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The Gendered Society
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In no country has such constant care been taken as
in America to trace two clearly distinct lines of ac-
tion for the two sexes, and to make them keep pace
with the other, but in two pathways which are al-
ways different.
Alexis de Tocqueville
Democracy in America (1835)

Daily, we hear how men and women are different.
They tell that we come from different planets. They
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say we have different brain chemistries, different
brain organization, different hormones. They say
our different anatomies lead to different destinies.
They say we have different ways of knowing, listen
to different moral voices, have different ways of
speaking and hearing each other.

You'd think we were different species, like, say
lobsters and giraffes, or Martians and Venutians.
In his best-selling book, pop psychologist John
Gray informs us that not only do women and men
communicate differently, but they also “think, feel,
perceive, react, respond, love, need, and appreciate
differently.”! It’s a miracle of cosmic proportions
that we ever understand one another!

Yet, despite these alleged interplanetary differ-
ences, we're all together in the same workplaces,
where we are evaluated by the same criteria for
raises, promotions, bonuses, and tenure. We sit in
the same classrooms, eat in the same dining halls,
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read the same books, and are subject to the same
criteria for grading. We live in the same houses,
prepare and eat the same meals, read the same
newspapers, and tune into the same television
programs.

What T have come to call this “interplanetary”
theory of complete and universal gender differ-
ence is also typically the way we explain another
universal phenomenon: gender inequality. Gender
is not simply a system of classification, by which
biological males and biological females are sorted,
separated, and socialized into equivalent sex roles.
Gender also expresses the universal inequality be-
tween women and men. When we speak about
gender we also speak about hierarchy, power, and
inequality, not simply difference.

So the two tasks of any study of gender, it seems
to me, are to explain both difference and inequal-
ity, or, to be alliterative, difference and dominance.
Every general explanation of gender must address
two central questions, and their ancillary derivative
questions.

First: Why is it that virtually every single society
differentiates people on the basis of gender? Why are
women and men perceived as different in every
known society? What are the differences that are
perceived? Why is gender at least one—if not the
central—basis for the division of labor?

Second: Why is it that virtually every known
society is also based on male dominance? Why does
virtually every society divide social, political, and
economic resources unequally between the gen-
ders? And why s it that men always get more? Why
is a gendered division of labor also an unequal di-
vision of labor? Why are women’s tasks and men’s
tasks valued differently?

It is clear . . . that there are dramatic differences
among societies regarding the type of gender dif-
ferences, the levels of gender inequality, and the
amount of violence (implied or real) that is neces-
sary to maintain both systems of difference and
domination. But the basic facts remain: Virtually
every society known to us is founded upon assump-
tions of gender difference and the politics of gender
inequality.

On these axiomatic questions, two basic schools
of thought prevail: biological determinism and dif-
ferential socialization. We know them as “nature”
and “nurture.” and the question of which is domi-
nant has been debated for a century in class-
rooms, at dinner parties, by political adversaries,
and among friends and families. Are men and
women different because they are “hardwired” to
be different, or are they different because they’ve
been taught to be? Is biology destiny, or is it that
human beings are more flexible, and thus subject
to change?

Most of the arguments about gender difference
begin . . . with biology. . . . Women and men are
biologically different, after all. Our reproductive
anatomies are different, and so are our reproduc-
tive destinies. Our brain structures differ, our brain
chemistries differ. Our musculature is different.
Different levels of different hormones circulate
through our different bodies. Surely, these add up
to fundamental, intractable, and universal differ-
ences, and these differences provide the foundation
for male domination, don’t they?

The answer is an unequivocal maybe. Or, per-
haps more accurately, yes and no. There are very
few people who would suggest that there are no
differences between males and females. At least, 1
wouldn’t suggest it. What social scientists call sex
differences refer precisely to that catalog of anatom-
ical, hormonal, chemical, and physical differences
between women and men. But even here, as we shall
see, there are enormous ranges of female-ness and
male-ness. Though our musculature differs, plenty
of women are physically stronger than plenty of
men. Though on average our chemistries are differ-
ent, it’s not an all-or-nothing proposition—women
do have varying levels of androgens, and men have
varying levels of estrogen in their systems. And
though our brain structure may be differently
lateralized, males and females both do tend to use
both sides of their brain. And it is far from clear
that these biological differences automatically and
inevitably lead men to dominate women. Could we
not imagine, as some writers already have, a culture
in which women’s biclogical abilities to bear and
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nurse children might be seen as the expression of
such ineffable power—the ability to create life—
that strong men wilt in impotent envy?

In fact, in order to underscore this issue, most
social and behavioral scientists now use the term
gender in a different way than we use the word sex.
Sex refers to the biological apparatus, the male and
the female—our chromosomal, chemical, anatomi-
cal organization. Gender refers to the meanings
that are attached to those differences within a cul-
ture. Sex is male and female; gender is masculinity
and femininity-——what it means to be a man or a
woman. . . . And while biological sex varies very
little, gender varies enormously. What it means
to possess the anatomical configuration of male
or female means very different things depending
on where you are, who you are, and when you are
living. . ..

The other reigning school of thought that explains
both gender difference and gender domination is
differential socialization—the “nurture” side of the
equation. Men and women are different because we
are taught to be different. From the moment of birth,
males and females are treated differently. Gradually
we acquire the traits, behaviors, and attitudes that
our culture defines as “masculine” or “feminine.” We
are not necessarily born different; we become differ-
ent through this process of socialization.

Nor are we born biologically predisposed to-
ward gender inequality. Domination is not a trait
carried on the Y chromosome; it is the outcome of
the different cultural valuing of men’s and women’s
- experiences. Thus, the adoption of masculinity and
femininity implies the adoption of “political” ideas
that what women do is not as culturally important
as what men do.

Developmental psychologists have also exam-
ined the ways in which the meanings of mascu-
linity and femininity change over the course of a
person’s life. The issues confronting a man about
Pproving himself and feeling successful will change,
as will the social institutions in which he will at-
tempt to enact those experiences. The meanings
of femininity are subject to parallel changes, for
&xample, among prepubescent women, women in
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childbearing years, and postmenopausal women,
as they are different for women entering the labor
market and those retiring from it.

Although we typically cast the debate in terms of
either biological determinism or differential social-
ization—nature versus nurture—it may be useful to
pause for a moment to observe what characteristics
they have in common. Both schools of thought
share two fundamental assumptions. First, both
“nature lovers” and “nurturers” see women and
men as markedly different from each other—truly,
deeply, and irreversibly different. (nurturers do
allow for some possibility of change, but they still
argue that the process of socialization is a process
of making males and females different from each
other—differences that are normative, culturally
necessary, and “natural”) And both schools of
thought assume that the differences between women
and men are far greater and more decisive (and
worthy of analysis) than the differences that might
be observed among men or among women. Thus,
both “nature lovers” and “nurturers” subscribe to
some version of the interplanetary theory of gender.

Second, both schools of thought assume that
gender domination is the inevitable outcome of
gender difference, that difference causes domina-
tion. To the biologists, it may be because pregnancy
and lactation make women more vulnerable and in
need of protection, or because male musculature
makes them more adept hunters, or that testoster-
one makes them more aggressive with other men
and with women too. Or it may be that men have
to dominate women in order to maximize their
chances to pass on their genes. Psychologists of “gen-
der roles” tell us that, among other things, men and
women are taught to devalue women’s experiences,
perceptions, and abilities, and to overvalue mern’s.

I argue. ..that both of these propositions are false.
First, . . . the differences between women and men are
not . .. nearly as great as are the differences among
women or among men. Many perceived differences
turn out to be differences based less on gender than
on the social positions people occupy. Second, I ...
argue that gender difference is the product of gender
inequality, and not the other way around. In fact,
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gender difference is the chief outcome of gender
inequality, because it is through the idea of differ-
ence that inequality is legitimated. As one sociologist
recently put it, “The very creation of difference is the
foundation on which inequality rests.”

Using what social scientists have come to call
a “social constructionist” approach, . . . I make
the case that neither gender difference nor gender
inequality is inevitable in the nature of things,
nor, more specifically, in the nature of our bodies.
Neither are difference and domination explainable
solely by reference to differential socialization of
boys and girls into sex roles typical of men and
women.

When proponents of both nature and nurture
positions assert that gender inequality is the inevi-
table outcome of gender difference, they take, per-
haps inadvertently, a political position that assumes
that inequality may be lessened, or that its most
negative effects may be ameliorated, but that it
cannot be eliminated—precisely because it is based
upon intractable differences. On the other hand,
to assert, as I do, that the exaggerated gender dif-
ferences that we see are not as great as they appear
and that they are the result of inequality allows a
far greater political latitude. By eliminating gender
inequality, we will remove the foundation upon
which the entire edifice of gender difference is built.

What will remain, I believe is not some non-
gendered androgynous gruel, in which differences
between women and men are blended and every-
one acts and thinks in exactly the same way. Quite
the contrary, I believe that as gender inequality de-
creases, the differences among people—differences
grounded in race, class, ethnicity, age, sexuality as
well as gender—will emerge in a context in which
each of us can be appreciated for our individual
uniqueness as well as our commonality.

MAKING GENDER VISIBLE FOR
BOTH WOMEN AND MEN

.- . A dramatic transformation in thinking about
gender . .. has occurred over the past thirty years.
In particular, three decades of pioneering work by

feminist scholars, both in traditional disciplines
and in women’s studies, has made us aware of the
centrality of gender in shaping social life. We now
know that gender is one of the central organizing
principles around which social life revolves. Until
the 1970s, social scientists would have listed only
class and race as the master statuses that defined
and proscribed social life. If you wanted to study
gender in the 1960s in social science, for example,
you would have found but one course designed to
address your needs—“Marriage and the Family”—
which was sort of the “Ladies Auxiliary” of the so-
cial sciences. There were no courses on gender. But
today, gender has joined race and class in our un-
derstanding of the foundations of an individual’s
identity. Gender, we now know, is one of the axes
around which social life is organized and through
which we understand our own experiences.

In the past thirty years, feminist scholars prop-
erly focused most of their attention on women—on
what Catharine Stimpson has called the “omis-
sions, distortions, and trivializations” of women’s
experiences—and the spheres to which women
have historically been consigned, such as private
life and the family.> Women’s history sought to res-
cue from obscurity the lives of significant women
who had been ignored or whose work has been
minimized by traditional androcentric scholarship,
and to examine the everyday lives of women in the
past—the efforts, for example, of laundresses, fac-
tory workers, pioneer homesteaders, or housewives
to carve out lives of meaning and dignity in a world
controlled by men. Whether the focus has been on
the exemplary or the ordinary, though, feminist
scholarship has made it clear that gender is a cen-
tral axis in women’s lives. . . .

But when we study men, we study them as
political leaders, military heroes, scientists, writ-
ers, artists. Men, themselves, are invisible as men.
Rarely, if ever, do we see a course that examines the
lives of men as men. What is the impact of gen-
der on the lives of these famous men? How does
masculinity play a part in the lives of great artists,
writers, presidents, etc. How does masculinity play
out in the lives of “ordinary” men—in factories and




on farms, in union halls and large corporations?
On this score, the traditional curriculum suddenly
draws a big blank. Everywhere one turns there are
courses about men, but virtually no information
on masculinity.

Several years ago, this yawning gap inspired me to
undertake a cultural history of the idea of masculin-
ity in America, to trace the development and shifts
in what it has meant to be a man over the course
of our history.* What 1 found is that American
men have been very articulate in describing what
it means to be a man, and in seeing whatever they
have done as a way to prove their manhood, but that
we haven’t known how to hear them.

Integrating gerider into our courses is a way to
fulfill the promise of women’s studies—by under-
standing men as gendered as well. In my university,
for example, the course on nineteenth-century
British literature includes a deeply “gendered” read-
ing of the Brontés, that discusses their feelings
about femininity, marriage, and relations between
the sexes. Yet not a word is spoken about Dickens
and masculinity, especially about his feelings about
fatherhood and the family. Dickens is understood
as a “social problem” novelist, and his issue was
class relations—this despite the fact that so many
of Dickens’s most celebrated characters are young
boys without fathers, and who are searching for
authentic families. And there’s not a word about
Thomas Hardy’s ambivalent ideas about masculin-
ity and marriage in, say, Jude the Obscure. Hardy’s
grappling with premodernist conceptions of an
apathetic universe is what we discuss. And my wife
tells me that in her nineteenth-century American
literature class at Princeton, gender was the main
topic of conversation when the subject was Edith
Wharton, but the word was never spoken when they
discussed Henry James, in whose work gendered
anxiety erupts variously as chivalric contempt, mi-
sogynist rage, and sexual ambivalence. James, we're
told, is “about” the form of the novel, narrative
technique, the stylistic powers of description and
characterization. Certainly not about gender.

So we continue to act as if gender applied only
to women. Surely the time has come to make
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gender visible to men. As the Chinese proverb has
it, the fish are the last to discover the ocean. . ..

THE CURRENT DEBATE

I believe that we are, at this moment, having a
national debate about masculinity in this coun-
try—but that we dor’t know it. For example, what
gender comes to mind when I invoke the following
current American problems: “teen violence,” “gang
violence,” “suburban violence)” “drug violence,”
“violence in the schools?” And what gender comes
to mind when I say the words “suicide bomber” or
“terrorist hijacker™?

Of course, you've imagined men. And not just
any men—but younger men, in their teens and
twenties, and relatively poorer men, from the work-
ing class or lower middle class.

But how do our social commentators discuss
these problems? Do they note that the problem of
youth and violence is really a problem of young
men and violence? Do they ever mention that
everywhere ethnic nationalism sets up shop, it is
young men who are the shopkeeperst Do they ever
mention masculinity at all?

No. Listen, for example, to the voice of one
expert, asked to comment on the brutal murder
of Matthew Shepard, a gay twenty-one-year-old
college student at the University of Wyoming.
After being reminded that young men account for
80 percent to 90 percent of people arrested for “gay
bashing” crimes, the reporter quoted a sociologist
as saying that “[t}his youth variable tells us they are
working out identity issues, making the transition
away from home into adulthood”® This “youth
variable”? What had been a variable about age and
gender had been transformed into a variable about
age. Gender had disappeared. That is the sound of
silence, what invisibility locks like.

Now, imagine that these were all women—all
the ethnic nationalists, the militias, the gay bashers.
Would that not be the story, the only story? Would
not a gender analysis be at the center of every
single story? Would we not hear from experts on
female socialization, frustration, anger, PMS, and
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everything else under the sun? But the fact that
these are men earns nary a word.

Take one final example. What if it had been
young girls who opened fire on their classmates
in West Paducah, Kentucky, in Pearl, Mississippi,
in Jonesboro, Arkansas, or in Springfield, Oregon?
And what if nearly all the children who died were
boys? Do you think that the social outcry would
demand that we investigate the “inherent violence”
of Southern culture, or simply express dismay that
young “people” have too much access to guns? I
doubt it. And yet no one seemed to mention that
the young boys who actually committed those
crimes were simply doing—albeit in dramatic form
at a younger age—what American men have been
taught to do for centuries when they are upset and
angry. Men don’t get mad; they get even. . ..

I believe that until we make gender visible for
both women and for men we will not, as a culture,
adequately know how to address these issues. That’s
not to say that all we have to do is address mascu-
linity. These issues are complex, requiring analyses
of the political economy of global economic in-
tegration, of the transformation of social classes,
of urban poverty and hopelessness, of racism.
But if we ignore masculinity—if we let it remain
invisible—we will never completely understand
them, let alone resolve them.

THE PLURAL AND
THE POWERFUL

When I use the term gender, then, it is with the ex-
plicit intention of discussing both masculinity and
femininity. But even these terms are inaccurate be-
cause they imply that there is one simple definition
of masculinity and one definition of femininity. One
of the important elements of a social constructionist
approach—especially if we intend to dislodge the
notion that gender differences alone are decisive—is
to explore the differences among men and among
women, since, as it turns out, these are often more de-
cisive than the differences between women and men.

Within any one society at any one moment,
several meanings of masculinity and femininity

coexist. Simply put, not all American men and
women are the same. Our experiences are also
structured by class, race, ethnicity, age, sexuality,
region. Fach of these axes modifies the others,
Just because we make gender visible doesn’t mean
that we make these other organizing principles of
social life invisible. Imagine, for example, an older,
black, gay man in Chicago and a young, white,
heterosexual farm boy in Iowa. Wouldn't they have
different definitions of masculinity? Or imagine
a twenty-two-year-old wealthy Asian American
heterosexual woman in San Francisco and a poor
white Irish Catholic lesbian in Boston. Wouldn’t
their ideas about what it means to be a woman be
somewhat different?

If gender varies across cultures, over historical
time, among men and women within any one cul-
ture, and over the life course, can we really speak
of masculinity or femininity as though they were
constant, universal essences, common to all women
and to all men? If not, gender must be seen as an
ever-changing fluid assemblage of meanings and
behaviors. In that sense, we must speak of mas-
culinities and femininities, and thus recognize the
different definitions of masculinity and femininity
that we construct. By pluralizing the terms, we ac-
knowledge that masculinity and femininity mean
different things to different groups of people at
different times.

At the same time, we can’t forget that all mas-
culinities and femininities are not created equal.
American men and women must also contend with
a particular definition that is held up as the model
against which we are expected to measure our-
selves. We thus come to know what it means to be a
man or a woman in our culture by setting our defi-
nitions in opposition to a set of “others”-—racial
minorities, sexual minorities. For men, the classic
“other” is, of course, women. It feels imperative to
most men that they make it clear—eternally, com-
pulsively, decidedly-—that they are unlike women.

For most men, this is the “hegemonic” definition—
the one that is held up as the model for all of us. It
is as Virginia Woolf wrote in 1938, “the quintessence
of virility, the perfect type of which all the others are




imperfect adumbrations”® The hegemonic defini-
tion of masculinity is “constructed in relation to
various subordinated masculinities as well as in
relation to women,” writes sociologist R. W. Connell.
The sociologist Erving Goffman once described this
hegemonic definition of masculinity like this:

In an important sense there is only one complete
unblushing male in America: a young, married, white,
urban, northern, heterosexual, Protestant, father, of
college education, fully employed, of good complexion,
weight, and height, and a recent record in sports. . . .
Any male who fails to qualify in any one of these ways
is likely to view himself-—during moments at least—as
unworthy, incomplete, and inferior.”

Women contend with an equally exaggerated
ideal of femininity, which Connell calls “empha-
sized femininity” Emphasized femininity is orga-
nized around compliance with gender inequality,
and is “oriented to accommodating the interests
and desires of men.” One sees emphasized feminin-
ity in “the display of sociability rather than technical
competence, fragility in mating scenes, compliance
with men’s desire for titillation and ego-stroking
in office relationships, acceptance of marriage
and childcare as a response to labor-market dis-
crimination against women.”® Emphasized femi-
ninity exaggerates gender difference as a strategy
of “adaptation to men’s power” stressing empathy
and nurturance; “real” womanhood is described as
“fascinating” and women are advised that they can
wrap men around their fingers by knowing and
playing by the “rules” In one research study, an
eight-year-old boy captured this emphasized femi-
ninity eloquently in a poem he wrote:

If T were a girl, I'd have to attract a guy wear
makeup; sometimes.

Wear the latest style of clothes and try to be
likable.

I probably wouldn’t play any physical sports like
football or soccer.

I dor’t think I would enjoy myself around men
in fear of rejection

or under the pressure of attracting them.’
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GENDER DIFFERENCE AS
“DECEPTIVE DISTINCTIONS”

The existence of multiple masculinities and femi-
ninities dramatically undercuts the idea that the
gender differences we observe are due solely to dif-
ferently gendered people occupying gender-neutral
positions. Moreover, that these masculinities and
fernininities are arrayed along a hierarchy, and mea-
sured against one another, buttresses the argument
that domination creates and exaggerates difference.

The interplanetary theory of gender assumes,
whether through biology or socialization, that
women act like women, no matter where they are,
and that men act like men no muatter where they are.
Psychologist Carol Tavris argues that such binary
thinking leads to what philosophers call the “law of
the excluded middle,” which, as she reminds us, “is
where most men and women fall in terms of their
psychological qualities, beliefs, abilities, traits and
values”1 Tt turns out that many of the differences
between women and men that we observe in our
everyday lives are actually not gender differences
at all, but differences that are the result of being in
different positions or in different arenas. It’s not
that gendered individuals occupy these ungendered
positions, but that the positions themselves elicit
the behaviors we see as gendered. The sociologist
Cynthia Fuchs Epstein calls these “deceptive dis-
tinctions” because, while they appear to be based on
gender, they are actually based on something else."!

Take, for example, the well-known differences
in communication patterns observed by Deborah
Tannen in her best-selling book You Just Don’t
Understand. Tannen argues that women and men
communicate with the languages of their respective
planets—men employ the competitive language of
hierarchy and domination to get ahead; women
create webs of inclusion with softer, more embrac-
ing language that ensures that everyone feels O.K.
At home, men are the strong silent types, grunting
monosyllabically to their wives, who want to use
conversation to create intimacy.'?

But it turns out that those very same monosyl-
labic men are very verbal at work, where they are
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in positions of dependency and powerlessness, and
need to use conversation to maintain a relationship
with their superiors at work; and their wives are
just as capable of using language competitively to
maximize their position in a corporate hierarchy.
When he examined the recorded transcripts of
women’s and men’s testimony in trials, anthro-
pologist William O’Barr concluded that the wit-
nesses’ occupation was a more accurate predictor
of their use of language than was gender. “So-called
women’s language is neither characteristic of all
women, nor limited only to women,” O’Barr writes.
If women use “powerless” language, it may be
due “to the greater tendency of women to occupy
relatively powerless social positions” in society."”
Communication differences turn out to be “decep-
tive distinctions” because rarely do we observe the
communication patterns of dependent men and
executive women. . ..

What about those enormous gender differences
that some observers have found in the workplace?
.. Men, we hear, are competitive social climb-
ers who seek advancement at every opportunity;
women are cooperative team builders who shun
competition and may even suffer from a “fear of
success” But the pioneering study by Rosabeth
Moss Kanter, reported in Men and Women of the
Corporation, indicated that gender mattered far
less than opportunity. When women had the same
opportunities, networks, mentors, and possibilities
for advancement, they behaved just as the men did.
Wornen were not successful because they lacked
opportunities, not because they feared success;
when men lacked opportunities, they behaved in
stereotypically “feminine” ways.'*

Finally, take our experiences in the family. . . .
Here, again, we assume that women are socialized
to be nurturing and maternal, men to be strong and
silent, relatively emotionally inexpressive arbiters
of justice«——that is, we assume that women do the
work of “mothering” because they are socialized to
do so. And again, sociological research suggests that
our behavior in the family has somewhat less to do
with gender socialization than with the family situ-
ations in which we find ourselves.

Research by sociologist Kathleen Gerson, for ex-
ample, found that gender socialization was not very
helpful in predicting women’s family experiences,
Only slightly more than half the women who were
primarily interested in full-time motherhood were,
in fact, full-time mothers; and only slightly more
than half the women who were primarily interested
in full-time careers had them. It turned out that
marital stability, husbands’ income, women's work-
place experiences, and support networks were far
more important than gender socialization in deter-
mining which women ended up full-time mothers
and which did not.””

On the other side of the ledger, research by soci-
ologist Barbara Risman found that despite a gender
socialization that downplays emotional responsive-
ness and nurturing, most single fathers are perfectly
capable of “mothering” Single fathers do not hire
female workers to do the typically female tasks
around the house; they do those tasks themselves.
In fact, Risman found few differences between sin-
gle fathers and mothers (single or married) when it
came to what they did around the house, how they
acted with their children, or even in their children’s
emotional and intellectual development. Men’s par-
enting styles were virtually indistinguishable from
women’s, a finding that led Risman to argue that
“men can mother and that children are not neces-
sarily better nurtured by women than by men.”'¢ ...

Based on all this research, you might conclude,
as does Risman, that “if women and men were o
experience identical structural condition's and role
expectations, empirically observable gender differ-
ences would dissipate”” T am not fully convinced.
There are some differences between women and
men, after all. Perhaps, as this research suggests,
those differences are not as great, decisive, or as
impervious to social change as we once thought. . ..

THE MEANING OF MEAN
DIFFERENCES
Few of the differences between women and men

are hardwired into all males to the exclusion of
all females, or vice versa. Although we can readily
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observe differences between women and men in
rates of aggression, physical strength, math or
verbal achievement, caring and nurturing, or emo-
tional expressiveness, it is not true that all males
and no females are aggressive, physically strong,
and adept at math and science, and all females and
no males are caring and nurturing, verbally adept,
or emotionally expressive. What we mean when
we speak of gender differences are mean differ-
ences, differences in the average scores obtained by
women and mer.

These mean scores tell us something about the
differences between the two groups, but they tell us
nothing about the distributions themselves, the dif-
ferences amorig men or among women. Sometimes
these distributions can be enormous: There are
large numbers of caring or emotionally expres-
sive men, and of aggressive and physically strong
women. (See figure 1.) In fact, in virtually all the re-
search that has been done on the attributes associ-
ated with masculinity or femininity, the differences
among women and among men are far greater than
the mean differences between women and men. We
tend to focus on the mean differences, but they may
tell us far less than we think they do.

What we think they tell us, of course, is that
women and men are different, from different

FIGURE 1
Schematic rendering of the overlapping distributions
of traits, attitudes, and behaviors by gender. Although

‘mean differences might obtain on many characteristics,

these distributions suggest far greater similarity between
women and men, and far greater variability among men
and among women.

T Similarity T
Difference
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planets. This is what I . . . call the interplanetary
theory of gender difference—that the observed
mean differences between women and men are de-
cisive and that they come from the fact that women
and men are biologically so physically different.

For example, even the idea that we are from
different planets, that our differences are deep and
intractable, has a political dimension: To call the
“other” sex the “opposite” sex obscures the many
ways we are alike. As the anthropologist Gayle
Rubin points out:

Men and women are, of course, different. But they
are not as different as day and night, earth and sky,
yin and yang, life and death. In fact from the stand-
point of nature, men and women are closer to each
other than either is to anything else—for instance
mountains, kangaroos, or coconut palms. . . . Far
from being an expression of natural differences, ex-
clusive gender identity is the suppression of natural
similarities.’®

The interplanetary theory of gender difference
is important not because it’s right—in fact, it
is wrong far more often than it is right—but
because, as a culture, we seem desperately to want
it to be true. That is, the real sociological ques-
tion about gender is not the sociology of gender
differences—explaining the physiological origins of
gender difference—but the sociology of knowledge
question that explores why gender difference is so
important to us, why we cling to the idea of gender
difference so tenaciously, why, I suppose, we shell
out millions of dollars for books that “reveal” the
deep differences between women and men, but will
probably never buy a book that says, “Hey, we're all
Earthlings!”

That, however, is [my] message. . . . Virtually all
available research from the social and behavioral
sciences suggests that women and men are not
from Venus and Mars, but are both from planet
Earth. We’re not opposite sexes, but neighboring
sexes—we have far more in common with each
other than we have differences. We pretty much
have the same abilities, and pretty much want the
same things in our lives.
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PERSONAL ACCOUNT

| frequently watch my beyfriend play basketball at an
outdoor court with many other males in pick-up games.
One time when | was there, there was a new face
among the others waiting to play—a female face, and
she was not sitting with the rest of the women who were
watching. She was dressed and ready to play. | had
never seen her in all the time I'd been there before, ner
had | ever seen another womnan there try to play.

For several games, she did not play. The guys formed
teams and she was not asked to join. it was almest like
there was a purposeful avoidance of her, with no ocne even
acknowledging that she ‘was there. Finally, she made
a noticeable effort, and with some reluctance she was
included in the next team waiting to play the winner of the
current game. There were whispers and snickers among
the guys, and | think it had a lot to do with the perception
that she was challenging their masculinity. A “girl” was
intruding into their area. My guess is that they were also
somewhat nervous about the fact that she really might be
good and embarrass some of them.

Anyway, the first couple of times up and down the
court she was not given the ball despite the fact that she
was wide open. The other guys on the team forced bad

—

shots and iried super hard in what seemed like an effort
to. prove that she was not needed. The guy who was
supposed to guard her on defense really didn’t pay her
much attention, and that same guy who she was guard-
ing at the other end made sure he drove around her and
scored on two occasions.

Finally, one time down the court she called for the
ball and sank a shet from at least 16 feet. A huge feeling
of relief and satisfaction came over me. Being a basket-
ball player myself, | figured she was prebably geod or
would not be there in the first place, but being a woman
1 was also happy to see her first shot go in. | found out
later she had played baskstball for a university and she
had a great outside shot.

Even after she made one more shot off a rebound
that ended up in her hands, she was not given the bail
again. | suppose after some of the loud comments from
sorme of the guys on the sidelings, that she was beating
the male players out there, she wasn’t going to get the
ball again. | was kind of shocked that she wasn't more
accepted sven after she showed she was talented. |

haven't seen her there since.
Andrea M. Busch

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What do you understand Kimmel to mean
when he says that gender inequality produces
gender difference? Can you give an example?

2. What is your reaction to Kimmel’s position
that we are engaged in a national debate about
masculinity?

NOTES

1. John Gray, Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus
(New York: HarperCollins, 1992}, 5.

2. Barbara Risman, Gender Vertigo (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1998), 25. See also Judith Lorber,
Paradoxes of Gender (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1994).

3. Catharine Stimpson, Where the Meanings Are (New
York: Methuen, 1988).

4. See Michael Kimmel, Manhood in America: A Cultural

History (New York: The Free Press, 1996).

5, Cited in James Brooke, “Men Held in Beatings Lived on
the Pringes,” New York Times, October 16, 1998, Al6.
Valerie Jenness, the sociologist who was. quoted in the
story, told me that she was misquoted, and that of course
she had mentioned gender as well as age—which suggests
that the media’s myopia matches that of the larger society.

6. Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas [1938] (New York:
Harcourt, 1966), 142,

7. R. W. Connell, Gender and Power (Stanford: Stanford

University Press, 1987), 183; Erving Goffman, Stigma

(Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1963), 128.
8. Connell, Gender and Power, 183, 188, 187.
9. Cited in Risman, Gender Vertigo, 141.
10. Carol Tavris, “The Mismeasure of Woman,” Feminism
and Psychology (1993):153.
11. Cynthia Fuchs Epstein, Deceptive Distinctions (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1988).
12. Deborah Tannen, You Just Don’t Understand (New York:
William Morrow, 1991).

|
:
-
i
g
.




