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her cultural analysis available to a wide audience—not just other scholars—through 
her work as a curator in the American Museum of Natural History in New York 
and writing for popular magazines, such as Redbook.

In the 1930s, people in North America assumed that gender roles were biologi-
cally based. Mead questioned the idea that men and women were born into the roles 
that North American society placed them in, considering that culture had such an 
important role in creating different values and expectations. She conducted field-
work among three cultures in the Sepik region of Papua New Guinea in 1935 in 
order to provide evidence against a biological basis for these roles.

What she found there was surprising to those with mainstream notions of 
gender. Among the Arapesh, both men and women were expected to behave in ways 
we would call “feminine,” that is, gentle, cooperative, non-aggressive, and nurturing. 
Among the Mundugumor, she found that both sexes were aggressive, even violent, 
with little interest in childcare and therefore more “masculine” according to her 
society’s standards at the time. Finally, among the Tchambuli, she discovered that 
Western gender roles were reversed: women were dominant and played a primary 
economic role, while men were primarily interested in aesthetics, were less respon-
sible, and easily became emotional.

TABLE 8.1

“Masculine” and “Feminine” Traits of North American Men and 
Women

“Masculine” Traits “Feminine” Traits

Self-reliant Yielding

Willing to defend own beliefs Eager to soothe hurt feelings

Independent Soft-spoken

Leadership ability Does not use harsh language

Willing to take risks Childlike

Analytical Gullible

Ambitious Unsystematic

Forceful Shy

Assertive Loves children

Source: Bem 1974
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