
Gender

GENDER IS A BASIC, FUNDAMENTAL QUALITY OF SOCIAL LIFE.
Each of us has been affected through socialization into gender roles
and each of us has a component of gender in our identity. More
recently, sociology has decided to examine gender as a social structure—
something that is part of all the institutions in society. We notice strong
gender patterns in the family, the economy, religion, education, the
law, politics, medicine, and even in our marriages and peer groups.
Everywhere we look gender is present—in every social structure and
organization, in every person. Something so elemental in society must
certainly be important to understanding how society is structured and
how boys and girls and men and women experience social life.

Sociology and the area of women’s studies have shown that men
and women do not have the same opportunities in society. The distrib-
ution of power in society, when it is based on gender, finds a dispro-
portionate amount going to males. Males are privileged and females
become a minority group that suffers through discrimination in nearly
every area of life. Patriarchal structures, those that advantage men and
disadvantage women, are typical of society. In general, men make more
money in the economy, men have more power in families, marriages,
religious settings, politics, and are benefited more than women at every
turn in life. Gender stratification in society has become a heated and
much studied issue as women’s roles in America have begun to change
so dramatically in the past 100 years and even more dramatically in the
past 50 years.

While it is not true that “men are from Mars and women are from
Venus,” television and magazines and popular culture stress the extreme
differences between the sexes. Science, in general, and sociology,
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specifically, does not believe that men and women are opposites.
Rather, it is understood that boys and girls and men and women adapt
to gender roles in social settings (structures) in ways that affirm gender
differences and give men an advantage at the expense of women.
Women in America do two or three times as much home labor as men
and may carry as much as 90 percent of the child care responsibilities.
The family, then, is a place that can be seen as oppressing women while
giving men the benefits of family life with little of the labor. These
same patterns of dominance and submission are enacted in every
structure in society. What is to be learned from a sociological look at
gender? Is equal pay and equal power something that we can expect, or
is it just another ideal pursued by a minority of people who cannot
affect the social structures that maintain the differences?

Men are a more recent topic in the sociology of gender. While
women comprise the minority group, men are not without their gender
issues in America. Violence, in its many obvious and not-so-obvious
forms, is part of the masculine legacy of dominance. The agreed-upon
cultural imperative for men to be “real men” or “traditional men” is
called hegemonic masculinity. Hegemony for men carries with it prob-
lems of violence, poor health, elevated criminal activity, increased
physical risk, and shorter lives—by nearly seven years compared to
women. Is it really “a man’s world”?

First, the piece from Judith Lorber analyzes gender as a social struc-
ture and illuminates how the “paradox of gender” brings contrary influ-
ences to society and our lives. This seminal theoretical piece has been
the standard of recent discussions about gender as “social construc-
tion” and gender as “structure.” Second, in a quantitative study of
advertisements by Simon Davis, we learn that gender typing occurs for
both men and women. A novel use of “personal ads” points to the reci-
procal gender biases that allow men and women to be viewed as
objects. Third, Beth Quinn looks at the process of “girl watching” in
organizations where people work and interact. She notices that men
have difficulty seeing their behaviors as sexually harassing in this very
applied and interesting study.
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J U D I T H  L O R B E R

“Night to His Day”
The Social Construction of Gender

Talking about gender for most people is the equivalent of fish talking
about water. Gender is so much the routine ground of everyday activi-
ties that questioning its taken-for-granted assumptions and presuppo-
sitions is like thinking about whether the sun will come up.1 Gender is
so pervasive that in our society we assume it is bred into our genes.
Most people find it hard to believe that gender is constantly created
and re-created out of human interaction, out of social life, and is the
texture and order of that social life. Yet gender, like culture, is a human
production that depends on everyone constantly “doing gender” (West
and Zimmerman 1987).

And everyone “does gender” without thinking about it. Today, on
the subway, I saw a well-dressed man with a year-old child in a stroller.
Yesterday, on a bus, I saw a man with a tiny baby in a carrier on his
chest. Seeing men taking care of small children in public is increas-
ingly common—at least in New York City. But both men were quite
obviously stared at—and smiled at, approvingly. Everyone was doing
gender—the men who were changing the role of fathers and the other
passengers, who were applauding them silently. But there was more
gendering going on that probably fewer people noticed. The baby was
wearing a white crocheted cap and white clothes. You couldn’t tell if
it was a boy or a girl. The child in the stroller was wearing a dark blue 
T-shirt and dark print pants. As they started to leave the train, the father
put a Yankee baseball cap on the child’s head. Ah, a boy, I thought. Then
I noticed the gleam of tiny earrings in the child’s ears, and as they got
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off, I saw the little flowered sneakers and lace-trimmed socks. Not a boy
after all. Gender done.

Gender is such a familiar part of daily life that it usually takes a
deliberate disruption of our expectations of how women and men are
supposed to act to pay attention to how it is produced. Gender signs
and signals are so ubiquitous that we usually fail to note them—unless
they are missing or ambiguous. Then we are uncomfortable until we
have successfully placed the other person in a gender status; otherwise,
we feel socially dislocated. In our society, in addition to man and
woman, the status can be transvestite (a person who dresses in opposite-
gender clothes) and transsexual (a person who has had sex-change
surgery). Transvestites and transsexuals carefully construct their gender
status by dressing, speaking, walking, gesturing in the ways prescribed
for women or men—whichever they want to be taken for—and so does
any “normal” person.

For the individual, gender construction starts with assignment to a
sex category on the basis of what the genitalia look like at birth.2 Then
babies are dressed or adorned in a way that displays the category
because parents don’t want to be constantly asked whether their baby is
a girl or a boy. A sex category becomes a gender status through naming,
dress, and the use of other gender markers. Once a child’s gender is
evident, others treat those in one gender differently from those in the
other, and the children respond to the different treatment by feeling
different and behaving differently. As soon as they can talk, they start to
refer to themselves as members of their gender. Sex doesn’t come into
play again until puberty, but by that time, sexual feelings and desires
and practices have been shaped by gendered norms and expectations.
Adolescent boys and girls approach and avoid each other in an elabo-
rately scripted and gendered mating dance. Parenting is gendered,
with different expectations for mothers and for fathers, and people of
different genders work at different kinds of jobs. The work adults do as
mothers and fathers and as low-level workers and high-level bosses,
shapes women’s and men’s life experiences, and these experiences pro-
duce different feelings, consciousness, relationships, skills—ways of
being that we call feminine or masculine.3 All of these processes consti-
tute the social construction of gender.

Gendered roles change—today fathers are taking care of little chil-
dren, girls and boys are wearing unisex clothing and getting the same
education, women and men are working at the same jobs. Although
many traditional social groups are quite strict about maintaining
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gender differences, in other social groups they seem to be blurring.
Then why the one-year-old’s earrings? Why is it still so important to
mark a child as a girl or a boy, to make sure she is not taken for a boy
or he for a girl? What would happen if they were? They would, quite lit-
erally, have changed places in their social world.

To explain why gendering is done from birth, constantly and by
everyone, we have to look not only at the way individuals experience
gender but at gender as a social institution. As a social institution, gen-
der is one of the major ways that human beings organize their lives.
Human society depends on a predictable division of labor, a designated
allocation of scarce goods, assigned responsibility for children and
others who cannot care for themselves, common values and their sys-
tematic transmission to new members, legitimate leadership, music,
art, stories, games, and other symbolic productions. One way of choos-
ing people for the different tasks of society is on the basis of their
talents, motivations, and competence—their demonstrated achieve-
ments. The other way is on the basis of gender, race, ethnicity—
ascribed membership in a category of people. Although societies vary
in the extent to which they use one or the other of these ways of allo-
cating people to work and to carry out other responsibilities, every soci-
ety uses gender and age grades. Every society classifies people as “girl
and boy children,” “girls and boys ready to be married,” and “fully adult
women and men,” constructs similarities among them and differences
between them, and assigns them to different roles and responsibilities.
Personality characteristics, feelings, motivations, and ambitions flow
from these different life experiences so that the members of these
different groups become different kinds of people. The process of gen-
dering and its outcome are legitimated by religion, law, science, and
the society’s entire set of values. . . .

Western society’s values legitimate gendering by claiming that it all
comes from physiology—female and male procreative differences. But
gender and sex are not equivalent, and gender as a social construction
does not flow automatically from genitalia and reproductive organs, the
main physiological differences of females and males. In the construc-
tion of ascribed social statuses, physiological differences such as sex,
stage of development, color of skin, and size are crude markers. They
are not the source of the social statuses of gender, age grade, and race.
Social statuses are carefully constructed through prescribed processes of
teaching, learning, emulation, and enforcement. Whatever genes, hor-
mones, and biological evolution contribute to human social institutions
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is materially as well as qualitatively transformed by social practices.
Every social institution has a material base, but culture and social prac-
tices transform that base into something with qualitatively different
patterns and constraints. The economy is much more than producing
food and goods and distributing them to eaters and users; family and
kinship are not the equivalent of having sex and procreating; morals and
religions cannot be equated with the fears and ecstasies of the brain;
language goes far beyond the sounds produced by tongue and larynx.
No one eats “money” or “credit”; the concepts of “god” and “angels” are
the subjects of theological disquisitions; not only words but objects,
such as their flag, “speak” to the citizens of a country.

Similarly, gender cannot be equated with biological and physiolog-
ical differences between human females and males. The building
blocks of gender are socially constructed statuses. Western societies
have only two genders, “man” and “woman.” Some societies have three
genders—men, women, and berdaches or hijras or xaniths. Berdaches,
hijras, and xaniths are biological males who behave, dress, work, and
are treated in most respects as social women; they are therefore not
men, nor are they female women; they are, in our language, “male
women.”4 There are African and American Indian societies that have a
gender status called manly hearted women—biological females who
work, marry, and parent as men; their social status is “female men”
(Amadiume 1987; Blackwood 1984). They do not have to behave or
dress as men to have the social responsibilities and prerogatives of
husbands and fathers; what makes them men is enough wealth to buy
a wife.

Modern Western societies’ transsexuals and transvestites are the
nearest equivalent of these crossover genders, but they are not institu-
tionalized as third genders (Bolin 1987). Transsexuals are biological
males and females who have sex-change operations to alter their geni-
talia. They do so in order to bring their physical anatomy in congruence
with the way they want to live and with their own sense of gender
identity. They do not become a third gender; they change genders.
Transvestites are males who live as women and females who live as
men but do not intend to have sex-change surgery. Their dress, appear-
ance, and mannerisms fall within the range of what is expected from
members of the opposite gender, so that they “pass.” They also change
genders, sometimes temporarily, some for most of their lives.
Transvestite women have fought in wars as men soldiers as recently as
the nineteenth century; some married women, and others went back to
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being women and married men once the war was over.5 Some were
discovered when their wounds were treated; others not until they died.
In order to work as a jazz musician, a man’s occupation, Billy Tipton, a
woman, lived most of her life as a man. She died recently at seventy-
four, leaving a wife and three adopted sons for whom she was husband
and father, and musicians with whom she had played and traveled, for
whom she was “one of the boys” (New York Times 1989).6 There have
been many other such occurrences of women passing as men to do
more prestigious or lucrative men’s work (Matthaei 1982, 192–93).7

Genders, therefore, are not attached to a biological substratum.
Gender boundaries are breachable, and individual and socially orga-
nized shifts from one gender to another call attention to “cultural,
social, or aesthetic dissonances” (Garber 1992, 16). These odd or deviant
or third genders show us what we ordinarily take for granted—that
people have to learn to be women and men. . . .

For Individuals, Gender Means Sameness
Although the possible combinations of genitalia, body shapes, clothing,
mannerisms, sexuality, and roles could produce infinite varieties in
human beings, the social institution of gender depends on the produc-
tion and maintenance of a limited number of gender statuses and of
making the members of these statuses similar to each other.
Individuals are born sexed but not gendered, and they have to be
taught to be masculine or feminine.8 As Simone de Beauvoir said: “One
is not born, but rather becomes, a woman . . . ; it is civilization as a
whole that produces this creature . . . which is described as feminine”
(1952, 267).

Children learn to walk, talk, and gesture the way their social group
says girls and boys should. Ray Birdwhistell, in his analysis of body
motion as human communication, calls these learned gender displays
tertiary sex characteristics and argues that they are needed to distin-
guish genders because humans are a weakly dimorphic species—their
only sex markers are genitalia (1970, 39–46). Clothing, paradoxically,
often hides the sex but displays the gender.

In early childhood, humans develop gendered personality struc-
tures and sexual orientations through their interactions with parents of
the same and opposite gender. As adolescents, they conduct their sex-
ual behavior according to gendered scripts. Schools, parents, peers, and
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the mass media guide young people into gendered work and family
roles. As adults, they take on a gendered social status in their society’s
stratification system. Gender is thus both ascribed and achieved (West
and Zimmerman 1987). . . .

Gender norms are inscribed in the way people move, gesture, and
even eat. In one African society, men were supposed to eat with their
“whole mouth, wholeheartedly, and not, like women, just with the lips,
that is halfheartedly, with reservation and restraint” (Bourdieu [1980]
1990, 70). Men and women in this society learned to walk in ways that
proclaimed their different positions in the society:

The manly man . . . stands up straight into the face of the person he
approaches, or wishes to welcome. Ever on the alert, because ever
threatened, he misses nothing of what happens around him. . . .
Conversely, a well brought-up woman . . . is expected to walk with a
slight stoop, avoiding every misplaced movement of her body, her head
or her arms, looking down, keeping her eyes on the spot where she will
next put her foot, especially if she happens to have to walk past the
men’s assembly. (70)

. . . For human beings there is no essential femaleness or maleness,
femininity or masculinity, womanhood or manhood, but once gender
is ascribed, the social order constructs and holds individuals to strongly
gendered norms and expectations. Individuals may vary on many of
the components of gender and may shift genders temporarily or per-
manently, but they must fit into the limited number of gender statuses
their society recognizes. In the process, they re-create their society’s
version of women and men: “If we do gender appropriately, we simul-
taneously sustain, reproduce, and render legitimate the institutional
arrangements. . . . If we fail to do gender appropriately, we as
individuals—not the institutional arrangements—may be called to
account (for our character, motives, and predispositions)” (West and
Zimmerman 1987, 146).

The gendered practices of everyday life reproduce a society’s view
of how women and men should act (Bourdieu [1980] 1990). Gendered
social arrangements are justified by religion and cultural productions
and backed by law, but the most powerful means of sustaining the
moral hegemony of the dominant gender ideology is that the process
is made invisible; any possible alternatives are virtually unthinkable
(Foucault 1972; Gramsci 1971).9
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For Society, Gender Means Difference
The pervasiveness of gender as a way of structuring social life demands
that gender statuses be clearly differentiated. Varied talents, sexual prefer-
ences, identities, personalities, interests, and ways of interacting fragment
the individual’s bodily and social experiences. Nonetheless, these are
organized in Western cultures into two and only two socially and legally
recognized gender statuses, “man” and “woman.”10 In the social con-
struction of gender, it does not matter what men and women actually do;
it does not even matter if they do exactly the same thing. The social insti-
tution of gender insists only that what they do is perceived as different.

If men and women are doing the same tasks, they are usually spa-
tially segregated to maintain gender separation, and often the tasks
are given different job titles as well, such as executive secretary and
administrative assistant (Reskin 1988). If the differences between
women and men begin to blur, society’s “sameness taboo” goes into
action (G. Rubin 1975, 178). At a rock and roll dance at West Point in 1976,
the year women were admitted to the prestigious military academy
for the first time, the school’s administrators “were reportedly perturbed
by the sight of mirror-image couples dancing in short hair and dress
gray trousers,” and a rule was established that women cadets could
dance at these events only if they wore skirts (Barkalow and Raab 1990,
53).11 Women recruits in the U.S. Marine Corps are required to wear
makeup—at a minimum, lipstick and eye shadow—and they have to
take classes in makeup, hair care, poise, and etiquette. This feminization
is part of a deliberate policy of making them clearly distinguishable
from men Marines. Christine Williams quotes a twenty-five-year-old
woman drill instructor as saying: “A lot of the recruits who come here
don’t wear makeup; they’re tomboyish or athletic. A lot of them have the
preconceived idea that going into the military means they can still be a
tomboy. They don’t realize that you are a Woman Marine” (1989, 76–77).12

If gender differences were genetic, physiological, or hormonal,
gender bending and gender ambiguity would occur only in hermaph-
rodites, who are born with chromosomes and genitalia that are not
clearly female or male. Since gender differences are socially con-
structed, all men and all women can enact the behavior of the other,
because they know the other’s social script: “‘Man’ and ‘woman’ are at
once empty and overflowing categories. Empty because they have no
ultimate, transcendental meaning. Overflowing because even when
they appear to be fixed, they still contain within them alternative,
denied, or suppressed definitions” (J. W. Scott 1988a, 49). . . .
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Gender Ranking
For one transsexual man-to-woman, however, the experience of living
as a woman changed his/her whole personality. As James, Morris had
been a soldier, foreign correspondent, and mountain climber; as Jan,
Morris is a successful travel writer. But socially, James was far superior
to Jan, and so Jan developed the “learned helplessness” that is supposed
to characterize women in Western society:

We are told that the social gap between the sexes is narrowing, but I
can only report that having, in the second half of the twentieth century,
experienced life in both roles, there seems to me no aspect of existence,
no moment of the day, no contact, no arrangement, no response, which
is not different for men and for women. The very tone of voice in which
I was now addressed, the very posture of the person next in the queue,
the very feel in the air when I entered a room or sat at a restaurant
table, constantly emphasized my change of status.

And if other’s responses shifted, so did my own. The more I was
treated as [a] woman, the more woman I became. I adapted willy-nilly.
If I was assumed to be incompetent at reversing cars, or opening bot-
tles, oddly incompetent I found myself becoming. If a case was thought
too heavy for me, inexplicably I found it so myself. . . . Women treated
me with a frankness which, while it was one of the happiest discoveries
of my metamorphosis, did imply membership of a camp, a faction, or
at least a school of thought; so I found myself gravitating always
towards the female, whether in sharing a railway compartment or sup-
porting a political cause. Men treated me more and more as junior, . . .
and so, addressed every day of my life as an inferior, involuntarily,
month by month I accepted the condition. I discovered that even now
men prefer women to be less informed, less able, less talkative, and cer-
tainly less self-centered than they are themselves; so I generally obliged
them (1975, 165–66). . . . 13

Gender as Process, Stratification,
and Structure
As a social institution, gender is a process of creating distinguishable
social statuses for the assignment of rights and responsibilities. As part
of a stratification system that ranks these statuses unequally, gender is
a major building block in the social structures built on these unequal
statuses.
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As a process, gender creates the social differences that define
“woman” and “man.” In social interaction throughout their lives, indi-
viduals learn what is expected, see what is expected, act and react in
expected ways, and thus simultaneously construct and maintain the gen-
der order: “The very injunction to be a given gender takes place through
discursive routes: to be a good mother, to be a heterosexually desirable
object, to be a fit worker, in sum, to signify a multiplicity of guarantees in
response to a variety of different demands all at once” (J. Butler 1990,
145). Members of a social group neither make up gender as they go along
nor exactly replicate in rote fashion what was done before. In almost
every encounter, human beings produce gender, behaving in the ways
they learned were appropriate for their gender status, or resisting or
rebelling against these norms. Resistance and rebellion have altered
gender norms, but so far they have rarely eroded the statuses.

Gendered patterns of interaction acquire additional layers of gen-
dered sexuality, parenting, and work behaviors in childhood, adoles-
cence, and adulthood. Gendered norms and expectations are enforced
through informal sanctions of gender-inappropriate behavior by peers
and by formal punishment or threat of punishment by those in author-
ity should behavior deviate too far from socially imposed standards for
women and men. . . .

As part of a stratification system, gender ranks men above women of
the same race and class. Women and men could be different but equal.
In practice, the process of creating difference depends to a great extent
on differential evaluation. As Nancy Jay (1981) says: “That which is
defined, separated out, isolated from all else is A and pure. Not-A is
necessarily impure, a random catchall, to which nothing is external
except A and the principle of order that separates it from Not-A” (45).
From the individual’s point of view, whichever gender is A, the other is
Not-A; gender boundaries tell the individual who is like him or her, and
all the rest are unlike. From society’s point of view, however, one gen-
der is usually the touchstone, the normal, the dominant, and the other
is different, deviant, and subordinate. In Western society, “man” is A,
“wo-man” is Not-A. (Consider what a society would be like where
woman was A and man Not-A.)

The further dichotomization by race and class constructs the grada-
tions of a heterogeneous society’s stratification scheme. Thus, in the
United States, white is A, African American is Not-A; middle class is A,
working class is Not-A, and “African-American women occupy a position
whereby the inferior half of a series of these dichotomies converge”
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(P. H. Collins 1990, 70). The dominant categories are the hegemonic
ideals, taken so for granted as the way things should be that white is
not ordinarily thought of as a race, middle class as a class, or men as a
gender. The characteristics of these categories define the Other as that
which lacks the valuable qualities the dominants exhibit.

In a gender-stratified society, what men do is usually valued more
highly than what women do because men do it, even when their activi-
ties are very similar or the same. In different regions of southern India,
for example, harvesting rice is men’s work, shared work, or women’s
work: “Wherever a task is done by women it is considered easy, and
where it is done by [men] it is considered difficult” (Mencher 1988, 104).
A gathering and hunting society’s survival usually depends on the nuts,
grubs, and small animals brought in by the women’s foraging trips, but
when the men’s hunt is successful, it is the occasion for a celebration.
Conversely, because they are the superior group, white men do not
have to do the “dirty work,” such as housework; the most inferior group
does it, usually poor women of color (Palmer 1989). . . .

Societies vary in the extent of the inequality in social status of their
women and men members, but where there is inequality, the status
“woman” (and its attendant behavior and role allocations) is usually
held in lesser esteem than the status “man.” Since gender is also inter-
twined with a society’s other constructed statuses of differential
evaluation—race, religion, occupation, class, country of origin, and so
on—men and women members of the favored groups command more
power, more prestige, and more property than the members of the dis-
favored groups. Within many social groups, however, men are advan-
taged over women. The more economic resources, such as education
and job opportunities, are available to a group, the more they tend to be
monopolized by men. In poorer groups that have few resources (such
as working-class African Americans in the United States), women and
men are more nearly equal, and the women may even outstrip the men
in education and occupational status (Almquist 1987).

As a structure, gender divides work in the home and in economic
production, legitimates those in authority, and organizes sexuality and
emotional life (Connell 1987, 91–142). As primary parents, women signif-
icantly influence children’s psychological development and emotional
attachments, in the process reproducing gender. Emergent sexuality is
shaped by heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, and sadomasochistic
patterns that are gendered—different for girls and boys, and for
women and men—so that sexual statuses reflect gender statuses.
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When gender is a major component of structured inequality, the
devalued genders have less power, prestige, and economic rewards
than the valued genders. In countries that discourage gender discrimi-
nation, many major roles are still gendered; women still do most of the
domestic labor and child rearing, even while doing full-time paid work;
women and men are segregated on the job and each does work consid-
ered “appropriate”; women’s work is usually paid less than men’s work.
Men dominate the positions of authority and leadership in govern-
ment, the military, and the law; cultural productions, religions, and
sports reflect men’s interests.

In societies that create the greatest gender difference, such as Saudi
Arabia, women are kept out of sight behind walls or veils, have no civil
rights, and often create a cultural and emotional world of their own
(Bernard 1981). But even in societies with less rigid gender boundaries,
women and men spend much of their time with people of their own
gender because of the way work and family are organized. This spatial
separation of women and men reinforces gendered differentness,
identity, and ways of thinking and behaving (Coser 1986).

Gender inequality—the devaluation of “women” and the social
domination of “men”—has social functions and a social history. It is not
the result of sex, procreation, physiology, anatomy, hormones, or genetic
predispositions. It is produced and maintained by identifiable social
processes and built into the general social structure and individual iden-
tities deliberately and purposefully. The social order as we know it in
Western societies is organized around racial ethnic, class, and gender
inequality. I contend, therefore, that the continuing purpose of gender
as a modern social institution is to construct women as a group to be the
subordinates of men as a group. The life of everyone placed in the status
“woman” is “night to his day—that has forever been the fantasy. Black to
his white. Shut out of his system’s space, she is the repressed that
ensures the system’s functioning” (Cixous and Clément [1975] 1986, 67).

NOTES
1. Gender is, in Erving Goffman’s words, an aspect of Felicity’s Condition: “any arrangement

which leads us to judge an individual’s . . . acts not to be a manifestation of strangeness.
Behind Felicity’s Condition is our sense of what it is to be sane” (1983, 27). Also see Bern 1993;
Frye 1983, 17–40; Goffman 1977.

2. In cases of ambiguity in countries with modern medicine, surgery is usually performed to
make the genitalia more clearly male or female.

3. See J. Butler 1990 for an analysis of how doing gender is gender identity.
4. On the hijras of India, see Nanda 1990; on the xaniths of Oman, Wikan 1982, 168–86; on the

American Indian berdaches, W. L. Williams 1986. Other societies that have similar institution-
alized third-gender men are the Koniag of Alaska, the Tanala of Madagascar, the Mesakin of
Nuba, and the Chukchee of Siberia (Wikan 1982, 170).
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5. Durova 1989; Freeman and Bond 1992; Wheelwright 1989.
6. Gender segregation of work in popular music still has not changed very much, according to

Groce and Cooper 1989, despite considerable androgyny in some very popular figures. See
Garber 1992 on the androgyny. She discusses Tipton on pp. 67–70.

7. In the nineteenth century, not only did these women get men’s wages, but they also “had
male privileges and could do all manner of things other women could not: open a bank
account, write checks, own property, go anywhere unaccompanied, vote in elections”
(Faderman 1991, 44).

8. For an account of how a potential man-to-woman transsexual learned to be feminine, see
Garfinkel 1967, 116–85, 285–88. For a gloss on this account that points out how, throughout
his encounters with Agnes, Garfinkel failed to see how he himself was constructing his own
masculinity, see Rogers 1992.

9. The concepts of moral hegemony, the effects of everyday activities (praxis) on thought and
personality, and the necessity of consciousness of these processes before political change can
occur are all based on Marx’s analysis of class relations.

10. Other societies recognize more than two categories, but usually no more than three or four
(Jacobs and Roberts 1989).

11. Carol Barkalow’s book has a photograph of eleven first-year West Pointers in a math class,
who are dressed in regulation pants, shirts, and sweaters, with short haircuts. The caption
challenges the reader to locate the only woman in the room.

12. The taboo on males and females looking alike reflects the U.S. military’s homophobia
(Bérubé 1989). If you can’t tell those with a penis from those with a vagina, how are you going
to determine whether their sexual interest is heterosexual or homosexual unless you watch
them having sexual relations?

13. See Bolin 1988, 149–50, for transsexual men-to-women’s discovery of the dangers of rape and
sexual harassment. Devor’s “gender blenders” went in the opposite direction. Because they
found that it was an advantage to be taken for men, they did not deliberately cross-dress, but
they did not feminize themselves either (1989, 126–40).
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What does it mean when Lorber writes “night to his day”? What are the
sociological implications of this metaphor?

2. After reading this selection, which includes a great deal of sociological
theory, how different do you think men and women really are? List the
differences and similarities.
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S I M O N  D A V I S

Men as Success Objects
and Women as Sex Objects
A Study of Personal 
Advertisements

Previous research has indicated that, to a large extent, selection of
opposite-sex partners is dictated by traditional sex stereotypes (Urberg,
1979). More specifically, it has been found that men tend to emphasize
sexuality and physical attractiveness in a mate to a greater extent than
women (e.g., Harrison & Saeed, 1977; Deaux & Hanna, 1984; Nevid,
1984); this distinction has been found across cultures, as in the study by
Stiles and colleagues (1987) of American and Icelandic adolescents.

The relatively greater preoccupation with casual sexual encounters
demonstrated by men (Hite, 1987, p. 184) may be accounted for by the
greater emotional investment that women place in sex; Basow (1986, p. 80)
suggests that the “gender differences in this area (different meaning
attached to sex) may turn out to be the strongest of all gender differences.”

Women, conversely, may tend to emphasize psychological and per-
sonality characteristics (Curry & Hock, 1981; Deaux & Hanna, 1984), and
to seek longevity and commitment in a relationship to a greater extent
(Basow, 1986, p. 213).

Women may also seek financial security more so than men
(Harrison & Saeed, 1977). Regarding this last point, Farrell (1986, p. 25)
suggests that the tendency to treat men as success objects is reflected
in the media, particularly in advertisements in women’s magazines. On
the other hand, men themselves may reinforce this stereotype in that
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a number of men still apparently prefer the traditional marriage with
working husband and unemployed wife (Basow, 1986, p. 210).

Men have traditionally been more dominant in intellectual matters,
and this may be reinforced in the courting process: Braito (1981) found
in his study that female coeds feigned intellectual inferiority with their
dates on a number of occasions. In the same vein, Hite, in her 1981
survey, found that men were less likely to seek intellectual prowess in
their mate (p. 108).

The mate selection process has been characterized in at least two
ways. Harrison and Saeed (1977) found evidence for a matching process,
where individuals seeking particular characteristics in a partner were
more likely to offer those characteristics in themselves. This is consis-
tent with the observation that “like attracts like” and that husbands
and wives tend to resemble one another in various ways (Thiessen &
Gregg, 1980). Additionally, an exchange process may be in operation,
wherein a trade-off is made with women offering “domestic work and
sex for financial support” (Basow, 1986, p. 213).

With respect to sex stereotypes and mate selection, the trend has
been for “both sexes to believe that the other sex expects them to live
up to the gender stereotype” (Basow, 1986, p. 209).

Theoretical explanations of sex stereotypes in mate selection range
from the sociobiological (Symons, 1987) to radical political views (Smith,
1973). Of interest in recent years has been demographic influences, that
is, the lesser availability of men because of population shifts and mari-
tal patterns (Shaevitz, 1987, p. 40). Age may differentially affect women,
particularly when children are desired; this, combined with women’s
generally lower economic status [particularly when unmarried (Halas,
1981, p. 124)], may mean that the need to “settle down” into a secure,
committed relationship becomes relatively more crucial for women.

The present study looks at differential mate selection by men and
women as reflected in newspaper companion ads. Using such a forum
for the exploration of sex stereotypes is not new; for instance, in the
study by Harrison and Saeed (1977) cited earlier, the authors found that
in such ads women were more likely to seek financial security and men
to seek attractiveness; a later study by Deaux and Hanna (1984) had sim-
ilar results, along with the finding that women were more likely to seek
psychological characteristics, specific personality traits, and to empha-
size the quality and longevity of the relationship. The present study may
be seen as a follow-up of this earlier research, although on this occasion
using a Canadian setting. Of particular interest was the following: Were
traditional stereotypes still in operation, that is, women being viewed as
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sex objects and men as success objects (the latter defined as financial
and intellectual accomplishments)?

Method
Personal advertisements were taken from the Vancouver Sun, which is
the major daily newspaper serving Vancouver, British Columbia. The
Sun is generally perceived as a conservative, respectable journal—
hence it was assumed that people advertising in it represented the
“mainstream.” It should be noted that people placing the ads must do
so in person. For the sake of this study, gay ads were not included. 
A typical ad would run about 50 words, and included a brief description
of the person placing it and a list of the attributes desired in the other
party. Only the parts pertaining to the attributes desired in the part-
ner were included for analysis. Attributes that pertained to hobbies or
recreations were not included for the purpose of this study.

The ads were sampled as follows: Only Saturday ads were used,
since in the Sun the convention was for Saturday to be the main day for
personal ads, with 40–60 ads per edition—compared to only 2–4 ads
per edition on weekdays. Within any one edition all the ads were
included for analysis. Six editions were randomly sampled, covering
the period of September 30, 1988, to September 30, 1989. The attempt to
sample through the calendar year was made in an effort to avoid any
unspecified seasonal effect. The size of the sample (six editions) was
large enough to meet goodness-of-fit requirements for statistical tests.

The attributes listed in the ads were coded as follows:

1. Attractive: specified that a partner should be, for example, “pretty” or
“handsome.”

2. Physique: similar to 1; however, this focused not on the face but rather
on whether the partner was “fit and trim,” “muscular,” or had “a good
figure.” If it was not clear if body or face was being emphasized, this fell
into variable (1) by default.

3. Sex: specified that the partner should have, for instance, “high sex
drive,” or should be “sensuous” or “erotic,” or if there was a clear
message that this was an arrangement for sexual purposes (“lunchtime
liaisons—discretion required”).

4. Picture: specified that the partner should include a photo in his/her
reply.

5. Profession: specified that the partner should be a professional.
6. Employed: specified that the partner should be employed, e.g., “must

hold steady job” or “must have steady income.”
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7. Financial: specified that the partner should be, for instance, “financially
secure” or “financially independent.”

8. Education: specified that the partner should be, for instance, “well
educated” or “well read,” or should be a “college grad.”

9. Intelligence: specified that the partner should be “intelligent,”
“intellectual,” or “bright.”

10. Honest: specified, for instance, that the partner should be “honest” or
have “integrity.”

11. Humor: specified “sense of humor” or “cheerfulness.”
12. Commitment: specified that the relationship was to be “long term” or

“lead to marriage,” or some other indication of stability and longevity.
13. Emotion: specified that the partner should be “warm,” “romantic,”

“emotionally supportive,” “emotionally expressive,” “sensitive,” “loving,”
“responsive,” or similar terms indicating an opposition to being cold 
and aloof.

In addition to the 13 attribute variables, two other pieces of infor-
mation were collected: The length of the ad (in lines) and the age of the
person placing the ad. Only if age was exactly specified was it included;
if age was vague (e.g., “late 40s”) this was not counted.

Variables were measured in the following way: Any ad requesting
one of the 13 attributes was scored once for that attribute. If not explic-
itly mentioned, it was not scored. The scoring was thus “all or nothing,”
e.g., no matter how many times a person in a particular ad stressed
that looks were important it was only counted as a single score in the
“attractive” column; thus, each single score represented one person.
Conceivably, an individual ad could mention all, some, or none of the
variables. Comparisons were then made between the sexes on the basis
of the variables, using percentages and chi-squares. Chi-square values
were derived by cross-tabulating gender (male/female) with attribute
(asked for/not asked for). Degrees of freedom in all cases equaled one.
Finally, several of the individual variables were collapsed to get an over-
all sense of the relative importance of (a) physical factors, (b) employ-
ment factors, and (c) intellectual factors.

Results
A total of 329 personal ads were contained in the six newspaper editions
studied. One ad was discarded in that it specified a gay relationship,
leaving a total sample of 328. Of this number, 215 of the ads were placed
by men (65.5%) and 113 by women (34.5%).

G
E

N
D

E
R

T
O

P
IC

 1
0

304

MATSMC10_0205524648.QXD  7/27/07  3:37 PM  Page 304



The mean age of people placing ads was 40.4. One hundred and
twenty seven cases (38.7%) counted as missing data in that the age was
not specified or was vague. The mean age for the two sexes was similar:
39.4 for women (with 50.4% of cases missing) and 40.7% for men (with
32.6% of cases missing).

Sex differences in desired companion attributes are summarized in
Table I. It will be seen that for 10 of the 13 variables a statistically signif-
icant difference was detected. The three largest differences were found
for attractiveness, professional and financial status. To summarize the
table: in the case of attractiveness, physique, sex, and picture (physical
attributes) the men were more likely than the women to seek these. In
the case of professional status, employment status, financial status,
intelligence, commitment, and emotion (nonphysical attributes) the
women were more likely to seek these. The women were also more
likely to specify education, honesty and humor, however not at a statis-
tically significant level.

The data were explored further by collapsing several of the cate-
gories: the first 4 variables were collapsed into a “physical” category,
Variables 5–7 were collapsed into an “employment” category, and
Variables 8 and 9 were collapsed into an “intellectual” category. The
assumption was that the collapsed categories were sufficiently similar
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TABLE I Gender Comparison for Attributes Desired in Partner

Gender

Desired by men Desired by women
Variable (n = 215) (n = 113) Chi-square

1. Attractive 76 (35.3%) 20 (17.7%) 11.13a

2. Physique 81 (37.7%) 27 (23.9%) 6.37a

3. Sex 25 (11.6%) 4   (3.5%) 6.03a

4. Picture 74 (34.4%) 24 (21.2%) 6.18a

5. Profession 6   (2.8%) 19 (16.8%) 20.74a

6. Employed 8    (3.7%) 12 (10.6%) 6.12a

7. Financial 7    (3.2%) 22 (19.5%) 24.26a

8. Education 8    (3.7%) 8   (7.1%) 1.79 (ns)
9. Intelligence 22 (10.2%) 24 (21.2%) 7.46a

10. Honest 20 (9.3%) 17 (15.0%) 2.44 (ns)
11. Humor 36 (16.7%) 26 (23.0%) 1.89 (ns)
12. Commitment 38 (17.6%) 31 (27.4%) 4.25a

13. Emotion 44 (20.5%) 35 (31.0%) 4.36a

aSignificant at the .05 level.
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(within the three new categories) to make the new larger categories
conceptually meaningful; conversely, it was felt the remaining variables
(10–13) could not be meaningfully collapsed any further.

Sex differences for the three collapsed categories are summarized
in Table II. Note that the Table II figures were not derived simply by
adding the numbers in the Table I categories: recall that for Variables
1–4 a subject could specify all, one, or none; hence simply adding the
Table I figures would be biased by those individuals who were more
effusive in specifying various physical traits. Instead, the Table II cate-
gories are (like Table I) all or nothing: whether a subject specified one
or all four of the physical attributes it would only count once. Thus,
each score represented one person.

In brief, Table II gives similar, although more exaggerated results
to Table I. (The exaggeration is the result of only one item of several
being needed to score within a collapsed category.) The men were
more likely than the women to specify some physical attribute. The
women were considerably more likely to specify that the companion
be employed, or have a profession, or be in good financial shape. And
the women were more likely to emphasize the intellectual abilities of
their mate.

One can, incidentally, also note from this table an overall indi-
cation of attribute importance by collapsing across sexes, i.e., it is
apparent that physical characteristics are the most desired regardless
of sex.

TABLE II Gender Comparison for Physical, Employment,
and Intellectual Attributes Desired in Partner

Gender

Desired by men Desired by women
Variable (n = 215) (n = 113) Chi-square

Physical 143 50 15.13a

(collapsing (66.5%) (44.2%)
Variables 1–4)

Employment 17 47 51.36a

(collapsing (7.9%) (41.6%)
Variables 5–7)

Intellectual 29 31 9.65a

(collapsing 8 and 9) (13.5%) (27.4%)
aSignificant at the .05 level.
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Discussion
Sex Differences
This study found that the attitudes of the subjects, in terms of desired
companion attributes, were consistent with traditional sex role stereo-
types. The men were more likely to emphasize stereotypically desirable
feminine traits (appearance) and deemphasize the nonfeminine traits
(financial, employment, and intellectual status). One inconsistency was
that emotional expressiveness is a feminine trait but was emphasized
relatively less by the men. Women, on the other hand, were more likely
to emphasize masculine traits such as financial, employment, and
intellectual status, and valued commitment in a relationship more
highly. One inconsistency detected for the women concerned the fact
that although emotional expressiveness is not a masculine trait, the
women in this sample asked for it, relatively more than the men, any-
way. Regarding this last point, it may be relevant to refer to Basow’s
(1986, p. 210) conclusion that “women prefer relatively androgynous
men, but men, especially traditional ones, prefer relatively sex-typed
women.”

These findings are similar to results from earlier studies, e.g., Deaux
and Hanna (1984), and indicate that at this point in time and in this
setting sex role stereotyping is still in operation.

One secondary finding that was of some interest to the author was
that considerably more men than women placed personal ads—almost
a 2:1 ratio. One can only speculate as to why this was so; however, there
are probably at least two (related) contributing factors. One is that social
convention dictates that women should be less outgoing in the initia-
tion of relationships: Green and Sandos (1983) found that women who
initiated dates were viewed less positively than their male counterparts.
Another factor is that whoever places the ad is in a “power position” in
that they can check out the other person’s letter and photo, and then
make a choice, all in anonymity; one could speculate that this need to
be in control might be more an issue for the men.

Methodological Issues
Content analysis of newspaper ads has its strengths and weaknesses. By
virtue of being an unobtrusive study of variables with face validity, it
was felt some reliable measure of gender-related attitudes was being
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achieved. That the mean age of the men and women placing the ads
was similar was taken as support for the assumption that the two sexes
in this sample were demographically similar. Further, sex differences in
desired companion attributes could not be attributed to differential
verbal ability in that it was found that length of ad was similar for both
sexes.

On the other hand, there were some limitations. It could be argued
that people placing personal ads are not representative of the public in
general. For instance, with respect to this study, it was found that the
subjects were a somewhat older group—mean age of 40—than might
be found in other courting situations. This raises the possibility of age
being a confounding variable. Older singles may emphasize certain
aspects of a relationship, regardless of sex. On the other hand, there is
the possibility that age differentially affects women in the mate selec-
tion process, particularly when children are desired. The strategy of
controlling for age in the analysis was felt problematic in that the
numbers for analysis were fairly small, especially given the missing
data, and further, that one cannot assume the missing cases were not
systematically different (i.e., older) from those present.
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What does it mean when Davis concludes that men and women are
“objectified” by personal ads? Give an example of how you have
objectified someone of the other gender and an example of how you
have been objectified, too.

2. What conclusions does Davis draw from the two tables printed in the
article?
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B E T H  A .  Q U I N N

Sexual Harassment
and Masculinity
The Power and Meaning 
of “Girl Watching”

Confronted with complaints about sexual harassment or accounts in
the media, some men claim that women are too sensitive or that they
too often misinterpret men’s intentions (Bernstein 1994; Buckwald
1993). In contrast, some women note with frustration that men just
“don’t get it” and lament the seeming inadequacy of sexual harassment
policies (Conley 1991; Guccione 1992). Indeed, this ambiguity in defin-
ing acts of sexual harassment might be, as Cleveland and Kerst (1993)
suggested, the most robust finding in sexual harassment research.

Using in-depth interviews with 43 employed men and women,
this article examines a particular social practice—“girl watching”—as a
means to understanding one way that these gender differences are
produced. This analysis does not address the size or prevalence of
these differences, nor does it present a direct comparison of men and
women; this information is essential but well covered in the literature.1

Instead, I follow Cleveland and Kerst’s (1993) and Wood’s (1998) sugges-
tion that the question may best be unraveled by exploring how the
“subject(ivities) of perpetrators, victims, and resistors of sexual harass-
ment” are “discursively produced, reproduced, and altered” (Wood
1998, 28).

This article focuses on the subjectivities of the perpetrators of a dis-
putable form of sexual harassment, “girl watching.” The term refers to
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the act of men’s sexually evaluating women, often in the company
of other men. It may take the form of a verbal or gestural message of
“check it out,” boasts of sexual prowess, or explicit comments about a
woman’s body or imagined sexual acts. The target may be an individual
woman or group of women or simply a photograph or other represen-
tation. The woman may be a stranger, coworker, supervisor, employee,
or client. For the present analysis, girl watching within the workplace is
centered.

The analysis is grounded in the work of masculinity scholars such
as Connell (1987, 1995) in that it attempts to explain the subject positions
of the interviewed men—not the abstract and genderless subjects of
patriarchy but the gendered and privileged subjects embedded in this
system. Since I am attempting to delineate the gendered worldviews of
the interviewed men, I employ the term “girl watching,” a phrase that
reflects their language (“they watch girls”).

I have chosen to center the analysis on girl watching within the
workplace for two reasons. First, it appears to be fairly prevalent. For
example, a survey of federal civil employees (U.S. Merit Systems
Protection Board 1988) found that in the previous 24 months, 28 percent
of the women surveyed had experienced “unwanted sexual looks or ges-
tures,” and 35 percent had experienced “unwanted sexual teasing, jokes,
remarks, or questions.” Second, girl watching is still often normalized
and trivialized as only play, or “boys will be boys.” A man watching
girls—even in his workplace—is frequently accepted as a natural and
commonplace activity, especially if he is in the presence of other men.2

Indeed, it may be required (Hearn 1985). Thus, girl watching sits on the
blurry edge between fun and harm, joking and harassment. An under-
standing of the process of identifying behavior as sexual harassment, or
of rejecting this label, may be built on this ambiguity. . . .

Previous Research
The question of how behavior is or is not labeled as sexual harassment
has been studied primarily through experimental vignettes and sur-
veys.3 In both methods, participants evaluate either hypothetical scenar-
ios or lists of behaviors, considering whether, for example, the behavior
constitutes sexual harassment, which party is most at fault, and what
consequences the act might engender. Researchers manipulate factors
such as the level of “welcomeness” the target exhibits and the relation-
ship of the actors (supervisor-employee, coworker-coworker).
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Both methods consistently show that women are willing to define
more acts as sexual harassment (Gutek, Morasch, and Cohen 1983;
Padgitt and Padgitt 1986; Powell 1986; York 1989; but see Stockdale and
Vaux 1993) and are more likely to see situations as coercive (Garcia,
Milano, and Quijano 1989). When asked who is more to blame in a
particular scenario, men are more likely to blame, and less likely to
empathize with, the victim ( Jensen and Gutek 1982; Kenig and Ryan
1986). In terms of actual behaviors like girl watching, the U.S. Merit
Systems Protection Board (1988) survey found that 81 percent of the
women surveyed considered “uninvited sexually suggestive looks or
gestures” from a supervisor to be sexual harassment. While the major-
ity of men (68 percent) also defined it as such, significantly more men
were willing to dismiss such behavior. Similarly, while 40 percent of the
men would not consider the same behavior from a coworker to be
harassing, more than three-quarters of the women would.

The most common explanation offered for these differences is gen-
der role socialization. This conclusion is supported by the consistent
finding that the more men and women adhere to traditional gender
roles, the more likely they are to deny the harm in sexual harassment
and to consider the behavior acceptable or at least normal (Gutek and
Koss 1993; Malovich and Stake 1990; Murrell and Dietz-Uhler 1993;
Popovich et al. 1992; Pryor 1987; Tagri and Hayes 1997). Men who hold
predatory ideas about sexuality, who are more likely to believe rape
myths, and who are more likely to self-report that they would rape
under certain circumstances are less likely to see behaviors as harassing
(Murrell and Dietz-Uhler 1993; Pryor 1987; Reilly et al. 1992). . . .

Method
I conducted 43 semistructured interviews with currently employed men
and women between June 1994 and March 1995. . . . The interviews
ranged in length from one to three hours. With one exception, inter-
views were audiotaped and transcribed in full. . . .

The interviews began with general questions about friendships and
work relationships and progressed to specific questions about gender
relations, sexual harassment, and the policies that seek to address it.4

Since the main aim of the project was to explore how workplace events
are framed as sexual harassment (and as legally bounded or not), the
term “sexual harassment” was not introduced by the interviewer until
late in the interview. . . .
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Several related themes emerged and are discussed in the subse-
quent analysis. First, girl watching appears to function as a form of gen-
dered play among men. This play is productive of masculine identities
and premised on a studied lack of empathy with the feminine other.
Second, men understand the targeted woman to be an object rather
than a player in the game, and she is most often not the intended
audience. This obfuscation of a woman’s subjectivity, and men’s refusal
to consider the effects of their behavior, means men are likely to be
confused when a woman complains. Thus, the production of masculin-
ity though girl watching, and its compulsory disempathy, may be one
factor in gender differences in the labeling of harassment.

Findings: Girl Watching as 
“Hommo-Sexuality”

[They] had a button on the computer that you pushed if there was a
girl who came to the front counter. . . . It was a code and it said
“BAFC”—Babe at Front Counter. . . . If the guy in the back looked up
and saw a cute girl come in the station, he would hit this button for
the other dispatcher to [come] see the cute girl.

—Paula, police officer

In its most serious form, girl watching operates as a targeted tactic
of power. The men seem to want everyone—the targeted woman as
well as coworkers, clients, and superiors—to know they are looking.
The gaze demonstrates their right, as men, to sexually evaluate women.
Through the gaze, the targeted woman is reduced to a sexual object,
contradicting her other identities, such as that of competent worker or
leader. . . .

But when they ogle, gawk, whistle and point, are men always so
directly motivated to disempower their women colleagues? Is the tar-
get of the gaze also the intended audience? Consider, for example, this
account told by Ed, a white, 29-year-old instrument technician.

When a group of guys goes to a bar or a nightclub and they try to be
manly. . . . A few of us always found [it] funny [when] a woman would
walk by and a guy would be like, “I can have her.” [pause] “Yeah. OK,
we want to see it!” [laugh]

In his account—a fairly common one in men’s discussions—the pass-
ing woman is simply a visual cue for their play. It seems clear that it is a
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game played by men for men; the woman’s participation and aware-
ness of her role seem fairly unimportant.

As Thorne (1993) reminded us, we should not be too quick to dis-
miss games as “only play.” In her study of gender relations in elemen-
tary schools, Thorne found play to be a powerful form of gendered
social action. One of its “clusters of meaning” most relevant here is that
of “dramatic performance.” In this, play functions as both a source of
fun and a mechanism by which gendered identities, group boundaries,
and power relations are (re)produced. . . .

Producing Masculinity
I suggest that girl watching in this form functions simultaneously as a
form of play and as a potentially powerful site of gendered social
action. Its social significance lies in its power to form identities and
relationships based on these common practices for, as Cockburn (1983,
123) has noted, “patriarchy is as much about relations between man
and man as it is about relations between men and women.” Girl watch-
ing works similarly to the sexual joking that Johnson (1988) suggested
is a common way for heterosexual men to establish intimacy among
themselves.

In particular, girl watching works as a dramatic performance played
to other men, a means by which a certain type of masculinity is pro-
duced and heterosexual desire displayed. It is a means by which men
assert a masculine identity to other men, in an ironic “hommo-sexual”
practice of heterosexuality (Butler 1990).5 As Connell (1995) and others
(Butler 1990; West and Zimmerman 1987) have aptly noted, masculinity
is not a static identity but rather one that must constantly be reclaimed.
The content of any performance—and there are multiple forms—is
influenced by a hegemonic notion of masculinity. When asked what
“being a man” entailed, many of the men and women I interviewed
triangulated toward notions of strength (if not in muscle, then in
character and job performance), dominance, and a marked sexuality,
overflowing and uncontrollable to some degree and natural to the
male “species.” Heterosexuality is required, for just as the label “girl”
questions a man’s claim to masculine power, so does the label “fag”
(Hopkins 1992; Pronger 1992). I asked Karl, for example, if he would
consider his sons “good men” if they were gay. His response was laced
with ambivalence; he noted only that the question was “a tough one.”

The practice of girl watching is just that—a practice—one
rehearsed and performed in everyday settings. This aspect of rehearsal
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was evident in my interview with Mike, a self-employed house painter
who used to work construction. In locating himself as a born-again
Christian, Mike recounted the girl watching of his fellow construction
workers with contempt. Mike was particularly disturbed by a man who
brought his young son to the job site one day. The boy was explicitly
taught to catcall, a practice that included identifying the proper targets:
women and effeminate men.

Girl watching, however, can be somewhat tenuous as a masculine
practice. In their acknowledgment (to other men) of their supposed
desire lies the possibility that in being too interested in women the
players will be seen as mere schoolboys giggling in the playground.
Taken too far, the practice undermines rather than supports a mascu-
line performance. In Karl’s discussion of girl watching, for example, he
continually came back to the problem of men’s not being careful about
getting caught. He referred to a particular group of men who, though
“their wives are [pause] very attractive—very much so,” still “gawk like
schoolboys.” Likewise, Stephan explained that men who are obvious,
who “undress [women] with their eyes” probably do so “because they
don’t get enough women in their lives. Supposedly.” A man must
be interested in women, but not too interested; they must show their
(hetero)sexual interest, but not overly so, for this would be to admit that
women have power over them. . . .

The Problem with Getting Caught
But are women really the untroubled objects that girl watching—
viewed through the eyes of men—suggests? Obviously not; the game
may be premised on a denial of a woman’s subjectivity, but an actual
erasure is beyond men’s power! It is in this multiplicity of subjectivities,
as Butler (1990, ix) noted, where “trouble” lurks, provoked by “the unan-
ticipated agency of a female ‘object’ who inexplicably returns the
glance, reverses the gaze, and contests the place and authority of the
masculine position.” To face a returned gaze is to get caught, an act that
has the power to undermine the logic of girl watching as simply a game
among men. Karl, for example, noted that when caught, men are often
flustered, a reaction suggesting that the boundaries of usual play have
been disturbed.6

When a woman looks back, when she asks, “What are you looking
at?” she speaks as a subject, and her status as mere object is disturbed.
When the game is played as a form of hommo-sexuality, the con-
fronted man may be baffled by her response. When she catches them
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looking, when she complains, the targeted woman speaks as a subject.
The men, however, understand her primarily as an object, and objects
do not object. . . .

Reactions to Anti-Sexual Harassment
Training Programs
The role that objectification and disempathy play in men’s girl watch-
ing has important implications for sexual harassment training.
Consider the following account of a sexual harassment training session
given in Cindy’s workplace. Cindy, an Italian American woman in her
early 20s, worked as a recruiter for a small telemarketing company in
Southern California.

[The trainer] just really laid down the ground rules, um, she had some
scenarios. Saying, “OK, would you consider this sexual harassment?”
“Would you . . . ” this, this, this? “What level?” Da-da-da. So, um, they
just gave us some real numbers as to lawsuits and cases. Just that
“you guys better be careful” type of a thing.

From Cindy’s description, this training is fairly typical in that it focuses
on teaching participants definitions of sexual harassment and the legal
ramifications of accusations. The trainer used the common strategy of
presenting videos of potentially harassing situations and asking the par-
ticipants how they would judge them. Cindy’s description of the men’s
responses to these videos reveals the limitation of this approach.

We were watching [the TV] and it was [like] a studio audience. And
[men] were getting up in the studio audience making comments like
“Oh well, look at her! I wouldn’t want to do that to her either!” “Well,
you’re darn straight, look at her!”

Interestingly, the men successfully used the training session videos as
an opportunity for girl watching through their public sexual evaluations
of the women depicted. In this, the intent of the training session was
doubly subverted. The men interpreted scenarios that Cindy found
plainly harassing into mere instances of girl watching and sexual
(dis)interest. . . .

Conclusions
In this analysis, I have sought to unravel the social logic of girl watch-
ing and its relationship to the question of gender differences in the
interpretation of sexual harassment. In the form analyzed here, girl
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watching functions simultaneously as only play and as a potent site
where power is played. Through the objectification on which it is
premised and in the nonempathetic masculinity it supports, this form
of girl watching simultaneously produces both the harassment and the
barriers to men’s acknowledgment of its potential harm.

The implications these findings have for anti-sexual harassment
training are profound. If we understand harassment to be the result of
a simple lack of knowledge (of ignorance), then straightforward infor-
mational sexual harassment training may be effective. The present
analysis suggests, however, that the etiology of some harassment lies
elsewhere. While they might have quarreled with it, most of the men
I interviewed had fairly good abstract understandings of the behaviors
their companies’ sexual harassment policies prohibited. At the same
time, in relating stories of social relations in their workplaces, most
failed to identify specific behaviors as sexual harassment when they
matched the abstract definition. As I have argued, the source of this
contradiction lies not so much in ignorance but in acts of ignoring.
Traditional sexual harassment training programs address the former
rather than the later. As such, their effectiveness against sexually
harassing behaviors born out of social practices of masculinity like girl
watching is questionable.

Ultimately, the project of challenging sexual harassment will be
frustrated and our understanding distorted unless we interrogate
hegemonic, patriarchal forms of masculinity and the practices by which
they are (re)produced. We must continue to research the processes by
which sexual harassment is produced and the gendered identities and
subjectivities on which it poaches (Wood 1998). My study provides a
first step toward a more process-oriented understanding of sexual
harassment, the ways the social meanings of harassment are con-
structed, and ultimately, the potential success of antiharassment train-
ing programs.

NOTES
1. See Welsh (1999) for a review of this literature.
2. For example, Maria, an administrative assistant I interviewed, simultaneously echoed and

critiqued this understanding when she complained about her boss’s girl watching in her
presence: “If he wants to do that in front of other men . . . you know, that’s what men do.”

3. Recently, more researchers have turned to qualitative studies as a means to understand the
process of labeling behavior as harassment. Of note are Collinson and Collinson (1996),
Giuffre and Williams (1994), Quinn (2000), and Rogers and Henson (1997).

4. Acme employees were interviewed at work in an office off the main lobby. Students and
referred participants were interviewed at sites convenient to them (e.g., an office, the library).

5. “Hommo” is a play on the French word for man, homme.
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6. Men are not always concerned with getting caught, as the behavior of catcalling construction
workers amply illustrates; that a woman hears is part of the thrill (Gardner 1995). The differ-
ence between the workplace and the street is the level of anonymity the men have vis-à-vis
the woman and the complexity of social rules and the diversity of power sources an individ-
ual has at his or her disposal.
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. What methods were used in this research and why were they chosen
for this topic?

2. What ways do men and women define “girl watching” differently? Is it
harmless fun or sexual harassment?
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