Discuss cultural influences on gender roles (24 marks)

One aspect of gender role that appears to be universal is the division of labor. In most cultures, men hunt or otherwise provide resources while women look after the children and prepare the food. In a cross-cultural study, Munroe & Munroe found that every society has some labor division and behavior decided by gender. Girls tend to be socialized towards compliance, nurturance, responsibility and obedience, while boys are raised more for assertiveness, independence, self-reliance and achievement. This universality suggests that gender roles are biological rather than cultural. 

A second aspect of gender roles is differences in aggression. Mead found that in all three cultures studied in Papua New Guinea, men were more aggressive than women. However, women were still more aggressive in some cultures than others. This suggests that there is a degree of cultural relativism in gender roles: aggression in men is innate and universal but the degree to which aggression is expressed is relative to each culture. 

Sex stereotypes that each culture has can also affect gender roles. Williams & Best studied gender stereotypes in 30 different countries using 2,800 students are participants. They were given 300 adjectives and asked to decide whether each one was more frequently associated with men or women. There was a broad consensus across countries – men were seen as more dominant, aggressive and autonomous whilst women were seen as more nurturing, deferent and interested in affiliation. The fact that there are universal gender stereotypes implies that gender roles are biological rather than cultural. 

However, this study has drawn criticism for its lack of a “neutral” option when rating the masculinity or femininity of each adjective; participants had to choose either male or female. This means that it’s possible that gender stereotypes may have been exaggerated. In addition, the participants were all university students who tend the share common attributed. They are all well-educated and may be exposed to similar global influences like books and films. This indicates low population validity, and may explain the high consensus observed. 

Conformity is also related to culture, as there is a general consensus across cultures that women are more conformist than men. However, this difference varies across cultures: Berry et al reported that differences in conformity between men and women are highest in tight, sedentary societies. This shows a cultural influence on gender role. 

There is an alternative explanation for the finding that division of labor is largely universal. The vision may be an indirect outcome of biological differences rather than a direct outcome. Eagly & Wood’s biosocial theory suggests that physical differences (e.g. women bearing children and men generally being physically stronger) lead to social role differences which in turn create psychological differences. This suggests that social and cultural factors explain role division. 

Eagly & Wood supported this view by analyzing Buss’s data on sex differences in mate preferences (he found that men seek physical attractiveness while women seek resources). They found that in cultures where women had a higher status, sex differences in mating preferences were less pronounced. This suggests that cultural and social factors are the driving force in gender role, not biological factors. 

There is also an alternative explanation for the cultural differences in conformity. In societies where women contribute a lot to food accumulation, women have more freedom and are regarded less as objects for male sexual and reproductive needs. Women thus occupy a higher position within the social group and have more power and less need to conform to the wills of more powerful members of society. This further supports the role of cultural influences. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]However, cultural bias is a big problem for much of the research in this area. For example, in the cross-cultural study by Williams & Best, the questionnaire used was designed by Western researchers containing Western concepts and stereotypes. This is an example of imposed etic, which can render a study invalid. This is because the concepts used in the questionnaire may have different meanings in other cultures, and people may simply respond in terms of Western cultures rather than their own. 

The approach is also often seen as being too deterministic, regarding gender role as a purely social construction while ignoring proven biological influences. While the differences in gender role between cultures show that gender is influenced by culture, the universals in gender across cultures suggest that biological factors are also significant. The final conclusion is that there is a complex interaction between both cultural and biological factors. 
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