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Preface

In some animal species, one can hardly tell the difference between females and males. Their size, coloring, and
behavior may be so similar that even experts cannot readily tell the difference until they are ready to reproduce. In
contrast, human females and males differ not only in secondary sexual characteristics (like breasts and beards), but
they also generally exhibit differences in height, weight, and ratio of muscle to fat. Given the reproductive differences
as well as differences in appearance between males and females, it is hardly surprising that most if not all societies
conceive of females and males as important social categories. These reproductive and biological facts by themselves
cannot explain the enormous variability in the way societies treat persons of the different biological sexes. The most
sexually egalitarian societies may hardly treat males and females differently. But there are no societies that clearly
give more overall advantages to females than to males, and those that advantage males vary considerably from mild
to extreme inequality.

Cultural expectations have profound effects on how males and females grow up in a society, so much so
that many researchers prefer to use the terms gender differences or gender roles to reflect the large impact of
culture on differences between the sexes. The terms sex differences and sex roles now usually refer to differences
that are thought to derive primarily from biological differences. The advantage of the term gender is that it also
allows us to deal with situations where societies conceptualize more than two genders or who have individuals who
change gender role in the course of their lifetimes. The problem for social science is that we often do not know
whether a particular difference is due to biology or culture, or both. Biological and cultural influences are not always
clearly separable because in most societies parents start treating boy and girl babies differently from the moment
of birth.

The central aim of this encyclopedia is to give the reader a comparative perspective on issues involving conceptions
of gender, gender differences, gender roles, relationships between the genders, and sexuality. We do this in two ways.
First, we have invited scholars to write comparative overviews about what may be universal, what is variable, and to
discuss theory and research that might explain those patterns. Second, each of 82 specific cultural articles provides a
“portrait” of what it is like for boys and girls to grow up and become men and women in that society. Some societies
have other gender classes and where these occur, or where boys and girls can cross into other roles, these are discussed.
Our portraits also discuss important male—female relationships and a culture’s sexual attitudes and practices. We delib-
erately chose to include cultures from the widest possible spectrums—from egalitarian to stratified, from foragers to
intensive agriculturalists, from those with kin groups structured around males to those structured around females, from
those where the status of women and men is relatively equal to those where status is mostly unequal. We also have
cultures from every major geographical region. The combination of topical overviews and varying cultural portraits is
what makes this encyclopedia unique.

The topical overviews are divided into four sections. The first deals with cultural conceptions of gender (Cultural
Constructions of Gender, and Gender Stereotypes). The second explores observed differences between males and
females in behavior and personality and asks what biological and/or social factors may explain those differences
(Biological Bases of Gender Differences, Socialization of Boys and Girls in Natural Contexts, Adolescence, and
Personality and Emotion). The third section deals with more institutionalized aspects of gender—gender roles, life-
cycle transitions, status, and social institutions that relate to gender (Courtship and Marriage, Parental Roles,
Economic Activities and Gender Roles, Leadership, Power, and Gender, War and Gender, Religion, Religiosity, and
Gender, Gender-Based Social Groups, Relative Status of Men and Women, Economic Development and Gender,
Language and Gender, Transitions in the Life-Course of Women). The fourth section deals with sexuality and
male—female interaction (Sexual Attitudes and Practices, Modesty and Sexual Restraint, Husband—Wife Interaction
and Aloofness, Homosexuality, Transgender and Transsexuality, and Rape and Other Sexual Aggression). Some of the
articles in a section deal with topics that overlap other sections.



xii Preface

To facilitate comparison across cultures, the cultural portraits follow a standard set of topics so that readers may
readily compare across cultures. Most of the authors are anthropologists or other social scientists who have lived with
the people they write about and are able to give a vivid portrait of life in that society.

The term “gender” in a title or subtitle of a work often suggests today that the work is primarily about women.
We have deliberately included the words “men” and “women” in our subtitle to convey that this reference work deals
with the roles and status of women and men in many cultures and with how they relate to each other. This is another
quality that makes this encyclopedia unique.

ORGANIZATION OF THE ARTICLES

The thematic and comparative essays vary in how they are organized, not just in their topics. The authors were encour-
aged by the editors to structure their discussions as they saw fit. On the other hand, the articles on sex and gender in
particular cultures follow the same format to provide maximum comparability. That is, the culture articles cover the
same topics, the list of which we developed with the help of our Advisory Board (see the headings in boldface type
below). If there is substantial variation within the culture (e.g., by class or gender), the author was instructed to dis-
cuss it, either in a particular section or at the end. A heading may be omitted if information on it is lacking or not
applicable. The headings that follow are found in the vast majority of the articles to facilitate search and retrieval of
information. Thus the reader may easily compare how the cultures of the world differ and are similar in the ways they
deal with sex and gender.
The outline for the culture articles includes the following topics.

Alternative Names

Other names or ethnonyms used in the literature.

Location and Linguistic Affiliation

Where the described culture is located (region of the world, country, and location within the country, where
appropriate).

Cultural Overview

A summary of the culture to orient the reader, covering such topics as basic economy, political organization, settlement
patterns, family and kinship, and intercultural relations. Any general features that are important for understanding gen-
der differences that are not covered in the more specific topics below are included here.

Cultural Construction of Gender

What are the recognized gender categories? How does the culture conceptualize these genders? Do the different gen-
ders dress differently or do anything different to their bodies so that they visually appear different (in hairstyle, scar-
ification, make-up)? If differentiation is age related, when the changes occur is discussed. What makes a male or
female attractive? Are sexual preferences associated with visual cues?

Gender over the Life Cycle

What are the cultural names for stages in the life cycle? Do they differ for the different genders? Which passages
from one stage to another are publicly marked and how do they differ by gender? Any changes in rights and respon-
sibilities accompanying the transitions?
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Socialization of Boys and Girls. The aim of this section is to convey the ways in which boys and girls are reared
similarly or differently from infancy through childhood by parents and other socialization agents (extended families,
other kin, neighbors, peers). Are boys and girls valued equally, or are there cultural ways that convey a preference?
What are the expectations that parents and other caretakers have for boys and girls? Which traits do they value in boys
and girls? Do they expect different behaviors or work? Do boys and girls have different patterns of play, games, or
leisure? Are there different rites and rituals in infancy and childhood for boys and girls? Do caretakers educate,
instruct, or discipline boys and girls differently? Who are the major caretakers? Are there differences or similarities
in formal education or apprenticeship? If there are few obvious differences in socialization, this section discusses the
common features of socialization. (How boys and girls are introduced to sexuality, rules of modesty, or sexual expres-
sion is mostly discussed in a later section.)

Puberty and Adolescence. Is there a named stage for adolescence? Is there continuity in socialization around
the time of puberty or are there significant changes from childhood socialization? Similar questions raised in the
previous section are addressed for this stage too, if the culture identifies a separate stage. Are there special rites or
genital modifications that are not associated with the attainment of adulthood?

Attainment of Adulthood. This describes any special rites of passage marking the transition from boyhood to
manhood and/or from girlhood to womanhood. If there are no special rites, when are the genders considered adults?
What behavioral changes are expected with adulthood?

Middle Age and Old Age. Aside from adult roles described in later sections, are there any important gender
changes associated with middle age and old age (such as changes in respect)?

Personality Differences by Gender

Aside from behaviors required in different roles, are there differences in the ways boys and girls and men and women
behave? Are there changes over the life cycle? Particular areas considered are degree of nurturance, dominance,
dependency, sociability, aggression, reticence or shyness, expressiveness, etc. What are cultural stereotypes of
how males and females ought to be? Do these stereotypes differ from reality? Is there explicit research on gender
differences in cognition, perception, or mental illness in the culture?

Gender-Related Social Groups

To what degree are the social institutions in society structured around males or females? Do married couples live with
or near the husband’s family or the wife’s family? Does this change through the life cycle? Are there larger kin groups
formed through males (patrilineal kin groups) or through females (matrilineal kin groups)? Are there important nonkin
associations for males or females in the society?

Gender Roles in Economics

What is the division of labor between men and women in making a living, household and domestic work, and
occupational specialization? How strongly is the division of labor adhered to? To what degree are the genders involved
in trade, marketing, and nonmarket exchange? Is one gender substantially removed from home because of involve-
ment in long-distance trade, work, or warfare? When does this happen and what is the duration? Who can own or
inherit property and does it vary by type of property?

xiii
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Parental and Other Caretaker Roles

What defines the parental role? To what degree do fathers (and/or other males) and mothers (and/or other females) play
a role in child-rearing and do they differ in the ways they socialize (e.g., in disciplining, education, physical care, time
spent with children, or affection)? Does the behavior of a male or female differ toward a male or female child?

Leadership in Public Arenas

To what extent is leadership in the political arena (including social/political movements), kin groups, warfare, etc.
restricted to males? If women have leadership roles, do they have equal authority? If there are differences, what are they?

Gender and Religion

What roles do the genders play in religion? Are there any special gendered orders, such as monks and nuns? What
entities in the external universe are associated with the gender categories? What genders are the gods and spirits and
what is their relative position in a hierarchy, if there is one? Was the original human male or female?

Leisure, Recreation, and the Arts

Do men and women have much leisure time? Does one sex have more leisure time? How do men and women spend
their leisure time? (Games, socializing with friends, discussing politics, storytelling, singing, dancing, music, etc.) Are
there substantial differences in the ways that boys and girls and men and women spend their leisure time? To what
degree are the sexes segregated in their free time? Is segregation voluntary or required? (Gender specialization in crafts
and art is discussed under economic activities.)

Relative Status of Men and Women

Status refers to the value attached to men and women by society as well as differential authority, rights, and privileges.
Since formal positions in the public arena are described in previous sections, this section focuses on other aspects.
Are there substantial differences in decision-making and influence for men and women in subsistence and economy,
family matters, community, kin group, and religion? Do men and women have different rights to important resources
and do they control the fruits of their labor? Do males and females control or influence their sexuality, education,
marriage choice, divorce choice, etc.? Do males or females obtain special privileges (such as deference)? Do these
change over the life cycle?

Sexuality

What are male and female attitudes toward sexuality generally (i.e., is it natural, healthy, dangerous, polluting, only
for reproduction)? Do attitudes toward, and practices of, premarital sex and extramarital sex differ for males and
females? Do they change over the life cycle? How does the cultural conception of male sexuality differ from the
cultural conception of female sexuality? To what degree is modesty about the body required in the society? When
is modesty expected and does it vary by gender? To what degree is expression of sexuality allowed or not allowed
in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood? Does it vary by gender or by class? How does the society deal with
expressions of cross-sex identification, cross-dressing, etc.? How does the society treat male and female homo-
sexuality?
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Courtship and Marriage

What are the typical patterns of male—female courtship and marriage? To what degree are there departures from those
patterns? How many people get married or are expected to marry? What roles do unmarried people have? Is love a
part of marriage choice or are other considerations more important? Do males and females have choice in when and
whom they can marry? If not, who exercises choice and how are marriages arranged? If there is a marriage ceremony,
what is it like? Are there any special postmarriage customs? Can widows or widowers remarry and whom do they
marry (any preferences or rules)?

Husband-Wife Relationship

To what degree is the husband—-wife relationship characterized by love, affection, and/or companionship, or is there
characteristic hostility, antagonism, or aloofness? Do husbands and wives eat together, sleep together, spend other
time together, make decisions together? Is there a strict division of tasks, or is there interchangeability? If there is
polygamy, describe the relationship between cowives or cohusbands. If the marriage is not satisfactory, what are the
possibilities of divorce and for what reasons? Can the husband and/or the wife initiate the divorce? What happens to
any children if there is a divorce?

Other Cross-Sex Relationships

Are there significant male—female relationships (other than husband-wife) such as brother—sister, grandparent—
grandchild, uncle—niece, aunt-nephew, cousins, cross-sex friendships, etc.?

Change in Attitudes, Beliefs, and Practices Regarding Gender

This optional section describes important changes over time if they are not described earlier.

REFERENCES

References to sources in the text are included to allow the reader to explore topics and cultures further.

USING THE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER

This reference work can be used by a variety of people for a variety of purposes. It can be used both to gain a broad
understanding of the lives of males and females in different cultures or to find out about particular cultures and topics.
A bibliography is provided at the end of each entry to facilitate further investigation.

Beyond serving as a basic reference resource, the Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender also serves readers with more
focused needs. For researchers interested in comparing cultures, this work provides information that can guide the
selection of particular cultures for further study. The “Cultural Overview” section provides a summary that enables
users to compare cultures with different types of economies (e.g., foragers, pastoralists, horticulturalists or intensive
agriculturalists), or with different degrees of social stratification (e.g, egalitarian versus class or caste systems), or with
different levels of political hierarchies (e.g., independent communities to kingships). The section “Gender-Related
Social Groups™ allows the user to tell if the society is socially structured around males (patrilocal and/or patrilineal
societies), females (matrilocal and/or matrilineal societies) or neither (e.g., bilateral or ambilineal societies). Educators
and teachers might be interested in having students consider what it is like to grow up as a girl or a boy in different
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cultures. For students, from high school through graduate school, this encyclopedia provides background and biblio-
graphic information for term papers and class projects. And for those just curious about how sex and gender issues
differ from how they may appear in their own society, this encyclopedia provides an unparalleled look at worldwide
variation.
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Glossary

1.5 generation. Immigrants who immigrated to the host country in the midst of their personal development, between
the ages of five and twelve; also called the “in-between generation.”

acculturation. The process of extensive borrowing of aspects of culture in the context of superordinate—subordinate
relations between societies; usually occurs as the result of external pressure.

adaptive trait. A trait that enhances survival and reproductive success in a particular environment. Usually applied
to biological evolution, the term is also often used by cultural anthropologists to refer to cultural traits that
enhance reproductive success.

affinal kin. One’s relatives by marriage.

age-grade. A category of persons who happen to fall within a particular, culturally distinguished age range.

age-mate. One of the persons of one’s own age-set or age-grade.

age-set. A group of persons of similar age and the same sex who move together through some or all of life’s stages.

agricultural societies. Societies that depend primarily on domesticated plants for subsistence; See Horticulture and
Intensive Agriculture for the major type of agriculture.

agropastoralism. A type of subsistence economy based largely on agriculture with the raising of domesticated
animals playing an important part.

AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome). A recent fatal disease caused by the HIV virus. A positive HIV
test result does not mean that a person has AIDS. A diagnosis of AIDS is made using certain clinical criteria
(e.g., AIDS indicator illnesses such as Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia, malignancies such as Kaposi’s sarcoma
and lymphoma).

ambilineal descent. The rule of descent that affiliates an individual with groups of kin related to him or her through
men or women.

ambilocal residence. See bilocal residence.

ancestor spirits. Supernatural beings who are the ghosts of dead relatives.

ancestor worship. Veneration or reverence of ancestor spirits; ancestor spirits may be called upon for help or may
be given sacrifices to have them refrain from harming the living.

animism. A term used by Edward Tylor to describe a belief in a dual existence for all things—a physical, visible
body and a psychic, invisible soul.

anthropology. A discipline that studies humans, focusing on the study of differences and similarities, both biological
and cultural, in human populations. Anthropology is concerned with typical biological and cultural characteristics
of human populations in all periods and in all parts of the world.

association. An organized group not based exclusively on kinship or territory.

avoidance relationship. A custom specifying that people in a particular kinship relationship (e.g., a man and his
mother-in-law) must refrain from interaction or show marked restraint with each other.

avunculocal residence. A pattern of residence in which a married couple settles with or near the husband’s mother’s
brother.

balanced reciprocity. Giving with the expectation of a straightforward immediate or limited-time trade.

band. A fairly small, usually nomadic local group that is politically autonomous.

barrio. A neighborhood in a city; used in Spanish-speaking countries.

behavioral ecology. The study of how all kinds of behavior may be related to the environment. The theoretical ori-
entation involves the application of biological evolutionary principles to the behavior (including social behavior)
of animals, including humans. Also called sociobiology, particularly when applied to social organization and
social behavior.

berdache. A male transvestite in some Native American societies.

xxiii
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Big Man. A male leader in a tribal society who has competed with others to attract followers.

Big Woman. A female leader in a tribal society who has competed with others to attract followers.

bilateral kinship. The type of kinship system in which individuals affiliate more or less equally with their mother’s
and father’s relatives; descent groups are absent.

bilingual. Using or knowing two languages.

bilocal residence. A pattern of residence in which a married couple lives with or near either the husband’s parents
or the wife’s parents.

biological (physical) anthropology. The study of humans as biological organisms, dealing with the emergence and
evolution of humans and with contemporary biological variations among human populations.

bride price. A substantial gift of goods or money given to the bride’s kin by the groom or his kin at or before the
marriage. Also called bride wealth.

bride service. Work performed by the groom for his bride’s family for a variable length of time either before or
after the marriage.

bridewealth. (or bride wealth). See bride price

cash crops. Crops grown primarily for sale.

caste. A ranked group, often associated with a certain occupation, in which membership is determined at birth and
marriage is restricted to members of one’s own caste.

chief. A person who exercises authority, usually on behalf of a multicommunity political unit. This role is generally
found in rank societies and is usually permanent and often hereditary.

chiefdom. A political unit, with a chief at its head, integrating more than one community but not necessarily the
whole society or language group.

circumcision. In males, a genital operation in which the fold of the skin covering the top of the penis is removed.
In females, a genital operation in which the fold covering the clitoris, or all or part of the clitoris, or parts of the
labia may be removed.

clan. A set of kin whose members believe themselves to be descended from a common ancestor or ancestress but
cannot specify the links back to that founder; often designated by a totem. Also called a sib.

clan exogamy. A rule specifying that a person must marry outside his/her clan.

class. A category of persons who have about the same opportunity to obtain economic resources, power, and prestige.

classificatory terms. Kinship terms that merge or equate relatives who are genealogically distinct from one another;
the same term is used for a number of different kin.

class society. A society containing social groups that have unequal access to economic resources, power, and
prestige.

cognates. Individuals who have the same parentage or descent.

cognatic kinship. In contrast to unilineal kinship systems (See unilineal descent) that allow transmission through
either the male or the female line, nonunilineal kinship systems allows any or all relatives to be included that can
be traced through both parents. The major forms are bilateral kinship and ambilineal descent. See bilateral
kinship and ambilineal descent.

colonialism. The control by one nation of a territory or people; the controlled territory may be referred to as a
colony.

concubinage. The custom of a socially recognized nonmarital sexual relationship between a man and a woman
(concubine) who has lower status than the wife.

commercialization. The increasing dependence on buying and selling, with money usually as the medium of
exchange.

compadrazgo. A fictive kinship relationship established primarily through baptism in which a child’s sponsor
becomes a “co-parent” and establishes a relationship with the child’s parents as well as with the child.

consanguineal kin. One’s biological relatives; relatives by birth.

couvade. The apparent experiencing of labor by a man during his wife’s pregnancy; in milder forms a man may
avoid certain types of work or rest during the pregnancy.
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crime. Violence not considered legitimate that occurs within a political unit.

cross-cousins. Children of siblings of the opposite sex. One’s cross-cousins are father’s sisters’ children and
mother’s brothers’ children.

cross-sex identification. The psychological identification with the opposite sex (e.g., a boy who wishes to be like
his mother).

cultural anthropology. The study of cultural variation and universals.

cultural ecology. The analysis of the relationship between a culture and its environment.

culture. The set of learned behaviors, beliefs, attitudes, values, and ideals that are characteristic of a particular society
or population.

descriptive term. Kinship term used to refer to a genealogically distinct relative; a different term is used for each
relative.

descent rules. See rules of descent.

dialect. A variety of a language spoken in a particular area or by a particular social group.

diffusion. The borrowing by one society of a cultural trait belonging to another society as the result of contact
between the two societies.

diglossia. The widespread existence of two very different forms of the same language within the same society
spoken in different social contexts (e.g., formal versus informal) or by different groups of people (e.g., by varying
gender).

divination. Getting the supernatural to provide guidance.

domestic cycle. In many societies, the type of household changes in some regular way depending upon the demo-
graphics of the family. An example would be that a married son and his family must leave an extended family
household and set up an independent household when his children approach marriageable age.

double descent. A system that affiliates an individual with a group of matrilineal kin for some purposes and with
a group of patrilineal kin for other purposes. Also called double unilineal descent or dual descent.

dowry. A substantial transfer of goods or money from the bride’s family to the bride.

dual descent. See double descent.

egalitarian society. A society in which all persons of a given age—sex category have equal access to economic
resources, power, and prestige.

ego. In the reckoning of kinship, the reference point or focal person.

emic. From the perspective of the insider; often referring to the point of view of the society studied; contrast with
etic.

enculturation. See socialization.

endogamy. The rule specifying marriage to a person within one’s own group (kin, caste, community).

ethnicity. The process of defining ethnicity usually involves a group of people emphasizing common origins and
language, shared history, and selected aspects of cultural difference such as a difference in religion. Since
different groups are doing the perceiving, ethnic identities often vary with whether one is inside or outside the
group.

ethnic group. A social group perceived by insiders or outsiders to share a culture or a group that emphasizes its
cultural or social separateness.

ethnic stratification. A type of social stratification where different ethnic groups in a society have different access
to advantages.

ethnonym. An alternative name for a culture or ethnic group.

ethnocentric. Refers to judgment of other cultures solely in terms of one’s own culture.

ethnocentrism. The attitude that other societies’ customs and ideas can be judged in the context of one’s own
culture.

ethnographer. A person who spends some time living with, interviewing, and observing a group of people so that
he or she can describe their customs.

ethnography. A description of a society’s customary behaviors, beliefs, and attitudes.
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ethnology. The study of how and why recent cultures differ and are similar.

ethos. The dominant assumptions or sentiments of a culture.

etic. From the perspective of the outsider; often refers to the way a researcher will classify something in the culture
studied based on her or his own scholarly perspective.

exogamy. The rule specifying marriage to a person from outside one’s own group (kin group or community).

explanation. An answer to a why question. In science, there are two kinds of explanation that researchers try to
achieve: associations (relationships between variables) and theories (sets of principles that predict associations).

extended family. A family consisting of two or more single-parent, monogamous, polygynous, or polyandrous
families linked by a blood tie.

extensive cultivation. A type of horticulture in which the land is worked for short periods and then left to regenerate
for some years before being used again. Also called shifting cultivation.

external warfare. Warfare that takes places with another society.

family. A social and economic unit consisting minimally of a parent and a child.

fecundity. The biological capacity to have offspring; fecundity varies by individual and also by population. May be
affected by breastfeeding, caloric intake, strenuous exercise among other factors.

female genital mutilation. Usually refers to a societally mandated genital operation that removes some part of the
female genitalia or alters the genitalia. See circumcision and infibulation.

feuding. A state of recurring hostility between families or groups of kin, usually motivated by a desire to avenge an
offense against a member of the group.

fieldwork. Firsthand experience with the people being studied and the usual means by which anthropological infor-
mation is obtained. Regardless of other methods (e.g., censuses, surveys) that anthropologists may use, fieldwork
usually involves participant-observation for an extended period of time, often a year or more. See participant-
observation.

first generation immigrants. Refers to the people who immigrated to the new country after their formative years
(e.g., after age 13) in the homeland country.

folklore. Includes all the myths, legends, folktales, ballads, riddles, proverbs, and superstitions of a cultural group.
Generally, folklore is transmitted orally, but it may also be written.

food collection. All forms of subsistence technology in which food-getting is dependent on naturally occurring
resources—wild plants and animals.

food production. The form of subsistence technology in which food-getting is dependent on the cultivation and
domestication of plants and animals.

foragers. People who subsist on the collection of naturally occurring plants and animals. Also referred to as hunter-
gatherers.

fraternal polyandry. The marriage of a woman to two or more brothers at the same time.

gender. Two or more classes of persons who are believed to be different from each other; society has different roles
and expectations for different genders (most societies have two genders—male and female—but others have
more than two).

gender differences. Differences between females and males that reflect cultural expectations and experiences.

gender division of labor. Rules and customary patterns specifying which kinds of work the respective genders
perform.

gender roles. Roles that are culturally assigned to genders.

gender status. The importance, rights, power, and authority of a particular gender.

gender stratification. The degree of unequal access by the different genders to prestige, authority, power, rights,
and economic resources.

generalized reciprocity. Gift giving without any immediate or planned return.

genitor. The biological father.

genotype. The total complement of inherited traits or genes of an organism.

ghosts. Supernatural beings who were once human; the souls of dead people.
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gods. Supernatural beings of nonhuman origin who are named personalities; often anthropomorphic.

grammatical gender. A set of two or more noun classes in a language which are either modified or are associated
with other forms that are modified to indicate the particular class to which the noun belongs (e.g., some languages
have feminine and masculine nouns).

group marriage. Marriage in which more than one man is married to more than one woman at the same time; not
customary in any known human society.

group selection. Natural selection of group characteristics.

headman. A person who holds a powerless but symbolically unifying position in a community within an egalitarian
society; may exercise influence but has no power to impose sanctions.

hectare. A unit of measurement equal to 10,000 square meters.

homosexuality. Defined broadly as sexual relationships between people of the same sex; however, cultures differ
widely in the ways they define and treat these relationships and the people who engage in them.

homosocial. Relates to social relationships between persons of the same sex.

horticulture. Plant cultivation carried out with relatively simple tools and methods; nature is allowed to replace
nutrients in the soil, in the absence of permanently cultivated fields.

hunter-gatherers. People who collect food from naturally occurring resources, that is, wild plants, animals, and fish.
The phrase “hunter-gatherers” minimizes sometimes heavy dependence on fishing. Also referred to as foragers.

hypotheses. Predictions, which may be derived from theories, about how variables are related.

incest taboo. Prohibition of sexual intercourse or marriage between mother and son, father and daughter, and
brother and sister.

indirect dowry. Goods given by the groom’s kin to the bride (or her father, who passes most of them to her) at or
before her marriage.

individual selection. Natural selection of individual characteristics.

infibulation. Female genital surgery that involves stitching together the vulva leaving only a small opening for the
passage of urine and menstrual blood. Usually done following circumcision. See circumcision.

initiation rites. A ceremony that marks the entry of a person into a group or marks the individual’s passage into a
new status (e.g., boyhood to manhood). Male initiation rites are often group initiations involving some trauma
(e.g., hazing, tests of manliness, genital surgery); female initiation rites are usually more individual and less
painful.

intensive agriculture. Food production characterized by the permanent cultivation of fields and made possible by
the use of the plow, draft animals or machines, fertilizers, irrigation, water-storage techniques, and other com-
plex agricultural techniques.

internal warfare. Warfare within the society.

joint family. A type of extended family with at least two married siblings in the same generation; can also contain
parents.

junior levirate. A form of levirate whereby a man’s younger brother is obliged to marry his widow.

kindred. A bilateral set of close relatives.

levirate. A custom whereby a man is obliged to marry his brother’s widow. See junior levirate.

lineage. A set of kin whose members trace descent from a common ancestor through known links.

longhouse. A multifamily dwelling with a rectilinear floorplan.

machismo. A strong or exaggerated sense of manliness.

magic. The performance of certain rituals that are believed to compel the supernatural powers to act in particular
ways.

maidenhood. The customary period of time from the onset of puberty to marriage.

mana. A supernatural, impersonal force that inhabits certain objects or people and is believed to confer success
and/or strength.

market (or commercial) exchange. Transactions in which the “prices” are subject to supply and demand, whether
or not the transactions occur in a marketplace.
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marriage. A socially approved sexual and economic union usually between a man and a woman that is presumed
by both the couple and others to be more or less permanent, and that subsumes reciprocal rights and obligations
between the two spouses and between spouses and their future children.

matriarchy. A old general term for the disproportionate holding of power or authority by females; since there are
many domains of authority and power, anthropologists now generally identify more specific institutions or cus-
toms such as the presence of matrilineal descent, matrilocal residence, the proportion of leaders or heads of
household that are female, inheritance by females, etc.

matriclan. A clan tracing descent through the female line.

matrifocal family. A female-centered or female-dominated family consisting minimally of a mother and her children.

matrilateral. Pertaining to the mother’s side of the family, as in matrilateral cross-cousins or matrilateral parallel
cousins.

matrilineage. A kin group whose members trace descent through known links in the female line from a common
female ancestor.

matrilineal descent. The rule of descent that affiliates an individual with kin of both sexes related to him or her
through women only.

matrilocal residence. A pattern of residence in which a married couple lives with or near the wife’s parents. Often
referred to as uxorilocal residence in the absence of matrilineal descent.

mediation. The process by which a third party tries to bring about a settlement in the absence of formal authority
to force a settlement.

medium. Religious practitioner (usually part-time) who is asked to heal, divine, and communicate with spirits while
in a trance.

men’s house. A separate building in a community where men commonly sleep and/or spend much of their free time.

menstrual seclusion. A mandated time that women must avoid all or some others (e.g., men) during their men-
struation. Seclusion is often in a special menstrual hut or house.

menstrual taboos. Proscriptions about what women may or may not do during menstruation (e.g., must stay in a
menstrual hut or avoid cooking for others); rules may also apply to men (e.g., they not have sex with their wives
during menstruation).

mestizo. A person of mixed European and Native American heritage; this term is usually used in Latin America.

moiety. A unilineal descent group in a society that is divided into two such maximal groups; there may be smaller
unilineal descent groups as well.

monogamy. Marriage between only one man and only one woman at a time.

monolingual. Using or knowing one language.

monotheism. The belief that there is only one high god and that all other supernatural beings are subordinate to, or
are alternative manifestations of, this supreme being.

natal home. The place where a person was born and (usually) grew up.

natural selection. The outcome of processes that affect the frequencies of traits in a particular environment. Traits
that enhance survival and reproductive success increase in frequency over time.

negotiation. The process by which the parties to a dispute try to resolve it themselves.

neolocal residence. A pattern of residence whereby a married couple lives separately, and usually at some distance,
from the kin of both spouses.

nonfraternal polyandry. Marriage of a woman to two or more men who are not brothers.

nonsororal polygyny. Marriage of a man to two or more women who are not sisters.

norms. Standards or rules about acceptable behavior in a society. The importance of a norm usually can be judged
by how members of a society respond when the norm is violated.

nuclear family. A family consisting of a married couple and their young children.

oath. The act of calling upon a deity to bear witness to the truth of what one says.

ordeal. A means of determining guilt or innocence by submitting the accused to dangerous or painful tests believed
to be under supernatural control.
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paradigm. A general concept or model accepted by an intellectual community as a effective way of explaining phe-
nomena

parallel cousins. Children of siblings of the same sex. One’s parallel cousins are father’s brothers’ children and
mother’s sisters’ children.

paramount chiefdom. A chiefdom that has a chief of chiefs who integrates a number of chiefdoms into a larger unit.

participant-observation. Living among the people being studied—observing, questioning, and (when possible)
taking part in the important events of the group. Includes writing or otherwise recording notes on observations,
questions asked and answered, and things to check out later.

pastoralism. A form of subsistence technology in which food-getting is based directly or indirectly on the maintenance
of domesticated animals.

pater. The socially defined father. Compare with genitor.

patriarchy. An old general term for the disproportionate holding of power or authority by males; since there are
many domains of authority and power, anthropologists generally identify more specific institutions or customs
such as the presence of patrilineal descent, patrilocal residence, the proportion of leaders that are male, inheri-
tance by males, etc.

patriclan. A clan tracing descent through the male line.

patrifocal family. A male-centered or male-dominated family.

patrilateral. Pertaining to the father’s side of the family, as in patrilateral cross-cousin or patrilateral parallel
cousin marriage.

patrilineage. A kin group whose members trace descent through known links in the male line from a common male
ancestor.

patrilineal descent. The rule of descent that affiliates an individual with kin of both sexes related to him or her
through men only.

patrilocal residence. A pattern of residence in which a married couple lives with or near the husband’s parents.
Often referred to as virilocal residence in the absence of patrilineal descent.

peasants. Rural people who produce food for their own subsistence but who must also contribute or sell their
surpluses to others (in towns and cities) who do not produce their own food.

personality. The distinctive way an individual thinks, feels, and behaves.

phratry. A unilineal descent group composed of a number of supposedly related clans (sibs).

physical (biological) anthropology. See biological (physical) anthropology.

political economy. The study of how external forces, particularly powerful state societies, explain the way a society
changes and adapts.

polyandry. The marriage of one woman to more than one man at a time.

polygamy. Plural marriage; marriage to more than one spouse simultaneously.

polygyny. The marriage of one man to more than one woman at a time.

polytheistic. Recognizing many gods, none of whom is believed to be superordinate.

postmarital residence rules. Rules that specify where a couple should live after they marry. See avunculocal
residence, bilocal residence, matrilocal residence, neolocal residence and patrilocal residence.

postpartum. After birth.

postpartum abstinence or postpartum sex taboo. Prohibition of sexual intercourse between a couple for a period
of time after the birth of their child.

postpartum amenorrhea. The suppression of ovulation (and menses) after the birth of a baby.

potlatch. A feast among Pacific Northwest Native Americans at which great quantities of food and goods are given
to the guests in order to gain prestige for the host(s).

prehistory. The time before written records.

prestation. Anything (material things, services, entertainment) given freely or in obligation as a gift or in exchange.

priest. Generally a full-time specialist, with very high status, who is thought to be able to relate to superior or high
gods beyond the ordinary person’s access or control. A woman priest may be referred to as a priestess.



XXX Glossary

primate. A member of the mammalian order Primates, divided into the two suborders of Prosimians and
Anthropoids.

primatologists. Persons who study primates.

primogeniture. The rule or custom by which the first-born inherits all or most of property or titles.

psychosomatic. Referring to a physical disorder or symptom that is influenced by the mind or emotional factors.

race. In biology, race refers to a subpopulation or variety of a species that differs somewhat in gene frequencies
from other varieties of the species. All members of a species can interbreed and produce viable offspring. Many
anthropologists do not think that the concept of “race” is usefully applied to humans because humans do not fall
into geographic populations that can be easily distinguished in terms of different sets of biological or physical
traits. Thus, “race” in humans is largely a culturally assigned category.

racism. The belief that some “races” are inferior to others.

raiding. A short-term use of force, generally planned and organized, to realize a limited objective.

rank society. A society that does not have social groups with unequal access to economic resources or power, but
has social groups with unequal access to status positions and prestige.

reciprocity. Giving and taking (not politically arranged) without the use of money.

redistribution. The accumulation of goods (or labor) by a particular person or in a particular place and their
subsequent distribution.

religion. Any set of attitudes, beliefs, and practices pertaining to supernatural power, whether that power rests in
forces, gods, spirits, ghosts, or demons.

reverse migration. The movement of immigrants back to their homeland.

revitalization movement. A religious movement intended to save a culture by infusing it with a new purpose and
life.

rite. A ceremonial act or series of actions.

rite of passage. A ritual associated with a change of status; See initiation rites.

ritual. A ceremony, usually formal, with a prescribed or customary form.

ritual defloration. A rite, usually following a marriage, in which a woman’s hymen is ruptured; usually occurs as
part of the consummation of marriage.

rotating credit associations. A mutual aid society in which members agree to make regular contributions for the
purpose of giving lump sums to individuals members to do something significant. Lump-sum distributions are
rotated among the members.

rules of descent. Rules that connect individuals with particular sets of kin because of known or presumed common
ancestry.

second generation immigrants. Children of first generation immigrants; usually refers to the children born in the
host country, but it may also include those born elsewhere who arrived before the age of 5 and spent their form-
ative years in the host country. See 1.5 generation of immigrants.

section. A group of kin related to one another by both matrilineal and patrilineal principles; excluded are those
related by only one principle as well as those not related by either principle. Associated with moieties and moi-
ety exogamy.

segmentary lineage system. A hierarchy of more and more inclusive lineages; usually functions only in conflict
situations.

sex differences. The typical differences between females and males which are most likely due to biological
differences.

sexual division of labor. See gender division of labor.

sexually dimorphic. Refers to a species in which males differ markedly from females in size and appearance.

shaman. A religious intermediary, usually part time, whose primary function is to cure people through sacred songs,
pantomime, and other means; sometimes called witch doctor by Westerners.

Shamanism. A religion characterized by the importance of the shaman as the intermediary between people and their
gods and spirits.
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shifting cultivation. See extensive cultivation.

sib. See clan.

siblings. A person’s brothers or sisters.

slash-and-burn. A form of shifting cultivation in which the natural vegetation is cut down and burned off. The
cleared ground is used for a short time and then left to regenerate.

slaves. A class of persons who do not own their own labor or the products thereof.

socialization. a term used to describe the development, through the direct and indirect influence of parents and
others, of children’s patterns of behavior (and attitudes and values) that conform to cultural expectations.

social stratification. The presence of unequal access to important advantages depending on the social group to
which one belongs. See class and caste.

society. A group of people who occupy a particular territory and speak a common language not generally under-
stood by neighboring peoples. By this definition, societies do not necessarily correspond to nations.

sociology. A discipline that focuses on understanding social relations, social groups, and social institutions. Usually
focuses on complex societies.

sociobiology. See behavioral ecology.

sorcery. The use of certain materials to invoke supernatural powers to harm people.

sororal polygyny. The marriage of a man to two or more sisters at the same time.

sororate. A custom whereby a woman is obliged to marry her deceased sister’s husband.

spirits. Unnamed supernatural beings of nonhuman origin who are beneath the gods in prestige and often closer to
the people; may be helpful, mischievous, or evil.

state. A political unit with centralized decision making affecting a large population. Most states have cities with
public buildings; full-time craft and religious specialists; an “official” art style; a hierarchical social structure
topped by an elite class; and a governmental monopoly on the legitimate use of force to implement policies.

statistically significant. Refers to a result that would occur very rarely by chance. The result (and stronger ones)
would occur fewer than 5 times out of 100 by chance.

stereotype. A mental picture or attitude that is an oversimplified opinion or a prejudiced attitude.

structuralism. A theoretical orientation that looks for the underlying structure in a society’s culture, social institu-
tions, or social relationships.

subculture. The shared customs of a subgroup within a society.

sublineage. A smaller division of a lineage; when the core members (e.g., males in a patrilineal system) live together
in the same locality, they will be referred to as a localized sublineage.

subsistence economy. An economy relying principally on food that its people collect or produce for themselves.

subsistence patterns. The methods humans use to procure food.

supernatural. Believed to be not human or not subject to the laws of nature.

supernumerary. Extra or more than the usual.

swidden. The name used for a plot under extensive cultivation. See extensive cultivation.

syncretism. The combination of different forms of belief or practice; usually refers to the blending of elements from
different religions as a result of contact.

taboo (tabu). A prohibition that, if violated, is believed to bring supernatural punishment.

theories. Explanations of associations.

time allocation study. A study that systematically measures the time that people spend in various activities.

tomboy. A girl who behaves in ways that are usually considered boyish.

totem. A plant or animal associated with a clan (sib) as a means of group identification; may have other special
significance for the group.

transnationalism. A broad term referring to the extension of activities beyond national boundaries. Economic and
political relationships today are often transnational. With respect to migration, there is today an enormous move-
ment of people back and forth between national boundaries who often maintain ties with both their host and
homeland communities and with others in a global community.
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tribal organization. The kind of political organization in which local communities mostly act autonomously but
there are kin groups (such as clans) or associations (such as age-sets) that can temporarily integrate a number of
local groups into a larger unit.

tribe. A territorial population in which there are kin or nonkin groups with representatives in a number of local
groups.

unilineal descent. Affiliation with a group of kin through descent links of one sex only.

unilocal residence. A pattern of residence (patrilocal, matrilocal, or avunculocal) that specifies just one set of
relatives that the married couple lives with or near.

unisex association. An association that restricts its membership to one sex, usually male.

urbanization. The process of become urbanized

usufruct. The right to use land or other property.

uxorilocal residence. See matrilocal residence.

variable. A thing or quantity that varies.

virilocal residence. See patrilocal residence.

warfare. Violence between political entities such as communities, districts, or nations.

warrior society. An association, usually voluntary, that unites members through their common experience as
warriors; warrior or military societies were common among North American Plains Indians.

witcheraft. The practice of attempting to harm people by supernatural means, but through emotions and thought
alone, not through the use of tangible objects.

woman—-woman marriage. A type of marriage in which a woman takes on the legal and social roles of a father and
husband. The marriage partner, a younger woman, has children with a male chosen by the female husband. The
female husband is considered the father.
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Cultural Constructions of Gender

Edwin S. Segal

INTRODUCTION

Throughout the 19th century and the first half of the 20th
century a considerable amount of ethnographic data
regarding cultural variations in concepts of sex and gen-
der were collected. The data included a variety of casual
mentions, some detailed case-oriented studies, and com-
pilations of data. However, most of these were cast within
an ethnocentric paradigm focused on psychosocial anom-
alies or presumed pathologies. The major exception was
the collection by Ford and Beach (1951) dealing with
variations in human sexual behavior, looking to develop
a sense of patterning. A little more than 20 years later,
Martin and Voorhies (1975) coined the term “supernu-
merary sexes” in an effort to make sense out of the data
that then existed. They meant this term to refer to cultural
categories that did not fit the Western European and
North American bipolar paradigms.

Although a great deal of ethnographic data regarding
cultural variations in conceptualizing sex and gender had
been collected throughout the 19th century and the first
half of the 20th, it was not until the mid-1970s that the
degree of patterning and variability was recognized as an
ordinary part of the range of human behavior. It is not as
easy to pinpoint the earliest use of “gender” as a part of
the social science vocabulary regarding human sexuality.

At this point in time, three terms have come into
common use: sex, gender, and sexuality. There are a vari-
ety of definitions of each, so, in order to provide a com-
mon ground for readers, this article uses the following
conceptualizations. “Sex” is taken to refer primarily to
biological characteristics. In that sense human beings
everywhere have only two sexes, except for a few rarely
occurring genetic or hormonal anomalies, a few of which
are clearly understood, a few of whom are not. However,
every culture also contains a set of norms describing the
“proper” use of sexual physiology. For example, who
constitute appropriate sexual partners, when sexual activ-
ity should take place, or what sorts of clothing are sexu-
ally provocative and which are not. From this point of
view we can talk of both biological sex and cultural, or

culturally mediated, sex. “Gender” is taken to refer to a
culturally based complex of norms, values, and behaviors
that a particular culture assigns to one biological sex or
another. Where sex and gender are lodged largely in the
matrix of a culture’s norms, values, and beliefs, “sexual-
ity” is taken here as referring to a more individualized
concept. Sexuality is used here to refer to the ways in
which individuals structure their sexual and gender
performances, and the partners toward whom they direct
their behavior and emotional attachments. As Lorber
(1994) notes, these are not really completely separate
and we are better off thinking in terms of a sex—
gender—sexuality system.

INTERSEXUALITY

Human biology is everywhere the same, and follows the
basic mammalian sexual pattern. There are, of course, a
variety of genetic and hormonal anomalies which occa-
sionally occur. Examination of the ways in which differ-
ent cultures deal with these helps make the case for
understanding gender, and, to some extent, cultural sex,
as culturally constructed in ways that are not dependent
on biological realities. One anomaly, the birth of a child
with external genitalia that are not clearly male or female,
usually referred to as intersexuality, illustrates that the
variation is along the lines of social and cultural location.

The Pokot, living in Kenya, respond to intersexed
individuals as an extremely unfortunate occurrence, and
frequently resort to infanticide (Edgerton, 1964). The
Navajo classify such individuals as belonging to a third
category that is neither masculine nor feminine (Hill,
1935). Most segments of middle class U.S. culture tend
to see such people as “mistakes of nature” and seek to
correct the “error.” For the Pokot, there is no cultural
place for those they call sererr, and those few who
survive live on the margins of the society. U.S. cultures
also have no place for intersexed individuals, but try to
fit them into one of the two normatively accepted
categories.



Although both the middle-class United States and
the Pokot can be said to have a bipolar view of sex and
gender, the conceptualizations are still very different. For
the Pokot, only those with the normatively appropriate
morphological structures can be transformed into gen-
dered children. For the United States, a surgical transfor-
mation renders biologically anomalous individuals fit for
the social and cultural transformation that will occur.
Ultimately, in every culture there is a process by which
genderless neonates are transformed into gendered chil-
dren (or adults-in-training).

Recently, at least in North America and Western
Europe, people who see themselves as transsexual or
transgendered have been agitating for an end to the
assumption that biologically intersexed people suffer
from a malady. They have also urged an end to automatic
consideration of sex reassignment surgery. Their vision is
of North American macroculture as it might be. However,
it is still the case that the most frequent occurrence is to
view children born with ambiguous genital structures as
needing treatment so that they can fit into one of the two
culturally accepted poles.

BiPOLAR CONSTRUCTS

The cultural worlds of North America and Western Europe
organize their varied understandings of sex—gender—
sexuality systems around a set of intersecting dichoto-
mous pairs: masculine—feminine and homosexual
(forbidden)—heterosexual (permitted). This paradigm then
constrains and directs understandings of sexual behavior,
sexualized behavior, and their association with nonsexual
aspects of social and cultural life. When preadolescent
North American boys avoid some activities or modes of
behavior because they are said to be “girlish,” or when
preadolescent girls are harassed for engaging in activities
said to be “boyish,” we are witnessing something more
than socialization for a culture’s sexual division of labor.

In most of this culture area division of labor is not
strongly marked in detail, but it is strongly marked in
terms of the diffusely defined general categories of pub-
lic and private or household and outside. To the extent
that the household domain is defined as feminine space
and is also associated with motherhood, childcare, and
wife roles, it becomes partially sexualized. The result is a
cultural constraint on the breadth of role and status
variation open to men. Men who are good household
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managers and involved parents are often thought of as
disturbingly feminine. Similarly, to the extent that the
“outside” is defined as masculine space and is also asso-
ciated with excelling in nonhousehold tasks and with hus-
band and economic support roles, it too becomes partially
sexualized, resulting in constraints on the breadth of role
and status variation open to women. Women who are
good income earners or highly trained professionals are
frequently seen as disturbingly masculine.

To be sure, there are cultures outside the boundaries
of the Western world that are also traditionally organized
around a variation on the bipolar theme. It is also the case
that every culture makes some distinction between the
positions of women and men. The important point here
is the Western association of role transcendence with
flawed and improper sexuality.

VARIATION IN GENDER CONSTRUCTS

The accumulation of ethnographic data indicates that
some cultures have developed gender paradigms going
beyond the Western conceptualization of two gender
poles. The existence of more than two gender poles does
not mean that both people with the morphological
characteristics of men and those with the morphological
characteristics of women necessarily have available more
than one gender pole. Many multipolar cultures deal with
morphological men and morphological women differ-
ently. The general case is that morphological men are
more likely to be seen as possibly fitting into more than
one named institutionalized position with a distinct gen-
der construction, and that morphological women are more
likely to be seen as falling along a continuum of varia-
tions, all of which are considered womanly and feminine.

The classic instance is the difference between the
manly hearted women among the Mandan and other
Plains Indians and the berdache, or two spirit people, also
on the North American plains (Williams, 1992). While
morphological men might, as the result of a vision quest
or other spirit visitation, occupy the separate berdache
social position, manly hearted women were still women,
and sometimes valued even more highly than “ordinary”
women. At least in this instance, morphological women
did not cease being sociological women, while morpho-
logical men might cease being sociological men.

At the same time, it is also important to note that
some cultures (e.g., the Mohave in North America and the
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Chuckchee in Siberia) did have parallel institutional
structures for women and men. Similarly, in a few North
American Plains cultures, some women did, on their own
initiative, assume roles comparable to male berdache.
On a cross-cultural level, it was most often the case that
female gender variations were individualized and male
variations were institutionalized.

In general, gender, as constructed in particular cul-
tures, consists of both signifying elements and perform-
ance elements. A person assumes the signifying elements
(e.g., clothing or hair style) and exhibits the performance
elements. While biological sex is something a person has,
regardless of behavior, gender is seen only when it is per-
formed or signaled.

The existing ethnographic literature documents four
different forms of gender variation.

1. Some societies construct gender so as to contain distinct
categories that are neither masculine nor feminine.

2. Some societies construct gender in ways that are bipolar, but in
which the boundaries are markedly different from those
common in Western Europe and North America.

3. Some societies construct gender so that, while the basic pattern
is bipolar, people with one set of biological characteristics are
able, under specific circumstances, to step outside of the
society’s ordinary construct and enter the other construct.

4. A residual category—instances that do not quite fit our neatly
created typology. This category is necessary to highlight the
purely heuristic nature of the other three and to avoid sterile
typological debates and arguments.

In all instances, there is an initial transformation from
genderless to gendered. But in two of these there is a dis-
tinct transformational process that takes place after the
initial one has begun. For example, although physiologi-
cally intersexed individuals are recognizable at birth, and
the Navajo place them in a third category, nadle, the
Navajo also recognize a group of people they call “those
who pretend to be (or play the part of) nadle” (Hill,
1935). These individuals come to their status after having
begun socialization as masculine or feminine.

Neither Masculine nor Feminine

Here we can place the berdache as found in some cultures
on the North American Plains. The term berdache has a
history reflecting its Eurocentric origins and the ethno-
centrism of most 17th, 18th, and 19th century European
and European American observers of Native American
cultures. The term “two spirit” is assuming greater

currency among Native Americans. Two spirit comes
closer to reflecting cultural realities than does berdache.

In all the ethnographic instances cited by Williams
(1992), a young, usually preadolescent, boy would set out
on a vision quest, seeking a relationship with a spirit being
who would then help him determine and strive for his
future life. Once he had the vision, he would return to his
group and someone skilled in such matters would interpret
his vision for him. For some, their vision was interpreted
as indicating the two-spirit status. In the traditional world
of late 19th century Plains life, they would then wear
women’s clothes and engage in the daily activities of ordi-
nary women. But they also had unique roles in instances
of weddings, childbirth, child naming, and warfare.

In the contemporary world, the situation is rather
different. By the late 20th century, the position of the
berdache had been heavily overlaid with Western
sex—gender—sexuality constructs. One Lakota berdache
describing his position (Bradley & Phillips, 1991) wears
contemporary men’s clothing rather than the traditional
women’s clothing. He also speaks to the contemporary
rarity of berdache, implies an absence of clearly defined
role, and does not mention any sort of vision quest.
Although to some extent these changes are illustrative of
the effects of westernization, they are also a testament to
the resilience of traditional patterns in the face of dis-
valuing culturally foreign pressures. Berdache were, and
apparently still are, seen as neither men nor women, or
possibly sociologically both. The two-spirit designation
reflects the first spirit of the child’s birth as well as the
second spirit of the child’s vision, or other contemporary
realization about who he is.

There are other instances of cultures containing
sex—gender—sexuality categories that do not fit within the
constraints of bipolar paradigms, and many of them also do
not fit the two-spirit model. At the time of writing, no clear
count has yet been done. However, as will be seen below,
the categories created by a particular culture under particu-
lar sociocultural conditions are not necessarily fixed and
unchangeable. A rough sense of the magnitude of varia-
tions may be possible, but not a definitive count.

Nonwestern Bipolar Constructs

Among the classic instances of cultures whose sex—
gender—sexuality systems are bipolar, but do not fit
Western models of such organization, are those docu-
mented more than 70 years ago by Margaret Mead (1950).



In those instances, Mead was most concerned with aspects
of behavior other than the sexual, and in that very concern
was able to document the ways in which gender was
separately constructed and not necessarily causally tied to
biological sex. Each of the three cultures she describes
assigns a different emotional-behavioral complex to
women and to men. Some of those complexes mirror
Western constructs and some do not.

Since all cultures contain at least masculine and
feminine categories, it is probably also the case that none
of those definitions completely matches contemporary
Western categories. For example, Maasai in Kenya and
Tanzania, or Wodaabi Fulani in the Sahel, are peoples
with bipolar gender constructs. But when it comes to cul-
tural definitions of masculine dress, jewelry, or decora-
tion, they are very different from the business suit, wrist
watch, and ring model of the Western world.

Transcendent Gender

The peoples falling into this category pose significant
theoretical questions about the strength of cultural link-
ages between gender constructs and biological sex. Smith
Oboler’s (1980) description of marriage between two
women among the Nandi explicitly explores this ground
(see also the chapter on the Nandi in this encyclopedia).
Her conclusion is that some aspects of male behavior and
privileges are lightly tied to concepts of masculinity, so
that it is possible for a woman to become husband to
another woman, and in so doing be able to own land and
other masculine property, as well as found her own patri-
lineage. Unfortunately, she provides no direct material
regarding sexuality.

Similarly, among some groups of Igbo (Amadiume,
1987) it is possible for a woman to engage in a variety of
behaviors, including marrying another woman or taking
a male position in some rituals or legal proceedings, and
not lose her sociological position as a woman. In all of
these cases, the dominant factor is that women in a bipo-
lar culture are able to transcend the normative boundaries
of womanhood, and in so doing gain prestige and privi-
lege in the society but do not lose a culturally defined
essential femininity.

Other Conceptions

The Chuckchee of northern Siberia, as they were at the
beginning of the 20th century (Bogoras, 1909), represent
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one documented instance in which the potential for gen-
der change is restricted to a small segment of the popula-
tion. In this particular case the option was available only
to those who found themselves thrust into the role of
shaman. Chuckchee shamans are largely healers, and
usually come to that position through recovery from a
serious illness. Shamans can be either women or men,
and on their recovery acquire a spouse in the world of
spirits (kelet). Occasionally, the kelet spouse for a female
shaman will be female, or for a male shaman, male.
Under these circumstances, the Chuckchee claimed that
the shaman had begun a process of changing sex that
would culminate in an actual change in external genitalia.
The shaman’s human spouses would mirror the kelet
spouse’s gender. By the 1960s, the process of sovietiza-
tion seems to have been thorough enough to wipe out
shamanism. Levin and Potapov’s (1964) discussion of the
peoples of Siberia makes no mention of shamanism
among any of them. The possible resurgence of the insti-
tution since the collapse of the Soviet Union is unknown.

Transformations

The Chuckchee represent an instance in which some sort
of gender transformation is said to occur. Generally, we
can think in terms of three axes of post-childhood gender
transformation. One is of a temporary sort: a person takes
on different gender characteristics for a short period of
time, and then returns to the initial gender stance. The
most common example of this phenomenon is the
practice referred to by the term couvade. Most com-
monly found among peoples in the Amazon basin
(Gregor, 1985), the couvade is also found in Melanesia
(Blackwood, 1935; Meigs, 1976). In general, during
some portion, or all, of his spouse’s pregnancy and child-
birth, a man takes on some aspects of the woman’s behav-
ioral complex. This may range from observing the same
food regulations to taking to his bed and experiencing the
pains of childbirth, or observing restrictions on sexual
activity. Sometimes, the couvade lasts until the child is
weaned.

This particular institution has been thoroughly
researched, and a variety of psychogenic or sociogenic
hypotheses have been tested (Munroe, Munroe, &
Whiting, 1981, pp. 611-632). Those hypotheses revolv-
ing around cultural establishment of a secure masculine
identity have been most convincingly supported. The
interesting aspect of that explanation here is that in
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societies practicing couvade, secure masculine identity is
anchored by a temporary gender transformation.

Not quite as common, but hardly rare, are various
forms of gender transgression. Murray (2000), Bullough
(1976), and many other writers have noted that rituals
of license, such as carnival or Mardi Gras, or rituals of
rebellion (cf. Gluckman, 1956) often provide room for
transgressing sexual and gender norms. Murray is one
of several writers who see this as an acceptance of
homosexuality but, as Gluckman points out, it can be just
the opposite, in that the rituals permit, for a brief time,
that which is generally forbidden. Regardless, a person
engaging in a ritual of this sort does seem to temporarily
change gender. The same can be said of female imper-
sonators, whether in Shakespeare’s plays, the film Victor
Victoria, or a contemporary stage act.

A second form of gender transformation is relatively
rare. In the course of an ordinary life cycle a person
moves from one gender status to another. Among the
Gabra in Kenya and Ethiopia, men, as they age, pass
through a period in which they are said to be women
(Wood, 1996, 1999). In a slightly different vein, Turnbull
(1986) argues that the Mbuti in the Ituri Rainforest region
of the Democratic Republic of Congo are genderless until
they marry; that is, they pass through childhood without
a distinct gender identity and are transformed only later.

The third form of gender transformation is a more or
less permanent second transformation. Wikan (1977,
1982) indicates that those whom she calls xanith some-
times choose to become xanith and then later choose to
stop being xanith. A similar phenomenon has also been
reported for people in the Society Islands (Elliston,
1999). This third form is the abstract category, containing
examples from every continent, of people fitting particu-
lar gender statuses unknown in the gender constructions
of Western cultures. This is also the category containing
instances such as shamans among the Chuckchee, who
may undergo a transformation from male to female or
female to male (Bogoras, 1909), as well as those being
referred to when people talk of a “third gender.”

In the world at the end of the 20th and the beginning
of the 21st century, globalization, and its concomitant
spread of Western European and North American eco-
nomic, political, and cultural hegemony, has led, in some
areas, to adoption of new sex—gender—sexuality para-
digms. Donham (1998), in his discussion of African male
sexuality in the Republic of South Africa, notes the preva-
lence of cross-dressing and cross-role-taking behavior

among those who define themselves as gay. He also notes
the general perception that gay men were not seen as
either women or men, but as occupying a position in
between—a “third sex.”

Donham is describing aspects of South African
sex—gender—sexuality systems in the early 1990s. He
notes that at that time “gay” was not the commonly used
term. Rather, the commonly used term was stabane, lit-
erally hermaphrodite, reflecting ambiguity about the sex
or gender of the person being referred to. Also important
here is Donham’s note that stabane only referred to the
“effeminate” partner in a male same-sex relationship. The
implication is that two stabane did not have relations with
each other. Although Donham is silent on the point, at the
most this points to stabane as truly occupying a third cat-
egory, and at the least it points to a very different cultural
construction of homosexuality.

Prior to 1994, much of township sexuality in South
Africa was conditioned by the strictures imposed by
apartheid. We tend to think of that system as being largely
a “simple” matter of racial segregation, but it was more.
It focused on population control and the provision of
cheap industrial labor, particularly in extractive indus-
tries. The male labor force was then housed in single-sex
hostels. Although stabane may have been the appropriate
term, and it may have had both connotations and denota-
tions very different from Western concepts of sexuality,
the distortions produced by apartheid obscured these
differences, reducing them to little more than a variant of
female impersonation and a specifically subordinate sex-
ual role. However, Donham’s analysis adds one other
complication of theoretical significance. Although
many people in the township, especially strangers, took
gay people to be some sort of biologically mixed third
sex, the people themselves did not seem to do so.

This phenomenon brings up the importance of the
distinction between the cultural insider’s view (emic) and
the external observer’s view (etic). Donham’s analysis
presents two emic constructions of the same sociocultu-
ral facts. In one, there is a sex—gender category beyond
what we usually think of as the ordinary two, and in the
other there is not.

The collapse of apartheid has led (or will lead) to
changes in the cultural constructions of a local sex—
gender—sexuality system, especially to the extent that the
system of single-sex hostels disappears. Although he pro-
vides some caveats, Donham tends to see the process as a
variety of “modernization” matching the “modernization”



of the sociocultural system that was apartheid. Given the
artificial constraints created by apartheid, there is some
justification in this approach. However, considering a
bipolar homosexual-heterosexual paradigm as more mod-
ern than other paradigms tends to obscure the range of
human variation. It also tends to gloss over the two
discrepant views of sex—sexuality variations he describes.
In a more “modern” context, similar discrepancies are
reported by Kulick (1998) among fravestis in Brazil.

Only Two Genders or More?

Murray (2000) tries to subsume all nonstandard non-
heterosexual relationships under a model of three differ-
ent types of homosexuality. The result is a shift of focus
from sociocultural gender constructs to culturally medi-
ated sexual activity. His entire book, which contains a
wealth of carefully considered ethnographic material, is
largely male oriented and organized around cultural defi-
nitions of who takes dominant or receptive positions.
While some of his data fit that construct, his model, which
denies the possibility of gender constructs beyond mascu-
line and feminine, cannot deal with instances such as that
noted by Jacobs and Cromwell (1992), while exploring
the cultural construction of kwido, a Tewa “third-gender”
category, one of those positions that Williams (1992)
would include under the general term berdache.

In the course of her fieldwork, Jacobs was told that
a person could be homosexual, heterosexual, bisexual, or
trisexual. From the perspective of one of her male inform-
ants, homosexual meant that he had sex with other soci-
ological men. Heterosexual meant that he had sex with
sociological women, bisexual meant that he would have
sex with either men or women, and trisexual would mean
that he would have sex with men, women or kwido. The
logic of these statements is that someone, man or woman,
who has sex with a kwidé is behaving in a heterosexual
manner, even though kwidé are morphologically male.

A three- or four-gender system creates a more
complex set of gender-based relationships than are
contemplated by a system derived from Northern
European and North American constructs. One of the
complexities is the question of different emic under-
standings of a phenomenon (Segal, 1997). The problem
is clearly marked by Jacobs and Cromwell’s material
from the Tewa. In this case, Jacobs’ informant explained
that the kwido was not “gay,” despite the fact that some
people called him that. Rather, the kwidé was made so by
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“spiritual powers.” In addition, other informants, elders,
informed Jacobs that proper socialization for kwido
included raising them “to be who they are” aided by the
knowledge and experience of an adult kwido (Jacobs and
Cromwell, 1992, p. 56).

The Tewa in the southwestern United States are not
the only people among whom more than one emic under-
standing of sex—gender—sexuality phenomena can be
found. A strong case can be made for similar variation in
the Society Islands, including Tahiti. In that setting, the
person occupying a nonmasculine nonfeminine gender
position is termed a mahu, and is often morphologically
male. The data from Tahiti and the other Society Islands
also raise a question about the relationship between
sex—gender—sexuality systems as they existed prior to
contact with European cultures (and conquest), and con-
structs as they are now found. Levy (1971, 1973) claims
that only men were/are mahu. However, Elliston (1999)
documents the existence of both morphological males
and morphological females who take on the mahu status.
In light of the relatively low level of gender dimorphism
in the Society Islands, her projection that this was also
probably the case in traditional (i.e., precolonial) times
seems logical.

Here, it seems that a man’s sexual relations with
a mahu are conceptualized (except by the mahu) as a
replacement for relations with a woman. No one (except
the mahu) seems to consider questions of sexual orienta-
tion (Levy, 1971, 1973). Among the Tewa, orientation
seems to be an issue. Sex with a kwido is a distinct cul-
tural category and, Jacobs indicates, kwido might have
sex with other kwido.

In both instances, we are confronted with a hetero-
geneity of emic understandings that is all too often
glossed over in anthropological literature. Another diffi-
culty is the veneer of Eurocentric ethnocentrism and
homophobia created by the European colonial enterprise
over a span of at least 200 years in most portions of the
globe. In the instance of the Tewa, the major source has
probably been an Anglo-Euro-American Protestantism.
It is somewhat facile, but the shorthand reference to
European colonialism and missionary activities fairly
expresses the worldwide trends of which this is a part.

Where the kwido’s origins in an encounter with
superhuman forces granted an element of sacredness to
his nature, that has been largely lost and concepts of a
variety of sexual sins have become part of Tewa cogni-
tions (Jacobs & Cromwell, 1992). On the other hand,



Conclusion

Jacobs’ fieldwork is of relatively recent date, and the
Tewa third gender seems to continue as a part of both
beliefs and behaviors.

In contrast, the status mahu, as found in the Society
Islands, does not seem to be as clearly delineated as a
third gender in the definitive way that the kwido seems to
be marked among the Tewa. The largest part of the diffi-
culty lies in the nature of the early sources, none of which
took the people’s perspectives into account, but the data
that do exist are suggestive in a number of directions. By
the latter half of the 20th century, when attention to emic
perspectives had became more common, most of the
world was in the throes of the sort of “modernization”
noted by Donham (1998), although not as a result of so
felicitous a process as the collapse of apartheid. The
effects of colonial and mission cultures in shifting local
cultural understandings of sex—gender systems have been
pervasive, and sexuality has been a prime target.

Tahiti and the other Society Islands represent one
type of tripolar sex—gender—sexuality system, in which
there is only a single category beyond masculine and
feminine, and that category is equally available to both
women and men. The Society Islands are a region in
which gender dimorphism is relatively light. People seem
unconcerned about sharply marked gender distinctions
(Elliston, 1999; Levy, 1973). This is exactly the social
setting that seems most conducive to a sex—gender—
sexuality system accommodating what Martin and Voorhies
(1975) called supernumerary categories (Munroe &
Whiting, 1969).

Mahu is not the only category or term currently
found on the Society Islands. Of the terms now found,
mahu has the longest history and might, in some frames
of reference, be referred to as “traditional.” There
are other contemporary categories that explicitly link
sexual behavior with gender, but mahu separates gender
and sexuality in a way more complex than can be
reviewed here.

Elliston’s (1999) explication makes clear what may
be a central question in the study of sex—gender—sexual-
ity systems: In each particular culture, of sexuality and
gender, which is perceived as producer and which as
product? The very asking of the question points to the
interaction of biology and culture, rather than to the pri-
macy of one over the other. Elliston’s analysis of sexual-
ity—gender categories in the Society Islands clarifies
some of the apparent confusion. Mahu refers to the old-
est layer, one in which experience and observed behavior

produce gender, which, in turn, directs people to their
sexual partners, regardless of their morphology, that is,
produces sexuality.

Other categories (raerae, petea, lesbiennes) refer to
same-sex sexual relationships, coupled with coordinated
gender behavior, and are conceived of as referring to
categories of sexuality and gender derived from French
colonial influence. However, the major difference seems
to be that, for people assuming positioning within these
categories, sexuality and gender behavior both exist
within a performative foreground. In Elliston’s experi-
ence mahu gender characteristics were part of the cultural
foreground, and mahu sexuality was part of the cultural
background. They were not culturally linked as a single
ascribed unit.

CONCLUSION

By way of contrast, we might consider the way in which
Western cultural constructs first place sex as the producer
of sexuality, which then produces behavior. These two
different visions of the relationship among sex, gender,
and sexuality help us to understand both Western
Christian religious difficulties with the sex—gender—
sexuality systems of other parts of the world, as well as
phenomena such as Zimbabwean, Kenyan, or Ugandan
governmental fulminations that homosexuality is a for-
eign import. The foreign import is actually the cultural
construct: sex leads to sexuality leads to behavior, along
with the idea that only a portion of the possibilities is
permitted.

Ultimately, reducing all sex—gender—sexuality
systems to acceptance or rejection of homosexuality
imposes a universal foreground, as well as a bipolar
system that is consistent with the dichotomous thinking
of most Western cultures. If we look at the Western sys-
tem, which operates with two intersecting dichotomies
(masculine—feminine and heterosexual [permitted]—
homosexual [forbidden]), and the effort to change that
model and the values and meanings attached to it, the
desire to demonstrate the “acceptance” of homosexuality
on the large cross-cultural canvas becomes understand-
able. But the distortion of complex sex—gender—sexuality
systems in service to that aim does a disservice to the
cultural integrity of many peoples and to their efforts to
recapture traditional patterns that have often been
suppressed.
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Gender Stereotypes

Deborah L. Best

Imagine that you are head of a human relations depart-
ment in a large company and your job is to hire the
administrative/managerial employees for your company.
For one particularly important position, you have two
finalists who have similar educational backgrounds and
other qualifications. To help in making your choice, you
give the candidates a self-descriptive personality test to
see how they might handle the job. Here are the results.
Person A chose these items as self-descriptive: attractive,
dependent, emotional, gentle, kind, talkative. Person B
chose these items: active, ambitious, determined, inven-
tive, self-confident, serious. Which person would you
hire? Why? Is it easier to imagine one of these individu-
als as a man? Which one? As a woman? Which one? Is it
easier to visualize Person A as a woman and Person B as
a man? If so, your views demonstrate the influence of
gender stereotypes—beliefs about how men and women
differ in their psychological make-up.

GENDER STEREOTYPES

Gender stereotypes refer to the psychological traits and
behaviors that are believed to occur with differential fre-
quency in the two gender groups (e.g., men are more
“aggressive,” women are more “emotional”). Stereotypes
are often used as support for traditional sex roles (e.g.,
women are nurses, men are construction workers) and
may serve as socialization models for children. The
research that will be reviewed here concerns sex roles and
stereotypes with the emphasis on cross-cultural research.
Methodological issues concerning measurement as well
as theoretical views of how stereotypes develop will be
briefly reviewed.

What are Gender Stereotypes?

Gender differences in the adjectives used by men and
women to describe themselves and others can be seen in
two areas: adjectives may be ascribed differentially to
other men and women, and adjectives may be endorsed
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differentially by men and women themselves. Ascription
deals with sex-trait stereotypes, and endorsement
concerns how these traits are incorporated into self and
ideal-self descriptions, hence masculinity and femininity.

Stereotype traits reflect cognitive beliefs about
differences between women and men that participants
share with members of their culture. Stereotypes are not
necessarily pernicious and may contain some elements of
truth. They help predict others’ behaviors, but they also
fail to recognize individual differences and overlap
between groups. For example, if one considers men to be
more aggressive than women, this ignores individual dif-
ferences and variation in aggression found in both gender
groups. Some women are more aggressive than some
men. Stereotypes make no allowance for variability and,
when believed uncritically, they justify treating all men as
more aggressive than all women.

Previous Research on Stereotypes in
the United States

One of the earliest programs of research to examine
stereotypes was conducted by McKee and Sheriffs in
California in the 1950s (McKee & Sheriffs, 1957, 1959;
Sheriffs & McKee, 1957). Using a list of 200 adjectives,
they found that there were a large number of characteris-
tics differentially ascribed to men in general and women
in general. Men were described as frank, straightforward,
rational, competent, bold, and effective. Women were
emotionally warm and concerned with social customs.
Their findings were consistent with those of Parsons and
Bales (1955) who identified the traits associated with
men as more adaptive—instrumental and those associated
with females as integrative—expressive.

Another series of classic sex stereotype studies was
conducted by the Brovermans, Rosenkrantz, and their
associates in the 1960s and 1970s (Broverman, Broverman,
Clarkson, Rosenkrantz, & Vogel, 1970; Broverman, Vogel,
Broverman, Clarkson, & Rosenkrantz, 1972; Rosenkrantz,
Vogel, Bee, Broverman, & Broverman, 1968; Vogel,
Broverman, Broverman, Clarkson, & Rosenkrantz, 1970).
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In their studies, college students listed behaviors,
attitudes, and personality characteristics that they thought
differentiated men and women. Using these items, bipo-
lar scales were constructed and other college students
rated how characteristic each item is for the typical adult
male, the typical adult female, and themselves. The sex
stereotypes they found were similar to those identified by
McKee and Sheriffs, suggesting agreement about the
characteristics that college students generally ascribed to
men and women.

In the development of their Personal Attributes
Questionnaire (PAQ), Spence, Helmreich, and Stapp
(1974) revised the Brovermans’ questionnaire by simpli-
fying the format and removing the “oppositeness” of the
ratings. The original PAQ contained only socially desir-
able items, but a later version also included undesirable
traits (Spence & Holahan, 1979). Research participants
described themselves with both female and male traits,
permitting the assessment of androgyny (i.e., possessing
characteristics of both sexes). Thus masculinity and
femininity were considered a duality that could coexist in
every person.

Bem (1974, 1975) took a similar conceptual
approach in developing the Bem Sex Role Inventory
(BSRI). Masculinity and femininity are treated as separate
dimensions, and persons can be characterized as mascu-
line, feminine, androgynous, or undifferentiated. Items
judged by students to be more desirable in American soci-
ety for one sex or the other were included in the BSRI.
Stereotypes identified with the PAQ and BSRI are gener-
ally similar, reflecting male instrumentality or agency and
female expressiveness or communion.

Although there are few studies examining the dimen-
sions that underlie male and female stereotypes, in their
analysis of traits that raters attributed to others, Ashmore
and colleagues (Ashmore & Del Boca, 1979) found two
independent dimensions, social desirability and potency.
These dimensions are conceptually similar to Williams
and Best’s (1990a) favorability and strength dimensions
which were based on Osgood’s (Osgood, Suci, &
Tannenbaum, 1957) evaluation and potency dimensions of
connotative meaning. These will be discussed below.

Cross-Cultural Research on
Stereotypes

Although there are several small-scale studies of sex
stereotypes in other countries (e.g., Lii & Wong, 1982;
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Sunar, 1982), to date a large number of studies have been
conducted by an international group of researchers coop-
erating in a 32-country project (Williams & Best, 1990a,
1990b). These studies have been integrated by Williams
and Best and will be discussed in detail here with
highlights on methodological issues and findings.

Williams and Best’s Sex Stereotype Study. In
their study, Williams and Best examined gender differ-
ences in trait ascription in both the USA and 30 other
countries, with data from almost 9,000 children and
adults. Adult participants identified stereotyped traits in
their own culture, but they were not asked whether they
approved of the assignment of different characteristic to
men and women or if they believed that the items were
self-descriptive.

Measure. In their stereotype study, Williams and Best
used the 300-item Adjective Checklist (ACL) (Gough &
Heilbrun, 1980). They chose this methodology so that
they would have a large diverse item pool descriptive of
human personality, not just stereotypes. They included
both favorable and unfavorable traits in the pool and did
not assume the oppositeness of men and women. Items
permitted the assessment of androgyny and interfaced
with existing personality research.

When translations were not already available for the
ACL, translations by groups of bilinguals and back-
translation procedures (e.g., translating from English to
the second language, then back to English to check
translation fidelity) were used. Because individual items
may not be comparable across languages, comparisons of
individual item scores between countries may not have
score equivalence, or similar quantitative values. Hence,
Williams and Best only analyzed male and female stereo-
type differences within the same country—the relative
gender differences within a country—rather than compar-
ing masculinity between countries or femininity between
countries.

Using the 300 ACL items, college students in each
country made relative judgments by identifying the
adjectives more frequently associated with men or more
frequently associated with women. They were permitted
to leave out items that were not associated with either
gender group. This method “extracts” differences in the
views of men and women rather than focusing on simi-
larities. For example, “coarse” is infrequently used to
describe either men or women, but research participants



Gender Stereotypes

associated this adjective with men more frequently than
with women.

Study Participants. Williams and Best used university
students as study participants, asking them to be “cultural
reporters.” College students are not representative of their
respective populations, but they represent narrow well-
matched samples which are functionally equivalent in
each country, and they are certainly products of their
respective cultures.

The countries in Williams and Best’s stereotype
study, shown in Table 1, are not representative of all the
nations of the world. The sample has a high proportion of
English-speaking countries and economically developed
countries. Unfortunately, these biases represent the world
of cooperative research in academic psychology.

Analyses and Findings. With approximately 100
participants in each country responding to the 300 items
of the ACL, the analysis began with over 750,000 “bits”
of data. This required a meaningful way to reduce the
data. Four scoring systems were used to summarize find-
ings: analyses of individual items, affective meaning,
psychological needs, and transactional analysis (TA) ego
states. The last two are part of the standard ACL scoring
procedure and will not be discussed here (see Williams &
Best, 1990a).

For item analyses a simple index was devised to
reflect the degree of male association or female association
of a particular item in a given country. Male association is
represented by an M% score computed for each item by

Table 1. Countries in Williams and Best’s Study

Asia Europe South America
India England Bolivia
Israel Finland Brazil
Japan France Chile
Malaysia Germany Peru
Pakistan Treland Trinidad
Taiwan Italy Venezuela
Thailand Netherlands

Norway Africa
Oceania Scotland Nigeria
Australia Spain South America
New Zealand Zimbabwe (Rhodesia)

North America

Canada

United States
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calculating the male association frequency and dividing it
by the sum of the male plus female frequencies and dis-
carding the decimal. Thus a high M% score indicates that
an item is more frequently associated with men than with
women. It does not indicate that a particular adjective
would be used frequently to characterize a large portion of
men who were being described with ACL items. Similarly,
a low M% indicates that an item is more frequently asso-
ciated with women than with men, not necessarily that the
item would be used to describe a majority of women. The
method teases out relative differences between men and
women.

When the male-associated and female-associated
items were identified in each country, a standard degree
of association across all countries was used to represent
the focused stereotypes, with the number of items vary-
ing from country to country. In each country, items were
included in the stereotype for a particular sex if they were
associated with that sex at least twice as often as with the
other sex. Thus items with M% scores of 67% or greater
were identified as male stereotype items, and female
stereotype items were those with M% scores of 33% and
below (F% score of 67% and above). Items that fell into
the male-associated and female-associated groups in
three quarters of the countries are shown in Table 2. The
figures in parentheses beside the adjectives indicate
the number of countries out of the original 25 in which
the item was in the indicated group. Only three items
were female-associated in all 25 countries: sentimental,
submissive, and superstitious. On the other hand, six
items were male-associated in all countries: adventurous,
dominant, forceful, independent, masculine, and strong.

Correlation coefficients were computed for M%
scores between pairs of countries to examine the compa-
rability of stereotypes across countries. Across all 300
items, correlations ranged from 0.35 for Pakistan versus
Venezuela to 0.94 for Australia versus England. The
mean common variance across all 25 countries was 42%,
indicating a substantial degree of agreement about the
psychological characteristics differentially associated
with men and with women.

What about exceptions to the “rules?” How often did
an item which was usually in the high M% group fall into
the low M% (female) category? For the male-associated
items in the table, arrogant, lazy, robust, and rude were
associated with women in Nigeria; assertive, humorous,
and ingenious were associated with women in Malaysia;
boastful, disorderly, and obnoxious were associated with
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Table 2. Items Associated with Males and Females in

at least 19 of 25 Countries

Male-associated items (N =49)

Female-associated items

(N=25)
Active (23) Ingenious (19) Affected (20)
Adventurous (25) Initiative (21) Affectionate (24)
Aggressive (24) Inventive (22) Anxious (19)
Ambitious (22) Lazy (21) Attractive (23)
Arrogant (20) Logical (22) Charming (20)
Assertive (20) Loud (21) Curious (21)
Autocratic (24) Masculine (25) Dependent (23)
Boastful (19) Obnoxious (19) Dreamy (24)
Clear-thinking (21) Opportunistic (20) Emotional (23)
Coarse (21) Progressive (23) Fearful (23)
Confident (19) Rational (20) Feminine (24)
Courageous (23) Realistic (20) Gentle (21)
Cruel (21) Reckless (20) Kind (19)
Daring (24) Robust (24) Meek (19)
Determined (21) Rude (23) Mild (21)
Disorderly (21) Self-confident (21) Pleasant (19)
Dominant (25) Serious (20) Sensitive (24)
Egotistical (21) Severe (23) Sentimental (25)
Energetic (22) Stern (24) Sexy (22)
Enterprising (24) Stolid (20) Shy (19)
Forceful (25) Strong (25) Softhearted (23)
Hardheaded (21) Unemotional (23) Submissive (25)
Hardhearted (21) Unkind (19) Superstitious (25)
Humorous (19) Wise (23) Talkative (20)
Independent (25) Weak (23)

women in Japan; and lazy was associated with women in
Pakistan. The exceptions for the female-associated items
were even fewer: sympathetic was associated with men in
France and Italy, and affected was associated with men in
Germany. Impressionistically grouping the items in the
table, there is some suggestion of oppositeness for the
items associated with men and women (e.g., men—
aggressive, dominant, women—submissive; men—stern,
severe, women—sentimental, soft-hearted, affectionate).
Even though these lists represent considerable cross-
cultural and cross-linguistic agreement, this level of
analysis is most affected by translation problems. It is
perhaps remarkable there is so much similarity in the
stereotypes across countries.

Williams and Best’s secondly scoring system is an
affective meaning analysis derived from the research of
Osgood and his associates (Osgood et al., 1957). Based
on his extensive research in the United States and in 23
language-culture groups (Osgood, May, & Miron, 1975),
Osgood concluded that the principle components of
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affective meaning—evaluation (good/bad), potency
(strong/weak), and activity (active/passive)—were gen-
eral and could be found in all languages studied. Based
on Osgood’s findings, Williams and Best had separate
groups of American university students use 5-point scales
to rate the favorability, strength, and activity of each ACL
item, without reference to gender. Standard scores for
these ratings were computed by setting the overall mean
equal to 500 and the standard deviation equal to 100.
Thus scores above 500 indicate ratings that are more
favorable, stronger, and more active, while scores below
500 indicate unfavorability, weakness, and inactivity
(e.g., Aggressive = favorability 504, neutral; strength
713, very strong; activity 712, very active; Gentle =
favorability 635, very good; strength 492, neutral;
activity 362, very passive).

Ideally, participants in each country should have
scaled each ACL item for favorability, strength, and
activity, but this was not possible. However, the Osgood
system has sufficient cross-cultural applicability even
though particular ratings for individual items may vary by
country. Indeed, in making item-by-item translations,
affective meaning may determine whether one particular
synonym is chosen over another.

In each country the male and female stereotype
items were identified and mean favorability, strength, and
activity scores for these groups of items were calculated.
The ranges of the mean scores across the 25 countries is
shown in Figure 1. There is considerable variation among
the countries in the favorability associated with the male
and female stereotypes, but the ranges of the two stereo-
types overlap. In about half the countries the male stereo-
type was rated more favorably than the female, and the
reverse was true in the remaining countries. Moreover,
there was no cross-cultural tendency for one stereotype to
be more favorable than the other. Frequent objections to
the female stereotype are not associated with differential
favorability of the adjectives attributed to men and
women, but may be related to activity and strength
differences.

Looking at these two dimensions, the means for all
the male stereotypes are on the active and strong sides of
the scales, and the female stereotypes are on the passive
and weak sides of the scales, with no overlap between the
distributions. Pan-culturally, male-associated items carry
connotations of activity and strength, and female items
carry connotations of passivity and weakness. It is likely
that the differences in activity and strength, rather than
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Figure 1. Ranges of mean affective meaning scores (favorability,
activity, strength) for male (M) and female (F) stereotypes across
25 countries.

differences in favorability, account for the general disfa-
vor attributed to the female stereotype items in compari-
son with the male items.

In view of the variation in the stereotype scores
across countries, the question arises as to how these
differences may relate to cultural differences. Williams
and Best (1990a) examined the relationship between
stereotype scores and a number of cultural comparison
variables. They used 17 demographic indices (e.g.,
economic/social development—GNP; education—Iliteracy;
status of women—percentage in university, percentage
working outside home; religion, general demographics—
population, latitude, urban/rural) and four indices of
national work-related values from Hofstede’s (1980)
research (Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance,
Individualism, Masculinity). They correlated these indices
with the stereotype scores. Surprisingly, they found that
their stereotype scores were generally unrelated to indices
of economic and social development or to work-related
values.

The only demographic variable that showed consis-
tent relationships with the stereotype scores was religious
affiliation. In countries with higher percentages of
Catholics, the greater the relative favorability of the
female stereotype and the lower the relative strength of the
male stereotype. This may be related to a more significant
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role for women in the Catholic tradition, perhaps due to
the virtue and power associated with the Virgin Mary.

Another interesting religious comparison was
between the Muslim and Hindu traditions (Williams,
Best, Haque, Pandey, & Verma, 1982). In Muslim theol-
ogy, significant figures are male and religious practice is
controlled exclusively by men, as is society. Women are
expected to remain secluded in their homes and are
depersonalized by traditional dress. The status of women
in Hindu tradition contrasts sharply with that just
described. Though most Indian women are homemakers,
they also participate actively in commerce, government,
religious activities, and education.

In Pakistan, a predominantly Muslim country, the
traits associated with women were less favorable than
those associated with men, but in India the reverse was
true. While the male stereotype in each country was
stronger and more active than the corresponding female
stereotype, the differences were much smaller in India
than in Pakistan.

Looking at male—female stereotype differentiation
within each country, differences were largest in The
Netherlands, Finland, Norway, and Germany, and small-
est in Scotland, Bolivia, and Venezuela. The stereotypes
of men and women showed greater differences in more
developed countries, and in countries where Hofstede’s
male work-related values (Hofstede, 1980, 2001) were
relatively high in Individualism. The strength and activ-
ity differences between the male and female stereotypes
were greater in socio-economically less developed coun-
tries, in countries where literacy was low, and in countries
where the percentage of women attending the university
was low. Perhaps economic and educational advancement
are accompanied by a reduction in the tendency to view
men as stronger and more active than women. However,
those effects were merely reduced, not eliminated, by
cultural and economic factors.

MASCULINITY/FEMININITY OF
SELF-CONCEPTS

The degree to which stereotyped traits are endorsed or
incorporated in the self-concepts of men and women is
one definition of masculinity and femininity, and is the
one that will be used in this review. However, a person
can be masculine or feminine in many ways, including
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dress, mannerisms, or tone of voice, but these areas will
not be discussed here.

Masculinity/Femininity Studies in
the United States

There have been numerous studies looking at the differ-
ences between men’s and women’s self-concepts, but
these will not be reviewed exhaustively. However, there
are two general observations from these studies. First,
differences between women’s and men’s self-concepts
are usually found, and these are consistent with the sex
stereotypes discussed above (Bem, 1974; Spence et al.,
1974, 1975; Williams & Best, 1990a). Second, the dif-
ferences between men and women are often smaller than
those found within each of the gender groups (Deaux,
1984; Spence, Deaux, & Helmreich, 1985).

Cross-Cultural Studies of
Masculinity/Femininity

Methodological Issues. Turning to cross-cultural
research, measurement is particularly important in stud-
ies of gender. A problem arises, for example, when a mas-
culinity/femininity scale developed in one country, often
the United States, is translated into another language and
administered to persons in other cultures. Spence and
Helmreich’s (1978) study illustrates this problem. They
compared the self-descriptive responses of men in the
United States and in Brazil to the PAQ which contains
positively valued traits that American research partici-
pants identified as male-associated and female-associated.
In their study, American men endorsed more male-
associated traits than female-associated traits, but
Brazilian men had the opposite pattern. Does this mean
that Brazilian men have more feminine self-concepts than
American men? Probably not. This interpretation pays
little attention to how each culture defines masculinity
and femininity. Cross-culturally, some items in translated
scales may be inappropriate due to content, whereas
others may be poorly translated.

Williams and Best’s Masculinity/Femininity
Study. Because cultural groups may differ in their
definitions of masculinity and femininity, Williams and
Best (1990b) used culture-specific measures. University
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students in 14 countries were asked to describe them-
selves and their ideal selves using the 300 ACL adjec-
tives. Their descriptions were scored relative to locally
defined sex-trait stereotypes derived in their stereotype
study (Williams & Best, 1990a).

Williams and Best found that men in all countries
were more masculine than women, which is hardly sur-
prising. Interestingly, for the ideal self, both gender
groups wished to be “more masculine” than they thought
they were. Although some cultural variation in self-
concepts was found, surprisingly these differences were
not associated with other cultural comparison variables
such as economic/social development. Across cultural
groups, relative to their own culture’s definition of
femininity and masculinity, there was no evidence that
women in some societies were more feminine than
women in others, or that men in some societies were more
masculine than men in others.

In contrast, when the affective meaning scoring sys-
tem was used, there were substantial differences across
countries in self- and ideal self-concepts. Men’s self- and
ideal self-descriptions were stronger and more active than
women’s, with no general difference for favorability.
Moreover, in all countries there was a tendency for both
men’s and women’s ideal self-descriptions to be stronger,
more active, and more favorable than their self-descriptions.
Differences in men’s and women’s self-concepts were
smaller in more developed countries, in countries where
women were employed outside the home, where they
constituted a large percentage of the university popula-
tion, and where relatively modern beliefs about men’s
and women’s roles (e.g., sex role ideology) prevailed.

Hofstede’s Masculine Work-Related Values.
Using a different methodological approach to examine
masculinity/femininity, Hofstede (1980, 2001),
compared work-related values in 40 countries. Attitude
survey data from thousands of employees of IBM, a large
multinational high-technology business organization,
were examined. One scale that Hofstede derived in his
analyses concerned the extent to which values of
assertiveness, money, and things prevail in a society
rather than the values of nurturance, quality of life, and
people. While this scale could have easily been named
“Materialism,” Hofstede named it “Masculinity” (MAS)
because male employees assign greater weight to the first
set of values whereas females assign greater weight to the
second.
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Rather than examining the level of masculinity/
femininity for individual participants as Williams and
Best (1990b) did, Hofstede computed a MAS index for
each of the 40 countries in his study. The five countries
with the most masculine scores were Japan, Austria,
Venezuela, Italy, and Switzerland; the five countries with
the lowest MAS indices were Sweden, Norway, The
Netherlands, Denmark, and Finland. These indices were
correlated across countries with various national compar-
ison variables (e.g., GNP, population density). In high-
MAS countries there is greater belief in independent
decision making, stronger achievement motivation,
higher job stress, and work was more central in people’s
lives. In addition, societal sex roles were more clearly
differentiated and men were expected to dominate in all
settings.

Calling the scale Masculinity leads to the expectation
that scale scores may be associated with cross-country
variations in other gender-related concepts. Hofstede’s
MAS scores were available for 20 of the 25 countries in
Williams and Best’s (1990a) stereotype study and for 12
of the 14 countries in their masculinity/femininity study
(Williams & Best, 1990b). Nonsignificant correlations
were obtained between MAS scores and stereotype scores
and between MAS scores and M% scores for men’s and
women’s self- and ideal self-descriptions (Best & Williams,
1998/1994). Similarly, Ward (1995) found that Attitude
Toward Rape scores were unrelated to Hofstede’s MAS
scores.

Although the MAS dimension is important, desig-
nating this value system “Masculinity” is questionable.
Indeed, there is little evidence of convergent validity
between Hofstede’s definition of masculinity and that of
other researchers.

SEX ROLE IDEOLOGY

Finding that gender stereotype beliefs and self-concepts
are related to differences in cultural comparison variables
suggests that they may also be related to beliefs about the
appropriate roles of females and males within various
cultural groups. What is considered appropriate behavior
for males and females varies across societies, but there
are two possible cultural universals: At least to some
degree, every society assigns traits and tasks on the basis
of gender, and in no society is the status of women supe-
rior to that of men (Munroe & Munroe, 1975/1994).
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In virtually all human groups, women have greater
responsibility for “domestic” activities while men have
greater responsibility for “external” activities. Women are
responsible for cooking, food preparation, carrying water,
caring for clothing, and making household things, and
men are involved with hunting, metalwork, and weapon
making, and travel further from home (D’Andrade,
1966). Women are responsible for child rearing (Weisner &
Gallimore, 1977), and men have major responsibilities
for child rearing in only 20% of the 80 cultures examined
(Katz & Konner, 1981; West & Konner, 1976). Such
pancultural similarities may originate from the biological
differences between the sexes.

However, in many cultures these socially assigned
duties are now being shared, with men engaging in more
domestic activities and women in more external, particu-
larly economic, activities. Nevertheless, even in societies
where women have moved actively into the labor force,
they have not had a comparable reduction in household
duties. In the United States, Switzerland, Sweden,
Canada, Italy, Poland, and Romania, the overwhelming
majority of household work is performed by women,
regardless of their occupational status (Population Crisis
Committee, 1988). The gender division of labor is
reviewed in other chapters, but the beliefs and attitudes
about appropriate role behaviors for the two sexes which
are related to stereotypes will be discussed here.

Sex Role Studies in the United States

Researchers generally classify sex role ideologies or
beliefs along a continuum from traditional to modern.
Traditional ideologies maintain that men are more
“important” than women and that it is appropriate for
men to control and dominate women. In contrast, modern
ideologies are more egalitarian, claiming that women and
men are equally important, and dominance of one sex
over the other is inappropriate. Research in the United
States has assumed that there is individual variation in sex
role ideology. More masculine men and more feminine
women are expected to have more traditional sex role
beliefs, and more androgynous men and women would be
more egalitarian.

A number of scales have been developed to assess
sex role ideology (Beere, 1990), and one of the most
frequently used is the Attitudes toward Women Scale
(Spence & Helmreich, 1972). Scale items concern the
roles of men and women (e.g., a woman should be as free
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as a man to propose marriage). Women more readily
endorse egalitarian attitudes than do men, and over the
years attitudes have shifted toward greater acceptance of
women’s rights (Spence & Hahn, 1997; Twenge, 1997).
Interestingly, Martin (1990) isolated two unrelated
factors in men’s attitudes toward women, one dealing
with traditional interpersonal roles and the other with
public issues of equality of opportunity and employment.
Recent studies have examined more subtle forms of sex
role beliefs, such as the importance of maintaining
balance in men’s and women’s roles (Tougas, Brown,
Beaton, & Joly, 1995).

Cross-Cultural Sex Role Studies

Cross-cultural research has examined variation in sex role
ideology between cultural groups. Using Hofstede’s
terminology, one would assume that traditional ideolo-
gies would be found in masculine cultures and modern
ideologies in feminine cultures.

Williams and Best’s Sex Role Ideology Study.
In their 14-country study of masculinity and femininity
described above, Williams and Best (1990b) had study
participants respond to the 30-item Kalin Sex Role
Ideology measure (SRI) (Kalin & Tilby, 1978) (e.g., “The
husband should be regarded as the legal representative of
the family group in all matters of law”). To date, this
study includes the largest number and variety of countries
to be examined in a single-sex role study.

Williams and Best (1990b) found the most modern
ideologies in Northern European countries (The
Netherlands, Germany, Finland, England, Italy), and the
most traditional ideologies in the African and Asian coun-
tries (Nigeria, Pakistan, India, Japan, Malaysia). The
United States was in the middle of the distribution.
Consistent with previous research (Kalin, Heusser, &
Edwards, 1982; Spence & Helmreich, 1978), women
generally had more modern views than men, but not in all
countries (e.g., Malaysia, Pakistan). However, men’s and
women’s scores were very similar in any given country,
with a correlation of 0.95 for men and women across the
14 countries. Overall, the effect of culture was greater
than the effect of gender.

More modern sex role ideologies were found in
more developed countries, in more heavily Christian
countries, in more urbanized countries, and in countries
in the high latitudes (i.e., relatively far from the equator).
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Interestingly, sex role ideology scores were not correlated
with Hofstede’s MAS indices across the countries in the
sample.

Studies with Small Numbers of Cultural Groups.
There are several studies in the literature comparing small
numbers of cultural groups, but their findings are consis-
tent with those above. For example, when asked about
desirable and undesirable roles for women in their cul-
ture, Indian university students expressed more tradi-
tional beliefs than American students, and women in both
groups were more liberal than men (Agarwal & Lester,
1992; Rao & Rao, 1985). University women with nontra-
ditional sex role attitudes came from nuclear families,
had educated mothers, and were in career or profession-
ally oriented disciplines (Ghadially & Kazi, 1979).

Similarly, female Arab and Israeli high school stu-
dents were more liberal than male students (Rapoport,
Lomski-Feder, & Masalha, 1989; Seginer, Karayanni, &
Mar’i, 1990). Female college students in Japan, Slovenia,
and the United States are less traditional than men, with
Japanese students being the most traditional of the three
groups (Morinaga, Frieze, & Ferligoj, 1993). Japanese
adolescents are also more traditional than German
adolescents (Trommsdorff & Iwawaki, 1989).

Among both Japanese and American women, edu-
cation and professional managerial work are strong pre-
dictors of sex role attitudes (Suzuki, 1991). Interestingly,
American women with jobs of any kind had more egali-
tarian attitudes than women without jobs. Japanese
women with career-oriented professional jobs differed
from all other women, with or without jobs. Furthermore,
British working-class women are more conservative than
American working-class women, but the attitudes of
upper-middle-class women in the two countries do not
differ (Nelson, 1988).

Gibbons, Stiles, and Shkodriani (1991) studied atti-
tudes toward gender and family roles among adolescents
from 46 countries attending schools in The Netherlands.
Students from less wealthy and more collectivistic coun-
tries had more traditional attitudes than students from the
wealthier and more individualistic countries, and girls
were less traditional than boys.

Overall, research shows that sex role ideology is
more traditional in some cultures than in others.
However, across cultural groups, males generally have
more traditional attitudes toward sex roles than women.
This may not be surprising because in countries with
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more traditional male-dominant orientations males bene-
fit in terms of status and privileges.

Social Role Theory

The different social roles that men and women play are
based on the sexual division of labor and, according to
social role theory, these role differences lead to differ-
ences in the behaviors of males and females. The division
of labor and the status hierarchy of gender result from dif-
ferences in reproduction and in the physical size and
strength of women and men (Wood & Eagly, 1999), with
differences typically favoring men (Eagly, Wood, &
Diekman, 2000). Differences in position and power lead
to differences in gender roles which include both beliefs
and expectations (Cialdini & Trost, 1998) about what
men and women do. Because women more frequently
assume the domestic role, characteristics assumed to
exemplify homemakers are stereotypically ascribed
to women in general. Similarly, characteristics thought to
typify providers are ascribed to men in general (Eagly
et al., 2000). Cultural expectations promote conformity to
gender roles and influence perceptions of masculinity and
femininity in oneself and others. Indeed, gender stereo-
types are often used to justify differential sex role assign-
ment (Hoffman & Hurst, 1990; Jost & Banaji, 1994;
Williams & Best, 1990a).

DEVELOPMENT OF GENDER ROLES
AND STEREOTYPES

Even though biological factors may impose predisposi-
tions and restrictions on development, sociocultural
factors have important effects. Culture prescribes how
babies are delivered, how children are socialized and
dressed, what tasks children are taught, and what roles
adult men and women adopt. The scope and progression
of children’s behaviors, even behaviors considered to be
biologically determined, are governed by culture.
Within the context of cultural stereotypes about
male—female differences, children’s knowledge of gender
roles develops. In the United States, children as young as
2 years of age stereotype objects as masculine or femi-
nine (Thompson, 1975; Weinraub et al., 1984), and by
age 3—4 years they use stereotypic labels accurately with
toys, activities, and occupations (Edelbrook & Sugawara,
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1978; Guttentag & Longfellow, 1977). Similar gender
stereotyping of toys is found in West Africa, where girls
play with dolls and boys construct vehicles and weapons
(Bloch & Adler, 1994).

Sex-Trait Stereotype Development in
the United States

In the USA children acquire knowledge of sex-trait
stereotypes somewhat later than stereotypic knowledge
of toys and occupations (Best et al., 1977; Reis & Wright,
1982). Williams and Best (Best et al., 1977; Williams &
Best, 1990a) developed the Sex Stereotype Measure II
(SSM 1) to assess children’s knowledge of adult-defined
stereotypes. In this picture-story measure children are
shown silhouette drawings of a male and a female, they
are read a story containing a stereotype trait, and they
are asked to indicate which person the story is about.
European American children show a consistent pattern of
increasing knowledge from kindergarten through high
school, similar to a typical learning curve. The most dra-
matic increases in stereotype knowledge occur in the
early elementary school years, with scores reaching a
plateau in the junior high years. African American chil-
dren’s scores increase with age but are lower than those
of the European American children, perhaps suggesting
slightly different stereotypes for the two groups.

Cross-Cultural Findings

Turning to the cross-cultural literature, Zammuner (1982,
1987, 1993) found that Italian and Dutch children (ages
5-12 years) assigned different traits and activities to
males and females. British and Hungarian children’s
knowledge of stereotypes was related to parents’ gender
attitudes and father’s sex-typed behaviors (Turner &
Gervai, 1995).

Williams and Best’s Study of Children’s Sex
Stereotypes. In a more comprehensive cross-cultural
study of sex stereotypes, Williams and Best (1990a)
administered the SSM II to 5-, 8-, and 11-year-olds in 25
countries and found that the percentage of stereotyped
responses increased from around 60% at age 5 to around
70% at age 8. Strong, aggressive, cruel, coarse, and
adventurous were consistently associated with men at all
age levels, and weak, appreciative, soft-hearted, gentle,
and meek were consistently associated with women.
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Figure 2. SSM Il Scores for 5- and 8-year-olds in 23 countries.

Both male and female scores were unusually high in
Pakistan and relatively high in New Zealand and England,
suggesting that children in these countries have an appre-
ciable knowledge of sex stereotypes (see Figure 2). Scores
were atypically low in Brazil, Taiwan, Germany, and
France, suggesting that children in these countries did not
have consistent knowledge of the stereotype traits.
Although there was variation between countries in the rate
of learning, there was a general developmental pattern in
which stereotype learning begins prior to age 5 years,
accelerates during the early school years, and is completed
during the adolescent years.

Boys and girls learned the stereotypes at a similar
rate, but there was a tendency for male-stereotype traits
to be learned somewhat earlier than female traits. In 17 of
the 24 countries studied, male stereotype items were bet-
ter known by both sexes than female items. Germany was
the only country where there was a clear tendency for the
female stereotype to be better known than the male.
Female stereotype items were learned earlier than male
items in Latin/Catholic cultures (Brazil, Chile, Portugal,
Venezuela) where the adult-defined female stereotype is
more positive than the male.

In predominantly Muslim countries, 5-year-olds
associate traits with the two sexes in a more highly

differentiated manner and they learn the stereotypes, par-
ticularly the male items, at an earlier age than in non-
Muslim countries. Children in predominantly Christian
countries initially learn the stereotypes at a slower pace,
perhaps reflecting the less differentiated nature of the
adult stereotypes, particularly in Catholic countries.

Intons-Peterson’s Study of Adolescent Sex
Stereotypes. Looking at older children (11-18 years
of age), Intons-Peterson (1988) found that stereotypes of
men and women were more similar in Sweden than in the
United States. Surprisingly, however, ideal occupational
choices did not overlap for Swedish boys and girls;
females were interested in service occupations (e.g.,
flight attendant, hospital worker, nanny), and males were
interested in business occupations.

Stereotype findings with children are consistent with
the adult model of sex stereotypes discussed earlier.
Children’s stereotypes seem universal, with culture mod-
ifying the rate of learning and minor aspects of content.

Theories of Gender-Related Learning

Cultural universals in gender differences are often
explained by similarities in socialization practices while
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cultural differences are attributed to differences in social-
ization. Children grow up within other people’s scripts,
which guide their actions long before the children them-
selves can understand or carry out culturally acceptable
actions. For gender researchers, one of the crucial tasks is
to unpackage broadly defined cultural variables to identify
the aspects or processes responsible for the development of
particular behaviors. Gender should be examined not only
in relation to culture (e.g., social systems, practices, myths,
beliefs, rituals), but also in the context of the history and
economics of a society (Mukhopadhyay & Higgins, 1988).

Most theories of gender role learning emphasize the
gender information readily available in the culture even
though the theories were devised primarily in the United
States. Social learning theories consider sex role develop-
ment to be the result of cumulative experience. Parents,
teachers, peers, and other socialization agents shape chil-
dren’s gender-related behaviors through reinforcement
and punishment, modeling, expectations, toy choices, and
other differential treatment of boys and girls. Cognitive
developmental theory suggests that the impact of cultural
factors is governed by the child’s emerging cognitive
structures. Children acquire gender knowledge in stages
and their level of understanding structures their experi-
ences. Gender schema theory assumes that the primacy of
gender concepts in a culture serves as a basis for organiz-
ing information To date, there is little evidence regarding
these theories cross-culturally.

CONCLUSIONS

The similarity in gender stereotypes found cross-culturally
suggests that the psychological characteristics differen-
tially associated with women and men follow a pancul-
tural model with cultural factors producing minor
variations around general themes. Biological differences
(e.g., females bear children, males have greater physical
strength) serve as the basis for a division of labor, with
women primarily responsible for child care and other
domestic activities, and men for hunting (providing) and
protection. Gender stereotypes evolve to support this
division of labor and assume that each sex has or can
develop characteristics consistent with their assigned
roles. Once established, stereotypes serve as socialization
models that encourage boys to become independent and
adventurous, and girls to become nurturant and affiliative.
Consequently, these characteristics are incorporated into
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men’s and women’s self-concepts, aspects of their mas-
culinity and femininity. This model illustrates how, with
only minor variations, people across different cultures
come to associate one set of characteristics with men and
another set with women.

Pancultural similarities in sex and gender greatly
outweigh cultural differences. Indeed, the way in which
male—female relationships are organized is remarkably
similar across social groups. The relatively minor biolog-
ical differences between the sexes can be amplified or
diminished by cultural practices and socialization, mak-
ing gender differences in roles and behaviors generally
modest but in some cases culturally important.
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Biological Bases of Sex Differences

Bobbi S. Low

INTRODUCTION

A basic goal of biologists is to explain observed variation
at many levels, including observed differences between
and within the sexes.! The biological underpinnings of
sex differences are considerably more complex than it
might at first seem. In no species are “males” and
“females” fully identical, despite huge variation in the
logistics of sexual reproduction. What, then, is meant by
“biological causes”? It is not simply ‘“genetic” or
“hormonal” or a “difference in chromosomes.” Rather,
sex differences, however mediated, arise from past evo-
lutionary and ecological pressures. Specific environmen-
tal pressures favor particular complexes of behavioral,
physical, and physiological traits—and these evolved
phenomena are the proximate triggers of differences.
Under most conditions, these selective pressures lead to a
(sometimes striking) divergence of the traits shown by
each sex.

Begin with the evolution of sexual reproduction
itself. There are evolutionary costs to sexual reproduction
(loss of genetic representation) (Maynard Smith, 1978;
Williams, 1975). Biologists recognize that sexual repro-
duction has evolved when there are counterbalancing
evolutionary advantages to sexual reproduction. These
include the production of variable offspring in unpre-
dictable environments (a sort of bet-hedging): (Maynard
Smith, 1978; Williams, 1975; review in Ridley, 1993).
The specific mechanisms can vary greatly.

Sexual reproduction is not always achieved by the
fusion of two haploid gametes (eggs and sperm), nor is it
even always genetic (XY or XO chromosomes). In
humans the 23rd pair of chromosomes is either homoga-
metic (XX) or heterogametic (XY); XX individuals
develop as females and XY individuals become males. In
contrast, in birds, for example, males rather than females
are the heterogametic sex. In some species, sexual repro-
duction is accomplished simply by exchange of genetic
material; in these species there may be more than two
sexes (e.g., 13 sexes are described for slime molds; see
reviews by Ridley [1993] and Low [2000]).
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Even in species in which sex is determined by
gametes, and there are clearly active sex chromosomes,
there is chromosomal information, some of which influ-
ences sex, in autosomes (Wizemann & Pardue, 2001,
pp- 51-55). In many species, sex is not genetically deter-
mined. In crocodilians and many turtles, the temperature
at which the egg develops determines an individual’s sex
(Shine, 1999). In some fish, such as the coral-reef-dwelling
blue-headed wrasse, sex is determined by the social envi-
ronment. Individuals change sex depending on the local
population sex ratio: the largest individual becomes a
male (Warner et al., 1975). The social environment
changes the costs and benefits of being male or female,
setting in motion a series of hormonal and physical
changes (Lee et al., 2001).

Whether sex is mediated by the physical or social
environment, whether there are chromosomal differences
between the sexes—these are not the crucial biological
bases of sex differences. The specifics of sexual repro-
duction can differ, but sex differences are common and
also predictably patterned. Males and females in most
species behave differently, in predictable ways, regardless
of how sex is mediated; the number of “sex-role reversed”
species is very small. The real keys to the evolution of sex
differences are the interplay among environmental influ-
ences, genes, and expressed traits, and how these mediate
the costs and benefits of similar, versus differing, traits for
the sexes.

Sex differences are likely to be particularly striking in
gametic-sex species. When sex is accomplished by the
joining of haploid gametes to make a diploid zygote (as in
humans), anisogamy (unlike gametes) evolves with eco-
logical cost—benefit implications. What we call disruptive
selection means that the traits that make a small-gamete
maker (male) successful (moving about to seek mates, and
making small mobile gametes that travel well) are incom-
patible with the traits that make a large-gamete maker
(female) successful (being risk averse, committing consid-
erable nutrition to the fertilized zygote). Further, the fact
that there is information in the cytoplasm of each gamete
means that conflicts can arise; in part, sperm become
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smaller and smaller by eliminating cytoplasm to avoid this
conflict (Hurst, 1991, 1992; Hurst & Hamilton, 1992).

This means that the ecology of succeeding as a male,
versus as a female, differs. Costs and benefits differ for
the sexes: roaming or staying home, seeking versus
avoiding risk. Note, too, that among the wrasses and
some turtles (see above), in which sex is mediated by the
social or physical environment, the ecology of succeed-
ing as a male, versus a female, nonetheless still differs—
and males and females behave differently, look different,
and so forth. The ecological pressure at the heart of all
these differences is: Can males be more successful repro-
ductively through seeking many matings (and leaving off-
spring care to females), or through investing in the
offspring in ways that preclude additional matings? No
matter whether the sexes are mediated chromosomally, or
change with the environment, this consideration is central
to sex differences.

Natural selection has shaped sex differences in all
species, including humans. The important consideration is
always: In the evolutionary history of each species, what
were the reproductive costs and benefits of behaving in
particular ways? These trade-offs give rise to the complex
interplay that we see: systematic behavioral differences
(Geary, 1998; Low, 2000; Maccoby, 1998; Mealey, 2000)
correlated with prevalence of particular alleles, X and
Y chromosomes in some species, and production of
hormones like testosterone that affect behavior.

In genetically sex determined species like humans,
the sex chromosomes are clear proximate influences on
many traits. For example, although both sexes produce
both androgens and estrogens, they do so in different pro-
portions. There is still variation, of course, and the distri-
butions of most traits overlap when the two sexes are
compared. These are always interacting with environ-
mental pressures: the resulting hormonal profiles are
clearly associated with consistent behavioral differences,
which are differentially profitable to mate seekers and
parental investors. All this reflects the ecological and evo-
lutionary costs and benefits.

There is, then, a complex interactive causal media-
tion of sex differences: external conditions—physical,
biotic, and even social—affect the costs and benefits of
different genetic, physical, physiological, and behavioral
traits for the sexes. Over time, these trade-offs result in
systematic differences between the sexes, mediated in a
variety of ways. When males and females profit repro-
ductively from doing similar things (e.g., when males
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gain enough from offspring-specific true parental invest-
ment, like feeding, that precludes additional matings),
males and females will be similar in size, appearance, and
behavior (e.g., Canada geese). When males profit from
seeking matings rather than investing in offspring, as in
most mammals, the two sexes will differ, sometimes pro-
foundly, in size, appearance, and behavior (e.g., elephant
seal males are several times larger than females).

Among mammals in general, the sexes tend to differ
strikingly, because females are specialized to nurse off-
spring, giving expensive post-natal nutritional care, while
males tend to specialize in mating effort. As a result, male
mammals tend to have traits that aid in sexual competi-
tion: to be larger, to move about more, and to be more
aggressive and risk prone than females. In contrast,
females tend to be risk averse and more cooperative than
males (Low, 2000). In many mammals, the maximum
harem size is a good predictor of the degree of physical
sexual dimorphism.

Thus the “typical” suite of human sex differences
reflects a mammalian evolutionary history. Among
mammals, humans are moderately sexually dimorphic in
genes, physiology, physical appearance, and behavior,
reflecting a past in which moderate polygyny was proba-
bly the rule (review in Low, 2000): The following exam-
ples of human sex differences reflect the evolved
selective underpinnings of sex differences in humans.

PHYsIcAL SEX DIFFERENCES

Gross Physical Differences

Many human male—female physical differences are
immediately obvious: compared with women, men on
average have more upper-body strength and muscular
development, larger jaws, and heavier brow ridges.
Women have breasts and hips. Less obvious in some
cultures, men have penises and testes, and women have
clitora, labia, and vaginas. Many of these differences have
obvious selective relevance and reflect our evolutionary
history. Women’s wider hips (as well as hormonal shifts
in childbirth) facilitate giving birth; permanently
enlarged breasts appear to have evolved in the context of
sexual selection (Low, 2000; Low, Alexander, & Noonan,
1987; Mealey, 2000). Men’s heavier facial features,
versus women’s more neotenic faces, appear to relate to
sexual selection and mate choice (review in Buss, 1999).



Cognitive and Behavioral Differences

And where it has been measured, taller men have more
children than shorter men.

Women’s and men’s waist-hip ratios differ strik-
ingly (about 0.7 vs. 0.85). Women’s waist-hip ratio
changes, thickening with both pregnancy and menopause;
thus a ratio of 0.7 in a woman sends the message: I am
young, and not pregnant. Across a variety of cultures,
men find women’s “typical” waist-hip ratio of 0.7 most
attractive (Singh, 1993; Singh & Luis, 1995), and women
do not find wide hips in men attractive. Related physical
sexual differences may be exaggerated in specific envi-
ronments; for example, in some populations in harsh
environments, women store fat on the buttocks, giving an
exaggerated shape that reflects ability to thrive in harsh
conditions (Low, 2000).

Brain

A number of sex differences exist in the physical
structure of the brain (review by Kimura, 1999). The
hypothalamus, a clump of nuclei at the base of the brain
that mediates a variety of sexual behaviors (Kimura,
1999, p. 130), differs between the sexes. Androgens
appear to affect parts of an area called the interstitial
nuclei of the anterior hypothalamus (INAH), which is
larger in men than in women, and larger in heterosexual
men than in homosexual men (LeVay, 1991). Though this
suggests that the hypothalamus and its development may
be involved in sexual preferences, of course the data are
simply correlational. Similarly, the anterior commissure
(probably involved in sharing information between
the brain’s hemispheres) is larger in women and
homosexual men than in heterosexual men (Allen and
Gorsky, 1991).

Male brains are 10-15% larger than female brains,
and have more cortical neurons than female brains
(Kimura, 1999, p. 128), in part related to sex differences
in spatial ability (see below). Because men are physically
larger than women, the brain—body weight ratio is
roughly equal between the sexes (Ankney, 1992; Kimura,
1999, p. 128). Interestingly, so far, brain sex differences
related to sexual selection (e.g., spatial differences, see
below) tend to be significantly different. Other differ-
ences (e.g., in the United States, men have a nonsignifi-
cant ~4-point advantage on IQ tests) tend to be
nonsignificant—the distribution of the traits may differ
between men and women, but we find no systematic or
significant differences.

29

PHYsioLoGIcCAL AND HORMONAL
SEX DIFFERENCES

Hormonal differences between the sexes in humans, as in
other mammals, are so pervasive and systematic, and are
the mediators for so many other differences, that they are
sometimes incorrectly cited as the biological causes of sex
differences. It is clear, however, that these mediators have
evolved to differ between the sexes, just as in other
species, and specifics vary. Sex hormones organize a vari-
ety of sexually dimorphic behaviors, from aggression to
reproductive behavior (see reviews by Kimura [1999] and
Wizemann and Pardue [2001] for hormonal details, and by
Low [2000], Mealey [2000] and Geary [1998] for behav-
ioral, evolutionary, and ecological comparisons).
Although both sexes have both androgenic and estrogenic
compounds, they do so in differing degrees. In general, the
baseline condition hormonally (and in resulting embry-
ological development) is “female,” and androgens are
required to masculinize both physical and behavioral
traits. The sex chromosomes impart important informa-
tion. For example, it has long been clear that the Y chro-
mosome is necessary for the development of testes; this is
accomplished by testicular differentiating hormone (TDF)
(Vilain & McCabe, 1998). As with several other kinds of
sexual dimorphisms, much of what we know comes from
studying individuals with deficiencies or defects (below).

COGNITIVE AND BEHAVIORAL
DIFFERENCES

Some physical brain sex differences (see above) are
linked in turn to cognitive differences (Kimura, 1999).
Many of these differences are easily linked to past selec-
tion on sex differences (Geary, 1998, pp. 280-295),
although it is important to note that, with few exceptions
(noted below), most work has been done in Western
developed nations, and cross-cultural work may well add
considerable variation.

Behavioral differences are obvious between the
sexes shortly after birth. Newborn boys cry more,
respond less to parental comforting, and require more
holding than girls. Newborn girls respond more strongly
than boys to adult faces and to being held. Boys are some-
what more interested than girls in inanimate nonsocial
objects. Boys seem to begin technical problem-solving
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sooner, and wander farther from home earlier. These
differences are seen very early and occur across several
cultures (Freedman, 1974; Kagan, 1981; R. L. Munroe &
R. H. Munroe, 1975; R. H. Munroe, R. L. Munroe, &
Brasher, 1971; R. H. Munroe, R. L. Munroe, & Bresler,
1985). It seems likely that spatial “practice” associated
with wandering farther from home may contribute to boys’
advantages by the time they are 7 or so (R. H. Munroe,
R. L. Munroe, & Bresler, 1985).

Perceptual

In all senses except vision, women appear to have greater
sensitivity than men. Women have a greater sensitivity to
the four tastes (sweet, sour, bitter, salt) than men (Velle,
1987), and have a lower threshold for hearing pure tones
(McGuinness, 1972). Women have slightly larger periph-
eral visual fields than men (Burg, 1966). In studies done
in Western developed nations, men have a clearer
perception of true vertical and horizontal (Witkin, 1967)
and are less susceptible than women to perceptual illu-
sions like the equal-length line with arrowheads at each
end (pointing “in” versus “out”) (Dewar, 1967). Depth
perception also appears more precise in men.

Many of the visual perception differences contribute
to sex differences in spatial abilities. Cross-cultural data
(Berry, 1976) suggest that, while the sexes tend to differ,
the degree of sexual difference varies with subsistence
mode and acculturation across cultures.

Spatial

Spatial ability differs between the sexes in polygynous
species; males, who search for mates, tend to have greater
spatial abilities than females. For example, among voles
(small mouse-like creatures) males in polygynous species
(who search for females) have better developed spatial
abilities than females, and than males in closely related
monogamous species (Gaulin & Fitzgerald, 1986;
Gaulin & Hoffman, 1988). In humans, men and women use
different cues for spatial orientation (McBurney, Gaulin,
Devinieni, & Adams, 1997); women tend to use landmarks,
while men tend to use directional cues. Scholars suggest
that this is related to past pressures of men’s hunting versus
women’s gathering (Silverman & Eals, 1992; Silverman &
Phillips, 1998). As noted above, Munroe et al. (1985) also
suggest that practice in navigating spatially (e.g., distance
from home in young children) contributes to boys’ abilities.

Biological Bases of Sex Differences

Mathematical

Consistent sex differences in mathematical abilities were
among the first to be recognized, though the role of
biological influences is still controversial. It is difficult to
disentangle social from biological influences. Differences
exist cross-culturally (expectations of boys and girls are
not identical), and girls outperform boys in some cases
(e.g., on computational tests). These findings suggest that
both biological and social components contribute signifi-
cantly to observed differences (Engelhard, 1990; Low &
Over, 1993; Lubinski & Benbow, 1992; summary in
Kimura, 1999, Chapter 6).

Verbal

Girls begin to speak earlier than boys and have larger
vocabularies at each age (Maccoby, 1998). By the last
year of high school, girls retain a slight advantage in
grammatical and spelling skills (Hyde & Linn, 1988).
Even as adults, women retain advantages over men in
fluency (ability to produce words and sentences under
particular constraints) and in speed of naming colors and
forms (Kimura, 1996).

One of the most widely recognized and studied
differences between the sexes in humans is that of aggres-
sion. Here, as in many other differences, we find a gen-
eral pattern mediated by both genetics and acculturation,
with some variation shaped by our evolutionary past
(Low, 2000; R. L. Munroe, Hulefeld, Rodgers, Tomeo, &
Yamazaki, 2000). Aggression, including warfare,
male-male fighting, homicide, and even child abuse,
appear to have evolutionary roots (Daly & Wilson, 1988).
Cross-culturally, in many societies and through much of
human evolutionary history, men have been able to make
large direct reproductive gains through aggressive strate-
gies in gaining resources; women’s reproduction has typ-
ically been more limited by physiological and physical
factors (Low, 2000). Perhaps as a result of this evolution-
ary ecological history, there are clear genetic contribu-
tions to aggressiveness, such as abnormalities in the gene
encoding the neurotransmitter-metabolizing enzyme
monoamine oxidase A (MAOA) (Brunner, 1996; Caspi,
McClay, Moffitt, Mill, Martin et al., 2002). However, the
costs and benefits of aggressive behavior are affected by
societal norms, and there is cross-cultural variation in the
degree to which males and females differ (Ember, 1981;
Munroe et al., 2000). As we learn more about the genetic
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contributions to aggressiveness, we may also find cross-
cultural variation in the equilibrium frequency of genes
like MAOA.

Sex DIFFERENCES IN LIFE HISTORY

Human life histories are unusual among primates, our
closest relatives. If we followed the “typical” primate pat-
tern (in which many phenomena vary with size), women
would nurse their children until about age 7 years, and
then their daughters would have their first children at
about age 8 or 9 years (review in Low, 2000). Human dis-
tortions of “typical” primate patterns appear to be linked
to our extreme sociality. Any glance at census data sug-
gests that there are also significant sex differences in
human life history. Women live longer than men and have
greater life expectancy at birth. In this, humans are like
most mammals, in which males engage in risky competi-
tion for mates, and females specialize in expensive but
risk-averse post-natal care; females tend to mature sig-
nificantly earlier, to be less aggressive, and to live longer
than males (Low, 2000). Of course, there are social rein-
forcements of these patterns (Geary, 1998; Low, 2000),
but the differences follow the general mammalian pattern
and occur across a wide spectrum of human societies.
Patterns of senescence—the failure of systems (and sys-
tem repair) with age—differ between the sexes only in
reproductive senescence; menopause is more regular and
defined in females than is age-related decrease in male
reproductive function.

UNUSUAL CONDITIONS ILLUMINATE
PATHWAYS

Rare and deleterious conditions highlight some of the
causal biological pathways that yield sex differences. For
example, babies missing an X chromosome (XO rather
than XX) have Turner’s syndrome; they are 98% likely to
die before birth, and individuals who survive show men-
tal deficiency. Similarly, XY (genetic male) individuals
born without androgen sensitivity lack androgen recep-
tors in their cells and look superficially like females.
Their testes develop normally but remain in the abdomi-
nal cavity; the scrotum and penis do not develop. Other
related examples are reviewed by Kimura (1999).
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Other pathways are demonstrated by examining
changes in brain-damaged individuals. For example,
men’s and women’s brains differ somewhat in the degree
to which functions are uni- or bilateral. Thus, after
damage to the left hemisphere, women are less likely
than men to suffer aphasia, and they recover more
quickly, suggesting that their speech functions are more
bilateral (Pizzamiglio & Mammucari, 1985). Wizemann
and Pardue (2001) and Kimura (1999) review additional
sex differences in disrupted development and health
syndromes.

CausAL PATHWAYS AND LINKS

The biological bases of sex differences lie in our evolu-
tionary past; they are not simply “genetic” or “hormonal,”
although genes and the resulting hormones produced
mediate many sex differences. The evolutionary history
of any species (including humans) underlies all, and the
impact of natural selection shapes the differences that we
see. Differences evolve because ecological, social, and
physical/physiological factors interact in a complex way:
environmental conditions (which affect the relative bene-
fits of traits in the two sexes) result in the differential
success of individuals with different genetic make-up;
individuals of different genetic make-up have different
hormonal profiles, and different expressions thereof.
The result is, in many species, a pattern of system-
atic differences between the sexes. Occasional disrup-
tions of the normal patterns sometimes help to illuminate
the general patterns. Of course, above and beyond these
biological influences on sex differences, we have huge
sociocultural influences (Low, 1989; Geary, 1998,
Chapter 9). Although some currently observed differ-
ences in modern environments are difficult to trace to our
evolutionary past (e.g., differential abilities on SAT tests),
there is no doubt that evolutionarily based sex differences
can, even today, affect men’s and women’s lives
(Lubinski & Benbow, 1992; Wizemann & Pardue, 2001).

NoTE

1. Here, we follow the National Academy of Sciences (Wizemann and
Pardue, 2001) in using “sex” to refer to the biologically defined
categories “male” and “female”; the term “gender” will apply to
individuals’ self-representation and social roles.
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Socialization of Boys and Girls in Natural Contexts

Carolyn Pope Edwards, Lisa Knoche, and Asiye Kumru

INTRODUCTION

Socialization is the general process by which the members
of a cultural community or society pass on their language,
rules, roles, and customary ways of thinking and behav-
ing to the next generation. Sex role socialization is one
important aspect of this general process. In common
language, socialization means something like “learning
to function in a social setting,” as in ‘“socialization of
children in child care.” This usage implies that the young
children acquire social competence through the concerted
efforts of adults, who carefully train and mold them to
behave appropriately (thus we also speak of “puppy
socialization). In the social sciences, however, the
meaning of “socialization” is more complex and does not
carry the implication that children are simply the passive
recipients or objects of the socialization process.

Rather, in recent years, concepts of socialization in
general, and sex role socialization in particular, have been
transformed along both theoretical and empirical dimen-
sions. The theoretical aspect includes efforts to integrate
social learning and cognitivist perspectives through a
focus on self-socialization. Self-socialization can be
defined as the process whereby children influence the
direction and outcomes of their own development
through selective attention, imitation, and participation in
particular activities and modalities of interaction that
function as key contexts of socialization. For example,
many children prefer to observe and imitate same-gender
models rather than the opposite gender, and to interact
and participate in gender-typical activities. The empirical
aspect of the reconceptualization of socialization thus
involves a renewed focus on context. Whereas earlier
studies of behavioral sex differences typically involved
appraising individual behavioral dispositions across con-
texts, the new approach seeks ways to understand behav-
ior within specific relational interactions and activity
settings (e.g., the conversation of boys and girls in small
or large groups) or in settings with children of mixed-age
(e.g., in neighborhood games) versus the same age group
(e.g., classmates at school).
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Thus the goals of earlier work were to understand
how, why, and at what age girls and boys begin to vary
behaviorally along such dimensions as “nurturance,’
“aggression,” and “dependency,” including determination
of how sex-typical dispositions are influenced by cultural
factors. In contrast, the new approach seeks to answer
such questions as the following. How are different kinds
of gender-specific social behaviors called out or elicited
by different contexts of socialization? How are gender
differences influenced by children’s relationship to their
social companions—for example, their gender, age, sta-
tus, and kinship relationship? How are gender differences
influenced by different activity contexts (e.g., school,
work, play) that we know are differentially distributed
across cultural communities, depending on such factors
as adult subsistence strategies, leisure patterns, family
structures, household organizations, and forms of social
networks? Finally, how are gender differences affected
by where children are found, their location in space
(e.g., distance from home)?

CHILDREN’S COMPANIONSHIP: AGE,
GENDER, AND KINSHIP

Children’s companions are those individuals whom they
watch, imitate, and interact with in natural settings of
home, school, neighborhood, and community. These
social partners influence children’s emerging gender
expectations through face-to-face relationships in which
children give and receive care, help, instruction, support,
and cooperation, or where they engage in dominance
struggles, conflicts, arguments, and fights. As they inter-
act with different companions, children learn to discrim-
inate the different categories of people in society, such as
infants, elders, older versus younger siblings, extended
family, household guests and visitors, and passers-by.
To understand the different socialization experiences
of boys and girls, it is important to know what factors
possibly influence children’s companionship. Children
around the world have different opportunities with respect



Children’s Companionship

to social companions. Their cultural community, develop-
mental age, gender, and kinship composition strongly
determine the company they keep. Cultural community
shapes children’s companionship through such macro fea-
tures as the following: geographic layout, settlement pat-
tern, cooperative networks, household composition, and
age/gender division of labors (Whiting & Edwards, 1988).
For instance, in a community where the mother’s primary
responsibilities keep her in the vicinity of the house and
adjacent garden areas, while the father’s work takes him
to a nearby town, the mother’s companionship would nec-
essarily be more salient to young children during the day
than would the father’s. In a community where families
live in extended families with bilateral kinship, they will
often have many houses where they can freely visit and
play and a wide variety of cousins from both sides of their
family with whom to interact.

Children’s age has a strong influence on their choice
of companions, much more so than does their gender in
the early years. Age-related changes in children’s physi-
cal, social, and intellectual capacities are necessarily
related to changes in their social settings and their com-
panions. For example, infants and toddlers require con-
stant supervision and show dependency behaviors such as
seeking comfort, protection, and food from the primary
caregiver or designated guardians. They are more likely
to be in the company of mothers or other female adults
(grandmothers, aunts, or hired caregivers) rather than
male adults in almost all cultural communities.

Preschool-age children expand their capabilities to
do more things with more companions in a widening
variety of settings (Garbarino & Gilliam, 1980). They can
now have younger as well as older companions in their
playgroup, and they begin to learn about their position in
the “pecking order” of childhood. As they become aware
of their gender identity, they begin to show preferences
for same-sex playmates and their cross-gender interaction
decreases in settings when they can choose their
companions, as at preschool or childcare.

During middle childhood, the experiences of children
in different communities become even more divergent
according to gender, as well as according to educational
opportunities. In cultures where schooling is present for
both girls and boys, children experience the very important
transition of moving from a more home-centered to a more
school-centered existence. School-age children interact
frequently with same-age peers, the majority of whom are
not kin, during half the daylight hours. At this age, children
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seem to seek interaction with companions who are not their
family members but who are like them in other ways. They
may show avoidant or exclusive behavior toward children
not of their gender, especially when they are playing in
large groups (Whiting & Edwards, 1988). Research shows
that children’s play in these single-gender groups involves
high proportions of both egoistic conflict and sociability/
play behaviors, as if the children are using the group as a
“laboratory” for learning how to negotiate and get along
with peers in the culturally approved masculine or femi-
nine way (Maccoby, 1998).

The age gap between the children and their
companions is also important. When children interact
with children who are older than they are by 3 or more
years, they tend to display certain dependency behaviors
(seeking proximity, exchanging information/inquiring,
and watching/imitating) (Whiting & Edwards, 1988).
Toddlers and preschool-aged children seem especially
motivated to imitate the behavior of older children, and
learn much from contact with older siblings. When older
children interact with younger and smaller children, they
are much more likely to take on a dominant style of inter-
action than they are when they are with peers or older
persons. Older children (especially boys) tend to decrease
their contact with female family adults once they begin to
attend school, but their contact with fathers may actually
increase in communities where sons are allowed to help
their fathers in work (Whiting & Whiting, 1975).

Thus children’s gender interacts with their age in
influencing their preferred patterns of companionship.
Throughout the world’s cultures and subcultures, gender
segregation for play and leisure are seen during the years
of middle childhood. The same-gender peer play seems
to appear around age 3 years (Hartup, 1983; Jacklin &
Maccoby, 1978), and to become predominant during the
ages of 6-9 (Feiring & Lewis, 1989; Whiting & Edwards,
1988). These patterns may reflect in part the child’s own
preferences for friends and playmates (self-socialization)
as well as their parents’ and other institutions’ structuring
of the social environment (Cochran & Riley, 1987).

Children tend to compare their appearance, skills,
and behavior with their same-gender peers who are close
in age to them. Thus, interacting with same-gender com-
panions may help them to establish gender identity and
roles. However, girls usually have more access to adult
females than boys do to adult males in their daily settings
(Whiting & Edwards, 1988). As a result, boys seem to
seek out interaction with boys who are older than
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themselves, who may serve as models. Boys have more
daily contact with male playmates in their dyadic settings
than girls do with girl playmates (Feiring & Lewis, 1989).

Finally, the organization of people in space and the
social structure of households and neighborhoods affect
the availability of kin versus non-kin companionship for
children. For instance, in communities where children are
restricted to the home environment, their main compan-
ions are usually their siblings and cousins, as observed
among Abaluyia children of Kisa, Kenya (Weisner, 1984).
Instead, where they have more autonomy to explore the
neighborhood and more access to communal play areas or
schools, they have more contact with nonrelatives and
more chances to divide themselves into gender- and age-
segregated playgroups, as is common in North America.
In a study of United States social networks, Feiring and
Lewis (1989) found that children aged 3, 6, and 9 years
had a greater number and more daily contacts with nonkin
than with kin. With increasing age, children significantly
increased the number of kin with whom they were in con-
tact, but they decreased nonsignificantly in their frequency
of daily contact. Though boys and girls were not different
in the proportion of kin versus nonkin with whom they
were in contact, an increasing trend found that, with age,
girls had more daily contact with kin than did boys.

CHILDREN’S ACTIVITIES

Activity settings allow children around the world to try
out and experience different kinds of roles and occupa-
tions and to learn to navigate social relations with family
and peers. As children move around different settings,
they encounter different opportunities for work, play,
learning, and sociability, and come in contact with differ-
ent standing patterns of behavior and toys, objects, and
natural materials to be manipulated. Boys and girls may
or may not engage in the same sorts of activities, result-
ing in divergent socialization processes. A general review
of the literature finds that parents behave surprisingly
similarly in their explicit treatment of sons versus daugh-
ters, for example, in the rules they enforce (Maccoby and
Jacklin, 1974). However, they do assign boys and girls to
different settings (e.g., work vs. play) and encourage
different patterns of companionship (e.g., time spent in
mixed-age groups containing infants). Perhaps it is the
cumulative effect of these large and small differences in
task assignments, work, and play experiences that result
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in divergence of socialization experiences and outcomes
for boys and girls (Morelli & Tronick, 1991).

Children’s activities in rural subsistence communi-
ties are often focused on responsible work (e.g., cleaning,
gardening, herding, childcare), whereas in contemporary
industrial communities, children are often put into organ-
ized play settings (e.g., preschools, schools, and after-
school programs). Around the world, girls and boys
engage in different proportions of work versus play
(Whiting & Edwards, 1988), and these differences
contribute to the gender-socialization process.

Activities can be thought of as “directed” or “undi-
rected” (Munroe et al., 1983; Munroe, Munroe, &
Shimmin, 1984). Directed activities are ones that are
specifically assigned to children by an authority figure,
perhaps a parent or older sibling. They include such
things as caring for younger siblings, household work,
and errands outside the home. The age at which children
are directed toward particular activities depends upon
their society. In communities where women take a lead-
ing role in subsistence work, children (but especially
girls) are recruited by their mothers to take on more
responsible tasks at a younger age (Edwards & Whiting,
in press). In communities where boys can be easily incor-
porated into the work of the adult men (hunting, fishing,
farming), and where that work is time consuming and
labor intensive, boys move relatively early into work
roles. Undirected activities are less structured, leaving the
child to set the course for the event, as for example in free
play or idle sociability. Both directed and undirected
activities can be identified across cultural contexts, and
both contribute to gender role development.

In a study of Australian youth aged 6-7 years, boys
were found to be more engaged in competitive sports, and
girls in ballet and dance (Russell & Russell, 1992). In
many studies (e.g., Edwards, 2000), girls have been more
often observed playing with dolls, handling household
objects, and participating in dress-up and art activities.
Their play activities and toy preferences more often focus
on domestic roles and nurturance. In contrast, boys are
often found playing with store-bought or handmade
vehicles, weapons, building materials, sports equipment,
or other objects considered culturally masculine. In
Senegal, the pretend play of girls focuses on domestic
activities over the course of childhood; boys engage in
domestic pretend play at age 2, but increasingly turn to
themes involving transportation and hunting as they get
older (Bloch & Adler, 1994).
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Types of play vary considerably by context. A
reanalysis of the Six Culture data found that in locations
where work predominated over play, all children were rel-
atively unlikely to engage in fantasy play, perhaps because
they were enacting such scenarios in real life. For exam-
ple, instead of playing with dolls, young children could
care for infant siblings, tend their household fire, and
handle sharp cooking tools (Edwards, 2000). Furthermore,
in communities where children had freedom to venture
beyond the bounds of the immediate home and yard, they
engaged in considerable amounts of creative—constructive
play (e.g., building dams, making whistles and mud pies
out of natural materials, and creating slingshots). The most
“playful” children were found in Taira, Okinawa, where
their workloads were light and they were supervised by all
of the village adults collectively, giving them considerable
freedom to move around the village (Edwards, 2000).

In some cultures, gender roles are impressed upon
young children through directed, often work-related,
activities. Through work, children can learn adult roles
and skills (Nsamenang, 1992). In the Children of
Different Worlds project, boys as young as age 4 years
were trained to care for livestock (Whiting & Edwards,
1988). In fact, animal care was generally a male task,
especially with large animals such as cattle or water buf-
falo. In Rogoff’s (1981) study of Guatemalan children,
children were beginning to perform gender-specific work
tasks by age 5 or 6, with boys gathering firewood and
feeding animals, and girls running errands and doing
cleaning. This same division of labor was noted for an
American middle-class sample (Bloch & Walsh, 1985),
where girls at age 5-6 years were directed to perform
more housework, and again in a Caribbean sample of
youth (Lange & Rodman, 1992). Likewise, in a study of
Senegalese children, girls were assigned more responsi-
ble work than boys starting at age 5 and 6 years (Bloch &
Adler, 1994). Certainly, however, children’s work is not
always gender specific. Mothers with heavy workloads
recruit both sons and daughters to help (e.g., with gar-
dening), and in households where there is no child of the
appropriate gender to perform a gender-specific activity,
children may be expected to cross over and do opposite-
gender chores; for example, boys will clean or care for
infants, and girls will tend to animals or repair fishing
equipment (Ember, 1973; Lange & Rodman, 1992).

Task assignment is thus a strong influence of
the socialization process. Ember (1981) describes task
assignment as an unconscious effort on the part of
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caretakers to transmit gender-specific information. For
example, mothers in Senegal were found to be more
likely to ask girls than boys to do work, and more likely
to pull girls away from their play activities to perform
responsible work (Bloch & Adler, 1994). Across soci-
eties, girls are generally engaged in more responsible
work than boys (Whiting & Edwards, 1973). In a West
African community, girls aged 8-10 years were often
found caring for younger siblings, family members, and
neighbor children (Nsamenang, 1992). In most cultures,
females continue to be seen as responsible for children,
and as young females become adults they expect to take
on responsibility for children (Best & Williams, 1997).
In sum, cultures around the world socialize boys and
girls, through both direct and indirect means, to under-
stand their gender role in society. The work activities of
children reflect gender differences, with girls engaged in
more household tasks and responsibilities than boys.
Leisure and play activities between the sexes also vary,
with girls focusing more on domestic scenarios and nur-
turance, and boys engaging in competitive and large-
motor activities. Socialization through these activities,
while discrete, generally results in separate societal rules
and roles for the sexes. The activities in which children
engage—both work and leisure—provide important
learning opportunities for children, to help them become
knowledgeable, informed participants in their culture.

THE SETTINGS OF SOCIALIZATION

Just as the activities in which children engage contribute
to gender socialization, where children work and play
also has important implications. The settings in which
children spend their time shape those behaviors they can
observe, try out, rehearse, and master. The impact on
socialization is directly related to the strength of the
setting. Some contexts of development are considered
“strong” and other situations “weak” (Snyder & Ickes,
1985). In strong contexts, the range of behaviors that an
individual is permitted to display is limited. The situation
almost dictates the individual’s response. Weak contexts
allow more variability; the situation does not demand a
specific behavioral or emotional response. With regard to
gender socialization, many social situations are relatively
strong, particularly for older children who are more
aware of gender stereotypes and expectations. These
strong contexts demand gender-appropriate behaviors,
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whereas weak-context environments allow children more
flexibility in behaving outside or beyond the bounds of
gender constraints.

Girls and boys tend to occupy different locations in
space, along with some shared venues (Maccoby, 1998).
In general, boys tend to play outdoors and in relatively
large groups. When possible, they combine undirected
play with their work, for example, interspersing rough-
housing and chasing games with tending animals in the
fields. Girls are more likely to be found playing with two
to three peers in an indoor setting, or assisting inside with
household chores, or outside performing errands such as
going to the market or getting water or fuel. Girls also
spice up their work with fun, especially through conver-
sation, games, or singing. They engage in conversations
more readily than boys do, while boys engage in more
physical activity (Best & Williams, 1997).

The school setting can be seen as both a “strong” and
“weak” context for gender behaviors, depending on the
specific location. For example, the cafeteria is a strong
context, where boys and girls separate to different tables if
given the choice. Likewise, on the playground, boy and
girl groups take over separate spaces. Girls usually play
around the periphery of the playground, while boys
occupy a larger more central space. In fact, boys take up
10 times more space on the playground and often invade
girls’ activities (Maccoby, 1998; Thorne, 1994). The
Children of Different Worlds project found that in societies
where all the boys and girls go to school together, same-
gender interaction was very high during free play, thereby
resulting in more gender segregation than was generally
found in the homes and neighborhoods (Whiting &
Edwards, 1988). Within the classroom, however, creative
and constructive activities, such as art, manipulatives, and
dramatic play, can promote gender integration. For
instance, in a social studies project, boys and girls can
work cooperatively on tasks and are more likely to over-
look gender differences than outside in the playground.
The teacher’s presence can attract both girls and boys to
circle around nearby, causing them to mingle and interact.

Neighborhoods are generally “weaker” contexts than
school settings with respect to gender roles. Owing to the
limited number of playmates available, they often promote
play that is mixed as to gender and age, and many favorite
group games (such as “hide-and-seek,” kick ball, and tag)
attract children of all ages, boys and girls equally. Cross-
gender play is also common when children collect in small
groups or pairs, and when children have known one
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another for a long period of time and have built up trust and
friendship. The more children are present in a space, and
the more unfamiliar they are with one another, the more
likely they will segregate based on gender.

The Children of Different Worlds spot observations
revealed boys to be generally farther from home than were
girls, in contexts that are considered weak in regard to
gender socialization but strong in terms of peer pressure.
Girls” movement away from the home was restricted in
some societies, and they left the home area most often
when following a predictable path doing a “directed” chore
such as gathering water, collecting firewood, or going to
the shop (Whiting & Edwards, 1988). Boys had more free-
dom to wander beyond the home environment in undi-
rected play where they were less accountable to figures of
authority and perhaps more free to experiment in their
behavior and follow their curiosity. On the other hand, we
know from other research that when boys play together in
groups, they strongly pressure one another toward what
they consider masculine behavior (by ridiculing boys who
do not measure up) (Carter & McCloskey, 1984; Fagot,
1984). Thus, boys turn their free play away from home into
strong contexts for gender role socialization.

The Children of Different Worlds project found that
during directed activities, boys were found farther from
home than girls in four of the six communities, and these
differences were maintained during undirected play. In
fact, it was during undirected activities that gender
differences were maximized. Boys spent more time in
locations and activities (such as rough-and-tumble play)
that accentuated gender differences. Girls were generally
nearer the home environment, more often engaged in
directed activities with specific task or supervision
responsibilities, interspersed with undirected intervals of
leisure and socializing.

CHILDREN’S BEHAVIOR: NURTURANCE,
DEPENDENCY, PROSOCIAL ACTS, AND
AGGRESSION

In this final section, we discuss four categories of child
behavior (nurturance, dependency, prosocial acts, and
aggression) that appear at an early age and are important
outcomes of the kinds of socialization processes we have
described. Children’s behavior seems to have certain
similar characteristics across cultures because of their
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universal developmentally-based needs and desires.
However, there are also important differences tied to
cultural experiences. All four categories of behavior are
particularly reciprocal in the child’s dyadic interaction
with their companions, and they are subjected to a cul-
tural channeling that specifies under what circumstances
and to whom the child can display them.

Nurturance can be defined as offering help and
support to an individual who is in a state of need.
Although there are variations in the styles and situations
in which it is expected to express nurturance, it is a rec-
ognizable universal across culture. With age, children are
more capable of perceiving, understanding, and meeting
others’ needs and wants, and then responding to them.
For example, they learn how to offer food to distract a
crying toddler or how to encourage a friend with a smile.

In almost all societies, infants and toddlers receive
higher proportions of nurturance than do older children
because of their relative helplessness and vulnerability as
well as their cute and endearing physical characteristics
(Braten, 1996; Edwards, 1986, 1993; Whiting &
Edwards, 1988). Infant crying seems to elicit nurturance
behavior from even very young children (Zahn-Waxler,
Friedman, & Cummings, 1983). When infants grow older
and become more mobile, independent, and demanding,
they still need to be watched, protected, and instructed.
However, toddlers are in many ways harder to care for
than infants. They are still small and defenseless, but they
seem to elicit many prosocially dominant behaviors from
others (for instance, commands to desist from dangerous
and annoying behaviors, and suggestions about how to
eat their food properly) rather than the pure nurturance
behavior that they formerly received (Whiting, 1983;
Whiting & Edwards, 1988).

Both older boys and girls tend to be highly nurtur-
ing toward babies. However, girls are more nurturing than
boys to toddlers, other children, and adults (Whiting &
Edwards, 1988). In most societies, girls are assigned as
caretakers of babies and have more opportunity to prac-
tice nurturance than do boys. Girls are more frequently in
the company of their mothers and more eager to imitate
the maternal role. In their play, girls are more likely to act
out scenes from familiar settings, such as the home and
school where they can rehearse and create domestic roles
involving nurturing interpersonal relationships and
nurturance (Edwards, Knoche, & Kumru, 2001). Thus,
girls seem to have more opportunities in everyday life to
practice nurturance than do boys.
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Dependency behavior can be described as seeking
help, attention, permission, information, emotional sup-
port, or material resources. Because of the helplessness of
the human infant, dependency behavior is strong at the
beginning of life and is elicited and rewarded by caretak-
ing adults at least some of the time. One would expect
that the dependency would then decrease as the child
becomes more mature and competent. However, research
has documented no clear-cut changes in age in overall
levels of dependency behavior during childhood.
Maccoby and Masters (1970) discussed these findings
with reference to the different types of dependent behav-
iors. They noted that clinging and proximity-seeking
behavior decrease with age, while help- and attention-
seeking behavior remain high. Similarly, Whiting and
Edwards (1988) suggest that a child’s dependency tenden-
cies toward mother does not so much decrease as change
in style from early to middle childhood. Children’s pre-
ferred style tends to shift from more physical and intimate
modes toward ones like help, attention, information, and
permission-seeking that rely on verbal skills and help
them act in accord with cultural values. Thus, children’s
dependency changes in format with age, becoming less
intimate and proximal, but it does not disappear.

Findings on gender differences in child’s depend-
ency are decidedly mixed. Luo boys from Kenya were
observed to exhibit significantly more dependency
behavior than were the girls (Ember, 1973). However,
many studies from Western and non-Western societies
have shown little or no sex differences in overall depend-
ency behavior (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Whiting &
Edwards, 1973). Ember (1981) suggested that girls and
boys might exhibit different types of dependency
behavior. For instance, in the Six Cultures data, girls
tended to seek help and physical contact more than boys
in the 3-6-year-old age range, but boys seemed to seek
attention and material goods more than girls once they
were about 7 years old (Edwards & Whiting, 1974).

Prosocial behavior can be described as voluntary
acts intending to meet the needs of others. Prosocial
behavior tends to increase with age because of develop-
mental changes in children’s cognitive, socio-emotional,
and physical competence (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). In
most societies, children are expected to carry more
responsibility at home as they become mature and to
display more prosocial acts. Studies with Western and
non-Western samples show that older children displayed
higher proportions of prosocial behaviors compared with
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their younger peers (Eisenberg, 1992; Eisenberg & Fabes,
1998; Whiting & Edwards, 1973, 1988; de Guzman,
Edwards, & Carlo, 2002).

Socialization pressures and learning might play an
important role in children’s prosocial tendencies. From
toddlerhood on, children experience socialization pres-
sure to learn the rudiments of prosocial behavior
(Whiting & Edwards, 1988). In cultures where children
have more opportunities to interact with infants, they
seem to acquire capacities for prosocial behavior natu-
rally and smoothly. Likewise, where they grow up in the
company of elders who need their assistance, they learn
prosocial values about respect and care of the very old.

Literature about gender differences in prosocial
behavior has produced mixed conclusions. For example,
studies conducted in contemporary Western societies
suggest that girls seem to perform more prosocial behav-
ior than boys, at least during late childhood and adoles-
cence (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1998). Barry, Bacon, and
Child (1957) found that socialization pressure toward
nurturance, obedience, and responsibilities was much
higher for girls than for boys across 110 societies.
However, some studies have produced contrary results.
For example, de Guzman et al. (2002) found no gender
differences in prosocial behaviors for the Gikuyu children
of Ngecha, Kenya; for these children, social contexts of
work and childcare proved to be strong socialization set-
tings that elicited high levels of prosocial behavior from
both boys and girls.

Finally, aggression can be defined as satisfying the
actor’s own needs through an ascendant or commanding
style that inflicts some kind of injury or loss of resources
to the other. Although psychologists continue to debate
about whether aggression is innate or learned, research
has documented that positive reinforcement and permis-
sive conditions increase the level of aggressive behaviors.
Indeed, Western research shows that parents who reward
and encourage aggression seem to have aggressive
children (Bandura & Walters, 1963). The same is true
of mothers in non-Western societies, who have high
levels of controlling and reprimanding behavior and who
uphold children’s dominant/aggressive and insulting
behaviors to meet their egoistic needs (Whiting &
Edwards, 1988). Indeed, societies where people value
and reward aggression produce highly aggressive
individuals (Chagnon, 1968; Ember & Ember, 1994).
Punitive socialization promotes rather than decreases
children’s hostility and aggression (Zigler & Child, 1969).
This can occur in cultural communities with extended
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family households where outward aggression cannot be
tolerated with so many people living together (Harrington
& Whiting, 1972).

Whiting and Edwards (1988) found that physical
teasing, assaulting, and insulting occured at similar levels
whether older children are interacting with younger ones,
or vice versa. However, there was also very consistent
evidence of gender differences in aggression, and this has
been confirmed across both Western and non-Western
societies. Past about age 3, boys generally show more
aggression than girls (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Whiting &
Edwards, 1973).

Children seem to come into the world with similar
but not identical endowments for dyadic interaction
across cultures. Cultural scripts in many societies then set
girls and boys on different courses by exaggerating,
reducing, or redirecting any emerging gender differences
through the mechanisms of constraining the company
that children keep, the activities they perform, and the
locations in which they spend their time. Children too are
active in their own gender socialization and, whenever
they can, make predictable choices about whom they will
observe and imitate, how, where, and with whom they
will play, and when and how they will contribute to the
care of others and the useful work needed to carry on
daily life in their community.
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Adolescence

Glenn E. Weisfeld

INTRODUCTION

This article constitutes an attempt to provide some
illustrations of how the integration of biological and
cultural factors is proceeding with regard to the topic of
adolescence and gender. It will begin with a survey of
some theories and research methodologies used in study-
ing the prevalence, causation, and function of a given
behavior or sex difference. Next, human adolescence will
be described and analyzed functionally, with special atten-
tion to sex differences of puberty and puberty rites. Sex
differences in adolescent family relations, labor, and mate
choice will then be addressed. Some illustrative individual
and cultural differences in these general patterns will also
be analyzed. The article, then, will take a functional
approach in attempting to explain why particular sex
differences in behavior occur in adolescence.

THEORIES

Understanding sex differences and sexual behavior in
adolescence requires some comprehension of adoles-
cence as it occurs throughout the world. Statements
restricted to adolescence in the West or in industrialized
societies beg the question of whether or not they are also
true of adolescence elsewhere, whether or not they are
universal, and, if so, whether or not they are true of
adolescence in other primate species as well.

It goes without saying that human behavior is
exceedingly flexible, but this does not mean that it has no
evolved basis and is entirely learned. Consistent with the
fact that humans share 99% of their genes, universal
behaviors and sex differences have been reported (Brown,
1991; Friedl, 1975; Mealey, 2000; Schlegel & Barry,
1991; van den Berghe, 1979). Even adolescents living in
post-industrial society, an environment far removed from
the African savannah in which hominids evolved, gener-
ally retain the evolved behavioral propensities of the
Pleistocene era since 99% of our genes are still the same.
Therefore it should be possible to find a core of adolescent
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behavioral tendencies in any normal population, albeit
with some individual exceptions. Once a general species-
wide characteristic of adolescence is identified, it can then
be analyzed functionally to learn why it has stood the test
of time. General statements about adolescence, to the
extent that they can be established, will provide a func-
tional framework for viewing this stage of life.

On the other hand, it is important not to overgeneral-
ize, to see consistency where it does not exist. Variability
exists, and is due mainly to differences in socialization by
family and culture, not genetic differences between popu-
lations. Various theories have arisen to explain these
socialization influences, including the social cognitive
theory of gender, which stresses observation and imita-
tion, and cognitive developmental theory, which empha-
sizes one’s self-concept as male or female. Gender schema
theory recognizes an internal (evolved?) motive to con-
form with culturally based gender expectations. This cul-
tural variability is widely acknowledged by evolutionists,
but until recently evoked little attention from them. In the
past decade or so, however, evolutionists have begun
trying to explain some of this variability by invoking the
concept of biological function. As in the case of a partic-
ular species, individuals and populations must exhibit
behavior that enhances their survival and reproduction. A
given practice can be interpreted in functional terms
whether it arises because of natural selection or cultural
selection. If a particular trait is adaptive in the species as
a whole, given enough geological time, it will evolve
genetic supports and come to have an evolved basis (the
Baldwin effect). If the trait is adaptive only locally, culture
will usually support it. The neural basis of culture and
learning evolved to permit rapid behavioral adjustments to
environmental changes. Learning would not be so wide-
spread in animals if it did not generally enhance their
biological fitness. The same can be said of human culture.
This broad approach promises to strike a balance between
biological and cultural approaches, and to provide a
unifying construct—biological function. Language, tool
use, warfare, ornamentation, religion, and other well-
developed biocultural capacities are increasingly being
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analyzed in adaptive terms. The discovery of rudiments of
some of these capacities in great apes is facilitating this
functional analysis (e.g., McGrew, 1992).

METHODOLOGIES

Testing for an Evolved Basis

Every behavioral action occurs because of a combination
of interacting genetic and environmental factors. Despite
general acceptance of this notion, it is useful to learn
whether or not a particular behavior or sex difference has
a specific evolved basis. All human behaviors are geneti-
cally based because all involve a genetically programmed
brain, but only some behaviors are mediated by brain
structures that evolved for a specific behavioral purpose.
Other behaviors are incidental byproducts of our species’
domain-general capacities for perception, learning,
cognition, and movement. For example, all chickens will
peck at grain, but only some will learn to peck at a disk
for food.

Some of the methodologies used in distinguishing
between these alternatives will now be outlined. They can
provide evidence for or against the presence of an evolved
basis for a given anatomical or behavioral trait or sex dif-
ference. For further critical discussion of these research
strategies, which were pioneered by Darwin (1872/1965)
himself, see C. R. Ember (1981), Miller (2002), and
G. E. Weisfeld (1982).

Universality. The main research strategy is to distin-
guish species-wide traits from those that vary across pop-
ulations. Species-wide anatomical and behavioral traits
have an evolved basis, as a rule. Variable traits usually
have a cultural basis and are adaptive or neutral for that
population but lack a population-specific genetic basis.
Like all statements about human behavior, these have
exceptions. If the behavior remains the same across this
cultural variability, then the behavior probably has an
evolved basis. If the behavior or sex difference varies
with culture, then genes do not effectively constrain it and
it is primarily culturally based.

Developmental Research Strategies. Similar rea-
soning applies to other research strategies for drawing this
distinction between traits with an evolved basis and those
that are purely acquired. Another strategy is to minimize
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the role of culture or socialization in order to see if the
behavior still develops. For example, if newborns exhibit
the trait, then postnatal socialization can hardly be respon-
sible. If, on the other hand, the behavior or sex difference
is absent at birth, then its later appearance is probably due
to socialization—although it may be a delayed effect of
genes, such as the changes of puberty (C. R. Ember, 1981).

A variant of this secondly strategy in analyzing a sex
difference is to hold socialization constant by concealing
the gender of infants and noting whether they are still
treated the same. If not, then an evolved basis for any sex
differences in the infants’ behavior is likely. Yet another
variant is to identify the onset of some cognitive capacity
and see if the sex difference in question appears before
this hypothesized cognitive cause. If, for example,
children exhibit a particular sex difference before they
understand gender differences, then the behavior cannot
depend on this comprehension.

Comparative and Physiological Strategies.
A third main strategy is to determine whether or not a
human behavior or sex difference also occurs in our
primate relatives. If so, then the trait probably was passed
on to our species by our forebears and is not rooted in
human culture. Similarly, demonstrating a specific neural
or hormonal mechanism for a behavior or sex difference
renders improbable a purely cultural basis. Many hor-
monal and brain structural differences between men and
women have been correlated with sex differences in
behavior (Hampson, 2002).

Interpretation of Data from these Research
Strategies. These research strategies are not infalli-
ble. For example, a trait that we do not share with even
our closest primate relatives, such as speech, may still
have an evolved basis because every species possesses
some unique traits. A sex difference that occurs in hun-
dreds of cultures except one doubtless has an evolved
basis, because culture can always override an evolved
behavioral propensity.

Because of these complications, evidence from
various strategies is sought in analyzing a given behavior
or sex difference. The evidence from various strategies
for a given behavior is usually consistent, thereby
validating them. For example, cross-cultural, hormonal,
and comparative evidence converges to indicate that sex
differences in human aggression have an evolved basis
(Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1993).
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Also, demonstrating an evolved basis for a behavior
does not mean that socialization factors are not also
involved. Most behaviors are probably shaped by both
types of factor, by information obtained by our ancestors
and embodied in our genes, and by information acquired
by ourselves through learning and observation.

Methodologies for Implicating
Socialization Factors

Another methodology for examining the source of a given
behavioral sex difference is to see if boys and girls are
treated differently by parents or the general culture. If so,
the sex difference may be due to differential socialization,
although an evolved basis cannot be ruled out. Some evi-
dence suggests that the effects of differential socialization
may have been exaggerated. Maccoby (1998) reviewed
this cross-cultural literature and concluded that when
people react to an unfamiliar infant of unknown gender,
they do not consistently alter their treatment on the basis
of the infant’s perceived or labeled gender. Furthermore,
parents deal quite similarly with their sons and daughters.
In a meta-analysis of hundreds of studies, no statistically
significant sex differences were found for warmth, restric-
tiveness, discipline, or encouragement of achievement or
dependency (Lytton & Romney, 1991). In many cultures
no sex difference in socialization for a given behavior is
reported, making it difficult to say that socialization
generally causes the corresponding sex differences in
behavior (C. R. Ember, 1981).

Cognitive theories of the acquisition of sex roles may
account for many sex differences. However, children begin
to conform with these expectations, or stereotypes, before
they understand about sex-appropriate behavior or even to
which sex they belong. For example, the cooperative style
of girls and the confrontational style of boys emerge before
children come to believe that girls are supposed to be
“nice” and boys “rough.” Even if children do understand a
certain expectation for sex-typed behavior, they may not
conform with it themselves (Serbin, Powlishta, & Gulko,
1993; Signorella, Bilger, & Liben, 1993), and may even
exhibit a backlash against demonstrations of nontraditional
behavior (Durkin & Hutchins, 1984).

However, Maccoby (1998) did find the following
consistent gender-specific differences in treatment.
Parents treat daughters more gently than sons, and talk
more with daughters about interpersonal events. Parents
express more approval of sex-appropriate behaviors than
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of sex-inappropriate ones, especially for boys. Across
cultures, girls tend to be less different in their behavior
than boys, and experience a less radical transformation
upon entering adolescence (Schlegel & Barry, 1991). In
many different cultures, mothers begin training daughters
to behave properly and to help with tasks before they do
so with sons (B. B. Whiting & Edwards, 1988). Girls are
generally socialized to be nurturant, and boys to strive for
achievement and self-reliance (Barry, Bacon, & Child,
1957; Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1993; Welch & Page, 1981).

Subtle socialization influences may occur and may
have profound and unexpected consequences. Girls have
been found to have more traditionally feminine occupa-
tional aspirations if they have more brothers (Abrams,
Sparkes, & Hogg, 1985; Lemkau, 1979). In a study of
young children’s interest in babies, a sex difference was
observed only when the child was asked to look after the
baby, not when spontaneous play with the baby was
measured (Berman & Goodman, 1984). This seems to
indicate the operation of sex role identification. Then too,
children may be directed to perform sex-specific tasks,
develop competence in these tasks, take pride in their
mastery, and therefore come to enjoy these activities
(Edwards, 1985).

Behavioral genetics research indicates that
nonshared environmental factors that affect siblings dif-
ferently, such as peers, mentors, and illnesses, contribute
much more to individual differences in behavior than do
parents’ values and practices (Plomin, 1990; Rowe, 1994).
Our understanding of environmental influences will have
to be drastically revised to be consistent with these data.
Behavioral genetics has also demonstrated that parents’
socialization practices are themselves somewhat heritable,
showing that genes and environment interact in subtle
ways (Plomin, 1990). For example, brighter parents (intel-
ligence is highly heritable) keep more books in the home,
an environmental influence enhancing intelligence. Also,
genetically based characteristics of the child may elicit
particular parental responses, and a child with a particular
genetically based propensity may seek out environments
with like-minded peers.

Functional Analysis

Once a species-wide evolved trait or sex difference is
identified, its biological function can be investigated. This
is attempted by determining which other species possess
the same trait and pinpointing the crucial difference
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between these species and those that lack the trait. For
example, M. Ember and Ember (1979) analyzed the func-
tion of marriage by showing that its analog in animals,
pair bonding, occurs in birds and mammals in which the
mother’s need for food interferes with care of her young.
Marriage thus serves to keep the father close by so as to
aid in raising the offspring. Functional analysis is not mere
guesswork; hypotheses must be tested, and are discon-
firmed if the distribution of the trait proves inconsistent
with the hypothesized explanation. In the case of a human
trait, its function in ancestral hunter—gatherer society must
be identified because our contemporary genetic program
is essentially a throwback to that era. An evolved trait may
no longer be adaptive in a modern environment. The study
of function—the “why” question about a species-wide
behavior or sex difference—provides an entirely different
level of explanation from analysis of how and when the
behavior develops (Weisfeld, 1982).

PUBERTY, THE KEYSTONE OF
ADOLESCENCE

Overview

In humans, sex differentiation in body and behavior,
although in evidence throughout ontogeny (Bjorklund &
Pellegrini, 2002), becomes most marked at puberty.
Before puberty, the sexes are relatively similar (Willner &
Martin, 1985). After puberty, hardly anything can be said
about adolescents that applies equally to boys and girls.

Yet the amount of sex differentiation in adult humans
is relatively small. Human sexual size dimorphism is
comparatively modest, suggesting that behavioral sex
differences are likewise relatively small. Indeed, most
studies of behavioral sex differences reveal a great deal of
overlap between the distributions of males and females.
Individual differences tend to be far greater than sex
differences in behavior (Schlegel & Barry, 1991).

Why is sex differentiation, to the extent that it exists,
so pronounced at puberty? Puberty constitutes sexual
maturation. It prepares males and females to fulfill their
specialized reproductive roles, like the complementarity of
sperm and egg. Primatologists define adolescence as the
period from the onset of puberty to the attainment of fer-
tility (Pereira & Altmann, 1985). Likewise, adolescence is
recognized as a life stage in all cultures and is usually
delimited by the observable changes of sexual maturation
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(Schlegel & Barry, 1991). Before maturity, the child
depends heavily on parents and others for assistance—so
much so that Bogin (1999) has asserted that humans are
the only primate with childhood, a stage of feeding by the
mother after weaning. After maturity, adolescents them-
selves become, potentially, the parents of dependents (see
Charlesworth, 1988; Schlegel, 1995). Given the great
amount of parental care exhibited by our species, this is
indeed a radical transformation. Accordingly, puberty
entails dramatic changes in body and behavior.

Sex differences emerge or intensify at puberty in
libido, spatial skills, arithmetic skills, verbal skills,
strength, nurturance, and dominance aggression, among
other behaviors (Hoyenga & Hoyenga, 1979, 1993;
Kimura, 1999). Gonadal hormones contribute to all of
these sex differences, as indicated by research on prenatal
and adult hormonal exposure, sometimes using assays of
amniotic fluid, umbilical cord blood, serum, or saliva;
individuals with abnormal levels of endogenous and
exogenous gonadal hormones; prepubertal, adult, preg-
nant, lactating, and postmenopausal individuals; and vari-
ation across menstrual, diurnal, and circannual hormonal
fluctuations (Hampson, 2002). Some cognitive as well as
motivational sex differences have been confirmed in stud-
ies on other species (Kimura, 1999; Mitchell, 1981;
Patterson, Holts, & Saphire, 1991) and -cultures
(Christiansen, 1993). Hormones can affect the adoles-
cent’s behavior directly, not just by altering her body and
thus changing others’ reactions to her (e.g., Nottelmann
et al., 1990). Furthermore, others’ reactions to adolescents’
bodily changes may themselves have an evolved basis.

Some sex differences emerge before puberty, but
doubtless have implications for adolescence. Prenatal
androgen exposure during the second trimester, when
the brain is sex differentiating, is related to young girls’
interest in play fighting versus doll play and in mother-
hood versus a career, employment in male-dominated
fields, and some personality measures (Hampson, 2002;
Mealey, 2000; Udry, Morris, & Kovenock, 1995).
Prenatal androgen levels can also play a role in the devel-
opment of sexual orientation, as can genes and adult
experience (L. Ellis, 1996). Methodological objections
that prenatally masculinized girls are treated differently
by their parents, and that control groups and measures
have been inadequate, have been addressed by subse-
quent research (e.g., Hines & Kaufman, 1994). However,
this research does not gainsay the likelihood that social-
ization forces also contribute to these sex differences.
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The functions of sex differences with evolved bases
can often be understood by considering their possible
advantages for our hominid ancestors. The tentative func-
tional analysis proposed here will begin with the changes
of puberty.

Puberty in Girls

Puberty in girls functions mainly to prepare them for
childbearing. This includes choosing and attracting a
desirable mate, and then nurturing their children.
Adolescent girls become attractive to males and infants,
and begin to evaluate males as possible mates (Tanner,
1978). Other clearly adaptive pubertal changes have been
documented that would have prepared a girl for married
life in a forager society. Women excel at remembering the
location of objects—a skill of value in gathering plant
food, their ancestral livelihood (Hampson, 2002;
Silverman & Eals, 1992). This ability varies with stage of
the menstrual cycle (Postma et al., 1999). By contrast,
males excel at finding their way and at hurling projectiles
accurately—skills useful in hunting (Kimura, 1999).
Women tend to surpass men in manual dexterity, and do
best around ovulation (Hampson, 2002; Kimura, 1999).
Manual dexterity is serviceable for gathering plants and
for delicate handiwork (Hampson, 2002). Women also
exceed men in verbal and nonverbal communication per-
formance, skills advantageous for teaching and raising
children (Babchuk, Hames, & Thompson, 1985). These
sex differences have all been related to gonadal hormone
fluctuations (Hampson, 2002; Kimura, 1999).

Evidence suggests that girls, like other female pri-
mates, become more attracted to infants at puberty (Coe,
1990; Goldberg, Blumberg, & Kriger, 1982). Throughout
the life span females perform more parental care than
males in all cultures (Daly & Wilson, 1983; Friedl, 1975;
Schlegel & Barry, 1991; van den Berghe, 1980). Various
pregnancy and lactational hormones have been implicated
in human maternal behavior, including estrogens, proges-
terone, oxytocin, and prolactin (Altemus et al., 1995;
Uvnas-Moberg, 1997). Socialization of girls for nurtu-
rance complements an evolved propensity for child care.

Puberty in Boys

Puberty in boys prepares them to compete for mates and
to enter into married life and parenthood. Observational
research indicates that adolescent boys become rougher
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in their competition (Boulton, 1992; Neill, 1985), just as
aggressiveness and mate competition increase in the
maturing males of many other species. In no culture are
adolescent girls more competitive than boys (Schlegel,
1995). Young males commit the vast majority of assaults
and homicides worldwide, most of which are related to
sexual competition directly or indirectly (Daly & Wilson,
1988). Cross-culturally, ridicule and humorous repartee
are a common form of competition among adolescent
boys and young men (Apte, 1985).

Why do males become larger and stronger than
females? When the nondominant arm (to control for
training) is tested for strength before puberty, no sex dif-
ference is found, but a sex difference emerges at puberty
(;%strand, 1985). Comparative analysis suggests the main
reason. Polygynous species, in which mate competition is
intense, tend to show greater sexual dimorphism than
monogamous ones. Thus greater male size seems to have
evolved mainly to enhance competitive ability. Humans
are a mildly dimorphic species and, accordingly, exhibit
a mild degree of polygyny. Large size also aided in hunt-
ing and in defense of the family.

As boys become taller and stronger, they become
hairier—why? Again, comparative analysis helps to iden-
tify the function of a trait. Dark, thick, curly, and con-
spicuous hair of the type that covers men’s bodies
typically functions in male primates to inflate the appar-
ent size of structures, such as the jaw, that serve as bod-
ily weapons (Guthrie, 1976). Men’s deep voice, deep-set
eyes, and large jaw likewise constitute general primate
threat or dominance features that attract females and
intimidate males (Keating, 1985).

Male as well as female adolescents become romanti-
cally motivated; pubertal hormones impel them to estab-
lish pair bonds (Money & Ehrhardt, 1972). The typical
human male is not promiscuous, but rather seeks to
marry—but to remain open to the possibility of extramar-
ital reproduction (Daly & Wilson, 1983). Men, like a few
other male mammals, are inclined to aid their own off-
spring. Rising levels of prolactin during his mate’s preg-
nancy render a man more parental (Storey et al., 2000), so
paternal behavior is not merely socially constructed.

Explaining Sex Differences in
Reproductive Behavior

Why do these particular sex differences in social behavior
occur? Why are females more nurturant, and males more
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aggressive and competitive? Why are males more inter-
ested in multiple sex partners and more prone to sexual
jealousy? Why are men the sexual initiators and women
the main choosers cross-culturally (Stephens, 1963)?
Why do adolescent girls avoid being nude around males
even in a sexually permissive society (Spiro, 1979)?

Explanations are to be found by recognizing that this
pattern of sex differences is not confined to our culture or
even our species (Daly & Wilson, 1983; Schlegel &
Barry, 1991), but occurs in almost all sexually reproduc-
ing species (Bjorklund & Shackelford, 1999; Trivers,
1972). The female of a species, by definition, produces
the larger and less mobile gamete. After fertilization, this
gamete usually develops near or within her body, so the
female is typically better situated to care for the offspring.
In mammals, the female is always present when the young
are born, but the male may not be. He may enhance his
reproductive fitness more efficiently by seeking other
females than by caring for offspring that may not even be
his own. Therefore natural selection has favored mam-
malian females that are successful in bearing and raising
offspring, and males that are efficient at attracting mates
and repelling rivals. Providing most of the parental care,
the female would benefit from choosing a mate carefully
so as not to waste her parental effort on sickly offspring.
On the other hand, the male would waste little effort on
an unfertile mating, and would therefore benefit from
being promiscuous.

Now, in those few mammalian species in which the
young are so helpless that they need the efforts of both
parents to survive, males tend to pursue a mixed or vari-
able strategy of caring for their putative offspring but also
seeking additional sex partners. Thus, even in mammals
with paternal care, the male always provides less care
than the female. Males can pass on their genes with a
minimum of effort, if the female is able to bear and nur-
ture their common offspring. Therefore male mammals
are more inclined to seek extra-pair copulations, to seek
sexual variety, whereas females have less to gain repro-
ductively by pursuing multiple sexual liaisons. They can
only have one litter at a time.

However, males in paternal species are wary of
being cuckolded, of caring for a rival’s offspring, and so
they usually resort to mate guarding. Men’s sexual
jealousy is readily aroused by the prospect of their mate
having sex with a rival male (Buss, 1994). Women may
gain a fitness advantage by being fertilized by a man with
better genes than their husband’s, and so female marital

47

infidelity occurs with some frequency (Baker & Bellis,
1995). Women’s sexual jealousy, on the other hand, is
most strongly aroused by the image of her mate deserting
her for another woman and withdrawing his paternal
support. It is important not to exaggerate these sex
differences. Men are parentally inclined, and women are
competitive. Sexual competition is intense for adolescent
girls, since most of them are vying for the same few boys
and under time pressure to marry. As in males, female
assault and homicide rates peak in the reproductive years
(Daly & Wilson, 1988), although females compete less
violently than males, such as by insulting a rival. Even
though women will invest more care in the children than
will men, both sexes invest mightily and hence exercise
care in choosing a mate. Both sexes sustain great costs in
order to reproduce.

Individual and Cultural Differences

Adolescents within each sex also differ. Although many
intrasexual differences are due to experiential factors,
some are due to differences in hormone levels. Individual
differences in testosterone level are associated with the
strength of libido in adolescents of both sexes (Udry,
1988). Moreover, experience can sometimes affect
hormonal levels that alter behavior. Youths who live in vio-
lent neighborhoods tend to have higher testosterone levels
than those living in peaceful ones, controlling for various
factors (Mazur & Booth, 1998). In mammals generally,
testosterone rises in competitive situations to mobilize the
individual for aggression. Thus living in a dangerous envi-
ronment can potentiate aggressiveness and competitive-
ness through a rise in testosterone. Similarly, when men
marry, their testosterone levels tend to fall as they withdraw
from mating competition, and to rise again if they divorce.

Evolutionary analysis helps to explain individual dif-
ferences in maturation rate. Reproductive maturation in
mammals is accelerated by the presence of potential
mates. It is adaptive to mature more rapidly when poten-
tial mates are available. In the 19th-century Oneida
Community in New York State, prepubertal girls practiced
frequent sex and reached puberty about 2 years earlier than
girls in the surrounding area (Jones, 1991). In addition,
although most stressors slow reproductive maturation,
mild stress sometimes speeds maturation in mammals,
probably so that the organism is assured of reaching matu-
rity and reproducing under adverse conditions (Worthman,
1993). A cross-cultural comparison indicated that painful
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treatment during infancy can accelerate menarche
(J. W. M. Whiting, 1965). Girls also tend to reach menarche
early if they suffer from paternal absence or neglect, or
from other family stresses (Coall & Chisholm, 1999;
B. J. Ellis, McFadyen-Ketchum, Dodge, Pettit, & Bates,
1999; Rowe, 1999; Surbey, 1990). The presence of a poten-
tial mate (a stepfather or the mother’s boyfriend) can accel-
erate menarche independently from the effect of father
absence; in a recent study, total number of such males was
the best predictor of the girl’s tendency to engage in early
sexual behavior (B. J. Ellis & Garber, 2000).

Thus, evolutionary hypotheses are being proposed
for some individual and population differences, not just
for universals. It makes adaptive sense for organisms to
vary their development to meet different environmental
contingencies. Such evolved pluripotentiality has been
demonstrated even in insects, so it would be surprising if
it were absent from our genetically more complex
species. This variability is likely to be adaptive, to
enhance the individual’s reproductive interests. For
example, father absence is common in societies with
polygyny and frequent warfare (Chisholm, 1999), and
girls tend to marry early in polygynous societies; early
maturity may be advantageous under these conditions.

As these examples show, current evolutionary analy-
ses do not discount the role of environment in human
diversity. In fact, functional analysis can sometimes
explain a pattern of cross-cultural diversity. To take
another illustration: adult status is conferred on young men
at different average ages in different societies, but a pattern
exists. Adult status tends to be conferred on a youth when
he marries (van den Berghe, 1980). In societies in which
men require many years to accumulate sufficient wealth or
economic skills to afford marriage, adult status usually
comes relatively late (G. E. Weisfeld, 1999). Thus, cultural
differences can sometimes be explained in functional
terms, rather than as historical accidents or consequences
of conceptual, linguistic, or other cultural features.
Cultural practices, like genes, are subject to selection pres-
sure even if historical and other factors also shape them.
Practices that enhance reproductive success under extant
ecological conditions will be passed on across generations.

PuBERTY RITES

Just as body and behavior must be compatible, the
genetic and cultural programs must cooperate for the
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successful survival and reproduction of the organism.
This notion is illustrated by puberty rites, which may be
regarded as a cultural growth spurt analogous to the
changes of puberty; both provide intensive preparation
for adulthood (G. E. Weisfeld, 1997). Functional analysis
of the various features of puberty rites may reveal some
general characteristics of adolescence. Although only
56% of preliterate cultures have a formal initiation cere-
mony (Schlegel & Barry, 1980), virtually all have an
intensive training period before induction into adulthood
(Schlegel & Barry, 1991), and so puberty rites, broadly
construed, are a constant of adolescence.

Puberty rites vary widely across cultures because dif-
ferent environments demand the cultivation of different
skills and behaviors, but some general patterns emerge
(J. W. M. Whiting, Kluckholn & Anthony, 1958). Initiates
typically are tutored in sex-specific adult economic, famil-
ial, and cultural skills. The same-sex parent is usually the
main teacher of subsistence skills, but the initiate is
tutored by some other same-sex adult in social and cere-
monial matters (Schlegel & Barry, 1991). Puberty rites
usually entail some challenging ordeal that boys, in par-
ticular, must endure (Schlegel & Barry, 1980). Ordeals
may be used to subdue recalcitrant youths, who are more
likely to be boys, as in the Hopi (G. E. Weisfeld, 1999).
This is analogous to the more rigorous competition that
males of most species, as opposed to females, undergo to
enter the breeding pool. Boys will also have to hone their
economic skills in order to compete for a wife. Consistent
with this interpretation, the theme of boys’ initiation rites
is usually graduation, rebirth, or accomplishment
(Hotvedt, 1990; Schlegel & Barry, 1980). The theme for
girls’ rites is typically fertility or beauty (Schlegel &
Barry, 1980; Sommer, 1978). Thus, for both sexes, traits
important for reproductive success are cultivated and
extolled. Upon completing their initiation rites, adoles-
cents are usually regarded as adults and are eligible to
marry. To signify their emerging adulthood, initiates usu-
ally have their bodies specially marked, much as primates
take on adult bodily features so they can be identified as
sexually mature.

The timing of puberty rites has been something of a
conundrum. Some sources state that the rites occur at the
onset of puberty, others at the conclusion of puberty. The
ambiguity may be resolved by recognizing a sex differ-
ence in these events. Girls are usually initiated at menar-
che, after most of the events of puberty have been
completed (Schlegel & Barry, 1991). By contrast, boys are



Puberty Rites

typically initiated before most of the changes of puberty
(Schlegel & Barry, 1980). Interestingly, for both sexes
initiation occurs shortly before the onset of fertility, thus
underscoring the significance of this institution as a prepa-
ration for family responsibilities (G. E. Weisfeld, 1997).

Several other features of puberty rites seem to be
functionally analogous to various pubertal changes. The
sexes are almost always segregated during the training
period, just as nonhuman primates—and children—
spontaneously sex segregate before puberty and are
drawn to older same-sex models (Goodall, 1986; Mackey,
1983). These affinities doubtless aid the learning of sex
roles, as do the bodily and behavioral changes of puber-
tal sex differentiation. Sex differentiation of personality
traits reaches its end point around age 11 around the
world (Beere, 1990; Best, 2001).

Initiates are separated from their parents as well, just
as mature simians distance themselves from their moth-
ers and increasingly associate with peers. Likewise, emo-
tional distance from parents increases in U.S. adolescents
(Silverberg & Steinberg, 1987). Parent—adolescent dis-
tancing in humans may be orchestrated by (among other
factors) pubertal hormones, as suggested by research on
family conflict. As adolescents enter puberty, discussions
between them and their parents (especially the mother)
tend to increase in acrimony (Holmbeck & Hill, 1991;
Paikoff & Brooks-Gunn, 1991; Sagrestano, McCormick,
Paikoff, & Holmbeck, 1999; Steinberg, 1987). Fewer
explanations are offered, and more harsh words are
exchanged. This contentiousness peaks at the height of
the adolescent growth spurt, controlling for chronological
age (Molina & Chassin, 1996; Sagrestano et al., 1999).
This suggests that contentiousness is driven either
directly by hormonal effects on behavior or indirectly by
the bodily changes of puberty triggering perceptual
changes in the parents.

Parent—child conflict tends to be harshest between
mother and son, in U.S. research (Montemayor & Hanson,
1985; Paikoff & Brooks-Gunn, 1991; Silverberg, 1989).
After the velocity of growth peaks, conflict usually sub-
sides. However, at this point adolescent sons tend to win
most arguments with their mothers, whereas previously
the mothers prevailed (Jacob, 1974; Steinberg, 1987). In
effect, mother and adolescent son reverse their dominance
relationship, just as happens in chimpanzees (Goodall,
1986). Dominance reversal between sons and mothers
probably occurs universally, in that in all cultures males
are ascribed higher social status than females, and youth
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defers to age (Stephens, 1963; van den Berghe, 1980). On
the other hand, human mothers remain dominant over
daughters, and fathers over sons and daughters.
Parent—adolescent distancing and renegotiation of domi-
nance relations may be necessary for adolescents to gain
appropriate independence from their parents.

Given the ubiquity of this adaptive problem, a
genetic basis for this separation probably evolved. It is
likely that some dependable hormonally based mecha-
nism provided a proximate cause for this aversion,
although cultural and individual factors certainly modify
it. Fathers and sons often come into conflict, especially
over transferring wealth that the son needs for bride
wealth, as among African pastoralists (Schlegel & Barry,
1991). Hopi mothers and adolescent daughters some-
times argue over the daughter’s socializing immodestly
with boys or neglecting her chores. However, in terms of
dominance relations, Schlegel and Barry (1991) stated
that boys and girls are more subordinate to fathers than to
mothers, and that mothers have greater authority over
daughters than over sons. This implies a dominance order
of father > mother > son > daughter, meaning again that
the least clear-cut parent—adolescent relationship is
mother—son.

Another possible adaptive, or ultimate, causal expla-
nation for conflict between parents and adolescents is a
natural selfishness in the latter. Being about to confront
the challenges of independence from parents and of mate
competition and parenthood, young people may look
after their own interests. By contrast, grandparents tend
to be quite devoted to their grandchildren and other kin.
They are past their reproductive years and so can only
increase the representation of their genes in subsequent
generations by practicing kin altruism: aiding close rela-
tives with whom they share genes by common descent.
Kin altruism provides an indirect way of passing one’s
genes on to future generations, and therefore occurs in
many species and all human societies. For example, post-
menopausal Hadza women worked even harder than
childbearing women, allowing their daughters to have
more and healthier children (Hawkes, O’Connell, &
Blurton Jones, 1989). Similarly, in other species in which
life continues after reproduction, kin altruism of various
sorts has been observed. Adolescents, being at the other
end of the reproductive span, would be expected to act
rather selfishly toward kin and others. In addition, their
lack of experience in adult society may cause them to
behave badly on occasion (G. E. Weisfeld, 1999).
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Other widespread features of puberty rites also make
functional sense. Newly initiated young men often serve
as warriors (Young, 1965), just as young male monkeys
act as sentinels and shock troops (Chance & Jolly, 1970;
Schlegel, 1995). These youths have undergone the rigors
of puberty rites as a group, developing solidarity that will
serve them well in warfare. They are unmarried and have
no dependents, and so are relatively expendable. Girls, by
contrast, are invariably initiated singly as soon as they
reach menarche (Young, 1965). This ensures that a girl
will be initiated, and hence eligible for marriage, just as
she approaches the onset of fertility. She will be most in
demand as a bride when her reproductive value—her
expected future number of offspring—peaks (Daly &
Wilson, 1983). By marrying such a woman, who cannot
be carrying another man’s child but has all of her child-
bearing years ahead of her, a man maximizes his own
reproductive chances. In most societies, girls marry
within 2 years of menarche (Schlegel & Barry, 1991). In
modern society, however, women often postpone mar-
riage or reproduction until they have completed their
education. This variation on the species-typical pattern
can probably be explained by factors that did not operate
when the human genome was evolving, such as the avail-
ability of effective contraception and the time needed to
learn the complex skills of our economy.

THE ADOLESCENT’S FAMILY CONTEXT

Social Structure

What is known of the social situation of ancestral
adolescents? Aside from the likelihood that hominid
adolescents underwent intensive training for adulthood,
several facts can be adduced about the social context of
adolescence in our species. A virtually universal feature
of not just forager societies but all preliterate human
societies is the extended family, if we define it as three
generations of family members dwelling together or
nearby (Stephens, 1963). The great majority of ancestral
adolescents’ social contacts would have been with kin,
including clan members of more remote consanguinity.
Through the genetic benefit of kin altruism, this arrange-
ment would have rewarded cooperation in endeavors such
as hunting, gathering, warfare, and child care. In addition,
because foraging communities tend to be small (hunting
requires low population density), ancestral human
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settlements were limited to perhaps 60 individuals
(van den Berghe, 1980). This would have meant that
adolescents had few age mates and therefore socialized
extensively with older and younger kin. Contact with
neighboring bands and their adolescents, that is, members
of the same tribe sharing a language, would have
occurred occasionally.

This pattern of limited age segregation would have
fostered adolescents’ assisting and teaching younger chil-
dren. In turn, there would have been ample opportunity
for observing and being instructed by adults. In most
preliterate cultures, children and adolescents perform
important work for their families, especially instructing
and supervising younger children (Cicirelli, 1994). As
they grow older and more competent, they undertake
increasingly challenging and valuable tasks, and their
prestige increases concomitantly. For example, contem-
porary Mayan children become net producers in their
teens (Kramer & Boone, 1999). In traditional cultures
adolescents typically begin full-time work at age 10-12
and assume an adult workload at 14—16 (Neill, 1983).
The labor contributions of children and adolescents,
unique among the primates, are thought to have allowed
women to wean their children sooner and hence to bear
more children (Zeller, 1987).

Sex Segregation of Labor

Labor is strongly sex segregated everywhere, with males
and females specializing in tasks congruent with their
inherent interests, aptitudes, and training, and with prac-
ticalities such as distance from the settlement and com-
patibility with related tasks (Friedl, 1975; Murdock &
Provost, 1973). The universality of sexual division of
labor suggests that this arrangement has generally been
advantageous. In all preliterate cultures the labor of hus-
band and wife is complementary: women perform most
of the domestic tasks, including child care, cleaning, and
cooking, and men specialize in work requiring strength,
such as handling heavy and hard materials (C. R. Ember &
Ember, 2001; van den Berghe, 1980). Women in many
forager societies provide most of the calories by gather-
ing plants, a reliable and preservable source of food,
whereas men supply protein-rich game and fish. Of the
46 tasks analyzed in terms of which sex performed each
in how many traditional cultures (Murdock, 1965),
36 tasks were predominantly (at p <0.001) performed by
one sex or the other (G. E. Weisfeld, 1986).
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Vestiges of this arrangement can be seen in modern
society in that men still predominate in occupations
requiring heavy manual labor and in the military, and
women gravitate toward the service sector, which
demands interpersonal skills at which females excel (Hall,
1984). Technical advances and changing social attitudes
can, of course, alter the sex ratio of a given occupation
dramatically, thus showing that genetic influences on
behavior always interact with and may even be overridden
by environmental influences. On the other hand, tolerance
for women and men working in nontraditional roles has
not increased measurably in recent years (Feingold, 1994;
Lueptow et al., 1995, 2001), and sex role “stereotypes” are
similar across cultures (Williams & Best, 1986, 1990).
Also, consistent with the resilience of many behavioral
sex differences, attempts to obliterate sex roles have
proven quite difficult and have been resisted by their
alleged beneficiaries (e.g., Tiger & Shepher, 1975).
Change in these expectations may occur very slowly, how-
ever; they are less pronounced in developed societies than
in developing ones (Williams & Best, 1989).

What sort of labor do adolescents provide, and how
does it aid the family? Research on the Hadza of Tanzania
has shown that the adolescent boys provide food for their
younger siblings, but also forage in order to improve their
reputations as hunters (Blurton Jones, Hawkes, &
O’Connell, 1997). That is, they practice kin altruism but
also strive to advance their social standing and, ulti-
mately, their mate value. Hadza adolescent girls often dig
for roots while tending younger siblings. This is an inef-
ficient foraging technique but it frees the mothers to for-
age more efficiently. In many preliterate cultures
adolescents do not perform arduous labor. In the !Kung
of southern Africa, for example, adolescents are discour-
aged from working hard until about age 15 (Blurton
Jones, Hawkes, & Draper, 1993). Evidently the optimal
reproductive strategy in this forager society is extensive
care of offspring, including prolonged breast-feeding.
This line of research suggests that cultural and individual
differences in adolescent industriousness and other traits
can often be explained by family and ecological factors.
One adolescent may be slothful because cultural selection
has favored an easy life under his or her circumstances.
Another adolescent may be industrious because she will
be fitter biologically by acquiring a reputation for indus-
try or by aiding kin. Adolescents devote themselves to
subsistence activities, training, supervision of children,
and courtship in patterns that vary across cultures,
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gender, and individuals, but this variation seems to fall
into functional patterns. Socialization by the family
sometimes directs an adolescent toward particular tasks.
For example, adolescents with working mothers have a
more favorable attitude toward working women than do
those with nonemployed mothers (Huston & Alvarez,
1990). Sometimes the effects of participating in sex-
specific tasks can transfer to other contexts. Luo boys in
Kenya who were assigned indoor feminine tasks behaved
in a generally more feminine manner than did boys
assigned outdoor feminine tasks (C. R. Ember, 1973).

MATE CHOICE

If adolescence consists mainly of preparation for repro-
duction, a major “task” of adolescence must be to secure
a desirable mate. Research reveals some cross-cultural
commonalities in the criteria of mate choice.

Traits Sought by Both Sexes

Both sexes seek kindness in a mate, which makes sense
given the strains of marriage and child rearing (Buss,
1994). They also seek a mate whom they are likely to be
able to retain, that is, one of similar mate value. Likewise,
they seek someone who appears to be committed to them
emotionally. And of course, like other species (Andersson,
1994), people tend to prefer a sexually mature and physi-
cally attractive mate, who is likely to be healthy and
fertile, and to carry high-quality genes (e.g., Shackelford &
Larsen, 1999). Valid cues to genetic quality include
normality and bilateral symmetry of features, and healthy
skin; these features are admired worldwide (Ford &
Beach, 1951; Thornhill & Gangestad, 1994). Naturally,
not everyone can attract someone who is above average in
desirability, and so people usually wind up with mates
who lack some ideal features, but the preferences that
most people express are often clear and specific, and
generally hold even across cultural and racial lines
(Cunningham, 1986).

Human mates, including courting adolescents, tend
to be similar in many traits, a finding that is difficult to
explain solely in terms of spousal social and ideological
compatibility because it also occurs in insects, birds, and
simians (Thiessen & Gregg, 1980). Why would genetic
similarity (or homogamy) be advantageous in mate
choice? One possibility is that it conserves locally
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adaptive gene combinations that would be fragmented if
the mates were genetically dissimilar. Consistent with
this idea, homogamy reduces the likelihood of miscar-
riage (Rushton, 1988; Thomas, Harger, Wagener, Rabin, &
Gill, 1985) and low birth weight (Ober et al., 1987). In
any case, people tend to choose similar mates, and simi-
lar mates stay together longer (Hill, Rubin, & Peplau,
1976). Of course, extreme consanguinity risks the delete-
rious effects of inbreeding depression.

Sex Differences in Mate Choice
Criteria

In addition to seeking kindness, availability, commit-
ment, and moderate similarity in a mate, the sexes exhibit
some differences in their respective mate choice criteria.
Worldwide, men seek signs of youth and fertility in a
bride—traits that obviously would enhance their lifetime
reproductive success (Buss, 1994). They also seek a sex-
ually faithful wife, in order not to be deceived into caring
for a rival’s children, and a skilled and industrious one.

Women likewise exhibit definite mate preferences.
They tend to desire a man who is older than they—but not
necessarily an old man. Because of menopause and other
factors, a man retains his fertility longer than a woman,
and so youth is less advantageous in a groom than in a
bride. Most women also prefer a man who is taller and
wealthier.

These preferences suggest that many women seek a
man who is somewhat dominant over them—taller,
richer, older, and higher ranking. In traditional societies,
high-status men tend to have more children than low-
ranking ones (Barkow, 1989; Buss, 1999). Even in
monogamous societies, high-status men have more sex-
ual partners (Perusse, 1993). In many other species too,
males compete among themselves and the females mate
with the successful dominant competitors (L. Ellis,
1995). Additional data confirm that male dominance in
nonverbal behavior and bodily features attracts females in
various cultures (reviewed by G. E. Weisfeld, Russell,
Weisfeld, & Wells, 1992). Moderate male dominance in
decision-making—but not extreme dominance—was cor-
related with marital satisfaction, especially for wives, in
a British study (G. E. Weisfeld et al., 1992). However,
male dominance in decision-making may be merely a
matter of perception, not reality—a clever concession to
the male ego, if you will. An observational study sug-
gested that men often appeared to be making decisions
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but the outcome actually favored the wife in each of
15 cases (Schell & Weisfeld, 1999).

These criteria for mate choice for the sexes, then,
show some consistency. But they also show some cultural
variability, as in the subsistence skills that are prized in
each sex.

Female Inhibition in Mixed-Sex
Competition

One frequently neglected topic is mixed-sex competition
and its possible role in mate choice. Females tend to be
less competitive and self-confident than males cross-
culturally (e.g., Stetsenko, Little, Godeeva, Grassof, &
Oettingen, 2000), but they also sometimes attenuate their
competitiveness when facing a male opponent. This
phenomenon is seen mainly in adolescence and adult-
hood, and is observed cross-culturally. For example,
C. C. Weisfeld, Weisfeld, and Callahan (1982) docu-
mented it in the Hopi and African Americans, and
also established that it occurs even in female-biased
competitive tasks such as a spelling bee (Cronin, 1980).
Interestingly, adolescent girls who exhibited this behav-
ior tended to be unaware of it and often denied that they
were not trying their hardest. The phenomenon has also
been observed in women who use more tentative speech
but only when addressing a man (Carli, 1990), and in
women who act more submissively in mixed-sex groups
compared with same-sex ones (Aries, 1982), and toward
their husbands compared with other men (McCarrick,
Manderscheid, & Silbergeld, 1981). Women who exhibit
this inhibition also tend to differ in hormonal profile from
those who do not (C. C. Weisfeld, 1986).

The function of female inhibition in mixed-sex com-
petition is probably reproductive, given its predominance
during the reproductive years. Callan (1970) suggested
that it enhances harmony with one’s husband, in that it
reduces competition in this relationship. Then too, a wife
may benefit from bolstering her husband’s self-esteem
and consequent performance in public arenas. Another
possibility is that female inhibition increases a woman’s
appeal by making her appear more feminine. However,
this last explanation is thrown into question by a review
of the literature by Harter, Waters, and Whitesell (1998).
They concluded that adolescent girls tended to be less
self-confident when talking with boys than with adults or
other girls, but that boys were also less self-confident
when talking with girls. Adolescents of both sexes may
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be very concerned with how they are viewed by potential
mates.

CONCLUSION

The concept of adaptive value, or biological function, is
crucial for understanding not just what exists, but why.
However, traditional ethological analysis on the species
level alone is insufficient. Analysis on the cultural, social
class, and individual levels is essential for understanding
patterns of variability, particularly between males and
females (G. E. Weisfeld, Weisfeld, & Segal, 1997). In short,
interdisciplinary cooperation is needed for understanding
how and why a given behavior pattern emerges. Neither
genetic nor environmental determinism is consistent with
the facts.

Many aspects of sexual development and sex differ-
ences in adolescence could not be addressed in this brief
treatment. For further information, see C. R. Ember
(1981), Schlegel and Barry (1991), and G. E. Weisfeld
(1999).
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Personality and Emotion

Cynthia Whissell

INTRODUCTION AND DEFINITIONS OF
TERMINOLOGY

Definition of Personality

The areas of personality and emotion are being treated
together in this article because they are related and to
some extent overlapping. Measures of personality quan-
tify an individual’s characteristic modes of thought and
behavior, and describe them in comparison to a normative
standard. By this definition of personality, an “aggressive
individual” would consistently think, talk, and act aggres-
sively at a high rate or a high intensity in comparison with
most individuals from a comparative sample. In terms of
responses to a personality inventory, a “sociable person”
would choose answers reflecting sociability at a higher
rate than most people. In order to satisfy the criterion of
“characteristic modes,” the sociable person would have to
select sociable responses in preference to alternative
responses (e.g., shy responses, aggressive responses).

Definition of Emotion

Emotion is a reaction to an external or internal stimulus
event that has both subjective (thoughts) and objective
(bodily) components. Naive observers often define emo-
tions as “feelings,” a definition that recognizes the impor-
tance of the subjective components of emotion. William
James placed the body’s viscera or guts at the center of
the emotional experience in his early theory of emotion
(James, 1891/1952, p. 744). Despite the fact that emo-
tions can interfere with cognitive performance, it is gen-
erally held that emotions are adaptive—that they exist
because they promote survival and are useful in some
way. Emotions are assumed to focus and motivate behav-
iors in response to emotion-provoking situations.

Overlap of Personality, Emotion, and
Psychopathology

Personality and emotion employ similar terminologies.
Aggression, for example, is both an emotion and a
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personality trait. The same is true for depression and
anxiety. Personality and emotion may be discriminated in
terms of their causality and their time frame, with
emotions being regarded as situationally dependent
reactive states and personality characteristics as
enduring traits. Plutchik (1980, pp. 173-198) defined
personality in terms of the characteristic emotions
displayed and experienced in interpersonal interactions.
In this view, the emotions we tend to feel and/or
express most often when interacting with other human
beings are our personality: a timid or shy person
feels and expresses fear most often in her or his
interactions with others, while a friendly person feels
and expresses friendliness or trust. Working in the
opposite direction (from personality to emotion),
Ctéand Moskowitz (1998) demonstrated the validity of
personality descriptors as predictors of affect. As well,
Yik and Russell (2001) indicated the presence of
relationships between momentary affects described by
the “big two” dimensions of emotion (pleasantness,
activation) and the “big five” factors of personality
(extraversion, neuroticism, agreeableness, openness, and
conscientiousness).

Both emotion and personality are related to
psychopathology (abnormality), with words such as
“anxiety” and “depression,” for example, describing
emotions, traits, and pathological diagnoses. Measures
of personality are predictive of psychopathological
diagnosis (Lynam & Widiger, 2001).

Definition of Sex

There are many ways to define sex when studying sex dif-
ferences, ranging from chromosomal definition through
the use of identifying bodily characteristics to self-
identification. Because most research into personality
and emotion does not begin with genetic testing, or even
with an evaluation of primary and secondary sexual
characteristics, the definition of sex employed in this
overview will be the one depending on self-identification
as male or female.
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SeEX DIFFERENCES IN PERSONALITY

Scales Designed to Measure Sex
Role Identification

Some scales have been designed specifically to measure
sex or gender role identification as an aspect of personal-
ity. One of the earliest of these was the Mf scale of the
Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI),
which was created shortly after World War II. The original
Mf scale was used to assess homosexuality in men. It was
developed by the method of extreme groups (empirical cri-
terion keying; Anastasi & Urbina, 1997, p. 351) for which
the MMPI is famous, with male soldiers representing the
“extremely male” group and female airline employees the
“extremely female” group. Answers that matched those of
the soldiers were keyed as “masculine” while answers that
matched those of the female group were keyed as “femi-
nine.” Many items from the original scale which addressed
emotions, relationships, and hobbies remain in the present
form of the test (MMPI-2: Hathaway & McKinley, 1989).
The extreme group identified in the MMPI-2 manual is
“men who sought psychiatric help” in respect of problems
with homoeroticism and gender role. The Mf scale is
scored inversely for men and women. In either case,
a high score is indicative of problems. The implications of
elevated scores are discussed in the MMPI-2 manual
(Hathaway & McKinley, 1989, p. 38). For men, very high
scores (T'=76) are indicative of “conflicts over sexual
identity” as well as a “passive and effeminate” character.
For women very high scores (77=70) are indicative of
dominance, aggression, and unfriendliness (MMPI-2).
A low score for a man (T=40) predicts a macho, action-
oriented, crude, and aggressive character, while a low
score for a woman (7=40) predicts passivity, self-pity,
helplessness, and complaining.

A more recently developed inventory focusing on
sex roles is the Bem Sex Role Inventory (Bem, 1981).
Bem envisioned Masculine and Feminine sex roles as
independent dimensions, with individuals being able to
score high on one and low on the other (masculine or
feminine sex stereotype), high on neither (undifferenti-
ated), or high on both (androgynous). Items on the Bem
Sex Role Inventory were not scored ipsatively, or in
opposite directions for men and women, so scores were
free to vary along both dimensions. Bem ensured that the
items were all of high social desirability. Men most often
scored higher on the Masculine items and tended to
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receive masculine stereotyped scores. The converse was
true for women. Analyses of the language of Masculine
and Feminine items on the inventory revealed that the
Masculine keyed items were more emotionally Active
while Feminine keyed items were more emotionally
Pleasant (Whissell & Chellew, 1994).

Differences in Personality Scales
as Seen in Test Norms

It is not surprising to find sex differences in scales designed
specifically to measure such differences, but sex differences
are common in personality tests even in scales designed to
measure something other than gender role identification.
For example, on the MMPI-2 a T score of 50 (average) is
associated with a raw Depression score of 18 for men but
20.5 for women. A T score of 50 for Social Introversion is
associated with a raw score of 28 for women but 26 for men
(Hathaway & McKinley, 1989). These comparisons, based
on large samples, suggest that the “average woman” is
somewhat more Depressed and more Socially Introverted
than the “average man” (Hathaway & McKinley, 1989,
p.- 55). An investigation of the norms for Cattell’s 16 PF
(Russell & Karol, 1994, p. 127) reveals, for example, that
the mean raw score for women is higher in Warmth
(F=15.67, M=12.83) and much higher in Sensitivity
(F=15.62, M = 8.91) than that for men. On the other hand,
men have higher raw means for Dominance (M = 13.6, F =
12.4) and Privateness (M = 12.22, F =10.67). For the revi-
sion of the NEO Personality Inventory (NEO PI-R), Costa
and McCrae (1992, p. 55) report that women tend to have
higher scores on two of their five key scales—Neuroticism
and Agreeableness (with no differences evident for
Extraversion, Openness, and Conscientiousness). Such dif-
ferences as did exist in the NEO PI-R were adjudged small
(correlations of scale score with sex were 0.2 or lower).

Differences in Specialized Instruments

In comparison with the MMPI, the NEO PI-R and
Cattell’s 16 PF, there are tests which do not attempt to
provide a broad overview of personality, but rather
address one particular aspect of it. Feingold (1994)
performed a meta-analysis of previously examined
studies that had employed inventories and specialized
tests measuring Self-Esteem, Internal Locus of Control
(belief in one’s own agency), Anxiety, and Assertiveness.
He reported that overall males scored higher in
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Self-Esteem, Assertiveness, and Internal Locus of
Control, while scoring lower in Anxiety than females
(Feingold, 1994, p. 438). Again, the reported differences,
though statistically significant, were small. Feingold’s
findings are generalizable because they were based on a
variety of measurement instruments including Rotter’s
Locus of Control test, the State—Trait Anxiety Inventory,
and the Taylor Manifest Anxiety Scale, and on behavior
as well as personality inventories. The meta-analysis of
sex differences in Self-Esteem by Kling, Hyde, Showers,
and Buswell (1999) confirms the conclusion that Self-
Esteem is higher for men than for women.

An Overview of Sex Differences in
Personality

Differences between men and women are evident on
scales designed to measure sex role identification.
Differences for these scales occur in the obvious direction
(males are more Masculine, females more Feminine) in
part because of the way in which the scales were created.
Sex differences are also present in scales measuring
aspects of personality not directly related to sex roles.
Men, in comparison with women, obtain scores which
indicate that they are more Assertive, less Anxious, have
higher Self-Esteem and a greater sense of agency (Internal
Locus of Control).

On the basis of a meta-analysis of the norms for
commonly used personality inventories including the
MMPI, Cattell’s 16 PF, and the NEO PI-R, Feingold
(1994) reached several broad conclusions as to sex differ-
ences in personality. Scales from all tests were realigned
with the facets of the NEO Personality Inventory. Feingold
(1994) concluded that, by and large, females scored
higher than males on scales addressing Anxiety (a facet
or subscale of Neuroticism), Gregariousness (a facet of
Extraversion), and Trust and Tender-Mindedness (facets of
Agreeableness) but lower than males on scales addressing
Assertiveness (another facet of Extraversion). These differ-
ences were stable over tests, time, and a variety of samples.

Sex DIFFERENCES IN EMOTION

Emotion Inventories

Two of the testing instruments most frequently used in
the literature to assess emotion or affect are the Multiple
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Affect Adjective Check List (MAACL-R) (Zuckerman &
Lubin, 1985) and the Profile of Mood States (POMS)
(McNair, Lorr, & Droppleman, 1992). Sex differences are
evident for both these instruments. The manual for the
MAACL-R (Zuckerman & Lubin, 1985, p. 6) reports
higher mean scores for women on scales representing
Anxiety, Depression, and Positive Affect, and higher
mean scores for men on the scale representing Sensation
Seeking. In the POMS sex differences for a college
sample show females scoring higher on the factors of
Tension/Anxiety, Depression/Dejection, and Confusion
(McNair et al., 1992, p. 21). A study of outpatients
showed similar patterns of sex differences, with male
outpatients additionally scoring higher on Vigor (McNair
etal., 1992, p. 18).

The state—trait distinction between personality and
emotionality is parallelled in two Spielberger instru-
ments, the State—Trait Anger Expression Inventory
(STAXI-2) (Spielberger, 1999) and the State-Trait
Anxiety Inventory (STAI) (Spielberger, 1983) which
address anger and anxiety in both short-term subjective
reactions to situations (states) and long-term dispositions
(traits). When one-tailed ¢-tests were used to assess data
provided in the STAXI-2 manual (Spielberger, 1999,
p. 10), it was determined that “normal adult” men scored
higher on both State Anger and Trait Anger than a paral-
lel group of women, though differences were small. For
the STAI groups of military recruits and college students
showed sex differences in both State Anxiety and Trait
Anxiety in favour of females (Spielberger, 1983, p. 5).
However, differences were missing in other comparative
groups where men and women scored alike on the
inventory.

Emotional Sex Differences Not Based
on Inventories

The assessment of personality rests largely on inventories
and other testing instruments. In the case of emotion,
however, researchers often employ a variety of additional
measurement techniques, some of which will be exem-
plified here.

The Dictionary of Affect is a tool developed to
assess the emotionality of language in terms of two
dimensions, Pleasantness and Activation (Whissell,
1994a). It is based on ratings assigned by individuals to
words along these dimensions. According to Dictionary
of Affect scoring, there are emotional differences in
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descriptive words typical of the two sexes, with men
being described more in terms of Activation and women
more in terms of Pleasantness (Whissell & Chellew,
1994). Echoes of the male = more Active/female = more
Pleasant distinction were found when the Dictionary was
used to score excerpts from popular fiction (Whissell,
1994b, 1998) and similar differences were identified in
the emotion underlying the language in advertisements
directed at men, women, boys, and girls (Rovinelli &
Whissell, 1998; Whissell & McCall, 1997).

A relatively new metric for emotion in language
addresses the emotionality of the sounds that make up
words, with sounds such as 1 and m being emotionally
soft, and sounds such as r and g being emotional rougher
(Whissell, 2001a). This metric capitalizes on the interac-
tion between the muscle movements used to express emo-
tion and those used to produce sound. When the metric
was applied to several million men’s and women’s names,
men’s names were found to contain more Active sounds
and women’s names more Pleasant sounds (Whissell,
2001a). Both real and randomly created (nonsense)
names evince this difference (Whissell, 2001b). A typi-
cally Active man’s nonsense name was Mowgahk, and a
typically Pleasant woman’s nonsense name was Neera.

Sex differences are also evident in research that
involves emotion-related behaviors. For example, Widen
and Russell (2002) reported that the assignment of emo-
tion to a figure in a story told to preschoolers depended
on whether the figure was identified as male or female
(e.g., disgust was more often attributed to the male figure
by boys). In a different domain, MacGeorge, Clark, and
Gillihan (2002) reported that women’s provision of
emotional support to a person in a troubling situation
was more person-centered than that of men, and that
women had a greater sense of self-efficacy in providing
emotional support.

Sexual Selection and Mate Choice

Evolutionary theorists view sex differences as the
outcome of sexual selection strategies (Buss, 1994;
Whissell, 1996). According to these theorists, the ways in
which women choose their mates, the ways in which men
succeed in winning the opportunity to mate, and the dif-
ferent strategies that men and women have for ensuring
the survival of their offspring and genes are responsible
for the sex differences evident in both humans and other
animals. This assumption makes the study of mate choice
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important to the study of sex differences. In his book The
Evolution of Desire, Buss (1994) outlined the different
mate choice preferences of men and women. Buss and
colleagues (Buss, Shackleford, Kirkpatrick, & Larsen,
2001) assessed and compared mate preferences in differ-
ent regions of the United States over a span of several
years (1939-1996). Several consistent sex differences
were identified, with men, for example, valuing physical
attractiveness more than women and women valuing a
pleasing disposition and social status more than men.
Other preferences (e.g., men’s preference for chastity)
varied across time or location.

Overview of Sex Differences in
Emotion

The results described in this section on emotion suggest
that women are more emotionally Anxious, Depressed,
Tense, Confused, Positive, and Pleasant than men who
are more Sensation-Seeking, Vigorous, Angry, and
Active. Whissell (1996) performed a meta-analysis of
measures of emotion and personality that had been
aligned with the basic emotions from Plutchik’s (1980,
p. 157) psychoevolutionary theory and with a two-
dimensional emotional space representing Pleasantness
and Activation. The theory underlying Whissell’s meta-
classification was evolutionary, and focused on mate
selection strategies and differential techniques for pro-
moting genetic survival in men and women. Whissell
concluded that sex differences in emotion and personal-
ity could be understood in terms of higher scores for men
in the Active and Unpleasant areas of emotional space
(including the emotions of Disgust/Distrust, Anger, and
Boldness) and higher scores for women in the Passive and
Pleasant areas of the space (including the emotions of
Gregariousness, Friendliness/Trust, Fear, Surprise, and
Sadness). By far the majority of personality and emo-
tional differences between men and women in Whissell’s
meta-analysis were in the direction predicted by this
model (the ratio of upheld predictions to contradicted
predictions was 19:1).

Whissell (1996) also compared sex differences
obtained on the basis of self-ratings, scales, and invento-
ries (actual sex differences) with those obtained when
individuals were required to make stereotyped judgments
(e.g., “Is anger a masculine or feminine emotion?”).
Stereotyped sex differences were almost always in the
same direction as but larger than real ones, and it was
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demonstrated that the size of a difference could predict
with considerable success (83%) whether the difference
was an actual or a stereotypical one. Differences that
were too large were almost always the result of
stereotypical exaggerations.

SeEx DIFFERENCES IN
PSYCHOPATHOLOGY

One of the best sources for identifying broad sex
differences in psychopathology is the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (4th ed.) (DSM-1V)
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994), the manual
used by psychologists and psychiatrists to diagnose
psychological problems. Under the heading of individual
diagnoses, this manual includes a check-list of diagnostic
criteria, a discussion of several related problems, and
a section entitled “Specific Culture, Age, and Gender
Features” which outlines, where appropriate, sex differ-
ences in various diagnostic categories. Major Depressive
Episodes, for example, and Major Depressive Disorders
(DSM-1V, pp. 325, 341) are reported as occurring twice
as often in women as in men. This finding echoes those
of higher Depression scores for women in personality
tests and higher Depression or Sadness scores for women
in tests focusing on emotion.

Women are also more likely to be diagnosed with
several types of Anxiety Disorder, for example, Panic
Attacks (DSM-IV, p. 399), Phobias (pp. 408, 414), and
Generalized Anxiety Disorder (p. 534), though
Obsessive—Compulsive disorder is equally evident in both
sexes (p. 421). Again, this is an extension of the finding
that women scored higher on Anxiety-related personality
scales and emotions. Males were more likely than females
to be diagnosed as having Conduct Disorder (p. 88) and
Oppositional Defiant Disorder (p. 92). Both these diag-
noses involve behavior related to anger and aggression,
although both also belong to the category of problems
usually first diagnosed before adulthood. An adult diag-
nosis of Intermittent Explosive Disorder (one which
reflects the existence of bursts of aggressive impulses) is
also more frequent in males than in females (p. 616).

There is a continuity of sex differences along the
dimension describing emotions (reactions to stimuli of
relatively short duration, states), personality factors (char-
acteristic manners of reacting, traits), and pathologies
(diagnoses of abnormality). That which is more typical of
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one sex at the emotional level (e.g., Anger in men or
Anxiety in women), is more likely to be a personality
characteristic typical of the same sex (e.g., Aggression in
men or Neuroticism in women), and is also more likely to
be involved in pathological diagnoses more commonly
associated with that sex (e.g., Intermittent Explosive
Disorder in men or Generalized Anxiety Disorder in
women). This continuity is emphasized in articles, such as
the one by Lynam and Widiger (2001), that demonstrate
parallels between the NEO PI-R five-factor model of
personality and diagnoses of pathology.

One of the most serious problems associated with
the understanding of sex differences in psychopathology
is the problem of reporting bias. The DSM-IV frequently
cautions that its epidemiological conclusions are based
on analyses of individuals presenting themselves for help
with certain problems. If men are as depressed as women,
by and large, but are also much less willing to look for
help with their depression, the observed reporting rates
(more women reporting depression) would be biased, and
they would not accurately reflect the fact of depression.
The authors of the DSM-1V also recognize the importance
of culture in the reporting of psychological problems.
Culture is frequently mentioned in the segment on special
features, as well as in Appendix I. The writers advise that
“it is important that the clinician take into account the
individual’s ethnic and cultural context” in making a
diagnosis (DSM-1V, p. 843). Diagnoses such as “evil eye”,
“ghost sickness”, “koro”, and “pibloktoq” are regarded as
distinct in other cultures but are difficult to understand
from a North American point of view. It is possible that
diagnoses of “depression” and “panic attack” make
equally little sense when they are proposed in other
cultures.

CULTURAL AND REGION

Making Cultural Comparisons

Cultural differences are of concern in the study of
emotion and personality as well as in the diagnosis of
pathology. Although some measures of emotion (chiefly
those which rely on bodily responses, or judgments of
basic facial expressions) do not vary greatly from culture
to culture, a description of emotion in terms of language
cannot be assumed, without study, to generalize across
cultures. Authors writing in the book edited by Russell,
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Fernandez-Dols, Manstead, and Wellencamp (1995)
include examples of many cases where emotional lan-
guage from one culture does not match that from another.
Even what are considered “basic” emotions in North
American research may not have fully equivalent labels
in the languages of other cultures. On the other hand,
research into the development of categories of emotion
based on natural language suggests that these categories
may be universal (Hupka, Lenton, & Hutchison, 1999),
and Moore, Romney, Hsia, and Rusch (1999) emphasize
the universality of the semantic structure of emotional
terms (while allowing for, and describing, intercultural
differences). There is considerable evidence of the
validity of the factor structure of the NEO PI-R in many
different cultures (e.g., McCrae & Costa, 1997).

Sex Differences in Personality that
Are Relatively Stable across
Cultures

Feingold (1994) examined cross-cultural norms for the
PREF, a test related to the NEO PI-R described above. The
norms came from Canada, China, Finland, Germany,
Poland, and Russia. Overall, males scored significantly
higher than females on the facet of Assertiveness and
females scored higher than males on facets reflecting
Impulsivity, Tender-Mindedness, and Order. Costa et al.
(2001) examined cross-cultural modifiers of sex differ-
ences in the facets of the NEO, reporting that men across
cultures (e.g., Zimbabwe, Peru, Belgium, Croatia) score
higher on scales of Assertiveness and Openness to Ideas
while women score high on scales reflecting Neuroticism,
Warmth, Agreeableness, and Openness to Feelings.
Contrary to what might have been predicted on the basis
of the assumption that culture creates or constructs sex
differences, the sex differences observed were strongest
for cultures with the most progressive sex role ideologies.
This finding is also reported by Greenberger, Cheng,
Tally, and Dong (2000 ) who found greater sex differences
in depression for American than for Chinese youths,
though both were in the expected direction (higher scores
for females).

Studies based on observation rather than on reactions
to linguistic stimuli overcome several of the limitations
associated with language. Munroe, Hulefeld, Rodgers,
Tomeo, and Yamazaki (2000) observed the occurrence of
aggressive behaviors in the children of several nonwestern
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cultures (Belize, Kenya, Nepa, American Samoa), and
concluded that boys displayed aggressive behaviors
more often than girls. A similar finding had been reported
by researchers engaged in the Six Cultures Project
(children from Nyansongo, Juxtlahuaca, Tarong, Khalapur,
Orchard Town, and Taira cultures were compared)
(Whiting, Whiting, & Longabaugh, 1975). In the six
cultures as a group, girls behaved more nurturantly and
boys more aggressively (Whiting et al., 1975, p. 166).
Cross-cultural studies of psychopathology in terms of
behavioral measures include those of suicide. In almost all
cultures, successful suicide is more common in men than
in women (Phillips, Li, & Zhang, 2002), the only question
being how much more common. This conclusion applies
to many nonwestern countries (e.g., India), with few
exceptions (e.g., China).

Regional and Historical Differences
within the United States

Culture can act as a modifier of sex differences even within
a single country. Buss, Shackleford, Kirkpatrick, &
Larsen (2001) studied mating preferences in several
regions (e.g., Michigan, Texas) and across a 67-year time
span (1939-1996). The authors report significant regional
and historical modifiers of sex differences in mate pref-
erences (e.g., men in Texas valued housekeeping, cook-
ing, and chastity more than those in other states; mutual
attraction and love rose in women’s estimation from fifth-
to first-ranked criterion over time). Although there were
differences across generations and across regions, there
were also similarities or consistencies. Sex differences
that persisted across time were men’s higher ranking of
good health, good housekeeping, and good looks, and
women’s higher ranking of ambition/industriousness,
good financial prospects, and similar educational back-
ground.

An Overview of Cultural Modifiers of
Sex Differences

Feingold (1994) noted in his research that the interaction
between culture and sex (for measures of personality)
was ordinal. This implies that such differences as are
reported tend to be in a predominant direction regardless
of culture, although they may vary in size. Sex differ-
ences seldom reverse themselves across cultures
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(with men, e.g., having higher scores on trait X in some
cultures and women having higher scores on the same trait
in others). This finding can be used to summarize the
study of cross-cultural sex differences, although it is not
without its contradictions. The underlying pattern of
differences remains the one established in the sections
above discussing emotion, personality, and psychopathol-
ogy, but differences along individual measures might be
absent, muted, or exaggerated in various cultures. In view
of the evidence summarized here, though, it is best to keep
in mind that there are “tremendous diversities of human
cultural institutions” that have a “profound impact on
individual psychology,” as well as “universals of human
nature that transcend cultural differences” (McCrae &
Costa, 1997, p. 509).

SeEX DIFFERENCES AND THE
NATURE—NURTURE CONTROVERSY

The nature—nurture debate remains a topical one in the
area of sex differences, with some theorists attributing sex
differences to differences in disposition (innate personal-
ity or emotion) and others preferring to attribute them to
differences in situation (culture, social construction, roles;
Eagly & Wood, 1999).

Nature-Based Explanations

Nature-based explanations of sex differences have grown
in popularity in recent years due to the emergence of
research identifying particular genes that reflect person-
ality traits (e.g., Egeland, Gerhard, Pauls, & Sussex,
1987). Unless these genes are located on the 23rd chro-
mosome pair, however, they are not sex-linked and would
not differentiate men from women directly. The chromo-
some pair responsible for sex differences, including those
formatted in utero by means of hormones that influence
the developing fetus, is the 23rd. Hormones produced by
this pair are capable of modifying the effects of genes
from other pairs, thus making their own influence more
widely felt than one might at first assume.

The “nature” side of the nature—nurture debate in the
area of sex differences is further bolstered by studies of
heritability (e.g., Stein, Jang, & Livesley, 2002) that
examine similarities in emotion, personality, and psy-
chopathology between relatives with varying degrees of
genetic similarity. Although such studies recognize a
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reaction range (a degree to which nurture or environment
can reshape a characteristic), they assume that nature
provides a significant contribution to individual differ-
ences in personality and emotion. Nature-based explana-
tions of sex differences frequently attribute these to the
sexually dimorphic brain. There are sex differences in
brain size (men’s are larger), laterality (men’s are more
lateralized), and responsiveness (different regions of
men’s and women’s brains react differently to similar
stimuli, e.g., Karama et al., 2002) with differences being
tied to the effects of testosterone released during fetal
development. Findings that are consistent across cultures
(e.g., Costaet al., 2001; Munroe et al., 2000) suggest that
personality and emotion may be pancultural and innate,
and therefore nature based. However, the same studies
that report similar patterns of differences across cultures
(e.g., Eid & Deiner, 2001) are also quick to point out
differences within a particular culture. The presence of
such differences confirms that nurture is a contributing
factor to sex differences in personality and emotion. As
well, the appearance of the same sex difference across
cultures is a necessary condition for considering that
difference an innate one, but not a sufficient condition:
similarities across cultures may be caused by similarities
of cultures. It is relatively difficult to attribute causality
when similar cultures have one or more factors in
common (Ember, 1996).

Nurture-Based Explanations

Nurture-based explanations of sex differences focus on
the contention that situation is more formative of person-
ality and emotion than disposition. With the exception of
behaviorism, psychology came late to such explanations
(e.g., Heider, 1958, p. 297). Students of personality such
as Mischel (1973, p. 162) suggested that personality does
not exist purely as a disposition and that it cannot be
defined without situational referents. The situational
viewpoint implies that there may be as many differences
between one individual’s personality from one situation
to the next as there are differences between people. The
power of schemas or roles (e.g., Tenenbaum & Leaper,
2002) and the presence of cultural, regional, and histori-
cal differences, such as the ones mentioned in various
examples above, all suggest that nurture is an important
determinant of sex differences. Tenenbaum and Leaper
(2002) illustrated the manner in which gender schemas
held by parents influenced their children’s manner of
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thinking about gender. This suggests that there are
cultural mechanisms in place that promote thinking in
terms of sex differences.

Nature plus Nurture

Most researchers would not go so far as to deny totally
the validity of the complementary viewpoint (nurture/
situation or nature/disposition) in explaining sex differ-
ences, but many have distinct preferences for one
approach or the other, and these are evident in their work.
Buss, for example, who based his theory of sex differ-
ences in mate selection on the theory of evolution, clearly
favours nature-based explanations for these differences,
even though he acknowledges the importance of culture
and environment (Buss et al., 2001). Eagly and Wood
(1999), on the other hand, suggested that Buss’s own data
support a “social structural account” of sex differences
rather than indicate the presence of an “evolved disposi-
tion.” In their article on emotion and behavioral distur-
bance, Rutter and Silberg (2002) address the interplay of
nature and nurture. The gene—environment interaction is
important in the manifestation of various emotions and
disturbances—for example, the risk of antisocial behav-
ior in adoptees increases only as a function of the joint
presence of a genetic predisposition and an adverse
adoptive family environment. Neither of these by itself is
predictive of antisocial behavior.

ISSUES

Summary of Previously
Mentioned Issues

Several issues in the study of sex differences in personal-
ity and emotion have been mentioned already in this
article. These include the problem of reporting bias
(observed differences may be due to differences in the
ways in which men and women report their preferences
and reactions), generalizability (results from personality
tests may not generalize to other situations or even to
other tests), attribution (observed differences tend to be
attributed—by inference—to situations, dispositions, or a
combination of the two), degree of overlap (even when
different, men’s and women’s scores still evince consid-
erable overlap), and cultural, regional, and historical
variability (results differ to some degree across cultures,
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regions, and years). There are several more issues deserv-
ing of mention.

How Big Are Sex Differences?

Reports of sex differences in early research involved
merely the establishment of statistically significant differ-
ences between mean scores obtained by men and women.
Towards the end of the 20th century, researchers began to
insist on a more careful reporting of the size of sex differ-
ences. The metric commonly used to represent the size of
differences is d' (d prime) or the difference between
means expressed in standard deviation units. A d’ of 1
suggests that the means of distributions representing
men’s and women’s scores are one standard deviation
apart. There is a total (100%) overlap between male and
female score distributions when d’ = 0, and an overlap of
close to zero when d' =35. Feingold (1994) reported, in
meta-analysis of sex differences in personality, that d’
scores for his comparisons were in the range of 0.30,
while Whissell’s (1996) meta-analysis identified d’ meas-
ures greater than 0.59 as stereotypes rather than actual sex
differences. With d' values of 0.3, only a small proportion
of all cases occur in areas of nonoverlap between men’s
and women’s scores. An alternate manner of reporting sex
differences is by means of a coefficient of effect size (e.g.,
eta, r). All types of measures confirm the oft-stated con-
clusion that although there are sex differences in person-
ality and emotion, these are not of such size as to separate
men and women completely, and a good deal of overlap is
present between scores generated by the two sexes.

Variability of Scores

Although d’ successfully establishes the size of sex
differences, this metric is based on the assumption of
roughly equal standard deviations for men’s and
women’s scores. In addition to, or in lieu of, differences
between means, there may be sex differences in standard
deviations. For example, 12 of the 16 PF scales have
larger standard deviations for women’s than for men’s
scores, though differences are small (Russell & Karol,
1994, p. 127). Data are not easily available to test this
hypothesis, but there seems to have been an increase in
the variability of women’s scores on tests of personality
and emotion over the last 30 years. Unequal standard
deviations might affect the calculation of d’, and they are
also of interest in their own right.
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Sample Size

Meta-analyses reporting sex differences in personality
and emotion or cross-cultural analyses that report signif-
icant sex differences often include samples of thousands
of cases, while smaller studies conducted with n = 100 or
n=>50 may fail to report sex differences for the same
variables, even though means and standard deviations for
these variables are similar across studies. This is because
large sample sizes are associated with greater power in
statistical hypothesis testing than small ones. Power is
defined as the ability to reject correctly the null hypothe-
sis (i.e., reject it when this hypothesis is wrong in the
population), and power rises in proportion to the square
root of sample size n. If sex differences in personality and
emotion were large, then the null hypothesis of equality
could be rejected with the use of relatively small samples,
but if the differences are small (and it has been demon-
strated several times that they are), the null hypothesis of
equality of the sexes could not be rejected in small-n
projects without sufficient power.

Not rejecting the null is not equivalent to proving
that two groups are equal, and a lack of power raises the
researcher’s risk of committing a type II error (failing to
reject the null when the null is false in the population).

Sexism

To what extent does the conclusion that there are mean-
ingful sex differences in personality and emotion leave
the researcher open to accusations of sexism or sex bias?
Glick and Fiske (2001) have argued that even benevolent
or nonantipathetic sexism—where sexism is defined as
the unwarranted acceptance of sex differences—can
influence behaviors in ways unfavourable to women. A
commentator on the original article (Sax, 2002) argued
that there were actual sex differences between men and
women, but Glick and Fiske (2002) affirmed that they
were not measuring benevolent sexism in terms of such
differences but rather by means of items that “did not
access beliefs about well-established sex differences in
personality” (p. 445).

The obvious question arising from this dialog
among researchers is: “How thoroughly must a sex dif-
ference be documented before accepting it as fact will not
make a person sexist?” To add to the confusion, Glick and
Fiske (2002) maintain that “belief in sex differences,
arguably, could be both accurate and sexist” (p. 445).
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Because of the overlap between the sexes in terms of
most measures of personality and emotion, even those
differences accepted as “facts” do not have much power
to discriminate successfully between men and women in
a majority of cases. This being true, the person using such
facts in a discriminative manner might still be liable to
accusations of sexism.

Secondary Effects of Emotion and
Personality

Sex differences in emotion and personality do not
occur in a vacuum—they often impact on or interact with
other variables such as cognitive performance. For
example, Pomerantz, Altermatt, and Saxon (2002) noted
that girls from grades 4-6 experienced more internal
distress over school performance at the same time as
actually performing better than boys. Jacobs, Lanza,
Osgood, Eccles, and Wigfield (2002) reported that girls
have a lower sense of competence in the areas of mathe-
matics and sports than boys, while being more confident
than boys in the area of language arts. The male—female
difference in competence beliefs with respect to mathe-
matics was not modified by grade (1-12), with boys
always having the advantage. Emotional reactions such as
the ones outlined in these two articles may result in self-
identifications like those described by Nosek, Banaji, and
Greenwald (2002), where female college students had
negative attitudes towards mathematics and used gender
stereotypes to conclude that math was “not me” (the
article was entitled “Math = male, me = female, therefore
math # me”).

Theories Predicting Sex Differences

This article has studied sex differences by examining
measures that display such differences. An alternate
approach would be the theoretical one. Several of the
classical personality theories such as those discussed in a
classic text on personality (e.g., Hall & Lindzey, 1970)
have something to say on the issue of sex differences.
Freudian theory, for example, originally explained sex
differences in terms of penis envy, differential complexes
(Oedipus, Electra), and differential problems with
identification. A contrasting nurture-based theory, that
of Skinner, explained not only personality but most
behavior in terms of reinforcement history.
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CONCLUDING OVERVIEW

Personality and Emotion

emotion, personality, and psychopathology. The differences
included in Table 1 have appeared with some consistency

With the qualifications outlined above, research has across both times and cultures, and have been validated
revealed several robust but small sex differences in in a variety of experiments. Differences are categorized

Table 1. Stable Sex Differences in Personality, Emotion, and Psychopathology?

Categories and measures High scoring group Countries/cultures other than North America®
Femininity Women

Masculinity Men

Agency/Activation Men

Self-Esteem

Internal Locus of Control
Activation

Anger/Aggression

Diagnoses Related to Anger
Boldness/Excitement Seeking
Openness to Ideas
Distrust/Disgust
Assertiveness

Dominance

Suicide
Friendliness/Gregariousness
Pleasantness

Positive Affect
Gregariousness

Trust

Agreeableness

Openness to Feelings
Tender-Mindedness
‘Warmth/Nurturance
Sensitivity
Anxiety/Depression

Anxiety

Diagnoses Related to Anxiety
Depression

Diagnoses Related to Depression
Neuroticism

Surprise

Fear/Timidity

Mating Criteria

Good Health

Good Looks

Good Housekeeping Skills
Ambition/Industriousness
Financial Prospects

Similar Education/Background

Australia, Canada, Holland, Hong Kong

India

Canada, China, Finland

American Samoa, Belize, Kenya, Nepal, Six Cultures®

254
25

Canada, China, Finland, Germany, Russia, 25

Six Cultures
Africa, Asian Countries, India, Middle East

Women

25
Canada, Finland, Russia, 25

Canada, Finland, Germany, Poland, Russia, 25
25

Canada, Finland, Germany, Poland, Russia, 25
Six Cultures, 25

Women
Israel, Sweden, Canada, India, Thailand, 25

China, 25

Canada, Finland

Men

Women

2 This is a lexical summary of sex differences. Individual terms have been preserved in order to illustrate research findings, but there is
some overlap among terms used. Tender-mindedness, for example, is a facet of Agreeableness on one test and a distinct dimension of
another; Anxiety is both a facet of Neuroticism and a scale and diagnosis in its own right.

® All differences in Table 1 have been reported in North American studies. Additional countries and cultures exhibiting the differences
(as per articles referenced) are cited in the third column. The list of studies employed is limited so differences may exist that have not

been included above.

¢ The Six Cultures are the Nyansongo, Juxtlahuaca, Tarong, Taira, Khalapur, and Orchard Town (Whiting et al., 1975).
4 The 25 cultures are those discussed by Costa et al. (2001) and include a wide variety of groups from Croatians through African and
European South Africans to Peruvians, Estonians, and Malaysians. There were also significant intercultural differences.
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into subareas representing Agency and Aggression
(where men generally score higher), Friendliness and
Gregariousness (where women score higher), Anxiety
and Depression (where women also score higher), and
Mating Criteria (where men and women score higher on
different sets of criteria). These differences are certainly
multidetermined, with both nature and nurture contribut-
ing to the observed effects, and not necessarily in the
same proportion to all effects.

Future meta-analyses might fruitfully investigate the
relative or proportional contributions of different influ-
ences to sex differences, taking their cue from work such
as that of Moore et al. (1999) that partitioned the seman-
tic structure of emotion words in terms of culturally
shared meaning, culturally specific meaning, and indi-
vidual differences and error. Researchers might also
choose to address the role that culture plays in sex differ-
ences by aligning cultures along several dimensions,
taking their cue from the Six Cultures Project (Whiting
et al., 1975) which not only studied relatively simple
cultures but also quantified them in ways that were seen
to be related to emotional behaviors (cultural simplicity
predicted nurturant/responsible actions while a more
nuclear household structures predicted greater sociable
intimacy).
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Courtship and Marriage

Lewellyn Hendrix

INTRODUCTION

Past and present cultures around the world have diverse
practices in selecting spouses and in the nature of mar-
riage itself. Important variations in spouse selection
include the range of persons eligible for one to marry, the
persons having a voice in this selection, the gifts or trans-
actions accompanying marriage, and the culturally
appropriate motives for marriage. Marriages around the
world vary in many ways, including their intimacy or
aloofness, the extent and form of violence, the level of
husband dominance, the division of labor, divorce free-
dom, level of divorce, and the number of permitted
spouses of either sex. Space does not permit discussion of
all of these aspects of courtship and marriage, and some
are discussed elsewhere in this volume

My focus is on the range of eligible spouses, voice
in mate selection, and in the number of permitted spouses
of either sex.

COURTSHIP

Modern Western cultures value love as the base on which
to build an intimate marriage. Personal freedom—both in
voice and in a wide range of eligible spouses—is seen as
essential to this process. In many non—Western cultures,
this love—intimacy—freedom complex is less often val-
ued or practiced. There are a range of courtship practices
and values which are joined together in numerous ways
in cultures around the world.

Selecting a Spouse

Courtship can be thought of as shopping for a spouse. In
some cultures, potential spouses do the shopping, while
in others parents and other kin make the selection. We
usually refer to these patterns as free-choice and arranged
marriage, but these terms are oversimplifications as
efforts at cross-cultural coding show (Broude & Greene,
1983). Some extreme cases, such as the United States
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today and some traditional Asian societies, fit this pair of
concepts. The United States exemplifies free-choice for
bride and groom with the absence of parental veto power,
despite the call in the traditional Christian marriage
ceremony for objections to the couple’s marrying, and
despite the fact that youth want their parents to approve.
Basically, Americans believe that they have a right to
marry anyone they want, without “interference” from
other people. Traditional Japan exemplifies parental
shopping with no voice for potential spouses. Before
modern times, marriages were commonly arranged by
parents with the help of go-betweens. Offspring typically
had no voice in the decision of whom they were to
marry, and often met their spouses only at the wedding or
shortly before (Freeman, 1968).

Some other cultures have elements of both free
choice and marriage arrangement. Here is one place
where the free-choice versus arranged marriage distinc-
tion runs into trouble for these courtship systems cross-
cut the two categories. Some cultures with so-called
arranged marriage let offspring veto the parents’
decisions, while in others, where youth do the shopping,
parents have a veto right over the selections of courting
youth. Rhetorically, we may ask: “In which case is there
the greater freedom for marrying?” While the answer is
not clear, obviously these are intermediate categories
standing between free choice and arranged marriage.
Freeman’s (1968, p. 457) definition of marriage arrange-
ment as a matter of degree—the extent of external
intervention in mate choice—is preferable.

We must think yet more complexly about courtship
and marriage, for the degree of arrangement of marriage—
or, conversely, the extent of freedom to choose—may be
somewhat different for men than for women. Some
cultures have more intervention in women’s choices of
spouse than in men’s. A table constructed from Broude
and Greene’s (1983) codes on 142 cultures around the
world shows that only 12 have fully free choice for both
sexes and 16 have fully arranged marriage for both. The
remainder are intermediate in level of intervention. Most
have similar levels of intervention in the marriages of
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both sexes. While 20 of these cultures clearly have greater
freedom for men, only two clearly have more freedom for
women. However, this statement also needs qualification:
if the groom’s parents do not intervene in his choice, but
the bride’s parents have veto power over hers, her parents
nonetheless do intervene in his choice of spouse. Thus
degree of sex difference in intervention cannot be so great
as it initially appears. The question of whether parental
intervention is really patriarchal intervention or involves
the mother, and the conditions under which these occur,
is an issue that needs investigation.

Most comparative research on courtship has used the
awkward distinction between arranged and free-choice
marriage, or has examined the place of romantic love as
a criterion. Given the conceptual problems in this
distinction, our knowledge of the structural sources of the
degree of arrangement is provisional at best. Some
research has been stimulated by the theories of family life
linking free choice to the decline of extended families and
kinship structuring of social life (Parsons, 1951; Goode,
1967). Some cultures with extended families, such as
India today, do have explicit ideologies against romantic
love and free choice which bolster the authority of family
elders in arranging marriages (Derne, 1994). Earlier
research asked whether arranged marriage is more likely
in societies in which the couple lives among kin (non-
neolocal residence). This research found that, while
romantic criteria are unrelated to residence rule, they are
associated with lower subsistence dependence of spouses
in non-neolocal societies (Coppinger, 1968). Romantic
criteria do occur with more freedom of choice (Lee &
Stone, 1980; Rosenblatt & Cozby, 1972). Dances and
community endogamy appear to facilitate freedom of
choice, since these allow youth to become better
acquainted. A side-effect of this freedom of choice, per-
haps due to more extensive and unsupervised interaction,
is greater courtship antagonism between the sexes
(Rosenblatt & Cozby, 1972). Unsupervised interaction
may also reflect less concern over the control of sexual
activity. Thus research also shows that romantic mate
selection criteria are related to greater tolerance for
premarital sex and for extramarital sex on the wife’s part
(de Munck & Korotayev, 1999). This suggests that equal-
ity of women and men in sexual matters could be another
factor in love-based marriage.

Further research using a larger sample of cultures
found some associations of romantic criteria and
freedom of choice to extended family structure and to
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non-neolocal residence but concluded that these are “not
particularly strong” (Lee & Stone, 1980, p. 326). Another
study showed that greater intervention, while unrelated to
extended family, is related to other structural traits such
as transactions of substantial amounts of goods accom-
panying marriage, the number of social strata in the
society, and patrilineal descent (Hendrix, 2002).
Moreover, this study found no association of arranged
marriage with strong male dominance, as posited by
some theories (e.g., Collins, 1975). However, it found
that male dominance and extended family structure
statistically work together to enhance or reduce marriage
arrangement: In societies with more male dominance,
arranged marriage tends to occur in the absence of large
extended family structures. However, in societies with
more sexual equality, elders are more likely to arrange
marriages if there are extended families. Clearly, there is
a lot to be learned about the conditions under which
arranged marriage is practiced, not to mention how it
might relate to the quality of marriage itself.

Research in evolutionary psychology has examined
personal mate-selection criteria in samples of modern
nations. While this research needs to take into account
that parental intervention in mate selection is common
and ask about preferences for offspring’s mates, its
findings are nonetheless interesting. In a study of indi-
vidual preferences across 37 countries, males were found
to prefer features associated with reproductive value or
fertility, such as youth and beauty, while females tended
to prefer ambitious mates with good financial prospects.
Few countries showed exceptions to this pattern, sug-
gesting that humans may have an evolved sex difference
in mate choice (Buss, 1989). However, other scholars
have reanalyzed these data to show that the degree of sex
difference varies with social structure. Specifically, the
degree of sex difference in mate selection criteria is
stronger in less developed countries (Glenn, 1989) and in
countries with greater sexual inequality (Eagly & Wood,
1999; Kasser & Sharma, 1999).

The Field of Eligible Spouses

All cultures rule that some close kin are ineligible as
sexual partners or as marriage partners. The social norms
pertaining to these are respectively the incest taboo and
kin exogamy (Murdock, 1949). Beyond this, cultures
may restrict eligibility of partners for marriage in various
ways. Modern large-scale cultures often have further
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preferences that spouses be similar in age, race, social
standing, education, religion, and the like. These gener-
ally are not necessarily absolute or legal restrictions, but
they do result in individuals selecting spouses within their
own social categories more often than if mate selection
were purely random. The standard term for this statistical
tendency is homogamy (Kalmijn, 1998). Homogamy
occurs in part because of structural factors such as resi-
dential and age segregation in communities, but also
because of individual preferences and group pressures.
American culture, with its emphasis on love, holds a
contradiction to widespread homogamy in the phrase
“Searching the wide world over to find Mr (or Ms)
Right.” This expresses our value on personal freedom in
mate choice and suggests that mate selection is an inter-
national process in which persons of radically different
backgrounds often select each other as spouses. In real-
ity, Americans mostly search within their own neighbor-
hoods and communities, within their own education,
social class, race, and age brackets, and within their own
major religious denominations.

Some social theorists (Parsons, 1951) suggest that
these mate selection preferences help maintain the struc-
ture of society. Since race and ethnic groups, social
classes, religions, and age groups differ in their values
and lifestyles, intermarriage would tend to weaken or
dilute the values and lifestyles of these diverse social
categories. Group differentiation and status structures are
impossible without homogamous marriage. At the same
time, for individual couples, marriage has been conceived
as easier for mutual adjustment and more lasting when
one marries a spouse with similar values, lifestyle, and
the like.

Traditional, less diverse, cultures are often struc-
tured more along kinship lines with people being grouped
into extended families, or even larger groups tracing
descent from a common ancestor. Some of these cultures
restrict the range of eligible spouses in a different way.
They prefer, or in some cases require, that one marry a
particular kind of cousin. Typically this is a cross-cousin.
A cross-cousin is one to whom one is linked via a cross-
sex sibling link in a previous generation. For first cousins,
the cross-cousins are one’s mother’s brother’s offspring,
and one’s father’s sister’s offspring. Even in societies
with large clans tracing their membership through only
one sex, these cousins are not covered by the incest taboo
or the rule of exogamy, and hence are eligible to marry.
The cousin marriage rule simply adds more pressure to
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marry into this category. Parenthetically, parallel cousins
are the other type. For first cousins, they are the offspring
of one’s father’s brothers and one’s mother’s sisters. Only
a few cultures in the Middle East have had a preference
for marrying parallel cousins.

What is cross-cousin marriage about? It helps
perpetuate relationships among kin groups and thus
stabilizes social structure. Two leaders in the anthropo-
logical study of kinship had different ideas about how
marriage relates to social structure, and what a marriage
does to social structure. The British anthropologist
Radcliffe-Brown (1950, p. 43) asserted that marriage is a
rearrangement of social structure. He had in mind that
new links between families and kin groups are formed
with each new marriage. Whereas two families may not
have been well acquainted before a marriage, they now
become in-laws, a new relationship for them, and enter
into a lasting, if intermittent, bond. This view has much
merit when we are thinking of individual families and the
personal ties between them, but it leads us to think of
marriage as destabilizing existing social structure.

However, the French anthropologist Levi-Strauss
(1969) held the antithetical view. In an examination of
cultures with cross-cousin marriage, he held that those
groups use marriage to stabilize social structure rather
than allowing marriage to change it. By having people
marry the same type of cross-cousin generation after gen-
eration, new marriages do not always create new ties
among kin groups, but may perpetuate existing alliances.
Perhaps the most interesting use of marriage to stabilize
social structure is called generalized exchange, in which
a woman marries a person in the same kinship category
as her father’s sister’s son, and a man marries into the cat-
egory of his mother’s brother’s daughter. With this
restriction on the field of eligible spouses, each kin group
in the culture always receives wives from one set of kin
groups, but gives its daughters as wives to a different
group. In other words, one never gives and receives wives
from the same group (see Levi-Strauss [1969] or Fox
[1967] for details on how this and other patterns of
marital exchange work). Levi-Strauss theorized that this
type of marital exchange among groups not only helps
perpetuate cooperation among kin groups, but also
expands its scope. This perspective helps in understanding
the implications of cross-cousin marriage for relations
among the kin groups of some societies, but it can blind
one to the real changes that occur in everyday interper-
sonal relationships when a new marriage is undertaken.
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What cultures are likely to include close cousins
from within the field of eligible spouses? The type of
cousin marriage preferred in a society is related to the
rule of descent. The type of cousin marriage called gen-
eralized exchange, for example, is more likely in cultures
with patrilineal descent than with matrilineal kin groups
based on female ancestors (Homans & Schneider, 1955).
A common misperception is that the very simplest small-
scale societies prefer or practice cousin marriage, but
Ember (1975) has shown conclusively that this is incor-
rect. In a cross-cultural study, he found that marriage with
a first cousin is more likely to be permitted in societies
with a centralized political hierarchy more than in
simpler uncentralized ones. Similarly, first-cousin
marriage is more likely to be permitted in societies with
some urban aggregations than in those with no settle-
ments of over 5,000 population. Furthermore, for soci-
eties of medium scale (with populations between 1,000
and 25,000), recent extensive population loss is associ-
ated with norms permitting first-cousin marriage. This
study suggests that cousin marriages may be allowed
under two conditions. It may be allowed in larger-scale
societies where it is less likely to occur by chance and
where peaceful cooperative relations are well established.
Second, close-cousin marriage may be allowed in very
small, especially depopulated, societies in which too few
spouses might otherwise be available. These findings fly
in the face of Levi-Strauss’s widely cited view of cross-
cousin marriage as establishing peace and cooperation in
small-scale societies. More research and some rethinking
are needed to reconcile this issue.

MARRIAGE

Defining Marriage

Before discussing the three major forms of marriage, it is
useful to discuss definitions of marriage itself. While mar-
riage is often believed to be a universal feature of culture,
it is a difficult feature to define. Radcliffe-Brown (1950,
pp- 11-12, 50) defined marriage as a transfer of rights in
the new spouse. These are rights of sexual access, rights
to claim offspring, and rights to the spouse’s labor. In this
definition, Radcliffe-Brown recognized cross-cultural
variability within each set of rights while emphasizing that
marriage is a cultural creation, since it consists of rights
and obligations rather than behavior. The social and
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behavioral tie we call marriage involves several of the
following behavioral elements, most of which were
suggested by Murdock (1949). The idea that marriage
consists of a sexual relationship plus several other traits
also makes a useful working definition. These traits
include:

a sexual relationship that is socially approved
childbirth that is socially approved

economic cooperation and sharing

coresidence of spouses

expected duration for some years, at least

a ritual or transaction marking entrance to marriage.

Some foraging societies have little or no marker for
entering marriage. In some with men’s houses in each
village, spouses do not constantly live together. In some
societies people move through several marriages and
divorces over a lifetime, so durability is questionable. For
example, among the forest period Ache, a foraging group
of South America, the average duration of first marriage
was only 7.7 months for women and 14.3 months for
men. By age 30, women on average had been in over
10 marriages (Hill and Hurtado, 1996, pp. 230, 245).

The Na, an ethnic group within China, presents the
most recent challenge to the universality of marriage. In
this matrilineal culture, most men and women live in the
home into which they were born. Most sex before recent
decades occurred through men’s furtive visits to women’s
bedrooms at night. Both women and men had almost
complete sexual freedom, except that women were
required to take a passive role, always receiving or reject-
ing male sexual visitors rather than going to visit on their
own initiative. Members of Na society can point out the
genitors of most children, but these genitors have no
claims over children and no obligations to them, and this
makes no difference to the status of the child. Marriage
does exist in the case of the only son in a family. Without
daughters, the family line cannot be passed down.
Complex transactions and rituals mark entrance into
marriage. The wife and her offspring are adopted into the
husband’s family. The spouses have rights of sexual
access to each other, and each is obliged to work for the
benefit of the larger family, and she can eventually
succeed to the position of female household chief, should
her mother-in-law die. It is forbidden for the wife to
return to her own home (Hua, 2001, pp. 185-236,
303-334). If we focus on Na marriage being practiced by
a minority of members we would conclude that they are
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an exception to the universality of marriage. However, if
we focus on marriage existing as a cultural institution
known by all, we would only regard the Na as unusual,
rather than exceptional. The Na have marriage in
Radcliffe-Brown’s sense of a set of rights transmitted, but
not in the sense of behaviors that are typical of the bulk
of group members.

Forms of Marriage

Marriage in all cultures sanctions a tie between persons
of opposite sex, but some cultures add to this that some
marriages can be between people of the same sex
(Cadigan, 1998; Fulton & Anderson, 1992). The hetero-
sexual component will be the focus here. Marriages can
involve one or more males and one or more females. Thus
there are four logical possibilities. These types, and their
frequencies as ideal forms of marriage among preindus-
trial societies, are (Pasternak, Ember, & Ember, 1997,
p. 86, adapted from Murdock 1949, 1967):

monogamy—one wife and one husband, 16%

polygyny—two or more wives with one husband, 83.5%

polyandry—two or more husbands with one wife, 0.5%

group marriage—two or more husbands with two or more
wives, 0.0%

Although a topic of speculation within 19th century
cultural evolutionary theory, group marriage has never been
observed as the ideal or the typical form of marriage in any
culture. It only seems to occur as an alternate or secondary
form of marriage in some cultures (Murdock, 1949, p. 24).

Polygyny

It is important to distinguish between polygyny as an
ideal state of marriage and polygyny as a practice, and to
distinguish subtypes of polygyny. While all highly indus-
trialized societies legitimize monogamy only (Goode,
1967), traditional cultures have preferred polygyny over
other types of marriage by a wide margin (Murdock,
1949). Despite this widespread ideal, the typical marriage
in many, if not most, “polygynous” societies is mono-
gamous. Indeed, Murdock (1949, p. 28) put the dividing
line between the frequent and infrequent practice of
polygyny at only 20% of marriages in a society. He
labeled these general and limited polygyny, respectively.
This low frequency occurs in part because men ordinarily
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marry only one wife at a time but may accumulate more
over a lifetime, and because polygyny requires more
wives than husbands. A balanced sex ratio stands in
the way of widespread polygyny. Some societies, such as
the Tiwi of Australia, offset the age at first marriage for
women and men, delaying men’s first marriage until they
are past 30 years of age. Under this condition, the major-
ity of marriages may be polygynous (Hart & Pilling,
1960). In the New World, sororal polygyny, in which
cowives must be sisters of the same clan, is most com-
monly preferred (White, 1988). Restricting cowives to
close kin puts further restrictions on the frequency of
polygynous practice.

While naive libertarians might assume that polygy-
nous sexuality involves multiple simultaneous partners,
most cultures have stringent regulations which have been
interpreted as reducing sexual rivalry and jealousy among
cowives (Murdock, 1949, p. 30) but also as preventing
cowives from organizing against the husband (Blumberg &
Pilar Garcia, 1977, pp. 137-139). These regulations
include the following:

1. The senior wife has authority over the others. This provides a
mechanism for dispute resolution, and may aid the husband in
controlling the wives.

2. The wives either live, eat, and sleep separately, or are preferen-
tially sisters. Separate residences reduce the interaction and
interdependence among cowives, thereby abating the potential
for conflict. Some authors believe that sisters are less likely to
disagree than women who enter the marriage as strangers to
each other.

3. The wives take turns with the husband. Polygynous husbands
and wives do not sleep, eat, recreate, and have sex all together,
but most cultures specify a period of rotation in which the hus-
band spends time with each wife in turn. In this sense, polygy-
nous interaction in many cultures is analogous to monogamous
interaction—one on one—but in a serial manner.

Research on the structural and environmental
sources of polygyny as a frequent practice has identified
several important factors. First, general polygyny is most
common in Africa, where it is associated with female
food production (White, 1988; White & Burton, 1988).
Rather than fitting the male-provider—female-caregiver
concept, cowives both provide and prepare the food in
these societies while also caring for infants and young
children. In this way, polygyny is not necessarily a drain
on a husband’s resources, but may be a source of wealth
and status. A secondly line of research considers the sex
ratio problem and asks whether general polygyny might
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be linked to a shortage of men, finding that general
polygyny tends to appear in cultures having extensive
male deaths in warfare (Ember, 1974, 1985). Polygyny,
then, may be an adaptive practice which keeps fertility at
high enough levels to replenish the population. If
monogamy were rigorously practiced under these condi-
tions, many women would be unable to find husbands or
have offspring, and population might shrink. A third,
sociobiological, line of research ties polygyny to
pathogens such as malaria. With pathogen stress, it is
argued, people may want to select mates who have some
pathogen resistence and may want offspring who vary in
genetic make up since pathogen resistance may be easily
recognizable. Nonsororal polygynous marriage provides a
way for men to have offspring by different mates, thus
increasing their genetic diversity of offspring (Low, 1990).

Polyandry

Polyandry is the rarest ideal form of marriage and occurs
primarily in Asia. Because of its rarity, there is less
research on it. Just as polygyny is preferentially sororal,
polyandry is often preferentially fraternal—a woman
marries full brothers or clan brothers. Among the polyan-
drous Toda, a dairying caste of India, when the eldest son
married a woman, his younger brothers became married
to her also. A simple ritual identified the one brother,
usually the eldest, who would be the social father of
the woman’s children (Queen & Habenstein, 1974,
pp- 18-47). The conditions conducive to the development
of polyandry are believed to be subsistence resource
scarcity and male food production (Lee, 1982,
pp. 94-95). Fraternal polyandry allows brothers who
have inherited land or other resources to cooperate in sub-
sistence production, while limiting their fertility by shar-
ing a wife. The family unit thereby has more resources,
more food producers, and fewer dependents.

It seems likely that polyandry is never the most
common form of marriage in a society, as polygyny
sometimes is when there is high male mortality in warfare
or when men marry much later than women. The con-
straints placed on women’s fertility by pregnancy, lacta-
tion and nursing, and the menopause would prevent
general polyandry from overcoming the problems set into
play by a shortage of women or an extremely late age
at marriage for them. Rather, fertility decline and depop-
ulation would be the likely result. We need to view
polyandry then as an aid to population limitation that
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develops only when population threatens to outstrip
environmental resources.

Thus scholarship has shown that the different forms
of marriage are not founded upon differences in the bal-
ance of power between women and men or upon religious
doctrines. They are not arbitrary cultural inventions, but
practical adaptations, developing from a particular set of
social and environmental stressors and subsistence
practices.

REFERENCES

Blumberg, R. L., & Pilar Garcia, M. (1977). The political economy of
the mother—child family: A cross-societal view. In Lenero-Otero, L.
(Ed.), Beyond the nuclear family model: Cross-cultural perspectives
(pp- 99-163). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Broude, G. J., & Greene, S. J. (1983). Cross-cultural codes for
husband-wife relationships. Ethnology, 22, 263-280.

Buss, D. (1989). Sex differences in human mate preferences:
Evolutionary hypotheses tested in 37 cultures. Behavioral and
Brain Sciences, 12, 1-14.

Cadigan, R. J. (1998). Woman-to-woman marriage: Practices and bene-
fits in sub-Saharan Africa. Journal of Comparative Family Studies,
29, 89-100.

Collins, R. (1975) Contflict sociology. New York: Academic Press.
Coppinger, R. M. (1968). Romantic love and subsistence dependence of
spouses. Southwestern Journal of Anthropology, 24, 310-319.
de Munck, V. C., & Korotayev, A. (1999). Sexual equality and romantic
love: A reanalysis of Rosenblatt’s study on the function of roman-

tic love. Cross-Cultural Research, 33, 265-277.

Derne, S. (1994). Structural realities, persistent dilemmas, and the
construction of emotional paradigms: Love in three cultures.
Social Perspectives on Emotion, 2, 281-308.

Eagly, A. H., & Wood, W. (1999). The origins of sex differences in
human behavior: Evolved dispositions versus social roles.
American Psychologist, 54, 408-423.

Ember, M. (1974). Warfare, sex ration, and polygyny. Ethnology, 13,
197-206.

Ember, M. (1975). On the origin and extension of the incest taboo.
Behavior Science Research, 10, 249-281.

Ember, M. (1985). Alternative predictors of polygyny. Behavior Science
Research, 19, 1-23.

Fox, R. (1967). Kinship and marriage. Baltimore: Penguin.

Freeman, L. C. (1968). Marriage without love: Mate selection in non-
western societies. In Winch, R. F. & Goodman, L. W. (Eds.),
Selected studies in marriage and the family (pp. 456—469). New
York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston.

Fulton, R., & Anderson, S. W. (1992 ). The Amerindian “man—-woman’”:
gender, liminality, and cultural continuity. Current Anthropology,
32, 603-610.

Glenn, N. D. (1989). Intersocietal variation in the mate preferences of
males and females. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 12, 21-23.

Goode, W. J. (1967). World revolution and family patterns. New York:
Free Press.



Marriage

an exception to the universality of marriage. However, if
we focus on marriage existing as a cultural institution
known by all, we would only regard the Na as unusual,
rather than exceptional. The Na have marriage in
Radcliffe-Brown’s sense of a set of rights transmitted, but
not in the sense of behaviors that are typical of the bulk
of group members.

Forms of Marriage

Marriage in all cultures sanctions a tie between persons
of opposite sex, but some cultures add to this that some
marriages can be between people of the same sex
(Cadigan, 1998; Fulton & Anderson, 1992). The hetero-
sexual component will be the focus here. Marriages can
involve one or more males and one or more females. Thus
there are four logical possibilities. These types, and their
frequencies as ideal forms of marriage among preindus-
trial societies, are (Pasternak, Ember, & Ember, 1997,
p. 86, adapted from Murdock 1949, 1967):

monogamy—one wife and one husband, 16%

polygyny—two or more wives with one husband, 83.5%

polyandry—two or more husbands with one wife, 0.5%

group marriage—two or more husbands with two or more
wives, 0.0%

Although a topic of speculation within 19th century
cultural evolutionary theory, group marriage has never been
observed as the ideal or the typical form of marriage in any
culture. It only seems to occur as an alternate or secondary
form of marriage in some cultures (Murdock, 1949, p. 24).

Polygyny

It is important to distinguish between polygyny as an
ideal state of marriage and polygyny as a practice, and to
distinguish subtypes of polygyny. While all highly indus-
trialized societies legitimize monogamy only (Goode,
1967), traditional cultures have preferred polygyny over
other types of marriage by a wide margin (Murdock,
1949). Despite this widespread ideal, the typical marriage
in many, if not most, “polygynous” societies is mono-
gamous. Indeed, Murdock (1949, p. 28) put the dividing
line between the frequent and infrequent practice of
polygyny at only 20% of marriages in a society. He
labeled these general and limited polygyny, respectively.
This low frequency occurs in part because men ordinarily
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marry only one wife at a time but may accumulate more
over a lifetime, and because polygyny requires more
wives than husbands. A balanced sex ratio stands in
the way of widespread polygyny. Some societies, such as
the Tiwi of Australia, offset the age at first marriage for
women and men, delaying men’s first marriage until they
are past 30 years of age. Under this condition, the major-
ity of marriages may be polygynous (Hart & Pilling,
1960). In the New World, sororal polygyny, in which
cowives must be sisters of the same clan, is most com-
monly preferred (White, 1988). Restricting cowives to
close kin puts further restrictions on the frequency of
polygynous practice.

While naive libertarians might assume that polygy-
nous sexuality involves multiple simultaneous partners,
most cultures have stringent regulations which have been
interpreted as reducing sexual rivalry and jealousy among
cowives (Murdock, 1949, p. 30) but also as preventing
cowives from organizing against the husband (Blumberg &
Pilar Garcia, 1977, pp. 137-139). These regulations
include the following:

1. The senior wife has authority over the others. This provides a
mechanism for dispute resolution, and may aid the husband in
controlling the wives.

2. The wives either live, eat, and sleep separately, or are preferen-
tially sisters. Separate residences reduce the interaction and
interdependence among cowives, thereby abating the potential
for conflict. Some authors believe that sisters are less likely to
disagree than women who enter the marriage as strangers to
each other.

3. The wives take turns with the husband. Polygynous husbands
and wives do not sleep, eat, recreate, and have sex all together,
but most cultures specify a period of rotation in which the hus-
band spends time with each wife in turn. In this sense, polygy-
nous interaction in many cultures is analogous to monogamous
interaction—one on one—but in a serial manner.

Research on the structural and environmental
sources of polygyny as a frequent practice has identified
several important factors. First, general polygyny is most
common in Africa, where it is associated with female
food production (White, 1988; White & Burton, 1988).
Rather than fitting the male-provider—female-caregiver
concept, cowives both provide and prepare the food in
these societies while also caring for infants and young
children. In this way, polygyny is not necessarily a drain
on a husband’s resources, but may be a source of wealth
and status. A secondly line of research considers the sex
ratio problem and asks whether general polygyny might
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INTRODUCTION

One of the most enduring elements of social and behav-
ioral science research in the last half of the 20th century
was the scholarly reexamination of traditional ideas about
fatherhood and motherhood. For over 200 years maternal
behavior had been considered paramount in child devel-
opment (Kagan, 1978; Stearns, 1991; Stendler, 1950;
Sunley, 1955), and fathers were often thought to be
peripheral to the job of parenting because children
throughout the world spent most of their time with their
mothers (Fagot, 1995; Harris, Furstenberg, & Marmer,
1998; Munroe & Munroe, 1994). Some argued that fathers
contributed little to children’s development except for
their economic contributions (Amato, 1998), and others
believed that fathers are not genetically endowed for par-
enting (Belsky, 1998; Benson, 1968). Indeed, even though
Margaret Mead concluded that fathers were important
contributors to childcare, and that “Anthropological
evidence gives no support... to the value of such an accen-
tuation of the tie between mother and child” (Mead, 1956,
pp. 642-643), Mead (1949) perceived basic differences
between fathers and mothers:

The mother’s nurturing tie to her child is apparently so deeply rooted in
the actual biological conditions of conception and gestation, birth and
suckling, that only fairly complicated social arrangements can break it
down entirely. ... But the evidence suggests that we should phrase the
matter differently for men and women—that men have to learn to want
to provide for others, and this behavior, being learned, is fragile and can
disappear rather easily under social conditions that no longer teach it
effectively. (pp. 191-193)

However, many contemporary scholars now cite a
growing body of empirical evidence that parental behav-
iors are not simply the consequence of biology and human
nature, but rather are informed by cultural, historical, and
social values, circumstances, and processes. In fact, as
gender ideologies shifted in the last half of the 20th
century, so too did researchers’ exploration of variations in
men’s and women’s behavior generally, and fathering and
mothering specifically (Rohner & Veneziano, 2001;
Sanchez & Thomson, 1997). Moreover, contemporary
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perspectives on fatherhood and motherhood are in large
part derived from research that concurrently studied
fathers and mothers, rather than earlier research that
focused almost exclusively on mothers. This chapter
discusses some of the literature from this vast body of
behavioral science research by first discussing similarities
and differences in fathers’ and mothers’ behavior in
Western and non-Western cultures. The chapter also
reviews research about the social, cultural, psychological,
ethnic, economic, environmental, biological, and evolu-
tionary conditions that influence the parenting practices of
mothers and fathers, as well as the social, emotional,
behavioral, and psychological consequences for male and
female offspring of fathers’ and mothers’ practices.

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES IN
FATHERS’ AND MOTHERS’
INTERACTIONS WITH OFFSPRING

Much of the research into parent—child relations has been
informed by the belief that mothers influence children’s
physical, emotional, psychological, and social well-being
through expressive and affective behaviors, including
warmth and nurturance (Bowlby, 1969; Hojat, 1999;
Mahler & Furer, 1968; Phares, 1992; Stern, 1995),
whereas fathers have often been viewed as influencing
children’s development through the instrumental roles of
provider and protector, and as role models for social, cog-
nitive, psychological, and gender-identity development
(Bronstein, 1988; Gilmore, 1990; Lamb & Oppenheim,
1989; Mackey, 1996; Parsons & Bales, 1955; Radin,
1981b). However, contemporary research suggests that
maternal behavior is not situated exclusively in the
expressive sphere any more than paternal behavior is
situated exclusively in the instrumental one. Indeed,
multivariate research in the 1990s demonstrated the
importance of paternal expressive and affective behaviors
despite the fact that mothers are often characterized as
“superior caregivers,” whereas fathers are viewed as “less
capable of, and/or less interested in, nurturant parenting”
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(Hosley & Montemayor, 1997, p. 175). As discussed
below, fathers’ and mothers’ behaviors are in fact multi-
dimensional and multifaceted, and these behaviors often
vary as a result of contextual variables including youths’
age and gender.

Youths’ Age and Gender

According to Collins and Russell (1991), research in
Western societies shows that fathers and mothers interact
differently with their middle childhood (i.e., preteens) to
adolescent children than with younger children. For
example, fathers generally interact with their adolescents
through focusing on instrumental goals (e.g., school and
athletic achievement, future plans) and objective issues
such as political discussions. Mothers’ interactions with
adolescents, on the other hand, tend to be marked more
by discussions of personal issues. More specifically, in
their review of the literature on U.S. families, Collins and
Russell (1991) reported that 15- to 16-year-old U.S. ado-
lescents spent twice as much time alone with their moth-
ers as with their fathers. Collins and Russell also reported
that 14- to 18-year-olds, more than 12- to 13-year-olds,
spent more time alone with their mothers than with their
fathers. As for middle childhood, Collins and Russell
(1991) found that mothers tend to be more involved in
caregiving, whereas fathers are more involved in play
activities.

Parental interaction with children also varies during
infancy, and infants appear to demonstrate a biological
predisposition to respond differently to fathers and
mothers.

Alert, fed, comfortable babies, when approached by their mothers,
tended to relax, coo, and modulate their breathing and cardiovascular
responses—as if to sort of say, “Ah, here’s Mom.” Then when the father
approached, the babies’ eyes tended to open, the shoulders would go up
and the heart and respiratory systems were activated rather than calmed,
as if to say, “Here’s Dad, let’s party!” (Pruett, in Louv, 2002, ] 8)

Pruett (Louv, 2002, q 9) also cites one study in
which American mothers picked up and held their infants
in the same manner 90% of the time, whereas fathers
were more unpredictable, perhaps picking up the child by
their feet on one occasion and by their sides on another.

In a review of the literature, Witt (1997) found that
American fathers and mothers interact differently with
sons than daughters. According to Witt, fathers and
mothers have different expectations for sons than for
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daughters, have a preference for male offspring, and
communicate differently with their offspring, depending
on the child’s sex (Hargreaves & Colley, 1986; Hoffman,
1977; Snow, Jacklin, & Maccoby, 1983; Steinbacher &
Gilroy, 1990). Updegraff, Mchale, Grouter, and Kupanoff
(2001) found that American mothers more than fathers
exhibited traditional patterns of gendered parenting in
their involvement with their daughters’ and sons’ peer
relationships. Fathers spent more time in offspring’s
peer-related matters when they had sons, whereas
mothers spent more time with daughters and their friends
and were more involved in daughters’ than sons’ peer
relations.

Witt (1997) also found that fathers reinforce gender
stereotypes more often than mothers. Indeed, a signifi-
cant body of research finds that differences in paternal
versus maternal behaviors influence different aspects of
gender-role development of both boys and girls, includ-
ing offspring’s use of gender stereotypes, toy preferences,
preferred household tasks, and self-esteem (Biller &
Borstelmann, 1967; Bronson, 1959; Distler, 1965; Kelly &
Worell, 1976; Mussen, 1961; Mussen & Distler, 1959;
Orlofsky, 1979; Payne & Mussen, 1956). Goldstein
(2001), for example, reports that fathers tend to enforce
gender norms more strongly than mothers, and often
exhibit harsh responses to boys who attempt to play with
feminine toys. According to Goldstein, a large body of
empirical research shows that fathers throughout the
world use the language of dominance (e.g., imperatives
and power assertion) more than mothers in talking with
children. Mothers by comparison soften demands by
using polite language, forms of endearment, and
questions. Fathers more than mothers use depreciatory
language and do so more with sons than daughters.
Goldstein also reports that children see their fathers as
having more authority than mothers, comply more
quickly with paternal than maternal requests, and speak
more politely to fathers than mothers. Goldstein believes
that boys learn masculine imperatives from parental
figures, especially fathers, and this in turn reinforces
widely held male gender attitudes and behaviors
regarding aggression and war.

However, Martin and Anderson (1997) found that
U.S. college students’ assertiveness, argumentativeness,
and verbal aggressiveness were predicted by maternal
rather than paternal modeling of assertive and aggressive
behavior. Interestingly, Martin and Anderson’s findings
about maternal influence held for both daughters and
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sons, rather than the same-sex modeling that Martin and
Anderson expected to find.

Verbal communications between parents and children
also vary by gender. In a meta-analysis of studies of
parent—child communication in Western societies, Leaper,
Anderson, and Sanders (1998) found that differences in
maternal and paternal communication with sons and
daughters were often dependent on contextual circum-
stances. Even though mothers tended to communicate
more with daughters than with sons, it is most often during
the toddler years. Moreover, mothers used more control-
ling styles of communication with daughters than with
sons. Leaper et al. also found that mothers and fathers com-
municated with both sexes in similar ways when directed
in clinical studies to discuss a problem or complete an
assigned task. On the other hand, when mothers had a
choice of topic or activity, they tended to choose a less task-
oriented one than did fathers—one that allowed for more
conversation and interaction. Fathers most often chose
activities where communication was centered on directive
task-oriented communication, particularly with their sons.

As for fathers’ involvement specifically, Radin
(1981b, 1994) found that American fathers spend more
time with sons than with daughters. Moreover, Erickson
and Gecas (1991) investigated relationships between
parental behavior and family socio-economic status and
found that from infancy onward, regardless of social class
standing, U.S. fathers spend more time with first-born boys
than with first-born girls. Furthermore, by the time chil-
dren reach the age of 7, middle-class fathers, as compared
with working-class fathers, are more involved with boys
than with girls (Erickson & Gecas, 1991). Other studies
indicate that U.S. fathers spend more time with sons than
with daughters, regardless of age (Collins & Russell, 1991;
Pleck, 1997). Research in Dominica, West Indies, also
found that fathers interacted more frequently with sons
than with daughters of all ages, particularly during their
sons’ adolescence (Flinn, 1992). Father—daughter interac-
tions were also highest during girls’ adolescence, although
still less than father—son interactions, when fathers were
expected to fulfill the role of protector of young females.

Parental nurturance, discussed more specifically
later in this chapter, has also been shown to vary by
youths’ gender. Starrels (1994) reports that data from a
U.S. national survey shows that mothers tend to exhibit
affective support across the genders, whereas fathers tend
to exhibit more closeness and nurturance to their sons
than to their daughters, and tend to interact warmly with
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sons while doing things together rather than through
talking and confiding. On the other hand, in a study of
low- and middle-income intact Mexican families,
Bronstein (1988) reported that Mexican fathers were
more emotionally nurturing than Mexican mothers who
were more physically nurturing (i.e., caretaking tasks).
However, several gender-related differences emerged,
with sons experiencing higher amounts of paternal
authoritarian control and instrumental directives than
daughters. Fathers were not excessively harsh with sons
but scored higher on those measures relative to their very
gentle interaction with daughters.

Sociocultural antecedents of fathers’ and mothers’
behavior are explored later in this chapter, but it is worth
noting briefly Flinn’s and Starrels’ application of
micro- and macrosystemic perspectives in interpreting
their findings. Using a microsystemic perspective, Flinn
(1992) speculated that the greater interaction between
fathers and sons, particularly sons who are older, was due
in part to cooperative work and economic activities in
which sons were expected to learn mastery of skills from
their fathers that would ensure the family’s long-term
survival. Starrels (1994), on the other hand, employed a
macrosystemic perspective in concluding that fathers’
and mothers’ behavior reflect mainstream Western
cultural beliefs about appropriate behavior for men and
women. Each perspective offers important insights into
the many forces that influence and shape fathers’ and
mothers’ behavior.

Youths’ Age, Gender, and
Parent-Child Play

A consistent finding in research on samples of middle-
income European American families indicates that playful
and sociable activities such as physically stimulating
rough-and-tumble play marks father—child interactions,
whereas mother—child interactions are dominated by care-
taking, holding, and soothing (Collins & Russell, 1991;
Forehand & Nousiainen, 1993; Lindsey, Mize, & Petit,
1997; Parke, 1996). For example, when engaged in play,
mothers were found to play nontactile games, or pre-
dictable and contained limb-movement games, such as
peek-a-boo and pat-a-cake. Fathers engaged in more
unpredictable, tactile, and arousing games. Infants were
said to respond with more enthusiasm to being held by
their fathers than by their mothers. Bernstein reported that
fathers engaged in more physical play and interactive
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games, and encouraged visual, fine motor, and locomotor
exploration more with sons than with daughters. Fathers’
interactions with daughters were marked by verbal games
and social conversation. On the other hand, in an early
study of parent—child play interactions, Hoffman (1989)
concluded that play may be related to parents’ employment
status, particularly that of mothers. According to Hoffman,
studies have shown that employed mothers engaged in
more actively stimulating play with their infants than did
their husbands or nonemployed mothers.

However, Hewlett’s (1987) study of parent—child
relations in the Aka of central Africa demonstrates that
the rough-and-tumble play observed in some Western
studies is by no means a universal feature of father—child
interactions. Utilizing naturalistic observations of
father—child and mother—child interactions among the
Aka, Hewlett found that Aka fathers did play frequently
with their children. However, Aka fathers did not exhibit
the vigorous rough-and-tumble play representative of
American fathers. Moreover, Aka fathers also exhibited
nurturing capacities and levels of emotional support sim-
ilar to that of Aka mothers. Hewlett compared this find-
ing with Swedish and German studies where father—child
contact was marked less by vigorous play than by other
forms of contact. Hewlett suggested that these findings
demonstrate that play does not serve a critical role in
influencing father—child attachment across cultures.
Because Aka fathers and mothers had similar styles of
interaction with children, he hypothesized that Aka
fathers were more intimate and therefore more aware of
their children’s needs, and subsequently did not need to
utilize rough-and-tumble play to form attachments.

As demonstrated by Hewlett and Hoffman, fathers’
and mothers’ behaviors vary according to social and cul-
tural circumstances. The next section examines social,
cultural, psychological, ethnic, economic, environmental,
genetic, biological, and evolutionary antecedents of
maternal and paternal practices, and the consequences for
male and female offspring of these practices.

ANTECEDENTS AND CONSEQUENCES OF
PARENTING STYLES AND BEHAVIORS

Sociocultural Models

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, behavioral sci-
ence increasingly recognizes the importance of contextual
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factors as well as biological or genetic factors that
influence male—female behavior generally, and fathers’ and
mothers’ behavior specifically. A number of researchers
have developed models that take into account complex
processes that influence parent—child relations. For exam-
ple, Rohner’s (1986) sociocultural systems model connects
the behavioral, psychological, and social development of
children to parents’ behavior and to sociocultural
processes. That is, parental behavior and children’s devel-
opment are linked in reciprocal fashion to the natural envi-
ronment and to a society’s maintenance systems, which
include the ways people make a living, ensure social
control, and ensure the procreation and successful rearing
of children. Maintenance systems include political struc-
ture, defense systems, family structure, household compo-
sition, social class system, and economic organizations.

Rohner’s model builds conceptually on earlier mod-
els designed by Kardiner (1945), and by J. Whiting and
Child (1953), which link primary institutions and main-
tenance systems to child rearing and child and adult
personality. Other models include Bronfenbrenner’s
bio-ecological approach (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994)
and Super and Harkness’s (1986) developmental niche
model that links parent—child relations to a society’s
customs and values, fathers’ and mothers’ psychology, and
the social and physical setting. For example, Moreno
(in press) found that Latino mothers’ involvement with
their children’s education varies according to their
education level and socio-economic status, language
proficiency, availability of extended family supports,
goals for their children’s futures, personal and psycho-
logical variables, and level of acculturation. A range of
contextual indicators, as discussed in the next section,
also predicts paternal involvement.

Antecedents of Parental Behavior:
The Case of Fathers

It has been well documented that fathers, compared with
mothers, spend only a small portion of their time in
day-to-day child-rearing activities, including supervising
children, feeding children, transporting children, and
so forth (Pleck, 1997; Sanchez & Thomson, 1997).
Moreover, the negative consequences for children’s
development of low levels of paternal involvement have
also been amply documented (Bacon, Child, & Barry, 1963;
Biller, 1993; Broude, 1990; Ember & Ember, 1994, n.d.;
B. Whiting, 1965). Research on fathers’ involvement
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is instructive as it reveals the complex interaction of
sociocultural conditions that influence paternal, as well
as maternal, interactions with children.

Cross-Cultural Evidence. Katz and Konner (1981)
conducted cross-cultural comparative research utilizing a
subsample of the Standard Cross Cultural Sample
(SCCS) (Murdock & White, 1969), determined by Barry
and Paxson (1971) to be at the highest degree of confi-
dence on the nature of fathers’ relationship with infants
and children. The SCCS includes 186 societies that
represent the world’s known and adequately described
sociocultural systems. Katz and Konner found that
increased levels of father involvement were associated
with monogamy, nuclear family structure, nonpatrilocal
cultures, and, subsistence economy, where gathering,
rather than hunting, was the primary subsistence mode.
Findings also showed that increased father involvement
occurred in societies where mothers were active contrib-
utors to the acquisition and maintenance of resources for
the family and the community. Indeed, the character of
parents’ work activities, as discussed below, has major
implications for the nature of fathering and mothering
behaviors.

Hewlett’s (1987) research of the Aka details the com-
plex processes that influence the behavior of high- and
low-investment fathers. The high-investment Aka father
(i.e., actively involved with children) was profiled by
(1) having no brothers, (2) having few relatives in general,
(3) being married relatively late in life, (4) being monog-
amous, (5) having a wife from a distant clan, (6) having a
small hunting net, (7) relying more on individual as
opposed to group hunting techniques, (8) having close
relationships with nearby non-Aka villages, (9) being of
relatively low status, and (10) having a wife who was
actively involved in subsistence activities. Because high-
investment fathers often have few or no brothers, they
build alliances with other clans and with non—Akas, hunt
more on their own, and invest time with their offspring,
freeing their wives for other activities and thus contribut-
ing to the well-being and survival of the group.

On the other hand, the behavior of low-investment
Aka fathers (i.e., limited involvement with children)
develops differently than that of high-investment fathers,
but is no less important to the viability of the group than
that of high-investment fathers. That is, because low-
investment fathers generally have several brothers, their
clans tend to be more economically viable, which in turn
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leads to greater prosperity for low-investment than for
high-investment fathers. Females are attracted to
prosperous males, increasing the likelihood of polygyny
and an increased number of offspring, which also con-
tribute to the prosperity of the clan and individual fathers.
Low-investment fathers have higher social status than
high-investment fathers and are involved in more status-
maintaining economic tasks and roles, which, according
to Hewlett (1992), also help to insure the survivability of
the group.

Biosocial Models of Parental
Investment

As noted above, Hewlett (1987) addresses social and
cultural conditions and processes that influence parents’
investment in their children. Indeed, a substantial body of
research proposes evolutionary and biological explana-
tions for variations in maternal and paternal parenting
(Anderson, Kaplan, & Lancaster, 2001; Fox & Bruce,
2001; Gelles & Lancaster, 1987; Hewlett, 1992). In such
evolutionary perspectives:

Individuals face trade-offs between investing in themselves (their own
human capital, physical growth or immune system, etc.), in mating
effort (initiating and/or maintaining a relationship with a sexual part-
ner), or in parental effort (investments in existing offspring) ... [The evo-
lutionary perspective] emphasizes two reasons for parental investment
in offspring. First, parents invest in genetic offspring because doing so
increases their own genetic fitness, i.e., the number of copies of their
genes present in future generations. Secondly, an individual may invest
in an offspring because the investment influences that person’s rela-
tionship with the offspring’s other parent. (Anderson et al., 2001, p.6)

For example, Hagen, Hames, Craig, Lauer, & Price
(2001) found that when Yanomamo parents were forced to
allocate food carefully to their children during a period of
poor garden productivity, they invested in younger chil-
dren more than in older ones. Moreover, boys whose
fathers were significantly invested in them were better
nourished than were girls, whereas girls who had large
patrilineages were better nourished than were girls from
smaller patrilineages. In Yanomamo society, patrilineage
size reflects the amount of local political power held by
families, thus reflecting how political arrangements influ-
ence fathers’ and mothers’ investment in their offspring.

Paternity Certainty. Fathers’ certainty about their
paternity has also been found to influence investment in
their offspring (Buss, Larsen, Westen, & Semmelroth, 1992;
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Fox & Bruce, 2001; Wilson & Daly, 1992). Indeed, in a
quotation (Byrnes, 1988) widely attributed to Aristotle
some 2400 years ago, the philosopher spoke of the impor-
tance of paternity certainty: “This is the reason why
mothers are more devoted to their children than fathers:
it is that they suffer more in giving them birth and are
more certain that they are their own.” In fact, Fox and
Bruce (2001) found that fathers’ commitment to offspring
varied due to fathers’ paternity certainty and to fathers’
willingness to invest in children who will more likely
meet fathers’ needs (e.g., mating success, finances, time,
and energy) and disinvest in those children who are
unlikely to meet fathers’ needs.

Parents’ Work and Subsistence
Activities

Evidence from intracultural and cross-cultural research
also reveals how parents’ work roles affect maternal and
paternal involvement with offspring. For example, the Aka
of Central Africa (Hewlett, 1992) and the Batek of
Malaysia (Endicott, 1992) exhibit egalitarian marital and
parental relationships as well as similar and often shared
work roles. Aka and Batek fathers are involved with
their children both in their villages and homes, and in their
work tasks, where children often work alongside their
fathers. According to Hewlett and Endicott, the shared
economic activities of Aka and Batek fathers and mothers
leads to greater daily interaction between fathers and chil-
dren. This interaction often leads to paternal familiarity
with a broad range of children’s needs, and thus increased
opportunities to practice and master child-rearing skills.

Similar findings were reported by Morelli and
Tronick (1992) who found that the foraging Efe of Zaire
had relatively egalitarian mother—father relationships
compared with their neighbors, the pastoralist Lese. Efe
mothers and fathers were equally involved in work activ-
ities, while there was a stricter division of labor among
the Lese. Efe fathers, like Lese fathers, were generally
physically proximate to their children, but Efe fathers
were more actively involved in monitoring and training
children than were Lese fathers.

Aronoff (1967) also found significant differences in
child-rearing practices, particularly those associated with
warmth and control, between two groups of fathers living
in St. Kitts, West Indies—those employed as cane cutters,
and those employed as fishermen. These men lived in the
same West Indian island village, but their subsistence
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activities, male—female relationships, family structure,
and early childhood experiences differed significantly.
The differences in child-rearing, according to Aronoff,
were related to parents’ work and subsistence activities
that promoted authoritative and nurturant caretaking
behavior on the part of fishermen fathers, and closed,
hostile, and discipline-focused behavior on the part of
cane-cutter fathers.

But the cane cutter is clearly a marginal figure in the life of the child.
His most important task, beyond [financial] support, is to discipline the
child and teach him manners. Items such as “proper behavior,” “teach
them not to do wrong,” “give them licks,” and “rule the children,” are
heavily stressed. The children are very much the responsibility of the
mother, and the male is useful only in providing the financial resources
and the strong right arm ... Just as the fisherman is concerned with
establishing a crew in which he is interdependent and interactive with
the other members, so too does he demand the same with his family. His
role seems to be much more nurturant, thoroughly implicating him in
the care and fostering of his children. (Aronoff, 1967, pp. 183-185)

Radin (1981b, 1994) found that middle-class U.S.
fathers who adhered to nontraditional gender-role ideol-
ogy (i.e., frequently valued fathers’ involvement with
their children) were more likely than traditional fathers
(i.e., who infrequently valued fathers’ involvement with
children) to have a positive influence on youths’ intellec-
tual and personality development. Radin (1988) found
that the non-traditional style was initially adopted when
fathers had flexible work hours or were not working at
all, and the non-traditional fathers supported their wives’
(i.e., children’s mothers) strong career interests. Also,
mothers supported fathers’ decisions to be more involved,
particularly when fathers were not positively invested in
their own careers. Predictors of long-range paternal
involvement included mothers’ growing investment in
their careers, mothers’ high salaries, and fathers’ part-
time work schedule and/or flexible work hours (Radin,
1988). Furthermore, Barnett and Baruch (1988) found
that fathers’ participation was the highest when both
husbands and wives were employed, and when mothers’
gender-role attitudes were liberal toward fathers’
decisions to be involved in child-rearing.

Aronoff’s findings about the influence of social and
economic realities on men’s parenting behaviors appear
to echo Mead’s perception, quoted earlier, that
father—child attachments are fragile and highly dependent
on sociocultural circumstances. Indeed, together with
findings about the negative effects of low father involve-
ment, or father absence (Biller, 1993; Broude, 1990;
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Munroe & Munroe, 1992; B. Whiting & Whiting, 1975),
it is perhaps understandable that some have concluded
that fathers’ influence tends to be less positive than that
of mothers, or that fathers are less important than moth-
ers (Amato, 1994; Hojat, 1999; Shulman & Collins,
1993; Stern, 1995; Williams & Radin, 1993). However, as
noted earlier, a significant body of multivariate research
from the 1990s shows that when fathers and mothers are
studied concurrently, both make important positive and
negative contributions to children’s development.

Nurturant, Supportive, Affectionate,
Loving, and Warm Parenting

Studying Maternal and Paternal Warmth and
Nurturance. An extensive body of research shows
that warm, nurturing, and affectionate relationships
between parents and offspring are often predictive of
positive psychological, behavioral, and social development
of both children and adults (Rohner, 1975, 1986, 2000;
Rohner & Britner, 2002). Even though most research has
focused on maternal warmth and nurturance, there is a
growing body of work that shows the importance of
paternal warmth and nurturance as well (Rohner &
Veneziano, 2001). Consequently, this section will discuss
the influence for children’s development of both maternal
and paternal warmth and nurturance.

Caring for and Caring about Children. As noted
earlier, many studies conclude that children whose fathers
spend a significant amount of time taking care of them
exhibit positive psychological adjustment and cognitive
and intellectual development, strong academic achieve-
ment, ability to empathize, flexible gender-role orienta-
tion, and competency at problem-solving tasks (Biller,
1993; Easterbrooks & Goldberg, 1984; Lamb, 1997;
Pleck, 1997; Radin, 1981b; Radin & Russell, 1983;
Radin & Sagi, 1982; Radin, Williams, & Coggins, 1993;
Reuter & Biller, 1973; E. Williams & Radin, 1993;
S. Williams & Finley, 1997). These simple correlational
studies measure the amount of time that fathers spend with
children and sometimes also included measures of paternal
warmth, often finding that the two variables are related to
each other and to youth outcomes. However, it is unclear
from these studies whether the amount of time involved
and the degree of warmth make independent or joint
contributions to youth outcomes. Indeed, as Veneziano
and Rohner (1998) argued, “caring for” children is not
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necessarily the same thing as “caring about” them. And
contemporary scholarship frequently asserts that qualita-
tive factors such as paternal warmth, support, or nurturance
are more important for children’s development than factors
such as the simple amount of time fathers spend in child
care (Cabrera, Tamis-LeMonda, & Bradley et al., 2000;
Lamb, 1986, 1997, 2000; Lamb & Oppenheim, 1989;
Lamb, Pleck, Charnov, & Levine, 1987; Pleck, 1997,
Shulman & Collins, 1993).

Research by Veneziano and Rohner (1998), Wenk
and Hardesty (1994), and Veneziano (2000a) illustrates
research about the relationship between the quality and
quantity of paternal involvement. In a sample of African
American and European American children, Veneziano
and Rohner found that the amount of time that fathers
spent with children across the ethnic groups was associ-
ated with children’s psychological adjustment primarily
insofar as it was perceived by youths to be an expression
of paternal warmth. These results varied by ethnicity,
however. In the European American families, paternal
warmth and paternal involvement were significantly
correlated with each other, and both were correlated with
youths’ psychological adjustment. However, in multivari-
ate regression analysis, only fathers’ warmth predicted
positive psychological adjustment. In the African
American families, fathers’ time involvement was not
significantly correlated with paternal warmth or with
psychological adjustment, although paternal warmth was
significantly related to psychological adjustment. Wenk
and Hardesty also found that the quality of the positive
emotional involvement of both fathers and mothers, not
father’s physical presence, significantly predicted
children’s emotional well-being in a national survey of
762 U.S. children. Finally, Veneziano’s (2000a) cross-
cultural comparative study found that the lack of paternal
warmth and socialization for aggression predicted young
males’ interpersonal violence, whereas the amount of
time that fathers were involved with children had no
significant impact.

Outcomes Associated with Maternal and
Paternal Warmth and Nurturance. As discussed
earlier, studies of the influence of parental warmth and
nurturance have been extensively studied in Western and
non-Western societies. In recent years, the influence of
paternal warmth has been investigated but the vast
amount of empirical findings come from studies of
maternal warmth.
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Mental Health, Psychological Adjustment, and
Emotional Well-Being Outcomes. Evidence of
mental health, psychological adjustment, behavioral, and
substance abuse outcomes of maternal warmth or lack
thereof have now been documented for over 50 years. For
example, when Australian, Chinese, Egyptian, German,
Hungarian, Italian, Swedish, and Turkish mothers exhibit
little warmth, offspring tend to exhibit significant symp-
toms of both clinical and non-clinical depression.
Moreover, lack of maternal warmth has been related to
depression among every major ethnic group in the United
States, including Asian Americans, African Americans,
Mexican Americans, and European Americans (Rohner &
Britner, 2002).

When paternal warmth is concurrently investigated
with maternal warmth, paternal warmth often merges as
a more significant predictor of mental health and psycho-
logical adjustment problems than does maternal warmth
(Rohner & Veneziano, 2001). Cole and McPherson
(1993), for example, concluded that father—adolescent
conflict, but not mother—adolescent conflict, was posi-
tively associated with adolescent depressive symptoms.
Barrera and Garrison—Jones (1992) also concluded that
paternal supportive behaviors were related to adolescent
depression, whereas maternal support was not. Similarly,
Barnett, Marshall, and Pleck (1992) and Rohner and
Brothers (1999) found that the quality of relationship
between offspring and fathers had a more significant
impact than did the quality of relationship between
mothers and offspring. Barnett et al. showed that the
quality of son’s relationships with their fathers, but not
with their mothers, predicted adult sons’ psychological
adjustment, whereas Rohner and Brothers (1999) found
that paternal, but not maternal, rejection (i.e., lack of
warmth) predicted self-reported psychological adjust-
ment problems in women diagnosed with borderline
personality disorder.

Finally, Veneziano (2000b) found in a sample of
281 African American and European American families
that only youths’ self-reports of paternal warmth were
significantly related to the European American youths’
psychological adjustment when controlling for the influ-
ence of maternal warmth. Indeed, maternal warmth
dropped from the regression model altogether. However,
in the African American families, paternal as well as
maternal warmth was significantly related to youths’
psychological adjustment, making both independent and
joint contributions.
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Behavioral Outcomes. Conduct disorder, behavior
problems, delinquency, and externalizing behaviors,
including violent and non-violent crimes, have all been
found to be significantly related to maternal and paternal
warmth. Lack of maternal warmth has been shown to
influence behavior problems in Bahrain, Mainland China,
Croatia, England, India, and Norway, as it has in all major
ethnic groups in the United States. Most studies of the
relationship between lack of maternal warmth and
behavior problems control for a host of other variables,
including family conflict, parental control (i.e., permis-
siveness—restrictiveness), household composition, father
absence, parental employment, social class, ethnicity,
gender, and age. Interestingly, lack of maternal warmth
continues to be significantly associated with behavior
difficulties when studied concurrently with such sources
of variation (Rohner & Britner, 2002).

Researchers have also found that fathers’ warmth is
at least as important as mothers’ warmth in influencing
youths’ behavior and conduct (Becker, 1960; Deklyen,
Biernbaum, Speltz, & Greenberg, 1998; Deklyen,
Speltz, & Greenberg, 1998; McPherson, 1974; Paley,
Conger, & Harold, 2000; Patterson, Reid, & Dishion,
1992; Renk, Phares, & Epps, 1999; Russell & Russell,
1996; Siantz & Smith, 1994). Other researchers such as
Forehand and Nousiainen (1993) and Kroupa (1988) have
reported that fathers” warmth and acceptance was the sole
significant predictor of youths’ conduct and behavior
problems. Forehand and Nousiainen speculated, “An
adolescent may be more eager to obtain the approval of
the father than of the mother, as the father’s acceptance is
less available. Thus, the father’s acceptance, because of its
lower level of occurrence may actually play a more salient
role ... than the mother’s approval” (p. 219).

Substance Abuse Outcomes. Rohner and Britner
(2002) also show that lack of maternal warmth has been
linked to substance abuse problems in Australia, Canada,
England, The Netherlands, Sweden, Australia, Brazil,
China, Curacao, Japan, Singapore, and Venezuela, as well
as in most American ethnic groups including African
Americans, Asian Americans, European Americans, and
Hispanic Americans.

As for fathers, Campo and Rohner (1992) found
a strong association between perceived parental
acceptance-rejection, psychological adjustment, and
substance abuse among young adults. The substance-
abusing group as compared with the nonabusing group
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“experienced qualitatively more paternal rejection than
acceptance in their families of origin but did not experi-
ence more maternal rejection than acceptance” (p. 434).
The nonabusers tended to perceive both their maternal
and paternal relationships as quite warm and accepting.
Perceived paternal acceptance-rejection, more than
perceived maternal acceptance-rejection, was the best
predictor of substance abuse among male and female
young adults.

Paternal and Maternal Parenting and
Outcomes in Sons and Daughters

Earlier in this chapter, differences in fathers and mothers’
interactions with their sons and daughters were reviewed,
and it was shown that researchers have found that fathers
and mothers exert a strong influence on such outcomes as
youths’ gender-role ideology. This section builds on those
findings by briefly reviewing other consequences of
maternal and paternal behavior for children’s develop-
ment, including self-esteem, psychological adjustment,
and cognitive and academic competence. For example,
Rohner and Veneziano (2001) reported on the work of
Barber and Thomas (1986) who found that the cluster of
conditions predicting adolescent daughters’ self-esteem
was different from those that predicted sons’ self-esteem.
Sons’ self-esteem was best predicted by fathers’ sustained
physical contact (e.g., picking up the boy for fun and
safety) and by mothers’ companionship (i.e., spending
time with the boy, and sharing activities with him),
whereas daughters’ self-esteem was best predicted by
fathers’ physical affection and by mothers’ praise,
approval, encouragement, use of terms of endearment,
and helping behaviors. Rohner and Veneziano (2001) also
reported on Booth and Amato’s (1994) longitudinal
study, which found that marital quality influenced adult
sons’ and daughters’ feelings of closeness with their
fathers and mothers. Specifically, adult sons whose par-
ents had a poor marital relationship felt somewhat less
close to both parents than did sons whose parents had a
good marital relationship. Daughters, on the other hand,
felt much less close to their fathers but only slightly less
close to their mothers when parents had poor marital rela-
tionships. Booth and Amato concluded that the
father—daughter tie tends to be especially vulnerable in
the context of serious marital problems between parents,
whereas the mother—daughter tie tends to be especially
resilient. Moreover, in a study of maternal and paternal
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warmth and control, Jones, Forehand, and Beach (2000)
found that only maternal behavior (i.e., firm control)
during adolescence was independently associated with
secure adult romantic relationships in both male and
female offspring. Although fathers’ warmth and control
by themselves did not predict secure adult romantic
relationships, a combination of paternal firm control and
maternal warmth did predict secure adult romantic
relationships for both male and female offspring.

Additional evidence about the influence of paternal
behavior on boys’ and girls’ development comes from the
work of Radin. In the early 1970s, Radin and colleagues
(Jordan, Radin, & Epstein, 1975) found that paternal nur-
turance was positively related to the cognitive competence
of European American middle-class preschool boys, but
not girls. For example, in the first of two observational
studies, Radin et al. investigated the influence of paternal
nurturance (e.g., responsiveness) and restrictiveness
(e.g., ordering without explanation) on boys’ intellectual
functioning. They found that paternal nurturance was
positively related to boys’ scores on the Stanford—Binet
Intelligence Scale (SBIS) and the Peabody Picture
Vocabulary Test (PPVT) (a test of verbal intelligence). On
the other hand, paternal restrictiveness was negatively
associated with boys’ achievement on these same meas-
ures. However, after examining a subset of fathers and
their daughters from that study, Radin found that high
paternal involvement was positively related to girls’ men-
tal age as measured by the Peabody Picture Vocabulary
Test (Radin, 1981b). Furthermore, she found a positive
relationship between high levels of father involvement and
daughters’ scores on the Cognitive Home Environment
Scale (CHES). The CHES measures fathers’ long-term
educational and career expectations for their children, and
fathers’ cognitive stimulation of their children’s intellec-
tual growth (Radin, 1981b).

In a subsequent study, Radin (1981a) investigated
the relationship between paternal involvement and both
girls’ and boys’ intellectual growth as measured by the
CHES. She also investigated the relationship between
scores on the PPVT and levels of fathers’ involvement.
Her study consisted of 59 intact middle-class, primarily
European American, families living in the midwestern
United States. Radin found that for the sample as a whole,
paternal involvement was positively related to fathers’
stimulation of youths’ intellectual growth. Paternal
involvement in childcare was also positively related to
youths’ verbal intelligence. As for consequences by
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gender, girls’ verbal intelligence was positively related to
paternal involvement. Moreover, paternal involvement in
decision-making was positively related to fathers’ stimu-
lation of boys’ intellectual growth and verbal intelligence.
Thus the verbal intelligence of boys and girls was signif-
icantly affected by paternal involvement. However, these
findings also indicated that fathers stimulated the intel-
lectual growth of sons more so than daughters, suggest-
ing that even highly involved fathers direct more attention
to sons than to daughters.

Researchers have also found ethnic variations in
gender-related outcomes of paternal behavior. For exam-
ple, McAdoo’s (1993) research of African American
families suggests that middle-income African American
fathers tend to demand immediate obedience, suppres-
sion of children’s feelings, and constraint of children’s
assertive and independent behavior. However, Baumrind
(1972, 1991) found African American fathers to exhibit a
combination of firm control, warmth, and encouragement
of autonomy in her observational study of African
American and European American fathers’ interactions
with preschool children. African American and European
American fathers exhibited similar expectations concern-
ing the behaviors of sons, encouraging their independ-
ence, while African American fathers tended to
discourage independence or individuality in daughters.
Nevertheless, Baumrind found that these same African
American daughters were actually independent and posi-
tively involved in social interactions at school. According
to McAdoo, the authoritarian style of African American
fathers may not contain the same degree of emotional
coldness as that of European American fathers, such that
authoritarian paternal control among African American
children may be experienced somewhat differently than it
is by European American children.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

This chapter reviewed research that suggests that fathers
and mothers often interact differently with their offspring,
and that these differences influence offspring behavior
across the life span. However, differences in fathers’ and
mothers’ behavior have often been found to be a function
of social, cultural, and economic circumstances. On the
other hand, recent findings in Western and non-Western
cultures show that fathers” and mothers’ nurturing behav-
iors are similar across a wide variety of sociocultural
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contexts, and that paternal warmth is at least equal to
maternal warmth in influencing offspring development.
This latter finding raises questions about how knowledge
about gender-related parenting is generated. For example,
were fathers less warm and nurturing in the past, or did
behavioral science neglect to investigate warmth-related
fathering behaviors because of adherence to cultural
constructions of fathers as peripheral to family life, or as
less important than mothers? Notwithstanding this possi-
bility, there may be more to our knowledge-building
about fathering and mothering than can be explained by
a failure to look closely at particular maternal or paternal
behaviors, or by a failure to consider sociocultural con-
texts, or values, or ideologies that shape men’s and
women’s behavior. That is, evidence from biosocial and
evolutionary studies suggests that we have not heard the
last word about the relationship among gender, parenting,
and the survival strategies of our species. Indeed, the
conjoint application of cultural and biological perspec-
tives to research on maternal and paternal behavior seems
ripe for further investigation during the 21st century.
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Economic Activities and Gender Roles

Robin O’Brian

INTRODUCTION

It seems obvious that gender and economic activity are
interrelated; in every society human beings appear to
associate some activities with women and others with
men. In addition, what constitutes an “economic activity”
is open to argument. Are all productive activities eco-
nomic? Are only activities that enter the commercial
realm economic?

Economic activity can of course encompass all of
that work that supplies people with food and shelter, that
is, the work that meets their basic needs. It also includes
the activities of exchange and trade, and of consumption.
Certainly, there is much written on people’s commercial
production—that most easily defined as “‘economic activ-
ities”. Ethnographies have explored Kuna women’s com-
mercial production of mola, traditional appliqud textile
panels now sold to tourists (Tice, 1995), the economic
specialization of men and women in the embroidery
industry of Lucknow, India (Wilkinson-Weber, 1999), the
interrelationship of class and gender in the weaving indus-
try of Oaxaca, Mexico (Stephen, 1992), and women’s
specialization in the pottery industry of La Chamba,
Colombia (Duncan, 2000). Collections of similar topics
are also popular and timely, with a number focusing again
on commercial craft production (Nash, 1993; Grimes &
Milgram, 2001) but others exploring marketing as well
(Seligmann, 2001; Sheldon, 1996). What ties all these
recent works together is the theme of commercial produc-
tion in the cash economy, but of course economic activi-
ties go well beyond this, and are part and parcel of
domestic life as well.

EcoNomic ACTIVITIES IN THE
HousEHOLD

Much economic work takes place in the household,
where people produce and reproduce family life. Here
economic activity is broadly defined, rather than being
restricted solely to the commercial. Indeed, grappling
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with what constitutes the “economic” within the house-
hold remains a conundrum (Wilk, 1989). To understand
how gender roles and economics interact, particularly in
traditional societies, the household must be a focus.
However, different perspectives differ widely in their
view of economic roles in the household. World systems
theorists influenced by the work of Immanuel Wallerstein
(1974) sometimes seem to suggest that households exist
merely to satisfy the needs of industrial capitalism (e.g.,
Smith, Wallerstein, & Evers, 1984) while some Marxists
see women’s work and behavior as the result of women’s
lack of control of the means of production or their
victimization by patriarchal ideological relations (Young,
Wolkowitz, & McCullagh, 1981). Scholars with this
viewpoint sometimes suggest that the household is a sort
of patriarchal structure or device to marginalize or
otherwise control women, rather than exploring it as a
way of understanding both men’s and women’s economic
activities.

Cross-Cultural Patterning of
Activities Based on Gender

At the same time, scholars from a range of perspectives
(e.g., Brown, 1970; Burton, Brudner, & White, 1977)
note that women’s duties, particularly as mothers but also
as homemakers, require them to perform work that can be
easily begun and abandoned, that is relatively routine,
and that can be combined with childcare. However, while
men’s work may take them further afield, it too will
frequently be embedded in domestic life and general
routine (e.g., chopping wood, clearing, plowing, or plant-
ing fields, and building houses or outbuildings).

We might systematize some explanations offered for
the persistence of “men’s work” and “women’s work,”
even when activities take place in a variety of settings.
Some activities tend to be assigned repeatedly to one or
the other gender, as can be seen in table 1. Often the deter-
mining factor appears to be strength or physical prowess
(“strength theory”; see Murdock & Provost, 1973). Men
are certainly more efficient at plowing, clearing land, or
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Table 1. Cross-Cultural Patterning of Gender Assignments in Subsistence/Economic Activities

Type of activity Nearly always male  Usually male

Nearly always

Either gender or both Usually female female

Primary Hunt and trap large Fish
subsistence and small animals ~ Herd large animals
Collect wild honey
Clear land and prepare
soil for planting
Secondary Butcher animals
subsistence and
household

Collect shellfish

Care for small animals
Plant crops

Tend crops

Harvest crops

Milk animals

Preserve meats and fish

Gather wild plants

Care for children Care for infants
Cook
Prepare vegetable

foods, dairy

products, drinks

Adapted from Ember & Ember (1996, p. 164).

lifting heavy objects—activities that they are far more
likely to specialize in. Yet there is little strength required
in the collection of honey or in trapping small animals,
suggesting that this theory is incomplete.

Expendability theory that makes a similar argument,
bolstered by sociobiology: “... men, rather than women,
will tend to do the dangerous work in a society because
men are more expendable, because the loss of men is less
disadvantageous reproductively than the loss of women.”
(Ember & Ember, 1996, p. 164). If men specialize in the
heavy and physically demanding work of plowing or
hunting, work that is also dangerous, their loss to society
will not be as harmful as that of women, who can still
reproduce as long as they have access to some men
(Mukhopadhyay & Higgins, 1988, p. 473).

Women’s role as mothers probably does play some
role in the activities they pursue; such activities are likely,
as noted earlier, to be easily combined with childcare.
Compatibility theory suggests that women specialize in
activities that essentially do not interfere with infant care.
In many societies, where infants and young toddlers
nurse for lengthy periods and accompany their mothers
everywhere, work must fit around the demands of infant
care (Brown, 1970; see also Nerlove, 1974). Thus women
remain near home, pursuing tasks that can be taken up
and abandoned as childcare needs dictate. Such an expla-
nation also suggests why men specialize in various forms
of hunting, and even the collection of honey, as these
activities could also be dangerous to an infant or young

child (Hurtado, Hawkes, Hill, & Kaplan, 1985). At the
same time, it does beg the question as to why women
collect shellfish or tend and milk animals, activities that
could be seen as similarly risky.

Compatibility theory and another line of argument,
“economy of effort,” share a further claim sometimes
made regarding women’s less frequent participation in
commercial activities that they pursue in the home.
“Economy-of-effort” theory suggests that specialization
is a series of linked activities; men may, for example,
specialize in woodworking and building because they
clear fields, know how to work with wood, and under-
stand its properties, and because the fields, the wood, and
the location of the building are all near each other
(Murdock & Provost, 1973; White, Burton, & Brudner,
1977; cf. Byrne, 1994). Both compatibility theory and
economy-of-effort theory have been used to suggest that
women are less likely to pursue commercial activities
because, for example, men are more compatible with
commercial work or the extension of their activities from
subsistence to cash production is more easily made.
However, there is suggestion that men compete with and
even displace women when activities become commer-
cially productive, a point taken up in more detail below.

Finally, if we accept that gender and activity are
strongly linked, with many tasks assigned on the basis of
one’s gender, we must also examine how activities
themselves can create or signal gender. As Murdock and
Provost (1973) have noted, some tasks, such as cooking
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and heavy labor like plowing, are strongly gendered, with
women nearly always performing the former and men the
latter. Others may vary based on one’s ability, inclination,
or desire, or may vary from society to society. But the
performance of those strongly linked to one’s gender help
to define one as male or female, as has been seen among
some Native American societies. One’s gender role can
be manipulated or shifted if specific tasks are taken up or
avoided (Callender & Kochems, 1983). Among a fairly
wide range of such groups appropriate performance of a
gender role—particularly through work performed and
choice of dress—is a key part of one’s gender identity
(Blackwood, 1984). The female cross-gender role, where
males adopt female behavior and dress (often called
berdache in the literature) was widespread among native
North Americans, including the Crow (Simms, 1903) and
the Arapaho (Kroeber, 1902). Less well known are
female-to-male cross-gender individuals—females who
adopt the male role. While details differ culturally—
some such individuals identify their role in childhood
while others assume it in puberty—the overall pattern
features individual learning and performing the tasks of
the other gender and being socially recognized as a
member of that gender. Detailed descriptions of this
complex are given by Callender and Kochems (1983) and
Blackwood (1984).

RELATIVE CONTRIBUTIONS OF MEN
AND WOMEN TO SUBSISTENCE

The interrelationship of economic activity and one’s
gender is also implicated in understanding relative social
status, but again, this relationship is complex. In a
comprehensive survey article, Ember and Levinson
(1991, pp. 93-94) point out that among horticultural and
agricultural peoples, the value placed on the activities of
men and women and their social status vary. Women in
both horticultural and agricultural societies both perform
approximately the same amount of work, but agricultural
women perform less than men, as both domestic work
and fertility increase. Such changes are indirectly related
to agricultural intensification; others (Burton & White,
1984; White, Burton, & Dow, 1981), for example, adop-
tion of the plow and draft animals and the cultivation of
grain crops, are also part of agricultural intensification
and are also related to the decline in female status.
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Consequences of Relative
Contribution to Division of Labor

Sanday (1974) noted long ago that women’s economic
participation tended to contribute in one way or another
to their overall social status. In societies where women
and men contribute more or less equally to production,
women generally have a social status similar to men’s.
Where women do little productive work or conversely
nearly all of it, their social status is subordinate to that
of men’s. In the former instance, women are economic
liabilities; in the latter, little more than servants in their
own homes. Indeed, various studies suggest that women’s
economic activities are not directly linked to their greater
social status; for instance, Whyte (1978), in a series of
cross-cultural tests, found that name of female control
of property, control over the products of their labor,
or female economic collectivities accurately predict
women’s higher social status.

COMMERCIAL ACTIVITIES

Men and women behave as commercial actors and enter
a wide number of economic activities, although, again,
these appear to fall into gendered categories. Women
enter a wide range of activities, including food process-
ing, domestic work, and vending, while men will spe-
cialize in heavy labor. Men also produce items and vend,
although they generally make and sell different products.
Men and women both tend to extend their traditional
activities outside the home and into the market (Babb,
1989; Bunster, 1983).

What of instances where the genders occupy quite
different social spheres? Here, women extend their tradi-
tional economic work into the commercial realm while still
remaining within the home. For instance, traditional
Muslim women often live secluded in the household and
work hard to earn a living while remaining in seclusion.
Traditional Hausa women in Nigeria, who maintain com-
plete seclusion and never leave the home, trade a variety of
prepared snacks and meals, clothing and cloth, cooking oil,
eggs, and compound sweepings that are sold as fertilizer.
These women will also prepare food and/or sew clothes on
commission, and cook at large events. They maintain their
seclusion by selling their items out of windows in their
homes, and using their children to deliver goods and solicit
customers. Hausa women may sometimes become the
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primary support of their families, while agriculture
becomes a secondary source of family income (Hill, 1972).

Similarly, high-caste Indian women in Naraspur
make lace while remaining in seclusion. The Naraspur
women in particular are able to earn a small income
while continuing to observe seclusion and, again, are
often the primary support of their families (Mies, 1982).
Nonetheless, in this case the available skills of these
women interact with religious and gender norms to keep
earnings small; lower-caste women, who seek work as
farm laborers and who do not practice seclusion, earn far
more money and can provide more for their families.

In the Indian city of Lucknow some high-caste
women embroider, but there the local embroidery called
chikan is practiced by everyone, and higher-caste and
Muslim women aspiring to a higher social class will
observe purdah strictly and thus cannot market embroidery
or enter other embroidery-related activities that might
require them to leave home (Wilkinson-Weber, 1999).

CHANGING EcONOMICS AND
CHANGING GENDER ROLES

Murdock and Provost (1973) have also argued that
“[w]hen the invention of a new artifact or process sup-
plants an older and simpler one, both the activity of which
it is a part and closely related activities tend more
strongly to be assigned to males” (p. 212). However, a
range of scholars (Bourque & Warren, 1981; Byrne,
1994, 1999; Ehlers, 1990; Minturn, 1996; O’Brian, 1999)
suggest that men also take up female activities when they
become commercially viable.

For men, the entry into commercial economic
activity seems to follow a superficially similar path—
men tend to perform some similar activity for cash, such
as agricultural labor construction—but beyond this men
are more likely to suffer as an ethnic or racial rather than
a gender category, and to have their status within their
traditional society rise, while women’s declines. For
example, indigenous men in the highland Ecuadorian
community of Zumbagua begin migrating to Quito for
construction work as teenagers, where they compete with
nonindigenous Ecuadorians for work. Typically, they are
hired at lower wages but more often fired, and are treated
as members of an inferior caste. The impact on gender
roles becomes clearer when they return home and
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confront wives who manage the household and are still
rooted in agricultural work. For Zumbagua women, work
is subsistence. Life revolves around the patterns of farm-
ing and herding, patterns that themselves are part and
parcel of Zumbagua life. Still, farm life does not com-
pletely support families, who are dependent in part on the
cash and store-bought foods that men’s wages provide.
When men return from the city, where they are disadvan-
taged, to a community where they have status, they bring
the foreign foods, language, and ideas that create friction
between them and their traditional wives. If they have
made money, they can bring home more commercially
produced or imported foods prized by children who turn
away from the traditional meals that their mothers cook.
If men do not make enough money to bring the commer-
cial foods on which families depend, tensions remain but
with the addition of family hunger (Weismantel, 1988).

In the small market town of Chiuchin in Andean
Peru, women are active workers in a local economy driven
by trade. Women work as cooks, kitchen assistants, wait-
resses, and launderers, and consider themselves shrewd
and savvy businesswomen. But their job choices are
limited by cultural ideas about what appropriate female
behavior is. Women do not attend school for long, and are
usually far more comfortable in the indigenous language
Quechua rather than Spanish. Women do not drive and
they do not travel beyond the bounds of town, effectively
marginalizing them from the more lucrative interregional
trade networks that are monopolized by men.

Byrne (1994) explored the factors contributing to
who produces pottery. Potting is a so-called “swing”
activity, as likely to be performed by men as by women
(Murdock & Provost, 1973, pp. 209-221). Byrne argued
that male specialization in pottery production rises
among those families that lack access to other subsistence
resources. In instances where men lack access to land for
example, or rights to pasturage, they turn to alternative
income strategies, among them pottery production,
displacing female kin (Byrne, 1994, pp. 234-235).

Byrne (1999) extended his examination of craft
production in his more recent analysis of clothing manu-
facture. In this case, he explicitly focused on the interre-
lationship between the gendered division of labor and
income-producing activities. Here, Byrne found that in
those cases where families are economically dependent
upon clothing production, as an item for either trade or
sale, men are more likely than women to specialize in this
activity (Byrne, 1999, p. 315).
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O’Brian (1999) pursued a similar line of inquiry in
her analysis of weaving. While weaving is similarly con-
sidered a “swing” activity (Murdock & Provost, 1973),
this is due to a high male participation in central and West
Africa. For the most part, weaving is strongly associated
with female production. While weaving production
appears to shift from “female” to “male” with increas-
ingly complex looms, loom complexity and maleness are
both associated with increasing commercial production,
in which men are more likely to participate (O’Brian,
1999, pp. 32, 34-35).

In those parts of West Africa where women have
traditionally been subsistence farmers, men displace
them and convert land to cash cropping which they also
monopolize. In these cases the arguments of Murdock
and Provost (1973) and Minturn (1996) are both borne
out, as men adopt new processes and technologies, and
also enter commercial production (Bener & Sen, 1981).

Similar processes occur in family businesses, and
the economic changes that occur with them often leave
women behind. In San Pedro Sacatepecquez, Guatemala,
women have traditionally run small businesses of weav-
ing, sewing, knitting, and other traditionally female skills
out of their homes, training their daughters to take them
over upon adulthood. But as the economy is increasingly
urbanized and industrialized, fewer women are able to
support themselves and their families with such earnings.
Girls and young women brought up to take over the
businesses do not have skills that translate into an urban
job market, which pushes them deeper into the home as
that arena too is devalued (Ehlers, 1990).

Similarly, vending, like many other activities, is
often highly gendered, with men and women specializing
in different segments. This has been true in U.S. society,
in the sense that people think it is somehow ‘“natural” for
women to sell clothes and men to sell cars or refrigera-
tors, an argument made by a national department store
chain to justify tracking sales personnel into different
areas based on gender (Milkman, 1986). But a range of
cultural norms interact to contribute to the idea of appro-
priateness. As in the United States, in rural Peru and
Guatemala men will sell larger items, items in bulk, or
“high-end” prestige items, while women will sell house-
hold products or extra produce, for instance, some carrots
or two or three eggs (Babb, 1989; Ehlers, 1990; Swetnam,
1988). The increasing effect of market capitalism is con-
tributing to changes in this interrelationship. Women are
everywhere increasing participation in market activities
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in addition to performing their traditional household
work, a pattern replicated in the United States as well
as in traditional societies (Dwyer & Bruce, 1988;
Hochschild, 1989).

GENDER, WORK, AND SOCIAL STATUS

The larger economy, the work people do in the home, the
work they conduct outside it, and ideas about status all
contribute to shifts and changes in what is an appropriate
role for a man or a woman. As market incorporation
increases women’s economic activities, those more likely
to be found in the home tend to decline in the status they
confer, while commercial activities become more desir-
able. Among the Zumbaguans discussed above, men’s
incorporation into cash work, even poorly paid work done
far from home, allows them the money that is increas-
ingly necessary. The time away from home increases the
social distance between men and women who have
different interests and values. Women remain tied to farm
and home; men increasingly become oriented to urban
life. Children themselves enjoy the excitement and allure
of the urban world and may ignore or devalue their
mothers’ daily lives and routines (Weismantel, 1988).
Such a pattern is seen throughout the rural world,
although there are occasions where women may exploit
changes that allow them to benefit from a larger disaster.
Among the Ju/twasi (Kung San) people of Botswana,
women’s status declined dramatically after forced settle-
ment into reservations. As traditional gatherers, Ju/twasi
women acquired much of the vegetal foods eaten by their
families and were regarded nearly equally with men (Lee,
1979). After they were forced into reservations, women’s
status declined markedly as they lost their traditional
tasks. Men became socially superior, generally based on
cash income they could acquire by becoming mercenar-
ies. However, women’s status has risen as they have
entered and dominated the local production of beer that
they manufacture themselves and sell to others, primarily
men (Lee, 1979, p. 418). These examples tend to support
earlier arguments about the interrelationship of economic
participation and social status. When women, or men, as
can be seen in the latter example, lose control of their
productive activities, their status may decline as well.
While people continue to conduct their economic activi-
ties even though the economic systems in which they live
change, these processes will have a range of effects on
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their own gender roles and on their participation in their
family and community life.
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Leadership, Power, and Gender

Kaisa Kauppinen and liris Aaltio

BACKGROUND

Leadership and power are related to each other in multiple
ways. Leadership refers to public power, that is, positions
people hold in organizations and society which provide
them means to use power over other individuals, groups,
and organizations. Leadership is defined as personal
influence over other people, that is, having an effect on
their behavior with the aim of better results in their work
(Weiss, 1996). Power can be defined as a person’s ability
to influence other people (Hoskings, cited in Cornforth,
1991). Leadership is a value-laden activity, whereas
management is more practically orientated. Management
is more about administering and controlling, whereas
leadership is about innovation and inspiration (Hughes,
Ginnett, & Curphy, 1999). The main difference between
the two is that leaders lead people, whereas managers
manage tasks. However, the two do overlap, and it is often
hard to separate leadership from management (Hughes
et al., 1999). There is no management without leadership
and vice versa.

The complex relationships among leadership, power,
and gender became a research topic in 1970s, when Kanter
started the debate on the “blind spots” of organizational
analysis. The aspects of organizational life that hide gen-
der attributes of leadership and power became topical. The
prevailing gender-neutral tradition, particularly in the
United States, was broken, and the discourse of organiza-
tions as sites where gender attributes are presumed and
reproduced, started to gain foothold, especially in 1990s
(Aaltio and Kovalainen, 2001). The underrepresentation of
women in high-status roles has been documented by fem-
inist literature (e.g., Acker, 1992; Auster, 1993; Gherardi,
1995). Schwartz (2000) brought forward one of the early
arguments, claiming that because of maternity women
have a harder time creating a career; there is a distinct
mother track that either slows down or prevents women
from career development proper. Hewlett (2002) argues
that this claim still holds true.

Gender relations occur in roles and organizational
positions; for example, the (female) secretary is subordinate
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to the (male) boss (Pringle, 1988), and in a similar way
the supportive wife/mother looks up to the authoritative
husband/father. There are inequalities that favor men on
various criteria including salary and professional grade.
Male dominance is preserved by multiple barriers, both
psychological and structural. Feminist theory argues that
sex roles exist in patriarchal societies and organizations
where established social structures and relationships
favor men (Gough, 1998). Gender regime exists and
continues to exist (Wahl, 1992). Social roles are gendered
and determined by a variety of social, political, and
economic factors, and in addition to sex and biological
differences between men and women, there are cultural
and historical factors that create them. It is generally
believed that leadership, organizational culture, and com-
munication are constructed with a masculine subtext, and
dominant views on leadership are difficult to integrate
with femininity (Aaltio, 2002; Lipman-Blumen, 1992).

WOoOMEN AS MANAGERS: STATISTICS

According to the United Nation’s World’s Women 2000
report, women’s share of the administrative and manage-
rial labor force is less than 30% in all regions of the
world. In all regions, women’s share of administrative
and managerial professionals is less than their total share
of the labor market. However, women’s share of admin-
istrative and managerial workers rose in every region of
the world, except Southern Asia, between 1980 and the
early 1990s; women’s share doubled in Western Asia
(from 4 to 9%) and in sub-Saharan Africa (from 7 to
14%) (United Nations, 2000).

Even though the number of women in middle-
management positions was 44% in the United States, for
example, 1998 (Powell, 2000), women hold only 1-5%
of top executive positions (Wirth, 2001). In the European
Union countries women’s share of top management
positions has barely changed since the early 1990s, and
has remained at less than 5% (Davidson & Burke,
2000). Women tend to hold top management positions in
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areas that are female dominated; for example, in Finland,
in the hotel and catering business, human resource man-
agement, and public services. The smallest number of
women in top positions can be found in male-dominated
areas, such as heavy industry and the construction busi-
ness, where the proportion of female leaders is under
10%. There are fewer female directors in an organization
that employs mostly men (Kauppinen, 2002).

Alvesson and Due Billing (1997) argue that the
number of women managers should increase not only
because there should be equality between the sexes, but
also because women can contribute to work life in a way
that men cannot. They produce four reasons to support
their case: (1) there should be equal opportunities for both
sexes; (2) women’s competencies should be fully utilized;
(3) women'’s contribution as leaders should be taken into
account, especially their values, experiences, and behav-
ior; (4) women’s alternative values enrich an organization
and work life in general.

When it comes to political decision-making, only
nine women in the world were heads of state or govern-
ment during the first part of 2000 (United Nations, 2000).
The Nordic countries (Finland, Sweden, Norway,
Denmark, and Iceland) have a number of women in high
positions in government; for example, Finland has had a
female president since 2000. The Finnish people’s
attitudes towards the female president were examined in
the Gender Barometer 2001 (Melkas, 2002). The results
indicated that both women and men, and especially
women, thought that having a female president was
important for equality between the sexes and that it
signaled a change in the political climate. Iceland had a
female president during the 1990s. In the Baltic States,
Latvia has had a female president since 1999—a former
professor of psychology in a Canadian university with a
Latvian background. Studies show the same kinds of
changes in attitudes regarding gender issues in Latvia as
in Finland with the election of a female president.

On average, in 1999 one-third of members of
parliament in the Nordic countries were women (Nordic
Council of Ministers, 1999). In 2002, women’s share in
Sweden’s parliament had risen from 43 to 45%, and the
average age of members of parliament had decreased
from 50 to 48 (Manninen, 2002). Even in 1999, Sweden
had the highest percentage of women in parliament
(43%), while Finland and Denmark both had 37%,
Norway had 36%, and Iceland had 35%. The percentage
of women in municipal councils in the Nordic countries

Leadership, Power, and Gender

was somewhat higher. In Sweden, 42% of members of
municipal councils were women, and in Norway and
Finland slightly less than 40%. Iceland’s figure for 1999
was just over 30% and Denmark’s was about 25%
(Nordic Council of Ministers, 1999).

DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES
BETWEEN FEMALE AND MALE
MANAGERS

Earlier management research took it for granted that
managers were men (e.g., Dalton, 1959; Mintzberg, 1973,
1989), and ignored gender issues altogether. The so-called
great-man theory is one of the earliest management
theories. It argues that persons (men) who have influenced
Western civilization have characteristics that are needed in
a good leader. Another of the early theories is trait theory.
It assumes that effective leaders have distinct personal
qualities that differentiate them from other people. Many of
these traits tend to be stereotypically male (Weiss, 1996).

Behavioral theories focus on managers’ behavior.
There are three main types of behavioral theory. The first
distinguishes between two types of behavior: task-
oriented style and interpersonally oriented style. The
second distinguishes between two types of leadership:
autocratic and democratic. The third type, situational
theory, regards different types of behavior appropriate for
various situations. The behavioral theories implicitly
suggest that better managers are either masculine (i.e.,
high-task/low-interpersonal style, autocratic decision-
making) or feminine (i.e., low-task/high-interpersonal
style, democratic decision-making) (Powell, 1993).

Powell (1993) introduces a modern approach to
management theory and claims that there are three
perspectives on the difference between female and male
managers: (1) there are no differences between men and
women as managers. Women managers try to become like
men and reject the gender stereotype; (2) men make
better managers because their early socialization experi-
ences differ: they play more team sports than girls
(Hennig & Jardim, 1977); (3) stereotypical differences
between the sexes, where women in managerial roles
bring out their feminine characteristics which tend to be
stereotypical.

Feminist researchers, such as Rosener (1990), argue
that female and male leaders differ in accordance with
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gender stereotypes. Rosener argues that femininity is
particularly needed in today’s work life and claims, along
the same lines as Powell (1993) and Gardiner and
Tiggemann (1999), that there are profound differences
between male and female leaders: female leaders concen-
trate on the relationships between people, whereas men
tend to concentrate on the issues or tasks. Women use
more personal power, that is, power based on charisma
and personal contacts, whereas men tend to use structural
power, that is, power based on the organizational hierarchy
and position (Eagly & Johnson, 1990). Lundberg &
Frankenhaeuser (1999), in turn, argue that there is no
difference between men and women in interpersonal style
of leadership, but that men are more task oriented than
women.

Schein’s (1973) classic study concluded that both
female and male executives believed that managers
possessed characteristics that were more associated with
men than with women. In later studies that examined the
perceptions of executive women, women no longer
describe successful managers as having only masculine
characteristics. More recent management theories, such as
the managerial grid theory, claim that both masculine and
feminine characteristics are important in a good manager.
This theory suggests that the best managers are androgy-
nous; they combine both (masculine) high-task and
(feminine) high-interpersonal styles (Kauppinen, 2002;
Powell, 1993). Although the concept of androgyny has
received mixed support, one aspect has been agreed upon:
leadership is generally conceived in masculine terms
(Goktepe & Schneier, 1988; Kruse & Wintermantel,
1986), but also feminine features are needed in a manager.
Frankenhaeuser et al. (1989) claim that female managers
are psychologically more androgynous than men, sug-
gesting that female managers absorb masculine features
whereas men stick more to the masculine style. Some
researchers suggest that women should adopt a masculine
style to become accepted as leaders (Sapp, Harrod, &
Zhao, 1996). Women in leading positions have been
shown to be more masculine (Fagenson, 1990). However,
Watson (1988) has indicated that masculine women’s
performance level is low, and women choosing such a
strategy often experience role conflicts (Geis, 1993).
Baril, Elbert, Mahar-Potter, and Reavy (1989) claim that
adopting one’s masculine and feminine behavior to suit
each situation separately might be the best approach.

To summarize, Powell (1993) argues that both
feminine managers and androgynous managers seem

99

preferable to the masculine manager in today’s work
environment. More often than not, management and
leadership are dependent on the local context and culture
where they are practiced, and this makes it difficult to
draw universal theories.

CROSsS-CULTURAL DIFFERENCES IN
LEADERSHIP BEHAVIOR

Leadership behavior varies in different countries. Whyte
(1978) claims that even in most preindustrial societies,
men held political leadership positions. Hofstede (1980a)
has examined cross-cultural differences in work-related
values, for instance the masculinity—femininity dimen-
sion. He conducted a study on a large number of employ-
ees of a multinational corporation that has offices all over
the world. He found countries such as Japan, Austria,
Switzerland, Italy, and Venezuela to be masculine coun-
tries, where sex roles are clearly differentiated, and men
dominate and exercise power in traditional terms. In fem-
inine countries, such as the Scandinavian countries
(including Finland) and the Netherlands, emphasis is
placed on cooperation and greater gender equality pre-
vails in society and organizational culture: group
decision-making is encouraged, managers give greater
autonomy to subordinates, and hierarchical differences
are not emphasized (McKenna, 2000). In other words,
power distance is minimized.

Power distance is another cross-cultural dimension
in Hofestede’s (1980a) studies. In countries high in power
distance, such as the Philippines, Mexico, and Venezuela,
there is a great power imbalance between superiors and
subordinates in organizations. Decision-making is
centralized and subordinates tend to be passive. Austria,
Israel, and the Scandinavian countries represent countries
low in power distance. In these countries subordinates are
typically involved in decision-making, organization
structures tend to be flat, and there is greater decentral-
ization of decision-making (McKenna, 2000). One of
Hofestede’s (1980b) conclusions was that participative
leadership advocated by American theorists is not suit-
able for all cultures. However, there have been criticisms
of Hofestede’s work, as it is likely that there are great
variations within cultures as well.

Kauppinen and Kandolin (1998) have come to the
same conclusions as Hofestede. Finland, Sweden,
Denmark, and the Netherlands had the characteristics of
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a “feminine” society; there was a considerable amount of
interaction between the management and the subordi-
nates, organizational structures were not hierarchic, and
the employees participated in organizational decision-
making. The Southern European countries (Spain,
Portugal, Italy, and Greece) had more “masculine” char-
acteristics; organizational hierarchy was strong and there
was less direct face-to-face interaction between managers
and subordinates. Organizational culture also differed in
women-led organizations as there was more interpersonal
interaction between the employer and the employees, and
the female manager tended to control the subordinates
less than the male manager. However, it is important to
note that work was also different, as women tended to
lead smaller units and organizations that employ mostly
other women (Kauppinen, 2002). Across the European
Union, only 10% or less of men work in places where
their immediate superior is a woman.

SEX DIFFERENCES IN COMMUNICATION
PATTERNS OF LEADERS

Lips (1997) argues that power difference between the
sexes is maintained by variations in men’s and women’s
communication. Men talk more than women, and main-
tain the difference partly by interrupting women and by
not listening or responding to women (Malamuth &
Thornhill, 1994). James & Clark (1993; cited in Tainio,
2001) have found conflicting results. After reviewing
33 research reports dealing with the relationship between
gender and interruptions, they concluded that there was
no support for the argument; both genders interrupted and
became interrupted. Interruptions may not always be
power displays or games but, for example, a sign of
enthusiasm and solidarity (e.g., Tannen, 1994). Tainio
(2002) claims that gender difference in communication
styles is mostly due to the difference in social status
rather than gender, that is, women have a lower status and
behave accordingly.

Thus studies on sex differences in language and
communication do not show uniform results. Overall, the
results tend to show that women’s verbal and nonverbal
behavior is warmer and more deferential whereas men are
more powerful and authoritative in their communication
style (Mulac, 1998). Women use more indirect influence
strategies (Gilligan, 1982; Steil & Weltman, 1992), they
speak more tentatively (Carli, 1990), and they show more
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nonverbal warmth and adaptive behavior than men
(Hall, 1984). In a study by Carli, LaFleur, and Loeber
(1995), men were more influenced by the warm and
competent female speaker than by the female speaker
who was just competent. The warm woman was consid-
ered as competent as the one who was just competent.
Gray (2002) argues that women express more feelings
in their communication in order to include the listener in
what they wish to say and to establish a connection with
them.

Women show less visual domination than men;
they maintain more eye contact than men while listening,
but less eye contact while talking (Dovidio, Brown,
Heltman, Ellyson, & Keating, 1988), particularly in
mixed-sex interactions (Ellyson, Dovidio, & Brown,
1992). Interestingly, it has been found that, in mixed-sex
interactions, women’s influence is more effective when
they display low levels of visual dominance than when
they display high levels of visual dominance. On the
other hand, men are more effective when they are visu-
ally dominant (Mehta et al., 1989; cited in Ellyson et al.,
1992). Carli (1990) found that women exert greater influ-
ence over a male audience when they use tentative rather
than direct speech, whereas males are equally influential
with a male and female audience whichever of these two
styles they use. These results indicate that women receive
negative sanctions for being direct, but men can exhibit a
wider range of behaviors and still remain influential
(Carli & Eagly, 1999). Because of gender stereotypes, the
same nonverbal cues that are a sign of power for men may
not work for women (Hite, 2000; Lips, 1997). There are
vast cultural differences and norms that regulate
face-to-face behavior and communication between men
and women.

Carli & Eagly (1999) claim that patterns of
interaction in groups place women at a disadvantage.
Henley (1977) argues that much of the nonverbal com-
munication that characterizes male—female relationships
follows a pattern parallel to that of superior—subordinate
relationships, since women are more often in subordinate
positions than men. Garsombke (1988) claims that
organizational vocabulary is masculine, since many
typical expressions used in business, such as “strategy”
and “headquarters,” originate from wars and male-led
organizations. Gardiner and Tiggemann (1999) claim that
in female-dominated industries women managers were
more interpersonally orientated than men, but women and
men did not differ in male-dominated industries. On the
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other hand, women receive attention in male-dominated
organizations because they are different. The attention
can be either positive (flattery, compliments) or negative
(e.g., sexual harassment). Gender can both hinder and
advance a woman’s career.

GENDER POWER IN ORGANIZATIONS

Most classic organizational texts were written from a
masculine perspective and failed to analyze the signifi-
cance of gender, or the relationships among sex, gender,
organizations, and power, in any explicit manner (e.g.,
Hearn & Parkin, 1992). In many contemporary organiza-
tional texts gender is increasingly referred to. Yet it is
often included in a brief, marginalized, and unanalytic
manner (Gherardi, 1995; Green, Parkin, & Hearn, 1997).

In a classic study French and Raven (1959)
differentiated between five kinds of power sources:
expert, referent, reward, coercive, and legitimate power.
Expert power refers to the ability to influence because
you possess superior skills or knowledge. Referent power
is charismatic power—the ability to get another person
to change their behavior. Reward power means the ability
to mediate rewards, such as money and promotion, in
order to obtain change. Coercive power refers to the
ability to give punishment. Legitimate power refers to
the right to influence. Wilson (1995) argues that all of
these forms of power are perceived as belonging to men,
since traditionally men have held most of the power in
organizations, have controlled and dominated women and
also other men, and thus have been able to maintain
power.

An important source of power in organizations is
informal power. Informal power often depends on the
informal personal contacts one has inside and outside the
organization, and refers to the ability to gather informa-
tion and mobilize resources and support outside official
power structures. The amount of informal power one has
is influenced by factors such as age, family background,
looks, and attractiveness. In order to gain informal power,
whom one knows is important (Drennan, 1997).

Access to informal networks of communication and
exchange is an important determinant of an individual’s
power and success in an organization (Auster, 1993; Lips,
1997). Men’s and women’s informal networks function
differently. Women’s relative lack of access to informal
networks within and outside an organization often limits
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their influence. For instance, women may have more
difficulty in obtaining rewards for their subordinates,
which in turn may create a vicious circle where subordi-
nates lose respect for a manager who appears powerless.
This diminishes the manager’s power (Ragins &
Sundstrin, 1989). In addition, lack of access to informal
networks can hinder a woman’s chances of career
advancement and limit access to resources critical to
doing her job properly (Travers & Pemberton, 2000).

PATRIARCHAL POWER IN
ORGANIZATIONS

In western organizations the ideal of a good manager is
still implicitly included in the notion of hegemonic
masculinity that represents qualities such as competitive,
aggressive, nonemotional, goal orientated, and psycholog-
ically and physically strong (Connell, 1987). Hegemonic
masculinity is the culturally dominant and most powerful
form of masculinity. It is based on heroism, where the hero
controls and guides his subordinates (Block, 1996, 1999).
The dominant forms of masculinity, construed in aversion
to femininity, are those that dictate how organizations are
managed (Cheng, 1996). Patriarchal leadership was
common, and possibly functioning, in times when people
worked in hierarchic organizations where work was organ-
ized into assembly lines (Block, 1996, 1999), but, accord-
ing to Koivunen (2002), patriarchal leadership does not fit
today’s more flexible expert organizations. Leadership by
partnership, a concept brought forward by Block (1996,
1999), where jointly agreed goals are the way to motivate
and lead people, is much more appropriate, especially in
modern expert organizations (Koivunen, 2002). Women
could have a lot to contribute in expert organizations, since
they tend to use leadership by partnership instead of a
hierarchical model of leading.

Himanen (2001) argues that computer hackers will
become heroes of the information society. He claims that
the heroes will be men. There will be no room for women
in the information society. Women will be left to perform
the invisible domestic tasks, and their main function will
be to further men’s careers. There seem to be very few
women in higher-level positions in information technol-
ogy (e.g., Silicon Valley) (Ruckenstein, 2002). However,
Koivunen (2002) argues that the development of computer
networks such as Linux, where everyone is allowed to
change the code, will decrease the hierarchical system of
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organizations and present everyone with the opportunity
to take part in developing the code.

Kanter (1977, 1993) has discussed metaphorical
male “homosocial reproduction”—how men attempt to
reproduce their dominant power relations by only uniting
with and sharing the same occupational space and privi-
lege with those males they deem similar in image and
behavior, cloning themselves in their own image, and
forming so-called old-boy networks (Auster, 1993; Wirth,
2001). Koivunen (2002) argues that men’s physical
power and size affects their career development more
than capabilities or education. Martin (1996) shows how
homosocial male networks tend to preclude women from
high-status jobs by sex segregation and selection proce-
dures, and seek to discredit women while elevating men.
Male homosociability not only keeps women out of key
organizational roles, but also controls the behavior of
other men and punishes men who behave differently.
Vianello and Moore (2000) conclude their cross-cultural
research report on women in top positions by saying that
executive women feel that the greatest barrier to their
career development are male networks that they have a
hard time entering. Martin (1996) has drawn attention
to men’s domination of assessment, selection, and
promotion—processes that isolate women.

Zuboff (1988) claims that male managers protect
their status and power by mystifying their knowledge and
exaggerating their abilities rather than by sharing knowl-
edge. Women are marginalized in meetings because men
refuse to hear them, ignore the contribution they are
making, or attribute it to a male participant (Josefowitz,
1988). Women in senior management have experienced a
great deal of male hostility and misogyny because men
have felt that women are taking their jobs (Gutek, 1989).
Nicolson (1996) and Hite (2000) argue that women’s con-
stant exposure to sexism in organizations is an overriding
reason why more women are not in authority, and those
few that do reach senior positions often sacrifice their
feminine identity and relations with other women to do
so. According to the Finnish Gender Barometer 1998
(Melkas, 1999), 30% of women claim that they experi-
ence disparaging behavior at work at least every now and
then. Nearly one-third of women claim that they have
experienced sexual harassment, ranging from dirty jokes
to proposal of sexual relations, during the past 2 years.
Women on top often feel isolated. However, some enjoy
their token positions; they consciously keep distance
from other women, do not help other women to further
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their careers, show envy and jealousy towards other
women, and prefer to work with men. This is referred to
as the “queen-bee” syndrome (Kanter, 1977).

Davidson and Cooper (1983) have shown that
female managers encounter greater sources of stress
than male managers. Women managers experience high
levels of gender stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimina-
tion, and report greater pressure than their male counter-
parts at all management levels. In addition to work
stressors, women have to deal with substantially more
domestic pressures than the majority of men (Davidson &
Fielden, 1999; Nelson & Burke, 2000). Considering
the fact that women have to balance on the “tightropes”
of traits, verbal styles, appearance, and work versus
family responsibilities (Auster, 1993), the resulting stress
reactions are hardly surprising. Despite a substantial
amount of stress, many women enjoy their leading
role, authority, and influence. A woman’s enjoyment is
increased if she has a supporting partner (Vianello &
Moore, 2000).

According to Nicolson (1996), the only way women
can fight patriarchal power in organizations is by
networking and supporting other women; according to
Nicolson, men recruit, promote, and mentor other men,
and women should support each other in the same way.
Arroba and James (1987) suggest the same: if women
are excluded from male networks, they can form their
own networks and overcome some of the effects of
“tokenism.” Kuusipalo, Kauppinen, and Nuutinen (2000)
argue that women, who themselves have passed through
the glass ceiling, claim that they are excluded from the
male world in a large part because they do not have access
to male-dominated networks and lack the informal
contacts that are vital to their career development.

GLAss CEILING

“Glass ceiling” is a symbolic term for the existence of an
invisible line in the hierarchical structures of working life
above which it is difficult for women to rise (Auster,
1993; Kauppinen-Toropainen, 1994; Wirth, 2001). Auster
(1993) claims that the glass ceiling is a gender bias that
occurs all the time and takes many forms. Women
encounter both internal and external obstacles in their
careers. It has been easier for a woman to reach a middle-
management position in an organization than to rise to the
very top management. However, if she does that, she is
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still a “loner,” that is, the only or almost only representa-
tive of her own sex (Kauppinen-Toropainen, 1987).

The reasons why there are so few women in
management positions, and especially in top management,
have been addressed by many researchers (e.g., Acker,
1992; Auster, 1993; Izraeli & Adler, 1994; Oakley, 2000;
Powell, 2000; Vanhala, 2002). Though researchers
categorize the reasons differently, most divide them as
societal, organizational, behavioral, and psychological.
Izraeli and Adler (1994) use three main perspectives to
explain the fact that women are underrepresented among
the levels of management. The first perspective concen-
trates on individual-level differences; it claims that the
paucity of women in management is due to behavioral
characteristics and personal traits. Men’s characteristics
and behavior have been taken as a norm, thus making it
hard for women to enter male-dominated areas. Auster
(1993) argues that in order for women to be successful in
organizations, they have to be very self-conscious of their
own behavior and keep constant control of what they are
saying and how they are acting. Oakley (2000) claims
that women in middle- and lower-management positions
often play down their femininity and instead adopt a
masculine style to increase credibility.

According to Izraeli and Adler’s second perspective,
organizational context, an organization’s culture and way
of treating women often shapes attitudes and behavior
more than an individual manager’s behavior. Powell
(2000) makes a similar point by arguing that women’s
entry into top management positions is influenced by the
way decision-making is structured in an organization and
whether the decision-makers can be held accountable for
the decisions they make. Eyring and Stead (1998) claim
that women’s underrepresentation in management is due
to the fact that men prefer supporting people like
themselves to top positions in organizations.

The third perspective, institutional discrimination,
claims that organizations are not gender neutral and that
this fact leads to gender discrimination. Izraeli and Adler
(1994) and Gherardi (1995) argue that gender discrimi-
nation forms of part of managers’ basic assumptions
about society and organizational culture. Powell (2000)
refers to the same phenomenon as a societal factor; men
are more taken aback by women in top positions than in
lower positions, since men have traditionally had the
higher status in society. He claims that this norm is
reinforced in subtle ways, for instance, in stereotypes of
what makes a good leader. Izraeli and Adler also bring
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forward a fourth perspective that focuses on senior
managers’ greater ability to influence, and limit, women’s
access to top positions. They argue that societal and orga-
nizational institutions that privilege men have persisted
simply because senior managers do not want competition
or change. Senior executives are more able than lower-
level managers to protect their sphere of influence from
outsiders. This explains why women have succeeded in
entering the lower levels of management, but, once in,
have failed to move up into senior management.

Green et al. (1997) claim that built-in societal
structures, such as women’s role in children’s upbringing
and maternity, may help to explain why husbands do not
support their wives’ careers in the same way that women
support men’s careers by doing most of the child care and
housework (Auster, 1993). In many societies there
appears to be a tendency for high-level positions to be
occupied mainly by married men with children, while
women in the same type of positions tend to be single,
divorced, and childless (Hewlett, 2002; Vanhala, 2002;
Woodward, 1996). Women often have to make more
sacrifices in their personal lives than men do. Many top-
level jobs require long and antisocial working hours that
preclude many women with children. According to
Vanhala (2002), women still carry most of the responsi-
bility for housework in dual-career families, and thus it is
the woman’s career that suffers more than the man’s. The
same applies to families where both parents are in top
positions. Even as a manager, the woman still has a
greater responsibility over the family.

FuTUuRE PERSPECTIVES AND CHANGE

Statistics show a slow but evident increase of women
managers in organizations. Leadership and management
roles for both sexes will change in the future as organiza-
tions change, and become lean or anorectic. Competition
for top positions will tighten in the future, so will there be
room for the participative leadership that women have
been seen to portray? Women make good experts. This is
something that should be rewarded, and encouraged in
the future. Expertise is an important strength and resource
in turbulent times. It is worth trying out new spheres, as
so-called traditional spheres are prone to change.

A social exchange analysis would suggest that,
because men are those who have occupied the most
powerful positions in organizations and have most to lose
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if the status quo is disturbed, a male hegemony within an
organization is naturally quite resistant to change
(Gough, 1998). Change will not occur automatically but
requires positive action which provides women with the
opportunity to break the glass ceiling to advancement and
the glass wall to equality of access. As Alvesson and Due
Billing (1997) state, there are reasons to be skeptical
about radical changes taking place in organizations lead-
ing to substantial requirements for female skills or female
managers. Much of the talk is rhetoric and behind super-
ficial changes there is often much less actual change
(Cala and Smircich, 1993). Moore and Vianello (2000)
claim that men’s near-monopoly of powerful positions
will slowly continue to decline. They argue that women’s
elites are more likely to have less hierarchical and more
post-materialist orientations than male elites, and women
may actually make more effective leaders in the emerg-
ing society. However, there are individual differences
among women managers, as well as differences in the
demands that organizations put on their members. This
should be kept in mind, because many female managers
also face the demands of behaving in a stereotypically
female way in situations where strategic fast decisions are
made, those typically suited to males. Simplicity in
organizational culture is less supportive of female leader-
ship than is a culture with high tolerance of diversity of
values, behavioral patterns, and self-reflectiveness.
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War and Gender

Joshua S. Goldstein

INTRODUCTION

The gendered character of warfare is extraordinarily
consistent across human cultures. I define war broadly as
lethal intergroup violence, and define the war system as
the interrelated ways that societies organize themselves to
participate in potential and actual wars. This war system
is among the most consistently gendered of human activ-
ities. Every known society assigns war roles differentially
by gender, with men as the primary fighters (and usually
the only ones). Since nearly every society has war in its
social repertoire, gendered war roles have broad social
ramifications.

Attention to Gender and War in
Anthropology

Anthropology has long taken gender seriously in
studying war, in contrast to political science and history
(Goldstein, 2001, pp. 34-36). Margaret Mead’s (1967,
p. 236) conclusion in the first major anthropological
symposium on war called for paying “particular atten-
tion...to the need of young males to validate their
strength and courage, and to ... the conspicuous unwill-
ingness of most human societies to arm women.”
Anthropological thinking that connects war and gender is
not limited to one ideological perspective, nor just to
female scholars. Also, anthropology engages gender
even though women are poorly represented among
anthropologists studying war. Still, attention to gender in
studying war has been inconsistent. In anthropology
volumes on war, the number of index entries concerning
gender are as follows: Fried, Harris, and Murphy (1967),
two; Nettleship, Givens, and Nettleship (1975), none;
Ferguson (1984), four; Foster and Rubinstein (1986),
thirteen; Turner and Pitt (1989), none; Haas (1990), eight;
Ferguson and Whitehead (1992), two; Reyna and Downs
(1994), none.

CR0OSS-CULTURAL CONSISTENCY OF
GENDER ROLES IN WAR

In war, the fighters are usually all male. Exceptions to this
rule are numerous and informative (see below), but these
exceptions together amount to fewer than 1% of all
warriors in history (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 10-22).

Present-Day Society

Of about 23 million soldiers in today’s uniformed
standing armies, about 97% are male (somewhat over
500,000 are women). In only six of the world’s nearly
200 states do women make up more than 5% of the armed
forces, and most of these women in military forces world-
wide occupy traditional women’s roles such as typists and
nurses. Designated combat forces in the world’s state
armies today include several million soldiers (the exact
number depending on definitions of combat), of whom
99% are male. In U.N. peacekeeping forces, women
(mostly nurses) were less than 0.1% in 1957-89 and still
under 2% when U.N. peacekeeping peaked in the early
1990s. These disparities persist despite women’s
having reached historically high levels of social and polit-
ical power globally, and despite the world’s predominant
military forces carrying out the largest-scale military
gender integration in history, with 200,000 women
comprising one-sixth of U.S. forces (Goldstein, 2001,
pp- 10-11).

Historical States

Today’s 97% male military worldwide may be the
all-time low for this variable through history—a variable
that has shown amazing consistency and robustness
against technological, military, and politico-diplomatic
evolution through history. When war shaped the rise of
states and civilizations after the Neolithic revolution, it
was already a male domain. The importance of horses in
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historical warfare did not alter the gender division despite
the fact that women ride as well as men (only equestrian
events are gender integrated in the Olympics). The
introduction of firearms, and later the mechanization
of war, radically changed the importance of physical
strength in war, but still barely affected the gender
division.

Preindustrial Societies

Nor do simple societies offer counterexamples. No
empirically corroborated cases are known of Amazon
societies in which all (or even a majority) of fighters were
female (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 11-19). Some archeological
evidence suggests that early Iron Age nomadic women
of the Eurasian steppes rode horses, may have used
weapons, and may even have had some political influ-
ence, though probably not dominance. But excavated
graves yielded war-related artifacts for about 90% of
men and only 15-20% of women (Davis-Kimball, 1997,
p. 47). Little evidence exists for purported Amazon
societies in ancient Greece or South America.

Among contemporary preindustrial societies, both
the very war prone and the relatively peaceful ones share
a gender division in war, with men as the primary (and
usually exclusive) fighters. For example, although gender
relations on Vanatinai island (where war is rare) are
radically more egalitarian than those among the war-
centered Sambia, one commonality is war fighting—a
male occupation. In many present-day gathering—hunting
and agrarian societies, special gender taboos apply to
weapons, and special practices focus on men’s roles as
warriors. Sometimes war and hunting are the only two
spheres of social life to exclude women.

Modern nonpacified preindustrial societies are not
generally peaceful. Ember and Ember find that over half
of a sample of 90 societies were in a constant state of war
or readiness for war, and half of the remaining societies
fought every year during a particular season (C. R. Ember &
Ember, 1997; M. Ember & Ember, 1994). In only eight
societies did wars occur less frequently than once in
10 years on average. Of 31 gathering—hunting societies
surveyed in another study, 20 typically had warfare more
than once every 2 years, and only three had “no or rare
warfare” (C. R. Ember, 1978, p. 444). Nonstate societies
have as much warfare as states do. Relatively peaceful
societies can become warlike and vice versa, as the !Kung
have done. Among the very few actual peaceful societies,
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the common factor is physical isolation from their
neighbors (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 22-34).

Thus neither gender roles in war, nor warfare
itself, result from agriculture, the state, or any particular
historical stage. They have deep roots in the human
experience.

The Diversity of Gender and of War

The cross-cultural consistency of gendered war roles is
set against a backdrop of great diversity of both gender
roles and war considered separately. Human beings have
many forms of marriage, sexuality, division of labor in
household and child-care work, ownership of property,
and lines of descent. Overall, human societies have
organized gender roles outside war “in an almost infinite
variety of ways ...” (Sanday, 1981, p. 1). Similarly, forms
of war vary greatly, except for their gendered character.
Different cultures fight in very different ways, and for
different purposes. Thus, the connection of war with
gender is more stable, across cultures and through time,
than are either gender roles outside war or the forms and
frequency of war (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 6-9).

MEeN’s WAR ROLES

Norms of masculinity show great diversity cross-
culturally, yet various constructions of masculinity
typically serve a functional role in the war system.

Inducing Men to Kill

Killing does not come naturally to men. Combat is a
horrific experience marked by confusion, noise, terror,
and atrocity, in addition to any physical injury. Societies
historically have worked hard to get men to fight—
drafting them, disciplining them (e.g., shooting desert-
ers), sometimes drugging them, and sometimes abruptly
breaking family and community ties and replacing them
with military bonding. After a war, many cultures honor
veterans and confer special status or rewards on them.
In some societies, war participation and war leadership
open opportunities for political leadership. By contrast,
men who do not fight may be shunned as cowards. All
these inducements to participate in combat show the
difficulty of getting men to fight (Goldschmidt, 1989,
pp- 16-17, 22-23; Goldstein, 2001, p. 253).



Men’s War Roles

Many such inducements to participate do not involve
gender. Men may believe in a cause, or strongly identify
with a country or group they are fighting to defend.
However, gendered inducements are also common. War
service is often construed as a test of manhood—primarily
of courage—that “real men” are expected to perform.

Boyhood and Coming of Age

Rites of passage into manhood vary cross-culturally but
often include common elements relevant to war prepara-
tion. Gilmore (1990, pp. 11-20) argues that a broad sweep
of cultures reflect the central theme that men are made, not
born. Men must take actions, undergo ordeals, or pass
tests in order to become men. In rites of passage, only
select men can achieve “manhood,” and it must be won
individually. Rituals typically inflict pain on adolescent
males and force them not to cry out, on pain of lifelong
shame if they fail. In some especially war-prone societies,
men have had to kill an enemy to be considered a man or
to marry. In others, near-universal male conscription
marks a passage to manhood. These various passages,
based on passing harsh tests bravely, adapt males for war
(Goldstein, 2001, pp. 264-267).

Combat Trauma and Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder

In societies that have experienced war, many survivors
suffer lasting psychological effects, including post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The experience of battle
is inherently traumatic. Isolation is central to this trauma.
Civilian society’s common lack of interest in hearing
about war traumas, along with survivors’ own denial,
make healing difficult (Herman, 1992). PTSD has gone by
various names in different wars, notably “shell shock™ in
World War I. Women war veterans are as prone as men to
PTSD, but more men than women are exposed to combat
trauma (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 259-263).

Wartime Sexuality

Little evidence suggests that male sexuality is a key
component of male soldiers’ aggressiveness, but the
temporary dislocation of sexual norms during wartime
does change patterns of sexuality (Goldstein, 2001,
pp. 333-342). For example, by one calculation, the
average U.S. soldier who served in Europe from D-Day
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through the end of World War II had sex with 25 women
(Holmes, 1985, p. 97). The peak was reached after the
surrender of Germany in 1945. In U.S.-occupied Italy,
three-quarters of U.S. soldiers had intercourse with
Italian women; about three-quarters of these paid with
cash and the rest with rationed food or nothing. Fewer
than half used condoms (Costello, 1985, pp. 97, 99, 262).

Military prostitution has accompanied most wars
historically. Many military commanders have encouraged
prostitution in response to serious attrition caused by
sexually transmitted diseases (most recently AIDS). The
Roman Empire operated a system of brothels for its
armies. The Spanish army invading The Netherlands in
the late 16th century trailed “400 mounted whores and 800
on foot” who were like “troops”” commanded by appointed
officers. The word “hooker” comes from U.S. Civil War
general Joseph Hooker, whose Army of the Potomac was
accompanied by “Hooker’s girls.” In World Wars I and II,
French and German armies set up systems of military-
supervised brothels (Costello, 1985, pp. 81-82; De Pauw,
1998, pp. 96-100; Enloe, 1993, pp. 142-160; Goldstein,
2001, pp. 342-356; Hicks, 1995, p. 29).

Conquest and Rape

Although wartime sexuality occurs behind the lines, not
in tandem with violence, gender and sexuality can some-
times encode domination in war. These aspects do not
characterize war generally, but do recur in a variety of
contexts.

Trexler (1995, pp. 1, 12-37) documents the “inveter-
ate male habit of gendering enemies female or effeminate”
throughout the ancient world. The most common pattern
in warfare in the ancient Middle East and Greece was lit-
erally to feminize a conquered population by executing
male captives, raping the women, and then taking women
and children as slaves. Gendered massacres continue
today, notably in Srebrenica, Bosnia, in 1995. Another
way to feminize conquered enemies—castrating men
before or after killing them or taking them prisoner—was
widespread in the ancient world, practiced by Chinese,
Persian, Amalekite, Egyptian, Norse, Inca, and Dahomey
armies (Trexler, 1995, pp. 16-19, 66, 72-73, 76-78).
Symbolic and actual anal rape of men has also served
to feminize enemies in many cultures (Trexler, 1995,
pp. 14-15, 20-29).

Rape of women—actual and symbolic—recurs in
wartime (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 362-373). It expresses
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domination and conquest, while humiliating enemy
males. Conceivably, elevated testosterone levels in victo-
rious soldiers contribute to post-conquest rapes, though
such an effect seems weak. Most soldiers do not rape.
Rape in wartime, including forced prostitution, has long
been illegal under the Geneva Conventions.

Homosexuality

Male homosexuality has been treated differently in
different historical armies. The Theban Sacred Band, an
effective military force in ancient Greece, consisted of
gay lovers placed together on front lines to spur each
other on to courageous actions. By contrast, some
modern armies and navies have punished homosexuality
with death. Currently, the ban on openly gay men in
U.S. military forces remains a contentious political issue.
Policies vary in other countries (Goldstein, 2001,
pp. 374-379).

FEMININE WAR SUPPORT ROLES

Women frequently support men’s war participation
through various means.

War Boosters

In simple societies, the role of women in warfare varies
cross-culturally, but women generally support more than
oppose war (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 301-322). No society
routinely requires women to fight in wars. But often
women “engage in ceremonial activities ... while their
men [a]re away fighting”—dancing, acting out the war,
remaining chaste, and so forth. Women sometimes help to
drive the men into a war frenzy by dancing, singing, and
other supportive activities: “Rwala women bared their
breasts and urged their men to war” (Goldschmidt, 1989,
pp.- 23-24). Women commonly egged men on to war in
Norse legends, among Germans fighting the Roman
Empire, and among Aryans of India (Turney-High, 1971,
pp- 160, 163-164). In the Kitwara Empire, the Zulu
kingdom, and elsewhere in Africa, women stayed at
home during a war expedition and followed strict taboos
(such as silence in an entire village) to bring magical
powers to the war party. Zulu women also ran naked
before departing warriors (Turney-High, 1971, p. 161).

War and Gender

Among American Indians, in Arikara culture, during
a 2-day war-preparation ceremony, women danced in
their husbands’ clothes and took turns praising their
husbands’ valor. In the Comanche war preparations,
women held up one side of a large drum while men held
the other. Teton women wore ornaments indicating their
husbands’ success as warriors, and Ojibway widows and
mothers received the enemy scalps (Turney-High, 1971,
p. 153). Among the Chiriguano and Chanéof Bolivia,
women performed special dances and songs to support
the warriors, both before and during battle. Apache
women did not sing for the war dance, but did see off the
departing warriors and fulfilled special obligations during
their absence, such as keeping the woodpile neat. Thus
women participate in various ways in promoting and
rewarding warrior roles for men (Goldstein, 2001,
pp. 316-317).

In various societies, from Germanic tribes of Roman
times to American Indians, women have been “the sacred
witnesses to male bravery” (Elshtain, 1987, p. 181).
Women performing feminine roles on the battlefield,
such as nursing, “improve morale by enhancing a man’s
identification of himself as a warrior” (Holmes, 1985,
p. 103). Women also often actively participate in shaming
men to goad them into fighting wars. In Britain and
America during World War I, women organized a large-
scale campaign to hand out white feathers to able-bodied
men found on the streets. Before the 1973 coup in Chile,
right-wing women threw corn at soldiers to taunt them as
“chickens.” Apache women met successful warriors with
“songs and rejoicings” but unsuccessful ones with “jeers
and insults”’; Zulu women did likewise (Goldstein, 2001,
pp. 272-274).

Mothers

For young men in combat, their mothers can symbolize a
nurturing feminine sphere that contrasts with war. It is
their mothers that dying soldiers most often call out for
on the battlefield. In addition to their actual mothers,
soldiers use mother-like figures in similar ways—nurses,
sweethearts, and wives (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 309-312).
In theory, since mothers control child care, they
could change gender norms, training girls to be aggres-
sive and boys to be passive. But in fact mothers world-
wide generally reward boys for being tough and girls for
being nice. They raise warriors. Harris (1974, pp. 85-87)
argues that although women could subdue their sons,



Feminine War Support Roles

they cannot control their enemies’ sons: “As soon as
males ... bear the burden of intergroup conflict, women
have no choice but to rear large numbers of fierce males
of their own.”

Nurses

The idea of using female professional nurses in war is
little more than a century old, although now widespread.
However, for centuries the job of nursing has fallen to
wives, camp followers, and other women accompanying
military forces. Modern women’s military nursing traces
from the Crimean War—Florence Nightingale’s war
(Enloe, 1983, pp. 92-116). Military nursing has most
often meant very hard work, until recently often unpaid.
The moral character of nurses has traditionally mattered
more to the military than their professional ability.
Nurses’ work generally does not entail any form of sexu-
ality. Rather, nurses most often position themselves as
mothers or sisters (sometimes being called “sister”).
Women—as nurses, mothers, wives, and girlfriends—
also play a central role in men’s long-term recovery from
combat trauma (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 262, 312-316).

Laborers

In every society at war, women workers help to sustain
the war effort. Most of this work is unpaid, and largely
unmeasured. The armies of 20th-century total war
depended on women in new ways, not only within the
army but in the civilian work force (and in addition to the
ongoing responsibilities of women for domestic, repro-
ductive, and sexual work). Both Britain and the United
States mobilized millions of women into the workplace.
Such new gender arrangements boost the war effort,
but are typically cast as temporary (Goldstein, 2001,
pp. 380-396).

Women face additional economic hardship in
wartime. For example, Mae women in New Guinea
“detest” wars because they fear “being left to bring up
children relatively unaided.... In addition, ... they have
to bear even more of the burden of food production... in
exposed gardens” (Meggitt, 1977, p. 99).

Support Troops

Despite women’s exclusion from combat, a number of
societies have routinely used women as support troops
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(Goldstein, 2001, pp. 114-115). Cheyenne women
occasionally, though rarely, went with war parties, and
showed courage equal to the men. Shasta women also
occasionally accompanied war parties, cutting enemy
bowstrings with knives. They cooked and carried sup-
plies, as did women of the Gabrielino, Hidatsa, Choctaw,
and Guiana Amerindians, and the extremely aggressive
Munduructof Brazil. Apache girls and young women
received much physical training, including riding and
using knife, bow, and rifle, and were expected to guard
camp while males were away. Adult women occasionally
joined a raiding or war party, usually to help with cook-
ing, cleaning, and nursing. War prisoners were often
taken back to camp for the women (especially those who
had lost loved ones in battle) to torture and kill.

Women’s participation in torturing and killing
prisoners is also found elsewhere. The Konkow some-
times allowed women to participate in torturing captured
male enemies. Among the Tupinamba of Brazil, women
enthusiastically helped torture prisoners of war to death
and then dismember and eat them. Similarly, Kiwai
women of Oceania had the special job of “mangling”
enemy wounded and then killing them with knives or
digging sticks (Turney-High, 1971, p. 162). In 17th-century
colonial Massachusetts a mob of women tortured two
Indian prisoners to death after overcoming their guards.
In the 19th century, Afghan women tortured enemy
survivors of battle. In 1993, a mob of Somali women
tore apart four foreign journalists (Goldstein, 2001,
pp. 114-115).

It is possible for a culture to mobilize women into
combat support without taking away their noncombatant
protected status. In Papuan warfare, women collected
stray arrows and scouted enemy movements, enjoying
immunity from attack. Kapauku warfare (New Guinea)
extended total immunity to women support troops in the
middle of the battle (Goldstein, 2001, p. 115).

In addition to their support roles at the bottom of
military hierarchies, women can make effective military
leaders. Male soldiers and officers will follow the com-
mands and exhortations of women leaders possessing
proper authority. Most women military leaders (but not
Joan of Arc), were “warrior queens” who held political
power and exercised military leadership from that posi-
tion. Different stories treat such figures differently—for
example, some emphasize their chastity and others their
sexual voracity (Fraser, 1989, pp. 11-13; Goldstein,
2001, pp. 116-126).
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Women and Peace

Most women support most wars, but others often
organize as women to work for peace (Goldstein, 2001,
pp- 322-331). In some simple societies, women tend to
restrain the men from war or play special roles as media-
tors in bringing wars to an end. For instance, Andamanese
Islands women “tried to settle quarrels and bring fighting
to a conclusion.” (However, the Ibibio of Nigeria did not
permit women to witness peacemaking rites lest they
upset them.) Among the Kiwai-Papua, after both sides
signal a desire for peace, “a number of men accompanied
by their wives make their way to the enemy village. The
women walk a few paces ahead. It is taken for granted
that bringing their wives is a demonstration of peaceful
intentions .... During the night, the hosts sleep with the
visitors’ wives—a practice known as ‘putting out the
fire’ ” (Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1979, p. 213).

In modern societies, women’s peace activism
expanded with the suffrage movement in the 19th century,
In 1852, Sisterly Voices began publication as a newsletter
for European women’s peace societies. The Women’s
Peace Party, founded during World War I, grew out of the
international suffrage movement. In recent decades,
women’s peace activism can be found in dozens of
countries. In the United States, a gender gap of about
10-15% in support for military actions has persisted for
decades. However, a recurring problem for women’s
peace activism is that construing peace as feminine
masculinizes war and thus reinforces mechanisms that
societies use to induce men to fight.

WOMEN’S PERFORMANCE IN COMBAT

Beyond women’s war support roles, occasionally women
do participate in fighting. These cases, although rare over-
all, are sufficient to show that many women can fight wars.

Simple Societies

In several prestate societies, women sometimes partici-
pate in fighting. I mentioned above the early Iron Age
Eurasian steppes. Some Native American societies let
women have some participation in combat. Among the
southern Apaches, some women accompanied war parties
and a few fought (bravely). The most famous Apache
woman warrior was Lozen, who helped a force of
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1540 warriors elude a U.S. force of over a thousand sol-
diers and win eight battles. However, most Apache women
did not participate in war (Goldstein, 2001, pp. 113-114).

The Dahomey Kingdom

In the 18th—19th century Dahomey Kingdom of West
Africa, women made up one wing of the army, at times
contributing a one-third of all soldiers (Alpern, 1998;
Goldstein, 2001, pp. 60-64). They lived in the king’s
palace, followed special rules, and were excellent fighters
whose presence substantially increased the kingdom’s
military power. Dahomey is an important case since it
shows the possibility of an effective permanent standing
women’s combat unit making up a substantial minority of
an army. However, it is the only case of its kind.

The Soviet Union in World War i

In the Soviet Union during World War II—desperate
times—=800,000 women reportedly made up at peak about
8% of Soviet forces. Most were medical workers but a few
thousand were combatants—anti-aircraft gunners, pilots,
snipers, and infantrywomen. War propaganda exaggerated
women’s exploits to cheer on a devastated society and
shame men into fighting harder. But overall, the evidence
indicates that the women fought about as 