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INTRODUCTION 

The anthropology of gender examines cross-cultural variation in the meanings attached to masculine 

and feminine.  The goal of this paper is to examine various characteristics that have been used either 

intentionally or not to judge the goodness or superiority of a culture, and how those characteristics may 

or may not inherently favor or give high status to masculine or feminine traits.  These characteristics are 

grouped into two categories, individual and societal, depending on whether they primarily describe 

characteristics of a single person or the means many people use to interact with each other. 

 

INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Individual characteristics include aggressiveness versus cooperative tendencies, intimate versus 

hierarchical preference, small versus large group preference, logical versus intuitive, and empathy 

versus self-importance.   

Aggressiveness includes the tendency for people to engage in conflict to express themselves.  A culture 

based on personal aggressiveness will go to war frequently and sometimes eagerly.  A classic example of 

individual aggressiveness being highly valued was in the Athenian city-state (circa 5th century BCE), as 

Thucydides recorded in Pericles’ Funeral Oration.  Fierceness and honor in battle leads to immortal fame 

for a warrior, echoing the similar praise for military heroes (e.g. General George Patton) and the 

mythical Klingons of the Star Trek series.  The opposite of aggressiveness is seen in people with 

tendencies to negotiate or strive for cooperative solutions to problems.  Violence is generally the last 

resort for them, if it is considered an option at all.  The desire for reaching consensus is probably one of 

the strongest examples of this tendency.   

Intimate groups tend to establish a peer structure in which there is little or no central leadership, it gives 

everyone an equal or near-equal voice such as the legendary knights around King Arthur’s round table.  
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In contrast, hierarchical structures give clear leadership definitions in a manner similar to organization 

charts.  There are clear rules of superior or inferior position in the hierarchy, which can be comforting to 

some people to ‘know their place.’   

Embedded within the intimate versus hierarchical distinction is the fact that intimate groups are 

inherently better suited to small groups of people, whereas hierarchical structures can accommodate 

very large groups, whether armies or Wal-Mart employees.  A measure of a culture could be derived 

from this is how well a culture is suited to large groups – is it scalable, in technology terms.  The 

opposite question could be:  do we want culture to be scalable to large groups? 

Logical and intuitive are often seen as polar opposites in Western culture1.  The logical approach to 

solving problems depends on intellect, on analysis, and on application or logic and/or the scientific 

method to solve the problem.  The logical approach is often depicted as cold and inhuman (e.g. Star 

Trek’s Vulcan race) but is also praised in the same breath for its alleged objectivity and consistency of 

results.  In contrast, the intuitive approach depends on nonlinear thinking, intuition, and may often 

produce results which are not repeatable.  Business people, for example, often find this last trait 

unnerving because they value consistency and predictability2.  Other research has shown a connection 

between intuitive decisions and a logical foundation beneath them.3   

Empathy is the ability to see a situation from another person’s perspective, so in this context it 

somewhat connects at the societal level to cultural relativism.  The key question is whether a person can 

see things as though they came from a different gender, religion, race, or class?  As a measure this asks 

if a culture is superior if it values empathy.   

Cultures that don’t value empathy might do so because they regard themselves as being too superior to 

need empathy, which could originate or be reinforced by their political or religious views (e.g. my 

king/god/president/etc. told me that we are the best, so I don’t have to pay attention to others’ views).  

As a result, self-importance of one’s native culture (i.e. cultural ego) is nearly the opposite of empathy.   

 

  

1 Sinclair and Ashkanasy. (2005) Intuition: Myth or a Decision-Making Tool? Management Learning  36 (3) : 353-
370. 
2 Ibid 
3 “The Neuroscience Of Trusting Your Gut,” http://www.fastcompany.com/3022954/leadership-now/the-
neuroscience-of-trusting-your-gut  
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SOCIETAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Societal characteristics include the means of production, valuation of nature versus nurture, lineage and 

property transmission rules, degree of intersectionality (defined below), extent of cultural relativism, 

modes of food production, emphasis on public versus private activities, geographic mobility and 

expansion, and the strictness of sex and gender definitions and roles. 

Focusing on the means of production as a key societal characteristic is a major theme in the work of Karl 

Marx and Friedrich Engels4.  They posited that the invention of private property led to inequalities 

among people in society, which they broke into two broad categories, namely the poor masses 

(proletariat) which were and are oppressed by the wealthy bourgeoisie.  In their view a socialist state 

was superior to one based on capitalism because it avoids this fundamental inequality.  This approach 

also speaks to the number of social classes in a society as a key measure – if that number is greater than 

one, the society is inferior.   

Nature versus nurture has been a long debate across many social sciences5.  To what extent are our 

characteristics based on our biology (nature), and to what extent on the society and culture in which we 

mature and live (nurture)?  Those pursuing the former look for things like genes to explain personal 

characteristics such as aggressiveness, sexual preference, and many others.  The poorly defended ‘Man 

the Hunter’ argument from Washburn and Lancaster in 1968 was also based on a biological argument, 

namely that the ‘loss of estrus’ made women weak and therefore dependent upon men for survival.6  

Essentialism is also a biologically-based argument, namely that “certain social categories (e.g., gender, 

race) mark fundamentally distinct kinds of people.”7  Essentialist arguments can quickly degenerate into 

blatant stereotypes about various ethnic or religious groups.  The Freudian psychoanalytic approach to 

anthropology fits in this category, such as explored by Nancy Chodorow8.  The key assumption behind 

this approach is that very early childhood experiences strongly influence adult personalities.   

Those focusing on nurture look for differences in cultural norms, parenting approaches and perhaps 

regional linguistic differences to explain their impact on a society.  The void between nature and nurture 

4 Friedrich Engels (1884) The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, English translation ©1902. 
5 Sameroff, A. (2010) A Unified Theory of Development:  A Dialectic Integration of Nature and Nurture. Child 
Development, 81(1):6-22.   
6 Bolger, Diane. (2012) A Companion to Gender Prehistory.  Wiley-Blackwell. 
7 Rhodes, Marjorie, Leslie, Sarah-Jane, Tworek, Christina M. (2012). Cultural transmission of social essentialism.  
PNAS 109(34):13526-13531. 
8 Chodorow, N. (1978) The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender. University of 
California Press: Berkeley, Los Angeles and London.   
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is home to the “excluded middle,” which helps explain many phenomena including human sexual 

behavior9.   

Lineage and property transmission rules can blatantly favor men or women in a culture.  Lineage is the 

basis for tracing one’s family heritage.  A matrilineal society traces through the mother’s side (such as in 

Jewish culture, where you are considered a Jew only if your mother was), whereas a patrilineal society 

traces through the father’s side (which is presumably the basis in Western culture for a married woman 

taking her husband’s last name).  The fact that there are such laws or either kind presumes the culture is 

based on one which has property ownership, and that it is allowed for property to pass to one’s heirs.  

The effect of lineage and property rules on favoring males or females is inadequate in many cases 

without also considering the location a couple resides after marriage.  Western culture is accustomed to 

newlyweds living on their own (neolocal) but they could live with her family (matrilocal), his family 

(patrilocal), or the groom’s mother’s brother (avunculocal).  In most cases, the wife living with her close 

relatives gives her higher status. 

Intersectionality in feminism refers to the consideration of many factors in assessing the status of 

women in a culture, such as race, class, sexual preference, gender identity, etc.10  In many ways this 

paper could be an exercise in intersectionality to identify all the factors which could influence whether a 

society is considered ‘good’ with respect to gender.  As a societal measure this assesses to what extent a 

culture places value on many traits, or on very few.   

The extent of cultural relativism measures how much a culture looks beyond its own norms and values 

to judge another culture.  The opposite of this could be seen as universalism, the belief that everyone 

should have the same values.  Cultural relativism shows up in many areas, from human rights11 12 to 

ecological topics (wind power13, hunting of whales14, etc.).  As a societal measure cultural relativism 

would encourage assessment of women’s issues and perspectives in their own context, not measured 

against (or treating as inherently superior) those of men.   

9 Abramson, P. R., Pinkerton, S. D. (1995) Sexual Nature, Sexual Culture.  University of Chicago Press: Chicago IL. 
10 Brah, Avtar and Phoenix, Ann (2004). Ain’t I A Woman? Revisiting Intersectionality. Journal of International 
Women's Studies, 5(3), 75-86. 
11 Park, S. (2011) Defence of Cultural Relativism.  Cultura. International Journal of Philosophy of Culture and 
Axiology 8(1): 159–170 
12 Blackburn, Roger Lloret. (2011) Cultural Relativism in the Universal Periodic Review of the Human Rights Council.  
Institut Català Internacional per la Pau: Barcelona.   
13 Sutton, Victoria. Wind Energy Law and Ethics: A Meeting of Kant, Leopold and Cultural Relativism 
Written.  http://www.sjel.org/vol1/wind-energy-law-and-ethics.html  
14 Rubin, Gabriel.  (2010).  Film Review The Cove, By Louie Psihoyos.  Peace Studies Journal, 3(2):93-96.   
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The modes of food production, according to Engels, have gone through four modes.  The first is foraging, 

where food is collected rather than produced as seen in hunter/gatherer societies.  Here if women 

contribute a lot to the food collection they have high status.  In horticultural societies farming is done on 

small scale gardens.  Women’s contributions are high, but they generally have low status in spite of that.  

Pastoral societies herd livestock, such as the Masai or Bedouin, tend to be very androcentric and women 

have low status.  Finally, agricultural societies raise crops on a large scale.  In this mode there is strong 

stratification of social and gender roles, and the status of women can be higher if they have very visible 

contributions to the crops (e.g. for rice) but have low status if they contribute little (e.g. for wheat).   

Public versus private activities describe whether activities are valued that interact with other groups of 

people (e.g. business transactions, trade and commerce, politics, etc.) or focus on the home and other 

domestic activities, respectively.  In Western culture the public activities are much more highly valued 

(business executives, politicians, bankers, etc.), and private activities are relegated to very poorly paid (if 

paid at all) roles such as domestic servants, housewives, elementary school teachers, and daycare 

workers.  Other societies regard private activities as sacred space, and public activities as contaminated.  

Creating and maintaining both public and private space have been especially challenging for people of 

color, in part because their public work might be in others’ private homes.   

The category of geographic mobility and expansion addresses whether a society’s rules and norms apply 

well to other areas, and whether they actively try to expand the scope of a society.  The mobility aspect 

might judge the Eskimo culture to be superior if it could also be used by the Masai, for example.  The 

expansion dimension may judge a culture to be good if it expands its physical boundaries, such as the 

Roman expansion into Europe and Africa 2000 years ago, or the British Empire expansion around the 

world in the late 19th Century CE.  Temporal expansion of a culture could be included in this category; 

namely does a culture endure?  Is the fact that a culture has been around for X years make it inherently 

better than a culture invented last year?  Some of the hippie culture of the 1960’s was harshly criticized 

because they failed this time test.  Is a culture a failure because it lasts 5 years instead of 5,000?   

Finally the strictness of sex and gender definitions and roles could be used to judge a culture.  Hundreds 

of indigenous cultures recognize more than two sexes, some of them referring to them as Two-Spirit 

people.15  Depending on the culture, people who are neither male nor female could be revered or 

treated as outcasts.  Germany made news recently for being the first European country to recognize a 

15 Sheppard, M., Mayo, J.B. (2013). The Social Construction of Gender and Sexuality: Learning from Two Spirit 
Traditions.  The Social Studies, 104(6):259-270.   
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third option for the sex of a newborn.16  In Western cultures such people are often known as intersexed, 

which unfortunately has been labeled recently as Disorders of Sex Development (DSD).17  [I find the 

term ‘disorders’ to be pointlessly pejorative.]  Tolerance for a variety of gender identities and roles can 

also vary widely from one culture to another.  After study of political science, I remain amazed at the 

number of laws pertaining to fashion.  Why, for example, is it illegal to dress in the clothes of the 

opposite sex? (Neglecting the fact that there are more than two sexes.)  Raids in the 1920’s checked to 

see that women wore at least three articles of female clothing or they could be arrested.  Cross-dressing 

is still illegal in many places in the United States, and many Muslim countries are vicious in enforcing 

dress codes in the name of modesty and respect for their god.18  Laws based on gender almost always 

favor men, and restrict the rights of women.19  Furthermore the existence of gender variant people 

(transgender, genderqueer, etc.) isn’t recognized by most cultures, effectively putting us in a (pardon 

the expression) no-man’s-land where the laws for women don’t fit and neither do the laws for men.   

 

CULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS AND GENDER 

To summarize these nineteen characteristics, we’ll review the options for each characteristic and which 

ones are typically associated with women and femininity based on our 21st Century Western European-

based culture (Table 1).  The central questions for each characteristic are to ask “Which of these 

characteristics is most valued in our society?” and “Which of these characteristics is most associated 

with women and femininity in our society?”  Rarely are those the same answer.   

 

SUMMARY 

This paper has examined five individual and fourteen societal characteristics that have been used to 

assess the value of women in a society.  This list is by no means complete, but helps highlight the 

complexity of measuring gender and culture.   

16 Fong, Diana. (2014).  The third sex: German intersex law draws attention to the biological facts of life.  
http://www.dw.de/the-third-sex-german-intersex-law-draws-attention-to-the-biological-facts-of-life/a-17285459   
17 Accord Alliance, http://www.accordalliance.org/.  See also the Intersex Society of North America (ISNA), 
http://isna.org/.   
18 Laws and Practices: Why Do Muslims Have a Dress Code, http://www.al-islam.org/articles/laws-practices-why-
do-muslims-have-dress-code (no date or author).   
19 War on Women's Reproductive Rights Escalates in the States (2013). 
http://www.now.org/issues/abortion/08292013waronwomeninstates.html  
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Category Characteristic Notes 

Individual Aggressiveness vs. consensus  

Individual Intimate groups vs. hierarchical structures   

Individual Small groups vs. large groups  

Individual Logical vs. intuitive   

Individual Empathy vs. cultural ego  

Societal Means of production Socialist vs. capitalist 

Societal Nature  “Man the Hunter” 

Societal Nature Essentialism 

Societal Nature Freudian & Chodorow  

Societal Nurture  The “excluded middle” 

Societal Lineage and property transmission rules Matrilineal, patrilineal 

Societal Location after marriage Neolocal, matrilocal, patrilocal, avunculocal 

Societal Intersectionality Race, class, sexual preference, gender 
identity, etc. 

Societal Cultural relativism vs. universalism Are cultural norms universal? 

Societal Modes of food production Foraging, horticultural, pastoral, agricultural  

Societal Public versus private activities  

Societal Geographic mobility Does your culture work in other settings? 

Societal Geographic and temporal expansion Does your culture expand geographically? 
Does it endure? 

Societal Strictness of sex and gender definitions and 
roles  

Strict vs. fluid definitions and roles 

 

Table 1.  Summary of individual and societal characteristics that may affect the status of women 

Characteristics that are typically associated with women in Western culture are in italics.   
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