
of physical beauty that she and other black women in her community learned:

My family and my African American culture instilled pride in me. I was told that my full lips, round 
body, and rough hair encompassed the beauty and pride of my history. To want to be skinny or have 
straight hair or thin lips would be to deny my identity as a Black woman.
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Because our culture is increasingly emphasizing men’s bodies, more and more men report 
body dissatisfaction related to mascularity and are exercising, working out with weights, 
taking fitness supplements, and using potentially lethal steroids to develop muscularity 
(Griffiths, Murray & Touyz, 2015; Roosevelt, 2010). In addition, some men develop eating 
disorders in an effort to stay slim. One eating disorder, binge eating, seems to be increasing 
among men. Approximately 7.5% of men between 18 and 65 report binging (Ellen, 2012). 
Male model Ron Saxen (2007) details his battle with binge eating in his book, The Good 
Eater. In addition, gay men are more likely to be concerned about appearance and to develop 
eating disorders because physical appearance is linked more closely to self-worth and attrac-
tiveness to possible partners for gay than straight men (Lanzieri & Hildebrandt, 2011). 
 Lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth report higher rates of disordered eating than their straight 
peers, which some scholars attribute to the social stress that accompanies growing up LGB 
(Watson et al., 2016).

KYLE

For me, the issue of physical appearance is really complicated because I’m transgender. 
Biologically, I am female, but psychologically and spiritually I am male. Every time I see 
my naked body or have my period, it’s totally unsettling because I’m really a man and 
shouldn’t have breasts or periods. Surgery scares me, but I may have it one day so that 

my body matches my self-concept.

Interpreting Nonverbal Behavior
There are also gendered differences in decoding others’ nonverbal behaviors. Research 
 indicates that women are generally more skilled than men at interpreting others’  nonverbal 
communication (Hall, 2006; Miller, 2011). There is one exception to this generalization. 
Although overall women exceed men in their ability to decipher facial cues, men recog-
nize angry faces more quickly than women (Bakalar, 2006). One explanation for this is that 
 historically men’s survival depended on having a keen ability to detect anger and other signs 
of possible aggression.

Although researchers agree that women are generally more skilled than men at inter-
preting nonverbal behavior, they disagree on why this is so. One explanation is sex- related 
brain differences—females’ right brain specialization may make them more adept at inter-
preting emotions. A second explanation is that, from childhood on, most females are 
encouraged to be sensitive to others, which requires being able to decipher others’ nonver-
bal cues. Related to this is a third explanation: Women’s social location encourages them 
to learn to read their feelings and needs. For example, a mother who is her child’s primary 
caregiver learns to interpret her baby’s subtly different nonverbal behaviors (crying, hand 
motions, etc.) as signaling the baby is hungry, needs a diaper changed, needs to be burped, 
or wants company. 

A fourth explanation comes from standpoint theory, which suggests that women’s decod-
ing skill results from their location as subordinate members of society. In order to survive, 
people who have little power learn to interpret others with greater power. Women’s decoding 
skills probably result from a combination of biology, socialization, and persisting power dis-
crepancies between the sexes. You might think about your experiences and observations of 
others and ask which explanation makes most sense to you.
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EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

A New Model for Models?
'PS�ZFBST
�&VSPQFBO�"NFSJDBO�GFBUVSFT�IBWF�
CFFO�SFQSFTFOUFE�BT�UIF�POMZ�TUBOEBSE�PG�
GFNBMF�CFBVUZ��5ZSB�#BOLT
�/BPNJ�$BNQCFMM
�
BOE�PUIFS�XPNFO�PG�DPMPS�XIP�BSF��TVDDFTTGVM�
NPEFMT�IBWF�TLJO�DPMPS
�IBJS
�BOE�GFBUVSFT�
UIBU�BSF�NPSF�MJLF�UIPTF�PG�&VSPQFBO��
"NFSJDBOT�UIBO�MJLF�NFNCFST�PG�UIFJS�PXO�
FUIOJD�HSPVQT��8PNFO�PG�DPMPS�XIP�IBWF�
EBSLFS�TLJO�BSF�PGUFO�QIPUPTIPQQFE�TP�
UIBU�UIFZ�BQQFBS�NPSF�MJHIU�TLJOOFE�BT�XBT�
(BCPVSFZ�4JEJCF
�XIP�TUBSSFE�JO�Precious
�
GPS�UIF�DPWFS�PG�Elle NBHB[JOF��*O�����
�CMBDL�
NPEFMT�BDDPVOUFE�GPS�POMZ����PG�UIF�NPE�
FMT�JO�'BTIJPO�8FFL�T�SVOXBZ�TIPX�	8JMTPO
�
����
��#VU�UIFSF�JT�TPNF�FWJEFODF�PG�DIBOHF��
*O�����
�;BD�1PTFO�BUUSBDUFE�BUUFOUJPO�GPS�
DBTUJOH�NPEFMT�PG�DPMPS�BMNPTU�FYDMVTJWFMZ�JO�
IJT�MJOFVQ�GPS�/FX�:PSL�'BTIJPO�8FFL��8IJMF�
1PTFO�EJE�OPU�DPNNFOU�PO�UIJT�EFDJTJPO
�
PUIFST�OPUFE�IJT�BT�B�QPXFSGVM�TUBUFNFOU�
JO�BO�JOEVTUSZ�EPNJOBUFE�CZ�XIJUF�NPEFMT�
	.BV
�����
�

'PS�UIF�QBTU�TFWFSBM�EFDBEFT
�NPEFMT�
IBWF�BMTP�CFFO�TUJDL�UIJO�TP�UIJO�UIBU�
NBOZ�BSF�BOPSFYJD�BOE�TVGGFS�TFSJPVT�IFBMUI�
DPOEJUJPOT
�JODMVEJOH�TFWFSF�EFIZESBUJPO
�

JNNVOPEFGJDJFODZ
�PTUFPQPSPTJT
�BOE�
LJEOFZ�BOE�IFBSU�GBJMVSF��"DDPSEJOH�UP�UIF�
8PSME�)FBMUI�0SHBOJ[BUJPO�T�TUBOEBSET
�UIF�
BWFSBHF�JOUFSOBUJPOBM�SVOXBZ�NPEFM�IBT�
B�CPEZ�NBTT�JOEFY�	#.*
�MPX�FOPVHI�UP�
�JOEJDBUF�TUBSWBUJPO�	3BODB×P
�����
��

5IJT�UPP�IBT�CFHVO�UP�DIBOHF��3FTFBSDI�
FST�IBWF�BEWPDBUFE�GPS�XPSLFS�QSPUFDUJPO�
TUBOEBSET�JO�UIF�JOEVTUSZ
�BOE�'SFODI�NPEFM�
*TBCFMMF�$BSP�GBNPVTMZ�BQQFBSFE�JO�BO�BE�
DBNQBJHO�BHBJOTU�BOPSFYJB�QSJPS�UP�IFS�
EFBUI�GSPN�UIF�JMMOFTT�BU�BHF�����5IF�QVCMJD�
IBT�BMTP�QBSUJDJQBUFE�JO�EFNBOEJOH�NPEFMT�
PG�WBSZJOH�TJ[FT�MJLF�UIF�XPNFO�XIP�CVZ�
UIF�DMPUIFT�CFJOH�NPEFMFE��.BOZ�GBTIJPO�
NBHB[JOFT�BOE�EFTJHOFST�OPX�GFBUVSF�NPE�
FMT�PG�EJGGFSFOU�CPEZ�TIBQFT�BOE�TJ[FT��*TSBFM�
IBT�CBOOFE�VOEFSXFJHIU�NPEFMT
�BOE�UIF�
'SFODI�1BSMJBNFOU�JT�DPOTJEFSJOH�B�#.*�TUBO�
EBSE�UIBU�FYDMVEFT�VOEFSXFJHIU�NPEFMT�B�
��GPPU���JODIFT�NPEFM�XPVME�OFFE�UP�XFJHI�
BU�MFBTU�����QPVOET�	3VCJO
�����
��.PTU�
SFDFOUMZ
�-POEPO�T�NBZPS�CBOOFE�BET�UIBU�
QSPNPUF�iBO�VOIFBMUIZ�CPEZ�JNBHFw��
	i/P�4LJOOZ�.PEFMT
w�����
�Q����
�

TAKE A STAND:�5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�UIF�GBTIJPO�JOEVTUSZ�TIPVME�FNQMPZ�
�NPEFMT�XIPTF�GFBUVSFT�SFGMFDU�EJWFSTF�TJ[FT
�SBDFT
�BOE�FUIOJDJUJFT 

KRISTA

I buy the power explanation for women’s decoding skill. I know that I learned to do this 
from my mother. My father is very moody, and you have to know how to read him, or 

there’s trouble ahead. I remember, when I was a little girl, my mother would tell me not 
to ask Daddy for something or not to tell him about things at certain times because he 
was in a bad mood. I asked her how she knew, and she gave me a blueprint for reading 

him. She told me, when he was mad he fidgeted and mumbled more and that he got real 
quiet when he was upset. Later, she taught me other things, like how to tell when he’s 

getting angry about something—his eyebrows twitch. She made it seem like a science, 
and I guess it was in a way. But she sure knew how to read his moods, and that’s how we 

stayed out of his way when he was on the warpath.
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Respecting Gendered Styles of Nonverbal Communication
What we’ve discussed in this chapter empowers you to be more effective in your communica-
tion and in your interpretation of others’ communication. People who have been socialized in 
conventionally masculine speech communities may perceive a woman who defers as less con-
fident of her ideas than a man who advances his views assertively. Similarly, someone social-
ized in conventionally feminine speech communities might view a man as  insensitive and 
domineering if he looks impassive, offers little response to her talk, and promotes his agenda. 
And some people make negative judgments of anyone who defies conventional expectations 
of gender and performs outside of the usual identity categories. Yet, such  judgments reflect 
the communication rules we have learned, and our rules may not pertain to others’ ways of 
communicating. It’s insensitive to impose our values on behaviors that emanate from alterna-
tive social locations and the rules learned in those locations. 

Once we realize that people have different rules for communicating, we are more likely to 
interpret others on their own terms, not ours. This might lead you to ask for clarification of 
intent from conversational partners whose nonverbal communication patterns diverge from 
yours. For example, it might be constructive to say to someone less facially expressive than 
you, “I don’t know how you’re feeling about what I just said, because your face doesn’t show 
any reaction. Could you tell me what you feel?” Conversely, understanding may be enhanced 
when someone with a masculine, assertive, nonverbal style says to his/her/their more defer-
ential partner, “I’m not sure where you stand, because you seem to be responding to my ideas 
rather than expressing your own. I’m interested in your opinion.” Communicative techniques 
such as these allow you to minimize the potential for misunderstandings that grow out of 
gendered communication styles.

There’s another benefit to learning to understand and respect alternative styles of non-
verbal communication. It enhances your personal effectiveness by increasing the range of 
options you have for communicating with different people in diverse contexts and for varied 
reasons. Now that you are aware of gendered patterns in nonverbal communication, reflect 
on your own behaviors. Which of the patterns typical of your gender describe your nonverbal 
communication? Are you comfortable with your style and its effects, or would you like to 
alter your nonverbal behavior in some respects? By reflecting on your own nonverbal com-
munication, you empower yourself to consciously create a style that reflects the identity you 
assign to yourself. 

SUMMARY

Nonverbal communication expresses cultural views of gender and reflects our personal gen-
dered identities. Social definitions of women as deferential, decorative, and relationship- 
centered are reinforced through nonverbal communication that emphasizes their appearance 
and limits their space. Views of men as independent, powerful, and in control are reflected in 
nonverbal behaviors that grant them larger territories and more permission to touch others, 
particularly women, and to invade their space. Differences in women’s and men’s nonverbal 
behaviors often reflect these social definitions. Whereas many women embody femininity by 
speaking softly, condensing themselves, yielding territory, and displaying responsive facial 
expressions, men are likely to command space and volume, defend their turf, and display 
little facial expression to keep feelings camouflaged.
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132   CHAPTER 6 Gendered Nonverbal Communication

Recognizing the value a range of communication styles, both verbal and nonverbal, 
enables you to reflect critically on the patterns assigned by society. In turn, this empowers 
you to revise your own nonverbal communication to reflect the identity you want, practice 
greater fluency in communicating with others, and resist those social expectations that you 
find unconstructive or limiting. In doing this, you participate in the processes of construct-
ing gender and the values assigned to different forms of communication.

KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated as well as in 
 alphabetical order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion 
website also provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts 
they represent. You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.

artifact 119
haptics 123
kinesics 123
liking 118
nonverbal communication 117

paralanguage 124
power 119
proxemics 122
responsiveness 118
territoriality 122

GENDER ONLINE 

1. 5P�MFBSO�NPSF�BCPVU�SBDF�BOE�DVMUVSBM�SFQSFTFOUBUJPOT�PG�GFNBMF�CFBVUZ�WJTJU�UIJT�TJUF��
http://misrepresentationofwomen.weebly.com/standards-of-beauty.html

2. 0OMJOF�TFBSDI�UFSNT��cosmetic surgery, Let Toys Be Toys
�BOE�I Am Elemental, BMI�

3. 5BUZBOB�'B[MBMJ[BEFI�JT�BO�BSUJTU�XIPTF�XPSL�JODMVEFT�QVCMJD�BSU�UP�DIBMMFOHF�TUSFFU�
IBSBTTNFOU��-FBSO�BCPVU�IFS�i4UPQ�5FMMJOH�8PNFO�UP�4NJMFw�QVCMJD�BSU�CZ�WJTJUJOH�UIJT�
TJUF��http://stoptellingwomentosmile.com/ 

REFLECTION DISCUSSION, AND ACTION

1. -PPL�BU�UIF�BET�JO�NBHB[JOFT�ZPV�FOKPZ�SFBEJOH��%FTDSJCF�UIF�HFOEFSFE�JEFBMT�UIBU�BSF�
SFGMFDUFE�JO�UIFN�

2. 0CTFSWF�QFPQMF�JO�ZPVS�DMBTTFT
�JO�SFTUBVSBOUT�BOE�TUPSFT
�BOE�XBMLJOH�BSPVOE�DBNQVT��
5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�ZPV�TFF�HFOEFSFE�QBUUFSOT�PG�OPOWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�UIBU�XFSF�
JEFOUJGJFE�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS �

3. 7JTJU�B�TUPSF�BOE�TUVEZ�UIF�QBDLBHJOH�PO�QSPEVDUT�NBSLFUFE�UP�NFO�BOE�XPNFO��8IBU�
EJGGFSFODFT�EP�ZPV�OPUJDF 

4. 7JPMBUF�BO�FYQFDUBUJPO�GPS�OPOWFSCBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�GPS�ZPVS�TFY��"OBMZ[F�IPX�QFPQMF�
SFTQPOE�CPUI�WFSCBMMZ�BOE�OPOWFSCBMMZ�
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5. $POEVDU�BO�JOGPSNBM�TVSWFZ�UP�MFBSO�IPX�TUVEFOUT�PO�ZPVS�DBNQVT�EFGJOF�UIF�QIZTJDBM�
JEFBMT�GPS�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�

t� "TL�GJWF�NFO�BOE�GJWF�XPNFO�UP�EFTDSJCF�UIFJS�QIZTJDBM�JEFBM�GPS�XPNFO�BOE�NFO��
%JE�ZPV�OPUJDF�BOZ�EJGGFSFODFT�UIBU�SFGMFDU�HFOEFS
�SBDF
�BOE�PS�TFYVBMJUZ 

t� 3FDPSE�UIFJS�BOTXFST
�BOE�TIBSF�ZPVS�GJOEJOHT�XJUI�UIPTF�PG�DMBTTNBUFT�
t� $PNQBSF�QIZTJDBM�JEFBMT�TUBUFE�CZ�QFPQMF�PG�EJGGFSFOU�SBDFT�BOE�HFOEFS�FYQSFTTJPOT�

BOE�JEFOUJUJFT�
t� 5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�BSF�ZPVS�GJOEJOHT�DPOTJTUFOU�XJUI�UIPTF�SFQPSUFE�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS �

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

1. Transamerica ESBXT�BUUFOUJPO�UP�UIF�XBZT�JO�XIJDI�QFPQMF�QFSGPSN�HFOEFS�FWFO�XIFO�
UIFZ�EP�OPU�SFBMJ[F�UIFZ�BSF�iQFSGPSNJOH�w

2. 4UBOEBSET�GPS�NBMF�BUUSBDUJWFOFTT�IBWF�HPUUFO�NPSF�EJGGJDVMU�UP�BUUBJO��5IF�(PPE�.FO�
1SPKFDU�IBT�BO�BSUJDMF�UIBU�PGGFST�B�DSJUJDBM�QFSTQFDUJWF�PO�JNBHFT�PG�TJY�QBDL�NFO�XJUI�OP�
GBU�BSF�VTFE�UP�TFMM�NFO�T�VOEFSXFBS��https://goodmenproject.com/featured-content/
not-typical-underwear-models-jvinc/�
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7

Knowledge Challenge:
t� 5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�NPUIFST�BOE�GBUIFST�JOUFSBDU�EJGGFSFOUMZ�XJUI�DIJMESFO 
t� )PX�EP�FHP�CPVOEBSJFT�BGGFDU�BQQSPBDIFT�UP�SFMBUJPOTIJQT 
t� 8IBU�EPFT�JU�NFBO�UP�HSPX�VQ�NBTDVMJOF�PS�GFNJOJOF�JO�UIF�UXFOUZ�GJSTU�DFOUVSZ 

i.PNNZ
�XIFO�JT�UIF�HPPE�GBJSZ�HPJOH�UP�DPNF�XJUI�IFS�NBHJD�XBOE�BOE�
DIBOHF�NZ�QFOJT�JOUP�B�WBHJOB w�	.Z�4FDSFU�4FMG
�����
��5IBU�T�UIF�RVFTUJPO�UIBU�
UXP�ZFBS�PME�+B[[�+FOOJOHT�QPTFE�UP�IFS�NPUIFS��#PSO�XJUI�NBMF�HFOJUBMJB
�+B[[�
TBZT�TIF�LOFX�GSPN�UIF�TUBSU�UIBU�TIF�XBT�B�HJSM��&YQMBJOJOH�JU�JO�BO�JOUFSWJFX
�
TIF�TBJE
�i*�IBWF�B�HJSM�CSBJO�BOE�B�CPZ�CPEZw�	.Z�4FDSFU�4FMG
�����
��"U�GJSTU�+B[[�T�
�QBSFOUT
�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�IFS�GBUIFS
�SFTJTUFE�+B[[�T�EFDMBSBUJPO�PG�HFOEFS�JEFOUJUZ��5IFZ�
UIPVHIU�UIFJS�ZPVOHFTU�XBT�KVTU�HPJOH�UISPVHI�B�QIBTF��#VU
�OP��-JLJOH�ESFTTFT�
BOE�EPMMT�XBT�OPU�B�QIBTF�UIBU�+B[[�XPVME�HSPX�PVU�PG��*OTUFBE�PG�BTLJOH�+B[[�UP�
DIBOHF
�IFS�GBNJMZ�NPUIFS
�GBUIFS
�UXJO�CSPUIFST
�BOE�PMEFS�TJTUFS�DIBOHFE�UP�
SFDPHOJ[F�+B[[�BT�B�EBVHIUFS�BOE�TJTUFS�SBUIFS�UIBO�B�TPO�BOE�CSPUIFS�

+B[[�BOE�IFS�GBNJMZ�NBEF�UIF�EFDJTJPO�UP�CF�OPU�KVTU�PQFO�CVU�QVCMJD�BCPVU�
+B[[�T�JEFOUJUZ�BOE�UIF�DIBMMFOHFT�UIBU�TIF�BOE�UIF�GBNJMZ�GBDFE��4PNFUJNFT�
KPJOFE�CZ�IFS�GBNJMZ
�+B[[�IBT�BQQFBSFE�PO�20/20
�60 Minutes
�UIF�Rosie Show
�
BOE�B�EPDVNFOUBSZ�PO�0QSBI�T�OFUXPSL��#Z�UIF�UJNF�TIF�XBT�BO�BEPMFTDFOU
�+B[[�
IBE�TUBSUFE�UIF�5SBOTLJET�1VSQMF�3BJOCPX�'PVOEBUJPO�BT�B�SFTPVSDF�GPS�PUIFS�
USBOTLJET�BOE�UIFJS�GBNJMJFT��+B[[�BMTP�EFTJHOT�BOE�TFMMT�TJMJDPOF�NFSNBJE�UBJMT�
UP�SBJTF�NPOFZ�UP�TVQQPSU�USBOT�QFPQMF�CFDBVTF�iNFSNBJET�BSF�OPU�KVEHFE�PO�
CPEZ�QBSUTw�TP�ZPV�iEPO�U�IBWF�UP�XPSSZ�XIBU�T�BSPVOE�UIF�QSJWBUF�BSFB
w�TBZT�+B[[�
	.Z�4FDSFU�4FMG
�����
�

/PX�B�UFFOBHFS
�+B[[�DPOUJOVFT�UP�XPSL�GPS�USBOT�BXBSFOFTT�BOE�SJHIUT��"GUFS�
XJOOJOH�B�MPOH�CBUUMF�XJUI�UIF�6�4��4PDDFS�'FEFSBUJPO�UIBU�HSBOUFE�USBOT��TUVEFOUT�
BDDFTT�UP�UFBN�TQPSUT
�TIF�DPBVUIPSFE�B�CPPL�BCPVU�USBOTLJET�GPS�GPVS��UP�FJHIU�
ZFBS�PMET�	)FSUIFM
�+FOOJOHT
���.D/JDIPMBT
�����
��)FS�FGGPSUT�IBWF�FBSOFE�
BDDPMBEFT�BOE�SFDPHOJUJPO�GSPN�Time, Advocate,�)VNBO�3JHIUT�$BNQBJHO
�BOE�
-PHP57��)FS�NFNPJS
�Being Jazz: My Life as a (Transgender) Teen
 XBT�QVCMJTIFE�
JO������

Becoming Gendered

The most radical step you can take is your  
next one.

—James Baldwin
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'SPN�$IBQUFS��
�SFDBMM�UIBU�DIJMESFO�VTVBMMZ�BDIJFWF�HFOEFS�DPOTUBODZ�CZ�
BHF�UISFF
�PGUFO�FBSMJFS��4PDJFUZ�BOE�GBNJMJFT�BSF�PSHBOJ[FE�UP�IFMQ�DJTHFOEFS�
DIJMESFO�BDIJFWF��HFOEFS�DPOTUBODZ
�CVU�USBOT�DIJMESFO�PGUFO�TUSVHHMF�UP�EFGJOF�
UIFNTFMWFT�JO�B�XPSME�UIBU�PGUFO�EPFTO�U�VOEFSTUBOE�PS�BDDFQU�UIFJS�JEFOUJUJFT��
'PS�UIFN
�UIF�DIBMMFOHFT�PG�DMBJNJOH�B�HFOEFS�BOE�MFBSOJOH�IPX�UP�QFSGPSN�JU�
DPNQFUFOUMZ�BSF�FWFO�HSFBUFS�UIBO�UIPTF�GBDFE�CZ�DJTHFOEFS�DIJMESFO�

#FGPSF�SFBEJOH�GVSUIFS
�XSJUF�POF�PS�UXP�QBSBHSBQIT�EFTDSJCJOH�XIBU�JU�NFBOT�
UP�ZPV�QFSTPOBMMZ�UP�CF�UIF�TFY�BOE�HFOEFS�UIBU�ZPV�BSF��-BUFS�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS
�
XF�MM�SFUVSO�UP�XIBU�ZPV�WF�XSJUUFO�

5IJT�DIBQUFS�GPDVTFT�PO�UIF�JNQPSUBOU�FBSMZ�ZFBST�PG�PVS�MJWFT��0VS�FYQFSJ�
FODFT�BT�JOGBOUT
�DIJMESFO
�BOE�BEPMFTDFOUT�QSPGPVOEMZ�JOGMVFODF�XIP�XF�BSF��
"MUIPVHI�XF�DPOUJOVF�UP�FWPMWF�UISPVHIPVU�PVS�MJWFT
�UIF�GPVOEBUJPOT�PG�PVS�
JEFOUJUJFT
�JODMVEJOH�HFOEFS
�BSF�LFFOMZ�TIBQFE�CZ�UIF�GJSTU�GFX�ZFBST�PG�MJGF�

+B[[�+FOOJOHT��i*�IBWF�B�HJSM�CSBJO�BOE�B�CPZ�CPEZ�w
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136   CHAPTER 7 Becoming Gendered

Gendering Communication in the Family
To understand how families contribute to gendering children, we will first elaborate on 
the largely unconscious dynamics at work in gender development, which we discussed 
briefly in Chapter 2. Second, we will draw on social learning, cognitive development, and 
symbolic interaction theories to examine more overt ways in which children learn gender 
in families.

Unconscious Processes
The conscious realm of human experience does not fully explain human development. 
Insight into unconscious dynamics comes primarily from psychoanalytic theories, which 
claim that core identity, including gender identity, is shaped in the early years of life.

GABBY

Growing up was not a piece of cake for me. My father was in the Army and he embraced 
a very rigid code of masculinity. Since I was five, I liked to dress up in my sister’s clothes. 

By the time I was 12, I was stuffing tissues in my shirt so I looked like I had breasts—
always in the privacy of my own room, of course. Dad expected me to be a fullback and I 

wanted to be a ballerina. As I said, not easy.

Gender Identity As children, each of us develops a gender identity, which is a person’s 
subjective sense of his/her/their gender. Traditional psychoanalytic theory asserted that biol-
ogy, particularly the genitals, determines with which parent a child will identify and, thus, 
how the child’s psyche will develop. Freud believed that children of both sexes focus on the 
penis as a symbol of power. Boys identify with their fathers, who have penises, whereas girls 
recognize their similarity to their mothers, who do not have penises. Freud theorized that 
girls regard their mothers as responsible for their “lack” of penises, whereas boys view their 
fathers as having the power to castrate them.

#FDBVTF�NVDI�PG�UIF�TDIPMBSTIJQ�PO�DIJME�EFWFMPQNFOU�GPDVTFT�PO�USBEJUJPOBM�
GBNJMJFT
�PVS�EJTDVTTJPO�JT�OFDFTTBSJMZ�XFJHIUFE�UPXBSE�UIPTF�GBNJMJFT��8IFO�SFTFBSDI�
JT�BWBJMBCMF
�XF�JOUFHSBUF�JOGPSNBUJPO�PO�NPSF�EJWFSTF�GBNJMZ�GPSNT��5IF�SFTFBSDI�
PO�EJWFSTF�GBNJMJFT�TVHHFTUT�UIBU�USBEJUJPOBM�GBNJMJFT�UFOE�UP�FOGPSDF�DPOWFOUJPOBM�
�HFOEFS�SPMFT�NPSF�SJHJEMZ�UIBO�TJOHMF�QBSFOUT�BOE�MFTCJBO�BOE�HBZ�GBNJMJFT�

#FDBVTF�QBSFOUT�BSF�TVDI�B�LFZ�JOGMVFODF�PO�NPTU�QFPQMF�T�JEFOUJUJFT
�XF�XJMM�
FYBNJOF�BU�MFOHUI�IPX�QBSFOUBM�DPNNVOJDBUJPO�UFBDIFT�DIJMESFO�DVMUVSBM�DPEFT�
SFMBUFE�UP�HFOEFS��8F�XJMM�BMTP�DPOTJEFS�DPOUFNQPSBSZ�DPMMFHF�TUVEFOUT��WJFXT�PG�
XIBU�JU�NFBOT�UP�CF�B�NBO
�XPNBO
�DJTHFOEFS
�USBOTHFOEFS
�MFTCJBO
�HBZ
�CJTFYVBM
�
PS�TUSBJHIU�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�UPEBZ��5IFJS�EFTDSJQUJPOT�HJWF�SJDI�JOTJHIU�JOUP�DVSSFOU�
QSFTDSJQUJPOT�GPS�HFOEFS�BOE�TPNF�PG�UIF�EJGGJDVMUJFT�UIPTF�QSFTDSJQUJPOT�QPTF�
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As interesting as Freud’s theory is, there is limited empirical support for his beliefs that girls 
envy penises and boys fear castration. Despite rejecting some of Freud’s ideas,  current psycho-
analytic theorists agree with the basic claim that families play a critical role in the  formation of 
gender identity. In infancy, children of both sexes tend to depend on and  identify with the per-
son who takes care of them. Usually, this is a woman, as mothers are more likely to take time off 
from work when a child is born or adopted. Although many fathers in our era are committed to 
active involvement in their children’s lives and most  millennials of all  genders anticipate equal 
partnerships, mothers still spend more time with children than fathers (Medved, 2016; Parker 
& Wang, 2013). In fact, mothers who work  outside of the home spend more time caring for chil-
dren and homes (3.4 hours a day) than men who do not work outside of the home (3 hours a day)  
( Shulevitz, 2015). Thus, most infants, regardless of sex, form their first identification with a woman.

Common identification with a woman does not mean that boys and girls pursue  similar 
paths to develop gender identity. Around the age of three, boys’ and girls’ developmental 
paths diverge dramatically. You’ll recall from cognitive development theory that this is the 
age at which gender constancy is usually secured, such that children realize that their sex is 
an unchanging, continuous part of their identity. For most girls, concrete, daily interactions 
with mothers or other female caregivers crystallize a sense of self within a relationship.

To develop masculine gender identity, however, many boys feel the need to identify with 
a male. Boys who have close relationships with fathers or other adult males have role  models 
to help them define their own masculine identity. However, the process of  defining personal 
masculinity can be complicated for boys who do not have close  relationships with their 
fathers or other adult men. Sons of single mothers may lack adult male role models if there 
are no uncles, grandfathers, or other adult males in their lives (Miller, 2015a).

MAYA

I don’t buy this stuff about penis envy. I’ve never envied my brother, his penis. I remember, 
when we were both little, we took baths together sometimes, and I saw that he was 

made differently than I was. I thought it looked strange, but I didn’t want it myself. But 
I do remember being jealous of him, or of the freedoms my parents allowed him but 

not me. They let him go off all day long to play, but I had to stay in the yard unless my 
mother was with me. He could play rough and get dirty, but I’d get a real fussin’ if I did. 

I remember wishing I were a boy so that I could do all of the fun things, but I didn’t wish 
I had a penis. Definitely not.

ADRIENNE

I remember watching my mother fix her hair and makeup in the morning. I thought she 
was the most beautiful woman in the world, and I wanted to be just like her. Many days, 
I went into her dressing room when she was busy downstairs and practiced putting on 

makeup and fixing my hair just like she did.

For boys who lack a strong, personal relationship with an adult male, masculine gender 
can be elusive and difficult to grasp (Miller, 2015a). This may help explain why many boys 
define their masculinity predominantly in negative terms—as not feminine, not female, not 
like mother. By extension, young boys’ vigorous contempt for anything feminine may be a 
way to assure themselves that they are truly masculine.
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Although boys and girls engage in many of the same activities, there are also patterned 
 differences in what they are encouraged to do. Young girls are often praised for being 
 “Mommy’s helper” and interacting with their mothers and younger siblings. Boys, on the 
other hand, are more likely to be praised for being independent and engaging in  competitive 
play. Boys’ social development typically occurs in larger groups with temporary and 
 changing memberships, whereas for many girls identity develops within ongoing, personal 
 relationships with family members and regular playmates. These different paths of social 
development encourage boys to see themselves as independent and able to meet physical 
challenges and girls to see themselves as involved in continuing relationships with others.

Building on this foundation, many girls and women continue to prioritize close 
 relationships throughout their lives. Because most boys develop masculine identities that 
require separating from their initial relationship with their mothers, and because they tend 
to interact in activity-specific groups with changing members, many of them grow into men 
who define themselves relatively independently of others.

Much of the research on children’s development that we have discussed thus far is based 
on heterosexual, two-parent families. Today, however, families are increasingly diverse. 
 Traditional families headed by a husband and wife represent less than half of all families today 
(Suter, Kellas, Webb, & Allen, 2016). Families headed by LGBT parents as well as  parents who 
are single are growing in number and cultural visibility. While children in nontraditional 
families may face social stigma or, in some cases, have difficulty finding available models of 
both sexes (Raeburn, 2014), family diversity often fosters new ways of thinking about and 
performing gender and is positively linked with healthy child development in a variety of 
ways (Coles, 2015; Suter et al., 2016).

Today, approximately two million children are being raised with one or more gay or les-
bian parents, and this number is expected to rise as more same-sex couples decide to parent 
(Suter et al., 2016). Children raised by same-sex parents tend to have more expansive views 
of gender roles because they have seen their parent(s) perform all of the duties—those con-
sidered masculine and feminine—of running a household. In comparison to heterosexual 
fathers, gay dads are more likely to reject hegemonic masculinity, prioritize family over work, 
and encourage greater empathy and open-mindedness in their children. Lesbian moms tend 
to model greater egalitarianism in romantic relationships than their heterosexual peers and 
encourage economic and emotional self-sufficiency in their children, particularly daugh-
ters (Schulevitz, 2015; Suter, 2014). Interestingly, some studies suggest that children raised 

NOAH

My father left us before I was even a year old, so I didn’t know him at all. My mom worked 
all day and was too tired to date or anything else, so there wasn’t a man around. I tried 

to help Mom, but she’d tell me I didn’t have to do this stuff, because I was “her little man.” 
I used to watch Mom doing stuff around the house, and I’d think, “That’s not what I’m 

supposed to do,” but I had a lot of trouble figuring out what it was that I was supposed to 
do. I just knew it wasn’t girl stuff. Then, I got a Big Brother through a program at school. 

He was 17, and he spent most every Saturday with me and sometimes a while after 
school during the week. Michael was great. He’d let me hang out with him, and he’d 

show me how to do stuff like play ball and use tools to make things. Finally, I had a sense 
of what I was supposed to be like and what I should do. Michael really helped me figure 

out who I was.
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by same-sex parents who share equally in wage earning and child care tend to hold more 
egalitarian views of gender, but that their views of gender adhere more strongly to gendered 
stereotypes when same-sex parents divide labor between a primary caregiver and a primary 
wage earner (Leaper, 2014).

There has been less research on what happens when heterosexual men are single dads or 
stay-at-home parents, perhaps because only 16% of stay-at-home parents are fathers ( Livingston, 
2014). Preliminary research indicates that single-father families can be highly cohesive and that 
father–child discussions are more elaborate and less competitive than discussions between 
fathers and children in families with mothers as well as fathers (Coles, 2015; Galvin, 2006).

Ego Boundaries At the same time that most children construct gender identity, they 
simultaneously form ego boundaries (Chodorow, 1989; Surrey, 1983). An ego boundary is 
the point at which an individual stops and the rest of the world begins. It distinguishes the 
self—more or less  distinctly—from everyone and everything else. Because ego boundaries 
are linked to  gender identity and evolve concurrently with it, masculine and feminine ego 
boundaries tend to  differ. Individuals who develop feminine gender identities, which empha-
size interrelatedness with others, tend to have relatively permeable ego boundaries that do 
not entail rigid  separation from others.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 
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VINCE

My girlfriend is so strange about her friends. Like, the other night I went by her apartment, 
and she was all upset and crying. When I asked her what was wrong, she told me Mai, her 
best friend, had just been dumped by her boyfriend. I said she acted like it was her who’d 
broken up, not Mai, and she didn’t need to be so upset. She got even more upset and said 

it felt like her problem too; couldn’t I understand what Mai was going through? I said I 
could, but that she wasn’t going through it; Mai was. She told me it was the same thing 

because when you’re really close to somebody else you hurt when they hurt. It didn’t 
make sense to me, but maybe this concept of ego boundaries is what that’s all about.
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The relatively permeable ego boundaries associated with femininity may partially 
explain why many girls and women tend to experience the feelings of those close to them 
almost as their own (Hall, 2006; Hartman, 1993; Wood, 2013). It may also explain why 
some women become so involved in helping others that they neglect their own needs. 
Finally, this may shed light on the tendency of many women to feel responsible for others 
and for situations that they do not create or control. When the lines between self and oth-
ers are blurry, it’s hard to make a clear distinction between your own responsibilities and 
needs and those of others.

Conventional masculine gender identity is premised on differentiating from a female 
caregiver and forming fluid alliances with others. It makes sense, then, that masculine indi-
viduals tend to have relatively firm ego boundaries. They generally have a clear sense of 
where they stop and others begin; they may sympathize with others but not experience oth-
ers’ feelings as their own. People with masculine gender identities and firm ego boundaries 
tend to feel secure when autonomy is high, and they may feel smothered in relationships that 
are extremely close. The firmer ego boundaries that usually accompany a masculine gender 
identity explain why many men have fewer emotionally intimate relationships than women 
typically do.

Parental Communication about Gender
From Chapter 2, recall that one way children learn gender roles is by receiving positive 
and negative reinforcements for various behaviors (social learning theory) and through 
observing and emulating others whom they see as models (cognitive development theory). 
Typically, girls are rewarded for being cooperative, helpful, nurturing, friendly, and polite. 
Parents may also reward—or at least not punish—girls for being sensitive, athletic, and 
smart. For boys, rewards are more likely to come for behaving competitively, independently, 
and assertively.

While some parents’ attitudes and communication about gender are becoming more 
egalitarian, much evidence of traditional stereotyping still exists (Leaper, 2014; Ryle, 2015). 
A classic study showed that in just 24 hours of birth, parents responded to their babies in 
terms of gender stereotypes (Rubin, Provenzano, & Luria, 1974). Although male and female 
babies were matched for size, weight, and level of activity, parents described boys as strong, 
big, active, and alert and described the equally large, active girls as small, dainty, quiet, and 
delicate. These findings have been replicated in more recent studies (Elliott, 2009). In another 
recent study, despite the absence of sex differences in babies’ vocal pitch, adults erroneously 
attributed the higher-pitched cries to girls and the lower-pitched cries to boys (Reby, Levréro, 
Gustafsson, & Mathevon, 2016). These studies suggest the powerful influence of gendered 
stereotypes on parental attitudes and beliefs.

NADIA

In my family, I learned that thinking about boys was not a high priority. If I told my 
mama that I liked a boy or that I was afraid a boy I was dating was going to break up 

with me, she’d say “Get your mind off boys and on books.” Mama made it very clear that I 
was supposed to get my education and learn to take care of myself. Period.
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Some parents convey distinct messages about assertiveness and aggressiveness to sons 
and daughters. Parents, particularly white middle-class parents, reward verbal and physical 
activity, including aggression, in sons more than daughters and reward interpersonal and 
social skills in daughters more than sons (Helgeson, 2016; Reiner, 2016). Because many girls 
are discouraged from direct, overt aggression yet still feel aggressive at times, they develop 
other, less direct ways of expressing aggression, which we will discuss in later chapters.

Recent research also shows that parents of young adolescents place greater  importance 
on leadership activities and accomplishments for sons than daughters (Sandberg & Chávez, 
2014). Heterosexual fathers are particularly likely to encourage sons to be  heterosexual 
 (Solebello & Elliott, 2011). Gay fathers, however, are more likely to resist normative 
 expectations for fathers, embracing greater nurturance and non-gender-specific parenting 
than that of their heterosexual peers (Berkowitz, 2011).

Mothers tend to communicate with children more than heterosexual fathers (Bianchi, 
Robinson, & Milkie, 2006; Coles, 2015). Mothers use talk to build connections with chil-
dren and to give information, advice, encouragement, and emotional support to children 
( Segrin & Flora, 2005; Shulevitz, 2015). Mothers surpass heterosexual fathers in talking with 
children, particularly daughters, about feelings and relationships, guiding them in how to 
build relationships and interact socially (Galvin, 2006; Segrin & Flora, 2005). Even when 
children are less than two years old, mothers call sons’ attention to numbers and talk with 
sons about numbers more than they talk with daughters (Chang, Sandhofer, & Brown, 2012).
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When interacting with children, mothers typically focus on providing comfort, security, 
and emotional development. They engage in more eye contact and face-to-face interaction 
with children than do fathers, and they are more likely than fathers to hug children and tell 
children they love them (Blow, 2014a). More than fathers, mothers tend to play with children 
at the children’s level, which develops children’s confidence and security in play.

Although heterosexual fathers spend less time than mothers in one-on-one communica-
tion with children, today’s fathers talk more with children than did fathers in previous gener-
ations (Pruett & Pruett, 2009; Tarkan, 2009). Fathers tend to engage in play that is  physically 
stimulating and exciting, and they encourage children, especially sons, to develop skills and 
meet challenges (Raeburn, 2014). Fathers, more than mothers, stretch children by urging 
them to compete, achieve, take risks, act independently, and move beyond their current  levels 
of ability (Luster & Okagaki, 2005; Popenoe, 1996; Raeburn, 2014; Stacey, 1996).

Another notable difference between communication typical of mothers and fathers 
 concerns talk about sexual activity. Mothers are much more likely than fathers to discuss 
sex topics with children, particularly daughters, and mothers’ communication with teens 
about sex is especially linked to safer sex behaviors (Dennis & Wood, 2012; Widman, 
 Choukas-Bradley, Noar, Nesi, & Garrett, 2016; Wilson & Koo, 2010). When mothers talk 
with daughters about sex, the daughters are more likely to delay sexual activity and to engage 
in safer sex when they decide to be sexually active (Wilson & Koo, 2010).

Parents also communicate gender expectations through encouraging particular toys and 
activities for sons and daughters. Although many parents encourage their children to play with a 
range of toys, some parents actively discourage their children’s interest in toys and games that are 
associated with the other sex. For instance, boys may be persuaded not to play with dolls (other 
than action figures), and girls may be dissuaded from engaging in physically aggressive sports.

As we noted in Chapter 6, childhood toys and activities affect how we see ourselves and 
the possibilities for our lives. Toys typically marketed for girls, such as dolls, encourage gentle, 
nurturing interaction with others, physical closeness, and verbal communication. Toys that are 
marketed to boys, such as sports equipment and train sets, promote independent or competi-
tive activities and less verbal interaction. Parents who don’t want to limit their children to sex-
typed toys may encounter challenges. Many stores sell girls’ bikes in pink and other pastels and 
boys’ bikes in darker colors (Abadi, 2013; Orenstein, 2011a, 2011b; Rivers & Barnett, 2011). 
Even animals that appear on children’s clothing and toys are gendered—kittens are marketed to 
girls and dinosaurs to boys. Halloween costumes are also very sex-typed. Typical costumes for 
boys are based on characters who have supernatural powers, strength, and bravado, whereas 
costumes for girls are based on characters who are brides, princesses, sex objects, and witches.

Another way parents communicate gender expectations is through household chores that 
they assign to sons and daughters. Like toys, various tasks cultivate particular ways of seeing 
ourselves. Domestic chores, which are more often assigned to girls, emphasize taking care of 
others, whereas outdoor work and repair jobs, more typically assigned to boys, encourage 
independent activity.

In general, gender socialization is more rigid for boys than for girls (Helgeson, 2016), 
and heterosexual fathers are especially insistent on gender-stereotyped toys and activities, 

TREVOR

My father took me hunting and coached me in football. He taught me to be strong 
around other men and to treat any woman with respect. He taught me that a real man is 

tough when he needs to be, loyal to friends, and protective of women.
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 especially for sons (Leaper, 2014). It’s more acceptable for girls to play baseball or football 
than for boys to play house or to cuddle dolls (Halberstam, 2012). Similarly, it’s considered 
more suitable for girls to be strong than for boys to cry and more acceptable for girls to act 
independently than for boys to need others. Overall, boys are more intensively and rigidly 
pushed to be masculine than girls are pushed to be feminine.

TAYLOR

My father always tried to encourage me to be strong, play sports, and do things that 
girls were not supposedly good at doing, like working on carpentry, for example. I tried 
my best to meet my father’s expectations, but I often failed. Peers often teased me and 

called me names like “wuss” because I was never good at playing sports and because of 
my size. I really enjoyed watching sports, but I was afraid to even try to get on teams in 

middle school because I was setting myself up for failure.

Parental Modeling
Another way parents communicate gender is through modeling masculinity, femininity, and, 
for heterosexual parents, male–female relationships. As you will recall from Chapter 2, cog-
nitive development theory tells us that, once children have gender constancy, they actively 
look for role models of their sex and use those models to develop masculine or feminine 
qualities, behaviors, and so forth. For most children, parents are the single most visible and 
available models of gender. By observing parents, children often learn the roles socially pre-
scribed for women and men.

As noted earlier in this chapter, however, not all families adopt traditional gender roles, 
and families in our era are highly diverse in membership and roles (Halberstam, 2012; Suter 
et al., 2016). In addition to LGBTQ families and single-parent families, another departure 
from tradition has to do with the breadwinner role. In 1970, approximately 50% of married 
women worked outside the home (Pew Research Center, 2015). Today, approximately 70% 
of children in the United States live in households in which all adults work (Pew Research 
Center, 2015), and 40% of American women who are in the paid labor force and are in two-
earner marriages earn more money than their male partners (Langfield, 2013; Reeves & 
Sawhill, 2015). Parents who remarry create blended families. Being part of more than one 
family and observing multiple models of gender give these children more diverse ideas about 
how families can work and how gender can be embodied.

In sum, parents are major messengers about gender. For most people, parents provide 
gender with their modeling, descriptions of children, and chores and activities they encour-
age. Yet, gender is not just about learning society’s rules. Gender is also deeply personal. Let’s 
now translate the research we’ve considered into personal portraits of becoming gendered in 
contemporary Western society.

The Personal Side of the Gender Drama
At the beginning of this chapter, we asked you to write a paragraph or two about what it 
means to be the sex and gender that you are. In the pages that follow, you’ll learn how other 
college students answer that question. As you read their responses, consider how their ideas 
harmonize with and depart from your own.
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Growing Up Masculine
What does it mean to identify as a man in America in the twenty-first century? Although there 
is a dominant model of masculinity, there are also many variations on and challenges to that 
(Jackson & Murali, 2011; Reeser, 2010). To understand the advantages, challenges, and issues 
of various masculinities, let’s consider what five college men have to say. In their commen-
taries, Mark, Aaron, Steve, Devon, and Chris focus as much on the pressures,  expectations, 
and constraints of manhood as its prerogatives and privileges. What these five men tell us is 
consistent with research (Coontz, 2013; Kimmel, 2013; Kimmel &  Messner, 2012; Lindgren 
& Lélièvre, 2009; Reeves & Sawhill, 2015). We’ll discuss six themes of  manhood in America 
today. Five of these were first identified by Doyle (1997).

Don’t Be Feminine For many men, the most fundamental requirement for manhood is 
not to be feminine. One man recalls his high school football coach goading injured players by 
asking, “You a football player or are you a little girl” (Sexton, 2016). To be accepted by peers, 
boys become less verbally expressive of feelings other than ones considered  appropriate for 
men—anger, for example. A male who shows sensitivity or vulnerability is likely to be called 
sissy, girl, or wimp. Peer groups pressure males to be tough, aggressive, and not  feminine. 
The antifemale directive is at least as strong for men of color as for white men (Katz, 2013; 
Messner, 2007; Sander & Taylor, 2012). As Jackson Katz, a leading researcher on men and 
 masculinity, explains, “in a lot of ways that pressure to conform is more acute among men 
whose power and identity are under threat in the real world from things like racism and 
growing economic inequality” (quoted in Katz, 2013).

Not being like a girl means learning to “suck it up.” Youths of both sexes engage in sports 
and sustain injuries, yet males are less likely than females to report pain or symptoms of 
 injuries, including life-threatening brain injuries (Katz, 2013; Lindgren & Lélièvre, 2009; 
Reiner, 2016).

Be Successful This is the second requirement for men. From boyhood through the teen 
years, boys are expected to be successful at sports and other competitive activities. Sports 
train boys to compete and be aggressive in an effort to win (Kimmel, 2013; Messner, 2007; 
Messner & Sabo, 2006). As adults, men are expected to compete to achieve status in their 
professions, to “make it.”

The theme of success translates into not just being good at what you do but being better 
than others, being most valuable player (MVP) rather than just another player, being more 
powerful than your friends, pulling in a bigger salary than your colleagues, and having a more 
expensive home and car than your neighbors. Many men today, like Aaron, say that being a 
good provider is the primary requirement for manhood—an internalized  requirement that 
appears to cut across lines of race and economic class.

Yet supporting a family financially may not be a realistic goal for all men in the present 
era. In 2009, the height of the recent recession in the United States, one in five men didn’t 

MARK

Being a man means being strong and able to take care of yourself without whining or 
asking for help. Guys learn early not to be sissies. A kid who cries when the ball hits him 
will be called a girl. You learn or you don’t have friends. It’s not a big deal, just how it is.
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have jobs. Seven years later in 2016, while 10% of college-educated white men are not work-
ing, almost 25% of white men without a college degree are unemployed (Luhby, 2016). These 
hardships are compounded for some men by racial inequality, as African-American and 
Latino men continue to face higher rates of unemployment than white men (Blackwell, 2014; 
Miller, 2015a).

Men who are not in the paid labor force have to find other ways of focusing their lives 
and defining themselves. A record number of out-of-work fathers are caring for children: 
32% regularly care for children under 15 years of age and 16% are primary caregivers for 
preschool children (Livingston, 2014; Stonington, 2011). In his commentary, Steve expresses 
some anger about the breadwinner expectation.

Be Aggressive A third injunction for masculinity is to be aggressive. Boys and men are 
expected to take stands, be tough, and not run from confrontations. Many boys first learn 
this lesson in sports as coaches psych teams up with demands that they “make the other team 
hurt, hurt, hurt” or “make them bleed.” Of course, sometimes the other team makes you hurt, 
and here again, sports teach masculinity by telling boys they have to “be tough” and they have 
to “play through the pain.”

Media fuel ideals of extreme masculinity such as the oversized, muscled male figures 
in video games and the TV characters who are dropped into wilderness locales and must 
 forage and rely on survival techniques. These images of “real men” lead many young boys to 
decide they have to toughen up to make it (Brown, Lamb, & Tappan, 2009). A recent study 
(Vokey, Tefft, & Tysianczny, 2013) of advertising images in magazines targeted at men, such 
as  Fortune, Field & Stream, Playboy, and Game Informer, found that men are most often 
 portrayed as “hyper-masculine”—violent, tough, sexually aggressive, and dangerous.

Be Sexual The fourth element of masculinity is to be interested in sex—all the time, any 
time. The more partners a man has and the more casually he treats them, the more of a stud 
he is. Cornell West (2007) notes that for black males, sexuality is particularly associated with 
a masculine identity and with being powerful. A man who doesn’t want a lot of sex with a lot 
of women may find his manhood questioned by other men (Kimmel, 2008, 2013).

AARON

The one thing I know for sure is that a man takes care of his family. My dad had no 
respect—zero—for his cousin who had to go on unemployment and then got a job 

but didn’t earn enough to support his family. My dad called him “lazy,” “no ’count,” and 
“freeloader.” The whole reason I’m majoring in business is because students who graduate 
from the business school have higher starting salaries and higher salaries down the line.

STEVE

I am sick of hearing about “male privilege.” Where is it? That’s what I’d like to know. I’m 
expected to pay for dates; girls get a free ride. I have to pay a cover charge to get into a bar; 

ladies’ nights are freebies for girls. If the draft comes back, I could be drafted and shipped 
to a war; women aren’t subject to the draft. I have to get a job and make money; a woman 

can do that, but she doesn’t have to. So tell me where male privilege is in all of this.
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The pressure to be highly sexual with women is problematic for many men. Those who iden-
tify as gay, bisexual, or trans may not be interested in sex with women, and a number of younger 
men report that they do not want constant casual sex. National surveys (Schalet, 2011, 2012) 
report that romantic relationships matter to many young men, and that 40% of men between 15 
and 19 have not had sex because they are waiting for the right relationship. For men who aren’t 
into hooking up, peer pressure to measure up to the stud image can be very uncomfortable.

Be Self-Reliant Many men feel that a “real man” depends on himself, not others. Both 
physically and emotionally, men are expected to be self-sufficient.

DEVON

Black men face their own issues with masculinity. You have to present yourself as manly 
and powerful. If you don’t get that down, you won’t be seen as a man by any other black 

men. For black men, being a man also means knowing that you’re expected to be violent, 
not to support your family, and to know everything about music and sports. That’s what 

whites expect, and they put that on me all the time. But black women are looking for 
men who will stand true—be strong and be there for them all the time. So what it means 

to be a black man depends on whether you look from a white or black perspective.

CHRIS

It’s really frustrating to be a man today. My girlfriend wants me to open up and show 
my feelings and talk about them and stuff like that. But the guys on the team get on my 
case whenever I show any feelings other than about winning a game. I’m supposed to 
be sensitive and not. I’m supposed to keep my feelings to myself and not. I’m supposed 

to open doors for girls and pay for dates but then respect them as equals. A lot of times it 
feels like a no-win situation.

Embody and Transcend Traditional Views of Masculinity The sixth theme 
highlights the confusing messages about masculinity that confront many boys and men 
today. In his commentary, Chris expresses his frustration with the paradoxical expectations 
to be a “real man” in traditional ways and simultaneously to defy traditional views of men.

For many males, a primary source of pressure to be conventionally masculine is other 
boys and, later, men who enforce the masculine code (Kimmel, 2013; Messner, 2005;  Sexton, 
2016). At the same time, many men feel other pressures—often from romantic partners, 
female friends, sisters, and mothers—to be sensitive and emotionally open and to be full 
partners in relationships. It’s daunting to try to be both traditionally masculine and not 
 traditionally masculine.

Some counselors believe that men’s struggles to live up to social ideals of masculinity 
have produced an epidemic of male depression, substance abuse, and stress (The Toll of 
Toxic  Sexism, 2016). Because masculine socialization emphasizes emotional control and 
self- reliance, many men who are depressed or stressed are unwilling to seek help (Freed & 
Freed, 2012, p. 36). Men are four times more likely to take their own lives than women and 
account for nearly 80% of suicides in the United States (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, 2015).
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The first five themes of masculinity clearly reflect gender socialization in early life and 
form a blueprint for being a man. Yet, the sixth theme points out the contradictions between 
traditional and emerging views of masculinity. Individual men have options for how they 
define and embody masculinity in an era where gender is in flux.

Growing Up Feminine
What does it mean to be a woman in America in the twenty-first century? Two quite different 
narratives of femininity coexist today. One suggests that women are liberated from tradi-
tional roles to have careers, enjoy egalitarian marriages with partners who share in home-
making and child care, and raise amazing children; in short, they can “have it all” (Sandberg, 
2013; Wood, 2010).

Simultaneously, a very different narrative tells women they may be able to get jobs, but 
fewer than one in five women will be given opportunities to advance to the highest levels 
of professional life. The 2016 Fortune 500 list has fewer companies headed by female CEOs 
than in preceding years; women currently hold a mere 4.2% of the top positions in the larg-
est U.S. corporations (Zarya, 2016). Additionally, most women continue to be paid less than 
their male counterparts, a trend that is consistent across occupations (American Associa-
tion of University Women, 2016). When compared to white men’s earnings, Asian-American 
women average 85%, white women average 76%, African-American women average 64%, 
and Latinas average 54%.

Not only do women earn less than men doing comparable work, but women’s 
 professional success is often additionally undermined by workplace policies that don’t 
accommodate their family responsibilities. The gender pay gap grows if women become 
mothers and continues to grow as women age (American Association of University 
Women, 2016; Slaughter, 2013; Williams & Dempsey, 2014). Moreover, the gender pay 
gap is wider in particular industries—for example, in 2015, female financial managers’ 
earnings averaged just 65% of that of their male counterparts (American Association of 
University Women, 2016).

Prevailing images of women are conflicting and confusing, as the commentaries by 
 Jessica, Anika, Bonita, Emily, Kimberly, and Maria demonstrate. We can identify five themes 
in current views of femininity and womanhood.

Appearance Still Counts This is the first theme. As Jessica notes in her commentary, 
women are still judged by their looks. To be desirable is to be pretty, slim, and well dressed. 
The focus on appearance begins in the early years of life with gift catalogs for children that 
feature makeup kits, adornments for hair, and even wigs, so girls learn early to spend time 

JESSICA

Hungry. That’s what being a woman means to me. I am hungry all of the time. Either I’m 
dieting, or I’m throwing up because I ate too much. I am scared to death of being fat, and 
I’m just not made to be thin. I gain weight just by smelling food. I think about food all the 
time—wanting it but being afraid to eat, eating but feeling guilty. It’s a no-win situation. 

I’m obsessed, and I know it, but I can’t help it. How can I not think about my weight all 
the time, when every magazine, every movie, every television show I see screams at me 

that I have to be thin to be desirable?
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and effort on looking good. Teen magazines for girls are saturated with ads for makeup, diet 
aids, and hair products. Romance novels send the message that popularity depends on being 
rich, thin, fashionable, and sexy (Afful & Ricciardelli, 2015; Johnson, 2010, 2011; Wolf, 2006). 
In stores, women see clothes they are encouraged to buy on mannequins that are size 4, 2, 
or 0. Given the relentless pressure to be thin and beautiful, it’s not surprising that disorders 
related to body image have become so common that they are considered customary in young 
women (McRobbie, 2009; Spar, 2013). The makeover genre of television programs features 
a person, most often a woman, who looks ordinary when viewers first see her and who 
is then made over to be physically stunning. To maintain the new “improved” image, she 
must become an active consumer, spending her time and money on products and services 
that make her acceptable. Consumption is unending and never sufficient to secure lasting 
success (Johnson, 2011; Spar, 2013). Women athletes may feel special pressure to look and 
act feminine. Women athletes in our classes tell us that, if they don’t look feminine, others 
assume they are lesbians simply because they are strong and athletically skilled. To assert 
their femininity, female Olympic competitors increasingly pose nude or nearly nude in Sports 
Illustrated, FHM (For Him Magazine), and Playboy (Gilenstam, Karp, & Henriksson-Larsen, 
2008; Meân & Kassing, 2008; Padawer, 2016).

Be Sensitive and Caring A majority of women feel they are expected to be 
nice,  deferential, and helpful and to care about and for others. From assuming primary 
 responsibility for young children to taking care of elderly, sick, and disabled relatives, women 
do the preponderance of hands-on caring.

In addition, many girls learn that being outspoken and smart does not win them prizes in 
the quest to be seen as feminine. Males who take charge are praised and admired, but females 
who take charge risk being called the new b-word: bossy (Sandberg & Chávez, 2014). Girls 
are encouraged to soften their opinions and not to stand up to boys at school because they 
fear being perceived as a bitch (Bennett, Ellison, & Ball, 2010; Helgeson, 2016). The bottom 
line is that, for many girls, adolescence is the start of shifting attention from developing and 
asserting identity to pleasing others.

ANIKA

Males are favored over females in Indian culture. It is custom for a girl’s family to give a 
dowry to a man who marries the girl to make it worth his while. As a result, many poor 
families in India kill a newborn baby if it is female and rejoice if the baby is male. When 
my third sister was born, my great grandmother expressed her disappointment that we 

had no boys and so many girls.

Negative Treatment by Others This is a third persistent theme of femininity for 
women. Male students in our classes sometimes challenge this as a theme of femininity. They 
say women are treated better than men. They point out that women—but not men—get free 
drinks at “Ladies’ Night,” they get their meals paid for by dates, and they can cry their way 
out of speeding tickets. However, these minor advantages don’t compensate for significant 
disadvantages such as being more likely to be sexually assaulted, live in poverty, and face job 
and salary discrimination.
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Devaluation and mistreatment of females is pervasive in Western cultures. The Web 
teems with sites that feature sexual assaults on women. Popular music refers to women as 
“bitches” and “hos” and routinely shows men abusing them. Mainstream video games allow 
players to earn points by assaulting or killing women. Candidates running for office openly 
describe women—female candidates, news anchors, winners of beauty contests, the wives of 
other candidates—are unattractive, overweight, or pushy. Fat jokes and derogatory remarks 
about women’s appearance in popular culture are common, reinforcing the value placed on 
 women’s appearance and normalizing negative treatment of them (Afful & Ricciardelli, 2016).

Devaluation of femininity is not only built into cultural views but typically is  internalized 
by individuals, including women. Negative treatment of females begins early and can be 
especially intense in girls’ peer groups (Wilier, 2011). Girls can be highly critical of other 
girls who are not pretty, thin, and otherwise feminine, as Emily’s comment and the Exploring 
Gendered Lives feature on page 136 demonstrate.

BONITA

You asked us to think about whether we ever got the message that males are more 
valued than females. I know I did. I guess I got it in a lot of ways, but one really stands 

out. I remember, when I was nine, my mother was pregnant for the third time. When she 
went into labor, Daddy took her to the hospital with me and my sister. We all sat in the 

waiting room while they took Mom down the hall. Later, the doctor came in and went to 
my father. I still remember his exact words. He said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Chavis, it’s another girl. 

Guess you’ll have to try again.”

EMILY

“Sugar and spice and everything nice” is not the whole picture about girls. They can be 
really mean, especially to other girls. In middle school, there was one girl who was a 

real bully. Kate and I were friends until 7th grade, and then out of nowhere she started 
ignoring me and spreading rumors about me to make other people not want to be 

friends with me. Boys may fight physically with each other, but at least that’s direct and 
honest. When Kate decided she didn’t like me, she was really underhanded and indirect 

in how she hurt me.

Emily is right when she says that sugar and spice is not a full description of girls. Research 
shows that many young girls engage in relational aggression toward other girls (Simmons, 
2011). As the term implies, relational aggression involves attacking others using social, rather 
than physical, strategies. It takes forms such as spreading hurtful rumors, excluding a peer 
from groups, and encouraging others to turn against a particular girl. Social media provide 
abundant new ways to express social aggression. For instance, girls can post photos of their 
parties on Instagram or Facebook so that those who were not invited are aware of their exclu-
sion (Simmons, 2011).

Relational aggression is not exclusive to girls—boys also engage in relational  aggression—
and additional factors such as popularity, confidence, and social competence can 
 encourage this form of aggression (Loflin & Barry, 2016; McQuade, Achufusi, Shoulberg, & 
 Murray-Close, 2014). However, studies suggest that girls are more likely to aggress indirectly 
than their male peers. One reason appears to be that, even at young ages, girls understand that 
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they are supposed to be nice to everyone, so they fear that being overtly mean or  competitive 
would lead to disapproval or punishment (McQuade et al., 2014; Simmons, 2004). Instead 
of learning how to work through feelings of anger, dislike, and so forth, young girls learn to 
express those feelings only indirectly.

Be Superwoman This is a fourth theme emerging in cultural expectations of women 
(Sandberg, 2013; Slaughter, 2015; Spar, 2013). Kimberly’s exhilaration (see box below) over 
the choices open to her is tempered by Maria’s impression that women feel they are required 
to try to have it all. It’s not enough to be just a homemaker and mother or just a career 
woman. Many young women today seem to feel they are expected to do it all.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 
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KIMBERLY

My mother and I talk about women, and she tells me that she’s glad she didn’t have so 
many options. She says it was easier for her than it is for me because she knew what 

she was supposed to do—marry and raise a family—and she didn’t have to go through 
the identity crisis that I do. I see her point, yet I kind of like having alternatives. I know 
I wouldn’t be happy investing my total self in a home and family. I just have to be out 
doing things in the world. But my best friend really wants to do that. She’s marrying a 

guy who wants that, too, so as soon as they’ve saved enough to be secure, they plan for 
her to quit work to raise a family. I know someone else who says she just flat out doesn’t 
want to marry. She wants to be a doctor, and she doesn’t think she can do that plus take 

care of a home and family, so she wants to stay single. I don’t really know yet if I will or 
won’t have kids, but it’s nice to know I can choose to go either way. My mother couldn’t.
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Female students talk with us frequently about the tension they feel trying to figure out 
how to have a rich family life and a successful career. The physical and psychological toll on 
women who try to do it all is well documented, and it shows no signs of abating (Coontz, 
2013; Kantor, 2012; Spar, 2013; Traister, 2012; Williams & Dempsey, 2014). Anne-Marie 
Slaughter, law professor and leader of a major think tank, has recently labeled this problem 
unfinished business, which refers to the need to balance career and family demands in ways 
that make gender equality a reality (Slaughter, 2015).

There Is No Single Meaning of Feminine Anymore This is the final theme 
of femininity in the current era. This theme reflects all the others and the contradictions 
inherent in them. A woman who is assertive and ambitious in a career is likely to meet with 
approval, disapproval, anger, and curiosity from some people and to be applauded by others. 
At the same time, a woman who chooses to stay home while her children are young will be 
criticized by some women and men, envied by others, and respected by still others. Perhaps, 
as Kimberly suggests in her commentary, there are many ways to be feminine, and we can 
respect all of them.

Prevailing themes of femininity in Western culture reveal both constancy and change. 
Traditional expectations of attractiveness and caring for others persist, as does the greater 
likelihood of negative treatment by others. Yet, today there are options that allow women 
with different talents, interests, and identities to define themselves in diverse ways and to 
chart life courses that suit them as individuals.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES 

Careers for Women: Gendered, Raced, and Classed
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MARIA

Women are expected to want to climb the business ladder, yet they are also expected to 
pick up the kids after school, make dinner, help with homework, and be a loving wife. I 
do not want a career that will ruin my family life or a family life that will ruin my career. 

How am I supposed to pick between my personal life and my career goals? Why is it that 
women are expected to sacrifice their careers or be superwomen who do it all but men 

don’t have to be that way?
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Growing Up outside Conventional Genders
Not every person grows up identifying with socially prescribed gender, sex, and sexual 
 orientation. For people who do not identify with and perform normative gender identity and 
heterosexuality, growing up can be particularly difficult. Homophobia is often used to police 
gender—pressuring girls to conform to femininity and boys to masculinity, and threatening 
discrimination or violence if they do not (Ehrensaft, 2016; Iszler, 2016; Nutt, 2015).

Social isolation also greets many people who are gender nonconforming or trans 
 (Boylan, 2013a, 2013b). They find themselves trapped in a society that conflates male, men, 
and  masculinity, as well as female, women, and femininity. It’s difficult to find in-between 
spaces, ways to blur rigid lines, and options to the binary choices of male/female, man/
woman,  masculine/feminine, and straight/gay. Consider this blog post from a 17-year-old 
 (Kellerman, 2012):

I’m CJ, formerly known as Chana. I’m also “genderqueer,” which, in my case, means that I feel 
part-female and part-male. I’m not sure yet whether I will transition or not…. My mother requested 
to list me on Facebook as her daughter, but I didn’t feel that that was totally right, but neither 
was “son.” But there was no other choice. I either have to be a brother or a sister to my sisters on 
 Facebook. And that’s not me. It’s troubling that I can’t be Facebook friends with my family and 
 correctly identify my relationships with them, because according to Facebook those relationships 
don’t exist. Or maybe I don’t exist. How strange is that?

For people who do not fit neatly into conventional sex and gender categories, it’s hard to 
find role models and equally difficult to find acceptance from family, peers, and society. Trans 
people also may be frustrated by others who hold wildly inaccurate assumptions about their 
identities. Of the students who have studied gender and communication with us over the 
years, a few have volunteered commentaries on growing up outside of conventional  gender 
roles. Ben, Zena, and Mike’s commentaries appear on this page and the next.

BEN

What it means to be a man depends totally on whether you’re gay or straight. I’m gay—
knew that since I was 9 or 10. And being gay is hell for a teenager. Other guys, the straight 

ones, called me names all through middle school and high school—fag, queer, girlie. It 
didn’t matter that I was big and toned and good at baseball. They totally excluded me 

because I was gay.

Until very recently, transgender and intersex people seldom made their identities or 
 struggles public. That’s changing as more and more people who don’t fit conventional 
 categories demand to be recognized and accepted on their own terms. One sign of  changing 
 attitudes toward transgender people is evolving school policies and laws. Some states and 
local districts have passed explicit antidiscrimination policies to ensure trans  students’ access 
to school facilities, including locker rooms and bathrooms. Many colleges have added gen-
der identity and expression to their nondiscrimination policies and passed gender-neutral 
housing policies. While federal law has not yet recognized gender identity and expression as 
a protected category, existing laws banning sex discrimination have been interpreted by the 
courts to protect trans and gender-nonconforming students (National Center for Transgen-
der Equality, 2015).
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Individuals who don’t fit into conventional categories for sex, gender, and sexual orien-
tation face challenges that most gender-conforming people can’t imagine. For those of you 
who fit comfortably in the conventional gender system, imagine this: You visit a doctor and 
learn that you are actually a different sex than you have believed yourself to be and than you 
identify with. If you identify as a woman, you discover that genetically you are male. If you 
identify as a man, you learn that genetically you are female. Your physiology and/or anatomy 
doesn’t match your self-concept. Everything from how you dress to whom you date to which 
bathroom you can use suddenly becomes an issue that you have to negotiate.

MIKE

I have no idea what it means to be a man. I’ve never felt I was one, never identified with 
men. As a kid, I liked to dress in my mother’s clothes until my dad caught me and beat 
the—out of me! I still identify more with women, and I think that I was meant to be a 
woman. Growing up looking like a male but feeling like a female meant that I didn’t 
belong anywhere, didn’t fit with anyone. It’s better now that I’m in college and have 
found some people like me, but there was nobody in my rural Southern hometown!

ZENA

I wear a tie always and a dress never. If I go to a doctor, I’m labeled “female,” but in 
everyday life, most people think I’m a “male.” The problem is, neither of those labels is 

right. Neither fits me. I’m both or neither or maybe something that is totally different than 
those stupid categories. Sexually, I’m attracted to both “males” and “females,” although 

more often to “females.” I have no interest in girlie things, but I’m sensitive to others and a 
very caring person. All I can say is that I’m Zena, and that’s a name I gave myself.

Stay with this hypothetical situation. Would you want to have hormone treatments and 
surgery so that your body was more consistent with your gender identity? The surgery is 
expensive and painful and hormonal treatments can have side effects. Or would you continue 
living as you have, looking and acting in accordance with your gender identity while know-
ing that by medical criteria you are actually a different sex? Or would you choose, instead, 
to change how you dress, style your hair, move, speak, and so forth in order to perform the 
gender that traditionally aligns with your genetic sex?

SUMMARY

Young children get first ideas about identity as they interact with parents and siblings who 
often see them and treat them as gendered. Additional messages about gender come as 
 children watch boy characters on television engaging in more adventurous, rugged play than 
girl characters. They see cereal boxes that feature girls with dolls and boys with guns. They 
play with peers who, because of their own socialization, exert pressure to conform to gender 
norms.

But socialization is not as deterministic as it may seem. Clearly, we are influenced by the 
expectations of our culture, family, and peers. Yet these expectations endure only to the 
extent that individuals and institutions sustain them. Through our own communication and 

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



154   CHAPTER 7 Becoming Gendered

the ways we act, we reinforce or challenge existing views of gender. As we do so, we contrib-
ute to forming social views that affect the extent to which each of us can define ourselves and 
live our lives on our own terms.

KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated, as well as in 
 alphabetical order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion 
website also provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts 
they represent. You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.

ego boundaries 139 gender identity 136

GENDER ONLINE

1. 7JTJU�+B[[�+FOOJOH�T�1VSQMF�3BJOCPX�'PVOEBUJPO�BU�http://www.transkidspurplerainbow 
.org. 4UBUJTUJDT�BCPVU�EJWFSTF�GBNJMZ�GPSNT�BSF�BWBJMBCMF�GSPN�UIF�$FOTVT�#VSFBV�BU�
http://www.census.gov/

2. $IFDL�PVU�UIF��4UJMM"#PZ�*OTUBHSBN�DBNQBJHO
�BWBJMBCMF�BU�https://www.instagram 
.com/stillaboy_/

3. 0OMJOF�TFBSDI�UFSNT��father role
�feminine socialization
�masculine socialization
�trans 
identity�

REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND ACTION

1. )PX�EJE�ZPVS�QBSFOUT�BOE�PS�TUFQQBSFOUT�NPEFM�HFOEFS �%PFT�ZPVS�PXO�FNCPEJNFOU�
PG�HFOEFS�SFGMFDU�UIFJS�JOGMVFODFT 

2. "OBMZ[F�IPX�ZPVS�FHP�CPVOEBSJFT�XPSL�JO�POF�QBSUJDVMBS�SFMBUJPOTIJQ�JO�ZPVS�MJGF��)PX�
EP�ZPVS�FHP�CPVOEBSJFT�CPUI�FOIBODF�BOE�DPOTUSBJO�UIBU�SFMBUJPOTIJQ 

3. 8F�PQFOFE�UIJT�DIBQUFS�CZ�BTLJOH�ZPV�UP�XSJUF�XIBU�JU�NFBOT�UP�ZPV�UP�CF�UIF�TFY�BOE�
HFOEFS�UIBU�ZPV�BSF�UPEBZ�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT��)PX�EPFT�ZPVS�SFTQPOTF�FDIP�PS�EJGGFS�
GSPN�UIFNFT�JO�UIF�SFTQPOTFT�PG�TUVEFOU�DPNNFOUBSJFT�QSFTFOUFE�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS �)PX�
EPFT�ZPVS�SFTQPOTF�EJGGFS�GSPN�PS�DPOUSBEJDU�UIFNFT�JO�UIF�DPNNFOUBSJFT�QSFTFOUFE�JO�
UIJT�DIBQUFS 

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

1. Tough Guise, 2 	,BU[
�����
��.FEJB�&EVDBUJPO�'PVOEBUJPO
����$FOUFS�4USFFU
�/PSUIBNQUPO
�
."��5IJT�GJMN�PGGFST�B�DSJUJDBM�QFSTQFDUJWF�PO�TPDJBMJ[BUJPO�UIBU�MJOLT�USBEJUJPOBM�NBTDVMJO�
JUZ�XJUI�BHHSFTTJPO�BOE�WJPMFODF��*U�JT�B�EJTUVSCJOH�WJEFP�BOE�BO�JNQPSUBOU�POF�

2. -BVSB�#BUFT
�	����
��Girl Up. 1SBJTFE�BT�iIBSE�IJUUJOH
w�iIJMBSJPVT
w�BOE�iCPME
w�#BUFT�UBDLMFT�
CPEZ�JNBHF
�NFEJB�SFQSFTFOUBUJPOT
�TFYVBM�IBSBTTNFOU
�BOE�PUIFS�JTTVFT�SFMBUFE�UP�
ZPVOH�XPNFO�BOE�DPOUFNQPSBSZ�GFNJOJTN�

3. .JDIBFM�.FTTOFS�JT�B�TDIPMBS�XIP�TUVEJFT�HFOEFS
�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�BT�JU�SFMBUFT�UP�BUIMFUJDT��
7JTJU�IJT�CMPH�BU�Huffington Post��http://www.huffingtonpost.com
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Knowledge Challenge:
t� 8IBU�HFOEFSFE�DIBMMFOHFT�EP�TUVEFOUT�GBDF�JO�TDIPPMT 
t� )PX�IBT�5JUMF�*9�BGGFDUFE�DPMMFHF�BUIMFUJDT 
t� )PX�JOGMVFOUJBM�BSF�HFOEFS�BOE�FDPOPNJD�TUBOEJOH�PO�TUVEFOUT��BDBEFNJD�

TVDDFTT 
t� 8IBU�JT�JOWJTJCMF�IBOE�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO 

"NFSJDB�T�TDIPPMT�BSF�GBJMJOH�CPZT��
'FXFS�NFO�UIBO�XPNFO�HSBEVBUF�
GSPN�IJHI�TDIPPM
�DPMMFHF
�PS�HSBEVBUF�
TDIPPM�CFDBVTF�TDIPPMT�BSF�IPTUJMF�
�FOWJSPONFOUT�GPS�CPZT�BOE�NFO�

"NFSJDB�T�TDIPPMT�BSF�GBJMJOH�HJSMT��
%FTQJUF�IJHIFS�HSBEFT�BOE�HSBEVBUJPO�
SBUFT
�UIFZ�HFU�MFTT�QSFTUJHJPVT�KPCT�BOE�
NBLF�MFTT�NPOFZ�UIBO�NFO�CFDBVTF�
TDIPPMT�EPO�U�QSFQBSF�UIFN�UP�TVDDFFE�

8IJDI�PG�UIF�BCPWF�DMBJNT�TFFNT�NPSF�BDDVSBUF�UP�ZPV �*G�ZPV�CFMJFWF�TDIPPMT�
BSF�CJBTFE�BHBJOTU�CPZT
�UIFSF�T�FWJEFODF�UP�TVQQPSU�ZPVS�CFMJFG��1BSUJDVMBSMZ�JO�
UIF�FBSMZ�HSBEFT
�UIF�EFNBOET�PG�TDIPPM�TJU�JO�ZPVS�TFBU
�CF�RVJFU�BOE�TUJMM
�GPDVT�
PO�MFTTPOT�GSVTUSBUF�NBOZ�ZPVOH�CPZT�XIPTF�EFWFMPQNFOUBM�TUBHF�NBLFT�JU�
EJGGJDVMU�GPS�UIFN�UP�CF�DBMN�BOE�UP�DPODFOUSBUF�

0S�QFSIBQT�ZPV�UIJOL�UIBU�TDIPPMT�EJTDSJNJOBUF�BHBJOTU�HJSMT��*G�TP
�UIFSF�T�
FWJEFODF�UP�TVQQPSU�UIBU�CFMJFG�UPP��1FSTJTUJOH�CJBTFT�EJTDPVSBHF�XPNFO�GSPN�
TUVEZJOH�TDJFODF
�NBUI
�BOE�UFDIOPMPHZ
�BOE�UIFSF�JT�MFTT�TVQQPSU�GPS�GFNBMF�
�BUIMFUFT�UIBO�NBMF�BUIMFUFT��*U�T�BMTP�UIF�DBTF�UIBU�FEVDBUJPO�DPOGFST�HSFBUFS�
�FDPOPNJD�CFOFGJU�PO�NFO�UIBO�PO�XPNFO�

5IF�UXP�DMBJNT�BEWBODF�B�GBMTF�EJDIPUPNZ�CZ�QJUUJOH�CPZT�BHBJOTU�HJSMT�BOE�
TVHHFTUJOH�POF�JT�CFUUFS�PS�XPSTF�PGG�JO�BO�BCTPMVUF�TFOTF��*O�BDUVBMJUZ
�TUVEFOUT�
PG�BMM�HFOEFST�JODMVEJOH�HFOEFS�OPODPOGPSNJOH�TUVEFOUT�GBDF�DIBMMFOHFT�
JO�TDIPPMT�TUBSUJOH�XJUI�LJOEFSHBSUFO�BOE�HPJOH�UISPVHI�QSPGFTTJPOBM�EFHSFF�
QSPHSBNT�

*O�UIJT�DIBQUFS
�XF�XJMM�FYQMPSF�IPX�TDIPPMT�TVQQPSU�PS�GBJM�UP�TVQQPSU�
TUVEFOUT�PG�BMM�TFYFT�BOE�HFOEFST��8F�XJMM�DPOTJEFS�FYQFDUBUJPOT�BOE�QSFTTVSFT�
UIBU�BSF�CBTFE�JO�BDBEFNJD�TUSVDUVSFT�BOE�QSBDUJDFT
�BUIMFUJDT
�BOE�QFFS�DVMUVSFT��

Gendered Education: 
Communication in 

Schools

Education is the most powerful weapon which you 
can use to change the world.
—Nelson Mandela
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Gendered Expectations and Pressures Facing 
Students
To understand the range of gendered dynamics facing students today, we’ll examine 
 academics, athletics, and peer cultures.

Academics
All students encounter gendered expectations and pressures in schools from kindergarten 
through graduate and professional school. We’ll consider gendered expectations affecting 
boys and men, girls and women, who are both cisgender and trans. We will also note the 
ways in which economic standing affects academic success.

Boys and Men Compared to girls, young boys tend to be more restless, have more 
physical energy, and have less impulse control. In addition, boys’ verbal skills mature later 
than those of girls, so young boys may be understandably frustrated by the strong emphasis 
on reading and writing in the early years of school.

These developmental differences make it difficult for many young boys to adjust to school 
contexts where they are supposed to sit quietly, follow instructions, and focus on teachers’ 
lesson plans (Garloch, 2009; Sax, 2016a; Whitmire, 2011). In other words, many elementary 
classrooms may not be boy friendly, which can render the early years of school a time of 
 frustration and often of failure for boys (Sommers, 2013; Tyre, 2009). Elementary teachers 
may reward girl students for their good classroom manners by giving them higher grades 
than their test scores alone would justify (Cornwell, Mustard, & Van Parys, 2013).

The challenges boys face in elementary grades may affect their success later in school. 
More women than men attend college and pursue graduate study. Currently, women  comprise 
57% of undergraduate enrollment and earn 60% of master’s and 52% of doctoral degrees in 
the United States (Mangan, 2012).

Personal choices also affect academic performance and success. From elementary school 
through college, boys and men spend less time preparing for classes and more time on  leisure 
activities such as sports, video games, and watching television than female students (Sax, 2016b). 
Choices of how to spend time—studying or relaxing—influence academic accomplishment.

Girls and Women Despite much effort to eliminate discrimination against women, 
not all barriers have disappeared. Women still face prejudice in particular fields such as 
 technology and natural sciences. In addition, what enables girls’ and women’s success in 
school may not prepare them for success in professional life.
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4FDPOE
�XF�XJMM�NPSF�CSJFGMZ�EJTDVTT�HFOEFSFE�FYQFDUBUJPOT�BOE�QSFTTVSFT�UIBU�
GBDVMUZ�GBDF��"T�XF�XJMM�TFF
�BMUIPVHI�TDIPPMT�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�OP�MPOHFS�EJT�
DSJNJOBUF�CMBUBOUMZ�CBTFE�PO�TFY
�HFOEFSFE�CJBTFT�BOE�JTTVFT�DPOUJOVF�UP�JOGVTF�
FEVDBUJPOBM�JOTUJUVUJPOT�

"T�ZPV�SFBE�UIJT�DIBQUFS
�LFFQ�JO�NJOE�UIBU�B�HSFBU�EFBM�JT�BU�TUBLF��4DIPPMT�
EP�NPSF�UIBO�JOTUSVDU�VT�JO�WBSJPVT�TVCKFDUT��5IFZ�BSF�BMTP�QPXFSGVM�BHFOUT�PG�
HFOEFS�TPDJBMJ[BUJPO��5IFZ�UFBDI�VT�XIBU�FBDI�TFY�JT�FYQFDUFE�UP�CF�BOE�UP�EP�
BOE�XIJDI�DBSFFST�BSF�BQQSPQSJBUF�GPS�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�
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The long-standing belief that females have less innate ability in math and science erects 
barriers to women’s study of science and math, not to mention barriers to careers in those 
fields. But the belief that girls are innately less gifted at science and math is not well sup-
ported. In fact, girls frequently outperform boys on a standard science test administered to 
students in developed countries. Girls outscore boys in a majority of countries, including 
China, Finland, Ireland, Sweden, Uruguay, Argentina, and Indonesia, whereas boys outper-
form girls in a minority of countries, including Canada, Chile, Peru, and the United States 
(Fairfield, 2013). The fact that girls in most countries score better than boys on science tests 
raises doubt about significant innate sex differences in scientific aptitude or ability.

Yet, in the United States, females progressively drop out of math and science curricula as 
they advance in school. One reason is persisting bias in the United States against female stu-
dents in math and science (Riegle-Crumb & Humphries, 2012; Why STEM Fields Still Don’t 
Draw More Women, 2012). This bias is manifest in various ways such as an advisor coun-
seling a female not to take an advanced math course because it is very rigorous, a physics 
teacher who never calls on female students, and assigning female students to marketing and 
male students to engineering on Robotics teams (Why STEM Fields Still Don’t Draw More 
Women, 2012).

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Single-Sex Educational Programs
8PVME�TJOHMF�TFY�TDIPPMT�PS�QSPHSBNT�TPMWF�
TPNF�PG�UIF�QSPCMFNT�XF�WF�EJTDVTTFE �
*G�UIFSF�XFSF�OP�HJSMT�JO�SFBEJOH�DMBTTFT
�
UFBDIFST�NJHIU�CF�BCMF�UP�HJWF�ZPVOH�
CPZT�UIF�IFMQ�UIFZ�OFFE�UP�EFWFMPQ�
SFBEJOH�TLJMMT��.JHIU�DPVSTFT�JO�TDJFODF�BOE�
DPNQVUFS�UFDIOPMPHZ�CF�EFWFMPQFE�UP�UBQ�
JOUP�HJSMT��BOE�XPNFO�T�JOUFSFTUT�TP�UIBU�
UIFZ�BSF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�FOUFS�45&.�GJFMET �
8PVME�GBDVMUZ�CF�NPSF�MJLFMZ�UP�NFOUPS�
GFNBMF�TUVEFOUT�BU�TDIPPMT�UIBU�EPO�U�BENJU�
NBMF�TUVEFOUT 

'SPN�FMFNFOUBSZ�TDIPPM�UISPVHI�DPMMFHF
�
IFUFSPTFYVBM�NBMFT�BOE�GFNBMFT�BSF�NPSF�
MJLFMZ�UP�NBLF�BDBEFNJDT�B�QSJPSJUZ�JO�TJOHMF�
TFY�TDIPPMT��*G�TUVEFOUT�BSFO�U�GPDVTFE�PO�
JNQSFTTJOH�NFNCFST�PG�UIF�PUIFS�TFY
�XPO�U�
UIFZ�TUVEZ�NPSF�XJUIPVU�XPSSZJOH�BCPVU�
TFFNJOH�MJLF�OFSET �5IF�GBDUT�PO�HSBEVBUFT�
PG�XPNFO�T�TDIPPMT�BSF�QFSTVBTJWF��
"MUIPVHI�XPNFO�T�DPMMFHFT�QSPEVDF�POMZ�
BCPVU����PG�BMM�GFNBMF�DPMMFHF�HSBEVBUFT
�B�

EJTQSPQPSUJPOBUF�OVNCFS�PG�XPNFO�JO�UIF�
6�4��$POHSFTT�BOE�SVOOJOH�UPQ�CVTJOFTTFT�
HSBEVBUFE�GSPN�XPNFO�T�DPMMFHFT�	4BMPNF
�
������4DFMGP
�������4QJFMIBHFO
�����
��8IFO�
UIF�DJUBEFM�XBT�BMM�NBMF
�JUT�HSBEVBUJPO�
SBUF�XBT�����NVDI�IJHIFS�UIBO�UIF�����
OBUJPOBM�BWFSBHF�	$JUBEFM
�����
�

#VU�DSJUJDT�PG�TJOHMF�TFY�FEVDBUJPO�BSHVF�
UIBU�TFY�TFHSFHBUFE�FEVDBUJPO�JTO�U�UIF�
BOTXFS�UP�HFOEFS�JOFRVJUJFT�JO�TDIPPMT��
5IFZ�UIJOL�B�CFUUFS�TPMVUJPO�JT�UP�NBLF�TVSF�
UIBU�TDIPPMT�TVQQPSU�BMM�TUVEFOUT�FRVBMMZ�TP�
UIBU�TUVEFOUT�PG�BMM�TFYFT�BOE�HFOEFST�IBWF�
UIF�TBNF�FEVDBUJPOBM�PQQPSUVOJUJFT�BOE�
TVQQPSU��"MTP
�TJOHMF�TFY�TDIPPMT�UFOE�UP�
CF�QSJWBUF
�UPP�FYQFOTJWF�GPS�NPTU�GBNJMJFT
�
BOE�PGUFO�FYDMVEF�USBOT�BOE�HFOEFS�
OPODPOGPSNJOH�TUVEFOUT��5IVT
�BMUIPVHI�
TJOHMF�TFY�TDIPPMT�NBZ�CFOFGJU�DJTHFOEFS�
DIJMESFO�GSPN�XFBMUIZ�GBNJMJFT
�UIFZ�BSF�
VOMJLFMZ�UP�IFMQ�UIF�NBKPSJUZ�PG�TUVEFOUT�
	3JWFST���#BSOFUU
�������4QJFMIBHFO
�����
�

TAKE A STAND:�8IBU�EP�ZPV�TFF�BT�UIF�BEWBOUBHFT�BOE�EJTBEWBOUBHFT�PG�TJOHMF�TFY�
TDIPPMT �8PVME�ZPV�XBOU�UP�BUUFOE�POF 
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There is also some faculty bias against female students in science. Researchers asked 
 science professors to review applications from students seeking a lab assistant job (Moss- 
Racusin, Dovidio, Brescoll, Graham, & Handelsman, 2012). The applications were identical 
except that they were randomly attributed to either a male or a female student. Science 
 professors who believed the applicant was male were more likely to hire the student, propose 
a higher salary, and offer mentoring than professors who believed the identical application 
was submitted by a female. In a similar study, researchers at the University of Pennsylvania 
emailed professors with identical requests for mentoring meetings, but the email authors 
were assigned different names, such as Brad Anderson, Lamar Washington, Juanita Martinez, 
Sonali Desai, and Mei Chen. There were large disparities in response rates. Women and 
minorities were significantly less likely to receive a response or a positive response, and 
women and minorities were least likely to get a positive response from professors at private 
schools in fields that led to lucrative positions (Vedantam, 2014).

SCARLETT

I always liked science. Right from the first grade, it was my favorite subject. The older 
I got, though, the more I felt odd in my science classes. Especially in college after the 

required courses, I felt odd. Sometimes, I was the only woman in a class. I was majoring 
in early education and just took science electives for fun. That changed when I had a 

woman professor in a course about unsolved problems in biology. She was really good, 
and so was the course, but to me the main thing was seeing a woman teaching science. 

That’s when I decided to change my major and become a science teacher.

Another reason young women may drop out of math and science courses is stereotypes 
of both the fields and the sexes. There is a precipitous drop in the number of girls seeking 
training in computer science as they move from middle school to high school (Williams & 
Dempsey, 2014). It’s not coincidental that this is precisely the time at which efforts to meet 
gender ideals peak. In other words, as they pass through puberty and become more aware of 
themselves as gendered and sexed beings, many young women shy away from being geeky or 
seeming overly smart. In addition, women place a higher priority than men on helping others 
and making the world better, which are not goals many associate with careers in technology 
and math (Sander, 2012). And yet the health and growth of society depend deeply on a work 
force skilled in sciences, math, and technology.

To address this problem, a number of schools have begun to revise curricula to empha-
size the social goods that science serves, which makes the fields more attractive to women 
students (“Why STEM,” 2012). In 2014, University of California, Berkeley, launched a new 
Ph.d. minor in engineering focused on designing cost-effective solutions to problems plagu-
ing low-income communities. When that program was announced, 50% of the enrollees were 
women (Nilsson, 2015). Similarly, women make up 74% of students in MIT’s D-Lab, which 
develops “technologies that improve the lives of people living in poverty” (Nilsson, 2015, 
p. A17), and Princeton’s student chapter of Engineers Without Borders has a 70% female 
board (Nilsson, 2015). When engineering is tied to social goods, women are interested.

In addition to gendered biases in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM), girls and women face other challenges in academic environments. The very behav-
iors that facilitate girls’ success in school, particularly the early grades, may work against 
them later in life. The praise girls earn for completing work, following directions, being neat, 
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and minding the teacher don’t teach girls to think and act independently, take risks, and con-
sider when it might be useful to bend or break rules, all of which can facilitate career success.

ALLIE

My grandmother is really smart, but she wasn’t able to go to college. Her father sent her 
four brothers to college, but he said girls didn’t need an education. When she was 34, her 

husband died and she had three kids to support on her own. It surely would have been 
easier on her if she’d had a degree so she was qualified for a good job instead of the one 

she had to take.

Another form of academic gender bias is curricula that misrepresent or erase women and 
gender-nonconforming people. Consider how history is taught. Accounts of wars focus on 
battles and military leaders. Seldom noted are the contributions of women either on the bat-
tlefields or at home. Who kept families intact and food on the table while men fought? Who 
manufactured supplies for troops on the front? Chronicles of important events such as the 
civil rights movement focus on male leaders’ speeches and press conferences and obscure 
the ways in which women contributed to the movements. We are taught about the leadership 
of Stokely Carmichael, Malcolm X, and the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., but few of us 
learn about Ella Baker’s pivotal work in organizing neighborhoods in support of civil rights 
(Parker, 2006; Ransby, 2003), Pauli Murray’s courageous defiance of discrimination against 
women and people of color, or the activism that took place in African-American beauty 
shops during the Jim Crow era (Gill, 2010; Scott-Bell, 2016).

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Name That (Wo)man
*O�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�DPMVNOT
�OBNF����GBNPVT�
XPNFO�BOE����GBNPVT�NFO�JO�6�4��IJTUPSZ

Write the names of 10 famous men: 

NBEF�TJHOJGJDBOU�DPOUSJCVUJPOT�UP�FDPOPNJD
�
QPMJUJDBM
�TDJFOUJGJD
�PS�TPDJBM�QSPHSFTT�

Write the names of 10 famous women:

TAKE A STAND:�$PNQBSF�ZPVS�FYQFSJFODFT�HFOFSBUJOH�OBNFT�GPS�FBDI�DPMVNO��8IBU�
EPFT�UIJT�DPNQBSJTPO�UFMM�ZPV�BCPVU�HFOEFS�CJBT�JO�DVSSJDVMB 
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If women are included in curricula, they tend to fall into two categories. First, there are 
women who fit traditional stereotypes of women. For example, most of us learned that Betsy 
Ross sewed the first American flag and Florence Nightingale nursed soldiers. A second group 
of women included in curricula distinguished themselves on men’s terms and in masculine 
contexts. Mother Jones, for example, was a powerful union organizer, Amelia Earhart flew as 
well as men, and Annie Oakley could outshoot most men. Women in this category tend to be 
represented as exceptional cases—as atypical of women in general. Yet, throughout history, 
women have made extraordinary contributions to political, social, educational, and domestic 
life. Women such as Mary White Ovington, Jessie Daniel Ames, and Myrtilla Miner, who 
changed the world on their own terms, remain invisible in most history curricula (Arneson, 
2014; Spitzack & Carter, 1987).

Similarly, gender-nonconforming people are rarely mentioned in curricula; if they are, 
their gender identities are generally obscured or erased. For example, Joan of Arc is generally 
remembered as a saint and military leader. Often overlooked is Joan of Arc’s embrace of a 
masculine appearance, which was the primary charge for which she was sentenced to death 
(Feinberg, 1997). In another example, Pauli Murray is recognized for her contributions to 
civil rights and feminism, but her struggles as “a black gender-nonconforming woman who 
explored hormonal masculinization in the 1940s” (Stryker & Bettcher, 2016, p. 9) are seldom 
acknowledged.

Historical epochs tend to be taught in terms of their effects on men while neglecting their 
impact on women, people of color, and other historically disenfranchised communities. For 
instance, textbooks represent the Renaissance as a period of rebirth and progress in human 
life because it expanded men’s options. The Renaissance is not taught in terms of its impact 
in reducing the status and opportunities of most women, nor its fueling European conquest 
and colonization of Africa, Asia, and the Americas. The Enlightenment is taught as a time 
when reason ascended as the surest route to truth and human progress. The Enlightenment 
is not taught as a time when women and people of color were considered inferior because 
they were assumed to have limited capacity to reason. The Industrial Revolution is taught 
as a time when mechanization of production systems enabled mass production, which pro-
pelled factories as the primary workplace for men. The Industrial Revolution is not repre-
sented in terms of how it changed women’s lives, work, and relationships with their husbands 
and children.

Even science, which we might assume is a highly objective field, has gender stereotypes 
that can distort knowledge (Rosser, 2012). For instance, until recently science textbooks rou-
tinely misrepresented the process of human reproduction by describing vigorous sperm as 
invading the passively waiting egg. When research proved that the egg is actually quite active 
in controlling which sperm it allows to enter, many science books revised their description of 
the process (Hammonds, 1998). As this example shows, gender stereotypes can be corrected 
when people heed evidence that disproves them. For this reason, curricula, including those 
in science, are less gender biased than in the past.

As we have seen, sexism in education intersects with other forms of discrimination: rac-
ism, classism, and heterosexism. Not just any males are presented as the standard: White, 
heterosexual, able-bodied, and middle- and upper-class men continue to be depicted as the 
norm in textbooks. How often have you studied contributions of lesbians, gays, trans peo-
ple, or people with disabilities? How frequently did you learn about the lives and contribu-
tions of economically disadvantaged people? Have you learned about African Americans 
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in journalism, Asian and Asian-American writers, scientists of Central or Latin-Ameri-
can descent, or African economists? Women, people of color, people with disabilities, and 
LGBTQ people continue to be underrepresented in educational materials, where the refer-
ence point has been and remains white, cisgender, heterosexual, able-bodied, and middle- 
and upper-class males.

Gender-stereotyped curricular material diminishes education for all students. When 
schools teach primarily about straight, white, wealthy men and their experiences, perspec-
tives, and accomplishments, students are deprived of understanding the perspectives and 
contributions of most of the population. On a more personal level, biases in instructional 
content encourage straight, white, able-bodied, middle-class men to see themselves as able to 
fulfill high ambitions and affect the course of events and discourage women and minorities 
from those self-perceptions (Smith, 2004b; “Why STEM,” 2012).

LGBTQ Students Students who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, inter-
sex, or genderqueer also face challenges and discrimination in school settings. Despite some 
schools’ efforts to eliminate barriers to LGBTQ students (Misner, 2014), many schools still 
have practices and policies that range from unintentionally inequitable to blatantly exclu-
sionary or hostile.

Many of the challenges faced by LGBTQ students stem from the gender binary that 
infuses schools as well as society overall. The gender binary assumes that people fit neatly 
and completely into two sex and gender categories, but that isn’t the case for everyone. How 
do gender-segregated bathrooms compromise the rights and safety of trans and genderqueer 
students? To what extent do women’s colleges accommodate trans students? Given that most 
sports are divided by sex, on which teams should trans athletes compete? Which locker 
rooms should they use?

The assumption of cisgendered heterosexuality pervades schools as it does in other insti-
tutions. Books to teach reading in the first grade often involve a family of characters: Mama 
Bear, Papa Bear, and Baby Bear. Snow White falls for the cisman Prince Charming. In ele-
mentary school, children often make cards for Mother’s Day and Father’s Day, despite the 
fact that the traditional nuclear family is no longer the majority family form in the United 
States (Baxter, 2014). How do such heterosexual, nuclear family models make children with 
a single parent, or two mothers, or two fathers feel? Novels assigned in literature classes in 
more advanced grades usually feature heterosexual romances and traditional nuclear fami-
lies, again proclaiming heterosexuality as normal and right.

The presumption of heterosexuality continues throughout education. The process of 
assigning roommates in single-sex dormitories assumes students are cisgender and hetero-
sexual. For example, if a transman applies to a university and is required to use his legal 
name and sex, whether those match his gender identity or not, what are his options in apply-
ing for housing and a roommate? Given the persistence of homophobia on campuses, to 
what extent should gay and lesbian students feel safe in disclosing their sexual orientation 
to assigned roommates? Should gay or lesbian students be expected to disclose their sexual 
orientation when straight men and women aren’t expected to announce their sexual orienta-
tion? Does the student health insurance plan cover the physical and psychological needs of 
LGBTQ students (DeSantis, 2013)? As these questions demonstrate, the personal experience 
and identity of students who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender are at odds with some 
campus cultures.
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V

Maybe I have just been chased out of too many bathrooms, but gender-segregated 
bathrooms are the worst! Why do you have to assign it a gender? Especially when so 

many bathrooms are just one stall. I always have a small amount of anxiety walking into 
a women’s bathroom. It’s that moment when I am walking to the stall, or just standing in 
line, that I find myself trying to make my chest stand out or avoiding eye contact to make 
it seem like I belong, even though I don’t feel like I do. I think most people are concerned 

with what they do in the stalls, but for me it’s what happens before and after that is 
stressful.

The unspoken norms of the gender binary and heterosexuality aren’t a problem for most 
students. In fact, most students don’t even notice that those norms shape numerous school 
policies and practices. However, if you aren’t a straight, cisgender man or woman, then the 
disconnect between your identity and the normative practices of educational settings can be 
a source of discomfort, alienation, and even danger.

Gender Isn’t the Whole Story Before ending this section of the chapter, we should 
note that academic challenges are not exclusively tied to gender or sexual orientation. The 
gap between female and male success in schools, while important, is eclipsed by the gap 
between rich and poor students (Duncan & Murane, 2011; Noah, 2012; Stiglitz, 2012). On 
standardized tests, the gap between low-income and affluent students’ scores has grown by 
40% since the 1980s (Tavernise, 2012).

The growing chasm between educational achievement by rich and poor students is due, in 
large measure, to the greater investments of time and other resources that economically well-
off parents make in their children. Affluent parents have the luxury of spending more time 
reading and talking to children. It’s no surprise that children who are immersed in language 
from birth develop strong language and conceptual skills. Affluent parents also provide their 
children with enrichments—summer camp, tutors, travel, and SAT preparation classes—that 
less wealthy parents cannot afford (Brooks, 2012; Noah, 2012). All of those investments in 
children pay off in schooling where affluent children tend to be more comfortable, better 
prepared, and, ultimately, more successful.

Athletics
Today’s female students enjoy unprecedented opportunities to participate in athletics. In 
large part, that is due to Title IX. There are three basic parts of Title IX as it applies to athlet-
ics (Title IX Q & A, 2008; Ware, 2014):
� ��� 8PNFO�NVTU�CF�QSPWJEFE�BO�FRVJUBCMF�PQQPSUVOJUZ�UP�QBSUJDJQBUF�JO�TQPSUT�	OPU�OFDFT�

TBSJMZ�JEFOUJDBM�TQPSUT�CVU�BO�FRVBM�PQQPSUVOJUZ�UP�QMBZ
�
� ��� $PMMFHFT�NVTU�QSPWJEF�GFNBMF�BUIMFUFT�XJUI�BUIMFUJD�TDIPMBSTIJQ�EPMMBST�QSPQPSUJPOBM�UP�

UIFJS�QBSUJDJQBUJPO��'PS�JOTUBODF
�JG�UIFSF�BSF�����NBMF�BUIMFUFT�BOE����GFNBMF�BUIMFUFT�
BU�B�TDIPPM�UIBU�IBT�B�����
����BUIMFUJD�TDIPMBSTIJQ�CVEHFU
�UIFO�GFNBMF�BUIMFUFT�NVTU�
SFDFJWF����
����JO�TDIPMBSTIJQT�

� ��� &RVBM�USFBUNFOU�JODMVEFT�NPSF�UIBO�QMBZJOH�UJNF�BOE�TDIPMBSTIJQ��4DIPPMT�BSF�BMTP�
SFRVJSFE�UP�QSPWJEF�GFNBMF�BOE�NBMF�BUIMFUFT�XJUI�FRVJWBMFOU�FRVJQNFOU�BOE�TVQQMJFT
�
QSBDUJDF�UJNFT
�USBWFM�BOE�EBJMZ�BMMPXBODF
�UVUPSJOH
�DPBDIJOH
�MPDLFS�SPPNT�BOE�GBDJMJ�
UJFT
�QVCMJDJUZ�BOE�QSPNPUJPOT
�SFDSVJUNFOU�QSPHSBNT
�BOE�TVQQPSU�TFSWJDFT�
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Despite Title IX, the playing field still is not exactly even. Girls who play fierce baseball 
in elementary school too often are told they can’t be on the middle-school or high-school 
baseball team and are routed instead to softball (Ring, 2013). At the college level, male ath-
letes and coaches of men’s teams continue to have more support, financial and otherwise, 
than female athletes and coaches of women’s teams. In addition, male athletes are more 
likely than female athletes to get academic tutoring and prime schedules and venues for 
practice.

The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) is not required to comply with 
Title IX guidelines. And it doesn’t. For each NCAA game a team plays in the men’s tourna-
ment, that team’s conference is awarded over $250,000 plus the same amount each of the next 
five years. Women’s teams get $0 for each game they win. Although some people think that 
men’s teams deserve money because they are moneymakers, women’s teams also earn reve-
nue. They are broadcast on ESPN and many of their games sell out (Zimbalist, 2016). Some 
argue that an emphasis on revenue harms male athletes. Revenue-generating sports—namely, 
football and men’s basketball—absorb 78% of the budget for men’s athletics at Division I uni-
versities, forcing cuts or program elimination for nonrevenue men’s sports like swimming, 
wrestling, and baseball (Fagan & Cyphers, 2012).

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Straddling Two Cultures
'JSTU�HFOFSBUJPO�DPMMFHF�TUVEFOUT�
NBLF�VQ�BU�MFBTU�����	)PVTFM
�����
�PG�
VOEFSHSBEVBUFT�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT��
*O�BEEJUJPO�UP�OFHPUJBUJOH�BMM�PG�UIF�
DIBMMFOHFT�UIBU�GBDF�PUIFS�TUVEFOUT
�GJSTU�
HFOFSBUJPO�VOEFSHSBEVBUFT�PGUFO�IBWF�
UIF�FYUSB�DIBMMFOHF�PG�MFBSOJOH�IPX�UP�
OBWJHBUF�UIF�TPDJBM�DPOUFYU�PG�DPMMFHF�MJGF��
5IFTF�TUVEFOUT�GJOE�UIFNTFMWFT�USZJOH�
UP�TUSBEEMF�UXP�DVMUVSFT�UIF�XPSLJOH�
DMBTT�DVMUVSF�JO�XIJDI�UIFZ�HSFX�VQ�BOE�
UIF�NJEEMF��UP�VQQFS�DMBTT�DVMUVSF�PG�
BDBEFNJD�JOTUJUVUJPOT��$POTJEFS�UIFTF�
FYBNQMFT�PG�EJTDPOOFDUT�FYQFSJFODFE�
CZ�GJSTU�HFOFSBUJPO�DPMMFHF�TUVEFOUT�
	)PVTFM
̓������4UFQIFOT
�)BNFEBOJ
���
%FTUJO
�����
�

t� -JTUFOJOH�UP�QFFST�UBML�BCPVU�VQDPN�
JOH�TVNNFS�WBDBUJPOT�PS�TUVEZ�BCSPBE�
PQQPSUVOJUJFT
�XIJDI�UIFJS�GBNJMJFT�DPVME�
OPU�BGGPSE�

t� (PJOH�UP�TZNQIPOJFT�BOE�NVTFVNT
�
OFJUIFS�PG�XIJDI�UIFZ�IBE�FWFS�BUUFOEFE�

t� (PJOH�UP�SFTUBVSBOUT�UIBU�TFSWFE�JOUFS�
OBUJPOBM�GPPET
�XIJDI�UIFZ�IBE�OFWFS�
FODPVOUFSFE�BU�IPNF�

t� )BWJOH�UP�SFMZ�PO�BEWJTPST�NPSF�UIBO�
QFFST�CFDBVTF�QBSFOUT�DBOOPU�QSPWJEF�
BEWJDF�PO�PUIFS�BTQFDUT�PG�DPMMFHF�MJGF�
TVDI�BT�XIJDI�DMBTTFT�UP�UBLF�

8IFO�GJSTU�HFOFSBUJPO�DPMMFHF�TUVEFOUT�
HP̓IPNF
�UIFZ�PGUFO�FYQFSJFODF�B�
EJGGFSFOU̓BOE�FRVBMMZ�VOTFUUMJOH�TFU�PG�
EJTDPOOFDUT�
t� #FJOH�BDDVTFE�PG�BDUJOH�iTUVDL�VQw�PS�

iUPP�HPPEw�GPS�GBNJMZ�NFNCFST�
t� 3JEJDVMFE�GPS�SFWFBMJOH�XIBU�UIFZ�IBWF�

MFBSOFE�BU�DPMMFHF�PS�GPS�WPDBCVMBSZ�UIBU�
JT�VOGBNJMJBS�UP�GBNJMZ�NFNCFST�

t� 'FFMJOH�SFTFOUNFOU�GSPN�GBNJMZ�BOE�
GSJFOET�GSPN�QSJNBSZ�BOE�TFDPOEBSZ�
TDIPPM�

TAKE A STAND:�*G�ZPV�BSF�B�GJSTU�HFOFSBUJPO�DPMMFHF�TUVEFOU
�XIJDI�PG�UIF�BCPWF�
FYQFSJFODFT�BSF�GBNJMJBS�UP�ZPV �8PVME�ZPV�BEE�BOZUIJOH�UP�UIJT�MJTU �*G�ZPV�BSF�OPU�B�
GJSTU�HFOFSBUJPO�DPMMFHF�TUVEFOU
�XIJDI�PG�UIF�BCPWF�FYQFSJFODFT�DBO�ZPV�JEFOUJGZ�PO�
ZPVS̓DBNQVT 
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5IF�/$""�QSPWJEFT�TVCTUBOUJBM�NPOFUBSZ�BXBSET�GPS�NFO�T�UFBNT�UIBU�QMBZ�JO�UIF�
UPVSOBNFOU�CVU�EPFT�OPU�QSPWJEF�NPOFUBSZ�BXBSET�GPS�XPNFO�T�UFBNT�
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HEATHER

This school claims to go by Title IX, but the support for women athletes doesn’t even 
come close to what men get. The school is fair about the number of women it recruits 

and funds with scholarships, but that’s where the equity stops. The men have tutors who 
basically babysit them through their classes. We are expected to earn our own grades. 
They have the best practice times on the field; we get the leftover times. They get more 

travel allowance than we do, and they get a lot more publicity.

Some colleges and universities use deceptive practices to appear to comply with Title IX 
while actually undermining gender equity in athletics (Thomas, 2011; Zimbalist, 2016). Some 
schools require women who are cross-country runners to join the indoor and outdoor track 
teams, which allow the schools to count each runner three times in tallying up the number of 
women athletes it has. Some Division I schools count male players who practice with women 
as female athletes. Other schools pad the rosters of female athletes by adding players to teams 
when the numbers are counted and then cutting the players after the count is done.

Inequities in athletics have consequences beyond the school years. Girls and women who 
participate in sports are more likely to pursue additional education and have higher earning 
power in their 20s and 30s (the latest ages for which data are available). They are also more 
likely to be healthy on many measures, including weight (Parker-Pope, 2010a).

Gender Pressures from Peers
The power of peer pressure is no myth. To be accepted by peers, many students work hard to 
conform to prevailing expectations for their gender. Schools are a training ground for adult-
hood, and peers are primary agents of gender socialization.
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Title IX: Fiction and Fact
"MUIPVHI�5JUMF�*9�IBT�CFFO�BSPVOE�GPS�NPSF�
UIBO����ZFBST
�JU�JT�TUJMM�XJEFMZ�NJTVOEFS�
TUPPE��$IFDL�ZPVS�VOEFSTUBOEJOH�PG�5JUMF�*9�
	.FTTOFS
�������/FJOBT
�������4VHHT
�������
5JUMF�*9�2���"
�������;JNCBMJTU
�����
�

Fiction�� 5JUMF�*9�GPDVTFT�PO�BUIMFUJDT�
Fact�� �"MUIPVHI�5JUMF�*9�IBT�CFDPNF�

BMNPTU�TZOPOZNPVT�XJUI�BUIMFUJDT
�
JU�JT�B�WFSZ�TNBMM�QBSU�PG�XIBU�UIF�
MFHJTMBUJPO�BEESFTTFT�

Fiction�� �5JUMF�*9�JT�CJOEJOH�PO�BMM�TDIPPMT�JO�
UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�

Fact�� �5JUMF�*9�JT�CJOEJOH�POMZ�PO�TDIPPMT�
UIBU�BDDFQU�GFEFSBM�GVOET�

Fiction�� �5JUMF�*9�CBOT�TFY�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO�
POMZ�JO�BUIMFUJDT�

Fact�� �5JUMF�*9�CBOT�TFY�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO�
PG�BMM�TPSUT�JO�GFEFSBMMZ�TVQQPSUFE�
TDIPPMT��5IJT�BQQMJFT�UP�BDBEFNJDT�
BT�XFMM�BT�BUIMFUJDT�

Fiction�� �5JUMF�*9�IBT�SFEVDFE�PQQPSUVOJUJFT�
GPS�NBMF�DPMMFHF�BUIMFUFT�

Fact�� �4JODF�UIF�QBTTBHF�PG�5JUMF�*9
�DPM�
MFHF�NFO�T�TQPSUT�PQQPSUVOJUJFT�
IBWF�BDUVBMMZ�JODSFBTFE��4PNF�
TDIPPMT�IBWF�DVU�TQFDJGJD�NFO�T�
UFBNT
�CVU�PWFSBMM�NBMF�BUIMFUFT�

IBWF�NPSF�PQQPSUVOJUJFT��'VSUIFS
�
JO������UIFSF�BSF���
����NPSF�
NBMF�BUIMFUFT�JO�DPMMFHFT�UIBO�
UIFSF�XFSF�JO������

Fiction�� �5JUMF�*9�SFRVJSFT�JEFOUJDBM�BUIMFUJD�
QSPHSBNT�GPS�NBMFT�BOE�GFNBMFT�

Fact�� �5JUMF�*9�EPFT�OPU�SFRVJSF�UIBU�NFO�T�
BOE�XPNFO�T�UFBNT�SFDFJWF�JEFO�
UJDBM�TVQQPSU��*OTUFBE
�JU�SFRVJSFT�
UIBU�UIFZ�SFDFJWF�DPNQBSBCMF�
MFWFMT�PG�TFSWJDF
�TVQQMJFT
�BOE�GBDJM�
JUJFT��7BSJBUJPOT�CFUXFFO�NFO�T�BOE�
XPNFO�T�QSPHSBNT�BSF�BMMPXFE�

Fiction�� �#FDBVTF�PG�5JUMF�*9
�DPMMFHFT�UIBU�
SFDFJWF�GFEFSBM�GVOET�QSPWJEF�GVMMZ�
FRVBM�TVQQPSU�UP�XPNFO�T�BOE�
NFO�T�TQPSUT�

Fact�� �$PNQBSFE�UP�NBMF�BUIMFUFT
�GFNBMF�
BUIMFUFT�SFDFJWF�GFXFS�TDIPMBSTIJQ�
EPMMBST
�BOE�UIFJS�UFBNT�HFU�GFXFS�
EPMMBST�GPS�SFDSVJUJOH�BOE�PQFSBUJOH�
UFBNT�

Fiction�� �.PTU�"NFSJDBOT�BSF�PQQPTFE�UP�
5JUMF�*9�

Fact�� �*O�B�SFDFOU�QPMM
�����PG�"NFSJDBOT�
TBJE�UIFZ�TVQQPSU�5JUMF�*9��5IF�QPMM�
JODMVEFE�BMM�QPMJUJDBM�QBSUJFT�BOE�
QFPQMF�XJUI�BOE�XJUIPVU�DIJMESFO�

TAKE A STAND:�"SF�ZPV�TBUJTGJFE�XJUI�5JUMF�*9�BT�JU�JT�DVSSFOUMZ�JNQMFNFOUFE �*G�TP
�XIZ �
*G�OPU
�IPX�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�JU�TIPVME�CF�NPEJGJFE 

SCOTT

On this campus, Greeks are cool. It took me just a few weeks on campus to figure out that 
if I wanted to be popular in college, I had to join a fraternity. So I rushed and pledged 

my first year. I like being part of the group and being considered cool, but I’m still 
uncomfortable with some of what goes on in the house. Some of the brothers talk about 
girls like they’re all sluts, and if you don’t go along with that talk, you’re a jerk. Same with 

drinking—you have to drink a lot to be in with the group.

Pressures to Conform to Masculinity As young boys grow into adolescence, male 
peer groups reinforce masculine identification. Cisgender men often engage in drinking 
and sexual activity to demonstrate their masculinity, and they encourage the same in peers 
( Bennett, 2015; Kimmel, 2008). To be accepted by their peers, some men do things as part of 
the group that they would never consider doing as individuals.
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Male students often enjoy athletic activities since the field and the court are primary 
social venues where male students find companionship and camaraderie. But male students 
who don’t want to play sports or don’t have time may perceive peer pressure to play sports 
either on school or club teams or intramural teams.

Students of color, especially black men, often encounter obstacles rarely faced by other 
students. Fewer black men graduate from high school, attend college, graduate from col-
lege, and receive advanced degrees than white men, white women, or black women (Patton, 
2012). Financial circumstances make it difficult or impossible for some black men to attend 
college (Patton, 2012). In addition, black students, whether male or female, are more likely 
than white students to attend high schools that provide less rigorous coursework, offer fewer 
classes necessary for college admission, and have less experienced teachers (Toldson, 2014).

Pressures to Conform to Femininity Female peer groups tend to encourage and 
reward compliance with feminine stereotypes. Girls often make fun of or exclude peers who 
don’t wear popular brands of clothing or who weigh more than what is considered ideal 
(Spar, 2013).

SPENCER

Tuition is nothing compared to what you have to spend to dress well! At this school, it’s 
almost like there is a competition among girls to dress in the latest styles. If you’re not 

wearing the cool boots or not layering the way models do in Marie Claire, you’re just out 
of it. It takes a lot of money to buy all of the clothes and pay for haircuts and manicures. 

It also takes huge amounts of time that I could spend other ways.

In addition, girls and women are particularly targeted for sexual harassment and assault. 
From the earliest years of school through college and graduate education, girls and women 
report that they experience jeering, lewd suggestions, and unwanted physical contact from 
other students (Paludi, Martin, Gruber, & Fineran, 2015). And boys are not exempt, as the 
Penn State scandal shows. Yet, while both sexes report being subjected to sexual comments, 
gestures, and jokes, harassment that includes touching or forced sexual activity is more com-
monly experienced by girls than boys.

Sexual discrimination and harassment are not confined to peer interactions. Faculty and 
coaches may harass and discriminate against women. Ranging from comments on appear-
ance instead of on academic work to offers of higher grades for sexual favors, these actions 
make women students’ sex more salient than their abilities and aspirations. In treating 
women as sexual objects, such actions tell women students that they are not taken seriously 
as members of an intellectual community.

BAILEY

It’s so unfair how professors treat women. I’m a serious student, and I plan a business 
career, but my professors have never asked me about my career plans. Even when I bring 

the subject up, all I get is really superficial stuff—like they really don’t want to talk to 
me. One of my boyfriend’s teachers invited him to have coffee and talk about graduate 

school. My boyfriend didn’t even have to ask! They spent over an hour just talking about 
what he would do after undergraduate school. And my grades are better than his!
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An increasing problem for all students is bullying, which is behavior intended to hurt, 
embarrass, shame, or intimidate another person. Bullying behaviors include words, physical 
actions, and nonverbal behaviors that can cause emotional, sexual, or physical harm. Bully-
ing is often directed at people who do not conform to gender prescriptions (Martocci, 2015).

For women, peer pressures often increase during the college years. Studies of women stu-
dents at colleges and universities report that they feel two sets of pressures: to be successful 
as women—attractive and fun to be with—and to be academically successful. Women feel 
compelled to achieve effortless perfection: to be beautiful, fit, popular, smart, and accom-
plished without any visible effort (Dube, 2004; Hinshaw, 2009). Many undergraduate women 
say they feel enormous pressure to be perfect—to earn high grades, have leadership roles 
in campus groups, and excel in sports while also being nice, kind, caring, and pleasing to 
others (Girls Incorporated, 2006; Orenstein, 2011b). Amy Yao (2013) writes that “the race 
to become ‘effortlessly perfect’ is still a very significant, albeit unspoken, part of our reality.”

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Creating Victims or Protecting Victims?
"SF�XPNFO�PS�NFO�SFTQPOTJCMF�GPS�TUPQ�
QJOH�SBQF �4IPVME�XPNFO�CF�UPME�UIBU�
ESJOLJOH�BMDPIPM�JODSFBTFT�UIFJS�SJTL�PG�
CFJOH�SBQFE�PS�JT�UIBU�CMBNJOH�UIF�WJDUJN �
%P�DBNQVT�QPMJDJFT�BHBJOTU�TFYVBM�BTTBVMU�
BOE�IBSBTTNFOU�NBLF�JU�UPP�EJGGJDVMU�GPS�
TUVEFOUT�XIP�BSF�BDDVTFE�PG�NJTDPOEVDU�UP�
EFGFOE�UIFNTFMWFT �%P�FGGPSUT�UP�QSPUFDU�
BHBJOTU�TFYVBM�BTTBVMU�HP�UPP�GBS�JO�SFQSF�
TFOUJOH�UIF�EBOHFST�PG�TFY�BOE�PCTDVSJOH�
UIF�QMFBTVSFT�PG�TFY 

5IFTF�RVFTUJPOT�BSF�BU�UIF�DFOUFS�PG�B�
IFBUFE�BOE�MPOH�TUBOEJOH�DPOUSPWFSTZ�
BCPVU�IPX�GFNJOJTUT�TIPVME�OFHPUJBUF�
JTTVFT�SFMBUFE�UP�SBQF�BOE�TFY�	#B[FMPO
�
����
��'FNJOJTUT�TVDI�BT�+BOFU�)BMMFZ
�B�
)BSWBSE�MBX�QSPGFTTPS
�CFMJFWF�UIBU�FGGPSUT�
UP�TBGFHVBSE�XPNFO�GSPN�VOXBOUFE�TFY�
IBWF�HPOF�UPP�GBS�JO�QPSUSBZJOH�XPNFO�BT�
WVMOFSBCMF�BOE�JO�OFFE�PG�QSPUFDUJPO�CZ�
PUIFST��'PS�UIFTF�GFNJOJTUT
�PWFSQSPUFDUJWF�

QPMJDJFT�FSBTF�XPNFO�T�BHFODZ�BOE�FWFO�
XPSTF�UFBDI�XPNFO�UP�VOEFSFTUJNBUF�
UIFJS�PXO�BCJMJUZ�UP�UBLF�DBSF�PG�UIFNTFMWFT�
CZ
�GPS�JOTUBODF
�MFBSOJOH�TFMG�EFGFOTF�BOE�
ESJOLJOH�TBGFMZ��*O�TIPSU
�UIFZ�DMBJN
�PWFS�
[FBMPVT�QSPUFDUJPO�QPMJDJFT�DSFBUF�WJDUJNT�

0O�UIF�PUIFS�TJEF�PG�UIF�EFCBUF�BSF�GFNJ�
OJTUT�XIP�BSHVF�UIBU�NBMF�EPNJOBODF�NBLFT�
JU�EJGGJDVMU�GPS�XPNFO�UP�CF�TFMG�BDUVBMJ[FE�
BHFOUT�XIP�DBO�BTTFSU�UIFJS�XJMMT��"DDPSEJOH�
UP�UIFTF�GFNJOJTUT
�MBXT�BOE�QPMJDJFT�BSF�OPU�
DSFBUJOH�WJDUJNT��3BUIFS
�JU�JT�B�GBDU�UIBU�NBOZ�
XPNFO�are�WJDUJNT�XIP�OFFE�UPPMT�MJLF�MBXT�
UP�SFTJTU�WJPMFODF�BOE�UP�TFFL�SFNFEJFT�GPS�
IBSNT�UIBU�BSF�EPOF�UP�UIFN��5IFZ�TFF�MBXT�
BOE�QPMJDJFT�BT�FNQPXFSJOH��'VSUIFS
�UIFZ�
TFF�FNQIBTJ[JOH�XPNFO�T�TFMG�EFGFOTF�BOE�
XBSOJOH�XPNFO�BCPVU�BMDPIPM�BT�TBEEMJOH�
XPNFO�XJUI�UIF�SFTQPOTJCJMJUZ�UP�TUPQ�SBQF�
XIFO�UIBU�CVSEFO�TIPVME�CF�TRVBSFMZ�PO�
NFO�XIP�DPNNJU�SBQF�

TAKE A STAND:�5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�TIPVME�DBNQVTFT�QSPUFDU�XPNFO�GSPN�VOXBOUFE�TFY�
BOE�IPME�NFO�SFTQPOTJCMF�GPS�TFYVBM�BTTBVMUT 

JACQUIE

College is supposed to be a place for thinking and education, but the bottom line here 
is that you have to be really attractive if you want to be liked. Brains may get you good 
grades, but they won’t get you friends or dates. Most of the girls I know spend as much 

time shopping for clothes and fixing their hair and nails as they do studying.
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EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Schoolyard Bullying
8IFO�UIF�UFSN�schoolyard bullying XBT�
DPJOFE
�JU�SFGFSSFE�BMNPTU�FYDMVTJWFMZ�UP�B�
CFMMJHFSFOU�NBMF�TUVEFOU�XIP�CFBU�VQ�PUIFS�
NBMF�TUVEFOUT�PO�TDIPPM�HSPVOET��5PEBZ
�
CVMMZJOH�JO�TDIPPMT�DPNFT�JO�NBOZ�GPSNT�
JODMVEJOH�CVU�OPU�SFTUSJDUFE�UP�CFBUJOH�TPNF�
POF�VQ��"OPOZNPVT�BQQT�TVDI�BT�:JL�:BL�BOE�
4FDSFU�BMMPXFE�TUVEFOUT�UP�QPTU�DPNNFOUT�
BOE�QIPUPT�XJUIPVU�SFWFBMJOH�UIFJS�JEFOUJUJFT�
	8JMMJBNT
�����
��:JL�:BL�IBT�CFFO�CBOOFE�
JO�����PG�IJHI�TDIPPMT�BOE�4FDSFU�XBT�TIVU�
EPXO�CZ�UIF�BQQ�EFWFMPQFS�JO������EVF�
JO�MBSHF�QBSU�UP�UIFJS�VTF�JO�DZCFSCVMMZJOH�
DPOUFYUT��"OPOZNPVT�BQQT�EFTJHOFE�UP�UBLF�
UIFJS�QMBDF�TVDI�BT�8IJTQFS�BOE�"GUFS�4DIPPM�
BUUFNQU�UP�QSFWFOU�CVMMZJOH�8IJTQFS�
CBOT�UIF�VTF�PG�QPTUT�XJUI�OBNFT�BOE�"GUFS�
4DIPPM�TUBGG�SFWJFX�BMM�QPTUT�CFGPSF�UIFZ�BSF�
QVCMJTIFE�	1VSFXBM
�����
�

'PMMPXJOH�JT�B�QBSUJBM�MJTUJOH�PG�DPNNPO�
UZQFT�PG�CVMMZJOH��NBOZ�PG�UIF�UZQFT�DBO�CF�
QFSQFUSBUFE�GBDF�UP�GBDF�PS�WJB�TPDJBM�NFEJB��
:PV�MM�OPUF�UIBU�UIF�UZQFT�BSF�OPU�NVUVBMMZ�
FYDMVTJWF��'PS�JOTUBODF
�WFSCBM
�QIZTJDBM
�
PS�TFYVBM�CVMMZJOH�NBZ�BMTP�CF�FNPUJPOBM�
CVMMZJOH
�BOE�NPTU�UZQFT�PG�CVMMZJOH�NBZ�CF�
QFSQFUSBUFE�WJB�TPDJBM�NFEJB�BU�MFBTU�BT�FBT�
JMZ�BT�UISPVHI�GBDF�UP�GBDF�JOUFSBDUJPO�

Physical Bullying

t� )JUUJOH
t� 4IPWJOH
t� 1VTIJOH
t� ,JDLJOH
t� 1JODIJOH
t� #FBUJOH

Sexual Bullying

t� 6OJOWJUFE�UPVDIJOH
t� 'PSDFE�TUSJQQJOH
t� 3BQF
�JODMVEJOH�HSPVQ�SBQF
t� $JSDVMBUJOH�QSJWBUF
�TFYVBM�JNBHFT�PG�

BOPUIFS�QFSTPO�WJB�TPDJBM�NFEJB�XJUIPVU�
UIF�QFSTPO�T�DPOTFOU

t� "OZ�DPFSDFE�PS�OPODPOTFOTVBM�TFYVBM�
BDUJWJUZ

Emotional

t� 4QSFBEJOH�IVSUGVM�SVNPST
t� &YDMVEJOH�JOEJWJEVBMT�GSPN�HSPVQT
t� *HOPSJOH�	UIF�TJMFOU�USFBUNFOU

t� %FHSBEJOH
t� 5FBTJOH
t� 3JEJDVMJOH

Verbal

t� $VSTJOH�BU
t� /BNF�DBMMJOH
t� .BLJOH�GVO�PG�BQQFBSBODF
t� *OTVMUJOH�B�QFSTPO�T�SBDF
�FUIOJDJUZ
�PS�

TFYVBM�PSJFOUBUJPO
t� 4MBOEFS�	MJFT

t� #FMJUUMJOH

Nonverbal

t� $JSDVMBUJOH�FNCBSSBTTJOH�QIPUPT�UIBU�
NBZ�CF�QIPUPTIPQQFE

t� 1VCMJD�EJTQMBZT�PG�QIPUPT�UIBU�EJTQBS�
BHF�QBSUJDVMBS�HSPVQT�	FUIOJD
�TFYVBM�
�PSJFOUBUJPO
�FUD�


TAKE A STAND:�8IBU�GPSNT�PG�QFFS�CVMMZJOH�IBWF�ZPV�PCTFSWFE�PS�FYQFSJFODFE 

Peer groups on campus may also propel college women into a culture of romance 
( Holland & Eisenhart, 1992). Some women in college become discouraged by barriers to 
their academic achievement, such as lack of intellectual mentoring from professors and 
required readings and class discussions that emphasize men and men’s achievements and give 
little or no attention to women and their achievements. The second factor propelling college 
women into a culture of romance is intense peer pressure that emphasizes attracting men as 
more important than anything else women can do.
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Gay, lesbian, and trans students are not exempt from peer pressure. In fact, they are often 
subjected to more strenuous pressures to conform to conventionally gendered identities than 
are straight students. They are also more likely to be bullied for living outside of norma-
tive prescriptions for gender and sexuality. Bullying of LGBTQ students can be particularly 
vicious. In 2010, 18-year-old Tyler Clementi committed suicide after discovering that his 
roommate Dharun Ravi had sent out Twitter and text messages inviting others to watch a 
sexual encounter between Clementi and another man. Ravi was tried on 15 charges including 
hate crime; he was found guilty of a bias crime and using a webcam to spy on Clementi. His 
sentence was 30 days in jail, three years on probation, and 300 hours of community service 
(Zernike, 2012).

Clementi is not an isolated case. Estimates are that at least half of LGBTQ youth experi-
ence abuse and bullying, including cyberbullying (Goldblum, Espelage, Chu, & Bongar, 2014).

Gendered Expectations and Pressures 
Facing Faculty
In addition to being educational institutions, schools are also workplaces, so we want to 
examine gendered attitudes and practices that affect the faculty who work there. As you will 
discover, gender dynamics faced by faculty often affect students as well.

Women faculty members often experience some of the same pressures faced by women 
students. They may be stereotyped into traditionally feminine roles—for instance, appointed 
to the social committee—and perform considerably more service than their male peers 
regardless of race/ethnicity, rank, or field (Guarino & Borden, 2017). In addition, many 
women faculty have to deal with sexual harassment and sometimes sexual assault. In a recent 
survey (Aschwanden, 2014), a majority of women faculty in the sciences reported hav-
ing been sexually harassed. Most frequently men in supervisory positions perpetrated the 
harassment.

The more advanced the educational level, the greater the ratio of male to female faculty 
members. In elementary schools, the vast majority of teachers are female, but most superin-
tendents and assistant superintendents are male. In high schools, female teachers still out-
number male teachers, but the imbalance is less pronounced. On faculties at colleges and 
universities, men significantly outnumber women, especially at the higher faculty ranks 
(Curtis, 2011; Differences between Male and Female Full-Time Professors, 2014; Hill, 2016; 
Misra, Hickes, Holmes, & Agiomavritis, 2011). In addition, male faculty still earn more than 
female faculty, regardless of professional achievement (Curtis, 2010; Hill, 2016). At doctoral 
universities, men outnumber women three to one, and women average 90 cents per dollar 

MARIA

My sorority is a great example of the culture of romance. When a girl gets engaged, we 
throw her in a cold shower and then give her the “warm shower,” which is lots of gifts and 
good wishes. Our newsletter lists alums’ marriages and births of children. What it doesn’t 
list and what we don’t celebrate is academic achievement or alums’ career moves. Aren’t 

those important too?
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earned by male faculty (Differences between Male and Female Full-Time Professors, 2014). 
At two-year colleges where the salaries are lower overall, female faculty outnumber men. 
Only 26.4% of chief administrators of colleges are female and only 12.6% are members of 
minority groups (Stripling, 2012).

Limited numbers of female faculty and faculty of color mean that women and racial/
ethnic minority students have fewer role models among faculty. Recall cognitive develop-
ment theory, which we discussed in Chapter 2. This theory notes that we look for models— 
preferably ones like us in gender, race, and so forth—to emulate as we develop identities. If 
more men than women are principals and full professors, then students may infer that it’s 
normal for men (but not for women) to rise to high levels in education.

MORGAN

With so many male professors, I think it is difficult for some students to feel comfortable 
getting to know their professors and asking for help. Women are more likely to connect 
with a female teacher, minorities are more likely to connect with a teacher of their race, 
and so on. Colleges always make a big deal about having a diverse campus, but what 

about the professors? Where are the female professors? Where are the LGBTQ professors? 
Where are the professors from other cultures and races? If colleges want to have a diverse 

student body, they should also have a diverse faculty that correlates with the students.

Researchers have identified three major sources of gender bias hiring and promotion 
of faculty. First, women’s performance tends to be more closely scrutinized and judged by 
stricter standards than men’s. Second, men have to give more convincing demonstrations 
of incompetence to be judged by others as incompetent. Third, male candidates tend to be 
judged on whether they show promise, whereas female candidates tend to be judged on 
accomplishments. All in all, different standards are used to evaluate men and women, and 
the way in which those standards are applied results in men being judged as more competent.

The subtlety of gender bias in evaluation of faculty explains why it is called invisible hand 
discrimination (Haag, 2005). Invisible hand discrimination is unwitting discrimination in 
applying policies that are not inherently biased (Haag, 2005). It does not happen because a 
person consciously intends to discriminate or because a policy or practice is inherently dis-
criminatory. The largely unconscious nature of invisible hand discrimination makes it partic-
ularly difficult to eliminate.

Consider a few examples of how invisible hand discrimination works. Collegiality is a 
criterion many universities use when deciding whether to promote faculty members. There 
is nothing inherently biased about the criterion, as it is reasonable to expect all faculty mem-
bers to be courteous and reasonably easy to work with. So, how might a tenure committee 
evaluate the collegiality of Professor Smith, who is known to be very assertive? Assertiveness 
in male faculty is likely to be taken as a sign of confidence and intelligence, whereas assertive-
ness in female faculty is often regarded as confrontational and non-collegial (Haag, 2005). 
That’s invisible hand discrimination.

Another example is gender-typed assignment of service work. All faculty members are 
expected to perform service work to maintain the intellectual and social culture of their 
 academic units and schools. A department chair might ask a female faculty member to 
 organize a reception without realizing that he or she is acting on the unconscious assumption 
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that women should take charge of social events. More substantive service assignments are 
given to male faculty also without conscious intention to be biased (McMurtrie, 2013). That’s 
invisible hand discrimination. During the early years of an academic appointment, faculty 
members have probationary status—they must earn tenure to become permanent faculty. 
Thus, the early years require particularly long hours and heavy investments. For women, 
those years usually coincide with the ideal years for bearing children, a pressure that affects 
women faculty in ways it does not affect male faculty. The tenure schedule is at odds with the 
biological clock, which creates tensions for faculty who are also parents (Hayden & O’Brien 
Hallstein, 2010; O’Brien Hallstein & O’Reilly, 2012). The small number of female faculty and 
faculty of color generates another problem: excessive responsibilities for service and men-
toring. Faculty committees are ubiquitous at universities, and committees are expected to 
reflect gender and racial diversity. Because they are underrepresented, women and people of 
color are routinely asked to serve on more committees than their white male peers. The same 
goes for advising students, particularly for women and minority students. If there is only one 
woman of color on the faculty of a department, she’s likely to be besieged by requests from 
the majority of graduate and undergraduate students who are also women of color.

SUMMARY

Today both sexes face gender-based issues, expectations, and biases in educational institu-
tions. Males, especially boys in the early years of schooling, are disadvantaged by a system 
that doesn’t accommodate their developmental status. As males progress through school, 
they are more likely than women students to attract faculty mentors, particularly in graduate 
and professional school. For female students, the reverse sequence is more common. They 
tend to be quite successful through high school and perhaps college, but they often hit barri-
ers when they enter graduate and professional school, particularly in math and sciences.

Peer culture on college campuses further encourages male and female students to conform 
to particular gender ideals, which can limit personal and professional development. Male 
peer cultures tend to link masculinity with drinking, aggression, and sexual activity. Female 
peer cultures too often encourage campus women to participate in a culture of romance 
and to attempt to meet the impossible ideal of effortless perfection. And while all students 
may be bullied by peers, gender-nonconforming students are more likely to be harassed and 
have greater difficulty locating peers and mentors supportive of their gender identity. These 
factors may make gender-nonconforming students more likely to fall behind in academic 
coursework as a result.

Faculty also experience gender biases and pressures. Discrimination in hiring, promotion, 
and pay continues to be a problem at colleges and universities across the nation, as does the 
disparate expectations for service that women and men faculty members face. Further, invisible 
hand discrimination affects women faculty, typically in ways that are both subtle and insidious.

Our examination warrants a mixed report card for schools in the United States. Discrim-
ination and disadvantage based on sex, gender, sexual orientation, and gender identity have 
been greatly reduced for students, but gendered dynamics persist at all grade levels. The same 
is true for faculty.

Yet we should keep in mind that as social views of gender have changed, so have educa-
tional opportunities for women and men. As social views continue to change in the years 
ahead, so will educational practices.
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KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated, as well as in 
 alphabetical order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion 
website also provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts 
they  represent. You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.

bullying 167
culture of romance 168
effortless perfection 167

invisible hand discrimination 170
Title IX 162

GENDER ONLINE

1. Learn more about Title IX by visiting http://www.titleix.info

2. Information about the United Nations’ education initiative for girls can be found at 
http://www.ungei.org/

3. Online search terms: effortless perfection, peer pressure, single-sex education.

4. Learn about the National Center for Faculty Development and Diversity, an organization 
dedicated to the mentoring and success of underrepresented faculty, at http://www 
.facultydiversity.org/

REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND ACTION

1. Talk with male and female athletes on your campus to find out the extent to which they 
perceive that your school complies with Title IX.

2. If you could make three changes in elementary schools, with the goal of making them 
work better for all children regardless of sex and gender, what changes would you 
make?

3. Follow up on the Exploring Gendered Lives box on page 159 by asking students on your 
campus to name 10 people who have had substantial impact on U.S. culture. How many 
of these people were men? Women? Trans? Of color?

4. What is your opinion on the desirability of single-sex schools? What do you see as the 
advantages and disadvantages both for students in the schools and for the society?

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

1. Peg Tyre (2008). The Trouble with Boys: A Surprising Report Card on Our Sons, Their Prob-
lems at School, and What Parents and Educators Must Do. New York: Crown. This book, 
which was a reference for the chapter, gives a thoughtful summary of barriers boys and 
men face in educational institutions. The book is written for general audiences.

2. Jennifer Ring (2013). Stolen Bases: Why American Girls Don’t Play Baseball. Urbana: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press. This well-written book provides an interesting history of women’s 
involvement in baseball and also shows how young women today are discouraged from 
playing hardball once they enter middle school.
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BUF�EJGGFSFOU�XBZT�UIBU�QFPQMF�DSFBUF�DMPTFOFTT�

Gendered 
Close Relationships

The doors we open and close each day decide the 
lives we live.
—Flora Whixttenmore

The Meaning of Personal Relationships
Of the many relationships we form, only a few become really personal, occupying a special 
place in our lives and affecting us deeply. Personal relationships are those in which close 
friends and romantic partners depend on each other for various things from affection to 
material assistance. In personal relationships, we expect trust, honesty, affection, respect, 
companionship, time, energy, and assistance with the large and small issues in life. Also, 
close friends and romantic partners regard each other as unique individuals who cannot be 
replaced. If a casual friend moves, we can find a replacement; if a business associate goes to 
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another company, we can work with a new colleague. When a personal partner leaves or dies, 
however, the relationship ends, although we may continue to feel connected to the person 
who is no longer physically with us.

Research demonstrates that people often choose friends and romantic partners who are 
similar to themselves in terms of age, gender, race, sexual orientation, and socioeconomic 
status. Close friendships are often particularly salient for those with minority identities—
for example, LGBTQ individuals are more likely to refer to their friends as “family” and 
may depend on these relationships to meet needs neglected by the larger culture (Galupo & 
 Gonzalez, 2013; Galupo, Bauerband, Gonzalez, Hagen, Hether, & Krum, 2014).

MARK

Sometimes I just don’t know what goes on in Paige’s head. We can have a minor 
problem—like an issue between us, and it’s really not serious stuff. But can we let it go? 
No way with Paige. She wants “to talk about it.” And I mean talk and talk and talk and 

talk. There’s no end to how long she can talk about stuff that really doesn’t matter. I tell 
her that she’s analyzing the relationship to death, and I don’t want to do that. She insists 

that we need “to talk things through.” Why can’t we just have a relationship, instead of 
always having to talk about it?

PAIGE

Honestly, I almost left my boyfriend when we had our first fight after moving in together. 
It was really a big one about how to be committed to our relationship and also do 

all the other stuff that we have to do. It was major. And after we’d yelled for a while, 
there seemed to be nothing else to do—we were just at a stalemate in terms of conflict 
between what each of us wanted. So Mark walked away, and I sat fuming in the living 

room. When I finally left the living room, I found him working away on a paper for one of 
his courses, and I was furious. I couldn’t understand how he could concentrate on work 

when we were so messed up. How in the world could he just put us aside and get on with 
his work? I felt like it was a really clear message that he wasn’t very committed.

Models of Personal Relationships
People often, but not always, approach close relationships in ways that reflect gender. Some 
scholars argue that masculine approaches are inferior to feminine ones, while others think 
that the two styles are different yet equally valid. We’ll consider each of these viewpoints.

The Male Deficit Model Because our society views women as interpersonally sensi-
tive, feminine ways of interacting are often assumed to be “the right ways.” Thus, a number 
of researchers maintain that a masculine style of building and maintaining relationships is 
inadequate. This view, the male deficit model, asserts that men are less skilled than women 
in developing and sustaining personal relationships.

The fundamental assumption of the male deficit model is that personal, emotional talk 
is the hallmark of intimacy. A classic investigation (Caldwell & Peplau, 1982) measured 
the intimacy of same-sex friendships by the amount of intimate information disclosed 
between friends. As women generally self-disclose more than men, it is not surprising that 
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the researchers concluded that women were more intimate than men. Based on this line of 
research, men were advised to learn to express their feelings more openly.

CARLOS

I don’t have any problem being emotionally sensitive or expressing my feelings. I may 
not go on forever about my feelings, but I know what they are, and I can express them 

fine. It’s just that the way I express my feelings is different from the way most girls I 
know express their feelings. I’m not dramatic or sentimental or gushy, but I have ways of 

showing how I feel.

Even today, many assume that women are the experts at building intimacy and support-
ive relationships (Burleson, Hanasono, Bodie, Holmstrom, McCllough, Rack, & Rosier, 2011; 
Burleson, Holmstrom, & Gilstrap, 2005). Films, television programs and print, TV, self-help 
literature, and online ads often represent men as emotionally lacking and women as naturally 
adept at relationships. But some researchers question the male deficit model, offering a sec-
ond interpretation of different ways people create and express closeness.

The Alternate Paths Model The alternate paths model claims that there are dif-
ferent and equally valid paths to closeness. This model agrees with the male deficit model 
that gendered socialization is the root of differences between feminine and masculine 
styles of relating. It departs from the deficit model, however, in two important ways. First, 
the alternate paths model does not presume that masculine people lack feelings or emo-
tional depth. Rather, it suggests that masculine socialization limits men’s opportunities to 
practice emotional talk, which leads them to be less comfortable engaging in emotional 
communication.

Second, the alternate paths model argues that masculine people do express closeness but 
in an alternate way than feminine people. According to this model, masculine and feminine 
ways of expressing closeness are different, and the two ways are equally valid.

The alternate paths model points out that Western culture relies on a feminine ruler to 
define and measure closeness and supportive communication (Cancian, 1987, 1989; High 
& Solomon, 2014; Wood, 2011). Using a specifically feminine ruler (emotional talk) falsely 
measures masculine modes of caring in the same way that using male standards to assess 
women’s speech misinterprets women’s communication.

Influenced by this viewpoint, Scott Swain (1989) studied men’s close friendships in a clas-
sic study. He discovered that many men develop closeness by doing things together. Follow-
ing Swain’s lead, other studies showed that closeness between men generally doesn’t grow 
primarily out of emotional talk and self-disclosure, and it is not primarily expressed in those 
ways (Clark, 1998; Sherrod, 1989). Research has also shown that father–son relationships are 
built largely on doing things together (Morman & Floyd, 2006). For many men, like Paige’s 
boyfriend, talking about problems may be less effective than diversionary activities to relieve 
stress (Metts, 2006a).

Yet, it would be a mistake to think that women don’t do things with friends and men don’t 
talk with friends. Women friends enjoy doing things together and helping each other out just 
as most men talk with their friends (Chapman & Hendler, 1999). Further, as Paul Wright 
(2006) notes, many of the activities in which men engage enhance emotional closeness. Camp-
ing, for instance, provides a rich opportunity to share experiences, thoughts, and feelings.
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Expectations and behavior in close relationships can also vary in response to a friend’s 
gender. For example, recent research indicates that the more information a man shares 
on a social networking site, the more likely a viewer is to pursue social interactions with 
that individual, but for women, the opposite is true (Baruh, Chisik, Bisson, & Şenova, 
2014). Both women and men judge a friend more harshly for betraying a confidence if 
that friend is female (Felmlee, Sweet, & Sinclair, 2012). Additionally, all people, regardless 
of gender, tend to be more sensitive when trying to comfort women than when trying to 
comfort men.

From this research, we may conclude that masculine individuals less often express their 
feelings in feminine ways, just as feminine individuals less frequently express theirs in mas-
culine ways, while also noting that these tendencies are influenced by the context in which 
they unfold (Frey, Beesley, Hurst, Saldana, & Licuanan, 2016).

Gendered Styles of Friendship
Before discussing gendered differences in relationships, let’s note that there are many 
 similarities. Regardless of sex or gender, most individuals value close friends and invest 
in them. Also, people of all gender identities and expressions engage in instrumental and 
expressive modes of building and expressing closeness, although gendered  differences 
exist with regard to the frequency and extent of using each mode (Felmlee et al., 2012; 
Frey et al., 2016; Grayling, 2013; Monsour, 2006). Against the backdrop of common-
alities in approaches to friendship, there are gendered differences in how  individuals 
 typically—but not invariably—build friendships and interact within them. As you read 
about these different styles, keep in mind that most of us use both styles, although 
women tend to favor feminine style and men tend to favor masculine style. Research that 
includes LGBTQ experiences and identities in the context of friendships is unfortunately 
limited, but where it exists, greatly enhances our understanding of how gender shapes 
relationships.

As early as 1982, Paul Wright noted that women tend to engage each other face-to-face, 
whereas men usually interact side by side. By this, Wright meant that women are more likely 
than men to communicate face-to-face with each other. Men more typically engage in activ-
ities that do not involve facing each other. Wright’s observation gives us a foundation for 
exploring how gender shapes friendships.

Feminine Friendships: Closeness in Dialogue
Regardless of race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or economic status, a majority of women 
regard talk as the primary way to build and enrich friendships (Tannen, 2017; Wood, 2015; 
Wright, 2006). Consequently, many women share their personal feelings, experiences, fears, 
and problems in order to know and be known by each other (Bane, Cornish, Erspamer, & 
Kampman, 2010; Yalom, 2015). To capture the quality of women’s friendships, Caroline 
Becker (1987) described them as “an evolving dialogue” through which initially separate 
worlds are woven together.
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To know each other in depth, women friends typically confide personal feelings and 
disclose intimate information (Frey et al., 2016; Hall, 2011; Metts, 2006b; Reisman, 1990; 
Walker, 2004), and they tend to maintain higher expectations for their friends in matters 
related to trust and intimacy (Felmlee et al., 2012). Consistent with feminine socialization’s 
encouragement of permeable ego boundaries, communication between women friends also 
tends to be empathic, expressive, and supportive (Campbell, 2002; Kuchment, 2004; Lopez, 
2012; Tannen, 2017; Yalom, 2015). While women tend to perceive greater levels of intimacy 
in face-to-face friendships, online friendships are more likely to be satisfying to women when 
they include high levels of self-disclosure and person-centered support (Bane et al., 2010; 
High & Solomon, 2014).

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Passionate Friendships
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AVA

One of the worst things about being female is not having permission to be selfish or 
jealous or not to care about a friend. Usually, I’m pretty nice; I feel good for my friends 

when good things happen to them, and I want to support them when things aren’t 
going well. But sometimes I don’t feel that way. Like right now, all my friends and I are 

interviewing for jobs, and my best friend just got a great offer. I’ve had 23 interviews and 
no job offers so far. I felt good for Jessa, but I also felt jealous. I couldn’t talk about this 
with her, because I’m not supposed to feel jealous or to be selfish like this. It’s just not 

allowed, so my friends and I have to hide those feelings.
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Because most women are socialized to be attentive, emotionally supportive, and caring, it 
is difficult for many women to deal with feelings of envy and competitiveness toward friends. 
It is not that women don’t experience these emotions but rather they may think it’s wrong 
to have such feelings (Simmons, 2002, 2004). Many women also find it difficult to override 
socialization’s message that they are supposed to be constantly available and caring. The 
 bottom line is that the supportiveness and caring typical of women’s friendships can both 
enrich and constrain people.

It is not unusual for women friends to talk explicitly about their friendship itself and the 
dynamics between them. Many women friends are comfortable stating affection explicitly 
and discussing tensions within a friendship (Lopez, 2012). In online communication as well 
women are more likely than men to express affection as well as to seek and provide support 
(Luarn, Kuo, Chiu, & Chang, 2015; Mansson & Myers, 2011).

A final quality typical of women’s friendships is breadth. With close friends, women tend 
not to restrict their communication to specific areas but invite each other into many parts of 
their lives. Because women talk in detail about varied aspects of their lives, women friends 
often know each other in complex and layered ways.

In summary, many women’s friendships give center stage to communication, which fos-
ters disclosure, verbal expressiveness, depth and breadth of knowledge, and attentiveness to 
the evolving nature of the relationship.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

When Focusing on Feelings Makes Us Feel Bad
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Masculine Friendships: Closeness in the Doing
At very young ages, most boys are as emotive and socially oriented as girls (Way, 2013). 
Even as they engage in vigorous play, they also talk about feelings. However, boys’ social and 
emotional tendencies tend to be tempered by older children, adults, and media models of 
masculinity. As a result, many boys learn to ground their friendships in shared activities, 
particularly sports.

Scott Swain’s (1989) phrase “closeness in the doing” captures how many men build friend-
ships in ways that reflect masculine socialization (Migliaccio, 2009). More than two-thirds of 
the men in Swain’s study identified activities other than talking as the most meaningful times 
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with male friends. Engaging in sports, watching games, and doing other things together cul-
tivate camaraderie and closeness between men. When men do talk, they often talk about 
 activities—reminisce about great games they attended, recall pranks they played or had 
played on them, and psych themselves up for upcoming activities. Whereas women tend to 
look for confidantes in friends, men more typically seek companions (Chethik, 2008; Felmlee 
et al., 2012; Inman, 1996; Swain, 1989; Walker, 2004; Wood & Inman, 1993).

KEITH

My best friend and I almost never sit and just talk. Mainly, we do things together, like go 
places or shoot hoops or watch games on TV. When we do talk, we talk about what we 
have done or plan to do or what’s happening in our lives, but we don’t say much about 

how we feel. I don’t think we need to. You can say a lot without words.

Growing out of the emphasis on activities is a second feature of men’s friendships: an 
instrumental focus. Because many men like doing things for people they care about, their 
friendships often involve instrumental reciprocity. For example, Brad helps Jake repair his 
car, and Jake assists Brad with computer problem—an exchange of favors that allows each 
man to hold his own while helping the other.

A third feature of men’s friendship is typically indirect talk about serious feelings. Many 
men find it uncomfortable to disclose feelings explicitly to other men (Burleson et al., 2005). 
If they mention serious emotional issues, they often engage in “joke talk” (Fisher, 2009), 
which couches serious feelings in humor. Rather than verbally expressing sympathy or 
support for a male friend who is hurting, boys and men are more likely to use joke talk to 
indicate care indirectly or to suggest diversionary activities that take the friend’s mind off 
his troubles (Rose, Smith, Glick, & Schwartz-Mette, 2016). Recent research in online com-
munication settings suggests that while gendered norms may dissuade men from providing 
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highly person-centered support in face-to-face contexts, computer-mediated  communication 
(CMC) may provide opportunities for men to verbally express greater sympathy and 
 support to friends in need (High & Solomon, 2014; Spottswood, Walther, Holmstrom, & 
Ellison, 2013).

LEVI

I don’t know what girls get out of sitting around talking about problems all the time. 
What a downer. When something bad happens to me, like I blow a test or break up with 

a girl, the last thing I want is to talk about it. I already feel bad enough. What I want 
is something to distract me from how lousy I feel. That’s where having buddies really 

matters. They know you feel bad and help you out by taking you out drinking or starting 
a pickup game or something that gets your mind off the problems. They give you 

breathing room and some escape from troubles; girls just wallow in troubles.

Fourth, men’s friendships often involve “covert intimacy” (Swain, 1989). Compared 
to women friends, reports Kory Floyd (1997), men “simply communicate affection in 
different, more ‘covert’ ways so as to avoid the possible ridicule that more overt expres-
sion might invite” (p. 78). Male friends tend to signal affection by teasing one another, 
engaging in friendly competition, and exchanging playful punches and backslaps. Most 
males learn very early in life that physical displays of affection between men are prohib-
ited except in traditionally masculine settings such as sports or the military (Migliaccio, 
2009). New research suggests that men are also more likely to offer “invisible support” 
(High & Solomon, 2014). Invisible support is a form of covert intimacy but emerges in 
response to a particular stressor or event. It is a form of support that the recipient doesn’t 
have to acknowledge as support, either because it is instrumental (dropping off a meal for 
a buddy who is stressed over exams) or is otherwise indirect (making extra time to hang 
out with a friend who is sad). Because it is not obvious help, invisible support allows the 
recipient to save face. Especially in masculine speech, communities where independence 
is paramount, invisible support minimizes the chance that the individual in need of sup-
port will feel vulnerable or incompetent. Some suggest that this form of support may have 
especially long-lasting positive effects for the support recipient (High & Solomon, 2014). 
While covert intimacy is present in most men’s friendships regardless of sexual orientation, 
friendships between gay men tend to be more physically and emotionally expressive than 
straight men’s friendships (Kocet, 2014).

Finally, men’s close friendships are often, although not always, more restricted in scope 
than women’s close friendships. Many men have different friends for various spheres of 
 interest (Wright, 1988). Thus, José might play racquetball with Mike, debate politics with 
Clay, and collaborate with Zach on work projects. Because men tend to focus friendships on 
particular activities, they may not share as many dimensions of their lives as women friends 
do. Overall, men’s friendships emphasize shared activities, instrumental demonstrations of 
affection, and covert intimacy within defined spheres of interaction.

In summary, gender-linked communication patterns characterize most same-sex friend-
ships. These gender-linked tendencies, however, are not absolute. Most of us rely on multiple 
forms of communication in our friendships.
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Friendships across Gender
Friendships across gender pose unique challenges and offer special opportunities. Because 
our culture is heteronormative and heavily emphasizes gender, it can be difficult for women 
and men not to see each other in sexual terms (Bleske-Rechek et al., 2012; Halatsis & 
 Christakis, 2009; Lemay & Wolf, 2016). In addition, misunderstandings may arise as the 
result of socialization into distinct gendered speech communities.

Despite these difficulties, friendships across gender are common. For many women, a 
primary benefit of friendships with men is companionship that is less emotionally intense. 
For men, an especially valued benefit of closeness with women is access to overt emotional 
and expressive support. One study of close friendships between gay men and straight women 
reported a unique benefit shared by both parties—the exchange of dating and relationship 
advice that was perceived as more trustworthy than that offered by their straight or gay peers 
(Russell, DelPriore, Butterfield, & Hill, 2013).

LAILA

Last week Jay came by my place to talk. I’ve known Jay for a year—we’re both in band—
but we’re not close friends or anything. He told me his parents are divorcing and he was 
really, really upset. He said it just tore him up, and he was crying and everything. Later, I 
saw Jay’s closest friend Rob and asked how Jay was doing with his parents’ divorce, but 
Rob didn’t know a thing about it. I thought it was really strange that Jay hadn’t told his 

closest friend but told me.

Both men and women report receiving more emotional support from female than male 
friends (Burleson et al., 2005). Some researchers suggest that this may be related to the cul-
tural tendency to use a feminine ruler to measure support and thereby overlook the unique 
forms of support that men tend to provide (High & Solomon, 2014). In friendships across 
gender, men generally talk more and get more attention, response, and support than they 
offer. A majority of people, regardless of gender, report that friendships with women are closer 
and more emotionally rich, that women are their primary confidantes (Barstead et al., 2013), 
and that they are more comfortable self-disclosing to women than to men (Monsour, 2006).

Gendered Romantic Relationships
Nowhere are gendered roles as salient as in heterosexual romantic relationships. The cultural 
script for heterosexual romance is well known to most of us (Eaton & Rose, 2011; Metts, 
2006a; Mongeau, Serewicz, Henningsen, & Davis, 2006):

t� 'FNJOJOF�XPNFO�BOE�NBTDVMJOF�NFO�BSF�EFTJSBCMF�
t� .FO�TIPVME�JOJUJBUF
�QMBO
�BOE�EJSFDU�NPTU�BDUJWJUJFT�JO�B�SFMBUJPOTIJQ�
t� 8PNFO�TIPVME�GBDJMJUBUF�DPOWFSTBUJPO
�HFOFSBMMZ�EFGFS�UP�NFO
�CVU�DPOUSPM�TFYVBM�BDUJWJUZ�
t� .FO�TIPVME�FYDFM�JO�TUBUVT�BOE�FBSOJOH�NPOFZ
�BOE�XPNFO�TIPVME�BTTVNF�QSJNBSZ�

SFTQPOTJCJMJUZ�GPS�UIF�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�
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Although many people claim to reject this script, as we will see, it continues to play out in 
many heterosexual relationships. Compared to their straight peers, gay and lesbian relationships 
tend to place a greater premium on relationship equality, and there tends to be less role-playing 
and adherence to the heterosexual script (Hunter, 2012; Patterson, 2000; Rutter & Schwartz, 1996).

Developing Romantic Intimacy
Personal ads and online profiles offer insight into cultural attitudes about what is desirable in 
romantic partners. Men looking for women often state preferences for stereotypically femi-
nine physical qualities, using words such as attractive, slender, petite, and sexy. Women’s ads 
for male partners tend to emphasize status and success and include words such as ambitious, 
professional, and successful. Whereas LGBT-identified individuals report a larger age range 
for desirable partners than their heterosexual peers, straight men increasingly prefer younger 
women as they themselves age; straight women, regardless of their own age, report little 
interest in men younger than themselves (Conway, Noë, Stulp, & Pollet, 2015).

Gender expectations also shape how individuals present themselves in online 
 communication—heterosexual men are more likely to misrepresent their financial worth 
and are more likely to be critical of women’s physical appearance, and heterosexual women 
are more likely to enhance their physical attractiveness and misrepresent their weight (Hall, 
Park, Song, & Cody, 2010; Schmitz, Zillmann, & Blossfeld, 2013; Toma & Hancock, 2010). 
Gay men’s profiles tend to emphasize masculinity, physical fitness, and are more likely than 
their straight counterparts’ profiles to include a shirtless picture or a picture that excludes the 
individual’s face (B. Miller, 2015; Miller & Behm-Morawitz, 2016).

Is one sex more romantic than the other? Contrary to popular belief, research indicates 
that men tend to fall in love faster and harder than women, profess love earlier, and report 
greater happiness than women when receiving a declaration of love (Ackerman, Griskevicius, 
& Li, 2011). Men tend to express love in more impulsive and sexualized ways than women, 
whose styles of loving tend to be more pragmatic and friendship focused. For instance, men 
may equate love with travel to romantic places, spontaneous sex, and surprising their partners. 
Women more typically think of extended conversations and sharing deep feelings and physical 
contact that isn’t necessarily sexual. These gendered preferences for expressing love are also evi-
dent in some patterns of relational distress. Consistent across age groups and income levels, het-
erosexual men are far more likely than heterosexual women, gay men, lesbians, or bisexuals to 
regard sexual infidelity as more distressing than emotional infidelity (Frederick & Fales, 2016).

Even as premarital and casual sex are more widely accepted, studies conducted on het-
erosexual, cisgender communities indicate that women who express sexuality openly or have 
nontraditional relationships and partners are judged more harshly than men who do the 
same (Bordini & Sperb, 2013). Research also shows that men and women have different pri-
mary motives for engaging in sex. Cisgender, heterosexual women more often say intimacy 
and commitment are their reasons, whereas cisgender, heterosexual men more often say 
they are motivated by lust and a desire for physical pleasure (Meston & Buss, 2009; Peter & 
 Valkenburg, 2010). This may explain why norms regarding monogamy differ between gay 
and lesbian relationships—one recent large-scale study across eight European nations 
demonstrated that while lesbian and gay couples report similar investments in long-term 
commitment, lesbians place a greater premium on monogamy and gay men report greater 
comfort with open relationships (Potârcă, Mills, & Neberich, 2015). Regardless of sexual ori-
entation, men are more likely to engage in cuddling and kissing only when those are a pre-
lude to or part of sexual activity (Rosenberger, Herbenick, Novak, & Reece, 2014).
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Women of all sexual orientations are more likely than men to focus on relationship 
dynamics (Metts, 2006a, 2006b; Patterson, 2000). Lesbian partners tend to take mutual 
responsibility for nurturing and supporting relationships (Goldberg & Perry-Jenkins, 2007). 
Gay men, conversely, are less likely to focus on nurturing the relationship and providing 
emotional support (Patterson, 2000).

Committed heterosexual relationships, in general, continue to reflect many traditional 
gender roles. Men tend to be perceived as the head of the family and are expected to be good 
breadwinners; women tend to assume primary responsibility for domestic labor and  child 
care; and men tend to have greater power in families. As we’ve noted in earlier chapters, these 
perceptions are increasingly at odds with reality: Nearly two-thirds of women in the United 
States work outside of the home (Peters & Wessel, 2014), and approximately 40% of women 
are the primary or sole breadwinner (Adams, 2014; Coontz, 2014; Shulevitz, 2015).

Because gender distinctions are less salient, many gays and lesbians are not as bound 
by roles typical in heterosexual couples. Both gay and lesbian commitments often resem-
ble best-friend relationships with the added dimensions of sexuality and romance. Following 
the best-friends model, long-term lesbian relationships tend to be monogamous and high 
in emotionality, disclosure, and support, and partners have the most equality of all types of 
 relationships (Parker-Pope, 2008; Potârcă et al., 2015).

Despite relatively high levels of relationship satisfaction, social stigma and anti-LGBTQ 
discrimination can negatively impact the health of LGBTQ relationships. Studies demon-
strate that contextual factors, such as perceived community support, legal rights, and/or 
political climate, influence levels of depression and anxiety among lesbian and gay couples 
(Goldberg & Smith, 2011).

KARIN

In Annie’s and my relationship, gender roles are pretty interesting. She’s more femme 
than I am, but she also maintains our cars. I’m the one you would think of as the 

masculine partner if you saw us and I make more money, but I like cooking and baking 
and Annie doesn’t. We’ve already agreed that I’ll stay home with a child when we have 

one. We’re equal when it comes to making decisions, and we take equal responsibility for 
keeping the house clean.

PHIL

What does my girlfriend want? That’s all I want to know. She says, if I really loved her, I’d 
want to be together and talk all the time. I tell her all I do for her. I fix her car when it’s 
broken; I give her rides to places; I helped her move last semester. We’ve talked about 

marriage, and I plan to take care of her then, too. I will work all day and overtime to give 
her a good home and to provide for our family. But she says, “Don’t tell me what you do 

for me,” like do is a bad word. Now, why would I do all this stuff if I didn’t love her? Just tell 
me that.

Gendered Patterns in Committed Relationships
Gendered orientations influence four dimensions of long-term love relationships: modes of 
expressing care, needs for autonomy and connection, responsibility for relational mainte-
nance, and power.
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Gendered Modes of Expressing Affection As we have seen, the masculine 
mode of expressing affection is primarily instrumental and activity focused, whereas the 
feminine mode is more emotionally expressive and talk focused. Women often feel hurt and 
shut out if men don’t want to discuss feelings and the relationship. Conversely, some men 
feel resentful or intruded on when women push them to be emotionally expressive. Thus, 
gendered socialization may prevent partners from recognizing one another’s ways of com-
municating care.

As we have seen, for many women, ongoing conversation about feelings and daily activ-
ities is a primary way to express and enrich personal relationships (Peretti & Abplanalp, 
2004; Yalom, 2015). The masculine speech community however, views solving problems and 
achieving goals as reasons to talk. Thus, unless there is a problem, men often find it point-
less to talk about a relationship, whereas many women feel that ongoing talk keeps problems 
from developing.

The cultural bias favoring feminine modes of expressing love is illustrated by a classic 
study (Wills, Weiss, & Patterson, 1974). The researchers wanted to know how husbands’ 
demonstrations of affection affected wives’ feelings. To find out, they instructed husbands to 
engage in different degrees of affectionate behavior toward their wives, and then the wives’ 
responses were measured. When one wife showed no indication of receiving affection, the 
researchers called the husband to see if he had followed instructions. Somewhat irately, the 
husband said he certainly had—he had thoroughly washed his wife’s car. Not only did his 
wife not experience this as affection, but the researchers themselves concluded that he had 
“confused” instrumental with affectionate behaviors. Doing something helpful was entirely 
disregarded as a valid way to express affection! This exemplifies the cultural bias toward fem-
inine modes of communicating love and affection. It also illustrates a misunderstanding that 
plagues many heterosexual romantic relationships.

TAMARA

Most of this course has been a review of stuff I already knew, but the unit on how men 
and women show they love each other was news to me. I’m always fussing at my 

boyfriend for not showing me he cares. I tell him he takes me for granted, and if he really 
loved me, he’d want to talk more about personal, deep stuff inside him. But he bought 

me a book I’d been wanting, and a couple of weeks ago he spent a whole day fixing my 
car because he was worried about whether it was safe for me—I thought of that when 

we talked about the guy in the experiment who washed his wife’s car. I guess he has been 
showing he cares for me, but I haven’t been seeing it.

Gay and lesbian couples tend to share perspectives about how to communicate affec-
tion. Gay men generally engage in more emotional and intimate talk than straight men but 
less than women of any sexual orientation. Lesbians, on the other hand, generally share 
 responsibility for taking care of a relationship and build the most expressive and nurturing 
communication climates of any type of couple (Goldberg & Perry-Jenkins, 2007; Patterson, 
2000). Lesbian partners’ mutual attentiveness to nurturing, emotional openness, and conflict 
resolution may explain why lesbians report more satisfaction with their romantic relation-
ships than gays or heterosexuals (Goldberg & Perry-Jenkins, 2007; Hunter, 2012).
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Gendered Preferences for Autonomy and Connection Autonomy and 
 connection are two basic needs of all humans. We all need to feel that we have both  personal 
freedom and meaningful interrelatedness with others. Yet, gender affects how much of each 
of these we find comfortable. Masculine individuals tend to want greater autonomy and 
less connection than feminine people, whose relative priorities are generally the reverse 
( Umberson, Thomeer, & Lodge, 2015).

Desires for different degrees of autonomy and connection frequently generate friction in 
close relationships. Many couples engage in a pattern called demand–withdraw ( Caughlin 
& Vangelisti, 2000; Holley, Haase, & Levenson, 2013; Wegner, 2005). In this pattern, one 
partner encourages the other to communicate, and the other partner resists interaction that 
stifles his or her need for autonomy. The more one demands talk, the more the other with-
draws; the more one withdraws from interaction, the more the other demands talk. Both 
men and women are likely to withdraw when partners demand or request change; however, 
the intensity of withdrawal is greater when a woman requests change in a man than when 
a man requests change in a woman (Sagrestano, Heavey, & Christensen, 1998). Socialized 
toward independence, masculine individuals tend to be more comfortable when they have 
some distance from others, whereas feminine people tend to be more comfortable with 
close connections. Ironically, the very thing that creates closeness for one partner sometimes 
impedes it for the other.

JEFF

I get really frustrated talking about relationships with girls I’ve dated. It seems like they 
feel a need to discuss the relationship every time we’re together. I don’t get the point. I 

mean, why talk about a relationship if everything’s going along fine? Why not just be in 
the relationship and enjoy it?

JANELLE

I don’t know why straight women put up with partners who don’t work on their 
relationship. Angie and I both invest a lot of time and emotion in taking care of our 
relationship because it matters to both of us. I talk to straight friends and hear them 

complaining about how their partners never even notice the relationship. I would never 
settle for that.

More hurtful than the demand–withdraw pattern itself, however, are partners’ tendencies 
to interpret each other according to rules that don’t apply. For instance, to think that a man 
who wants time alone doesn’t love his partner is to interpret his withdrawal according to a 
feminine ruler. Similarly, to perceive a woman as intrusive because she wants intimate con-
versation is to judge her by masculine standards. Illustrating this tension over autonomy and 
connection, a recent study revealed that teenage girls viewed their male peers’ texts as brisk 
and abbreviated, while teenage boys viewed their female peers’ texts as too long, intrusive, 
and including unnecessary information (Ling, Baron, Lenhart, & Campbell, 2014). By under-
standing gendered patterns and preferences, we can minimize the poison of misinterpreta-
tion and respect different needs for autonomy and connection.
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Gendered Responsibility for Relational Health Because most lesbians, like 
most heterosexual women, learn feminine ways of thinking and acting; both partners tend to 
be sensitive to interpersonal dynamics and interested in talking about their relationship and 
working through problems (Canary & Whaba, 2006; Hunter, 2012; Schwartz & Rutter, 1998; 
Shulevitz, 2015).

Against the standard set by lesbians, heterosexual couples do not fare as well in distribut-
ing responsibility for relational health. In heterosexual relationships, both men and women 
tend to assume that women have primary responsibility for keeping relationships on track.

The expectation that one person should take care of relationships burdens one partner 
with the responsibility of keeping a relationship satisfying. In addition, it is difficult for one 
person to meet this responsibility if the other person doesn’t acknowledge and work on mat-
ters that jeopardize relational health. The partner who is expected to safeguard the relation-
ship may be perceived as a nag by the one who fails to recognize problems until they become 
very serious. Not surprisingly, research shows that the highest level of couple satisfaction 
exists when both partners share responsibility for the relationship (Cubbans & Vannoy, 2004; 
DeMaris, 2007).

Gendered Power Dynamics Historically, the person who earns the most money has 
had the greater power in heterosexual romantic relationships, and that person traditionally 
has been male. As you might predict, problems fostered by believing that men should be 
more powerful are not prominent in lesbian relationships, and lesbians tend to be partic-
ularly skilled at building harmonious relationships with romantic partners (Hunter, 2012). 
Gay and lesbian couples report a greater desire for shared power and decision-making than 
do heterosexual couples (Hunter, 2012).

As we noted in Chapter 7, the belief that men should be the primary breadwinners 
doesn’t match reality for the growing number of heterosexual households in which the 
woman earns as much as or more than her partner (Patten, 2015). Social attitudes reflect 
these shifts: In 1977, two-thirds of U.S. citizens thought that the ideal family had a male 
breadwinner and a stay-at-home wife and mom. Today, not even one-third of U.S. citizens 
think that (Coontz, 2014).

People who adhere to traditional views of gender in relationships are more likely to 
experience a decrease in both self-esteem and marital satisfaction if the woman earns more 
money (Helms, Prouiz, Klute, McHale, & Crouter, 2006; Torabi, 2014; Waismel-Manor & 
Tolbert, 2010).

ERNEST

As a male who was reared by a single mother, I see women differently from most of the 
white men I know. I and a lot of blacks see women as our equals more than most white 

men do. We treat the women in our lives with a lot more respect than middle-class white 
males. Men who were raised by a single mother understand women and their plight 

better than most white men. We know we and women are in it together.

In heterosexual relationships, the belief that men have more power than women is often 
reflected in the distribution of labor in the home. Although the majority of two-parent house-
holds today have two wage earners, the housework and the care of children, parents, and 
other relatives continue to be done primarily by women in heterosexual families (Coontz, 
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2014; Patten, 2015; Schiebinger & Gilmartin, 2010; Sheehy, 2010). In fact, some men who 
don’t have jobs in the paid labor force and whose female partners work outside the home 
engage in less child care and home maintenance than do men who have jobs in the paid 
labor force—as few as three hours a day (Dokoupil, 2009; Shulevitz, 2015). As a point of 
comparison, unemployed women spend twice as much time on child care and housework as 
employed women do (Dokoupil, 2009).

Gay and lesbian couples are more likely than heterosexual couples to divide child care 
and household labor equally between partners (Brewster, 2016; Goldberg, Smith, & Perry- 
Jenkins, 2012). Lesbians report greater equality in division of labor than do gay men, and, 
in lieu of relying on gendered norms to divide tasks, incorporate factors such as individual 
capacity and preference (Brewster, 2016; Goldberg, 2013; Kurdek, 2007).

Despite its mundane quality (or perhaps because of it), the division of household labor is 
not a small matter—the sharing of domestic responsibilities and chores is ranked by married 
couples as the third most important factor in a successful relationship, following fidelity and 
sexual intimacy (Klein, Izquierdo, & Bradbury, 2013). Men who share in child care tend to 
have relationships that have less conflict and more satisfying sex than men who participate 
less in child care (“Benefits of,” 2015).

There are multiple reasons for women’s and men’s unequal contributions to domestic 
labor. One key reason is gender ideology. Men and women with more traditional beliefs 
about gender are more likely than people with less traditional gender beliefs to perceive it as 
appropriate for women to do most of the domestic labor. A second reason is women’s alter-
natives to a relationship. Women who don’t perceive desirable alternatives to their current 
relationships have little leverage to persuade their partners to participate more in domestic 
labor. A third reason is commitment to equity. Most people prefer equitable relationships—
ones in which they and their partners invest relatively equally and in which both partners 
benefit equally. The extent to which partners are committed to equity affects how they divide 
domestic chores.

A fourth reason is gender socialization. Male socialization typically doesn’t emphasize 
developing skills in domestic chores, whereas girls are often socialized to perform more 

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES
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traditionally “feminine” tasks such as laundry, cooking, and cleaning. As a result, girls typi-
cally have developed skills in these tasks by the time they set up an adult household. In addi-
tion, many women have higher standards for housekeeping than their male partners. This 
may lead women to criticize how their male partners perform the tasks and to redo or take 
over tasks that their male partners aren’t performing to the women’s satisfaction (Coontz, 
2014; Wiesmann, Boeije, van Doorne-Huiskes, & den Dulk, 2008). Responses like these 
understandably discourage men from being active in homemaking.

Millennial men have more egalitarian views related to gender, family, and career within 
marriage than men of older generations (Miller, 2015b). They are more likely to aspire to 
being hands-on fathers and to strike a balance between family and career. But research has 
demonstrated that these aspirations do not necessarily translate into equitable divisions of 
labor in the home, particularly if children join the family. One reason that aspirations may 
not be realized is inflexible work policies and cultural norms. Paternity leave is not as com-
mon or available as maternity leave (Rehel, 2014), and men who take leave for family reasons 
may be judged more harshly than women (Miller, 2014b; Parker & Wang, 2013).

Dubbing the extra domestic labor that women typically do the second shift, sociologist 
Arlie Hochschild (2003) reports that the majority of wives employed outside the home have 
a second-shift job in the home. Child care is a big part of the second shift for many women. 
Mothers with college educations spend an average of 21.2 hours a week with their children 
and mothers with less education spend 15.2 hours. Women whose wages are lower some-
times work multiple jobs, which leaves less time to spend with children.

Today’s fathers are also spending more time with their children than did their own 
fathers. College-educated fathers spend an average of 9.6 hours a week with their children, 
and less educated fathers, who may work more than one job, spend an average of 6.8 hours a 
week with children.  That’s more than double the amount of time fathers in 1977 spent with 
children. Fathers under 29 years of age spend more time with children than older fathers do 
(Choose Your Parents Wisely, 2014; Council on Contemporary Families, 2010; Parker-Pope, 
2010c; Shulevitz, 2015).

As Lynn O’Brien Hallstein (2008) points out, many women think that because becom-
ing a mother is a choice, they are responsible for the consequences of that choice. In other 
words, many women who continue working in the paid labor force after becoming mothers 
accept the idea that they have to figure out how to manage motherhood and a career. They 
are reluctant to ask their workplaces to make accommodations, and they often find their 
partners are not willing to invest equal time and effort in parenting. Further, they may feel 
as much pressure to succeed at mothering as at their job (Choose Your Parents Wisely, 2014; 
Hallstein, 2010b).

GLORIA

I’m a mother and a professional and a part-time student, but I am not the only 
one who takes care of my home and family. That’s a shared responsibility in our 

home. My daughter and son each cook dinner one night a week, and they switch 
off on chores like laundry and vacuuming. My husband and I share the other 

chores 50 - 50. Children don’t resist a fair division of labor if their parents model it and 
show that it’s expected of them.
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We should also note that much of the domestic work women do is more taxing and less grat-
ifying than that done by men. For instance, whereas many of the contributions men typically 
make are sporadic, variable, and flexible in timing (e.g., mowing the lawn), the tasks women 
typically do are repetitive, routine, and constrained by deadlines (e.g., preparing meals) (Canary 
& Wahba, 2006; Hochschild with Machung, 2003). Women are also more likely to do multiple 
tasks simultaneously (e.g., helping a child with homework while preparing dinner). When it 
comes to child care, mothers tend to be constantly on duty whereas fathers more typically take 
responsibility of occasional fun child care activities, such as trips to the park or zoo.

AIKAU

My mother works all day at her job. She also cooks all of the meals for the family, does 
all of the housework, and takes care of my younger brother and sister. When my mother 

goes out of town on business, she fixes all of the family meals and freezes them before 
she leaves. She also arranges for day care and cleans very thoroughly before she leaves. 

My father expects this of her, and she expects it of herself.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Dads at Work
.PSF�UIBO�JO�QBTU�FSBT
�NBOZ�NFO�UPEBZ�
XBOU�UP�CF�GVMM�QBSUT�PG�UIFJS�GBNJMJFT�BOE�
DPNNVOJUJFT��$PNQBSFE�UP�EBET�B�EFDBEF�
BHP�	#MBOE
�������4IVMFWJU[
�����
�

����UBLF�UIFJS�LJET�UP�TDIPPM�PODF�PS�UXJDF�
B�NPOUI
�VQ�GSPN����
����BUUFOE�DMBTT�FWFOUT
�VQ�GSPN����
����WJTJU�UIFJS�DIJME�T�DMBTTSPPN�PODF�PS�
UXJDF�B�NPOUI
�VQ�GSPN����
����BUUFOE�TDIPPM�CBTFE�QBSFOUT�
�NFFUJOHT
�VQ�GSPN����
����WPMVOUFFS�BU�TDIPPM
�VQ�GSPN����
����IFMQ�LJET�XJUI�FYUSBDVSSJDVMBS�
�BDUJWJUJFT
�VQ�GSPN����

����IFMQ�XJUI�IPNFXPSL
�VQ�GSPN����
����BUUFOE�QBSFOUoUFBDIFS�DPOGFSFODFT
�
VQ�GSPN����

8IZ�EP�UPEBZ�T�EBET�XPSL�TP�IBSE�BU�
�QBSFOUJOH �*O�UIFJS�PXO�XPSET�	#MBOE
�
����
�

i*�LOPX�JU�TPVOET�B�CJU�DMJDIÏE
�CVU�UIFZ�EP�
HSPX�VQ�GBTU
�TP�*�XBOU�UP�TQFOE�UJNF�XJUI�
UIFN�w
i*�KVTU�XBOU�UP�CF�QBSU�PG�IFS�MJGF��*�XBOU�UP�
CF�UIFSF�GPS�IFS�w
i*�KVTU�GFFM�JG�ZPV�SF�HPJOH�UP�CF�B�QBSFOU
�
ZPV�TIPVME�CF�UIFSF�w

TAKE A STAND:�*O�ZPVS�WJFX
�IPX�NVDI�QBSFOUBM�SFTQPOTJCJMJUZ�TIPVME�GBUIFST�UBLF�PO 

The recession that began in 2008 propelled changes in men’s involvement in home life. 
Between 2008 and 2010, millions of Americans lost jobs, and the majority of them were men. 
Although some of these men have returned to work, others have not. In 2014, one in six men 
in prime earning years is out of work in the United States (Peters & Wessel, 2014). For many 
of these men, the jobs they once had no longer exist due to globalization and technological 
innovation (Peters & Wessel, 2014). According to a recent study by the Pew Research Center, 
two million fathers are now stay-at-home dads by choice or necessity (Ludden, 2014).
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For men who lose their jobs, the shift from paid employment to child care is difficult. 
Laid off after 20 years in a Fortune 500 company, Andrew Emery says, “It was a big part of 
my identity; it’s who you are. It took me a long time to fill in the blank when people asked 
me what I do” (Kershaw, 2009, p. E6). Yet, many men find great satisfaction in being fully 
engaged fathers (Chesley, 2011; Fournier, 2016; Hickenlooper, 2016; Ludden, 2014). For men 
looking to rejoin the workforce, many hope to find careers that enable them to spend more 
time with their children, and the experience of being a primary caretaker can inspire more 
equitable divisions of domestic labor even after fathers rejoin the workforce (Chesley, 2011; 
Kershaw, 2009).

Another way in which women’s contributions to home life have been greater is in terms 
of psychological responsibility—the responsibility to remember, plan, and make sure things 
get done (Hochschild, 2003; Shulevitz, 2015). Partners may agree to share responsibility for 
taking children to doctors, but women tend to remember when inoculations are due, sched-
ule appointments, and keep track of whose turn it is to take the child. Similarly, partners may 
share responsibility for preparing meals, but women usually take on the responsibilities of 
planning menus, keeping an inventory of supplies, making shopping lists, and going to the 
grocery store. All of this planning and organization is a psychological responsibility that is 
often not counted in couples’ agreements for sharing the work of a family.

The consequences of the second shift are substantial. Women who do most of the home-
making and child-care tasks are often extremely stressed, fatigued, and susceptible to illness 
(Babarskiene & Tweed, 2009; Hochschild, 2003), and they are at a disadvantage in their paid 
work because they are drained by responsibilities at home (McDonald, Phipps, & Lethbridge, 
2005; Patten, 2015). Frustration, resentment, and conflict are also likely when one person in 
a partnership bears the double responsibilities of jobs inside and outside the home (“Benefits 
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The Mommy Myth
.PUIFSIPPE�JO�DPOUFNQPSBSZ�6�4��DVMUVSF�
JT�DBTU�BT�BO�JEZMMJD�FYQFSJFODF�CVU�BMTP�
TVCKFDU�UP�NVDI�QVCMJD�TDSVUJOZ�	%PVHMBT�
��.JDIBFMT
�������'JYNFS�0SBJ[
�����
��
5IF�JEFBM�NPUIFS�MPWFT�CFJOH�XJUI�IFS�
DIJMESFO
�OFWFS�XBOUT�UJNF�BXBZ�GSPN�
UIFN
�BOE�DFSUBJOMZ�OFWFS�SBJTFT�IFS�
WPJDF�PS�HFUT�GSVTUSBUFE��6OGPSUVOBUFMZ
�
B�MPU�PG�XPNFO�GJOE�UIBU�SFBM
�EBZ�UP�
EBZ�NPUIFSJOH�JT�WFSZ�EJGGFSFOU�GSPN�UIF�
NZUI��*OUFOTF�DVMUVSBM�FYQFDUBUJPOT�MFBWF�
NBOZ�NPUIFST�GFFMJOH�PWFSXIFMNFE�
CZ�XIBU�UIFZ�BSF�FYQFDUFE�UP�EP�BOE
�
TJNVMUBOFPVTMZ
�GFFMJOH�HVJMUZ�UIBU�
UIFZ�BSFO�U�EPJOH�FOPVHI
�EPJOH�JU�
XFMM�FOPVHI
�PS�FOKPZJOH�UIF�CMJTT�PG�

NPUIFSIPPE�	)BMMTUFJO
�����C��4DIVMUF
�
������4MBVHIUFS
�����
�

.FEJB�QMBZ�B�CJH�SPMF�JO�DSFBUJOH�BOE�
TVTUBJOJOH�UIF�NPNNZ�NZUI��5FMFWJTJPO�
QSPHSBNT�BOE�GJMNT�PGUFO�TIPX�UIF�
NZUIJDBM�XPNBO�XIP�iIBT�JU�BMMw�CFJOH�
B�QFSGFDU�NPUIFS�BOE�B�TVDDFTTGVM�
QSPGFTTJPOBM��8PSLJOH�NPUIFST�JO�IJHI�
QSPGJMF�DBSFFST�BSF�GFBUVSFE�JO�NBHB[JOF�BOE�
OFXTQBQFS�TUPSJFT��$PNQPVOEJOH�NFEJB�
JT�UIF�SFMFOUMFTT�RVFTU�GPS�QFSGFDUJPO�UIBU�
DIBSBDUFSJ[FT�"NFSJDBO�DVMUVSF�XIBUFWFS�
XF�EP
�XF�TIPVME�EP�JU�QFSGFDUMZ��0OF�XBZ�
UP�BEESFTT�UIJT
�TBZ�%PVHMBT�BOE�.JDIBFMT
�
JT�UP�MFBSO�XIBU�UIF�NPNNZ�NZUI�JT�BOE�UP�
OBNF�FWFSZ�JOTUBODF�PG�JU�ZPV�TFF�

TAKE A STAND:�8IFSF�EP�ZPV�TFF�FYBNQMFT�PG�UIF�NPNNZ�NZUI�JO�FWFSZEBZ�MJGF �$BO�
ZPV�UIJOL�PG�XBZT�UP�QSPNPUF�NPSF�SFBMJTUJD�WJFXT�PG�NPUIFSIPPE�BOE�XBZT�UP�MFTTFO�UIF�
TUSFTTPST�FYQFSJFODFE�CZ�NPNT�UPEBZ 
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of,” 2015; Chethik, 2008; Cubbans & Vannoy, 2004; Erickson, 2005). Similar stress has been 
found in single fathers who work a second shift.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Scientists and the Second Shift
$BSPM�(SFJEFS�HPU�UIF�DBMM�FWFSZ�TDJFOUJTU�
ESFBNT�PG��5IF�QFSTPO�BU�UIF�PUIFS�FOE�
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PG�TDJFOUJTUT�JO�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT
�GFNBMF�

TDJFOUJTUT�EP�UXJDF�BT�NVDI�DPPLJOH
�
DMFBOJOH
�BOE�MBVOESZ�BT�NBMF�TDJFOUJTUT�
	4DIJFCJOHFS���(JMNBSUJO
�����
��"OE�UIFO�
UIFSF�T�DIJME�DBSF��"U�UIF�UJNF�TIF�XPO�
UIF�BXBSE
�%S��(SFJEFS�IBE�UXP�TDIPPM�
BHF�DIJMESFO
�BOE�TIF�UPPL�NVDI�PG�UIF�
SFTQPOTJCJMJUZ�GPS�HPJOH�UP�UIFJS�TQPSUT�
FWFOUT
�UBLJOH�UIFN�UP�BOE�GSPN�QMBZ�
EBUFT
�BOE�TP�GPSUI�

TAKE A STAND:�$BO�ZPV�UIJOL�PG�XBZT�UP�SFEVDF�UIF�TFDPOE�TIJGU�UIBU�NBOZ�XPNFO�
FYQFSJFODF 
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Fathering in Other Species
.PTU�IVNBO�GBUIFST�NBZ�FOHBHF�MFTT�JO�
DIJME�DBSF�UIBO�IVNBO�NPUIFST
�CVU�GBUIFS-
JOH�JT�B�CJH�UJNF�QVSTVJU�JO�TPNF�TQFDJFT�
	"OHJFS
�����
��"NPOH�CJSET
�NBMFT�BOE�
GFNBMFT�VTVBMMZ�TIBSF�UIF�UBTLT�PG�TJUUJOH�PO�
FHHT�UP�IBUDI�UIFN�BOE�GFUDIJOH�JOTFDUT�GPS�
UIF�CBCZ�CJSET��*O�DFSUBJO�TQFDJFT�PG�CJSET
�
TVDI�BT�FNVT�BOE�SIFBT
�UIF�NBMFT�FYDMV-
TJWFMZ�UFOE�UIF�OFTU�

"OE�CJSET�BSFO�U�UIF�POMZ�BDUJWF�GBUIFST��
.BMF�QJQFGJTI�BOE�TFBIPSTFT�CFDPNF�QSFH-
OBOU�BOE�HJWF�CJSUI��/FXCPSO�NBSNPTFUT�BOE�
FNQPSFS�UBNBSJOT�BSF�DBSSJFE�PO�UIFJS�GBUIFS�T�
CBDLT�VOUJM�UIFZ�BSF�BCMF�UP�NPWF�PO�UIFJS�
PXO��4PNF�QSJNBUFT�BMTP�FNQIBTJ[F�UIF�SPMF�
BOE�TUBUVT�PG�GBUIFST��.BMF�#BSCBSZ�NBDBRVFT
�
GPS�FYBNQMF
�BQQFBS�XJUI�JOGBOUT�UP�JODSFBTF�
UIFJS�TUBOEJOH�JO�UIFJS�TPDJBM�HSPVQT�

TAKE A STAND:�$BO�ZPV�UIJOL�PG�SFBTPOT�XIZ�NBMFT�PG�EJGGFSFOU�TQFDJFT�IBWF�EJTUJODU�
UFOEFODJFT�UPXBSE�GBUIFSJOH 

Another clue to power dynamics is how couples manage conflict. Masculine individu-
als (whether female or male) tend to use more unilateral strategies to engage in and to avoid 
conflicts. They are more likely than feminine people to issue ultimatums, to refuse to listen or 
discuss an issue, or to assert that the partner is blowing things out of proportion. Feminine indi-
viduals more typically defer or compromise to reduce tension, and they employ indirect strat-
egies when they do engage in conflict, which is consistent with feminine speech communities’ 
emphasis on maintaining equality and building relationships (Rusbult, 1987; Stafford,  Dutton, 
& Haas, 2000). Early on in lesbian relationships, partners tend to avoid discussions about inter-
personal difficulties, but long-term lesbian couples report improvement in managing relational 
conflict through productive conversation. For gay partners, avoidant styles of managing con-
flict are more common, unless the relationship itself is perceived as at risk (Hunter, 2012).
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Finally, gendered power dynamics underlie violence, which is a means of exercising dom-
inance over others. We will cover the topic of violence in detail in Chapter 12, but we need 
to acknowledge here that intimate partner violence is one manifestation of gendered power 
dynamics. Not confined to any single group, violence cuts across race, ethnicity, class, and sexual 
orientation. In the United States, one in four women has been violently attacked by her husband 
or boyfriend, and one is killed by her partner every six hours (Kristof, 2014b). At least 30% of 
women worldwide have been victims of intimate partner violence (Prevalence of Domestic Vio-
lence, 2013). Intimate partner violence is not confined to adult relationships. Approximately 1 in 
10 high school students reports being physically hurt by a girlfriend or boyfriend, and 1 in 3 high 
school students reports psychological violence from a girlfriend or boyfriend (Hoffman, 2012).

Violence is inflicted primarily by men, most of whom have been socialized into masculine 
identities (Johnson, 2006; Neighbors, Walker, Mbilinyi, Olson & Rauscher, 2011; O’Rourke, 
Edleson, Zegree, &  Roffman, 2010). In the United States, every 12 to 18 seconds a woman 
is beaten by a man; 4 women each day are reported beaten to death; and women are 600% 
more likely to be brutalized by an intimate partner than are men (Wood, 2001). We’ve seen 
that personal relationships reflect the expectations and orientations encouraged by feminine 
and masculine socialization. Gender differences surface in the ways that partners express and 
experience closeness, preferences for autonomy and connection, the distribution of responsi-
bility for maintaining relationships, and power dynamics.

SUMMARY

Communication between friends and romantic partners is a powerful predictor of relation-
ship strength and satisfaction. For this reason, understanding how gender shapes commu-
nicative practices can help us create better friendships and romantic relationships. Today, 
many people feel that traditional gender roles aren’t satisfying or realistic. As people discover 
the limits and disadvantages of traditional gender roles, they are experimenting with new 
ways to form and sustain relationships and their own identities within those relationships. 
For instance, some men choose to be stay-at-home dads because they find greater fulfillment 
in nurturing a family than in pursuing a career in the paid labor force. Some women discover 
that they are more effective and more fulfilled by work outside the home than by work inside 
it. And many people balance home and paid work in ways that transcend traditional roles. 
Examples such as these remind us that we can edit cultural scripts, using our own lives to 
craft alternative visions of women, men, and relationships.

KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated, as well as in alphabet-
ical order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion website also 
provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts they represent. 
You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.
alternate paths model 175
feminine ruler 175
male deficit model 174
passionate friendship 177

personal relationships 173
psychological responsibility 190
second shift 188
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GENDER ONLINE

1. -PPL�BU�QFSTPOBM�BET�PO�0L$VQJE�PS�.BUDI�DPN��5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�UIF�DIBSBDUFSJTUJDT�
TPVHIU�SFGMFDU�PS�DIBMMFOHF�HFOEFS�TUFSFPUZQFT 

2. 0OMJOF�TFBSDI�UFSNT��cross-sex friends
�psychological responsibility
�second shift
�dual-
worker families
�division of household labor�
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�BDUJWJUJFT
�
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OFTT �)PX�EPFT�UIF�NPEFM�ZPV�QSFGFS�BGGFDU�ZPVS�CFIBWJPST�BOE�ZPVS�JOUFSQSFUBUJPOT�PG�
PUIFST��CFIBWJPST 

3. 5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�BSF�HFOEFSFE�QBUUFSOT�PG�JOUFSBDUJPO�EFTDSJCFE�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS�QSFTFOU�JO�
ZPVS�DVSSFOU�PS�QBTU�SPNBOUJD�SFMBUJPOTIJQT 
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�DIFDL�PVU�XIBU�
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QIFOPNFOPO�PG�XPNFO�JO�EFWFMPQFE�DPVOUSJFT�DIPPTJOH�UP�NBSSZ�MBUF�PS�OPU�BU�BMM��
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DSFBUF�DIBMMFOHFT�GPS�XPNFO�UIBU�NFO�TFMEPN�GBDF��'VSUIFS
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�

Gendered 
Organizational 
Communication

If you have some power, then your job is to empower 
someone else.

—Toni Morrison10
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Gendered Stereotypes in the Workplace
Social expectations attached to sex and gender influence how workers are perceived and 
treated. Because people are often not aware of using stereotypes to perceive others, they do 
not notice, much less question, the stereotypes.

Stereotypes of Women
Women in the workforce are often perceived in terms of one of the four stereotypes, each of 
which is deeply gendered: sex object, mother, child, and iron maiden (Kanter, 1977; Wood & 
Conrad, 1983).

Sex Object This stereotype assumes women’s value is defined by their sexual attractive-
ness. Frequently, it leads to perceiving women workers based on their appearance rather than 
their qualifications and job performance.

UIFTF�JOTUJUVUJPOBM�CBSSJFST�BSF�OPU�HPJOH�UP�DPMMBQTF�TJNQMZ�CFDBVTF�XPNFO�
CPPTU�UIFJS�DPOGJEFODF�BOE�BNCJUJPO�

4BOECFSH
�IPPLT
�BOE�4MBVHIUFS�BSF�QBSUJDVMBSMZ�WJTJCMF�TQPLFTQFPQMF�JO�UIF�
IFBUFE�EFCBUF�PWFS�XIFUIFS�XPNFO�DBO�iIBWF�JU�BMM�w�:FU�UIFZ�BSF�IBSEMZ�UIF�POMZ�
QFPQMF�XIP�IBWF�TUBLFT�JO�UIF�JTTVF��"MUIPVHI�UIJT�EFCBUF�IBT�CFFO�GSBNFE�
BSPVOE�XPNFO
�JU�JTO�U�BCPVU�POMZ�XPNFO��JU�JT�BMTP�BCPVU�XPSLQMBDF�DVMUVSF
�
UIF�XFMM�CFJOH�PG�GBNJMJFT
�BOE�NFO�T�MJWFT�BOE�TVDDFTT�BT�XPSLFST
�QBSUOFST
�BOE�
QBSFOUT�

*O�UIJT�DIBQUFS
�XF�XJMM�FYBNJOF�UIJT�EFCBUF�CZ�MPPLJOH�CFOFBUI�UIF�TVSGBDF�
BSHVNFOUT�UP�HFOEFSFE�TUFSFPUZQFT
�QSBDUJDFT
�BOE�QPMJDJFT�UIBU�NBLF�JU�OFD�
FTTBSZ�UP�BTL�XIFUIFS�JU�T�QPTTJCMF�UP�CF�TVDDFTTGVM�CPUI�JO�UIF�XPSLGPSDF�BOE�
QFSTPOBM�MJGF��'JSTU
�XF�FYBNJOF�HFOEFS�TUFSFPUZQFT�UIBU�BGGFDU�IPX�QFPQMF�BSF�
QFSDFJWFE�BOE�USFBUFE�JO�UIF�XPSLQMBDF��/FYU
�XF�TIPX�HFOEFSFE�EZOBNJDT�JO�
GPSNBM�BOE�JOGPSNBM�OFUXPSLT�DBO�SFTVMU�JO�JOFRVJUBCMF�USFBUNFOU��'JOBMMZ
�XF�
DPOTJEFS�EJGGFSFOU�XBZT�UP�SFEVDF�TFY�BOE�HFOEFS�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO�

MAGGIE

I worked at Hooters for a while. They had a manual you are given when you are hired 
at Hooters. It explains to you their discrimination policy and says they can discriminate 

based on age, weight, and level of attractiveness. They also have makeup and hair 
policies. Hair must be worn down and it must be done (curled or straightened); jewelry 

and tattoos are not allowed. Makeup is required.

The experience that Maggie describes is not unusual. The Equal Employment Opportu-
nity Commission (EEOC) sued Abercrombie & Fitch, charging the company discriminated 
against job applicants based on race. The EEOC attorney claimed that Abercrombie & Fitch 
hired only women who were “white, young, and physically fit.” The company paid 50 million 
dollars to settle the case (Hiring Hotties, 2012).
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But is all discrimination illegal? No. Federal law forbids discrimination based on sex, race, 
national origin, age, disability, and religion. Some qualities are considered bona fide occu-
pational requirements. For example, churches can require that clergy be members of their 
denomination and being bilingual or multilingual is necessary to work as a translator. There 
is no law that prohibits a company from discriminating based on attractiveness, and some 
companies, like Playboy Clubs and Chippendales, argue that attractiveness of staff is a bona 
fide job qualification. 

Stereotyping women as sex objects contributes to sexual harassment, which is a continu-
ing problem. The sex-object stereotype also underlies harassment of LGBTQ people. Like 
heterosexual women, gays, lesbians, bisexuals, and trans people are often perceived primar-
ily in terms of their sexuality and their conformity—or lack of conformity—to traditional 
gender roles. Harassment is a means of policing people who dare to transgress conventional 
identity categories.

MILISSA

Women can use the sex-object stereotype to their advantage. I pay for my education by 
being an exotic dancer, and I make better money than any other student I know. A lot of 

people think all exotic dancers are sluts, but that’s not true. There’s no difference between 
me using my body to fund my education and an athlete using his or her body to fund his 

or her education. Same thing.

We saw examples of treating women as sex objects in the 2016 presidential primary. 
 Hillary Clinton was criticized for not performing femininity—she didn’t smile enough, gush 
enough, and so forth (Roodkowsky, 2016).

Mother In institutional life, the stereotype of woman as mother has both figurative 
and literal forms. The figurative version of this stereotype is expressed when others expect 
women employees to take care of everyone—to smile, exchange pleasantries, prepare coffee 
and snacks, and listen to and help others. In fact, when women decline to help and support 
others, their careers suffer, whereas men who decline suffer no negative consequences (Grant 
& Sandberg, 2015).

Stereotyping women as mothers is one basis of job segregation by gender, a subtle and 
pervasive form of discrimination. A majority of women in the paid labor force are clerks, 
secretaries, assistants, and other jobs that, like those of mothers, support and care for others. 
Although at least half of the paid workforce in the United States is female, women account 
for only 4.6% CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, 19% of corporate board members, and less 
than 20% of Congress (Kristof, 2016a; Sandberg & Chávez, 2014; van Ogtrop, 2015). Even 
when they hold the same titles and positions as men, women consistently are paid less—
79 cents, on average, for every dollar a man earns (AAUW, 2013; Kristof, 2016a; Weber & 
Adamy, 2016).

The woman-as-mother stereotype also has a literal form. Today 71% of women in the 
United States who have children younger than 18 years work outside of the home (Bidgood, 
2014). In addition, 4.8 million undergraduate students are raising children (Merisotis & 
Slaughter, 2016). These women, as well as women who are perceived as planning to have chil-
dren, are often viewed as less serious than men or than women who aren’t mothers (Kristof, 
2016a; Williams & Dempsey, 2014).
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EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Personal Choice or Institutional Discrimination?
*G�XPNFO�DIPPTF�UP�IBWF�DIJMESFO
�
TIPVMEO�U�UIFZ�FYQFDU�UP�IBWF�NPSF�MJNJUFE�
DBSFFS�PQQPSUVOJUJFT�UIBO�XPNFO�XIP�
EPO�U�IBWF�DIJMESFO �5IBU�T�UIF�RVFTUJPO�
NBOZ�QFPQMF�BTL�XIFO�XPSLJOH�NPUIFST�
DPNQMBJO�UIBU�UIFZ�IBWF�GFXFS�DBSFFS�
PQUJPOT�BOE�BSF�QBJE�MFTT�UIBO�NFO�PS�DIJME�
GSFF�XPNFO��"U�GJSTU�HMBODF
�JU�TFFNT�SFBTPO�
BCMF�UP�UIJOL�UIBU�XPNFO�TIPVME�BDDFQU�UIF�
DBSFFS�DPOTFRVFODFT�PG�UIFJS�DIPJDF�UP�CF�
NPUIFST�

#VU�UIF�XPSE�choice�JT�NJTMFBEJOH��*U�
PCTDVSFT�NVMUJQMF�XBZT�UIBU�XIBU�JT�PGUFO�
DBTU�BT�B�iQFSTPOBM�DIPJDFw�JT�BDUVBMMZ�BO�
PVUDPNF�EFUFSNJOFE�CZ�TUSVDUVSBM�GBDUPST�
UIBU�BSF�GBS�CFZPOE�UIF�DPOUSPM�PG�JOEJWJEVBM�
XPNFO�

t� 8PNFO�BSF�UIF�POMZ�IVNBOT�BCMF�UP�
DBSSZ�B�GFUVT�TP�UIFZ�BTTVNF�BMM�PG�UIF�
SFTQPOTJCJMJUJFT�EVSJOH�HFTUBUJPO�

t� 4PNF�XPSLQMBDFT�BMMPX�NBUFSOJUZ�MFBWF�
CVU�OPU�QBUFSOJUZ�MFBWF�TP�NPUIFST�BSF�
UIF�EFGBVMU�QSJNBSZ�QBSFOUT�PG�OFX�
DIJMESFO�

t� .BOZ�DPXPSLFST�IPME�TUFSFPUZQFT�PG�
XPNBO�BT�NPUIFS�BOE�NBO�BT�CSFBE�
XJOOFS
�NBLJOH�JU�MJLFMZ�UIF�NPUIFS�XJMM�
CF�FODPVSBHFE�UP�UBLF�B�MFBWF
�EPXOTJ[F�

UP�QBSU�UJNF
�PS�RVJU�BMUPHFUIFS�BOE�UIF�
GBUIFS�XJMM�OPU�

t� 4PNF�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�BSF�NPSF�PQFO�UP�
BMMPXJOH�GFNBMF�FNQMPZFFT
�CVU�OPU�
NBMF�FNQMPZFFT
�UP�USBOTJUJPO�GSPN�GVMM�
UJNF�UP�QBSU�UJNF�XPSL�JO�PSEFS�UP�IBWF�
NPSF�GBNJMZ�UJNF�

t� 4PNF�NFO�TVCTDSJCF�UP�USBEJUJPOBM�
WJFXT�PG�NBTDVMJOJUZ�BOE�BSF�VOXJMMJOH�
UP�MFU�GBNJMZ�SFTQPOTJCJMJUJFT�BGGFDU�UIFJS�
DBSFFST�

t� 5IF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT�EPFT�OPU�QSPWJEF�
VOJWFSTBM�DIJME�DBSF�PS�FWFO�SFBTPOBCMF�
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�

5IF�DIPJDF�UP�CF�B�NPUIFS�JT�DPO�
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B�XPNBO�T�QFSTPOBM�DPOUSPM��"OE�ZFU
�UIF�
QFSDFQUJPO�UIBU�CFDPNJOH�B�NPUIFS�JT�B�
GSFF�DIPJDF�JT�VTFE�UP�KVTUJGZ�MFTTFS�KPCT�
BOE�QBZ�GPS�NPUIFST�	,SJDIFMJ�,BU[
�������
4MBVHIUFS
�����
�

TAKE A STAND:�5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�ZPV�TFF�UIF�UFOEFODZ�PG�XPNFO�UP�EPXOTJ[F�DBSFFST�
JG�UIFZ�IBWF�DIJMESFO�BT�B�QFSTPOBM�DIPJDF �8IBU�EJGGFSFODFT�EP�ZPV�OPUJDF�XIFO�ZPV�DPN�
QBSF�UIJT�UP�NFO�T�DBSFFS�DIPJDFT�JG�UIFZ�CFDPNF�GBUIFST 

Mothers are less likely to be hired or promoted, they are offered lower salaries, and 
they are judged more harshly than non-mothers (Williams, 2013). In one experiment, two 
résumés were created for fictitious female job applicants. The résumés were identical except 
that one résumé noted that the applicant was active in the parent–teacher association (PTA), 
a tip-off that she was a parent. The applicant whose résumé mentioned the PTA was 44% less 
likely to be hired (Coontz, 2013). In another experiment, women with children were 79% 
less likely to be hired than equivalently qualified women who did not have children (Wil-
liams & Dempsey, 2014). Men who are fathers are not judged as less committed or competent 
in their careers; in fact, fatherhood tends to benefit male workers—they are seen as more 
committed to earning an income and offered higher salaries (Andronici & Katz, 2007; Budig, 
2014; Miller, 2014b; Williams & Dempsey, 2014).
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Law professor Joan Williams (2010) coined the term maternal wall to refer to unexam-
ined assumptions held by coworkers and superiors about mothers. For example, a supervisor 
may assume that mothers are always available to their children. Based on this assumption, 
the supervisor may encourage Cynthia Cho to cut back on her hours and quit traveling. 
Later, when the supervisor is looking for someone with experience in different regions the 
company serves, the supervisor notes that Ms. Cho has not spent time in different regions 
and attributes this to her being a mother.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

He Says/She Says
He takes a balanced perspective.
She is wishy washy.

He collaborates.
She is too reliant on others’ opinions.

He is decisive.
She is overly aggressive.

)PX�XF�TFF�PUIFST��CFIBWJPST�EFQFOET�
BT�NVDI�PO�BTTVNQUJPOT�BOE�TUFSFPUZQFT�
XF�IPME�BT�PO�XIBU�PUIFST�BDUVBMMZ�EP��
$PHOJUJWF�QTZDIPMPHJTU�5IFSFTF�)VTUPO�

	����
�QPJOUT�PVU�UIBU�CFDBVTF�XPNFO�
BSF�TUFSFPUZQFE�BT�JOEFDJTJWF
�UIFZ�BSF�
WJFXFE�BT�XJTIZ�XBTIZ�XIFO�UIFZ�DPOTJEFS�
NVMUJQMF�QPJOUT�PG�WJFX��CFDBVTF�NFO�BSF�
TUFSFPUZQFE�BT�EFDJTJWF
�UIFZ�BSF�TFFO�BT�
UBLJOH�B�CBMBODFE�BQQSPBDI�XIFO�UIFZ�
DPOTJEFS�NVMUJQMF�QPJOUT�PG�WJFX��3FTFBSDI�
EFNPOTUSBUFT�UIBU�CPUI�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�
FOHBHF�JO�EFMJCFSBUJWF
�EBUB�ESJWFO�EFDJTJPO�
NBLJOH
�CVU�TUFSFPUZQFT�PGUFO�MFBE�PUIFST�
UP�QFSDFJWF�UIF�TBNF�BDUJPOT�CZ�XPNFO�
BOE�NFO�RVJUF�EJGGFSFOUMZ�

TAKE A STAND:�8IBU�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�NJHIU�MFTTFO�HFOEFS�TUFSFPUZQJOH�JO�UIF�XPSLQMBDF 

CHARLOTTE

I know the mother role all too well. Before coming back to college, I worked as 
an adjuster for an insurance company. In my office, there were eleven men and one 
other woman, Anne. I’ll bet there weren’t more than 10 days in the 3 years I worked 

there that one of the guys didn’t come in to talk with me or Anne about some 
personal problem. Sometimes, they wanted a lot of time and sympathy; sometimes, 

they just wanted a few minutes, but always it was Anne and me they came to—never 
one of the guys. What really burns is that they went to each other to consult about 

professional matters, but they never came to Anne and me about those. They treated us 
like mothers, not colleagues.

Child A third stereotype sometimes imposed on women is that of child, or pet—cute 
but not to be taken seriously. Women seen through this stereotype are assumed to need the 
protection of adults. “Protecting” women from challenging work often excludes them from 
experiences required for promotion and raises, as well as from the personal development that 
comes with new challenges. Women were first allowed in law enforcement in 1845 when con-
cerned citizens demanded they be appointed as matrons in jails and insane asylums to pro-
tect inmates and patients from male staff. In the early 1900s, a few police departments began 
assigning female officers to supervise dance halls. Even in 1960, women officers (2.3% of all 
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police) were assigned “safe” jobs in the office. Only in 1972 when an antidiscrimination law 
was enacted were policewomen allowed to make arrests, go on patrols, and otherwise fight 
crime. Female officers in heavy crime cities such as New York now make up approximately 
20% of police forces, yet they account for only 5% of police shootings. Studies show female 
officers are only 25 to 33% as likely to fire guns as their male counterparts (Stewart, 2016).

Iron Maiden If a woman in the workforce is not perceived in terms of one of the three 
stereotypes we’ve discussed, she may be perceived as fitting a fourth. Women who are inde-
pendent, ambitious, directive, competitive, and tough may be seen as “iron maidens.” They 
are regarded as competent because they get the job done but unlikable because they are not 
sufficiently feminine (O’Neill & O’Reilly, 2011; Roodkowsky, 2016; Williams & Dempsey, 
2014). During the 2016 Democratic Primary, polls consistently showed that many people 
considered Hillary Clinton experienced and competent but emotionally cool, aggressive, 
and ambitious—qualities that violate expectations for femininity. One political commenta-
tor asked, “Why is Hillary hatred so intense?” and answered “It’s because Hillary isn’t femi-
nine or womanly, at least not in the traditional ways. She doesn’t emote much publicly, she’s 
not spontaneous, she’s not touchy-feely.... Hillary doesn’t fit these stereotypes so she’s not a 
proper woman” (Roodkowsky, 2016, p. 13A).

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Strategies for Women’s Success in the Workplace
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It is a compliment to call a male worker ambitious; it isn’t necessarily perceived as a com-
pliment to call a female worker ambitious. Kristen van Ogtrop, the editor of the highly suc-
cessful Real Simple, points out that she and other women professionals “walk a fine line. We 
have to demonstrate enough ambition to be taken seriously as ‘success material’ but not so 
much that we’re perceived as a freight train” (van Ogtrop, 2015, p. 54)

The four stereotypes we have discussed disadvantage women by defining them in terms of 
sex and gender instead of job qualifications and performance.

Stereotypes of Men
Within institutional settings, men are also stereotyped in ways that reflect cultural views of 
masculinity and that affect how men are perceived and treated. Three stereotypes of men are 
particularly prevalent in organizations: sturdy oak, fighter, and breadwinner.

Sturdy Oak The sturdy oak is a self-sufficient pillar of strength that is never weak or 
reliant on others. When coworkers communicate that men should work independently, men 
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Breadwinner Perhaps no other stereotype so strongly defines and confines men in our 
society as that of breadwinner. Within organizations, stereotyping men as breadwinners has 
been used to justify paying them more than women. This stereotype is also why men are 
expected to put work ahead of family time.

Being the primary or sole breadwinner is central to how our society has historically 
judged men, as well as how many men judge themselves. Yet, men who tie their identity and 
worth to earning power are in danger in a culture where gender roles are evolving and the 
economy is uncertain.

Nonbinary Gender in Organizations
For those who do not conform to gender norms, organizational and professional settings 
pose unique challenges. As we saw earlier, women who challenge traditional femininity 
in organizations are often negatively stereotyped as iron maidens, and men who don’t put 
career first are often viewed negatively. Similarly, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans workers are 
often met with hostility for challenging gender in the workplace, and they may have fewer 
legal protections. 

GABE

A man at the place where I work part-time asked for family leave when his wife had a 
baby. Our manager gave him two weeks—he had to by company policy—but he really 

put the guy down behind his back. I heard him kidding with some of the other managers, 
saying did the guy think he was a mother or something? Nobody has ever said anything 

when a woman took family leave.

may rule out consulting others for advice or assistance. One result can be decision making 
that is faulty because of insufficient input.

Fighter Cultural stereotypes also cast men as fighters—superman-like warriors who go 
to battle, whether literally in war or metaphorically in professional life (Kunitz, 2016). Child-
hood training to be aggressive and win at all costs translates into professional expectations 
to beat the competition and to climb the corporate ladder. There is no room for being less 
than fully committed to the cause, less than ruthless in defeating the competition, or less than 
zealous in ambition.

Many employed men would like to spend more time with their families but fear that doing 
so would reduce their status at work (Miller, 2014; Parker & Wang, 2013; Reid, 2015). Writ-
ing in the prestigious Harvard Business Review, Erin Reid (2015) reported that men who ask 
for parental leave often experience hostility and discrimination because coworkers perceive 
them as not putting career first. But men are increasingly resisting the pressure to conform to 
the fighter stereotype and demanding the right to be involved with families. One man whose 
daughter was born five weeks prematurely asked for more than the two weeks of leave his 
company grants to new fathers. His company refused his request, he sued, and the company 
settled (Scheiber, 2015). The pressure for employers to provide more paternal leave is likely 
to increase as more millennial men, who place high value on family responsibilities, enter the 
workforce (Medved, 2016).
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For example, the question of what to wear to work is relatively simple for gender conform-
ing individuals. For others, in the words of self-described genderqueer professional Jacob 
Tobia, “the question of what to wear to work becomes an exhausting question of identity and 
of survival. For us, the question changes from ‘how do I present my best self at work?’ to ‘can 
I present my best self at work?’ ” (Tobia, 2014). As Tobia points out, performing nonbinary 
gender in organizational settings risks hostility by colleagues, eligibility for promotion, or 
even the job itself. 

While many companies have adopted LGBTQ-inclusive policies, there are no  consistent 
federal protections for sexual orientation and gender identity and expression. Thus, it 
remains legal in many places to discriminate against LGBTQ people in employment, eligi-
bility for public services, education, credit, and housing (Human Rights Campaign Foun-
dation, 2017).

Gendered organizational stereotypes are out of sync with the real people who make up 
the contemporary workforce. Most cisgender women and men in the paid labor force can-
not be easily pigeonholed into gendered stereotypes. And, in addition to feeling hemmed in 
by gender norms in organizational settings, LGBTQ people are subject to mistreatment and 
discrimination without legal recourse. Narrow gender stereotypes limit the potential of all 
workers and the possibilities for robust and humane professional lives.

Masculine Norms in Professional Life
Because men originally designed the workplace—from stockyards to corporations—and laid 
the blueprint for its operation, masculine norms infuse the workplace. For the most part, 
individuals are unaware of these norms. Nonetheless, they powerfully shape expectations for 
conduct in the workplace. We’ll examine two of these norms.

Traditionally Masculine Images of Leaders
The skills required to manage and lead are widely associated with communication skills that 
are cultivated more in masculine speech communities than in feminine ones—assertiveness, 
independence, competitiveness, and confidence. To the extent that workers engage in tra-
ditionally feminine communication, they may not be recognized as leaders or marked for 
advancement.

The answer isn’t for everyone to adopt masculine communication. As we’ve seen, women 
who use assertive and instrumental communication may be branded “iron maidens” 
 (Bennett, Ellison, & Ball, 2010; Williams & Dempsey, 2014). Coworkers who hold gender 
stereotypes may negatively evaluate women—but not men—who communicate assertively 
and who demand results.

There are some gender differences in how individuals approach work, including leader-
ship. In general, men tend to find having authority to be intrinsically rewarding, whereas 
women are more likely to find authority rewarding if it is coupled with having influence 
(Schieman, Schafer, & McIvor, 2013). Also, men are more likely to be ambitious for positions 
and titles, whereas women are more likely to be ambitious for being valued, included, and 
recognized for performing well (van Ogtrop, 2015).
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Let’s also realize that all of us can develop new skills as we navigate new circumstances. 
Standpoint theory claims that we develop new skills when we find ourselves in contexts that 
demand them. If this is true, then as feminine communicators enter into settings that gov-
erned by masculine communication norms, they should become proficient complying with 
those norms. Similarly, as masculine communicators interact with coworkers who use femi-
nine communication styles, they should develop skills in collaboration and support. A study 
by Patrice Buzzanell and Kristen Lucas (2006) on cisgender workers shows this dynamic—
that both men and women develop new communication skills that are needed for effec-
tiveness on the job. All of us can develop communication skills when we find ourselves in 
positions that require abilities not emphasized in our early socialization.

Finally, let’s realize that organizational leadership is not a contest and does not need to 
promote the interests of one group over another. Research consistently shows that both 
women and men lead effectively and that groups that include both women and men make 
better decisions than those that include only men (Kristof, 2016b).

Traditionally Masculine Norms for Career Paths
The view of a normal career path is out of sync with the needs and identities of many of 
today’s workers. Career paths were conventionally defined as linear progressions through 
which employees work up the ladder by demonstrating competence at each level. Historically 
careers have also been thought of as being full time.

The assumption that serious careers are linear and full time reflects social relations of pre-
vious eras in which most professionals were men who had stay-at-home wives to care for the 
home and children. Today, most women and men work outside of the home. Few people can 
afford full-time maids and nannies, so the responsibilities of taking care of home and family 
are not easily met when both partners work outside of the home. Organizations with the best 
chance of thriving in the future will adapt to the realities of contemporary workers and their 
families (Coontz, 2013; Williams, 2010, 2013). To fit the identities and life rhythms of today’s 
workers, organizations need to ponder key questions about how they operate:

t� %P�BMM�FNQMPZFFT�OFFE�UP�CF�BU�XPSL�CZ���PS���B�N� 
t� .VTU�BMM�XPSL�CF�EPOF�PO�TJUF 
t� $BO�FNQMPZFST�QSPWJEF�QBJE�GBNJMZ�MFBWF 
t� $BO�FNQMPZFFT�UBLF�CSFBLT�PG�TFWFSBM�NPOUIT�PS�ZFBST�XJUIJO�B�TFSJPVT�DBSFFS 

TARA

When I first started working, I tried to act like the men at my level. I was pleasant to 
people, but I didn’t talk with coworkers about my life or their lives. I did my work, led 

my team with firm, directive communication, and stressed results. When I had my 
first performance review, I got great marks on achieving tasks, but there was serious 

criticism of “my attitude.” A number of people—both my peers and staff I supervised—
complained that I was unfriendly or cold. People criticized me for not caring about them 
and their lives. I pointed out to my supervisor that nobody made those complaints about 

men, and she told me that I couldn’t act like a man if I wanted to succeed in business.
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t� $BO�FNQMPZFFT�XPSL�QBSU�UJNF�XIFO�UIFZ�IBWF�ZPVOH�DIJMESFO�PS�PUIFS�GBNJMZ�NFNCFST�
XIP�OFFE�BUUFOUJPO�BOE�DBSF 

t� $BO�FNQMPZFFT�XPSL�EJGGFSFOU�TDIFEVMFT�PO�EJGGFSFOU�EBZT 
t� $BO�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�	BU�MFBTU�MBSHF�POFT
�QSPWJEF�PO�TJUF�EBZ�DBSF 

Both familial and professional commitments fuel our lives. Research indicates that 
mothers who work outside of their homes are at least as happy and healthy as stay-at-home 
mothers. This is especially true of employed mothers who have partners, and among  single 
mothers, maternal employment is correlated with higher levels of emotional well-being 
(Meier, Musick, Flood, & Dunifon, 2016; Wills & Brauer, 2012). It is also clear that men who 
share the responsibilities of caring for children tend to become more patient, empathic, and 
flexible and are more satisfied with their jobs and personal lives (Sandberg & Grant, 2015a). 
Equally important, the research shows children whose parents work outside of the home are 
as emotionally balanced, socially adjusted, and academically accomplished as children with a 
stay-at-home parent.

Although most women who leave paid labor to care for children plan to return to the 
workforce in a few years, many run into barriers when they are ready to resume their 
careers. Many mothers encounter employers who prefer to hire women who are not mothers 
( Warner, 2013). Even those who do find jobs often discover that they don’t have access to 
prestigious career ladders because colleagues and supervisors perceive working mothers as 
less than fully committed to their careers (Miller, 2015; Warner, 2013).

PERRY

I’ll admit I was against having a woman promoted to our executive board, but I’ll also 
admit that I was wrong. I thought Linda wouldn’t fit in or have anything to add. I voted 

for a junior male who I thought would fit in with the rest of us executives. But Linda is 
just superb. What I like most about having her in our group is that she’s a real consensus 

builder, and nobody else is. Linda’s first concern always seems to be finding common 
ground among us, and she has an absolutely amazing lack of ego invested in decisions. 
I’m not sure it’s flattering to admit this, but the guys in the group, including me, operate 

from ego. Sometimes, winning a point is more important than crafting the best decision. 
Linda moves us away from that mindset.

Gendered Patterns in Organizations
Organizations have both formal and informal practices. Formal practices include policies 
regarding leaves, work schedules, performance reviews, who reports to whom, and so on. 
Informal practices include normative behaviors and understandings that are not covered by 
explicit policies: advising, mentoring, socializing, and so forth. As we will see, both formal 
and informal networks entail gendered dynamics.

Formal Practices
Leave Policies In 1993, the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) was passed so that 
U.S. employees could take up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave to care for new babies or sick family 
members. In 2010, President Obama announced family leave was extended to workers in 
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same-sex relationships who need time to care for a partner’s child. Since the act was passed, 
more than 50 million Americans have taken family leave.

However, FMLA isn’t available to all workers. Only companies with 50 or more workers in 
a 75-mile radius are required to grant family leaves, and small companies can refuse to give 
leave to some employees. All told, FMLA covers only about 60% of employees in the United 
States (20 Years in, FMLA Too Weak, 2013). Some individual states, however, have enacted 
more generous family leave laws.

Also realize that FMLA does not require employers to provide pay to employees who take 
family leave, although some individual states require paid family leave. Because FMLA does 
not require companies to provide paid leaves, many workers cannot afford a leave.

The United States has the humiliating distinction of being the only high-income coun-
try and one of a very few countries in the world that do not have a guaranteed paid family 
leave policy. As Figure 10.1 shows, of 188 countries in the United Nations according to a 
most recent study, 180 offer some level of financial payment to new mothers on maternity 
leave. Those that that do not are Oman, Papua New Guinea, Tonga, and the United States 
(Rowe-Finkbeiner, 2014; Zarocostas, 2014). Further, at least 70 countries provide paid leave 
to fathers (Coontz, 2013; Zarocostas, 2014). U.S. law also mandates fewer weeks of leave 
(unpaid) than other Western countries (Zarocostas, 2014).

The lack of paid family leave forces many workers to choose between taking care of fam-
ilies and earning income. The lack of institutional support also influences some workers’ 
career choices. Some workers are dropping out of careers that don’t provide support for fam-
ilies (Easton, 2015; Lien, 2015; van Ogtrop, 2015).

Work Schedules Rigid work schedules are another reflection of outdated career mod-
els that assumed men were breadwinners and women were at home taking care of families. 
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Obviously, this model doesn’t accommodate two-worker or single-parent families with young 
children. Even if parents can afford day care, children are sometimes too sick to attend; day care 
centers close on occasion, making it necessary for a parent to take responsibility for child care. 
Women are more likely than men to take time off to care for children, a pattern that reflects and 
reinforces gendered assumptions that women put families first and men put careers first. A new 
longitudinal study from the University of Chicago demonstrated that access to high-quality 
child care for disadvantaged mothers and children had long-term beneficial effects, including 
higher earnings and educational attainment not only for mothers but eventually for their chil-
dren as well. Moreover, the return on state investment was 7:1 (Miller, 2017).

If all other developed countries have laws and policies that allow workers to also be good 
parents, so can the United States. In fact, providing more leave time and flexible working 
hours can actually save employers money because doing so boosts worker productivity, 
increases morale, and reduces turnover, making family friendly policies less expensive than 
training replacement employees (20 Years in, FMLA too weak, 2013; van Ogtrop, 2015).

Sweden is engaged in an interesting experiment. Concerned about employees’ well-being, 
Svartedalens, a nursing home in Gothenburg, Sweden, cut the work shift from eight to six 
hours per day with no reduction in pay. After just one year, Svartedalens had greatly reduced 
absenteeism, improved worker health, and increased productivity—that’s right: Workers 
accomplished more in six hours than in eight because they were motivated to be efficient. 
Similar results were achieved when a Swedish hospital switched to 30 hour work weeks 
(Alderman, 2016).

Informal Practices
In addition to formal policies, organizations have informal, unwritten understandings that 
can make or break careers. Through a range of normative practices, some organizations 
emphasize gender differences, define one sex or gender as standard, or extend different 
opportunities to individuals based on sex or gender.

Unwelcoming Environments In some organizations, language and behavior that 
emphasize men’s experiences and interests are normative. Consider the gendered nature 
of many terms taken from sports (hit a home run, huddle on strategy, ballpark figures, 
 second-string player, come up with a game plan, be a team player, line up, score a touchdown, 
put it in your court), sexuality or sex organs (hit on a person, X has balls, X is a real prick, 
screw the competition, get into a pissing contest, stick it to them), and the military (battle plan, 
mount a campaign, plan of attack, under fire, get the big guns). Intentional or not, language 
related to sports, sexuality, and the military binds men into a masculine community in which 
some women and LGBTQ people feel unwelcome.

The Informal Network Relationships with colleagues create a sense of belonging and 
provide access to essential information that may not come through formal channels. Because 
men originally organized most workplaces, many informal networks were created largely or 
exclusively by men, giving rise to the term old boy network. Hiring and promotion decisions 
are often made through informal communication within these networks. For example, while 
golfing, Brad tells Nathan about a job candidate; later that candidate stands out in Nathan’s 
mind when he reviews applications for a job.
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One reason that informal networks are comfortable is that they tend to be composed 
of people who see themselves as being similar—others in the group are “like me.” The easy 
camaraderie among members of informal networks can also create barriers for coworkers 
who are not like most of the people in a group. Women, people of color, and gender non-
conforming workers may not be invited into networks or not made to feel welcome if they 
try to participate. When only one or two women are in a group, they stand out as different 
and unlike most of the employees. Only when women or members of any other minority 
group reach a critical mass are they unlikely to be marginalized (Newton-Small, 2016). In 
the face of communication that defines them as outsiders, women and racial and sexual 
minorities may avoid informal networks and thus lose out on these key sources of informa-
tion and support.

Mentoring Relationships A mentor is an experienced person who guides the devel-
opment of a less-experienced person. In the workforce, mentors are usually older employees 
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who help younger employees build careers. A mentor is at least helpful, and sometimes indis-
pensable, to career advancement. Women, people of color, and LGBTQ people are less likely 
than white men to have mentors.

Several factors account for the low number of women, people of color, and gender 
nonconforming workers who have the benefit of mentors. First, the numbers game 
works against them. Lower numbers of women and minorities in senior positions mean 
that there are few who might counsel new female and/or minority employees. Men are 
sometimes reluctant to mentor young women for a variety of reasons: They may fear 
gossip about sexual relations; they may assume that women are less serious than men 
about careers; or they may feel less comfortable with women than with men. Similarly, 
straight workers may be reluctant to mentor junior gay, lesbian, bisexual, and trans 
coworkers because they are less comfortable with them than with straight coworkers. 
Not mentoring women and minorities perpetuates the status quo, in which straight, cis-
gender white men get more help with career advancement than women; people of color; 
and gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people. The reluctance to include women and 
minorities in informal networks and mentoring is a powerful form of favoritism that 
reproduces privilege by transferring power to people most like those who currently have 
power (DiTomaso, 2013).

In an effort to compensate for the lack of networks and mentors available in existing 
organizations, some professional women have formed their own networks, in which women 
share ideas, contacts, strategies for advancement, and information. In addition to furnishing 
information, these networks provide women with support and a sense of belonging with 
other professionals like themselves. As men and women become accustomed to interacting 
as colleagues, they may become more comfortable mentoring one another and forming sex-
integrated communication networks.

Another challenge in professional settings is workplace bullying, which is repeatedly act-
ing toward a person or persons in ways that humiliate, intimidate, or otherwise undermine 
the target’s professional credibility (Einarsen, Hoel, Zapf, & Cooper, 2010; Fox & Lituchy, 
2012). Workplace bullying may be overt (ridiculing someone’s work in front of others) or 
covert (spreading rumors) or both. When persistent, it can interfere with the target’s ability to 
be effective in doing his or her job.

Women and gender nonconforming workers are more frequently the targets of work-
place bullying by both men and women. Men who bully tend to target men and women in 
roughly equal numbers. Women who bully, however, disproportionately target women (Fox 
& Lituchy, 2012). One reason for woman-on-woman bullying may be that, from the early 
years, girls are taught to evaluate and critique other girls (Workplace Bullying Institute, 
2009). Recent reports suggest that approximately 10% of LGBTQ workers have left their jobs 
due to an unwelcoming environment, and 90% of trans people experience bullying or other 
mistreatment in the workplace (Baksh, 2016).

TANGIA

Where I used to work, the boss was always dropping in on the men who held positions at 
my level, but he never dropped in to talk with any of the women at that level. He also had 
a habit of introducing males in our division to visitors from the main office, but he never 
introduced women to them. It was like there was a closed loop and we weren’t part of it.
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Glass Ceilings and Walls Many women hit the glass ceiling, an invisible barrier that 
limits the advancement of women and minorities (Williams & Dempsey, 2014). Women’s 
progress is often impeded by subtle discrimination. It might be the stereotype of women as 
mothers that leads an executive to assume that a working mother would not be interested 
in a major new assignment that could advance her career. It might be seeing a woman in 
sexual terms so that her competence is overlooked. It might be misinterpreting an inclusive, 
collaborative style of communication as lack of initiative. These stereotypes can create a glass 
ceiling—an invisible barrier—that keeps women out of the executive suite.

But glass ceilings may be only part of the problem. The term glass walls is a metaphor for 
sex segregation on the job, in which women are placed in “pink collar” positions that require 
skills traditionally associated with women (assisting, organizing, counseling, and human 
relations). Typically, such jobs do not include career ladders, on which doing well at one level 
allows advancement to the next. In essence, many of the positions that women are encour-
aged to take have no advancement paths (Ashcraft, 2006; Coontz, 2013).

Workplace discrimination—whether subtle or blatant—makes it more difficult for some 
people to get hired, get paid fairly, and advance. This is why there have been repeated efforts 
to stop discrimination. Assessing those efforts is the final topic in this chapter.

Efforts to Redress Gendered Inequity 
in Institutions
Five efforts to reduce discrimination in schools and the workforce are equal opportunity laws, 
affirmative action policies, quotas, goals, and diversity training. Understanding differences 
among these methods of redressing inequities will allow you to evaluate arguments for and 

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

The Glass Escalator
8IFO�.JDIBFM�"MRVJDJSB�DPVMEO�U�GJOE�B�
KPC
�IF�XFOU�CBDL�UP�TDIPPM�UP�CFDPNF�B�
EFOUBM�BTTJTUBOU��"GUFS�TFSWJOH�JO�UIF�BSNZ
�
%BOJFM�8JMEFO�FOSPMMFE�JO�B�OVSTJOH�TDIPPM��
6OIBQQZ�XJUI�IJT�KPC�BT�B�EBUB�DPOTVMUBOU
�
+PIO�$PPL�BMTP�USBJOFE�UP�CF�B�OVSTF��4P�
EJE�%FYUFS�3PESJHVF[��5IFTF�NFO�BSF�
QBSU�PG�B�HSPXJOH�USFOE�GPS�NFO�UP�XPSL�
JO�PDDVQBUJPOT�IJTUPSJDBMMZ�EPNJOBUFE�CZ�
XPNFO�	%FXBO���(FCFMPGG
�������;VL���
0�3PVSLF
�����
�

0OF�BEWBOUBHF�GPS�NFO�NPWJOH�JOUP�
UIFTF�DBSFFST�JT�UIBU�UIFZ�BEWBODF�NPSF�
RVJDLMZ�BOE�HFU�QBJE�NPSF�UIBO�UIFJS�
GFNBMF̓QFFST��5IF�glass escalator JT�BO�
JOWJTJCMF�BEWBOUBHF�UIBU�BDDFMFSBUFT�NFO�T�
TVDDFTT�JO�GFNBMF�EPNJOBUFE�TQIFSFT�PG�
XPSL��"MUIPVHI�UIF�HMBTT�FTDBMBUPS�TFFNT�
UP�IFMQ�BMM�NFO�JO�XPNFO�EPNJOBUFE�GJFMET
�
JU�JT�NPTU�IFMQGVM�UP�XIJUF�NFO�	8JOHGJFME
�
����
�����
�

TAKE A STAND:�$BO�ZPV�UIJOL�PG�B�SFBTPO�PUIFS�UIBO�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO�XIZ�NFO�BSF�
QBJE�NPSF�BOE�BEWBODF�NPSF�RVJDLMZ�UIBO�XPNFO�JO�DBSFFST�QSFEPNJOBOUMZ�QVSTVFE�CZ�
XPNFO 

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Efforts to Redress Gendered Inequity in Institutions   211

against them and decide your own position (Moses, 2016). Although this chapter focuses 
specifically on the workplace, these remedies apply to both professional and educational 
settings, the two contexts in which efforts to end discrimination have been most pronounced. 
Significantly, none of these efforts explicitly protect LGBTQ workers and students at the 
federal level (Human Rights Campaign Foundation, 2017).

Equal Opportunity Laws
Laws prohibiting discrimination began with the landmark legal case Brown v. Board of Edu-
cation of Topeka, Kansas, which was tried in 1954. In that case, the U.S. Supreme Court over-
turned the “separate but equal” doctrine that had allowed separate educational systems for 
white and black citizens.

Since the Brown decision, the United States has passed other equal opportunity laws. The 
two main ones are Title VII of the Civil Rights Act (1964), which prohibits discrimination in 
employment, and Title IX (1972), which forbids discrimination in educational programs that 
receive federal aid (Thomas, 2016). Other antidiscrimination laws are Title IV of the 1964 
Civil Rights Act, the Women’s Educational Equity Acts of 1974 and 1978, an amendment to 
the 1976 Vocational Education Act, and the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act passed in 2009.

Equal opportunity laws focus on discrimination against individuals. In other words, 
complaints must claim that a particular person has suffered discrimination because of sex, 
race, or other criteria named in laws. Equal opportunity law does not ask whether a group 
(e.g., women, Latinas, and gays) is underrepresented or is treated inequitably. Instead, it is 
concerned solely with discrimination against individuals.

Equal opportunity laws focus on present practices, so historical patterns of discrimination 
are irrelevant. For example, a university with a record of denying admission to women is not 
subject to suit unless a particular individual can prove she personally and currently suffered 
discrimination on the basis of her sex.

The scope of Title IX has changed since it first became law. Title IX was weakened in 1984 
when the Supreme Court narrowed its application from whole institutions to specific pro-
grams that receive federal money. Recent EEOC rulings have extended protections against 
sex discrimination to workers based on gender identity and sexual orientation (McKinley, 
2012; West, 2014), but these protections vary from state to state. There is no federal law that 
explicitly names sexual orientation and gender identity as protected classes (Human Rights 
Campaign, 2015).

Affirmative Action Policies
President Lyndon B. Johnson used his 1965 commencement address at Howard University to 
announce a new policy that would address historical prejudice, which equal opportunity laws 
ignored. He said, “You do not take a person who for years has been hobbled by chains and 
liberate him, bring him to the starting line of a race, and then say, ‘you are free to compete 
with all the others.’”

Affirmative action is based on three key ideas. First, because discrimination has system-
atically restricted the opportunities of groups of people, remedies must apply to entire groups, 
not just to individuals. Second, to compensate for the legacy of discrimination, there must 
be preferential treatment of qualified members of groups that have suffered discrimination. 
Third, the effectiveness of remedies is judged by results, not intent. If hiring and admissions 
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policies don’t result in a greater presence of women and minorities, then they are ineffective 
in furthering equality.

Affirmative action has two important limitations. First, affirmative action policies recog-
nize the limited availability of qualified people from historically underrepresented groups. 
Because of long-standing discriminatory practices, fewer women and minorities may have 
the education and experience to be qualified for certain jobs and academic programs.

Second, affirmative action aims to increase the number of qualified members of histori-
cally marginalized groups. It does not advocate admitting, hiring, or promoting women and 
minorities who are not qualified. To understand how affirmative action policies work, it’s 
important to distinguish between qualified and best qualified. Consider an example: Janelle 
Evans and Jason Powell are candidates for the last opening in a medical school that requires 
a 3.2 undergraduate grade point average and a score of 1200 on the medical aptitude exam. 
Janelle’s undergraduate average is 3.4, whereas Jason’s is 3.5. On the entrance exam, she scores 
1290, and he scores 1300. Although his qualifications are slightly better than hers, both indi-
viduals clearly meet the school’s requirements, so both are qualified. Under affirmative action 
guidelines, the school would admit Janelle because she meets the qualifications and does so 
despite historical patterns that discourage women from studying science and math.

Affirmative action attempts to compensate for the effects of a history of bias by giving 
preference to members of groups who are qualified despite discrimination. As Thomas 
 Shapiro (2007) points out, one reason that many African Americans are economically less 
well-off than Caucasians is that “one generation passes advantage and disadvantage to the 
next” (p. 133). Thus, whites who owned property in the 1700s passed it along to their  children 
who passed it along to their children and so forth. Black people who were slaves owned no 
land, so they could not pass it on to future generations.

JOHNSON

I’ve never done anything to discriminate against members of other races, so I don’t think 
I should have to step aside so they can have special advantages now. I don’t owe them 

anything, and I earned everything I’ve got.

SHERETTA

I get so ripped off when I hear white guys badmouth affirmative action. They don’t 
know what they’re talking about. They speak totally from their self-interest and their 
ignorance. One thing that white guys say a lot is that they didn’t hold blacks down in 
the past, so they shouldn’t be penalized today. To that, I’d like to say they sure as hell 

don’t mind taking a heap of advantages they didn’t earn, like good schools and clothes 
and financial support. Do they think they earned those things? How do they think their 
daddies and granddaddies earned them? I’ll tell you how: off the labor of black people 

that they were holding back, that’s how.

Ever since affirmative action policies were enacted, public debate about them has 
been vigorous. A key issue is whether people hired or admitted under affirmative action 
 guidelines succeed. A controversial study claimed that students admitted under affirma-
tive action policies were less likely to be able to succeed at elite schools (Sander, 2004;  
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Sander & Taylor, 2012). But many scholars refute these findings (Chambers, Clydesdale, 
Kidder, & Lempert, 2005; Kennedy, 2015; Moses, 2016; Rothstein & Yoon, 2008). Some 
note significant evidence that the beneficiaries of affirmative action are not only equally 
successful in their own careers (Dreier & Freer, 1997; Mangan, 2004; Rothstein & Yoon, 
2008) but are more likely to help other minorities achieve success as well (Bowen & Bok, 
1998; Eisenberg, quoted in Slater, 2013). Moreover, some argue that the benefits of diverse 
classrooms are important for everyone—not just the individual beneficiaries of affirmative 
action (Kennedy, 2015; Liptak, 2016).

The Supreme Court has issued a number of rulings that clarify and refine affirmative 
action. In 2003, the Court ruled that race cannot be the deciding factor, but it may be a factor 
in admissions decisions because universities have compelling reasons to create diverse stu-
dent bodies. Ten years later, in 2013, the Supreme Court reaffirmed this ruling with a 7 to 
1 decision that racial diversity in college admissions may be a compelling state interest. In a 
2013 case involving a Florida school, the Court tweaked earlier rulings by stating that race 
could be used as an admissions criterion only if no other measure would ensure a diverse 
student body. In 2014, the Supreme Court ruled that a lower court did not have the author-
ity to overrule a Michigan law that “bars publicly funded colleges from granting preferential 
treatment to any individual or group on the basis of race, sex, color, ethnicity or national ori-
gin” (Mears, 2014). This decision empowers voters to enact laws that ban using race or other 
factors in admissions decisions (Dunn, 2013).

The most recent affirmative action case is Fisher v. University of Texas. When Abigail 
Fisher, a white woman, was not accepted at the University of Texas, she sued the university, 
claiming it had denied her admission based on her race. She argued that University of  Texas’s 
admissions standards, which include academic achievement and race, create discrimina-
tion against white students. In 2016, the Supreme Court ruled against Fisher and once again 
upheld a university’s right to define the characteristics of a student body that are central to its 
identity and educational mission (Bollinger, 2016; Liptak, 2016).

LAKISHA

I don’t know how anyone can say the playing field is even today. It’s not. I’m the first in 
my family to go to college. Actually, I’m the first to finish high school. My school didn’t 
have SAT prep courses. My parents didn’t know how to help me with my homework or 

applications to colleges. I didn’t have any of the breaks that most students at this college 
did. So don’t tell me the playing field is even. If it weren’t for affirmative action, I wouldn’t 

even be on the playing field!

There is growing interest in revising affirmative action to give preference based on socio-
economic status rather than race and ethnicity (Kahlenberg, 2010a, 2012). Supporters of pref-
erence based on socioeconomic factors argue that focusing on socioeconmic status gets at the 
root of the underlying problem, whereas focusing on race and ethnicity treats only the symp-
tom. People who are economically disadvantaged face numerous barriers to advancement in 
education and the job market. For instance, a white high school student from a working- or 
poverty-class family who has a 3.6 grade point average and a 1200 on the SAT has worked 
against significant disadvantages and, thus, may merit some preferential treatment over more 
affluent students.
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Quotas
Perhaps the most controversial effort to redress discrimination is quotas. A quota speci-
fies a number or percentage of some group that must be admitted, hired, or promoted. For 
instance, a company might stipulate that 30% of promotions must go to women. If there are 
not enough qualified women to meet the 30% quota, then women who lack qualifications 
must be promoted.

A famous case relevant to quotas was brought in 1978, when Alan Bakke sued the Uni-
versity of California at Davis’s medical school for rejecting him, a white male, in favor of 
less-qualified minority applicants. Bakke won his case on the grounds that he had been a 
victim of “reverse discrimination” because the University of California at Davis violated his 
Fourteenth Amendment right to equal protection under the law. However, the Court did not 
outlaw the use of race as one factor that may influence admissions. It ruled only that schools 
may not set aside specific numbers of spaces for minorities.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

When Quotas Raise Questions—and When They Don’t
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NICOLA

The quota system is the only thing that can work. The laws aren’t enforced, so they don’t 
help, and affirmative action is just a bunch of talk. I’ve watched both my parents be 

discriminated against all of their lives just because of their skin color. All the laws and 
pledges of affirmative action haven’t done a damned thing to change that. Quotas cut 

through all of the crap of intentions and pledges and say pointblank there will be so 
many African Americans in this company or this school or whatever. That’s the only way 
change is ever going to happen. And when I hear white guys whining about how quotas 

are unfair to them, I want to throw up. They know nothing about unfair.

Goals
A goal is different from a quota, although the two are frequently confused. A goal is a stated 
intention to achieve representation of minorities or women. For instance, a company could 
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establish the goal of awarding 30% of its promotions to women by the year 2020. If the com-
pany awarded only 10% of its promotions to women by 2020, there would be no penalty; the 
company could simply announce a new goal: to award 30% of its promotions to women by 
2030. There are no penalties for not achieving goals.

Ironically, both quotas and goals can work against women and minorities. The num-
bers specified by quotas and goals can be interpreted as a maximum number of women and 
minorities rather than a minimum. In our example, the 30% goal could be used to keep more 
than 30% of promotions from going to women, even if 40% of qualified applicants were 
women.

TYRONE

I resent the way so many people at this school assume that any minority student is here 
only because of affirmative action or quotas. I’ve heard people say that if it weren’t for 

racial quotas, there wouldn’t be anyone here who isn’t white. One of my suitemates even 
said to my face once that, since he hadn’t had a quota to get him in here, he had to bust 

his butt to get into this school. I asked him what his SAT score was. He said 1080. I told 
him mine was 1164; then I walked out.

Goals and quotas can work against women and minorities in a second way. When goals or 
quotas are in effect, members of institutions may assume that women and minorities got in 
only because of their sex or race. When this happens, individual women and people of color 
are not regarded as capable members of the school, business, or trade. Regardless of their 
qualifications, women and minorities may be perceived as underqualified.

Diversity Training
A final remedy for persistent discrimination—one that is often combined with one of the 
other four—is diversity training, which aims to increase awareness of and respect for dif-
ferences that arise from distinct standpoints shaped by a range of factors including race, 
economic circumstances, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, and religion. This 
strategy assumes that many people are unaware of how their comments and behavior could 
be offensive or alienating to women, members of minority ethnic communities or races, and 
people who have nontraditional gender identities.

An important limitation of diversity training is that it requires strong personal commit-
ment from participants. Not everyone cares about inequities, and many people are unwilling 
to make changes, especially changes that reduce their own privileges. Thus, efforts to deal 
with discrimination are evolving. As the United States continues to become a truly equal 
society, we are likely to see new ways of addressing persisting inequities. The next Exploring 
Gendered Lives box calls attention to a very basic form of workplace discrimination—bias 
against a particular kind of work.
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EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Profession or Oppression?
t� 1SPTUJUVUJPO�TIPVME�CF�JMMFHBM�CFDBVTF�JU�

JT�EFIVNBOJ[JOH�BOE�JOUFOTJGJFT�HFOEFS�
JOFRVBMJUZ�

t� %FDSJNJOBMJ[JOH�QSPTUJUVUJPO�XPVME�
FOIBODF�UIF�TUBUVT�BOE�TBGFUZ�PG�UIPTF�
XIP�EP�TFY�XPSL�

5IF�BCPWF�UXP�QPJOUT�PG�WJFX�BSF�UXP�TJEFT�
JO�B�SPCVTU�BSHVNFOU�CFUXFFO�BCPMJUJPOJTUT�
BOE�BDUJWJTUT�GPS�TFY�XPSLFST��SJHIUT�

"CPMJUJPOJTUT�DIPTF�UIFJS�OBNF�UP�BMMVEF�
UP�UIF�����T�CBUUMF�UP�FOE�TMBWFSZ�BOE�
SBDJBM�JOFRVBMJUZ��5IFZ�CFMJFWF�QSPTUJUVUJPO�
TIPVME�CF�JMMFHBM�CFDBVTF�JU�GPSDFT�XPNFO�
JOUP�JOFRVBMJUZ��:BTNFFO�)BTTBO
�UIF�
FYFDVUJWF�EJSFDUPS�PG�&RVBMJUZ�/PX
�TBZT�
i*G�QSPTUJUVUJPO�JT�MFHBM
�BOE�NFO�DBO�CVZ�
XPNFO�T�CPEJFT�XJUI�JNQVOJUZ
�JU�T�UIF�
FYUSFNF�TFYVBMJ[BUJPO�PG�XPNFO��������"OE�
JG�XPNFO�BSF�TFY�UPZT�ZPV�DBO�CVZ
�UIJOL�
BCPVU�UIF�JNQBDU�PO�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�CFUXFFO�
XPNFO�BOE�NFO
�JO�NBSSJBHF�PS�PUIFSXJTFw�
	#B[FMPO
�����
�Q����
��'PS�BCPMJUJPOJTUT
�
QSPTUJUVUJPO�JT�B�TPVSDF�PG�PQQSFTTJPO�BOE�
TIBNF�	.PSBO
�����
��"CPMJUJPOJTUT�UFOE�UP�
GBWPS�QVOJTIJOH�NFO�XIP�TFFL�QBJE�TFY�BOE�
USFBUJOH�XPNFO�XIP�QSPWJEF�JU�BT�WJDUJNT��
5IFZ�EP�OPU�GPDVT�PO�TFY�XPSLFST�XIP�BSF�
OPU�XPNFO�

8IFO�BO�BCPMJUJPOJTU�HSPVQ�BVUIPSFE�B�
MFUUFS�DBMMJOH�QSPTUJUVUJPO�iB�TZTUFN�PG�HFO�
EFS�BQBSUIFJE
w�UIF�MFUUFS�XBT�TJHOFE�CZ�����
QFPQMF
�JODMVEJOH�IJHI�QSPGJMF�USBEJUJPOBM�
GFNJOJTUT�TVDI�BT�(MPSJB�4UFJOFN
�-FOB�
%VOIBN
�,BUF�8JOTMFU
�BOE�.FSZM�4USFFQ�
	#B[FMPO
�����
�Q����
�

#VU�CJH�OBNFT�BSF�PO�UIF�PUIFS�TJEF�PG�
UIF�EFCBUF�UPP��"NOFTUZ�*OUFSOBUJPOBM�
BOE�)VNBO�3JHIUT�8BUDI�IBWF�WPJDFE�
TVQQPSU�GPS�EFDSJNJOBMJ[JOH�QSPTUJUVUJPO�

BT�IBT�UIF�8PSME�)FBMUI�0SHBOJ[BUJPO�BOE�
UIF�(MPCBM�$PNNJTTJPO�PO�)*7��5IFTF�
IVNBO�SJHIUT�HSPVQT�BSHVF�GPS�EFDSJNJ�
OBMJ[BUJPO�GPS�UXP�SFBTPOT��0OF�JT�QSBH�
NBUJD��1FPQMF�XIP�EP�TFY�XPSL�XJMM�CF�
TBGFS�CFDBVTF�UIFZ�DBO�EP�JU�JO�DPOUFYUT�
UIFZ�DIPPTF�BOE�FYQFDU�QSPUFDUJPO�CZ�MBX�
PGGJDFST�XIFO�UIBU�JT�OFFEFE��*G�UIFJS�XPSL�
XFSF�MFHBM
�UIFZ�XPVME�OPU�SJTL�FWJDUJPO
�
MPTT�PG�DVTUPEZ�PG�DIJMESFO
�BOE�EFQPSUB�
UJPO��1FPQMF�XIP�IJSF�TFY�XPSLFST�XPVME�
BMTP�CF�TBGFS�JG�SFHVMBUJPOT�TVDI�BT�IFBMUI�
DIFDLT�BOE�DPOEPN�VTF�XFSF�FOGPSDFE�
	#B[FMPO
�����
�

5IF�TFDPOE�SFBTPO�UIBU�IVNBO�SJHIUT�
HSPVQ�DJUFT�JT�JEFPMPHJDBM��Sex work
�UIF�
UFSN�QSFGFSSFE�CZ�BDUJWJTUT�XIP�GBWPS�
EFDSJNJOBMJ[BUJPO
�JT�OPU�JOUSJOTJDBMMZ�CBE�
PS�EJSUZ��-JLF�BOZ�PUIFS�QSPGFTTJPO
�JU�JT�B�
NFBOT�PG�FBSOJOH�JODPNF
�BOE�TFY�XPSL�
FST�EFTFSWF�UIF�TBNF�SFTQFDU�BOE�SJHIUT�BT�
PUIFS�XPSLFST�	$IBUFBVWFSU
�������+POFT
�
������,PUJTXBSBO
�����
��.PTU�QFPQMF�
USZ�UP�DIPPTF�XPSL�UIBU�UIFZ�FOKPZ�BOE�
NBOZ�TFY�XPSLFST
�JODMVEJOH�NJEEMF�DMBTT�
XPNFO
�TUBUF�UIBU�UIFZ�MJLF�XIBU�UIFZ�
EP�UIFZ�FOKPZ�TFY�BOE�MJLF�GFFMJOH�
EFTJSFE�	#BTT
�����
��'VSUIFS
�JU�DBO�CF�B�
NPEF�PG�QFSTPOBM�FNQPXFSNFOU��1SPT�
UJUVUFT�DBO�DIPPTF�XIFO�UIFZ�XPSL��UIFZ�
HFU�QBJE�CFUUFS�UIBO�BU�NBOZ�KPCT��BOE�
UIFZ�MFBSO�UIFZ�IBWF�iFWFSZUIJOH�*�OFFE�UP�
TVSWJWFw�BT�POF�TFY�XPSLFS�TBZT�	#B[FMPO
�
����
�Q����
�

8PSLFST��SJHIUT�BDUJWJTUT�ESBX�B�TIBSQ�
EJTUJODUJPO�CFUXFFO�TFY�XPSL�UIBU�QFPQMF�
DIPPTF
�XIJDI�UIFZ�TVQQPSU�BOE�XBOU�
EFDSJNJOBMJ[FE
�BOE�TFY�USBGGJDLJOH�PS�PUIFS�
GPSDFE�TFY
�XIJDI�UIFZ�PQQPTF�BOE�UIJOL�
TIPVME�SFNBJO�DSJNJOBM�

TAKE A STAND:�8IBU�MBXT�SFHBSEJOH�TFY�XPSL�PS�QSPTUJUVUJPO
�JG�BOZ
�TIPVME�UIF�6OJUFE�
4UBUFT�)BWF 
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SUMMARY

In this chapter, we have considered a variety of ways in which jobs and careers intersect with 
gender. Cultural views of masculinity and femininity seep into the formal and informal life of 
organizations and affect everyone who works in them.

Yet, current views of gender and the workplace aren’t the only ones that are possible. You 
and your peers will design the workplaces of the future. One of the challenges for your gener-
ation is to remake our institutions so that all of us can live and work in humane and fair ways.

KEYTERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated, as well as in 
 alphabetical order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion 
website also provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts 
they  represent. You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.

affirmative action 211
equal opportunity laws 211
glass ceiling 210
glass escalator 210
glass walls 210
goal 214

maternal wall 198
mentor 208
microaggressions 208
quota 214
workplace bullying 209

GENDER ONLINE

1. 5P�MFBSO�NPSF�BCPVU�FGGPSUT�UP�SFEVDF�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO�JO�UIF�XPSLQMBDF
�WJTJU�UIF�&&0$�T�
IPNFQBHF��www.eeoc.gov

2. 0OMJOF�TFBSDI�UFSNT��affirmative action
�glass escalator
�Lilly Ledbetter�

3. 0OF�JOOPWBUJWF�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�UP�TVQQPSU�QFPQMF�XIP�IBWF�IJTUPSJDBMMZ�FYQFSJFODFE��
KPC�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO�JT�UIF�/BUJPOBM�$FOUFS�GPS�'BDVMUZ�%FWFMPQNFOU�BOE�%JWFSTJUZ���
-FBSO�BCPVU�JUT�NJTTJPO
�QSPHSBNT
�BOE�TVDDFTTFT�CZ�WJTJUJOH�UIJT�TJUF��http://www. 
facultydiversity.org/

4. 5P�MFBSO�NPSF�BCPVU�NJDSPBHHSFTTJPOT�BOE�SFBE�FYBNQMFT
�ZPV�DBO�WJTJU�UIF�5VNCMS�QBHF�
DSFEJUFE�XJUI�NBJOTUSFBNJOH�UIF�UFSN��http://www.microaggressions.com

REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND ACTION

1. )BWF�ZPV�PCTFSWFE�JOTUBODFT�PG�DMBTTJGZJOH�XPNFO�PS�NFO�XPSLFST�JOUP�TUFSFPUZQFT�
JEFOUJGJFE�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS �)PX�NJHIU�XPSLFST�SFTJTU�CFJOH�TUFSFPUZQFE 

2. /PX�UIBU�ZPV�VOEFSTUBOE�EJTUJODUJPOT�BNPOH�FRVBM�PQQPSUVOJUZ�MBXT
�BGGJSNBUJWF�
BDUJPO
�HPBMT
�RVPUBT
�BOE�EJWFSTJUZ�USBJOJOH
�IPX�EP�ZPV�FWBMVBUF�FBDI 
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3. *OUFSWJFX�QSPGFTTJPOBMT�UP�MFBSO�IPX�NVDI�UIFZ�SFMZ�PO�JOGPSNBM�OFUXPSLT��5P�XIBU�
FYUFOU�EP�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�QSPGFTTJPOBMT�SFQPSU�UIBU�UIFZ�BSF�FRVBMMZ�XFMDPNFE�JOUP�
JOGPSNBM�OFUXPSLT�JO�UIFJS�PSHBOJ[BUJPOT�BOE�GJFMET 

4. 5BML�XJUI�TUBGG�JO�UIF�BENJTTJPOT�PGGJDF�BU�ZPVS�TDIPPM�UP�MFBSO�BCPVU�BENJTTJPOT�QPMJDJFT�
BOE�FOSPMMNFOU�PG�XPNFO�BOE�NFO
�TUVEFOUT�PG�DPMPS
�BOE�TUVEFOUT�XIP�BSF�HFOEFS�
OPODPOGPSNJOH��8IBU�JT�ZPVS�PQJOJPO�PG�ZPVS�TDIPPM�T�QPMJDJFT 

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

1. 1FHHZ�.D*OUPTI�	����
��8IJUF�QSJWJMFHF��6OQBDLJOH�UIF�JOWJTJCMF�LOBQTBDL��*O�
.�̓"OEFSTFO�BOE�1��)��$PMMJOT�	&ET�

�Race, Class & Gender 	QQ����o���
��#FMNPOU
�
$"�̓5IPNTPO�8BETXPSUI��5IJT�DMBTTJD�BSUJDMF�NBLFT�WJTJCMF�XIJUF�QSJWJMFHFT�JO�FWFSZEBZ�
MJGF�UIBU�NPTU�XIJUF�QFPQMF�EP�OPU�QFSDFJWF�

2. +PBO�$��8JMMJBNT�BOE�3BDIFM�%FNQTFZ�	����
��What Works for Women at Work: Four 
Patterns Working Women Need to Know��/FX�:PSL��/FX�:PSL�6OJWFSTJUZ�1SFTT��5IJT�CPPL�
PGGFST�B�WFSZ�BDDFTTJCMF�EFTDSJQUJPO�PG�XBZT�JO�XIJDI�EJTDSJNJOBUJPO�JT�XPWFO�JOUP�
PSHBOJ[BUJPOT��*U�BMTP�PGGFST�QSBDUJDBM�TVHHFTUJPOT�GPS�PWFSDPNJOH�PCTUBDMFT�

3. +BZ�/FXUPO�4NBMM�T�CPPL
�Broad Influence
�NBLFT�B�TUSPOH�DBTF�GPS�UIF�JNQPSUBODF�PG�
IBWJOH�FOPVHI�XPNFO�JO�QPXFSGVM�QPTJUJPOT�UP�QSPNPUF�QPTJUJWF�TPDJBM�DIBOHF�
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Gendered Media

The media we use and the stories they tell help to 
make us who we are.
—Maria Mastronardi 11

Knowledge Challenge:
t� )PX�NVDI�UJNF�EPFT�UIF�BWFSBHF�6�4��"NFSJDBO�TQFOE�DPOTVNJOH�NFEJB�BDSPTT�

EFWJDFT 
t� 5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�NFEJB�QPSUSBZBMT�PG�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�TIBQF�FYQFDUBUJPOT�GPS�SFBM�

SFMBUJPOTIJQT 
t� )PX�FGGFDUJWF�BSF�TPDJBM�NFEJB�JO�PSHBOJ[JOH�GPS�TPDJBM�DIBOHF 

February 23, 2012: Sandra Fluke, a law student at Georgetown University, appears at 
a hearing convened by Democrats and testifies that her school’s health insurance 
policies have a harmful impact on women because they do not cover contraception.

February 27, 2012: CNS news proclaims “Sex-crazed co-eds going broke buying birth 
control.”

February 29, 2012: On his radio show, Rush Limbaugh says of Fluke, “It makes her a 
slut, right. She wants to be paid to have sex.”

March 1, 2012: Limbaugh adds fuel to the fire, saying, “If we are going to pay for your 
contraceptives, we want you to post the videos so we can watch.”

March 1–3, 2012: Online outrage condemns Limbaugh’s sexist, crude attack on Fluke.
March 3, 2012: Limbaugh posts a statement saying he regrets his “insulting word 

choices.”
March 7, 2012: More than 45 advertisers withdraw from Limbaugh’s show.
March 8 and beyond: Fluke is deluged with offers for jobs and speaking engagements. 

(Cottle, 2012; The Week, 2012)

5IJT�FQJTPEF�UFBDIFT�VT�B�MPU�BCPVU�NFEJB�BOE�HFOEFS��0OF�MFTTPO�JT�UIBU�NFEJB�
DBMM�UIJOHT�UP�PVS�BUUFOUJPO��*G�$/4�BOE�-JNCBVHI�IBE�OPU�BUUBDLFE�'MVLF
�NPTU�
QFPQMF�XPVME�OFWFS�IBWF�IFBSE�PG�IFS��"�TFDPOE�MFTTPO�JT�UIBU�XF�DBO�EJTDJQMJOF�
NFEJB��8IFO�CMPHT
�TPDJBM�OFUXPSLJOH�TJUFT
�57�CSPBEDBTUT
�BOE�OFXTQBQFST�
DFOTVSFE�-JNCBVHI�GPS�IJT�BUUBDL�PO�'MVLF
�-JNCBVHI�JTTVFE�BO�BQPMPHZ��"�UIJSE�
MFTTPO�JT�UIBU�TPDJBM�NFEJB�QMBZ�BO�JODSFBTJOHMZ�TJHOJGJDBOU�SPMF�JO�OFHPUJBUJOH�
JTTVFT�SFMBUFE�UP�HFOEFS��'JOBMMZ
�JU�UFBDIFT�VT�UIBU�TPDJBM�NFEJB�BOE�USBEJUJPOBM�
NFEJB�BSF�JODSFBTJOHMZ�JOUFSUXJOFE�XJUI�BOE�SFTQPOTJWF�UP�FBDI�BOPUIFS�

*O�UIJT�DIBQUFS
�XF�FYQMPSF�IPX�NBTT�BOE�TPDJBM�NFEJB�JOGMVFODF�VOEFSTUBOE-
JOHT�PG�HFOEFS�BOE�IPX�TPDJBM�NFEJB�JO�QBSUJDVMBS�GVODUJPO�BT�LFZ�DPOUFNQPSBSZ�
TJUFT�PG�FEVDBUJPO
�DSJUJDJTN
�BOE�BDUJWJTN�
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Media Saturation of Cultural Life
We are the most media-saturated and media-engaged people in history. Mass media are per-
vasive. Currently 99% of U.S. households have at least one TV and 65% have three or more 
(Television Watching Statistics, 2016). The average U.S. citizen watches more than five hours 
of television a day, and children spend more time watching television than attending school 
(Television Watching Statistics, 2016). While walking, driving, or biking, we stream music 
or podcasts and take in an endless procession of billboards that advertise various products, 
services, and companies.

Social media take up more of our time than mass media. Recent surveys show that the 
average person in the United States spends six hours online every day (S. Bennett, 2015). 
Much of that time is devoted to social networking. We also use social media to connect with 
others, organize in our communities, and find out what’s happening in the world. In addi-
tion, many of us become producers of media as we create blogs, podcasts, and videos to post 
on sites such as YouTube.

CECE

Media don’t influence what I think or how I dress or act. I can see that a lot of people 
follow whatever they see online or on TV or films, but I think independently. Sure, I go 
online and read magazines to see what’s in style, but I decide for myself how I like to 

dress and act and everything else.

ANDREW

Anyone who thinks media don’t influence people just needs to spend five minutes on this 
campus. Everyone dresses alike and everyone changes how they dress when the media 

hawks new styles. Guys all wear the low slung jeans that nearly fall off their butts. All 
the girls wear pants so tight they look like they’re painted on. Check out shoes. Check 

out hairstyles. Check out colors. Whatever the fashion gods say is in is what everybody 
wears. Tattoos? Earrings? If we’re told they’re cool, we all get them.

Media Impacts
Like Cece, many people believe others are affected by media but they are immune to media’s 
influences. In fact, that belief is so prevalent that it has a name: third person effect, which 
is the belief that media affect others more than they affect us (Davison, 1983). However, 
research shows that most of us are not immune to influence from mass and social media 
(Douglas, 2010a, b). In this section, we’ll discuss three ways that media are related to gen-
dered attitudes and behaviors: (1) media set the agenda, (2) media regulate images of gender, 
and (3) media motivate us to consume.

Set the Agenda
A primary impact of media is agenda setting, the process by which media tell us what we 
should attend to. Mass media and some web-based media have the ability to direct public 
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attention to particular issues, events, and people (Vivian, 2011). In setting the agenda, media 
may not tell us what to think, but they tell us what to think about—which issues, events, 
and people merit our attention; and which aspects of people and events are most important. 
Issues on the front page of the newspaper appear most important; a hashtag or video that 
goes viral seems more consequential than one that does not. The outrage against Limbaugh 
was fueled by blogs and print and online newspapers covering and responding to the unfold-
ing drama. It became an issue to think about because media put it on our agenda.

The term gatekeeper refers to people and groups that control which messages get through 
to audiences of mass media. Gatekeepers include editors, owners, bloggers, producers, and 
advertisers. The gatekeepers for newspapers and news programs shape our perceptions by 
deciding which issues to spotlight, which points of view get a hearing, and how to depict 
women, men, people of diverse sexual orientations and gender identities.

An example of gatekeeping comes from media coverage of wars. Newspapers routinely fea-
ture poignant pictures of teary-eyed children watching mothers go to war, while online polls 
ask, “Should a woman leave her baby to go to war?” Perhaps this is a reasonable question to ask 
about any parent, but media tend to ask it only about mothers and not about fathers. By doing 
this, media encourage us to perceive parenting as central to women and peripheral to men.

Regulate Images of Gender
Acting as gatekeepers, media regulate the images of gender that reach us. In turn, this can 
affect our views of what women, men, and gender nonconforming people are supposed to be, 
feel, think, and do. Media underrepresent women as well as people of color and LGBTQ peo-
ple, and they portray all genders primarily in stereotypical ways that reflect and reproduce 
conventional views.

Underrepresent Women, Minorities, and LGBTQ People Although the 
United States is increasingly demographically diverse and women outnumber men, media 
overrepresent cisgender heterosexual white men, particularly as substantive characters.

Whether in film, cartoons, or newscasts, males outnumber females. Only 30.2% of charac-
ters in top-grossing films who have names or speak are female, and less than 25% of leading 
characters are female (Dargis, 2015; Dowd, 2015). Despite exceptions such as Meryl Streep, 
women actors tend to peak when they are 30 while male actors usually peak in their late 40s 
(Digits, 2015). Fewer than one in five female characters in major films is older than 40 (Dargis, 
2015). The majority of women characters on television shows are depicted in interpersonal 
and secondary roles (Merskin, 2011; Sharp, 2011). Behind the scenes, the underrepresentation 
of women is even more marked: Only 1.9% of top-grossing movies are directed by women 
(Dowd, 2015). A Wrinkle in Time, released in 2017, made a dent in this glass ceiling: directed 
by Ava DuVernay of Selma, it is the first time a woman of color directed a $100 million movie.

The Bechdel Test assesses gender bias in film by asking three simple questions: (1) does 
the film feature two women (2) who talk to each other (3) about something other than a 
man? A surprising number of films fail to meet the Bechdel Test. In 2016, half of the Acad-
emy Award nominees for best picture failed the Bechdel Test. Interestingly, data suggest that 
films with strong female characters gross more than those that marginalize women; recent 
examples include the Hunger Games series and Disney’s Frozen and Moana (Dewey, 2014; 
Hickey, 2014).

News programs rarely present women as authorities. Men make up 66% of quoted mate-
rial in newspapers and 75% of sources on major news shows (Farhi, 2012). Even on issues 
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where it would be reasonable to think women have more expertise than men—birth control 
and abortion, for example—men are often the primary sources. Women make up less than 
one-third of the sources for stories on women’s rights (Farhi, 2012). Moreover, while most 
writers face criticism, female bloggers and journalists are subject to an extraordinary amount 
of professional intimidation and abuse online, including threats of rape, sexual assault, and 
even murder (Douthat, 2014; Hess, 2014; Wallace, 2014).

When powerful women make headlines for their professional contributions, journal-
ist Sarah Kendzior notes that the “princess effect” often sets in, making women subject to 
descriptions of their appearance and clothing and framing them with narratives that open 
with fashion and close with workout advice (Kendzior, 2014).

These issues are compounded by race for women of color, as media also underrepresent 
and often negatively portray minorities. In the 500 top-grossing films between 2007 and 
2012, 76.3% of speaking characters were white, 10.8% were black, 5% were Asian, 4.2% were 
Hispanic, and 3.6% were from other or mixed race ethnicities (Smith, Choueiti, & Pieper, 
2013). Hispanic women were most likely to be shown with little or no clothing, and black 
men were those least likely to be portrayed as fathers or in a committed relationship. Media 
depict Asians and Asian Americans in stereotypical ways as well—for example, women are 
often portrayed as silent and exotic or as ruthless and evil while men are typically portrayed 
as asexual and subordinate or villainous (Balaji & Worawongs, 2010; Cortese, 2016; Ono & 
Pham, 2009). Despite studies demonstrating that viewers are drawn to media with diverse 
casts and writers, women and minorities are far less likely to be lead actors, writers, and pro-
ducers (Dowd, 2015; Lee, 2013;  Smith, Choueiti, & Pieper, 2013).

Films also give scant representation of people who are not straight and cisgender. 
Top-grossing films from 2007 until 2014 featured only 19 characters who were gay, lesbian, or 
bisexual; none were trans (Dargis, 2015). In this sense, the 2016 film, Moonlight, broke new 
ground. Television programs such as Orange Is the New Black and Transparent have defied 
the trend by featuring strong roles for LGBTQ characters and actors.

Portray Men Stereotypically The majority of men on prime-time television are 
independent, strong, aggressive, and in charge (Katz, 2013). Popular films such as Captain 
America: Civil War, Jason Bourne, and The Legend of Tarzan present extreme stereotypes of 
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masculinity: tough, independent, confident, totally in control of all emotions, and—above 
all—in no way feminine.

Even television news programming is disproportionately male. Men report 65% of 
 political stories in the United States and are on camera 68% of the time on nightly news 
shows (Women’s Media Center, 2015). The five Sunday morning news programs on major 
channels are all anchored by men, and 74% of guests on those shows are male (Women’s 
Media Center, 2015).

Equally interesting is how men are not typically portrayed. The most obvious deficiency 
is the scarcity of nonwhite men and nonwhite versions of masculinity, a phenomenon that 
enforces white, cisgender, straight masculinity as the norm. Also, men are seldom shown 
nurturing others or doing housework. Media have done little to reflect men’s increasing 
involvement in home life and child care.

Yet, traditional representations of men are not the whole story. Media offer some com-
plex portrayals in which male characters combine traditional masculinity and femininity 
or in which characters do not fit neatly into any of the existing gender-sexuality categories. 
The men in Modern Family and The Big Bang Theory deal with emotional issues and friend-
ship across lines of race, class, and sexuality. Tom Hanks embodies versions of masculinity 
that are unafraid of feelings and relationships in films such as Philadelphia and Saving Mr. 
Banks, as does self-proclaimed feminist Matt McGorry in his roles in Orange Is the New Black 
and How to Get Away with Murder. Stassa Edwards of Jezebel writes, displays of vulnerablity 
are increasingly available to men: “Chris Pine can weep at the Oscars and still helm a major 
action franchise; Drake’s self-aware sensitivity cuts to the core yet he’s still sexually potent…
John Boehner can openly weep” (2016). And in 2014, Michael Sam spoke openly with ESPN 
of his status as one of the few openly gay players in college football, which challenged norma-
tive assumptions about masculinity and gay identity. However, displays of vulnerability tend 
to be viewed more favorably when performed by men otherwise perceived as powerful and 
traditionally masculine, whether they are professional athletes, star actors in action films, or 
national political figures.

As important as alternative images of men are, they are exceptions in mass media. Media 
scholars Deborah Borisoff and Jim Chesebro (2011) report that the version of masculinity 
that predominates in films and music features “social control and domination by force, a 
power orientation, and physical strength and determination as the means to achieve social 
status and prestige” (p. 77).

Portray Women Stereotypically Media continue to portray girls and women pri-
marily in ways consistent with traditional stereotypes. Media show female characters shop-
ping, grooming, being emotional, talking about and flirting with men, being sexual, and 
engaging in domestic activities (Cortese, 2016;  Smith, Choueiti, & Pieper, 2013; Smith, 
Choueiti, Scofield, & Pieper, 2013). Even when films or television programs feature strong, 
competent women characters such as those on Criminal Minds, they are usually very attrac-
tive, heterosexual, and sensitive to others. The most traditional stereotype of woman is sex 
object and that continues to dominate media portrayals of women and, increasingly, young 
girls (Cortese, 2016; Smith, Choueiti, Scofield et al., 2013). Even animated films feature 
female characters with impossibly small waists, large breasts, and pretty faces.

Like media representations of men, those of women tend to portray whiteness as both 
the norm and the ideal. According to a recent study, media overwhelmingly stereotype 
black women as “Gold Diggers, Modern Jezebels, Baby Mamas, Uneducated Sisters, Ratchet 
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Women, Angry Black Women, Mean Black Girls and Black Barbies” (Walton, 2013). Media 
occasionally offer depictions of black femininity that black women report as more repre-
sentative of their community: “Young Phenoms, Real Beauties, Individualists, Community 
Heroines, Girls Next Door, and Modern Matriarchs” (Byng, 2013; Walton, 2013). Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, depictions of black femininity are far less stereotyped when black women get 
to tell their own stories, as in Beyoncé’s Lemonade or Margot Lee Shetterly’s Hidden Figures. 

Media’s preference for white norms for female attractiveness explains why many black 
women in advertising and programming have light skin and straight hair. Asian women 
and Latinas are often represented as exotic and sexualized (Brooks & Hébert, 2006). Amy 
Hasinoff ’s (2008) analysis of America’s Next Top Model provides further evidence of media’s 
normalization of whiteness. Hasinoff found that judges described women of color as having 
“an exotic look” or “an urban vibe” but described white women as “classic” and “American” 
(p. 334). In Liquorice, rapper Azealia Banks critiques such fetishized fantasies of black women.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Beyond Sexy Sidekicks and Damsels in Distress
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JILL

I hate reading magazines or watching TV anymore. All they tell me is what’s wrong with 
me and what I should do to fix it. I think my butt is too big; my roommate has decided 
hers is too little. Doesn’t anybody have a butt that is right? Same for breasts. I wonder 
if I should have breast enlargement surgery. It sounds stupid, but I keep thinking that I 

would look better and be more popular. I pluck my eyebrows and wax my legs and streak 
my hair. I wonder if it will ever be okay for women to look like they really look!
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Pornography, which many consider the ultimate sexualization of women, provides an 
abundance of free material to an increasingly large audience. One video-sharing site, Pornhub, 
states that 2.4 million people visit every hour (Luscombe, 2016). A recent study found that the 
average age for males’ first exposure to  pornography was 12 years old (Luscombe, 2016).

Makeover reality shows are especially blatant in extolling stereotyped images of attractive-
ness in women (The Big Reveal, 2009). Judges on America’s Next Top Model lavish praise on 
anorexic contestants and call normal-sized contestants “plus sized”; in 2015, Glamour mag-
azine featured comedian Amy Schumer in its “plus-size” issue. Makeover shows shine the 
spotlight on women who are willing to undergo multiple cosmetic surgeries to meet unreal-
istic and unhealthy ideals for feminine beauty. The message for women is clear: If you aren’t 
gorgeous, your job is to make yourself over until you are (Newsome, 2011).

Media juxtapose images of “good” and “bad” women to dramatize the distinct conse-
quences that befall good and bad women. “Good women” are pretty, deferential, faithful, and 
focused on home and family. Subordinate to men, they are usually cast as victims, angels, 
martyrs, and loyal helpmates and they are rewarded with good lives. Cinderella wins the 
Prince because she is a beautiful, passive, and “good” woman. “Bad” women appear as the 
witch and evil stepmother in children’s stories and programming and as the bitch, slut, or 
unattractive woman in adult media. Bad women usually come to unhappy ends—they die, 
are banished into the black forest, or simply disappear.

In recent years, media have featured some women characters that depart from tradition. 
For instance, Claire Underwood in House of Cards and Tris Prior in the Divergent series are 
both strong, capable, and powerful. Grace and Frankie revolves around two older women 
friends, The Fosters features a multiracial family headed by a loving lesbian couple, and the 
groundbreaking web series Brown Girls centers queer millennials of color. Disney’s wildly suc-
cessful Frozen featured two strong female leads in Princess sisters Elsa and Anna, and Moana’s 
quest was to save her people. These images of women depart from traditional stereotypes in 
some ways. Yet many images of women, particularly those that appear in mainstream media, 
continue to center whiteness, thinness, cisgender identity, and youth. What may appear to be 
radically different images of women remain entwined with familiar, traditional images.

Gendered Images in Advertising The gendered stereotypes we’ve discussed 
appear not only in films, games, and programs but also in advertising. For several reasons, 
advertising’s influence on our views of gender may be even more powerful than that of pro-
grammed media content (Berger, 2015; Kilbourne, 2010a, b). First, advertisements on TV, 
in magazines, on billboards, online, and so forth are repetitive, so we are constantly exposed 
to them. Second, most ads emphasize visual images, which we tend to analyze less critically 
than verbal claims. Third, advertising can affect us significantly because we mistakenly think 
we’re immune to it. Research suggests ads do affect what we purchase and what we consider 
attractive, desirable, feminine, and masculine (Berger, 2015; Kilbourne, 2007, 2010).

Consistent with traditional views of masculinity, advertising generally portrays men as 
independent, successful, engaged in activities, and strong. The men in ads tend to be tall 
and muscular, and they are shown as being in control. Men’s dominance is also emphasized 
by positioning them above women, and women are more frequently pictured in varying 
degrees of undress (Geena Davis Institute, 2010; Katz, 2013). The message is that this is the 
ideal of masculinity. These unrealistic images can contribute to negative self-images for men 
with normal bodies and to extreme, sometimes dangerous behaviors aimed at achieving the 
fabricated ideals.
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The dominance of males who are shown in ads is paralleled by the authority of men who 
are not shown but are heard as the voices of authority. For example, women do more house-
work than men, so presumably they know more about the products for cleaning. Yet, Mr. 
Clean tells them how to keep their homes spotless. In many commercials for products, a 
man’s voice is used to explain the superiority of the product that is being sold. Fully 80% of 
voice-overs are by men (Pedelty & Kuecker, 2014), reinforcing the cultural view that men are 
authorities and women need men to tell them what to do.

KALEB

What burns me up is those programs and commercials that show men as absolute idiots. 
One of the worst is that one where the mother gets sick, and the kids and husband just 

fall apart without her to fix meals and do laundry. Give me a break. Most guys can do the 
basic stuff just as well as women, and I’m tired of seeing them made into jokes anytime 

they enter a nursery or kitchen.

REGINA

The ad that just kills me is the one where a woman is cleaning her carpet with whatever 
product is being advertised—something you sprinkle on your rug and then vacuum up. 
This woman is dancing around with her vacuum and seems deliriously happy—like this 

is what she most loves to do in the world. We may do cleaning, but only a total bimbo 
would get ecstatic about it. That ad makes women look silly and stupid and trivial.

Central to advertising is sexual objectification of women. Women—usually very young, 
with minimum clothes, and in highly sexual poses—are used to sell everything from jeans 
to fishing line (Berger, 2015; Kilbourne a, b, 2010). The relentless emphasis on youth and 
appearance for women may explain why older women seldom appear in television ads, 
whereas ads often feature older men in positions of prestige and authority (Baumann & 
de Laat, 2012).

The influence of ads is more subtle when ads don’t stand out because they are blurred 
with content. One way this happens is when an advertiser pays for an ad in a magazine, and, 
in return, the magazine gives complimentary copy—one or more articles that increase the 
market appeal of its product (Turner, 1998). A soup company that places an ad might be 
given a three-page story on how to prepare meals using that brand of soup. A second way 
in which advertising and content are blurred is product placement, showing or mention-
ing a particular brand or product in a show, story, film, or other form of media. For exam-
ple, glasses with the Coca-Cola logo are in front of the judges on American Idol. Contextual 
advertising is embedded in digital content and tailored to specific individuals based on 
extensive data mining practices by web-based companies. These include tracking patterns 
in Internet use and online shopping and data culled from personal email and social media 
accounts ( Albergotti, 2014). Have you ever logged on to Facebook and seen advertisements 
for a product you recently looked at? That’s contextual advertising.

If complimentary copy, product placement, and contextual advertising blur the line 
between advertising and content, immersive advertising erases the line. Immersive adver-
tising incorporates a product or brand into storylines in books, television programs, and 
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films (Lamb & Brown, 2006). For instance, Naomi Johnson (2010, 2011) critically analyzed 
romance novels marketed to young girls. She found that storylines in series such as A List and 
Gossip Girl revolved around buying products such as La Perla lingerie and Prada bags and 
relying on services to glamorize the face and body. The characters’ identities were defined by 
particular products and services.

Women appearing as sex objects and men appearing as sexual aggressors are common 
in many popular music videos and video games. For example, record-breaking singles from 
Robin Thicke’s “Blurred Lines” to Tyler Farr’s “Redneck Crazy” depict rape and stalking, 
respectively, as normal and even desirable; they portray women as possessions and sex 
objects and portray men as egocentric, violent, and entitled. In some video games, winning 
requires graphic violence against women (Durham, 2009; Ivory, 2008; Sarkeesian, 2014). In 
carrying to extremes the stereotyped images of masculinity as aggressive and femininity as 
passive, these portrayals encourage us to see violence as erotic, normal, and desirable.

Motivate Us to Consume
Media encourage us to consume. In fact, some media analysts say that the primary purpose 
of media is to convince us we need to buy more products and spend, spend, spend. Media 
encourage us to think that that buying whatever is advertised will make us happier, more 
attractive, and more successful (McRobbie, 2009; Zeisler, 2016).

Advertising plays on these insecurities by associating certain products and procedures 
with happiness and success. It’s understandable to wish we weighed a little more or less, 
had better-developed muscles, and never had pimples. What is not reasonable is to regard 
healthy bodies as unacceptable or defective. This, however, is precisely the perception that 
predominant media portrayals of women and men cultivate. Media have convinced millions 
of American women that what reputable medical sources consider normal body weight is 
really cause to diet (National Institute of Mental Health, 2016). To achieve constructed and 
arbitrary ideals, many women continue to endure surgery that sometimes leads to disfig-
urement and loss of sensation. In 2013, women had over 10.3 million cosmetic procedures, 
which was 91% of the total number of all cosmetic surgeries for that year (American Society 
of Plastic Surgeons, 2016). The top five procedures for women were breast augmentation, 
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liposuction, tummy tuck, breast lift, and eyelid surgery. In addition, surgeries to conform to 
white ideals of beauty are on the rise within and beyond the United States (Hunter, 2011). 
Skin-lightening or bleaching products are marketed all over the world, but particularly to 
women and men of the Global South, and are popular in African nations including Ghana, 
Kenya, Mali, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, and Tanzania (Hunter, 2011). One of the most 
popular—and controversial—cosmetic surgeries for Asians and Asian Americans is eyelid 
surgery to make the eyes appear more round (American Society of Plastic Surgeons, 2016; 
Bagalawis-Simes, 2010).

Turning to history helps us to understand how powerful media can be in shaping social 
attitudes and behaviors about gender. You might be surprised to know that only in the last 
century have underarm and leg hair been viewed as unfeminine. Beginning in 1915, a sus-
tained marketing campaign persuaded women that underarm hair was unsightly and socially 
incorrect. (The campaign against leg hair came later.) Harper’s Bazaar, an upscale magazine, 
launched the crusade against underarm hair with a photograph of a woman whose raised 
arms revealed clean-shaven armpits. Underneath the photograph was this caption: “Summer 
dress and modern dancing combine to make necessary the removal of objectionable hair” 
(Adams, 1991). By 1922, razors and depilatories were firmly ensconced in middle America. 
In recent years, the hair removal campaign has targeted men—promoting the clean (usually 
waxed) chest as the ideal of masculinity. Thus, companies expand the market for products 
and services to increase their profits.

As demonstrated in this example, the pressure to purchase is not restricted to women. 
Media also tell men that they are deficient but can fix that by consuming products. The body-
building trend has created unrealistic and unhealthy ideals for masculine bodies and has 
been linked to the increasing abuse of steroids among men. Although media’s idealization of 
extreme musculature and strength is not the only cause of steroid use, we should not dismiss 
the influence of portrayals of muscle-bound men as ideal (Katz, 2013; Lindgren & Lélièvre, 
2009).

Normal changes in men’s sexual vigor are also represented as problems to be solved by 
buying the right products. In recent years, Viagra, Levitra, and Cialis have become block-
buster drugs, making millions for the companies that can solve the “problem.” The “prob-
lem,” of course, was not a problem until drug companies decided they could make money 
by transforming normal changes in male sexual vitality into problems to be treated by buy-
ing drugs. Lured by the promise of greater sexual vitality, men are consuming these drugs, 
despite warnings of health risks by the American Medical Association and the Food and 
Drug Administration (Fauber, 2009; Von Drehle, 2014).

Media encourage us to measure up to impossible ideals. When we fail, as inevitably we 
must, we feel bad about our bodies and ourselves. Accepting these messages, however, is not 
inevitable: Each of us has the ability to resist those we consider inappropriate or harmful.

CHRISTI

When I used to diet, I remember thinking that I was in control. I believed what all the ads 
said about taking charge of myself, exerting control. But I was totally not in control. The 

advertisers and the companies making diet products were in control. So was society with 
the idea that “you can’t be too thin,” and that it’s more important for girls to look good 

(read “thin”) than to feel good (read “not hungry”). Society and its views of women were 
in control, not me. I was totally a puppet who was just doing what they told me to do.
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Just as we can resist media, so too can we use media, especially social media, for our own 
reasons and to achieve our own purposes. The next section of this chapter examines how we 
use social media.

Gender and Social Media
For many of us, social media are seamlessly woven into our lives. We rely on them for 
everything from checking the weather to shopping to playing games and staying in touch 
with friends. While there is much debate about how digital culture is shaping the world for 
younger generations, scholar danah boyd (2014) argues that far from being “passive consum-
ers or pliant sex objects,” young people are savvy with their use of social media in construct-
ing and managing their everyday lives and relationships. They are “cultural creators and 
arbiters who are, at least partially, controlling and scripting their own lives and experiences” 
(Quart, 2014). Moreover, social and traditional media are increasingly enmeshed in the dig-
ital world, as much of the research in this chapter indicates, and thus, social media tends to 
reflect overall gendered patterns in media.

Still, there are some important and unique intersections between social media and gender. 
In this section, we’ll discuss four distinct functions of social media that are related to gen-
dered attitudes, identities, and activism. We use social media to (1) to network, (2) learn and 
share information, (3) hold others accountable, and (4) engage in activism (Cox &  Pezzullo, 
2016). As we discuss these functions of social media, keep in mind that they often overlap as 
when learning about issues motivates activism.

Social Networking
One of the most popular uses of social media is networking. Girls, women, and LGBTQ indi-
viduals are more inclined than heterosexual, cisgender boys and men to regard the online 
environment as a resource for creating and enriching relationships. In their online commu-
nities, girls and women share stories and develop friendships (boyd, 2014; Perrin, 2015), and 
they engage in video chatting more than boys (Teens & Online Video, 2012). However, recent 
research also suggests that while girls and women engage these activities more frequently 
than men and boys, boys and men are more likely to verbally express support in online com-
munication than in face-to-face communication (High & Soloman, 2014).

Girls and women are also more likely than boys to use social media as a venue for self- 
development. Teen girls use their blogs and pages on social networking sites to talk about 
issues such as pressures to be skinny, drink (or not), have sex (or not), and dress particular 
ways (boyd, 2014; Orenstein, 2016a). As girls work out what they think and want to do in 
their online communities, they count on comments from others to clarify their own thinking 
and gain confidence in their ability to reject gender norms they find troubling.

Social networking technologies have also been adapted by LGBTQ and gender non-
conforming people in ways that reflect their experiences. Research demonstrates that 
LGBTQ-identified youth use social networking for identity exploration and formation, locat-
ing LGBTQ-positive resources, navigating the process of coming out to family and friends, 
and building friendships and community with other LGBTQ people (Craig & McInroy, 2014; 
Fox & Ralston, 2016). One study called social media “a key source for informal learning 
among LGBTQ individuals” (Fox & Ralston, 2016).
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Social networks can be—and too often are—used for cyberbullying, which includes text mes-
sages, comments, rumors, embarrassing pictures, videos, and fake profiles that are meant to hurt 
another person and are circulated through email or social media. Social networking sites such as 
Facebook have not done much to develop anti-bullying policies; in fact, they encourage subscrib-
ers to give up privacy (Bazelon, 2013). According to a recent report, 25% of young women report 
being stalked or harassed online, and even more, 43% report being cyberbullied (Women’s Media 
Center, 2015). For LGBTQ teens the percentage is even higher: 53% (Burney, 2012).

Not all boys and girls are equally likely to be victims of cyberbullying (or face-to-face 
bullying). Girls who are victims tend to be more physically developed than others in their age 
cohort and are perceived as less attractive than peers or are perceived as more attractive than 
peers. Girls who are regarded as less attractive are ridiculed for not measuring up to feminine 
ideals while girls who are very attractive are bullied out of jealousy. One of the more common 
tactics for bullying girls is to spread rumors that they are sluts.

Boys, especially nonwhite boys, who are perceived as feminine are most likely to be vic-
tims of cyberbullying (Anderson, 2011; Burney, 2012). Collapsing distinctions between gen-
der and sexuality, and reflecting both sexist and homophobic attitudes, bulliers belittle them 
for not being sufficiently masculine. In fact, posting comments that a boy is gay is a common 
form of cyberbullying.

Online bullying and harassment are not inconsequential. Victims of cyberbullying are 
more likely to use drugs and alcohol, refuse to attend school, and have lower self-esteem and 
more health issues (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2014). More serious con-
sequences are also possible.
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Cyberbullying differs from face-to-face bullying in two key ways. First, it can be and often 
is perpetrated anonymously. Through fake accounts and other online maneuvers, an indi-
vidual can post horribly hurtful messages and photos without ever being accountable for her 
or his actions. Second, cyberbullying has no geographic boundaries. The school-yard bully 
pretty much stayed on the school yard. Thus, a victim could escape by going home or visiting 
a friend. Online bullying can follow the victim anywhere and anytime. It is unremitting.

Learning and Sharing Information
The digital world has boundless sources of news and information about gender issues. For 
instance, strong interest in gender issues led online newspaper Huffington Post to create 
sections devoted to news for women (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/section/women) 
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and LGBTQ communities (http://www.huffingtonpost.com/section/queer-voices). 
Many people check in with feminist blogs such as Jezebel (http://jezebel.com/), Guerrilla 
Feminism (http://www.guerrillafeminism.org), and Black Girl Dangerous (http://www 
.blackgirldangerous.com). College students across the United States have created informal 
online networks to share information and strategize about sexual assault on campuses (Pérez-
Peña, 2013), and activists use microblogging platforms like Tumblr to raise gender awareness, 
as in popular sites such as Racialicious, Project Unbreakable, and Microagressions.

The National Organization for Men against Sexism (http://www.nomas.org/) provides 
information on issues in men’s lives as well as issues in women’s lives that matter to men who 
care about women. Likewise, the National Organization for Women (http://www.now.org/) 
provides news on political matters relevant to gender equity.

In addition to sites, Twitter feeds and news apps are ways to stay on top of information 
as it unfolds. You can follow particular individuals—for example, Michael Kaufman (@
GenderEQ) blogs and tweets about issues in men’s lives and Rachel Maddow (@maddow) 
covers a range of public affairs. News apps such as the New York Times and National Public 
Radio will push alerts to your smart phone so that you stay on top of the headlines.

There are also online communities that provide information and support related to 
specific issues. There are online sites for kids and teens who experience bullying (e.g., http://
www.stompoutbullying.org/livechat_portal.php), male victims of sexual abuse (e.g., http://
www.rainn.org/get-information/types-of-sexual-assault/male-sexual-assault), surviving 
rape (e.g., http://www.aftersilence.org/), and human rights relevant to gender (e.g., http://
www.ips.org/institutional/global-themes/human-rights-and-gender-issues/).

Providing information about gender issues is not restricted to big organizations and high-
profile reporters. Social media allow ordinary individuals to document what’s happening 
in their communities and broadcast those reports (Cox & Pezzullo, 2016). For instance, 
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Hollaback is an online grassroots effort to end street harassment that you’ll read more about 
in Chapter 12. On Hollaback’s site (http://www.ihollaback.org), women who are harassed 
can post photos and stories, thereby documenting the harassment and the harasser.

Holding Others Accountable
Mass media have historically been voices against corrupt, immoral, or harmful actions by 
powerful interests. The long-airing Sixty Minutes television show often exposed corporate 
and political misconduct as have courageous journalists throughout history. Picking up this 
function of traditional media, social media have emerged as vital forces in holding corpora-
tions and other powerful interests accountable for sexism and gendered violence.

Activism
Social communities are fertile ground for cultivating activism. A number of large and small 
national organizations use social media sites to get their messages to the public by creating 
their own pages and posting action alerts, and politically engaged young people see social 
media as a key feature of their activism and organizing (Vromen, Xenos, & Loader, 2015). 
For example, Black Lives Matter (http://blacklivesmatter.com) began as a hashtag and was 
rapidly transformed into a national grassroots movement. Another example of cultivating 
activism is Amy Poehler’s Smart Girls at the Party series (http://amysmartgirls.com/), which 
includes interviews with young feminists (some are under 5 years old) who give a young and 
contemporary face to girl power and gender equity.
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Social media are ideal platforms for activism, allowing for community organizing that is 
nimble and almost immediately responsive. An example of this happened in June of 2013, 
when Texas state senator Wendy Davis filibustered an antiabortion bill on the floor of the 
Texas state senate for over 11 hours, during which she was not allowed breaks for food, water, 
the restroom, or sitting. The night prior to her filibuster, she tweeted the following to her 
roughly 1,200 followers: “The leadership may not want to listen to TX women, but they will 
have to listen to me. I intend to filibuster this bill” (Recent Legislative Debate, 2013, p. 844). 
Thanks to social media, people all over the world began to tune into her filibuster, which was 
broadcast live through YouTube into the wee hours of the morning. At its peak, over 180,000 
viewers were watching the event streaming live online. Davis’s filibuster provoked significant 
public awareness and commentary concerning women’s health and rights, and significantly 
for this chapter, it demonstrated the power of social media to initiate an important conversa-
tion. In the days that followed, Davis’s filibuster gained headlines in major, traditional news 
outlets (Fernandez, 2013; Tumulty & Smith, 2013).

Thus, social media allow us to communicate in multiple ways that are related to gendered 
attitudes, identities, and activism. We use social media to network, learn and share informa-
tion, hold others accountable, and engage in activism.

Consequences of Gendered Media
The images and messages that media advance are not innocent; they have consequences. 
Throughout our discussion of media’s effects on people, we’ve hinted at harms. Let’s now 
look more closely at two specific ways that media’s unrealistic images of gender can affect us 
adversely.

Normalize Unrealistic Standards
Media’s unrealistic images of men, women, and relationships encourage us to see ourselves as 
inadequate. Regardless of how many products we buy and how many surgeries we have, few 
of us are going to look like Jennifer Lawrence, Beyoncé, Channing Tatum, or Ryan Gosling. 
In fact, even those celebrities don’t really look like they appear in magazines and on-screen.

Media efforts to pathologize natural bodies can be very dangerous. As we have seen in 
previous chapters, the emphasis on excessive thinness contributes to severe and potentially 
lethal dieting and eating disorders. Nonetheless, most of the top female models are skeletal. 
Seeing anorexic models as the ideal motivates many women and girls to diet excessively in an 
effort to force their bodies to fit a socially constructed ideal that is unrealistic and unhealthy. 
Dangers—including heart attack, stroke, and liver disease—also exist for men who use 
steroids or diet in an effort to meet the ideal masculine form promoted by media.

The selfie culture invites online evaluations of appearance and also encourages people to 
view themselves as objects for others’ evaluation (Orenstein, 2016a). As people post photos 
of themselves, others respond, sometimes very judgmentally. In her study of how teenage 
girls use social media, Nancy Jo Sales reported an example of a girl who posted photos of 
herself in casual clothes and received few likes from others. She then posted photos of herself 
that were more revealing and sexy and got more likes (Sales, 2016). Our students report that 
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photo apps that feature filters and other editing options (e.g., Instagram) often invite harsh 
peer criticism of appearance, especially for girls and young women, many of whom respond 
by carefully editing their photos before posting them.

The abundance and availability of pornography create unrealistic standards for sexual 
partners and sexual activity. A growing number of men are reporting that they can’t have 
sex or have difficulty having sex with women they find sexy because they have watched so 
much porn that they can’t respond to “normal” women and sex (Wilson, 2014). Some doctors 
have labeled this problem PIED, porn-induced erectile dysfunction (Luscombe, 2016). Gabe 
Deem watched a lot of porn as a young boy and adolescent. He reports “I got with a gorgeous 
girl and we went to have sex and my body had no response at all” (Luscombe, 2016, p. 42). 
After determining that his problem was what he calls porn addiction, Gabe started Reboot 
Nation, which is an online video channel that provides support and advice to people experi-
encing PIED.

For girls and women, mainstream pornography poses a different problem. Many girls 
watch pornography out of curiosity or interest or to learn how sex occurs. Because a major-
ity of porn includes some aggression toward women who often respond pleasurably, young 
girls may learn that this is how sex happens. They also see porn actors writhing and moan-
ing and responding very actively to sex. A girl in her senior year of high school explains 
that “I’ll be hooking up with some guy who’s really hot, then things get heavier and all of a 
sudden my mind shifts and I’m not a real person: it’s like, This is me performing. It’s some 
fantasy girl” (Orenstein, 2016b, p. 47). In other words, their sense of their own female sexual-
ity is obscured by an effort to perform sexuality in ways that please men (Orenstein, 2016a). 
Feminists have long debated whether a feminist alternative to mainstream pornography is 
possible. Although many do not think so, some feminists argue that making sexually explicit 
material “more politically progressive for those who consume it and making [filming] sets 
safer for performers are critical issues for feminist intervention” (Potter, 2016).

You might think that we know the difference between fantasy and reality, and we don’t use 
media images as models for our own lives. Research, however, suggests that the unrealistic 
ideals in popular media do influence how many of us feel about ourselves. For centuries, the 
people of Fiji were a food-loving society. People enjoyed eating and considered fleshy bodies 
attractive in both women and men. All that changed when television stations in Fiji began to 
broadcast American television programs. Within three years, many Fijian women began to 
diet and developed eating disorders. When asked why they were trying to lose weight, young 
Fijian women cited very thin characters on American television programs as their model 
(Becker, Burwell, Gilman, Herzog, & Hamburg, 2002).

Normalize Violence against Women
Gendered violence is so pervasive that all of Chapter 12 is devoted to it. Yet, it would be 
irresponsible not to mention violence in the context of media. Although it would be naïve 
to claim that media cause violence, there is evidence that violence in media contributes to 
increasing violence in real life. Some studies have linked exposure to violent media with 
aggression, violence, and antisocial behavior (Pozios, Kambam, & Bender, 2013). Stud-
ies have also shown that men who watch music videos and pro wrestling are more likely to 
believe that forcing a partner to have sex is sometimes okay (Ensslin & Muse, 2011). When 
we continually see violence in media, we may come to view it as a normal and increasingly 
acceptable as part of ordinary life (Katz, 2013; Kilbourne, 2010a, b; Orenstein, 2016b; Yao, 
Mahood, & Linz, 2010).
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Video games push the envelope of mediated violence because they invite players not just 
to watch violence (as with films and TV) but to engage virtually in violence, including vio-
lence against women (Bugeja, 2010; Ivory, 2008; Sarkeesian, 2014). Male characters outnum-
ber female ones in video games and female characters are frequently sex objects (Wiseman, 
2015). In Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, players earn points by having sex with prostitutes 
and then killing them. Within the game was a hidden scene in which players could use a joy-
stick to control a character that is having sex with a naked woman. When a website published 
instructions for unlocking the scene, the video’s rating went immediately from M (Mature) to 
AO (Adults Only)—but not before more than six million copies had been sold (Levy, 2005). 
In addition, gaming culture sometimes promotes psychological violence. At the 2012 Cross 
Assault video game tournament, competitive gamer and contestant Miranda Pakozdi was 
asked, on camera, what size bra she wore and told to take off her shirt. Her team’s webcam 
focused directly on her breasts for extended periods and her coach leaned over her neck to 
smell her. She finally forfeited when she overheard a man at the tournament say that sexual 
harassment is part of the community of fight gamers (O’Leary, 2012).

Several theories about gender development offer insight into the relationship between 
mediated violence and real-life violence. Social learning theory claims we engage in behav-
iors that are rewarded and avoid behaviors that are punished. What happens when boys and 
men watch music videos that show men being rewarded for exploiting and violating women? 
Cognitive development theory focuses on our use of role models on which to base our 
behaviors and identities. If girls and women watch programs and videos in which women 
allow or invite violence against them, are they more likely to think they should accept vio-
lence to be desirable women? Symbolic interactionism highlights the importance of social 
views in shaping individuals’ identities. When disrespect toward women and abusive male–
female relationships pervade music videos, is it any wonder some of this content may get 
inside our own heads?

SUMMARY

Media influence how we perceive people of all genders, in general, and ourselves, in particu-
lar. The historical trend of emphasizing gender-stereotyped roles and images continues today 
and is sometimes challenged by alternative images of women, men, LGBTQ people, and 
relationships. Below the surface, however, most media continue to reflect traditional gender 
norms. These representations foster unrealistic gender ideals, encourage us to pathologize 
normal human bodies and functions, and normalize violence against women.

Understanding the overt and subtle gender messages in media empowers us to be more 
critical consumers. As individuals and citizens, we have a responsibility to criticize media 
representations that demean men and women and that contribute to attitudes that harm us 
and our relationships. Social media have become a primary platform for education about 
media’s unrealistic images of the sexes, encouraging more accurate and healthy representa-
tions of women and men, and organizing political activism.

RYAN

Some pretty wild stuff goes down in online worlds. There are virtual rapes like when 
one avatar asks another to go swimming and then forces sex. I can’t decide if virtual rape 

or assault or whatever is really rape or just part of the game.
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Media need you. If you refuse to buy their messages and products, they will change. In fact, 
they have changed in response to consumers’ criticism and demands. Criticism of dangerously 
thin fashion models led to new standards that require models to have a body mass index that 
is within the healthy range. Responding to public demand, Nike launched a campaign that 
celebrated normal-sized bodies. Dove developed a line of ads that positively portrayed women 
of all ages, races, and sizes. Seventeen magazine promised to change how it represents girls 
when Julia Bluhm presented a petition signed by 84,000 young girls that Seventeen wants as 
subscribers. Changes such as these don’t just happen. They happen when we demand them.

KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated, as well as in alphabet-
ical order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion website also 
provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts they represent. 
You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.
agenda setting 220
Bechdel Test 221
complimentary copy 227
contextual advertising 227
cyberbullying 231

gatekeeper 221
immersive advertising 227
product placement 227
third person effect 220
voice-overs 227

GENDER ONLINE

1. *G�ZPV�XBOU�UP�MFBSO�NPSF�BCPVU�HFOEFS�BOE�NFEJB
�PS�JG�ZPV�XBOU�UP�CFDPNF�BDUJWF�JO�
XPSLJOH�BHBJOTU�NFEJB�UIBU�EFWBMVF�XPNFO
�WJTJU�UIF�GPMMPXJOH�XFCTJUFT�

Jezebel: http://www.jezebel.com
Gender Ads Project: http://www.genderads.com
Media Watch: http://www.mediawatch.com
The Geena Davis Institute: http://www.thegeenadavisinstitute.org/index.php

2. *G�ZPV�E�MJLF�UP�MFBSO�NPSF�BCPVU�DPTNFUJD�TVSHFSZ�UP�SFTIBQF�FZFMJET
�
WJFX�UIJT�EPDVNFOUBSZ��http://www.rawstory.com/rawreplay/2011/02/
western-eyes-asian-women-contemplate-eyelid-surgery/

3.  8BUDI�+PIBOOB�#MBLMFZ�T�5&%�UBML��4PDJBM�.FEJB�BOE�UIF�&OE�PG�(FOEFS��http://www.
ted.com/talks/johanna_blakley_social_media_and_the_end_of_gender��%P�ZPV�
BHSFF�XJUI�IFS�DMBJN�UIBU�TPDJBM�NFEJB�BSF�CSFBLJOH�EPXO�HFOEFS�DBUFHPSJFT 

4. 0OMJOF�TFBSDI�UFSNT��third person effect
�gender and media
�agenda setting�

REFLECTION, DISCUSSION, AND ACTION

1. #SJOH�BEWFSUJTFNFOUT�UP�DMBTT��%JTDVTT�UIF�JNBHFT�PG�XPNFO
�NFO
�BOE�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�JO�
UIFN��"SF�UIFZ�SFBMJTUJD �"SF�UIFZ�IFBMUIZ �8IBU�BSF�ZPVS�PQUJPOT�BT�B�DPOTVNFS 

2. 8BUDI�QSJNF�UJNF�DPWFSBHF�PG�TQPSUT�PO�&41/�PS�BOPUIFS�DIBOOFM��.BLF�B�SFDPSE�PG�IPX�
NVDI�UJNF�JT�EFWPUFE�UP�XPNFO�T�BOE�NFO�T�TQPSUT�BOE�IPX�PGUFO�SFQPSUFST�DPNNFOU��
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PO�NBMF�BOE�GFNBMF�BUIMFUFT��ESFTT�BOE�BQQFBSBODF��"SF�UIF�QBUUFSOT�ZPV�JEFOUJGZ�DPOTJT-
UFOU�XJUI�UIPTF�EJTDVTTFE�JO�UIJT�DIBQUFS 

3. :PV�IBWF�KVTU�SFBE�BCPVU�IPX�TPDJBM�NFEJB�DBO�CF�VTFE�UP�DIBMMFOHF�TPDJBM�WJFXT�PG�
HFOEFS
�TFY
�BOE�TFYVBM�PSJFOUBUJPO��5IJOL�BCPVU�UIF�XBZT�UIBU�ZPV�QFSTPOBMMZ�VTF�TPDJBM�
NFEJB��%P�ZPV�VTF�UIFN�UP�JOGPSN�ZPVS�HFOEFS
�UP�TQFBL�PVU
�PS�GPS�PUIFS�SFBTPOT �/PX�
JNBHJOF�IPX�ZPV�NJHIU�FOHBHF�TPDJBM�NFEJB�UP�CF�QBSU�PG�TIBQJOH�XIBU�HFOEFS�NFBOT�

4. "QQMZ�UIF�#FDIEFM�5FTU�UP�UIF�MBTU�GFX�NPWJFT�ZPV�IBWF�TFFO��%P�ZPVS�SFTVMUT�TVSQSJTF�
ZPV �'PS�NPSF�JOGPSNBUJPO�PS�UP�DPNQBSF�ZPVS�SFTVMUT
�WJTJU��http://bechdeltest.com

RECOMMENDED RESOURCES

1. http://www.about-face.org�5IJT�JT�BO�FYDFMMFOU�TJUF�GPS�HFUUJOH�JOGPSNBUJPO�BOE�UBLJOH�
BDUJPO��About-face.org�JT�EFWPUFE�UP�NFEJB�MJUFSBDZ�BCPVU�HFOEFS�BOE�TFMG�FTUFFN��
"NPOH�JUT�GFBUVSFT�JT�BO�FWFS�DIBOHJOH�MJTU�PG�i5PQ�5FO�0GGFOEFST
w�XIJDI�TIPXT�BET�UIBU�
EFTUSVDUJWFMZ�TUFSFPUZQF�XPNFO�BOE�NFO�BOE
�JO�TPNF�DBTFT
�DPOEPOF�WJPMFODF�UPXBSE�
XPNFO��"CPVU�'BDF�QSPWJEFT�UIF�BEESFTTFT�PG�DPNQBOJFT�GFBUVSFE�JO�FBDI�BE�TP�ZPV�
DBO�DPOUBDU�UIF�DPNQBOJFT�EJSFDUMZ�

2. Miss Representation. 5IJT����NJOVUF�EPDVNFOUBSZ�PO�UIF�IZQFSTFYVBMJ[FE�SFQSFTFOUB-
UJPOT�PG�HJSMT�BOE�XPNFO�JO�NFEJB�QSFNJFSFE�BU�UIF������4VOEBODF�'FTUJWBM��+FOOJGFS�
4JFCFM�/FXTPN�JT�UIF�XSJUFS
�EJSFDUPS
�BOE�QSPEVDFS�
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Knowledge Challenge:
t� )PX�DPNNPO�BSF�GBMTF�SFQPSUT�PG�SBQF 
t� 8PVME�WJDUJNT�PG�JOUJNBUF�QBSUOFS�WJPMFODF�CF�TBGFS�MFBWJOH�BCVTJWF�QBSUOFST 
t� )PX�DBO�JOEJWJEVBMT�SFEVDF�HFOEFSFE�WJPMFODF 

5XP�XFFLT�BGUFS�NPWJOH�UP�DBNQVT
�GJSTU�ZFBS�TUVEFOU�,FSSJ�BUUFOEFE�B�NJYFS��
8IFO�TIF�XBT�SFBEZ�UP�MFBWF
�B�TFOJPS�OBNFE�.JUDI�PGGFSFE�UP�XBML�IFS�IPNF��
8IFO�UIFZ�SFBDIFE�IFS�SPPN�XIFSF�IF�QVTIFE�IFS�JOTJEF
�MPDLFE�UIF�EPPS
�
BOE�SBQFE�IFS��,FSSJ�MBUFS�MFBSOFE�UIBU�IF�IBE�SBQFE�BOPUIFS�XPNBO�BOE�UIBU�B�
TDIPPM�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�IBE�GPVOE�IJN�HVJMUZ�PG�B�TFYVBM�PGGFOTF�UIF�QSJPS�ZFBS��5IF�
QFOBMUZ�GPS�IJT�DPOWJDUJPO�XBT�XBUDIJOH�B�TIPSU�WJEFP�PO�TFYVBM�WJPMFODF�BOE�
XSJUJOH�B�QBQFS�SFGMFDUJOH�PO�UIF�WJEFP�	,PSU
�����
�

,FSSJ�T�TUPSZ�JT�USVF��4IF�JT�POF�PG�NBOZ�TUVEFOUT�XIP�BSF�SBQFE�FWFSZ�ZFBS�
PO�DBNQVTFT�BDSPTT�UIF�6OJUFE�4UBUFT��0OF�JO�GJWF�XPNFO�BU�6�4��DPMMFHFT�BOE�
VOJWFSTJUJFT�XJMM�FYQFSJFODF�SBQF�PS�BUUFNQUFE�SBQF
�BOE�POMZ�����PG�WJDUJNT�XJMM�
SFQPSU�UIF�DSJNF�	,PSU
�������,SJTUPG
�����
�

3BQF�JT�FWFO�NPSF�DPNNPO�BOE�FWFO�MFTT�TVCKFDU�UP�QVOJTINFOU�JO�TPNF�
PUIFS�DPVOUSJFT��*O�,FOZB
�/BJSPCJ
�*EB�TVGGFSFE�JOUFSOBM�JOKVSJFT�XIFO�TIF�XBT�
WJPMFOUMZ�SBQFE�CZ�B�OFJHICPS��8IFO�IFS�GBNJMZ�DPVME�OPU�QBZ�UIF�CSJCF�UIF�QPMJDF�
EFNBOEFE
�JOWFTUJHBUJPO�PG�UIF�DSJNF�TUBMMFE��*EB�XBT�GPVS�ZFBST�PME�	,SJTUPG
�����B
��
5IJT�DIBQUFS�GPDVTFT�PO�UIF�EJTUSFTTJOH�UPQJD�PG�HFOEFSFE�WJPMFODF��*O�UIF�QBHFT�
UIBU�GPMMPX
�XF�XJMM�EJTDVTT�UIF�OBUVSF�BOE�FYUFOU�PG�HFOEFSFE�WJPMFODF�BOE�JEFOUJGZ�
TPDJBM�TUSVDUVSFT
�QSBDUJDFT
�BOE�BUUJUVEFT�UIBU�BMMPX�JU��8F�XJMM�BMTP�BTL�IPX�XF�DBO�
CF�QBSU�PG�SFEVDJOH�HFOEFSFE�WJPMFODF�JO�PVS�DPNNVOJUJFT�BOE�BSPVOE�UIF�XPSME�

Gendered Power and 
Violence

I swore never to be silent whenever human beings 
endure suffering and humiliation. We must always 
take sides.
—Elie Wiesel

The Many Faces of Gendered Violence
What comes to mind when you see the terms gendered violence and sexual violence? Most 
people think of rape, intimate partner violence, and perhaps sexual harassment. That trilogy 
of abuses, however, doesn’t include many forms of gendered violence. Gendered violence 
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refers to physical, verbal, emotional, sexual, and visual brutality that is inflicted dispropor-
tionately or exclusively on members of one sex or gender. In the following pages, we’ll discuss 
seven forms of gendered violence.

Gender Intimidation
All of us feel unsafe at times. Gender intimidation, however, exists when people, because of 
their sex, gender, or sexual orientation, are treated in ways that lead them to feel vulnerable 
or unsafe. Gender intimidation, also called street harassment, includes groping, stalking, sex-
ist comments, and publicly masturbating in someone’s presence.

A common form of gender intimidation is sexualized remarks made in public spaces. 
Examples are comments made by strangers to women about their bodies and dress, invita-
tions for sexual activity, and unsolicited advice on how to behave—for instance, to smile. 
Many women students take longer, less-direct routes around campus to avoid people who 
assault them with sexual comments and suggestions (Gold, 2014).

TIM

I think gay bashing is a kind of gender intimidation. I’ve been a victim of insults and 
really gross remarks just because I’m gay. I’ll be just walking along minding my own 

business, and someone will shout “fag” at me or even come at me screaming, “We don’t 
want any queers around here.” When I go into bathrooms on campus, I usually see gay-

bashing graffiti. I have to tolerate these hassles strictly because I’m gay. That makes it 
gender intimidation.

Tim’s commentary highlights another form of gender intimidation: humiliating, disrespect-
ing, or imposing violence on LGBTQ people or people who do not conform to gender norms.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

Hollaback!
5JSFE�PG�IBWJOH�TUSBOHFST�DPNNFOU�PO�
ZPVS�CPEZ �)PMMBCBDL��)PMMBCBDL��JT�BO�
JOUFSOBUJPOBM�HSBTTSPPUT�PSHBOJ[BUJPO�UIBU�
VTFT�TPDJBM�OFUXPSLJOH�BOE�DSPXE�TPVSDJOH�
UP�UBDLMF�UIF�QSPCMFN�PG�TUSFFU�IBSBTTNFOU��
)PMMBCBDL��FODPVSBHFT�WJDUJNT�PG�TUSFFU�
IBSBTTNFOU�UP�TIPPU�UIF�IBSBTTFST�XJUI�
DBNFSBT��5IF�QIPUPT�BSF�UIFO�QPTUFE
�BMPOH�
XJUI�UIF�QIPUPHSBQIFS�T�DPNNFOUT
�PO�
)PMMBCBDL��T�TJUF��http://www.ihollaback.org

"�HSPVQ�PG�XPNFO�JO�*OEJB�SFTQPOEFE�
TJNJMBSMZ�UP�i&WF�UFBTJOH
w�XIJDI�JT�XIBU�
*OEJBOT�DBMM�TUSFFU�IBSBTTNFOU��5IFZ�

GPVOEFE�#MBOL�/PJTF�CMBOL�GPS�UIF�TJMFODF�
UIBU�IBE�TVSSPVOEFE�&WF�UFBTJOH�BOE�
OPJTF�GPS�CSFBLJOH�UIF�TJMFODF��#MBOL�/PJTF�
IBT�EFWFMPQFE�TFWFSBM�SFTQPOTFT�UP�&WF�
UFBTJOH��0OF�JT�QPTUJOH�i6OXBOUFEw�QIPUPT�
PG�QFSQFUSBUPST�PS�UFMMJOH�TUPSJFT�PO�UIFJS�
BDUJPO�IFSPFT�TJUF��http://actionheroes 
.blanknoise.org/��"OPUIFS�JT�i%JE�:PV�"TL�
GPS�*U 
w�B�DPMMFDUJPO�PG�DMPUIJOH�XPSO�CZ�
XPNFO�XIP�XFSF�&WF�UFBTFE��5IF�GBDU�UIBU�
NPTU�PG�UIF�JUFNT�BSF�WFSZ�NPEFTU�UFTUJGJFT�
UIBU�XPNFO�T�ESFTT�JT�OPU�UIF�DBVTF�PG��
&WF�UFBTJOH�	(JSJTI
�����
�

TAKE A STAND:�$BO�ZPV�UIJOL�PG�XBZT�UP�SFTJTU�PS�DIBMMFOHF�TUSFFU�IBSBTTNFOU�PG�XPN�
FO�PO�ZPVS�DBNQVT 
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Sexual Harassment
Sexual harassment is unwelcome verbal or nonverbal behavior of a sexual nature that links 
academic or professional standing or success to sexual favors or that interferes with work or 
learning. Although women are the predominant targets and men the predominant harassers, 
the Supreme Court has recognized that either sex can be the target or perpetrator and that 
people can be harassed by members of their own sex or a different sex.

Two broad categories of sexual harassment are quid pro quo harassment and hostile 
 environment harassment.

Quid Pro Quo Quid pro quo is a Latin phrase that means “this for that.” Quid pro 
quo harassment is the actual or threatened use of professional or academic rewards and/
or punishments to gain sexual compliance from a subordinate or student. For instance, a 
professor might promise a student a good grade in exchange for a date, or a manager might 
offer a subordinate a promotion in exchange for sex. Quid pro quo harassment may also 
involve punishing someone for not providing sexual favors. For example, a manager might 
withhold a promotion from an employee who refuses to have sex.

Quid pro quo sexual harassment depends on power differences. The person seeking 
sexual favors must have some kind of power over the other person—for instance, assigning a 
grade or controlling wages. The person with less power may be reluctant or unable to say “no.”

Hostile Environment
Hostile environment harassment is unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature that interferes 
with a person’s ability to perform a job or to gain an education, and/or conduct that  creates 
a hostile, intimidating, or offensive working environment because of sexualized content or 
behavior. Whereas quid pro quo harassment pivots on the power differential between per-
petrator and victim, hostile environment sexual harassment is often between peers. In fact, 
the Education Department holds campuses responsible for responding to student-on-student 
harassment (Lukianoff, 2013).

)PMMBCBDL��IPMET�NBSDIFT�UP�SBJTF�BXBSFOFTT�BOE�FODPVSBHF�BDUJWJTN�
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A hostile environment may be created by lewd remarks, language that demeans one’s sex, 
pinups, and rumors about an individual’s real or speculated sexual activities. In addition, a 
hostile environment may be created when members of one sex (usually women) are disre-
spected, demeaned, or directly or indirectly excluded from peer groups. LGBTQ individuals 
also experience hostile environment harassment in workplace settings, and their rights are 
not explicitly protected under Title VII.

A hostile environment grows out of a pattern of behavior. A single action, even if it is 
unwelcome and inappropriate, is unlikely to meet the legal standard for sexual harassment. 
Instead, there must be a clear pattern of unwelcome conduct of a sexual nature, and that pat-
tern must create conditions that a reasonable person would find objectionable. This standard 
ensures that isolated misconduct, which might be deliberate or inadvertent, doesn’t result in 
excessive penalties.

In 2006, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that a company cannot suspend or reassign  workers 
who complain about sexual harassment because doing so would constitute  retaliation and thus 
would undercut laws protecting workers against sexual harassment (Andronici & Katz, 2007).

Sexual Assault
Sexual assault is any sexual activity that occurs without the informed consent of at least one 
of the people involved. Both perpetrators and victims may be of any sex, gender, sexual ori-
entation, and gender identity. One type of sexual assault is rape, which is one or more acts 
of nonconsensual oral, anal, or vaginal penetration by a body part or object. In the United 
States alone, 10% of women under 20 years are forced into sexual acts (Remmick, 2015). For 
many years, marital rape was not recognized as a crime in the United States—assuming that a 
woman, once married, gave up the right to refuse sex with her husband. Some countries still 
don’t recognize marital rape as a crime. Trans people are particularly vulnerable—one in two 
are sexually abused or assaulted in their lifetimes (Office for Victims of Crime, n.d.).

For many years, the United States defined rape as carnal knowledge of a female forcibly 
and against her will. According to this definition, a man who is forced to have sex with another 
man has not been raped nor has someone who is forced to engage in oral sex. In 2012, the FBI 
definition was revised to define rape as “penetration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or 
anus with any body part or object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person with-
out the consent of the victim” (Savage, 2012, p. A10). This means that nonconsensual vaginal, 
anal, and oral penetrations of anyone, regardless of sex, are now recognized as rape.

Sexual assault, including rape, occurs whenever one person doesn’t give informed con-
sent for sexual activity. Informed consent can be given only by an adult who has normal 
mental abilities, who is not being coerced, and whose judgment is not impaired by alcohol, 
other drugs, or circumstances. Informed consent can neither be given by children, nor by 
inmates who are coerced because they fear violence if they refuse advances from prison staff 
or, in some cases, other inmates.

ABBY

When people think of rape, they think about strangers jumping out of bushes at night. 
But that’s not how it usually happens. Most of the women in my victims’ support group 

were raped by friends or dates—guys they knew and trusted. In some ways, that’s worse 
because it makes you afraid to trust anyone.
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Sexual assault is prevalent on college campuses and fear of rape haunts many women 
students across the nation (Harris, 2016; Kristof, 2015; Pryor & Hughes, 2013). One reason 
that rapes are common at colleges and universities is the existence on many campuses, as well 
as the larger culture, of a rape culture, defined as common attitudes, beliefs, and practices 
that ignore, excuse, encourage, or normalize sexual violence. Examples are rape jokes; media 
coverage that blames the victim; and popular music, films, and video games that glorify 
violence against women. Many people, including college students, believe rape myths (such 
as women say “no” when they mean “yes” and nice girls don’t get raped) (Krakauer, 2015).
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RAE

I think people blame rape victims because we like to think there was a reason that 
someone was raped. They were alone, or it was late at night, or they dressed suggestively, 

or they drank too much. If we can find a reason why someone was raped, then we think 
we’re safe if we don’t go out alone or drink too much or whatever. But really we should 

start teaching people how to not rape as opposed to how to not get raped. We have 
to educate ourselves and take a stand! Stop yourself the next time you call a girl a slut, 
or judge a girl for what she’s wearing, or assume that a man isn’t capable of feeling, or 

being an ally.
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One of the most prevalent rape myths is that rape is usually perpetrated by someone who 
is a stranger to the victim. Just the opposite is true. An estimated 90% of rape victims know 
their assailant (Kort, 2014; Kristof, 2015). Kate Harris (2009, 2011a) interviewed women who 
had engaged in nonconsensual sex with acquaintances or dates. She found that many of these 
women felt confused because they didn’t associate “rape” with friends.

CARRIE

I went to a club with some friends, and we were dancing in a circle. I was wearing 
this great top that makes me feel really sexy and pretty. This guy I had met once 

pulled me out of the group and started to dirty dance. Then he groped me, my genitals. 
I backed off, and he said “What?” like he hadn’t done anything wrong. I know he 

violated me, but I can’t help thinking that maybe I was “asking for it” because I was 
wearing a sexy outfit and all. I know my mother would say I was asking for it because I 

was dressed in a sexy way.

AUSTIN

What do girls expect if they go to a club where hookups happen, and they’re wearing 
revealing clothes that are meant to excite and provoke guys, and they are dancing 

suggestively? It’s like sending out an invitation to a guy. So why, when a guy accepts, do 
they blame him for responding to their invitation?

Saying that rape happens because of the way a woman is dressed or dances or where she 
goes is blaming the victim—holding a person responsible for the harm that another per-
son inflicts. The commentaries by Carrie and Austin offer examples of how both men and 
women, including women who are victims, can blame the victim. 

Fewer studies have focused on perpetrators of sexual assault and rape. In one well-known 
study on college campuses, 6% of men reported that they had raped or had attempted to 
rape someone they knew. Of those men, approximately two-thirds were serial offenders—
the average rapist had committed six sexual assaults. None of the assaults had been reported 
(Lisak & Miller, 2002; Starecheski, 2014). These numbers are shocking because they suggest 
that many perpetrators often repeat their crime. But importantly, they also underscore the 
fact that most men do not rape women, and subsequent reports suggest that men can use the 
power of peer influence to reduce rape (Starecheski, 2014).

Sexual assault is not confined to civilian contexts. It is also a serious problem in the mil-
itary. The three military academies overseen by the Department of Defense are West Point, 
the Naval Academy, and the Air Force Academy. These academies are not subject to Title 
IX so cadets who face sexual assault or discrimination have limited means of redress. The 
Department of Defense’s own surveys reveal that 90% of female cadets experience various 
forms of sexism, including assault (Anderson & Deutsch, 2015).

In 2008, the United Nations officially designated rape a “weapon of war” after the release 
of a report by the humanitarian group Refugees International, which documented the sys-
tematic use of rape as a means of ethnic cleansing in Darfur. In violation of the Geneva Con-
vention, the government-backed Janjaweed military routinely raped women without fear of 
consequence because Sudanese laws harshly punish women who have sex—even against their 
wills—outside of marriage (Searcey, 2016). In Zimbabwe, hundreds of women have been raped 
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by opposition soldiers. Some of the rape victims were children who had not even reached 
puberty; others were pregnant women (Kristof & WuDunn, 2014). Increasingly, males are also 
victims of rape in wars. Research shows that 40% of women and 25% of men in Liberia, Sierra 
Leone, Kenya, and Myanmar have been victims of sexual crimes (Drawing a Line, 2014).

A White House report states that the financial costs of rape range from $87,000 to $240,776 
(Hilgers, 2016). Costs may include lost wages, lost tuition and fees for students who cannot complete 
the semester in which a rape occurred, and counseling, including residential treatment centers.

Sexual assault includes forced prostitution, also called sexual slavery. During World 
War II, the Japanese forced women to be “comfort women” for Japanese soldiers. The 
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repeated and sometimes brutal rapes by as many as 30 Japanese soldiers a day caused some of 
these women to become sterile. Many committed suicide (Onishi, 2007).

Sexual slavery is not confined to history. Even today, in countries such as India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, and Nepal, girls are sold by their families or kidnapped and forced to be pros-
titutes (Kristof & WuDunn, 2009). Between 800,000 and 1.8 million women and children, 
some who have not even gone through puberty, are trafficked each year (Kristof, 2011a). Vir-
gins bring particularly high prices since some men with HIV/AIDS believe that having sex 
with a virgin will cure them (Norlund & Rubin, 2010).

Sex trafficking is also not limited to developing nations. In the United States, there are an 
estimated 300,000 child prostitutes who began that work at an average age of 13 to 14. The 
pimps who manage sex slaves earn $150,000 to $200,000 per slave per year (The Covering 
House, 2014). Traffickers target youth through social media and chatlines, in shopping malls, 
on public transportation, and on school campuses through peer recruiters and after-school 
programs (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).

Intimate Partner Violence
In 2014, the video of Ray Rice punching his then-fiancée Janay Palmer unconscious in an ele-
vator was shown repeatedly on television and the Internet. This incident focused public atten-
tion on intimate partner violence, which is physical, mental, emotional, verbal, or economic 
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power used by one partner against the other partner in a romantic relationship. Intimate part-
ner violence cuts across many demographics—it is experienced and perpetrated by both sexes, 
members of all races and economics classes, as well as by gays, lesbians, bisexuals, straights, 
cisgender, and transgender people (Douglas, 2012; Prevalence of Domestic Violence, 2013).

The prevalence of intimate partner violence is staggering. Over 360,000 incidents are 
reported per year in the United States. That is almost 1,000 per day. Twenty-five percent of U.S. 
women have been violently attacked by husbands or boyfriends, and one U.S. woman dies every 
six hours from a partner’s violence (Kristof, 2014b). Bisexual women are far more likely than 
their lesbian or heterosexual peers to be beaten, stalked, or sexually assaulted by an intimate 
partner; the vast majority of perpetrators in these cases are male (Walters, Chen, & Breiding, 
2013). At least 30% of women worldwide have been victims of intimate partner violence, which 
is legal in 30 countries (Prevalence of Domestic Violence, 2013; Remmick, 2015). Intimate part-
ner violence is also common in dating relationships, including those of very young people.

Control is a key issue for many abusers. They want to control their partners’ appearances, 
behaviors, relationships, and lives. In some cases, this is done without physical violence. 
Abusers humiliate, isolate, spy on, and otherwise dominate partners. If there is no physical 
assault, some victims of control do not realize they are experiencing intimate partner abuse 
(Ellin, 2016; Fontes, 2015).

Intimate partner violence typically follows a cyclical pattern (Johnson, 2006). In the first 
stage, the perpetrator experiences mounting tension, which may have little to do with the 
victim—perhaps the perpetrator has problems at work or feels insecure. The second stage is 
defined by an explosion, which may involve verbal, emotional, sexual, or physical violence. 
The third stage is called remorse because the perpetrator typically acts ashamed, apologizes, 
and promises never to do it again. In the fourth stage, the honeymoon phase, the violent 
partner acts lovingly and often brings gifts to the victim. The apologies of stage three and the 
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loving acts of stage four often revive the victim’s faith in the perpetrator and the possibility 
of a loving relationship. If the victim stays, the cycle is likely to keep repeating. There may be 
years between violent explosions or cycles may repeat many times within a year, month, or 
week. Over time, the level of violence may increase so that each iteration of the cycle is more 
dangerous.

EXPLORING GENDERED LIVES

The Cycle of Intimate Partner Violence
Stage 1, Tension: 0OF�QBSUOFS�FYQFSJFODFT�
NPVOUJOH�UFOTJPO��5IF�TPVSDF�PG�UIF�UFO�
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XPSL��5IF�QFSTPO�FYQFSJFODJOH�UFOTJPO�
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�FYQMPTJPOT�
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�XIJDI�NBZ�
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Stage 3, Remorse: 5IF�WJPMFOU�QBSUOFS�
BQQFBST�DPOUSJUF�BOE�SFNPSTFGVM��5IF�QFS�
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QSPNJTF�JU�XJMM�OFWFS�IBQQFO�BHBJO��5IF�
WJDUJN�TFFT�UIF�iHPPE�QFSTPOw�JOTJEF�BOE�
SFNFNCFST�XIBU�MFE�UP�DPNNJUNFOU�

Stage 4, Honeymoon: 5IF�WJPMFOU�
QBSUOFS�BDUT�EFWPUFE�UP�DPOWJODF�UIF�WJDUJN�
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Brice’s experience, as presented in his commentary, is not unusual. Our families of origin 
give us our first blueprints for what is normal and allowable in relationships. What we learn 
in families, however, need not be the blueprint for our lives. We can choose not to repeat 
destructive patterns that we have observed in our families.

Although people of all genders commit violence, there are general differences in the type 
of violence committed by women and men. Women who are violent toward partners most 
often verbally abuse or push, slap, or shove. In contrast, men are more likely to use their 
bodies, weapons, and even acid to commit assaults (M. Johnson, 2006, 2008). Although both 
men and women may engage in violence, men more often inflict moderate to severe physi-
cal injuries. Men who perpetrate physical violence tend to justify their violence by overes-
timating how common such behavior is, underestimating the damage their violence does, 
and claiming it is an appropriate way of controlling women (Derry, 2015; Neighbors, Walker, 
Mbilinyi, O’Rourke, Edleson, Zegree, & Roffman, 2010; Olson & Rauscher, 2011).

Women and men between 18 and 25 years old are equally likely to engage in relational 
aggression in friendships. However, in romantic relationships, women exceed men in 
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Myths and Facts about Violence between Intimates

Myth Fact

7JDUJNT�PG�CBUUFSJOH�DBO�KVTU�MFBWF�UIF�
BCVTJWF�SFMBUJPOTIJQ�

.BOZ�WJDUJNT�PG�CBUUFSJOH�IBWF�OPXIFSF�
UP�HP�BOE�OP�NFBOT�PG�TVQQPSUJOH�
UIFNTFMWFT�BOE�UIFJS�DIJMESFO�

"CVTF�PG�JOUJNBUFT�PGUFO�TUPQT�PO�JUT�PXO� "CVTF�PG�JOUJNBUFT�TFMEPN�TUPQT�XJUIPVU�
JOUFSWFOUJPO�PS�PUIFS�SBEJDBM�NFBTVSFT�

"CVTF�JT�DPOGJOFE�QSJNBSJMZ�UP�UIF�XPSLJOH�
BOE�QPWFSUZ�DMBTTFT�

"CVTF�PDDVST�JO�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�CFUXFFO�
NFNCFST�PG�UIF�VQQFS�BOE�NJEEMF�DMBTTFT�
BT�XFMM�BT�NFNCFST�PG�UIF�XPSLJOH�BOE�
QPWFSUZ�DMBTTFT�

7JDUJNT�PG�CBUUFSJOH�XPVME�CF�TBGFS�JG�UIFZ�
MFGU�BCVTJWF�SFMBUJPOTIJQT�

7JDUJNT�PG�CBUUFSJOH�BSF�NPTU�MJLFMZ�UP�CF�
NVSEFSFE�CZ�BCVTJWF�QBSUOFST�JG�UIFZ�USZ�
UP�MFBWF�

TAKE A STAND:�5P�XIBU�FYUFOU�EP�ZPV�UIJOL�ZPVS�GSJFOET�CFMJFWF�UIF�NZUIT�JEFOUJGJFE�
BCPWF 

BRICE

Growing up, I saw my father shove Mom around whenever he was having a rough time 
at work. Sometimes, it was more than shoving—he would actually hit her. Always, the 
next day he would be Mr. Nice, and things would go along fine for a while until he got 
upset about something else; then it would start all over again. I hated him because of 

what he did to her, and I swore I would never be like him. But last year, when I was going 
through a really rough time, the girl I was dating kept nagging me, and I hauled off and 

hit her. I never thought I could do that.

Copyright 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



250   CHAPTER 12 Gendered Power and Violence

engaging in this kind of aggression, which is intentionally designed to hurt romantic partners 
by manipulating social relationships (Goldstein, 2011).

 PAULA

The worst thing I ever went through was being stalked by my ex-boyfriend. We’d dated 
for about a year when I broke up with him. He was so jealous—wouldn’t let me go out 

with friends or anything, so I just decided to end the relationship. But he didn’t want it to 
end. He followed me around campus, showed up at movies when I was out with other 

guys, and called at all hours of the night. Sometimes, he would tell me he loved me and 
beg to get back together; other times, he would threaten me. I finally called the police, 

and that put an end to his terrorism.

Stalking is a form of intimate partner violence. Stalking is repeated pursuit that is unin-
vited and unwanted, that seems obsessive, and that makes the target of pursuit concerned 
for her or his safety (Cupach & Spitzberg, 2015). Updates on social networking sites such 
as Facebook give stalkers more ways to learn about (potential) victims’ habits and current 
whereabouts.

Genital Surgery
Some people have never heard of genital surgery, which is also called genital mutilation and 
genital cutting. Of those who have, many think it is an ancient procedure that is no longer 
practiced. Yet, genital surgery continues to be practiced in some countries, especially some 
in Africa and the Middle East. More than 200 million women and girls, some as young as 6 
years old, have been cut (Belluck & Cochrane, 2016; Blow, 2014b; Dugger, 2013; Eltahawy, 
2014).

Male Circumcision Male circumcision is the removal of the sheath, or prepuce, of the 
penis. In many countries, including the United States, male babies are routinely circumcised 
because of possible health benefits such as reduction of urinary tract infections and penile 
cancer. Yet some people view male circumcision as a form of genital mutilation that is unnec-
essary, dangerous, and painful.

Sunna The word sunna comes from the Arabic word for “religious duty” (Trangsrud, 
1994). Sunna, or female circumcision, is practiced primarily in African countries. It is usu-
ally performed on girls between the ages of 4 and 14, although it is sometimes performed on 
infants (Johnson, 2008). Sunna involves removing both the sheath and the tip of the clitoris. 
Sunna is not equivalent to male circumcision. Removal of the foreskin of a penis doesn’t pre-
clude a man’s sexual pleasure, but removal of the prepuce and tip of the clitoris significantly 
lessens women’s sexual pleasure. Sunna also has greater potential for medical complications.

Excision or Clitoridectomy A second type of female genital surgery is excision 
or clitoridectomy, in which the entire clitoris and parts of the labia minora are removed. 
Because this surgery greatly diminishes women’s ability to experience sexual pleasure, it is 
believed to reduce the likelihood of women being sexually active before marriage or unfaith-
ful after marriage. Of lesser concern to those who endorse the practice is that it often has 
medical complications and increases pain and danger in childbirth.
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You might be surprised to learn that clitoridectomies were performed in the United States 
and Europe as late as the twentieth century to “cure” masturbation and prevent orgasm, 
which was considered an “ailment” in women (Dreifus, 2000).

Infibulation The most radical form of genital surgery is infibulation. This operation, 
which is usually performed on girls between ages five and eight, removes the clitoris and 
labia minora. Next, the flesh of the labia majora is scraped raw and sewn together to form 
a hood over the vagina, with a small opening left for urination and menstruation, and the 
girl is kept immobile until the labia grow together. When an infibulated female marries, an 
opening is cut to permit intercourse. Sometimes the opening is deliberately made extremely 
small to increase male sexual pleasure, although this makes intercourse painful for women. 
Husbands may order their wives resewn when they travel.

Genital surgery is often performed by people with little or no medical training who oper-
ate in unsanitary conditions and without anesthesia (Turkewitz, 2015). The immediate con-
sequences may include excruciating pain, hemorrhage, tetanus, gangrene, blood poisoning, 
and fractured bones from the force needed to hold girls down during the operation. Long-
term consequences include sterility, agonizing pain during intercourse, cysts, difficulty 
delivering babies, permanent incontinence, and stillbirths of babies who cannot emerge 
through birth canals that have been scarred and deformed (Browne, 2003/2004; Turkewitz, 
2015).

Genital surgery is rooted in cultural traditions, which change only when members of the 
culture resist them. In China, for centuries women’s feet were bound. Yet, this practice was 
eliminated in a mere 17 years (1895–1912) in urban China when progressive Chinese citizens 
launched an education campaign against foot binding. Also critical to ending the practice 
were fathers who refused to bind their daughters’ feet and prohibited their sons from mar-
rying women whose feet had been bound (Lorber, 1997). When enough fathers made these 
commitments, women with unbound feet became desirable as marriage partners.
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To Circumcise or Not to Circumcise: That Is the Question
*O�����
�����PG�8FTUFSO�NBMFT�XFSF�
DJSDVNDJTFE
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*O�BEEJUJPO
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SFTFBSDI�TVHHFTUT�UIF�QSPDFEVSF�NBZ�SFEVDF�
VSJOBSZ�USBDU�JOGFDUJPOT�BOE�QFOJMF�DBODFS��
5IFTF�QPTTJCMF�IFBMUI�CFOFGJUT�BSF�CBMBODFE�
BHBJOTU�DPNQMJDBUJPOT�UIBU�PDDVS�JO���JO�FWFSZ�
����DJSDVNDJTJPOT�BOE�SFTVMU�JO�����EFBUIT�
BOOVBMMZ�	$JSDVNDJTJPO
�������3BCJO
�����
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4PDJFUZ�EJTDPVSBHFT�UIF�QSPDFEVSF�
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Gender-Based Murder
Consider two facts: (1) When both sexes are given adequate care, females outnumber males; 
and (2) in many countries today, men substantially outnumber women. How can both of 
these facts be true? Because millions of females are killed before or after birth.

One way to reduce the number of women is reproductive technologies to either selec-
tively abort female fetuses or select for sex prior to in vitro fertilization (Bring Back the Girls, 
2014). A second way to reduce the number of women is female infanticide, which is the active 
or passive killing of female children. Active female infanticide may take the form of smother-
ing a newborn female or drowning her in a bucket of water kept by the birthing bed. Passive 
methods of female infanticide include feeding girl babies little or nothing and denying them 
essential medical care (Patel, 2006).

Women who survive to adulthood aren’t necessarily safe. Femicide is the killing of 
women. In many places, including India, Pakistan, Albania, Mexico, and United Arab Emir-
ates, adult women are killed and official efforts to find and prosecute the perpetrators are 
often weak or nonexistent. Femicide includes dowry deaths or bride burnings (Lahiri & 
Sharma, 2013). Some groups in India still follow the custom in which a woman’s parents give 
money or other goods to the man who marries their daughter. After the marriage, the new 
husband may demand additional payments from the bride’s parents. If the demands aren’t 
met, the husband’s family may hold the bride near the cooking stove until her sari catches 
fire and she burns to death. The husband is then free to get another wife and another dowry.

Femicide is not confined to developing nations. It happens in highly developed coun-
tries, including the United States. The statistics on intimate partner violence noted earlier are 
chilling—each year in the United States, 1,460 women are murdered or suffer fatal injuries 
at the hands of an intimate partner. In May of 2014, Elliot Rodger slaughtered 6 women stu-
dents and injured 13 others at the University of California, Santa Barbara. Prior to perpetrat-
ing mass murder of women, Rodger spent substantial time on websites that are part of the 
manosphere, a digital subculture “run by men’s rights activists that is typified by its loath-
ing for women in general and feminism in particular” (Bellafante, 2016; Potok, 2014). Rod-
ger’s carnage is not an isolated case. In 2009, George Sodini carried several handguns into 
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Vacation Cutting
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a Pennsylvania fitness club, killed three women, and wounded nine others. In 2011, Scott 
Dekraai entered the business where his ex-wife worked and shot her and six other women as 
well as two men who were in the line of fire.

Reproductive Violence Reproductive violence is coerced or discriminatory 
infringement on reproductive rights. It includes force or exploitation that inhibits an indi-
vidual’s free choice of whether, when, and with whom to reproduce, to become a parent, and 
to parent existing children (Ross, 2009). In America’s early history, these basic rights were 
denied to slaves. Any children of slaves were legally the “property” of the slave owner; so 
enslaved mothers, many of whom were raped by owners, had no legal claim to parentage 
(Fixmer-Oraiz, 2015; Roberts, 1997).

In the twentieth century, the United States saw the emergence of eugenics, a set of repro-
ductive procedures to reduce the births of “undesirable” people and increase the births of 
“desirable” people. Those designated undesirable were almost always low-income, socially 
marginalized minorities (Solinger, 2005). State-funded programs in the United States forcibly 
sterilized numerous women involuntarily who were immigrants, minorities, lesbians, poor, 
disabled, and/or incarcerated (Roberts, 2009; Solinger, 2005).

Other forms of reproductive injustice do not involve the clear-cut violence of eugenics, 
forced abortion, and slavery but do severely constrain decisions about reproduction. Consider 
three instances of highly constrained reproductive choices. First, the link between racism and 
regulation of reproductive rights is clear in U.S. programs during the twentieth century that 
promoted free birth control to minority women and women with low incomes while denying 
other health care services (Gordon, 2007; Roberts, 1997). Second, while low-income women 
in our era are more likely to suffer from infertility, assisted reproduction is used almost exclu-
sively by privileged women and couples due to its expense and lack of insurance coverage. 
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Whose Rights? Whose Protection?
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For example, 80% of the women who freeze eggs for possible later gestation are white, and 
the starting cost of this procedure is $10,000 (Allen, 2016). Third, in Africa and parts of Asia 
arranged marriages are common, and the brides may be children younger than 15. UNICEF 
reports that more than 700 million women living now were married before they were 18, and 
250 million were married before they were 15 (Progress but Too Slow, 2014).

One infamous infringement on reproductive rights in the United States involved  Norplant, 
a long-term, implanted contraceptive that came on market in the early 1990s. Within days of 
Norplant’s entry into the market, prominent publications such as the Philadelphia Inquirer 
(Kimelman, 1990), The Richmond-Times Dispatch (Journalistic Thought Police, 1990), and 
Newsweek (Alter, 1990) published editorials noting that the new contraceptive might “curb 
the expansion of an underclass” (Journalistic Thought Police, 1990, p. A12). Every state 
and the District of Columbia made Norplant available to poor women (Roberts, 1997). In 
some instances, judges offered women the “choice” between having Norplant implanted and 
serving jail terms (Bigham, 1991). However, states refused to pay to remove Norplant when 
women wanted to conceive and even when they experienced serious medical complications 
including nerve injury, ovarian cysts, phlebitis, significant weight gain, and gallbladder dis-
ease (Norplant, 2012; Roberts, 1997).

Both the American Medical Association and the American Bar Association oppose state 
or judicial efforts to coerce a woman to use any method of contraception or sterilization. 
Even Dr. Sheldon Segal, the originator of Norplant, stated, “I am totally and unalterably 
opposed to the use of Norplant for any coercive or involuntary purpose. It was developed to 
improve reproductive freedom, not to restrict it” (Norplant, 1994).

Another infringement on reproductive rights that involves risks for poor women is com-
mercial surrogacy. Women or couples with sufficient wealth can hire other women to carry 
pregnancies to term. In one sense, this is potentially a win-win situation: Women who can-
not give birth are able to become mothers, and women who are poor or otherwise unable to 
earn a living are able to earn income by carrying a child. Without denying this potential for 
mutual benefit, we should also recognize the power dynamics involved (Fixmer-Oraiz, 2013). 
The surrogate mothers often have no other means of earning income so their “choice” to be 
surrogates is constrained. Some surrogate mothers are required to live in supervised gesta-
tional dormitories, leaving their own children for nine months. Some must agree to caesarian 
births so that the birth date is convenient for the hiring woman or couple. If the surrogates 
later have other children by vaginal delivery, the prior caesarian delivery may cause com-
plications, including ones that are life-threatening. Thus, surrogates may compromise their 
ability to carry and give birth to their own children (Jaiswal, 2012).

The gendered violence we’ve discussed is not inevitable. Throughout this book, we have 
seen that what is considered acceptable or normal is socially constructed. In the next section 
of this chapter, we discuss social processes that allow or encourage gendered violence.

Cultural Foundations of Gendered Violence
Although particular individuals commit violent acts and should be held responsible for 
them, individual pathologies alone cannot explain the pervasiveness of gendered violence. 
To unravel cultural forces that cultivate tolerance for gendered violence, we will consider how 
media, institutions, and language normalize gendered violence.
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The Normalization of Violence in Media
As we noted in Chapter 11, violence is customary—not unusual—in films, on MTV and 
television programs, in music and video games. Popular music includes lyrics that refer to 
women as “hos” (whores) and “bitches” and glorify killing for sport, which reflects a wide-
spread and deeply ensconced cultural ideology that esteems violence, including rape.

Pornography is sexually explicit material that favorably depicts subordination, degra-
dation, and nonconsensual sexual behavior. Pornography is distinct from erotica, which 
depicts consensual activities that are desired by and pleasurable to all parties. Unlike erotica, 
mainstream pornography portrays violence as normal and acceptable. A recent survey found 
that 83% of men in U.S. colleges who viewed mainstream pornography were more likely to 
say they would commit rape than men who did not view pornography (The Week, 2016).

The Normalization of Violence by Institutions
Many of the basic structures and institutional practices of Western culture uphold violence, 
including violence toward women. They do this by refusing to interfere in domestic disputes, 
praising men for aggression, advising victims not to prosecute rapists, and encouraging vic-
tims to fulfill social prescriptions for femininity by standing by their men.

Schools In 2014, the Education Department named 55 colleges and universities that are 
subject to investigation because they have or may have mishandled investigations of sexual 
assault on their campus (Crampton, 2014; Kristof, 2015). Many students, primarily women, 
state that when they report a rape or other sexual assault, they are not taken seriously and are 
discouraged from pursuing their cases. Many colleges and universities have failed to train 
officials who adjudicate cases of campus sexual assault (Bogdanich, 2014). Former president 
Jimmy Carter notes that 95% of victims of campus rape do not report the crimes because 
their schools don’t support victims. As a result, “most on-campus rapes are perpetrated by 
serial rapists, who can safely assume that their crimes will not be revealed” (2014, p. 43).

Colleges and universities want to preserve their reputations, which is an incentive to keep 
victims of sexual assault from going public. Students have reported a number of techniques 
used by school officials to discourage them from pursuing their cases. In some cases, the very 
officials who are supposed to support victims of sexual assault engage in blaming the victim 
by asking about the victim’s dress and behaviors (Kort, 2014). Officials may also encourage 
the victim to doubt what happened, asking: “Are you sure it was rape?” (Kort, 2014). And 
officials may blame the victim as was the case with one campus police officer who told a 
woman who had been raped, “Women have to just stop spreading their legs like peanut but-
ter [or rape] will keep on happening till the cows come home” (Schlossberg, 2014).

Widespread neglect and mismanagement of campus sexual assaults led the White House 
to establish a special Task Force to Protect Students from Sexual Assault in 2014. Named 
Not Alone, the task force provides information and resources on preventing and responding 
to sexual assaults on campus. Notalone.gov, the website created by the task force, provides 
information on victims’ rights and reporting procedures and also allows students to see inci-
dence reports for their campus.

Family One of the most important institutions shaping cultural consciousness, including 
perspectives on violence, is the family. In families where violence exists, children may grow 
up assuming that violence is part of marriage. Families may also encourage women to stay 
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with violent men for economic security, because that is a woman’s duty, or “for the sake of the 
children” (Shoener, 2014). Immigrant women or women of color may be especially vulnera-
ble to pressures not to report intimate partner violence for fear that reporting would further 
stigmatize or enable state violence against their communities.

Law Enforcement The current legal system does not offer sufficient safeguards for vic-
tims, and some law enforcement officials and judges give greater priority to maintaining a 
two-parent family than to the safety of victims of intimate partner violence (Shoener, 2014). 
The laws governing restraining orders need to be strengthened so that people can get protec-
tion before tragedy happens. For instance, Massachusetts now requires perpetrators of inti-
mate partner violence who are deemed highly dangerous to wear GPS locators, which have 
proven remarkably effective in preventing further attacks (Carter, 2014).

Language Another cultural practice that reflects and sustains tolerance of violence is 
the use of language that obscures the seriousness of the issue. Too often, the language used to 
describe violence between intimates conceals the brutality of what happens. Why do newspa-
pers and news programs use inappropriately gentle terms, such as domestic dispute or spousal 
conflict, to camouflage acts such as smashing women’s faces with hammers, slashing women 
with knives, and stomping on women (Lamb, 1991, 1999)? Why did reporters use the term 
sex scandal to describe former mayor of San Francisco Bob Filner’s years’ long habit of grop-
ing women (Bruni, 2013)? This is an incidence of violence, not a sex scandal.

Responsibility for violence is also diminished by passive language that fails to name 
aggressors—for example, “The battery occurred on Sunday,” “Women are abused frequently,” 
or “Many women are beaten.” The horror of intimate partner violence is also diminished 
when the language of love is used to describe physical abuse. Media accounts of battering of 
women often include phrases such as “He loved her too much,” “She was the victim of love,” 
and “It was love that went too far” (Meyers, 2004).

Resisting Gendered Violence: Where Do We 
Go from Here?
We suspect that this chapter has been as distressing for you to read as it was for us to research 
and write. But being distressed doesn’t lessen gendered violence. We must ask how we can be 
agents of change to make our world safer for all.

Personal Efforts to Reduce Gendered Violence
Each of us can do something to lessen gendered violence. The most basic personal choice is 
to decide that you will not engage in or tolerate violence in your relationships. You can also 
make conscious choices about the language you use. You can heighten others’ awareness by 
using language that accurately represents the brutality and inhumanity of gendered violence.

Another choice, one emphasized by Mentors in Violence Prevention, is to refuse to be 
a silent bystander. In 2009, a homecoming dance in Richmond, California, turned into a 
horrific tragedy when a 15-year-old girl was beaten and gang-raped for hours. More than a 
dozen people watched during this extended attack, yet none of them chose to intervene to 
stop the brutal assault (California, 2009). If you are a bystander, you can choose to speak or 
act to prevent violence (Katz & Moore, 2013).
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There are other ways you personally can take a stand against gendered violence. Most 
campuses and communities have a number of groups that provide support to victims and 
offer outreach programs to educate citizens about gendered violence. Men on many cam-
puses work to get other men involved in combating violence toward women. You can also 
make a personal statement by writing or calling in to object to magazine stories, radio pro-
grams, and television shows that present violence as normal or acceptable. You can use your 
social media networks to raise awareness about violence and local efforts to end it. If you are 
a parent or plan to be one, you can teach your children that nobody has a right to touch them 
in a sexual way without their permission. And all children should learn that it is wrong to 
coerce others into sexual activities.

For too many years, people have looked away from gendered violence. We’ve pretended 
not to see bruises, looked the other way when there was on-the-job harassment. If you sus-
pect that a friend or colleague is experiencing violence, don’t tell yourself, “It’s none of my 
business.” It is your business. Speaking up to support someone who is being harmed is a con-
crete way to use your voice to resist violence.

Social Efforts to Reduce Gendered Violence
We must also change cultural practices and structures. Here, too, there are many ways to be 
an agent of change. You can vote for tax increases to underwrite education and social ser-
vices. If you become an educator or administrator, you can implement educational programs.

You may support international programs whose mission is reducing gendered violence. 
For example, South Asian women formed Saheli, which protests dowry deaths. Saheli was 
successful in getting a law passed that requires thorough investigation of any “acciden-
tal death” of a woman during the first seven years of marriage. In India, a group of women 
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formed Vimochana, an organization that helps battered women get legal assistance and orga-
nizes consciousness-raising groups that help women work together to redefine battering and 
dowry murders as unacceptable. Asian men have formed “Men Oppose Wife Abuse” to end 
intimate partner violence (Cuklanz & Moorti, 2009). Chilean women are risking imprison-
ment and death to demand that desaparecidas, “disappeared women,” be returned. Playwright 
Eve Ensler (2000, 2001, 2004) founded V-day, an organization that works to stop all kinds of 
violence against women, including rape, incest, female genital mutilation, and sexual slavery.

Athletes who commit violence against women have seldom been punished seriously. For 
example, when Baltimore Raven Ray Rice knocked his fiancée unconscious in an elevator and 
dragged her out, the National Football League (NFL) gave him a tap on the wrist by suspending 
him from a mere two games. In response, multiple groups pressured the NFL to take violence 
more seriously. In August of 2014, NFL commissioner Roger Goodell announced he agreed 
that violence is a serious issue and should be treated that way. He promised that the NFL would 
take strong measures against players who perpetrate assault, battery, intimate partner violence, 
or sexual assault. A first-time offender receives a six-game ban. A second offense results in life-
time banishment from NFL. However, after one year, offenders may appeal the lifetime ban and 
request reinstatement. Commissioner Goodell also announced the NFL’s youth league will now 
teach men to respect women and not be violent toward them (Macur, 2014).

Taking a Voice
You cannot escape involvement with gendered violence. Just as speaking out is a choice, so, 
too, is silence. You can’t avoid having influence. Instead, your only options are to decide what 
influence you will exert and how and where you will do it. In his study of how people respond 
to toxic chemical disasters, Michael Reich (1991) identified three ways in which citizens 
affect public awareness, public policy, and redress for victims of chemical disasters. Translat-
ing his ideas to our concern with gendered violence, we can identify three forms of influence: 
direct power, agenda setting, and voice.

Direct power is the ability to make others do what they would not do on their own. If 
you have children, you will exercise direct power when you encourage or discourage playing 
with particular toys and engaging in various kinds of activities. If you become a medical pro-
fessional, you will decide how to treat transgender patients and how to help your colleagues 
develop competence with transgender patients. As a citizen, you exercise direct power by 
voting, supporting candidates, and entering politics yourself.

A second form of power is agenda setting. If you pursue a career in advertising, pub-
lic relations, popular music, or journalism, you will have opportunities to shape the public 
agenda. You can also participate in agenda setting by blogging and calling in to talk shows 
to state your opinions and to get issues on the public agenda. Likewise, you can engage in 
agenda setting in your professional and social relationships by calling out practices that oper-
ate covertly to normalize gendered violence or, more broadly, gender discrimination.

A third way to exercise power is through voice—communicating with others and engaging 
in everyday acts of principled resistance. One means of enacting voice is adopting a traitorous 
identity, which we discussed in Chapter 4. Other examples of voice come from third-wave 
feminists who challenge sexist attitudes and practices in everyday life. They challenge peers 
who make racist, sexist, and homophobic comments, which lay a foundation for violence. 
When you witness violence, you can choose to be an engaged bystander, rather than a passive 
one. It’s important to realize that voice and resistance are processes. We notice outcomes such 
as a protest or passage of a law. But those visible results grow out of prolonged processes of 
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listening, reading, reflecting, and talking with others. We are often cultivating our voices in 
quiet moments. Making time to think about issues is part of developing a strong voice.

In speaking about the financial crisis that began in 2008, President Obama observed that 
some of us are to blame for the crisis, but all of us are responsible for it. Those words apply 
equally to other facets of our lives, including gendered violence. We are all responsible. We 
owe it to ourselves and each other to take responsibility for our shared future.

SUMMARY

We can do much to reduce gendered violence in our personal lives and to contribute to 
broader changes in the social structures and practices that sustain acceptance of it. We need 
to provide safe refuges for victims of violence and counseling to both victims and perpetra-
tors. In addition, we need to develop educational programs that teach very young children 
that violence toward others is unacceptable and that sexual activity should always be consen-
sual. These and other changes in social structures and practices can reform cultural attitudes 
toward gendered violence. The changes will not be easy, but they are possible. Continuing to 
live with pervasive and relentless violence is not acceptable.

In the time it has taken you to read this chapter, at least one woman has been raped and 
at least two have been beaten by a friend, lover, or family member. We need to be part of 
changing this.

KEY TERMS

The following terms are defined in this chapter on the pages indicated, as well as in alphabet-
ical order in the book’s glossary, which begins on page 261. The text’s companion website also 
provides interactive flash cards to help you learn these terms and the concepts they represent. 
You can access the site at www.cengagebrain.com.
blaming the victim 244
clitoridectomy 250
erotica 255
femicide 252
gendered violence 239
gender intimidation 240
hostile environment harassment 241
infibulation 251
informed consent 242
intimate partner violence 247

male circumcision 250
pornography 255
quid pro quo harassment 241
rape 242
rape culture 243
reproductive violence 253
sexual assault 242
sexual harassment 241
stalking 250
sunna 250
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DPNNVOJUJFT�BOE�SBSFMZ�SFTVMU�JO�DSJNJOBM�DIBSHFT�PS�DPOWJDUJPO��8F�BSF�QSPWJEJOH��
B�MJOL�UP�B�TJUF�UIBU�GFBUVSFT�4DIBBQ�T�EPDVNFOUBSZ
�CVU�QMFBTF�CF�BXBSF�UIBU�JU�JT��
WFSZ�EJTUVSCJOH��http://www.opposingviews.com/i/%e2%80%9ccorrective-
rape%e2%80%9d-and-black-lesbian-athletes-in-south-africa
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ACT UP A grassroots movement that used 
street-based, direct action civil disobedience to 
advocate for people living with HIV and AIDS.

affirmative action Collective term for policies 
that go beyond equal opportunity laws to redress 
discrimination. Assumes that historical patterns 
of discrimination against groups of people justify 
the preferential treatment of members of those 
groups; focuses on results, not on the intent of 
efforts to redress inequities; and attempts to 
increase the number of qualified members of 
minorities in education and the workplace, com-
mensurate with their availability.

agenda setting Process by which media tell us to 
what we should attend.

alternate paths model A relationship theory 
according to which masculine and feminine ways 
of creating and expressing closeness are viewed 
as different from each other and equally valid.

androgyny Combination of qualities that society 
considers both masculine and feminine. Androg-
ynous people tend to identify with and enact qual-
ities socially ascribed both to women and men.

antifeminism A movement opposing any mea-
sures that advance women’s equality, status, 
rights, or opportunities; also called the backlash 
against feminism.

antisuffrage movement A movement that 
aimed to prevent women from gaining the right 
to vote in the United States. Opposition to wom-
en’s suffrage was evident as early as 1848 and was 
formalized in organizations by 1911.

artifact A personal object that influences how we 
see ourselves and how we express our identities.

backlash A countermovement that seeks to 
repudiate and contain feminism by arguing two 
contradictory claims: that women have never 
had it so good, so there is no longer any need for 

feminism; and that feminism has caused serious 
problems in women’s lives and family relation-
ships. Also called antifeminism.

Bechdel Test An assessment of gender bias in 
media that asks three simple questions of a film: 
Does it feature two women, who talk to each 
other, about something other than a man?

benevolent sexism Paternalistic attitude that 
describes women affectionately but assumes they 
aren’t competent to do particular tasks.

biological theory The theory that biological 
characteristics of the sexes are the basis of differ-
ences in women’s and men’s thinking, communi-
cating, feeling, and other functions.

Black Lives Matter Grassroots movement of 
people of all genders that challenges racist vio-
lence, police brutality, and mass incarceration of 
black people.

blaming the victim Holding a harmed person 
responsible for the harm inflicted on him or her 
by another person.

bullying Behavior intended to hurt, embarrass, 
shame, or intimidate another person. Also see 
cyberbullying.

cis Prefix that designates someone whose gender 
identity is consistent with what society considers 
appropriate for the sex assigned at birth.

clitoridectomy Removal of the entire  clitoris. 
Part or all of the labia minora may also be 
removed. Also called excision.

cognitive development theory A develop-
mental theory according to which children 
participate in defining their genders by acting 
on internal motivations to be competent, which 
in turn lead them to seek out gender models 
that help them to sculpt their own femininity or 
masculinity.
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communication A dynamic, systemic process in 
which meanings are created and reflected in and 
through humans’ interactions with symbols.

complimentary copy An article or section of 
writing about an advertiser’s product or service 
that is placed in a magazine by the publisher at 
no cost to the advertiser to increase the market 
appeal of the product or service.

content level of meaning The literal meaning of 
communication. Content-level meanings are the 
formal, or denotative, meanings of messages.

contextual advertising Ads embedded in digital 
content and tailored to specific individuals based 
on extensive data mining practices by web-based 
companies.

critical research methods Modes of study that 
are informed by political commitments to inter-
rogating power dynamics.

cult of domesticity Cultural ideology during the 
first wave of U.S. feminism that claimed women 
are suited for and should remain in the domestic 
sphere.

cultural feminism The viewpoint that women 
and men differ in fundamental ways, including 
biology, having different abilities and skills, and 
being entitled to different rights.

culture The structures and practices, especially 
those relating to communication, through which 
a particular social order is produced and repro-
duced by legitimizing certain values, expecta-
tions, meanings, and patterns of behavior.

culture of romance Created when forces in 
higher education encourage female students to 
regard being attractive to men as more impor-
tant than academics and career preparation.

cyberbullying It includes text messages, com-
ments, rumors, embarrassing pictures, videos, 
and fake profiles that are meant to hurt another 
person and are sent by email or posted on social 
networking sites.

ecofeminism A movement that integrates the 
intellectual and political bases of feminist theo-
rizing with ecological philosophy. The specific 
oppression of women is seen as a particular 
instance of a larger ideology that esteems 

violence and domination of women, children, 
animals, and the Earth.

effortless perfection The pressure felt by many 
female students at colleges to be beautiful, fit, 
popular, smart, and accomplished, all without 
visible effort.

ego boundary Psychologically the point at 
which an individual stops and the rest of the 
world begins; an individual’s sense of the line 
between herself or himself and others. Ego 
boundaries range from permeable (a sense of self 
that includes others and their issues, problems, 
and so on) to rigid (a sense of self as completely 
distinct from others).

equal opportunity laws Laws that prohibit dis-
crimination on the basis of race, color, religion, 
sex, or national origin. Equal opportunity laws 
seek to protect individual members of groups 
that have been targets of discrimination; they 
redress only current discrimination, not histori-
cal bias.

erotica Depictions of sexual activities that are 
agreed to and enjoyed by the parties participat-
ing in the activities.

essentializing The reduction of a phenomenon 
to its essential characteristics, which are gener-
ally presumed to be innate or unchangeable. To 
essentialize the sexes is to imply that all women 
are alike in basic respects, that all men are alike 
in basic respects, and that the two sexes are dis-
tinct from each other because of fundamental, 
essential qualities.

father hunger From the mythopoetic men’s 
movement, men’s yearning to be close to other 
men and to build deep, enduring bonds with 
them; based on the mythopoetic belief that most 
young boys have distant relationships with the 
primary man in their lives—the father—and that 
the hunger for meaningful contact with men, of 
which they were deprived in youth, continues 
throughout life.

Fathers 4 Justice A British fathers’ rights group 
that relies on the two rhetorical strategies of 
humor and dramatic stunts to raise public 
awareness about the custody rights of separated 
and divorced fathers.
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femicide The killing of girls and women.

feminine ruler Measuring closeness or intimacy 
in a way that gives priority to behaviors more 
typical of women than of men.

Free Men A branch of the men’s movement that 
seeks to restore the traditional image of men 
by celebrating and encouraging the qualities of 
competitiveness, independence, and ruggedness 
in men.

gatekeeper Person or group that controls which 
messages get through to audiences of mass 
media.

gender A social, symbolic construction that 
includes an internal sense of identity, the exter-
nal communication of that identity, as well as 
the cultural expectations assigned to biological 
sex. Gender varies across cultures, over time 
within any given society, and in relation to other 
genders.

gender binary The division of humans into two 
sexes and two corresponding genders that are 
presumed to be opposite, distinct, natural, and 
enduring. The gender binary assumes that a per-
son’s sex, gender, and sexuality align in socially 
prescribed ways.

gender constancy A person’s understanding 
that his/her/their assigned sex is stable or per-
manent and that it is accompanied by gendered 
expectations.

gender expression The external communication 
of one’s gender identity through clothing, hair-
styles, behavior, and voice.

gender identity A person’s private sense of, and 
subjective experience of, his/her/their own gender.

gender intimidation Groping, stalking, sexist 
comments, publicly masturbating in someone’s 
presence, or other behaviors that lead people, 
because of their sex, gender, or sexual orienta-
tion, to feel humiliated, vulnerable, or unsafe.

gender-linked language effect Asserts that 
differences between women’s and men’s com-
munication are influenced by a variety of factors 
including topics, speaker status, salience of 
gender in a communication situation, and other 
people present.

gender role The cultural expectations assigned 
to one’s sex.

gender schema An internal mental framework 
that organizes perceptions and directs behavior 
related to gender.

gender schema theory Claims that cognitive 
processes are central to our learning what gender 
means in our culture and to learning how to per-
form our gender competently. Related to cogni-
tive development theory.

gendered violence Physical, verbal, emotional, 
sexual, or visual brutality inflicted dispropor-
tionately or exclusively on members of one sex 
or gender. Includes gender intimidation, sexual 
assault, violence between intimates, sexual 
harassment, genital mutilation, and gender-
based murder.

generic language Words and phrases that are 
claimed to refer to both women and men yet are 
denotatively masculine; for example, the word 
man used to refer to all human beings.

glass ceiling An invisible barrier made up of 
subtle, often unconscious prejudices and stereo-
types that limits the opportunities and advance-
ment of women and minorities.

glass escalator An invisible advantage that 
accelerates men’s success in female-dominated 
spheres of work.

glass walls A metaphor for sex segregation on 
the job. Glass walls exist when members of a 
group, such as women, are placed in positions 
based on stereotypes of that group. Typically, 
such positions do not entail advancement 
ladders.

goal A stated intention to achieve a defined rep-
resentation of minorities or women.

Good Men Project A multifaceted effort to 
stimulate a national conversation about what it 
means to be a good man today.

haptics Touch as a form of nonverbal 
communication.

heteronormativity A view that promotes hetero-
sexuality as natural and preferred and assumes 
all other sexual identities are abnormal.
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hip-hop feminism A contemporary feminist 
movement rooted in black feminism but respon-
sive to the concerns of the post-civil rights or 
hip-hop generation.

hostile environment harassment Conduct that 
has sexual overtones and that interferes with a 
person’s ability to perform a job or gain an edu-
cation or that creates a hostile, intimidating, or 
offensive working environment.

immersive advertising Incorporating a particu-
lar brand or product into entertainment.

infibulation Removal of the clitoris and labia 
minora and subsequent joining of the lips of the 
labia majora so that they fuse together.

informed consent Consent given by a legal adult 
with normal mental abilities whose judgment is 
not impaired by circumstances, including alco-
hol or other drugs.

intersex people Used to describe various cir-
cumstances in which individuals are born with 
anatomical features that do not neatly conform 
to typical male or female sex classification.

intimate partner violence The use of physical, 
mental, emotional, verbal, or economic power by 
one partner against the other partner in a cur-
rent or past romantic relationship.

invisible hand discrimination The inadvertent 
application, in discriminatory fashion, of policies 
that are not inherently biased.

kinesics Facial and body movements; one type 
of nonverbal communication.

liberal feminism A form of feminism that main-
tains that women and men are alike in important 
respects and advocates women’s social, eco-
nomic, educational, and political equality. The 
National Organization for Women (NOW) is 
the best-known organization representing liberal 
feminism.

liking The dimension of relationship-level 
meaning that expresses affection for another.

mainstream second-wave feminism Branch of 
feminism that arose in the early 1960s and advo-
cates women’s social, economic, educational, and 
political equality.

mainstream third-wave feminism (1) Aims 
to be inclusive of diverse peoples; (2) to use 
personal life and personal action for political 
impact; and (3) to work to build coalitions with 
other groups that struggle against oppression.
male circumcision Removal of the sheath, or 
prepuce, of the penis.
male deficit model A relationship theory 
according to which men are deficient in form-
ing and participating in close relationships and 
holds that most men’s ways of experiencing and 
expressing closeness are not simply different 
from, but inferior to, those of women.
male feminists Men who believe that women 
and men are alike in important respects and that 
the sexes should enjoy the same privileges, rights, 
opportunities, and status in society. Male feminists 
join liberal women feminists in fighting for equi-
table treatment of women. In addition, many male 
feminists seek to rid themselves of what they regard 
as toxic masculinity promoted in men by social-
ization and to develop sensitivities more typically 
inculcated in women. Also called profeminist men.
masculinist A category of men’s movement  
that sees men as oppressed and seeks to preserve 
men’s freedom from women and feminization.
maternal wall Unexamined assumptions held 
by coworkers and superiors about how women 
will behave once they become mothers.
matriarchal Of or pertaining to matriarchy, 
“rule by the mothers.” The term matriarchy is 
generally used to refer to systems of ideology, 
social structures, and practices that are created 
by women and reflect the values, priorities, and 
views of women as a group.
men’s rights activists Members of a men’s move-
ment whose goal is to restore traditional roles for 
men and women and, with that, the privileges 
men have historically enjoyed.
mentor A more experienced person who helps a 
less experienced person develop.
Mentors in Violence Prevention (MVP) A male 
antiviolence program that educates men about 
socialization that links masculinity to violence 
and aggression; motivates men to reject violence 
in themselves and in other men; and emphasizes 
the role of a bystander.
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microaggression Verbal, behavioral, or environ-
mental insults that, regardless of intent, reflect and 
communicate negative bias or hostility toward 
individuals or groups that are marginalized by 
race, gender, sexual orientation, religion, or ability.

Million Man March A branch of the men’s 
movement that began with a march in Wash-
ington, DC, in 1995, in which black men atoned 
for sins and committed themselves to spiritual 
transformation and political action. Annual 
marches were also held in subsequent years.

Million Woman March A grassroots gathering 
 of African-American women launched in 
 Philadelphia in 1997 to celebrate and foster soli-
darity among black women.

minimal response cues Nominal indicators 
of listening or attending. “Um” and “yeah” are 
minimal response cues.

misogyny Hatred of women.

mixed research methods Scholarship that com-
bines quantitative, qualitative, and critical meth-
ods of doing research.

multiracial feminism A branch of the women’s 
movement that is characterized by global perspec-
tive, coalition-building, and emphasis on multiple 
systems of domination that shape women’s lives.

mythopoetic movement A branch of the men’s 
movement headed by poet Robert Bly and active 
in the 1990s. Mythopoetics believe that men 
need to rediscover their distinctively masculine 
modes of feeling, which they regard as rooted 
largely in myth.

NOMAS An activist men’s organization that pro-
motes personal, political, and social changes that fos-
ter equality of men and women and gay and straight 
people through workshops and informal group 
discussions, public speaking, educational outreach 
programs, and enactment of traitorous identities.

nonverbal communication All elements of 
communication other than words themselves. 
Estimated to carry 65 to 93% of the total mean-
ing of communication and includes visual, 
vocal, environmental, and physical aspects of 
interaction.

paralanguage Vocal cues that accompany verbal 
communication, such as accent, volume, and 
inflection.

passionate friendship A unique interper-
sonal relationship, typically occurring between 
women, that blends aspects of romance and 
friendship

patriarchal Of or pertaining to patriarchy, “rule 
by the fathers.” The term patriarchy generally 
refers to systems of ideology, social structures, 
and practices created by men, which reflect the 
values, priorities, and views of men as a group.

performative theory Claims that identity, 
including gender, is not something individuals 
have, but rather something they do through per-
formance or expression.

personal relationships Connections in which 
partners are interdependent, consider each 
other irreplaceable, and are strongly and spe-
cifically connected to each other as unique 
individuals.

polarized thinking Conceiving things in terms 
of opposites (e.g., good or bad, right or wrong).

pornography Written, oral, or visual material 
that favorably shows subordination and deg-
radation of individuals by presenting sadistic 
behaviors as pleasurable, pain as enjoyable, and 
forced sex as positive. Distinct from erotica, 
which depicts consensual activities desired by 
and pleasurable to all parties.

postfeminist era Cultural assumption that sex-
ism is fully eradicated. Uses the language of 
feminism to undermine feminist commitments 
to collective justice and change.

power Dimension of relationship-level meaning 
that expresses the degree to which a person is 
equal to, dominant over, or deferential to others.

power feminism A movement that emerged in 
the 1990s as a reaction to feminist emphasis on 
women’s oppression. Urges women to take the 
power that is theirs and to reject seeing them-
selves as victims of men or society.
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product placement Showing or mentioning a 
particular brand or product in a show, story, 
film, or other form of media.

profeminists See male feminists.

Promise Keepers Begun in 1990, a Christian branch 
of the men’s movement that calls men together to 
pray and commit to Christ-centered living.

proxemics Space and the human use of space, 
including personal territories.

psychodynamic theory The theory that family 
relationships, especially between mother and 
child during the formative years of life, have a 
pivotal and continuing impact on the develop-
ment of self, particularly gender identity.

psychological responsibility The responsibility 
to remember, plan, think ahead, organize, and so 
forth. In most heterosexual relationships, even 
when physical labor is divided between partners, 
women assume greater psychological responsi-
bility for the home and children.

qualitative research methods Aim to under-
stand the nature or meaning of experiences, 
which cannot be quantified into numbers.

quantitative research methods Way of gather-
ing data that can be quantified and analyzing the 
data to draw conclusions.

queer performative theory Integration of queer 
and performative theories into a perspective on 
performances as means of challenging and desta-
bilizing conventional cultural categories and the 
values attached to them.

queer theory Critique of conventional categories of 
identity and cultural views of “normal” and “abnor-
mal,” particularly in relation to sexuality. Queer 
theory argues identities are not fixed but fluid.

quid pro quo harassment Actual or threatened 
use of professional or academic rewards or pun-
ishments to gain sexual compliance from a sub-
ordinate or student. 

quota A particular number or percentage of 
women or minorities who must be admitted to 
schools, hired in certain positions, or promoted 
to certain levels in institutions.

radical feminism A branch of feminism that 
grew out of New Left politics and demanded the 

same attention to women’s oppression that New 
Left organizations gave to racial oppression and 
other ideological issues. Radical feminists pio-
neered revolutionary communication techniques 
such as consciousness raising, leaderless group 
discussion, and guerrilla theater.

rape One or more acts of nonconsensual oral, anal, 
or vaginal penetration by a body part or object.

rape culture Common attitudes, beliefs, and 
practices that ignore, excuse, encourage, or nor-
malize sexual violence.

relationship level of meaning The nonliteral 
meaning of communication. Expresses how a 
speaker sees the relationship between self and 
other. May provide cues about how to interpret the 
literal meaning of a message, for instance, as a joke.

reproductive violence Coerced or discrimi-
natory infringement on reproductive rights. It 
includes force or exploitation that inhibits an 
individual’s free choice of whether, when, and 
with whom to reproduce, become a parent, and 
parent existing children.

responsiveness The dimension of relationship-
level meaning that expresses attentiveness to 
others and interest in what they say and do.

revalorism Feminist group that focuses on valu-
ing traditionally feminine skills, activities, and 
perspectives and their contributions to personal, 
interpersonal, and cultural life.

Riot Grrrl An underground feminist movement 
that began in the late 1980s and aligned with 
punk music, radical politics, and DIY ethics. 
Riot Grrrls created their own music, art, and 
zines to tackle a range of feminist issues.

role social definitions of expected behaviors and 
the values associated with them; typically internal-
ized by individuals in the process of socialization.

second shift The work of homemaking and child 
care performed by a member of a dual-worker 
family after and in addition to that person’s job 
in the paid labor force.

separatism Feminist group that believes that, 
because patriarchal culture cannot be changed 
or reformed, women who find it oppressive must 
create and live in their own women-centered 
communities separate from the larger culture.
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sex A personal quality determined by biological 
and genetic characteristics. Male, female, man, 
and woman indicate sex.

sexual assault Sexual activity to which at least 
one participant has not given informed consent.

sexual harassment Unwelcome sexualized con-
duct that is linked to the target’s academic or 
professional standing.

sexual orientation A person’s preferences for 
romantic and sexual partners.

social learning theory Theory that individu-
als learn to be masculine and feminine (among 
other things) by observing and imitating others 
and by reacting to the rewards and punishments 
others give in response to imitative behaviors.

speech community A group of people who share 
assumptions regarding how, when, and why 
to communicate and how to interpret others’ 
communication.

stalking Repeated pursuit that is uninvited and 
unwanted, that seems obsessive, and that makes the 
target of pursuit concerned for her/his/their safety.

standpoint theory A theory that focuses on the 
influence of gender, race, class, and other social 
categories on circumstances of people’s lives, 
especially their social positions and the kinds 
of experiences fostered within those positions. 
According to standpoint theory, political con-
sciousness about social location can generate a 
standpoint that affects perspective and action.

stereotype A broad generalization about an entire 
class of phenomena based on some knowledge of 
limited aspects of certain members of the class.

sunna Genital mutilation involving removal 
of the sheath and tip of the clitoris. Also called 
female circumcision.

symbolic interactionism The theory that indi-
viduals develop self-identity and an understand-
ing of social life, values, and codes of conduct 
through communicative interactions with others 
in a society.

territoriality An aspect of proxemics; the sense 
of personal space that one does not want others 
to invade.

theory A way to describe, explain, and predict 
relationships among phenomena.

third person effect The belief that media affect 
others more than they affect us.

Title IX The section of the Educational Amend-
ment of 1972 that makes it illegal for schools that 
accept federal funds to discriminate on the basis 
of sex.

traitorous identity A group member’s criticism 
of particular attitudes and actions—for example, 
sexist jokes—that are accepted and normative 
within the group.

transfeminism A movement by and for 
trans and gender-nonconforming people that 
advances an intersectional view of liberation.

transgender Someone whose biologically 
assigned sex and its accompanying gendered 
expectations do not match their gender 
identity.

voice-over A technique used in audiovisual 
media, particularly television commercials; 
over the action on the screen, viewers hear a 
voice that makes claims about the product, gives 
advice, or explains the action.

Walk a Mile in Her Shoes An organiza-
tion that works to end men’s violence against 
women through community awareness and 
fundraising.

White Ribbon Campaign (WRC) An inter-
national group of men who work to end men’s 
violence against women.

womanism Activism started by black women 
to define oppression as resulting from both race 
and sex. The womanist movement arose out of 
dissatisfaction with mainstream feminism’s pre-
dominant focus on white, middle-class women 
and their interests.

women’s liberation movement See radical 
feminism.

women’s rights movement From the mid-1800s 
to the 1920s, a movement that focused on gain-
ing basic rights for women, such as the rights to 
vote, to pursue higher education, and to enter 
professions.

workplace bullying Repeatedly acting toward 
a person or persons in ways that humiliate, 
intimidate, or otherwise undermine the target’s 
professional credibility.
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