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into open hostility. Another third-ve:
. , . : -year student
described how she now saw other students who remained committed to their ideals of

single-minded at times and [ think a little naive.

Conclusion

Upwardly mobile working-class students in this study, as well as in others, interpret
and experience their social class from the perspective of stigma. However, since the
stigma of being a member of the lower classes is thought to be just, upwardly mobile
working-class students frequently construct identities in which they seek to escape the
taint associated with their affiliation. Overcoming this stigma is therefore considered
an individual rather than a collective effort. As was demonstrated in this study, such
efforts often involve managing one’s identity in the ways that Goffman outlined.
Research that explores identity struggles as they relate to class could offer further

extensions of Goffman’s cornments on stigma. Such research also has potential value in
contributing to our understancing of working-class movements in the United States.
Indeed, exploring the expericscz «! <ia:s from the perspective of stigma and its man-
agement could offer great ir:zijhc inic the social psychology of working-class
disempowerment.

Endnotes

Author’s Note: Partial funding for this research was provided by the Woodrow Wilson Foundation.

l. The following are the percentage distributions of social class background on the random
sample of questionnaire returnees I collected for the larger project: upper class (2.8), upper-
middle (44.6), middle (30.0), lower-middle (8.0), working (13.1), and lower (0.5).

2. This is a first-year exercise in which students select a case to argue in front of a three-person
panel consisting of a law professor, a third-year student, and an invited guest from the legal
community. First-year students prepare their cases for several months in advance before

formally presenting their oral argument.

3. Similar findings were reported by Domhoff and Zweigenhaft (1991) in which they described
the experiences of black students who were enrolled in elite prep schools as a result of

affirmative action.

4. Students are actively pursued. During the 1987 recruitment seasons at th.e law school, an
average of 44 recruiters from commercial law firms conducted interviews with students each

day. This represents nearly one law firm for each law student eligible to interview. In most
cases, law firms are looking to hire more than one student.
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dea of being a corporate lawyer as opposed to a

public interest one. 'm still concerned about social problems like poverty or poor
housing, but I'm not sure that being a public interest attorney is the way to resolye

those things. The needs of the people that public interest lawyers serve are just beyond
what I can do as an attorney. I think I can do more good for people if I commit myself
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My brother keeps asking me whether I'm a Republican yet. He thought that after I
finished law. school I would go to work to help people, not work for one of those firms
that do business. In a way, he’s my conscience. Maybe he’s right. I've got a conflict
with what I'm doing. I came from the working class and wanted to do public interest
law. I have decided not to do that. It’s been a difficult decision for me. I'm not com-

pletely comfortable about working at a large firm.

Another student, who grew up on welfare, expressed similar reservations about his

impending career in law:

I’m not real happy about going to a large firm. I make lots of apologies. I'm still upset
about the fact that my clients are real wealthy people, and it’s not clear as to what the

social utility of that will be.

Like the previous example, this student experienced a form of self-alienation as a
-esult of his identity ambivalence. Students often experience a sense of guilt as they tran-
scend their working-class backgrounds. Such guilt, however, needs to be abated if these

students are to successfully adjust to their new reference group and reduce the status

conflict they experience. For these working-class students, making the primary adjust-

ment to upward mobility required strategies of accommodation in personal attitudes
regarding their relationship o mem hers of less privileged social classes. Secondary iden-
tity adjustments were thereiore crit -5 in helping students mitigate the ambivalence they
experienced over their Own SucCess +11d subsequent separation from the working class.

Resolving Ambivalence

Although accommodation strategies were typical throughout the entire student body,*
working-class students at this law school were more likely to employ particular types of

strategies to help manage their identity. Students sought to manage their ambivalence
by remaining “ideologically” distanced from the very social class their elite law school
credential had facilitated alignment with. Many of these students became deliberate role
models, unreservedly immersing themselves in higher social classes for that specific

purpose. Such adjustments might be thought of as political since they were intended to
directly challenge the domination of social elites. A black working-class student

described how his actions would benefit the less fortunate:

. People feel that I have sold out. I’'m irritated
by that. For years, blacks have been treated as slaves, sharecroppers, or porters. So 1
think that whether 1 want to be a partner at Cravath or to be an NAACP defense
attorney, either of these positions are politically correct. We need black people with
money and power. I think that I car make significant contributions to black causes.

[ get slammed for being a corporate 100

-
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gain a whole new set of peers, then you begin to think about tg = 055’;”1 ztizes. However, Such
success comes at a price, particularly for workmg"f:IaSS stu fenisl'cll - or: C‘;‘lthough hay.
ing achieved success, many of these students continued to fee ld e 0C111t31 €rs. One such
student, a third-year black male, reflected on what he considered the unfortunate

aspects of affirmative action programs:

I have mixed feelings about the law review because of its affirmative action policieg
On the one hand, I think it’s good that minorities are represented on the law reviey
On the other hand, there’s a real stigma attached to 1t. Before law school, [ achieyeg
by my own abilities. On law review, I don’t feel I get respect. I find myself working
very hard and getting no respect. Other students don’t work as hard. I spend q |yt of
time at the review because I don’t want to turn in a bad assignment. I don’t want
them [other law review members] to think that I don’t have what it takes.

Students who perceived themselves as outsiders frequently overcompensated f,
their failings because they felt judged by the “master status™ associated with their SOCial
identity. This reaction to class stigma is typical among working-class students in educa-
tional institutions. In addition to developing their educational skills, working-clas;
students are confronted with learning social skills as well. This makes

particularly difficult for these students and is a task fraught with the fe
discovered as incompetent (Sennett and Cobb 1973)

succeeding
ar of being

.

Ambivalence

T ————

e ———————————

pe—

Despite their maneuvers, these working-class students had dif:i transcending their
previous identity. The attempt by these students to manage their st:=ma resulted in what
Goffman (1963:107) termed “identity ambivalence” Working-class students who sought
to exit their class background could neither embrace their group nor let it go. This
ambivalence is often felt by working-class Individuals who attain upward mobility into
Ehe profes§ional-managerial class ( lomon 1986). S

stra.nger in paradise” syndrome, in which working-class individuals feel like virtual
outsiders in middle-class Occupations (Ryan and Sackrey 1984). Such experiences fre-

g working-class individuals who

Steinitz and So

; th.ese Students often felt they were letting

. One third-year female student
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I’'m sort of pr.oud that I'm from South Boston and come from a working-class back-

grounc.i. During my second year, however, I wasi’t having much luck with my first

interviews. I went to talk with my adviser about how to change my résumé a bit or
how to present myself better. I told my adviser that on the interviews I was presenting
myself as a slightly unusual person with a different background. We talked about
that, and he told me that it probably wasn’t a good idea to present myself as being a
little unusual. I decided that he was right and began to play up that I was just like
them. After that, the interviews and offers began rolling in. I began to realize that they
[interviewers] really like people who are like themselves.

Recognizing that job recruiters seek homogeneity is an important lesson that
upwardly mobile working-class students must learn if they are to gain admission into
high status and financially rewarding occupations.* Kanter (1977) demonstrated, for

instance, that managers come to reward those who resemble themselves. More recently;
Jackell (1988) documented how the failure of managers to “fit in” resulted in suspicion
and subsequent exclusion from advancement. Fitting in is particularly important in
prestigious law firms which t«nd io resemble the high-status clients they represent (Abel
-1, working-class law students faced a distinct disad-

1989). During interviews, sowevir,
:ofively pursued new recruits rarely posed questions

vantage, as the interviewers wid ¢
about the student’s knowledge oi law.” Most seemed intent on finding students who fit

into the law firm’s corporate structure. The entire recruitment process itself, from the
initial interview to “fly out,” represents ceremonial affirmation of these students’ elite

status in which they need only demonstrate their “social” competence. Working-class
students typically found such interactions stressful. One third-year student explained

her experiences:

They [the recruiters] didn’t test my knowledge of law. They were interested in finding
out what kind of person I was and what my background was. I tried to avoid talking
about that and instead stressed the kind of work I was interested in. I think that most

firms want a person who they can mold, that fits into their firm.

Some of the most successful working-class students enjoyed the accolades bestowed
on them because of their hard work and natural abilities. In speaking of her success, a
third-year student on law review said that when she entered law school, it never
occurred to her that she would clerk for the Supreme Court and then work for a major

Wall Street law firm, adding that once you begin doing well and move up the ladder and
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and Persell 1985), working-class ‘aw S5 dience whose favorable appraisal they mye
world, including how to dress for a new audicti ust

| ' le di ' S:
cultivate. One second-year male discussed this proces

gy i i S
- -
P | Ta
codes. As
! =5/ f.‘_ 75 o J
.-..__.". - ‘.’\‘...'_'l.\‘: ™ . -T
l
4 - L.
- v | - - 'b-.". 4 ': “ "
tory funct
—. A !_ . Y e ey S, - -

I remember going to buy suits here. I went 10 Brooks Brothers for two reasons. One, |
dor’t own a suit. My father owns one suit, and it's not that good. Second, I think ifs
important to look good. A lot of my friends went to Brooks Brothers, and I feel ifs
worth it to do it right and not to have another hurdle to walk in and have the wrong
thing on. It’s all a big play act. . .. During my first year, I had no luck with interviews
I was 1n my own little world when I came here. I wished I had paid more attention
to the dressing habits of second- and third-year students.

. . . . « .
Being in their own “working-class world” forced these students to be

o : . In re 171
the importance of different Interpersonal skills. : ~oshizing

A second-year wsman commented that:

I have really begun to see the vg
the ways that law firms weed o
social skills. P'm reg] CONscious

lue of having good social skills. T think that is one of 1

vou fiave to have those
'Views now.

. One second-
I, boasted of his mastery of
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The management of identity has critical strategic importance not only for group
Jffiliation and acceptance but for life chances. Stigma limits one’s opportunities to pz‘ir;
ticipate 1n social life as a complete citizen, particularly so for those possessing gender or
racial stigmas. However, because of the visibility of these stigmas, a person’s adjustment
to second-class citizenship is accomplished typically through either role engulfment in
which a person accepts a spoiled identity (Schur 1971) or through direct confrontation
where assignment of secondary status is itself challenged (Schur 1980). Rarely are these

groups able to employ the concealment tactics typical among those groups whose

stigma is not overtly visible.
Unlike gender or racial stigma, however, individuals often adjust to class stigma by

learning to conceal their uniqueness. The practice of concealing one’s class back-
ground, for instance, is not unusual. Certainly, members of the elite frequently learn

that it is in “bad taste” to flaunt their privileged background and that it is more gra-
cious to conceal their eminent social status (Baltzell 1958). Similarly, individuals who

experience downward mobility often attempt to maintain their predecline image by

concealing loss of status. Camouflaging unemployment in the world of management
by using such terms as “consultant” and by doctoring résumés are ways that down-
wardly mobile executives “cover” their spoiled status (Newman 1988). Concealing one’s

social class circumstances and the stigma that may be associated with it assist individu-
n and ostracism that may be forthcoming were the

als in dealing with any rejectio:
person’s actual status knowsi
ride in having accomplished upward mobility openly

Initially, students who toos o
displayed a working-ciass presentalion of self. Many went out of their way to maintain
this presentation. One first-year student who grew up in a labor union family in New
York explained that: I have consciously maintained my working-class image. 1 wear work
blue jeans every day. During his first year, this student

shirts or old flannel shirts and
flaunted his working-class background, frequently also donning an old army jacket, hik-

and a wool hat. Identifying himself as part of the “proletarian left,” he tried to
remain isolated from what he referred to as the “elitist” law school community.

This attempt to remain situated in the working class, however, not only separated
law school community but alienated them from groups

these students from the entire
that shared their ideological convictions. While much of the clothing worn by non-
dentified as a member of the elite,

working-class students suggests resistance to being 1
gly aware of their differentness. Although these

working-class students become increasin
others, despite their appearance, possess traits

students identify with the working class,

and lifestyles that are often associated with more privileged groups (see Lurie 1983;
Stone 1970). One first-year woman who described herself as “radical” complained that
the other law school radicals were really “a bunch of upper-class white men.” Subse-

g-class students must disengage from their backgrounds if they desire to

ing boots,

quently, workin
escape feeling discredited.
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to say class. 1 remember it a business
o all had fathers that worked in business
il investments. He said, “Youre all‘ pretty
bout famy ly background.” T remember thlnking,
_ ho come from a working-class

el L Loeeors haVE
[ get sensitive about what professors

 class the professor seemed to asSurme |

and. that we all understood a

much familiar with this because of yo;;l ; j;aw school w
| doesn’t he think there’s any people 1n 115 14

e of living in an alien world. The

" ~h experiences contributed to a student's S
Such experiences contribute their law school career produced

social distance these students experienced early
considerable discomfort. .

This discomfort grew more intense as they became increasingly irnmers?d into this
new elite world. Within a short span of time, these students be.gz.m to experle.nce a Cre-
dential gap vis-a-vis other students who possessed more prest1g10u§ academic credep-
tials. A first-year male student who attended a state school in the Midwest explained:

I'm not like most people here. I didn’t go to prestigious schools. I'm a bit of a Minority
here because of that. When I got here I was really intimidated by the fact of how many
Yale and Harvard people there were here.

At times, working-class law students were even embarrassed bv their spouse’s lower
status. Ox.le first-year student described how her husband’s credential gap caused her
some anxiety:

S}fack. People would pe SUrpri & for Radio
with [law school] people.




[ wanted a career in social justice. It seemed to me to be a good value for someone who
wanted to leave this world a little better than they found it. My pare-nts raised me
with a sense that there are right things and wrong things and that maybe you ought
to try to do some right things with your life.

A second-year student said that he was influenced by the oppressive experiences that
his father endured as a factory laborer. Coming to law school to pursue a career in a
labor union, this student explained, I was affected by my father, who had a job as a
machinist. My father believes that corporations have no decency. I would term it differently,
but we're talking about the same thing. Identifying with their working-class heritage pro-
duced not only a sense of pride but a system of values and ideals that greatly influenced
their initial career objectives.

However, identification with the working class began to diminish soon after these
students entered law school. Not long after arriving, most working-class students
encountered an entirely new moral career. Although initially proud of their accom-
plishments, they soon came to define themselves as different and their backgrounds a
burden. Lacking the appropriate cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984) associated with
their more privileged counterparts, working-class students began to experience a Cri-
sis in competency. Phrases such as “the first semester makes you feel extremely incom-
petent,” “the first year is like eating humble pie,” and “I felt very small, powerless, and
dumb” were almost universal among these working-class students. Some students felt

3

embarrassed by their difficulty in using the elaborated speech codes (Bernstein 1977)

associated with the middle class. One working-class woman said that she was very
aware of using “proper” English, adding that it makes me self-conscious when I use the
wrong word or tense. I feel that if I had grown wup in the middle class, I wouldn’t have
lapses. I have difficulty expressing thoughts while most other people here don't.

The recognition of their apparent differentness is perhaps best noted by examining
the students’ perception of stress associated with the first year of studies. Incoming
working-class students reported significantly higher levels of personal stress than did
their counterparts with more elite backgrounds. Much of this anxiety came from fears
of academic inadequacy. Despite generally excellent college grades and their success in
gaining admission to a nationally ranked law school, these students often worried that
they did not measure up to the school’s high standards. Nearly 62 percent of the first-
year working-class students reported experiencing excessive grade pressure, compared
to only 35 percent of those students from higher social class backgrounds.

In the words of Sennett and Cobb (1973), this lack of confidence is a “hidden
injury of class,” a psychological burden that working-class students experienced as
they came to acquire the “identity beliefs” associated with middle-class society. While
most students experience some degree of uncertainty and competency crisis during
their first year, working-class students face the additional pressure of being cultural
outsiders. Lacking manners of speech, attire, values, and experiences associated with
their more privileged counterparts, even the most capable working-class student felt
out of place:
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employed to describe the process throu

mation about themselves so as to manage their social identity. Concepts such as passing,
deviance disavowal, accounts, disclaimers, and covering have often been used in analyz-
S o aRt LOVering Nave often been used in analyz-
Ing accom.modat}ons and adjustments to deviance, as Pfuhl’s ( 1986) review shows.
L Sroopleat stressiibossessing what Goffman (1963:5) referred to as

undesired dlffer.entness often has significant consequences for one’s personal identity
as well as for available life chances. . .

In this article, I focus on class stigma by examining a group of highly successful,
upwardly mobile, working-class students who gained admission to a prestigious Ivy
League law school in the East. While upward mobility from the working class occurs far
less often within elite branches of the legal profession (Heinz and Laumann 1982;
Smigel 1969) or corporate management (Useem and Karabel 1986), a certain amount
of this type of mobility does take place. Working-class aspirants to the social elite, how-
ever, must accumulate cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990; Cookson and
Persell 1985) before they are able to transcend their status boundaries.

First, this article examines the ways in which working-class students experience a
sense of differentness and marginality within the law school’s elite environment. Next, I
explore how these students react to their emerging class stigma by managing informa-
tion about their backgrounds. I then demonstrate that the management strategies con-
tribute to identity ambivalence and consider the secondary forms of adjustment

students use to resolve this tension. Finally, I discuss why an analysis of social class can
benefit from the insights forged by Goffman’s work on stigma.
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The data analyzed for this article were collected as part of a much larger project associa'fed
with law school socialization (Granfield 1989). The subjects consist of students attending
a prestigious, national law school in the eastern part of the United Stfltes. 'I.‘he school has
had a long reputation of training lawyers who have become partners 1n major Wall Stree;
law firms, Supreme Court judges, United States presidents and oth.er poh.tl.aans, heads o
foundations, and . . . [have assumed many| other eminent leadership positions. Through-
out the school’s history, it has drawn mostly on the talents of hi.gh—s'.ca.tus males. It was not
until the second half of the twentieth century that women, minorities, and members of
the lower classes were allowed admission into this esteemed institution (Abel 1989).

Most of the students attending the university at the time th.e s.tudy was being con(-i
ducted were white and middle class.” The overwhelming majority are the sons an

daughters of the professional-managerial class. Over 70 percent. of thoscz1 ret}zmig
questionnaires had Ivy League Or other highly prestiglous educathnal. aclre entials. As
one would expect, fewer working-class students possessed such credentials.



on is that societal values, identities, and
| We have to learn the social norms and

behaviors our society expects from us. We als? learn or 'Ze Sq;lallzgdozlrtzod?f-l
ferent identities—our gender identity, our raczal-?thnzcz ?’Ztld%' a1;991 : ;m
class identity—among several others. I this.readz.n.g, publishe lzn d, obert
Granfield examines how the working-class identities of some law stu ents are
challenged during their years at elite law schools. Law. students experience an
intense period of professional socialization during their gmdua%‘e-school years
that not only teaches them their occupation but also changes their values, iden-
tities, and social roles. Granfield, a professor of sociology and vice provost for

faculty affairs at the University of Buffalo, argues that this intense socialization
has consequences not only for the individual students but also for the legal

profession.

An important point about socializat
social roles are learned, not instinctua

esearch on stigma has generated significant insights into the complex relation-
ship between self and society. The legacy of Goffmarn’s (1963) seminal work on
the subject can be found in studies on alcoholism, mental illness, homosexuality,
Physica! deformities, and juvenile delinquency. Even the literature on gender and racial
inequality has beneﬁt.ed from an emphasis on stigma. Goffman’s attention to the social

emerging self-concepts of discredited individuals not
es for gen?ratlons of sociologists but contributed to
Stigma assignment and its effects as unjust.

-
Robert Granfield, “Making It by Fakino T+ :

Journal of Contempo & 1t by Faking It: Working-Class Students ; - . | »

- emporary Ethnography ( SN an Elite Academic Environment,” from

1991 by SAGE Publicat; : .
y SAGE Publications, [nc. Reprinted with the permissljg’ I}OS. 3 (October 1991 ): 331-51, Copyright ©
156 OL SAGE Publications, Inc.
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as an argument based on racja] _ ¢ children from what Joanne perceived
rOpri ' . .o lowever, the children were engaged in an
country and her father is from another Latin

S

Clearly, th.e social context of children’s learning, emphasized in the interpretive
approach, includes other children and adults, but our accounts also demonstrate the

way in which children’s sophisticated understandings are developed without adult col-
laboration and supervision. . . .

Conclusion

e ——————— - R —

Through extensive observation. this study has captured the richness of children’s racial
and ethnic experiences. The racizi nziure of children’s interactions becomes fully appar-
ent only when their interacticrs 2ire viewed over time and in context. Close scrutiny of
children’s lives reveals that they are as intricate and convoluted as those of adults.

Blumer (1969:138) suggests that any sociological variable is, on examination, “an
intricate and inner-moving complex.” Dunn (1993) notes that children’s relationships
are complex and multidimensional, even within their own families. . . . By exploring the
use of racial concepts in the child’s natural world, instead of trying to remove the child
or the concepts from that world, we glean a more complete picture of how children view
and manipulate racial and ethnic concepts and understandings.

For most children, racial and ethnic issues arise forcefully within the context of their
interaction with others. Most of the children that we observed had little or no experi-
ence with people from other racial or ethnic groups outside of ’Fhe center. For these VG.II‘Y
young children, who are having their first extensive social experiences outside the famll?r,
racial and ethnic differences became powerful identifiers of self and other. Whether tl?ls
is also true for children who do not experience such a diverse range of exposure to racial
and ethnic concepts is beyond the scope of this project. However, over thef 11 ITlonths
we observed dozens of slowly evolving transformations In tthse chlldren.s racial and
ethnic explorations and understandings. For many chll.dre..n, I'aC.I.al and ethnic a?varetrllles?s
increased. Some, like Taleshia, regularly explored racial 1der.1t1t1es by comparing their
skin color with that of others. Others, like Renee, faced crises over identity. For still
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one for the classroom teachers and o : ther children
teachers insisted to Debi that she must have been observing sotie 0 and thgt

|
= « v identi1 ‘ | e
these are not our kids. The director seemed determined htO *[g?}fsse;i};f)(liis D;Y)ioi ecshllireg labﬂ‘aﬂ
e ST T - ino. Throughout the cribed, |
whose incidents Debi described at a mecting. , : ' -
he interrupted with remarks like I'l bet that’s Sarah youe talking abo.ut(,( zsn.t zt”? His
determination to attach names to the children revealed his 1nv§stmept n cu.rmg rac-
ism. He seemed determined to discover the culprits so unlearning might begin.

Adults’ strong need to deny that children can use racial and ethnic concepts is alsg .
revealed in the next account. Here two children are engaged in a discussion of “what” | L
they are. Debi is sitting with all the children on the steps to the deck playing “Simon e
Says” “Simon,” a child selected by teachers to lead the game, directs the main action, | @Y
while Debi observes that Rita (3.5: White/Latina) and Louis (4: Black) are engaged in ult
their own private side activity. While the game continues, R:tz =nd Louis discuss what B
they are. What are you? Louis asks Rita, and without waitine - her reply announces, o
I'm Black and you’re White. No, she retorts, correcting hir:, . 2ot White, ’'m mixed. § ®
Louis regar.ds her curious}y, but at this moment Joanne, the ! 1 Black teacher in the I
:iiS;SZ(;;)I;,Il;l:;:;enes.t.You re not.mzxed, Rita, youfre Spanish, she iaforms the child. What | W
| ‘ 1€ continues, trying to get the children to change the subject and glanc-  § @
g over at me anxiously. Rita replies, Mixed. Mixed!? Joanne. lauchi ds. Mixed
with what? Blue, Rita says, looking only at her hand | aug M5 r.espon S’, . |
outfit. Oh no, honey, Joanne says, I'm Black too, lik 321 5 IOanne'ls wearing a solid bl.ue ;
conversation you guys are having, Rita says not};' v xed. What an inféreSEESuE..
throughout Joanne’ . ‘g In response, and Louis remains silent ~ §

t.0) the playground, escaping Joanne’ . SImon Says” ends and the kidstun &
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are pink while most of her skin is very dark. Perhaps she was choosing a color to Mﬂ?ﬁ@ﬁ
the color of her palms, a reasonable choice because the task was to paint the palms}fm‘
handprints. The validity of this interpretation is reinforced by another episode at the
center. One day Taleshia sat down and held Debi’s hands in hers, turning them from top
to bottom. Without uttering a word, she repeated this activity with her own hands,
drawing Debi’s attention to this act. The three-year-old was contrasting the pink-brown
variations in her skin color with Debi’s pinkish hand color. This explanation for the
child’s paint choice might not occur to a researcher who did not pay careful attention to
the context and the child’s personal perspective. Taleshia’s ideas, centered in observa-
tions of herself and others, were more important to her than another child’s notions of
appropriate color. Far from being confused about skin color, she was creating meaning
for color based on her own evaluations.

Using Racial Concepts to Control

e

The complex nature of children’s group interactions and their solo behaviors demon-
strates that race and ethnicity are salient, substantial aspects of their lives. They
understand racial nuances that seem surprisingly sophisticated, including the power
of race. How children use this power in their relationships is demonstrated in further

episodes. . . .

In another encounter, this time among three children, a White child demonstrates
her knowledge of broader race rela*ions, demonstrating her grasp of race-based power
inequalities. During play time Debi watches Renee (4: White) pull Ling-mai (3: Asian)
and Jocelyn (4.5: White) across the pievground in a wagon. Renee tugs away enthusiasti-

cally. Suddenly, Renee drops the handle, which falls to the ground, and she stands still,
breathing heavily. Ling-mai, eager to continue this game, jumps from the wagon and
picks up the handle. As Ling-mai begins to pull, Renee admonishes her No, no. You can’t
pull this wagon. Only White Americans can pull this wagon. Renee has her hands on her
hips and frowns at Ling-mai. Ling-mal tries again, and Renee again insists that only
“White Americans” are permitted to do this task.

.Ling-mai sobs loudly and runs to a teacher, complaining that Renee hurt my feelings.
Dz.d you hurt Ling-mai’s feelings? the teacher asks Renee, who nods, not saying a word. I
l‘h_mk you should apologize, the teacher continues, because we are all friends here and
friends dor’t hurt each other’s feelings. Sorry, mutters Renee, looking at Ling-mai, I didn’t

do it on purpose. OK, the teacher finishes, can you guys be good friends now? Both girls
nod without looking at each other and quickly move away.
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and picks out the bottle 0

correct her apparent mistake ath
Taleshia. No, she replies, [ wa7‘1t |
with amazement, Cathie excla.lms, e
Debi, Cathie continues to ins.lst, you na ’
exasperated and takes Taleshia by the arm.

' wn. [ am . |
Cathie holds Taleshia’s arm next to her 0 Bk k. Now, Cathie continues, loo ing
‘ 7 | answers, pinkK. INOW Ki
confirmation. Sure enough, Debi an

. Taleshia, who is now frowning, ang
: a4 nee be brown. Debi looks at | |

I‘C;(l: ‘}’lei: gljiig;a;cf;fstsobeebmwn? She shakes her head vigorously and points to pale

as , '

Pm(l;tlh?;a?st le:t‘r";lt‘;z, and trying to be supportiYe, Debi explain§ tha‘F Taleshig Cmf
choose any color she thinks is right. Cathie again objects, l?ut Talesl.na smiles, and Deb;
paints her palm pink. Then Taleshia makes her handprn‘lt. Cathie ste.lres, apparently
convinced that Taleshia and Debi have lost touch with reality. As Taleshia leaves, Cathje
takes her place, remarking to Debi, I just don’t know what's the matter with you. Couldn’t
you see that she is brown! Cathie gives up and chooses pale pink for herself, a close match,
Cathie makes her handprint and says to Debi. See, I am not broo-

Taleshia stuck to her choice despite Cathie’s insistence. Both i
strate a strong awareness of the im

held. This example underscores the

Look, she instructs, you are brown! See?
pink, right? Cathie looks to Deb f,

“e-year-olds demon-
POrtance of skin color, and th:ir views are strongly

iImportance of child-centerec
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[n another setting, Corinne (4: African/White) provides an example of the complex-
ity of young children’s racial understandings: She refines the nature of racial identity
during a handpainting activity. The children have taken a field trip and are asked to
ake a thank-you poster for their host, a poster constructed of a large sheet of paper
toaturing handprints of the children. Children are asked by the teacher to choose a color
that “looks just like you do.” The paints are known as “People Colors,” and are common
at daycare centers concerned with diversity issues. The activity was designed to increase
appreciation of differences in color among the children (Derman-Sparks 1989).

The six paints ranged from dark brown to pale pink. The handprint poster activity 1
familiar to the children, and the teacher asks Debi to help. Debi accepts but keeps her
- volvement to a minimum. Several children wait in line to participate in this desirable
activity. Each chooses paint according to the teacher’s criterion, has Debi apply the paint
to the palm of one hand, and then presses the painted hand onto the poster. Debi then
writes the child’s name next to the handprint. Some children point out how closely the

hes their skin color or ask Debi if she thought the choice was “right.”

paint matc
OK, which color is the most like you?

Corinne approaches the table, and Debi says,
Which color matches your skin? Corinne looks over the bottles carefully and chooses pale

brown. This one for one hand, she replies, continuing to scan the bottles, and this one for
he other hand, she concludes, choosing a second, dark brown color. When Debi asks if

that color matches her skin, Corinne calmly replies, / have two colors in my skin. Debi

smiles and paints one of her palms pale brown and the other dark brown. Corinne
places both hands on the posier naking two prints. Debi then writes Corinne’s name

between the two handprinis, Perfect! Cortnne says.
This four-year-old chose apjrapriatesy for her understanding of the situation. That
the paints she picked did na <= .1y match her skin color was not important to her
i her parents’ different racial identities. Corinne

because she was thinking in f£itos O .
- sisted that she be allowed to choocse two colors to reflect her biracial origin. For her,
nple of cognitive confusion or inconsistency (as a

choosing two colors 1s not an €xamp
mainstream analysis might see it), but rather her innovative way of recognizing that her
mother is dark brown (“Black”) and her father is pale brown (“White”). These examples

show that children’s abilities exceed what would be predicted from the mainstream

research perspective.

w.',
»
.

Using Racial and Ethnic Concepts to Define Others

We observed many examples of children exploring the complex notions of skin color,
hair differences, and facial characteristics. They often explore what these things mean
and make racial and/or ethnic interpretations of these perceived differences. Mindy
(4: White) insists that Debi is Indian. When queried, Mindy replies that it 1s because
Debi is wearing her long dark hair i1 a braid. When Debi explains that she is not Indian,

the child remarks that maybe Debi’s mother is Indian.

-
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interest, unlike the interest mamstrea{n CO§ ol by ques tioning o hepna theis :’@
young child. Rence reframed the meaning of X171 @
thoughts and comparing her skin to others. : | ¥
Cfrinne (4: Afrlgcan/%\/'hite) displays an ability tO create mfez‘lnlngC (l))l}lfnctii‘a.w}ingffrom i
her personal world. Corinne’s mother 1s Black and is fr i g Adr.lcan ) 5{)’ €T Tathey . |
is a White American. Corinne speaks French and English and 18 curious about every. =

thing at the center. She is a leader and often ‘Ditiates activities with other children. Mg

children defer to her. One day Corinne is examining a rabbit cage e the playground. A
teacher is cleaning out the cage and six baby bunnies are temporarily housed in an ay-
minum bucket that Corinne is holding. Three bunnies are white, two are black, and one
is spotted black and white.

As Corinne is sitting at a table, Sarah (4: White) stuck her head into the bucket. Stop
that! Corinne orders. Sarah complies and asks, Why do you have the babies? I'm helping
Marie [teacher], says Corinne. How many babies are there? Sarah asks Corinne. Six!
Corinne announces. Three boys and three girls. How can you tell if they’re boys or girls?
Sarah questions. Well, Corinne begins, my daddy is white, so the white ones are boys. My

g:lonri'z]r;?; zélf(l:clz(d:n s; :‘jz;ﬂl;la;l‘c/e(;;’ze; Z:eoiierlf. Sarah counts: That’s o] v five. The remaining
. Well, 1S

like me, so it’s a girl Corir ‘
. : girl, Corinne explains gently.
She plck.s up the bunny and says, See, this one s both, like me! Saral: 5 o

her €Xperience as 4 biracia] colors of its parents, a knowl-

?hlldf Strayer (1986) underscores how
dlng S1tuatj
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= ' vigorously. However. Rita 1.
Let’s go to the store and get more st ug ff y. However, Rita turns away and says to Sarah,

a.nd Interpersonal context. Defending her rules, Rita

Using Racial and Ethnic Concepts to Include

The children also used racial and ethnic understandings and concepts to include
others—to engage them in play or teach them about racial and ethnic identities.
Ling (5: Asian/Chinese) has a book that teaches the Chinese language. She announces

to Debi that her grandmother has given her the book and that she is learning Chinese.
Debi asks if she is making progress. ©Oh ves, Ling says happily, I have already learned many
characters. They’re called characte:, you know. She points out several. What does that say?
Debi asks, pointing to one. L3 L iz seams. Debi and Ling spend some time reading
from Ling’s book, then Ling leaves ic show oif her reading prowess to another child.

Over several weeks, Ling’s behavior underscores for the observer how racial and eth-
nic understandings develop in social contexts. Ling engages numerous others in reading
Chinese with her. Carrying the book everywhere, she earnestly tries to teach others to
read and write Chinese characters. Chinese characters appear on other children’s draw-

ings and on the playground. Other children actively embrace these new characters and
concepts and incorporate them into their activities, a clear indication of how children
learn ethnic ideas from each other. Ling’s efforts demonstrate that she is aware that non-
Chinese, including adults, do not know how to read Chinese. Clearly she is aware that
Chinese is distinct from the experience of most people around her, and she recognizes

this even though she herself is just learning to read Chinese. . . .

Using Racial and Ethnic Concepts to Define Oneself

The use of racial and ethnic concepts to include or exclude others is often coupled with
the use of these concepts to describe and define oneself. For most children, racial and/
or ethnic identity is an important aspect of themselves, and they demonstrate this in

inSigh'tful ways in important social contexts.




or author (hereafter Debi), a White womgp,
week. As observer and playmate, Deb;
free play and teacher-directed actjy;.

t episodes involving a racial or ethp;.

ties. Over 11 months Debi observe . , :
dimension, about 1 to 3 episodes per day. When children mentioned racial or ethnic
matters, Debi noted what they said, to whom they spoke, and the .context of the Incident
Extensive field notes were entered immediately on a computer 1 another room when
the children were otherwise occupied. This was done to preserve the details of any cop.
versations and the accuracy of the data. . ..

. young children would display no knowledge

f these concepts would be superficial o

other = 3. ...
Iike the children and teachers, the seni
for five days @
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d 370 significan
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naive. Our data contradicted these expectations.

Using Racial and Ethnic Concepts fo Exclude

xssi)alzi\:ealljll;hﬁ (I)rlllufﬁ; tins. Ehzabeth (3.5: Asian/Chinese), attempting to ioin th
saying, No, only ;eo IZeWhOOI‘ and asks if she can play. Rita /=15 her head vi 2
can come in. Rita cfunterso an speak Spanish can come in. © b ekl ggrousl ,
» Lan you speak Spanish? Elizabe " - kes her hse :(Iil nsaYs, é

0, an

Rita repeats, Well, then you aren’t allowed i

teling her: Rita is being mean
. in you speak Spanish, Sarah!

Sonly Enol; '
4 nglz[.;h. [').ebi smiles at Rita: Shé
* Debi invites Elizabeth int®
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c& s;:: - pzesch’;)ol children and their conceptualizations of race and ethnicity.
~Ontrary to what most people think, Van Ausdale and Feagin find that children

Zs younghas three to five years old already are using racial and ethnic concepts to
efine others and shape their social interactions with other children.

ince the 1930s social science has examined children’s attitudes toward race.
Researc.h has focused on situations in which race has meaning for children and on
how children form racial identities (Clark and Clark 1939; Spencer, Brookins, and
Allen 1985), create in-group racial and ethnic orientations (Aboud 1977; Cross 1987;
Spencer 1987), form attitudes toward others (Williams and Morland 1976), and use race
in friend selection (Schofield and Francis 1982). The literature clearly demonstrates that
racial identification and group orientation are salient issues for children (Ramsey 1987).

Cognitive development theories propose stage models to explain children’s acquisi-
tion of racial and ethnic knowledge (Aboud 1977; Porter 1971). These models assume
an age-related progression in children’s ability to interpret racial and ethnic informa-
tion, usually depicting children as proceeding in linear fashion toward cognitively
mature adulthood. Most research focuses on children over five years of age; very young
children are rarely studied. . . .

Researchers have rarely sought children’s views directly, beyond recording brief responses
to tests. Few have interviewed children or made in-depth, long-term observations to assess

2]

social attitudes, limiting the ability o : svestigate more fully the nature of children’s lives.

Children’s abilities have been seriously underestimated by reliance on techniques that do not

" N-ﬁ'

make real-life sense to children (Donaldson: 1978). Investigations often have assumed that
young children are incapable of using abstract concepts (Holmes 1995). An emphasis on
psychological testing is often coupled with the notion that children have limited understand-
ings of race and ethnicity (Goodman 1964; Katz 1976; Porter 1971). Children are typically
assumed to have temporary or naive views about social concepts until at least age seven.
Prior to that age, children’s use of concepts differs from that of adults in form and content.

Little attention has been devoted to how children create and assign meaning for

racial and ethnic concepts. . . .
We provide data indicating that racial concepts are employed with ease by

children as young as age three. Research based on the conception of children as inca-

pable of understanding race (Menter 1989) presents an incorrect image of children’s
use of abstractions. Drawing on Willis (1990) and Thorne (1993), we suggest that

notions of race and ethnicity are employed by young children as integrative and
symbolically creative tools in the daily construction of social life.

The Research Approach

e — ————

We gathered experiential data on how children use racial and ethnic understandings in

everyday relationships. Influenced by Dunn’s (1991) approach, we made unstructured
field observations and recorded everyday behaviors. Our data come from extensive
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or;ented. '.I’he version of hegemonic masculinity I have argued underlies parents’
responses 1s one that includes both change and stability. Parental openness to domestic
okills, nurturance, and empathy as desirable qualities in their sons likely represents
«ocial change, and the kind of agency in the accomplishment of gender to which
Fenstermaker and West (2002) refer. As Connell (1995) notes, hegemonic masculinity 1s
historically variable in its specific content, and the evidence presented in this article
suggests that some broadening of that content is occurring. But the clear limits evident
within that broadening suggest the stability and power of hegemonic conceptions of
masculinity. The parental boundary maintenance work evident for sons represents a
<rucial obstacle limiting boys’ options, separating boys from girls, devaluing activities
marked as feminine for both boys and girls, and thus bolstering gender inequality and

heteronormativity.
Finally, along with documenting conscious awar

toward which their accomplishment work is oriented, my analysis also contributes to

the literature by illuminating the process motivating parental gender accomplishment.
The heterosexual world in general, and heterosexual fathers in particular, play a central
role in that process. This is evident 1 the direct endorsement of hegemonic masculin-

ity many heterosexual fathers expressed and in the accountability to others (presum-
- heterosexual mothers, lesbian mothers, and gay fathers

ably heterosexual others) many
expressed. Scholarly investigations oi B¢ routine production of gender 1n childhood,
.~ the role of heterosexual fathers as enforcers

therefore, need to pay careful attention to i
of gender boundaries and to % 4crountability in the process of accomplishing

7“ a el f
loosen gendered constraints on young

eness by parents and the content
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gender. At the same time, pract

children by expanding their parents’ aorimative conceptions of gender need to be

aimed at parents 1n general and espe cially need to reach heterosexual fathers in par-
many parents———especially heterosexual mothers,

ticular. The concern and even fear
| about how their young sons might be

leshian mothers, and gay fathers—eXpressct
c conceptions of masculinity represent a moti-

treated if they fail to live up to hegemonl
t of gender. But those reactions could also

vation for the traditional accomplishmen
nceptions of masculinity and challenge

ormative O
ation by heterosexual

serve as a motivation to broaden n
ffort that will require particip

the devaluation of femininity, an €
fathers to succeed.
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parents also invoked sexual orientation as part of this conception of masculinity, com-

menting with concern on the possibility that their son might be gay or mlght.be per-
ceived as such. No similar pattern of well-defined normative expectations or
accountability animated responses regarding daughters, although positive responses to
pursuits parents viewed as more typically masculine may well reflect the same underly-
ing devaluation of femininity evident in negative responses to gender nonconformity

d rejection of

among sons.
In the broader study from which this particular analysis was drawn, many parents

invoked biology in explaining their children’s gendered tendencies. Clearly, the role of
biological explanations in parents’ thinking about gender merits additional investiga-
tion. But one of the things that was most striking to me in the analyses presented here
is how frequently parents indicated that they took action to craft an appropriate gender
, Viewing masculinity as something

.. I began this project expecting that parents

hat parents are often consciously aware of
shaPe.and construct, at least for their sons. This
: Z?fl:)t:?zs;compliShment of gender in childhood
0 has impl; awareness by parents as part of that

plications for efforts to reduce gendered
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dent in comments that Placed age limitatione « @:ﬁ n’@'@ Jemininity by fathers is ev:
fathers (but 16 matherey 2 itations on the acceptability «

fathers (but no mothers) commented with aoe. N S i
Rl a = e MRS dese nted with dCceptance on activities or 11
conmder atyy 1cal for boys but went . bt "l i
 those fe gl reschool age range. The following quote from a father is typical
of these responses. After noting that his four-vear-old sonicametinmecatbe foars SR
thinks of as “girl toys,” he ’ s I dors iy o SQIOERMES s ORI
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B s 1o oni Zsl,c' * We’flt on to say, I don’t think it will ruin his life at this age but

whit . 2d] g for it, you know, My thtlePony or Barbies, then I think I’d really
worry (white, mi e-class, heterosexual father). While comments like this one were not

as negative , ' : . o - e
coded negatlveresponses, since they involved acceptance, I mention them here as they
are (ic?ns1stent with t.he tendency for fathers to express particular concern about their
sons’ involvement with icons of femininity.

Three of 15 .heterosexual mothers and 4 of 12 heterosexual fathers of sons
responded negatively to the possibility of their son’s being, or being perceived as, gay.
These numbers are too small to make conclusive claims comparing mothers and
fathers. But this pattern is suggestive of another arena in which fathers—especially
heterosexual fathers—may stand out, especially taken together with another pattern.
Implicit in the quotes offered above related to homosexuality is a suggestion that
heterosexual fathers may feel particularly responsible for crafting their sons’ hetero-
sexual orientation. In addition, in comparison to mothers, their comments are less
likely to refer to fears for how their son might be treated by others if he were gay and

more likely to refer to the personal disappointment they anticipate in this hypotheti-

cal scenario. . ..

Parental Motivations for the
Accomplishment of Masculinity

—

The analysis I have offered thus far documents that parents are aware of their role in
accomplishing gender with and for their sons. Although some parents did speak of their
sons as entirely “boyish” and “born that way,” many reported eftorts to craft a hege-
monic masculinity. Most parents expressed a very conscious awareness of normative
conceptions of masculinity (whether explicitly or implicitly). Many, especially hetero-
sexual mothers and gay parents, expressed a sense that they felt accountable to others in

terms of whether their sons live up to those conceptions. In numerous ways, these par-
ents indicated their awareness that their sons’ behavior was at risk of gender assessment,

an awareness rarely noted with regard to daughters. Parents varied in terms of their

expressed motivations for crafting their sons’ masculinity, ranging from a sense of mea-
suring their sons against their own preferences for normative masculinity (more com-

mon among heterosexual fathers) to concerns about accountability to gender assessment
by peers, other adults, and society in general (more common among heterosexual moth-

ers and gay parents, whether mothers or fathers).
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feminine. At one point, he mentioned thtati‘;flffr? fffmew éﬁiﬁfﬁifﬁﬁ?ﬁ;ﬁ:
o i it S 5Lty ot il
dad . gJ,I, as a failure because 1 o raising hirm 10 be ;ll liot)}’)l onren i ;ofgizr-mlddle“
class, heterosexual father). This comment suggests tha Soiqething he feels s N masF £
linity as something that naturally unfolds but rather astation o fejfonslble
for crafting, and he explicitly links ACCom.

heterosexual orien |
|
plishment of masculinity. | .
The fact that the connection between gender performalI;tC ; jvzg rslesfusa1 -
was not raised for daughters, and that fear qf hOIﬂOS@fU@l t(})’ S efﬁntaneously
mentioned by parents of daughters whether in connection t genNCel periormance o
xuality are linked within hege.

: . igh : 1
monic constructions of masculinity. Such connections m.g .
in relation to daughters, as 1 noted previously regarding other aspects of parenty]

responses to gender nonconformity. But for sons, .
play a role In shaping parental responses to gep.

children, heteronormativity appears to

der nonconformity. . . .
otivate at least some parental gender perfor-

This implicit assumption appears to
| parents, even for children as young as pre-

mance management among heterosexua
school age. Given the connections between male heterosexuality and the rejection of

femininity noted previously as evident in theories of hegemonic masculinity, the ten-
dency for parents to associate gender performance and sexual orientation for sons more

than daughters may also reflect a more general devaluation of femininity.

Mothers Versus Fathers in the Accomplishmen? o Masculinity

In documenting parental work to accomplish masculin:: - v ith and for young son
I.have focused on the encouragement of domestic skills, © -~ irance an}cli : hsi
discouragement of icons of femininity; and heterosexui: r’ | CHpai
homosexuality. Within all three of these arenas variqtié]:i,\, f .\,..m g abogt
dent. Although both mothers and fathers et cTital gencer HE

were equally likely to express a combination

of positive and negative responses to their sons’ perceived ‘
. perceived gender nonconformity, with

¢« »

» and here toq

even among parents of very young |
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ust go 1n the corner g :

]thing, you are go in‘;”t‘:}d }Cz;}} llk.e a baby, I don’t want that. If you decide you want [some]
. oy SHLJoT it, not crying and acting like a baby and hoping that they’r

going to feel guilty and give it to you, e ping that they’re

A mother who commented '
negatively about passivity e '
| ven more directly connecte
her concern to how her son might be treated: I do have concerns. . 4 :

aggressive. ik He's not the rough and tumble kid, and I do worry abou
target (white, working-class, heterosexual mother).

.Taken togethe? these variogs examples indicate clearly the work many parents are
doing to accomp 151.1 g.ender. with and for their sons in a manner that distances those
sons from any association with femininity. This work was not evident among all parents

of sc?ns. But f?r most parents, across racial, class, and sexual orientation categories, it
was indeed evident.

.. He’s passive, not
t him being an easy

Homosexuality

Along with these icons of feminine gender performance, and arguably directly linked
to them, is the other clear theme evident among some parents’ negative responses to
perceived gender nonconformity on the part of their sons: fear that a son either would
be or would be perceived as gay. Spontaneous connections of gender nonconformity
and sexual orientation were not evident in parents’ comments about daughters, nor

among gay and lesbian parents, but arose for 7 of the 27 heterosexual parents who were
discussing sons. The following two examvles are typical of responses that invoked the
possibility of a son’s being gz, with explicit links to performance of femininity and to
the parents’ own role in accom plishing heterosexuality:

If he was acting feminine, T would ask and get concerned on whether or not, you
know. I would try to get ivvolved and make sure he’s not gay. (white, low-1ncome,

heterosexual mother)

There are things that are meant for girls, but why would it be bad for him to have one

of them? I don’t know, maybe I have some deep; deep, deep buried féar thgt he would
turn out, well, that his sexual orientation may get screwed up. (white, middle-class,

heterosexual father)

ndicates that feminine behavior, even in a three-year-

The first comment explicitly 1 . |
| nonheterosexual orientation. The second

old boy, might be an indicator of an eventua ond
) il | | E irls
comment raises another possibility: that playing with toys that are meant for g

might not indicate but rather shape the son’s eve.ntual sexual on(;lntau(;ln.t .Inalbott:kzisi:
though, the parent 1 reporting on actions, either ac.tual or hypot ielcf:m,m S
discourage homosexuality and accomplish h?terosexuaht)’. AR e;cllu . e+ the accom-
raises a similar concern and further exemplifies p.arentzq responsl 2{ ity Od .
plishment of masculinity as linked to heterosexuality. This father ha.bn(t)te 4 Coniiders
the interview that his five-year-old son tends to show some attributes
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not many toys I wouldn’t get him, except Barbie, I would try not to encourage that,

(white, low-income, heterosexual mother)

If we go into a clothing store . . . I try to shy my son away from the Powerpuff Girls
shirt or anything like that. . . . I would steer him away from a pink shirt as opposed
to having him wear a blue shirt. (Asian American, middle-class, heterosexual

father)

These quotes are typical of many instances 1n which parents not only specify the
items that strike them as problematic but clearly indicate the actions they take in accom-
plishing gender. In the first quote, the mother indicates her actions in encouraging and
discouraging various outcomes, while in the second, the father reports “shying away”
and “steering” his young son.

Playing with nail polish and makeup, although tolerated by some parents, more often
evoked negative responses like this one, from a white, upper-middle-class, gay father,
speaking about his four-year-old son’s use of nail polish: He put nail polish on himself
one time, and I said “No, you can’t do that, little girls put nail polish on, little boys don’t.”

Barbie dolls are an especially interesting example in that many parents reported posi-

tive responses to baby dolls, viewing these as encouraging nurturance and helping to
prepare sons for fatherhood. Barbie, on the other hand, an icon of femininity, struck
many parents of sons as more problematic. Barbie was often mentioned when parents

were asked whether their child had ever requested an item or activity more commonly
associated with the other gender. Four parents—three mothers and one father—
indicated that they had purchased a Barbie at their son’s request, but more often parents
of sons noted that they would avoid letting their son have or play with Barbie dolls.
Sometimes this negative response was categorical, as in the quote above in which a
mother of a three-year-old son noted that there’s not many toys I wouldn’t get him, except
Barbie. A father offers a similar negative reaction to Barbie in relation to his two young
sons: If they asked for a Barbie doll, I would probably say no, you don’t want [that], girls
play with [ that], boys play with trucks (white, middle-class, heterosexual father). ...

Along with material markers of femininity, many parents expressed concern about
excessive emotionality (especially frequent crying) and passivity in their sons. For
example, a white, upper-middle-class, heterosexual father, concerned about public cry-
ing, said about his five-year-old son, I don’t want him to be a sissy. . . . I want to see him
strong, proud, not crying like a sissy. Another father expressed his frustration with his
four-year-old son’s crying over what the father views as minor injuries and indicated
action to discourage those tears: Sometimes I get so annoyed, you know, he comes [cT)-
ing], and I say, “yow’re not hurt, you don’t even know what hurt is yet,” and I'm like “geez,
sometimes you are such a little wean,” you know? (white, middle-class, heterosexual
father).

Passivity was also raised as a concern, primarily by fathers. For example, one white;
middle-class, I.leterosexual father of a five-year-old noted that he has told his son to sfop
crying like a girl, and also reported encouraging that son to fight for what he wants: You




sana s i |
pron he wears. . .. He’ got his Dirt Devil vacuum

and hes got his baby [ doll]. And he’s got all the stuff
low-income, heterosexual mother).

Some mothers reported allowin
white, low-income, heterosexual mother who said

to feed her and g highchair (white,

wats ;‘191’6 eVldeI: am(?ng tathers, as the following quote illustrates: Occasionally, if he’s
not doing sometning, I'll encourage him to maybe play with his tea cups, you know, occa-

;io}?alsy. But I like playing with his blocks better anyway (white, middle-class, heterosexual
ather).

Thus, evident among both mothers and fathers, but with greater conviction for
mothers, was widespread >UPPOrt among parents for working to “undo” gender at the
level of some of their sons’ skills and valyes. However, this acceptance was tempered for
many parents by negative responses to any interest in what I will refer to as iconic femi-
nine items, attributes, or activities, as well as parental concern about homosexuality.

Icons of Femininity

A range of activities and atiribizies considered atypical for boys were met with nega-
tive responses, and for a few prrenis {5 of 31 parents of sons) this even included the kind
of domestic toys and nurturance noted above. But more common were negative
responses to items, activities, or attributes that could be considered icons of femininity.
This was strikingly consistent with Kimmel’s (1994:119) previously noted claim that the
“notion of anti-femininity lies at the heart of contemporary and historical construc-
tions of manhood,” and it bears highlighting that this was evident among parents of very
young children. Parents of sons reported negative responses to their sons’ wearing pink
or frilly clothing; wearing skirts, dresses, or tights; and playing dress up in any kind of
feminine attire. Nail polish elicited concern from a number of parents too, as they
reported young sons wanting to have their fingernails or toenails polished. I?a.n.ce, espe-
cially ballet, and Barbie dolls were also among the traditionally female activities often

noted negatively by parents of sons. Of the 31 parents of sons, 23 mentioned negative

reactions to at least one of these icons. . .
In relation to objects such as clothing and toys, the following responses are typical of

the many concerns raised and the many indications of actions parents had taken to

accomplish gender with and for their sons:

He’s asked about wearing girl clothes before, and I said no. . . . He likc?s pink, and ,I
try not to encourage him to like pink just because, you know, he’s not a girl. . .. There’s
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mmarizes this pattern clearly: Among Paren
T .l o . ] combination was to express only POSitiye
commenting about daughter(s), the typic ., .
::s?onses. F%)r example, a white, middle-class, heterosexual moti};eéonzte; apP}'OVm-;
that her five-year-old daughter does a lot of things thﬁt a feoé’o‘vr"toe Lcll that’ s}:le ;::1 eglcoumge
'f : : sbi ther eT Daws
that, while a white, upper-middle-class, lesbian mOthe . 'd her pary.
ner intentionally do [a lot] of stuff that's not stereotypically female with their daughte,

Similarly, a white, upper-middle-class, heterosexual father indicated with relief th,y his

daughter is turning out to be somewhat “boyish™: I never wanted a girl who was 4 litt],

princess, who was so fragile. . . . I want her to take on 1ore mascu}llz.ne kgharacteristics. An
African American, working-class, heterosexual father also noted this kind of preferep,. g

I don’t want her just to color and play with dolls, I want her to be athletic. . ..

In stark contrast to the lack of negative response for daughters, 23 of 31 parents of
sons expressed at least some negative responses, and 6 of the§e offered only negatiye
responses regarding what they perceived as gender nonconforn?lty. Of 31 parents, 25 djq
indicate positive responses as well, but unlike references to their daughters, they tendeq
to balance those positive feelings and actions about sons with negative ones as well. The
most common combination was to indicate both positive and negative responses.

positive/neutral and negative responses st

Domestic Skills, Nurturance, and Empathy

Parents accepted, and often even celebrated, their sons’ acquisition of domestic abjli-
ties and an orientation toward nurturance and empathy. Of the 25 parents of sons who

offered positive/neutral responses, 21 did so in reference to domestic skills, nurturance

)
and/or empathy. For example, they reported allowing or #ncouraging traditionally girl
toys such as dolls, doll houses, kitchen centers, and tez 3=/, with that response often

revolving around a desire to encourage domestic comoter

iy ) . ¢, nurturance, emotional
penness, empathy, and nonviolence as attributes they cor sidered nontraditional but

positive for boys. These parents were report; ‘ - -
0 Rand et :
2 porting actions and sentiments oriented toward

er; I want him to know how to take care of himself.
S, heterosexual parent, noted that she
mouons: I try to instill g sense of empathy in
people would feel. And a white, middle-class,
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, ith some of the latter being
(ranglng from those self-identifying as POOr/lov%'

al/ethnic groups (including white, Asian American,
$), and sexual orientations (including heterosexual

income to upper midd]e class), raci
and African American Interviewee

gr:ldelte. chlges rzlt(nge fr.om 23 to 49 years, with the average age at 35 years. All of the men
R e L e

| . qually split among full-time homemakers, those
employed part-time in the paid labor force, and those employed full-time. Among the
mothers interviewed, about one in three are full-time homemakers, with the remainder
employed part-time or full-time in the paid labor force. Interviewees average 2.5 chil-
dren (with the mode being 2) and are split among those having only daughters (11),
only sons (12), or at least one of each (23). The focal children on whom Interviews

")‘ -

tocused include 22 sons and 20 daughters. . . .

Responses to Gender Nonconformity

Mothers and fathers, across a variety of social locations, often celebrated what they
perceived as gender nonconformity on the part of their young daughters. They reported
enjoying dressing their daughters in sports-themed clothing, as well as buying them toy
cars, trucks, trains, and building toys. Some described their efforts to encourage, and
pleased reactions to, what they considered traditionally male activities such as t-ball,

football, fishing, and learning to use tools. Several noted that they make an effort to
ire to traditionally male occupations and com-

omboyish,” “rough and tumble,” and “com-
ere combined with very little in the way
erviewee for the combination of

encourage their young daughters to asp
mented favorably on their daughters as “t
petitive athletically.” These positive reSponses Were
of any negative response. The coding of each int
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%‘\@mwiﬂ (1995:77. ) has arg i alted” This hegemonic masculipjy, .
normative conception of gend e » i relation to which subordinated masculinjtja. .
CROLs LBIE o O | d ﬁhe d gonnell (1987:187) argues that there is N0 need fy,
pe _fem;pmltles, : . famininity. because the fundamental purpose of hegemqp;.
concept of hegemonic femininity, DEC T hoo e
B e ot ‘male domination. The subordination of non-hegeryg
masculinity is to legitimate male dOIIl , ity 10 Jeoitr L A
i Ly t1 & 1 as well, as it allows hegemonic masct inity to legitimate not onk
masculinities is crucial as well, as S , e e
m:ls i ivilege but also race ciass .nd sexual orientation—based privileges as well,
male privilege but also race, class, ; L o R
Several elements of Connell’s theory are especially 1 cfalevaflt t;){ Ly analyflls of how
e et . T = T ‘ > , conformity. r1e argues that aman.
parents think about their preschool sons’ gender noncomnic ty it & Mong
the features of hegemonic masculinity in this par thUIa}I; tlmz anh P ac}cz alre aggression,
. e o cuality. In addition, he and other scholars interested
limited emotionality, and heterosem.la. ty £ 1 relational meants R
in the social construction of masculinity emphasize 1ts T g: sculin-
. ~ ‘ . - . >» . » .
ity’ does not exist except in contrast with ‘femininity”” (Connell 1995:68). As Kimmg|
notes, the “notion of anti-femininity lies at the heart of contemporary and historicg]
constructions of manhood, so that masculinity is defined more by what one is not
rather than who one is” (1994:119). Passivity and excessive emotionality, as well as more
material adornments of femininity, are precisely what must be avoided in this hege-
monic version of masculinity. Both Connell and Kimmel view homophobia as centra]
to this rejection of femininity. Connell (1987:186) states this bluntly when he notes that %
“the most important feature of contemporary hegemonic masculinity is that it is
heterosexual. . . . Contempt for homosexuality and homosexual men . . . is part of the
ideological package of hegemonic masculinity.”

Data and Method

e ——
S ———

Participants and Interviewing

{
1984) yped patterns of behavior
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. . parents of young children, to reveal what
motivates parents as they participate in the social construction of thejr children’s gen-

dler, (l)r to ﬂluITnnate }.mw Aware parents are of their role in these processes. Parents are
clearly gendering their children, but what are the subtleties of the gendered outcomes

they seek to construct, why do they seek to construct those, and how aware are they of
that construction process?

Doing Ge: = Accomplishment and Accountability

The interactionist approach o gender as accomplishment (West and Fenstermaker
1993, 1995; West and Zimmerman 1987) provides a powerful framework for under-
standing what I heard about gender nonconformity in my interviews with parents of
young children. This approach allows us to view parents not simply as agents of gender
socialization but rather as actors involved in a more complex process of accomplishing
gender with and for their children. Along with the notion of gender as accomplished,
equally central is the concept of accountability. Accountability is relevant not only when
people are doing gender in accordance with the expectations of others but also when
they resist or stray from such expectations. . . . Fenstermaker and West (20.01.2) s Ote
that their focus on the process by which gender is accomplished places. activity, agenqlfl,
and the possibility of resistance in the foreground. Bu'.( the accomphshm.eflt of suc

change takes place within the context of, and is constrained by, accountability to gen-

dered assessment. . . .
While accomplishme
parents’ responses to their children’s gen
Importance of normative conceptions. .
culine conduct are particularly relevant t
turn briefly to scholarship on the history o

nt and accountability are key concepts framing my analysis of
der nonconformity, it is also crucial to note the

. Normative conceptions of appropriate mas- }
o my analysis, and to explore that domain, I
f masculinity as a social construct.
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.+ nonconformity among presh0@1~~a
' 136) note, to ‘do’ gender is not always to
- masculinity; it 15 to engage in behavior 4
ake efforts to stray from anq
der. But for their sons in particular, they ba].
oducing a masculinity approXimating
dent across many parents [ interviewed
| orientation, and partnership

f gen

| hégemonic :deals. This balancing act 1s evl
IU regardless of gender, race/ ethnicity, social class, sexua nd
II status. But I also argue that within that broader pattern are notable variations. Hetero-

} sexual fathers play a particularly central role 1n accomplishing their sons masculinity
I — heir own as well. Their expressed motivations for that

and, in the process, reinforce t .
.‘ accomplishment work often involve personal endorsement of hegemonic masculinity.
' Heterosexual mothers and gay parents, on the other hand, are more likely to report
‘ motivations that invoke accountability to others for crafting their sons’ masculinity in

I accordance with hegemonic ideals.
Three bodies of literature provide foundations for this

‘ body of work documenting parental behaviors in relation to ge
' on interactionist approaches that view gender as a situated accomplishment and schol-

. arship outlining the contours of normative conceptions of masculinity. These latter two ,
' literatures offer a framework for understanding the significance of the patterns evident "

in my analysis of interview data.

argument. Along with the
ndering children, [ draw

Parents and the Social Construction of Gender

tsilglraof;gsf f;nj;e?d ch}?;lhood are .increasingly interested in the role of peers 10
A fcipienfslgo 1CC lddrlel?, viewing children themselves as active agents rather
e a;hu t 1nﬂue.nce. However, they also continue to recognize
Maccoby 1998). Lytton and e gende)rmg of children (Coltrane and Adams 1997;

nd Romney’s (1991) meta-analysis of the substantial quan-

n > . ’
gender and parents’ behavior toward their

titative and experimental literatyre 0
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: Yy Boys Are
Going to Be Like That!”

Parents” Responses to Children’s
Gender Nonconformity

Emily W. Kane
In this and the followiry invee selections, we examine socialization, the process
of learning cultural value: 200 norms. Socialization refers to these social pro-
cesses through which a» individual becomes integrated into a social group by

learning the group’s culiuve and his or her roles in that group. It is largely
through this process that an individual's concept of self is formed. Thus, social-
i-ation teaches us the cultural norms, values, and skills necessary to survive in
society. Socialization also enables us to form social identities and to develop an
awareness about ourselves as individuals. We construct our social identities
through social interaction with others, including members of our families, our
peers, teachers, and employers. The following reading by Emily Kane, a profes-
sor of sociology at Bates College, is taken from a 2002 article of the same name
in Gender & Society. Here, Kane examines socialization and how we learn our

gender identities following birth.

et

Emily W. Kane, “No Way My Boys Are Going to Be Like That!”: Parents’ Responses to Childrftn’s C.Sender
Nonconformity,” from Gender & Society 20, no. 2 (April 2006): 149-76. Copyright © 2006 Sociologists for

Women in Society. Reprinted by permission of SAGE Publications, Inc.

131




