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The Gendered Self

for conformity to, or digression from,
social norms. As children, and later
adults, learn the rules of membership
in society, they come to see them-
selves in terms they have learned
from the people around them.
Children begin to settle into a gen-
der identity between the ages of eigh-
teen months and two years.!! By the

stand that they are members of a gen-

Toddlers,” Sex Roles 15 (1986), pp. 655-66.

age of two, children usually under-

The task of learning to be properly gendered members of society only
begins with the establishment of gender identity. Gender identities act
as cognitive filtering devices guiding people to attend to and learn
gender role behaviors appropriate to their statuses. Learning to be-
have in accordance with one's gender identity is a lifelong process.
As we move through our lives, society demands different gender per-
formances from us and rewards, tolerates, or punishes us differently

As we move through our lives,
society demands different
gender performances from us
and rewards, tolerates, or
punishes us differently for
conformity to, or digression
from, social horms.

der grouping and can correctly identify other members of their gen-
der.? By age three they have a fairly irm and consistent concept of

I Much research has been devoted to determining when gender identity becomes
solidified in the sense that a child knows itself to be unequivocally either male or
female. John Money and his colleagues have proposed eighteen months of age
because it is difficult or impossible to change a child’s gender identity once it has been
established around the age of eighteen months. John Money and Anke Ehrhardt, Man
and Woman, Boy and Girl: The Differentiation and Dimorphism of Gender Identity from
Gonception to Maturity (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1972), p. 243.

2 Mary Driver Leinbach and Beverly 1. Fagot, "Acquisition of Gender Labels: A Test for
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gender. Generally, it is not until children are five to seven years old

that they become convinced that they are permanent members of

their gender grouping.®

Researchers test the establishiment, depth, and tenacity of gender
identity through the use of language and the concepts mediated by
language. The language systems used in populations studied by most
researchers in this field conceptualize gender as binary and perma-
nent. All persons are either male or female, All males are first boys
and then men; all females are first girls and then women. People are
believed to be unable to change genders without sex change surgery,
and those who do change sex are considered to be both disturbed and
exceedingly rare.
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may be able to accurately recognize their own gender and the gen-
ders of the people around them, but they will oftén make such as-
criptions on the basis of role information, such as hair style, rather
than physical attributes, such as genitals, even when physical cues
are clearly known to them. One result of this level of understanding
of gender is that children in this age group often believe that people
may change their gender with a change in clothing, hair style, or
activity. '

The characteristics most salient to young minds are the more cul-
turally specific qualities which grow out of gender role prescriptions,
In one study, young school age children, who were given dolls and
asked to identify their gender, overwhelmingly identified the gender

This-is-by-no-meansthe-onty-waythat-genderisconceived-imatl
cultures. Many aboriginal cultures have more than two gender cate-
gories and accept the idea that, under certain circumstances, gender
may be changed without changes being made to biological sex char-
acteristics. Many North and South American native peoples had a le-
gitimate social category for persons who wished-to live according to
the gender role of another sex. Such people were sometimes revered,
sometimes ignored, and occasionally scorned. Each culture had its.own
word to describe such persons, most commonly translated into En-
glish as “berdache.” Similar institutions and linguistic concepts have
also been recorded in early Siberian, Madagascan, and Polynesian
societies, as well as in medieval Europe.* ‘

Very young children learn their culture’s social definitions of
gender and gender identity at the same time that they learn what
gender behaviors are appropriate for them. But they only gradually
come to understand the meaning of gender in the same way as the
adults of their society do. Very young children may learn the words
which describe their gender and be able to apply them to them-
selves appropriately, but their comprehension of their meaning is
often different from that used by adults. Five-year-olds, for example,

3 Bleanor E. Maccoby, The Two Sexes: Growing Up Apart, Coming Together (Boston:
Harvard University Press, 1998), pp. 225~29,

4 See Susan Baker, "Biological Influences on Human Sex and Gender,” in Women: Sex and
Sexuality, ed.-Catherine R. Stimpson and Ethel 8. Person (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1980), p. 186; Evelyn Blackwood, “Sexuality and Gender in Certain
Native American Tribes: The Case of Cross-Gender Females,” Signs 10 (1984), pp.
27-42; Vern L. Bullough, “Transvestites in the Middle Ages,” American Journal of
Sociology 79 (1974), 1381-89; J. Cl, DuBois, “Transsexualisme et Anthropologic
Culturelle,” Gynecologie Practique 6 (1969), pp. 431-40; Donald C. Forgey, “The
Institution of Berdache among the North American Plains Indians,” journal of Sex
Research 11 (Feb, 1975), pp. 1-15; Walter L. Williams, The Spirit and the Ilesh: Sexual
Diversity in American Indian Gulture (Boston: Beacon, 1986).

of the dolls on the basis of attributes such as hair length or clothing
style, in spite of the fact that the dolls were anatomically correct. Only
17 percent of the children identified the dolls on the basis of their
primary or secondary sex characteristics.? Children five to seven years
old understand gender as a function of role rather than as a function
of anatomy. Their understanding is that gender (role) is supposed to
be stable but that it is possible to alter it at will. This demonstrates that
although the standard social definition of gender is based on genitalia,
this is not the way that young children first learn to distinguish gen-
der. The process of learning to think about gender in an adult fashion
is one prerequisite to becoming a full member of society. Thus, as
children grow older, they learn to think of themselves and others in
terms more like those used by adults.

Children’s developing concepts of themselves as individuals are
necessarily bound up in their need to understand the expectations of
the society of which they are a part. As they develop concepts of
themselves as individuals, they do so while observing themselves as
reflected in the eyes of others. Children start to understand them-
sclves as individuals separate from others during the years that they
first acquire gender identities and gender roles. As they do so, they
begin to understand that others see them and respond to them as par-
ticular people. In this way they develop concepts of themselves as
individuals, as an “I” (a proactive subject) simultaneously with self-
images of themselves as individuals, as a “me” (a-member of society, a
suhjective object). Children learn that they are both as they see them-
selves and as others see them.” '

5 Maccoby, p. 255. .

S 1hid., p. 227. :

7 George Herbert Mead, “Self,” in The Social Psychology of George Herbert Mead, ed.
Anselm Strauss (Chicago: Phoenix Books, 1962, 1934), pp. 212~60.
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To some extent, children initially acquire the values of the society
around them almost indiscriminately. To the degree that children
absorb the generalized standards of society into their personal concept
of what is correct behavior, they can be said to hold within themselves
the attitude of the “generalized other”® This “generalized other” func-
tions as a sort of monitoring or measuring device with which individ-
uals may judge their own actions against those of their g generahzed
conceptions of how members of society are oxpected to act. In this
way members of society have available to them a guide, or an inter-
nalized observer, to turn the more private “I".into the object of public
scrutiny, the “me.” In this way, people can monitor their own behav-
ioral impulses and censor actions which might earn them social dis-
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These two clusters of attributes are most commonly seen as mir-
ror images of one another with masculinity usually characterized by
dominance and aggression, and femininity by passivity and submis-
sion. A more even-handed description of the social qualities sub-
sumed by femininity and masculinity might be to label masculinity
as generally concerned with egoistic dominance -and femininity as
striving for cooperation or communion.’ Characterizing femininity
and masculinity in such a way does not portray the two clusters of
characteristics as being in a hierarchical relationship to one another
but rather as being two different approaches to the same question that

powcr Such an alternative (,onu‘puon of gendcr roles mptures the

~ wrhdeh—eg

approval or scorn. The tension created by the constant interplay of
the personal “I" and the social “me” is the creature known as the “self”

But not all others are of equal significance in our lives, and therefore
not all others are of equal impact on the development of the self. Any
person is available to become part of one’s “generalized other,” but cer-
tain individuals, by virtue of the sheer volume of time spent in interac-
tion with someone, or by virtue of the nature of particular interactions,
become more significant in the shaping of people’s values. These
“significant others” become prominent in the formation of one's self-
image and one's ideals and goals. As such they carry disproportionate
weight in one'’s personal “generalized other® Thus, children’s individu-
alistic impulses ate shaped into a socially acceptable form both by par-
ticular individuals and by a more generalized pressure to conformity
-exerted by innumerable faceless members of society. Gender 1denuty
is one of the most central portions of that developing sense of self. .

Gender Role Behaviors and Attitudes

The clusters of social definitions used to identify persons by gender
are collectively known as femininity and masculinity. Masculine char-
acteristics are used to identify persons as males, while feminine ones
are used as signifiers for femaleness. People use femininity or mascu-
linity to claim and communicate their membership in their assigned,
or chosen, sex or gender. Others recognize our sex or gender more on
the basis of these characteristics than on the basis of sex characteris-
tics, which are usually largely covered by clothing in daily life.

8 G, H. Mead. _
9 Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills, Character and Social Structure: The Psychology of Social
Institutions (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1953), p. 96.

0

hierarchical-and L,uuxpuuuvu masculine-thirst-for power—wiaicn-cary,
but need not, lead to aggression, and the feminine quest for harmony
and communal well-being, which can, but need not, result in passivity
and dependence.

Many activities and modes of expression are recognized by most
members of soclety as feminine. Any of these can be, and often are,
displayed by persons of either gender. In some cases, cross-gender
behaviors are ignored by observers, and therefore do not compro-
mise the integrity of a person’s gender display. In other cases, they
are labeled as inappropriate gender role behaviors. Although these
behaviors are closely linked to sexual status in the minds and experi-
ences of most people, research shows that dominant persons of either
gender tend to use influence tactios and verbal styles usually associ-
ated with men and masculinity, while subordinate persons, of either
gender, tend to use those considered to be the province of women.!!
Thus it seems likely that many aspects of masculinity and feminin-
ity are the result, rather than the cause, of status inequalities.

Popular conceptions.of femininity and masculinity instead revolve
around hierarchical appraisals of the “natural” roles of males and
females. Members of both genders are believed to share many of the

10 fgoistic dominance is a striving for supcnoi rewards for onc%lf ora competitive
striving to reduce the rewards for one's competitors even if such action will not
increase one's own rewards. Persons who are motivated by desires for egoistic
dominance not only wish the best for themselves but also wish to diminish the
advantages of others whom they may perceive as competing with them. See Maccoby,
p. 217.

U Judith Howard, Phillp Blumstein, and Pepper Schwartz, “Sex, Power, and Influence
Tactics in Intimate Relationghips,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 51
(19886), pp. 102-09; Peter Kollock, Philip Blumstein, and Pepper Schwartz, “Sex and
Power in Interaction: Conversational Privileges and Duties,” American Sociological
Review 50 (1985), pp. 34-46.




‘might inadvertently become associated with maleness. The ideology
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same human characteristics, although in different relative propor-
tions; both males and females are popularly thought to be able to do
many of the same things, but most activities are divided into suitable
and unsuitable categories for each gender class. Persons who perform
the activities considered appropriate for another gender will be ex-
pected to perform them poorly; if they succeed adequately, or even
well, at their endeavors, they may be rewarded with ridicule or scorn
for blurring the gender dividing line.

The patriarchal gender schema currently in use in mainstream
North American society reserves highly valued attributes for males
and actively supports the high evaluation of any characteristics which

whichthe schema growsoutof postulates that the culturat-superiority —+
of males is a natural outgrowth of the innate predisposition of males
toward aggression and dominance, which is assumed to flow inevitably :
from evolutionary and biclogical sources. Female attributes are like- !
wise postulated to find their source in innate predispositions acquired
in the evolution of the species. Feminine characteristics are thought
to be intrinsic to the female facility for childbirth and breastfeeding.
Hence, it is popularly believed that the social position of females is
biologically mandated to be intertwined with the care of children and
a “natural” dependency on men for the maintenance of mother-child
units. Thus the goals of femininity and, by implication, of all biologi-
cal females are presumed to revolve around heterosexuality and ma-
ternity.}? :

Femininity, according to this traditional formulation, “would result 15!
in warm and-continued relationships with men, a sense of maternity,
interest in caring for children, and the capacity to work productively
and continuously in female occupations,”® This recipe translates into |
a vast number of proscriptions and prescriptions. Warm and contin-
ued relations with men and an interest in maternity require that fe-
males be heterosexually oriented. A heterosexual orientation requires )
women to dress, move, speak, and act in ways that men will find at- |
tractive. As patriarchy has reserved active expressions of power as a
masculine attribute, femininity must be expressed through modes of 1
dress, movement, speech, and action which communicate weakness, |

12 Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction ef Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of

_ Gender (Berkeley: Unlversity of California Press, 1978), p. 134.

13 Jon K. Meyer and John It Hoopes, “The Gender Dysphoria Syndromes: A Position
Statement on So-Called “T'ranssexualism,” Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery 54 (Oct,
1974), pp. 444-51.

individuals. People also look feminine when they point their toes in-
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dependency, ineffectualness, availability for sexual or emotional ser-
vice, and sensitivity to the needs of others. '

Some, but not all, of these modes of interrelation also serve.the
demands of maternity and many female job ghettos. In many cases,
though, femininity is not particularly useful in maternity or employ-
ment. Both mothers and workers often need to be strong, indepen-
dent, and effectual in order to do their jobs well. Thus femininity, as
a role, is best suited to satisfying a masculine vision of heterosexual
attractiveness. v :

Body postures and demeanors which communicate subordinate
status and vulnerability to trespass.through a message of “no threat”
make people appear to be feminine. They demonstrate subordination
through a nminimizing of spatial-userpeople-appear-feminine-when
they keep their arms closer to their bodies, their legs closer together,
and their torsos and heads less vertical than do masculine-looking

ward and use their hands in small or childlike gestures. Other people
also tend to stand closer to people they see as feminine, often invad-
ing their personal space, while people who make frequent appease-
ment gestures, such as smiling, also give the appearance of feminin-
ity. Perhaps as an outgrowth of a subordinate status and the need to
avoid conflict with more socially powerful people, women tend to excel
over men at the ability to correctly interpret, and effectively display,
nonvérbal communication cues. ‘

Speech characterized by inflections, intonations, and phrases that
convey nonaggression and subordinate status also make a speaker
appear more feminine. Subordinate speakers who use more polite
expressions and ask more questions in conversation seem more fem-
inine. Speech characterized by sounds of higher frequencies are of-
ten interpreted by listeners as feminine, childlike, and ineffectual.'s
Feminine styles of dress likewise display subordinate status through
greater restriction of the free movement of the body, greater exposure
of the bare skin, and an emphasis on sexual characteristics. The
more gender distinct the dress, the more this is the case.

" Erving Goffman, Gender Advertisements (New York: Harper Colophon Books, 1976);
Judith A. Hall, Non-Verbal Sex Differences: Communication Accuracy and Expressive Style
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984); Nancy M. Henley, Body Politics:
Power, Sex and Non-Verbal Communication (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1979);
Marianne Wex, “Let’s Take Back Our Space”. “Female” and ‘Male” Body Language as a
Result of Patriarchal Structures (Berlin: Franenliteraturverlag Hermine Fees, 1979).

15 Karen L. Adams, “Sexism and the English Language: The Linguistic Implications of
Being a Woman,” in Women: A Feminist Perspective, 3rd edition, ed. Jo Freeman (Palo
Alto, Calif.: Mayfield, 1984), pp. 478-91; Hall, pp. 37, 130-37.
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Masculinity, like femininity, can be demonstrated through a wide
variety of cues. Pleck has argued that it is commonly expressed in
. North American society through the attainment of some level of
proficiency at some, or all, of the following four main attitudes of mascu-
linity. Persons who display success and high status in their social group,
who exhibit “a manly air of toughness, confidence, and selfreliance”
and “the aura of aggression, violence, and daring,” and who conscien-
tiously avoid anything associated with femininity are seen as exuding
masculinity.’® These requirements reflect the patriarchal ideology that
masculinity results from an excess of testosterone, the assumption be-
ing that androgens supply a natural impetus toward aggression, which
in turn impels males toward achievement and success. This vision of
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standing erect and moving forcefully also tend to appear more mas-
culine. Movements that are abrupt and stiff, communicating force
and threat rather than flexibility and cooperation, make an actor look
masculine. Masculinity can also be conveyed by stern or serious fa-
clal expressions that suggest minimal receptivity to the influence of
others, a characteristic which is an important element in.the attain-
ment and maintenance of egoistic dominance.!” i
Speech and dress which likewise demonstrate or claim: superior
status are also’seen as chiracteristically masculine behavior patterns.
Masculine speech pattersis display a tendency toward expansiveness
similar to that found in masculine body postures. People who attempt
to control the direction of conversations seem more masculine.®

masculinity also reflects tlie ideological stance that ideal maleness
(masculinity) must remain untainted by female (feminine) pollutants.
Masculinity, then, requires of its actors that they organize them-
selves and their society in a hierarchical manner so as to be able to
explicitly quantify the achievement of success. The achievement of
high status in one's social group requires competitive and aggressive
behavior from those who wish to obtain it. Competition which is mo-
tivated by a goal of individual achievement, or egoistic dominance,
also requires of its participants a degree of emotional insensitivity to
feelings of hurt and loss in defeated others, and a measure of emo-
tional insularity to protect oneself from becoming vulnerable to ma-
nipulation by others. Such values lead those who subscribe to them to
view feminine persons as “born losers” and to strive to eliminate any
similarities to feminine people from their own personalities. In patri-
archally organized societies, masculine values become the ideologi-
cal structure of the society as a whole. Masculinity thus becomes “in-
nately” valuable and femininity serves a contrapuntal function to
delineate and magnify the hierarchical dominance of masculinity.
Body postures, speech patterns, and styles of dress which demon-
strate and support the assumption of dominance and authority con-
vey an impression of masculinity, Typical masculine body postures
tend to be expansive and aggressive. People who hold their arms and
hands in positions away from their bodies, and who stand, sit, or lie
with their legs apart — thus maximizing the amount of space that they
physically occupy — appear most physically masculine. Persons who
communicate an air of authority or a readiness for aggression by

16 Blizabeth Hafkin Pleck, Domestic Tyranny: The Making of Social Policy against Family
Violence from Colonial Times to the Present (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 1989),
p. 139,

20

Those who tend to speak more loudly, use less polite’and more asser-
tive forms, and tend:to interrupt the conversations of others more
often alsg communicate masculinity to others. Styles of dress which
emphasize the size of upper body musculature, allow freedom of
movement, and encourage an illusion of physical power and a look of
casy physicality all suggest masculinity. Such appearances of strength
and readiness to action serve to create or enhance an aura of aggres-
siveness and intimidation central to an appearance of masculinity.
Expansive postures and gestures combine with these qualities to in-
sinuate that a position of secure dominance is a mascuhne one.

Gender role characteristics reflect the ideological contentions un-
derlying the dominant gender schema in North American society. That
schema leads us to believe that female and male behaviors are the
result of socially directed hormonal instructions which specify that
females will want to have children and will therefore find themselves
relatively helpless and dependent on males for support and protection,
The schema claims. that males are innately aggressive and competi-
tive and therefore will dominate over females. The social hegemony
of this ideology ensures that we are all raised to practice gender roles
which will confirm this vision of the nature of the sexes. Fortunately,
our training to gender roles is neither complete nor uniform. As a re-
sult, it is possible to point to multitudinous exceptions to, and varia-
tions on, these themes. Biological evidence is equivocal about the
source of gender roles; psychological androgyny is a widely accepted
concept, It seems most likely that gender roles are the result of sys-
tematic power imbalances based on gender discrimination.'®

\7 Goffman, Gender Advertisements; Hall; Henley; Wex.
8 Adams; Hall, pp. 37, 130-37.
9 oward, Blumstein, and Schwartz; Kollock, Blumstein, and Schwartz,
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