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wPERFORMING GENDERw

[ AARON DEVOR
Gender Role Behaviors and Attitudes

“Boys will be boys, and girls will be girls”: few of our.cultural mytholo-
gies seem as natural as this one. But in this exploration of the gender

signals that traditionally tell what a “boy™ or “girl” is suppo“sed to 1190k
and act like, Aaron Devor shows how these signals aré not natural” at
lassic cues of mascu-

all but instead are cultural constructs. While the ¢
linity — aggressive posture, self-confidence, a tough appearance —and

the traditional signs of femininity — gentleness, passivity, strong nur-
turing instincts —are often considered “normal,” Devor explains that
they are by no means biological or psychological necessities. Indeed,
he suggests, they can be richly mixed and varied, or to paraphrase the
old Kinks song “Lola,” “Boys can be girls and girls can be boys.” Devor
is dean of social sciences at the University of Victoria and author of
Gender Blending: Confronting the Limits of Duality (1989), from which
this selection is excerpted, and FTM: Female-to-Male Transsexuals in

Society (1997).

Gender Role Behaviors and Attitudes

The clusters of social definitions used to identify persons by gender are collec-
tively known as “femininity” and “masculinity.” Masculine characteristics are
used to identify persons as males, while feminine ones are used as signifiers for
femaleness. People use femininity or masculinity 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 characteristics, which are usually largely covered by clothing in daily life.
These two clusters of attributes are most commonly seen as mirror
images of one another with masculinity usually characterized by dominance
and aggression, and femininity by passivity and submission. A more even-
handed description of the social qualities subsumed by femininity and mas-
culinity might be to label masculinity as generally concerned with egoistic
dominance and femininity as striving for cooperation or communion.! Char-
acterizing femininity and masculinity in such a way does not portray the two

IEleanor Maccoby, Social Development: Psychological Growth and the Parent-Child Rela-
tionship (New York: Harcourt, 1980), p. 217. Egoistic dominance is a striving for superior
rewards for oneself or a 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 advan-
tages of others whom they may perceive as competing with them.

672




Aaron Devor / Gender Role Behaviors and Attitudes 673

clusters of characteristics as being in a hierarchica
put rather as being two different approaches 1o the Same question, that
tion being centrally concerned with the goals, means, and use of ;;ow:r qsuesr;
an alternative conception of gender roles captures the hierarchical and c;lrcn-
petitive masculine thirst for power, which can, but need not, lead to aggres-
sion, 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 ex

. ' pression are recognized by most mem-
bers of society as feminine. Any of these can be, and often are, displayed by
persons of either gender. In some cases, Cross-ge

nder behaviors are ignored
by observers, and therefore do not compromise the integrity of a person’s
gender display. In other cases, they are labeled a

s inappropriate gender role
behaviors. Although these behaviors are closely i

nked to sexual status in the
minds and experiences of most people, research shows that dominant per-

sons of either gender tend to use influence tactics and verbal styles usually
associated with men and masculinity, while subordinate persons, of either
gender, tend to use those considered to be the province of women.2 Thus it
seems likely that many aspects of masculinity and femininity 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 same human characteris-
tics, although in different relative proportions; both males and females are
popularly thought to be able to do many of the same things, but most activi-
ties are divided into suitable and unsuitable categories for each gender class.

| relationship to one another

Persons who perform the activities considered appropriate for another gender

will be expected to perform them poorly; if they wccggd adequately, or e\l/en
well, at their endeavors, they may be rewarded with ridicule or scorn for blur-
ri ividing line. .

ng;?:e g;erl\t(:iearrghal geg;lder schema curren;ly in use in mam;t;itair\',r;lNcsalrgt
American society reserves highly valued attrn\bu_tes for.males‘ a;t aave r};ently
ports the high evaluation of any characteristics wh1ch mli e e s
become associated with maleness. The ideglogy underlying t et ; B e
lates that the cultural superiority of mal.es is a naturgl ou(t:gero“v:fhmh e
predisposition of males toward aggression Qand fiomma?ces, e atibates
to flow inevitably from evolutionary and blqlogncal sourediépositions equired
are likewise pOStulated to find their source In mngtg spare et to e  in-
in the evolution of the species. Femir}ine Charac{erlssttffeding. e LS ot
sic to the female facility for childplrth and brleaS o osically e arlated fo
larly believed that the social position of female

Influence
«gex, Power, and
o i d Pepper Schwartz, o€ nology 51 (1986),
214 hilip Blumstein, an g Social Psychology 2% .
—_— Jufmh Howard},\ Tatiozships," Journal of Ppersonality ?:gartz «gex and Power in Inter
Sctics n Inimare 1e k, Philip Blumstein, and Pepper Sc sociOiOgical Review 50 (1983),
gp‘l 102-(;9; pere! zo;;c érivileges and Duties,” American
Ction: Conversati

PP. 34-46.
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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 biological females are presumed to revolve around het-
erosexuality and maternity.?

Femininity, according to this traditional formulation, “would result 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 pro-
scriptions and prescriptions. Warm and continued relations with men and an
interest in maternity require that females be heterosexually oriented. A het-
erosexual orientation requires women to dress, Move, speak, and act in ways
that men will find attractive. As patriarchy has reserved active expressions of
power as a masculine attribute, femininity must be expressed through modes
of dress, movement, speech, and action which communicate weakness,
dependency, ineffectualness, availability for sexual or emotional service, 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, feminin-
ity is not particularly useful in maternity or employment. Both mothers and
workers often need to be strong, independent, and effectual in order to do
their jobs well. Thus femininity, as a role, is best suited to satisfying a mascu-
line vision of heterosexual attractiveness.

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 minimiz-
ing of spatial use: People appear feminine when they keep their arms closer
to their bodies, their legs closer together, and their torsos and heads less verti-
cal than do masculine-looking individuals. People also look feminine when
they point their toes inward and use their hands in small or childlike gestures.
Other people also tend to stand closer to people they see as feminine, often
invading their personal space, while people who make frequent appeasement
gestures, such as smiling, also give the appearance of femininity. 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 cor-
rectly interpret, and effectively display, nonverbal communication cues.>

5Nancy Chodorow, The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of
Gender (Berkeley: U of California P, 1978), p. 134.

4jon K. Meyer and John E. Hoopes, “The Gender Dysphoria Syndromes: A Position
Statement on So-Called “Transsexualism, ” Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery 54 (Oct. 1974),
pp. 444-51.

5Erving Goffman, Gender Advertisements (New York: Harper, 1976); Judith A. Hall, Non-
Verbal Sex Differences: Communication Accuracy and Expressive Style (Baltimore: Johns Hop-
kins UP, 1984); Nancy M. Henley, Body Politics: Power, Sex and Non-Verbal Communication
lewood Cliffs, N.J.. Prentice, 1979); Marianne Wex, “Let’s Take Back Our Space”: “Female”

(Engl .
“Male” Body Language as a Result of Patriarchal Structures (Berlin: Frauenliteraturverlag

and
Hermine Fees, 1979).
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Reoring children is work typically done by women, but not always.

nflections, intonations. and phrases that con-

vey 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 feminine. Speech characterized
by sounds of higher frequencies are often interpreted by listeners as femi-
nine, childlike, and ineffectual.6 Feminine styles of dress likewise display sub-
ordinate status through greater restriction of the free movement of Ihc"bndy_
greater exposure of the bare skin, and an emphasis on sexual characteristics.
The more gender distinct the dress. the more this is the case.

Masculinity. liké 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 masculinity. Persons who display success
and high status in their social group. who exhibit “a manly air of toughness,

“the aura of aggression, violence, and dar-

confidence. and self-reliance” and
ing.” and who conscientiously avoid anything associated with femuninity are
seen as exuding masculinny,7 These requirements reflect the patriarchal ide-

ology that masculinity results from an excess of testosterone, the assumption
being that androgens supply a natural impetus toward aggression, which in
turn impels males toward gchlevement and success. This vision of masculin-
ity also reflects the ideological stance that ideal maleness (masculinity) must

remain untainted py female (feminine) poliutants.

Speech characterized by i

e English Language The Linguistic Implicatons of

~gexism and th
-ctive, 3rd ed.. ed Jo Freeman (Palo Alto, Calil.

6Karen L. Adams.
men. A Feminst Perspe

Being a woman.” in Wo
Mayfield, 1984). PP 478-91; Hall, pp. 37, 130-37
7joseph H- pleck. The Myth of Masculimty (Cambridge. Mass.: MIT P. 1981, p. 139.

Q



676 AMERICAN MAKEOVER

Masculinity, then, requires of its actors that they organize themselvgs and
their society in a hierarchical manner so as to be able to explicitly quqnufy the
achievement of success. The achievement of high status in one's-soaal group
requires competitive and aggressive behavior from those who wish to obtain
it. Competition which is motivated 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
emotional insularity to protect oneself from becoming vulnerable to mampgla-
tion 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 patriarchally organized societies, mas-
culine values become the ideological structure of the society as a whole. Mas-
culinity thus becomes “innately” 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 demonstrate
and support the assumption of dominance and authority convey an impres-
sion 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 standing erect and moving forcefully also tend to appear more
masculine. 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 facial expressions that sug-
gest minimal receptivity to the influence of others, a characteristic which is an
important element in the attainment and maintenance of egoistic dominance.®
Speech and dress which likewise demonstrate or claim superior status are
also seen as characteristically masculine behavior patterns. Masculine speech
patterns display a tendency toward expansiveness similar to that found in
masculine body postures. People who attempt to control the direction of con-
versatiops seem more mas;ulme. Those who tend to speak more loudly, use
less polite and more assertive forms, and tend to interrupt the conversations
of chers more often a}so communicate masculinity to others. Styles of dress
i emphasie the s o uppe by muscudar, allow o of move-
gelai?y, aﬁ;‘suggest mgz’isculinity. Such fppy:;i:chsg S; e o oK of - physt-
action serve to create or enhance an aura of aggr SFrength and .rea.dxr}essl ©
central to an appearance of masculinity. Expansgi§ e and Intimidation
bine with these qualities to insinuate that a positieogosgures and gesAtures com-
masculine one. Of secure dominance is a

Gender role characteristi i : .

i cominan: Gafder Schent\‘zsi]:eggihﬂ;\e mI;J‘ireiglaoglcal.contermons underlying
n society. That schema leads

8Goffman; Hall; Henley; Wex.
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us to believe that female and male behaviors are th
hormonal instructions which specify that female; € result of
and will therefore find themselves relatively helples;N ill want
for support and protection. The schema claims that nimld dependent on males
sive and comp.enuve and therefore will dominate over fi:;s ]are innately aggres-
mony of. this 1deology ensures that we are all raised to ales. 'The social hege-
which will confirm ths vision of the nature of the sexes [Eoracnce gender roles
ing t0 gender'roles is neither complete nor uniform. As ei resr [llln?t?ly' our train-
point 'to mulgtudinous exceptions to, and variation§ on thesuet’t:t is pOSS{ble to
cal evidence is equivocal about the source of gender role;' s cht lErr'les, Biologi-
yny is a widely accepted concept. It seems most likely th’afg}éndoefgloclzls aandr%g.
result of systematic power imbalances based on gender discrimination.® ke e

socially directed
to have children

READING THE TEXT

1. L'ist the characteristics that Devor describes as being traditional concep-
tions of “masculinity” and “femininity” (para. 1).

2 What relationship does Devor see between characteristics that are consid-
ered masculine and feminine?

3 How does Devor explain the cultural belie
males?

4. How, in Devor’s vie

f in the “superiority” (para. 5) of

w, do speech and dress communicate gender roles?

READING THE SIGNS
traits that you consider to

and then have each group writé its list on
the board. Compare the lists produced py male and female groups. What

patterns of differences Or similarities do you cee? To what extent do the
traits presume a heterosexual orientation? HOW do you account for your

results?

2. Study the speech patte

municated by your frien
ing not to reveal that YO

1. In small same-sex groups, brainstorm lists of

be masculine and feminine,

rns, styles of dress, and other nonverbal cues com-
, i ch as a party, try-

ds during @ soci :
u are observing th nmgnt. Then
d by your friends. TO

' cues us€
i i ich you analyze these€ ©C
e ot do o ynds enact the traditional gender codes Devor

what extent do your frie
describes? ity Fair. Rolling

3. CONNECTING TEXTS S
Stone, or Maxim
acting with each Othe™ sing Devor’s $
body postures © i

for ic How 40O
analysis. plumstein. and Schwartz:

. ck.
9Howard, Blumstein. and Schwartz: Kollo




