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Preface

G ender in communication is a recurrent topic of discussion. You can watch 
television almost any day of the week and hear some version of the 
following: A woman complains that her husband never listens to her, 

then another person complains that the women she or he works with gossip and are 
not to be trusted; finally, audience members or experts diagnose these anecdotal 
experiences as examples of common “gender communication problems.” Given 
most people’s ability to generate such a seemingly obvious explanation, you may 
wonder whether you even need a course on gender in communication.

Research suggests, however, that women and men alike use gossip to build group 
solidarity, but society usually does not derogatively label men’s talk as gossip 
(Coates, 1996; Pilkington, 1998). Similarly, researchers suggest that differences in 
listening are more likely influenced by socialization than by biology (Johnson, 
Weaver, Watson, & Barker, 2000). More than actual differences in communication 
patterns, it is perceptions and expectations of people’s behaviors that are gendered. 
In Same Difference: How Gender Myths Are Hurting Our Relationships, Our 
Children, and Our Jobs (2004), psychologist Rosalind Barnett and journalist Caryl 
Rivers critique social myths of gender differences. They argue that the predominant 
cultural belief in gender differences has created a self-fulfilling prophecy in which 
people’s beliefs actually create the differences.

From where do these flawed popular beliefs come? If you are like many, you have 
heard that women and men cannot communicate with one another; they speak dif-
ferent languages. John Gray’s Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus (1992) 
made this assumption popular. In this and his subsequent self-help books, speeches, 
films, and website, Gray suggests gender differences in communication are so vast, 
women and men might as well have come from different planets.

Is there any reason Gray should have the influence and reach he does? Gray’s 
degree is from an unaccredited mail order company, and he has never published in 
a peer-reviewed research journal. Scholars criticize Gray’s book because it is not 
research based, drawing only on his perceptions and reinforcing stereotypical 
assumptions (DeFrancisco & O’Connor, 1995; Guerrero, 2012; Hyde, 2005; Wood, 
2002). Despite this, his message sells. His website notes that he has sold over  
50 million copies of his books in 50 languages (Gray, 2012). Gender communica-
tion scholar Kathryn Dindia (2006) rightly points out that if he argued women and 
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men were more similar than different, his publications would not sell: “Not only 
does sex sell, but sex differences sell” (p. 13).

If men and women are different, are “opposite” sexes, and their differences lead 
to disagreements, then it is not too far of a leap to conclude women and men have 
little in common and are in constant conflict—at war with one another. The video 
game Gender Wars embraces this idea as it proclaims “the final battle of the sexes” 
has been declared. A review of the game explains the contours of this war:

Have you ever had a problem with the opposite sex? If you’re a woman, 
maybe you’re sick and tired of men leaving the toilet seat up. Men may be 
annoyed by women who seem overly emotional. There is a solution. Complete 
eradication of one sex or the other. In Gender Wars, getting started is simple: 
Pick a sex, form a squad (from 1–4 members), and use 10 various weapons to 
wipe the opposite sex off the face of the earth. . . . Brute force missions call for 
very aggressive and accurate soldiers armed with the most destructive weap-
ons available. Stealth missions are just the opposite, with quick movement 
and light armament taking the day. Enemies are always around. (Bosher, 
1996, par. 1)

What do you notice in this description? It encourages a binary listing of com-
plaints about another sex: for example, men are inconsiderate and women are 
emotional. Its description of two opposite war strategies—“brute force” versus 
“stealth”—strongly parallels stereotypes of masculinity as aggressive and feminin-
ity as sneaky. Furthermore, the war is universal—all women fight men and all men 
fight women. This video game provides a frightening description of stereotypical 
gender differences at the expense of pitting women and men against each other, 
portraying them as enemies who will never peacefully coexist, and it assumes the 
world is heterosexual.

Popular culture abounds with references to gender war, a war between the 
sexes, or even “the bloody gender wars” as described in an issue of Psychology 
Today (White & Tyson-Rawson, 1996, p. 74). Lest you think the war metaphor 
refers only to video games and popular culture, news media use “gender war” to 
frame stories about health, education, business, marriage, sexuality, child care, 
brain structure, military, war, sexual harassment, athletics, computer use, emo-
tions, acting, toilet seat norms, computer marketing, clothing, and even camping 
equipment.

A Google search for “gender war” generated more than 225,000,000 hits. In a 
LexisNexis search, the phrase appeared 235 times during 2012 in major world pub-
lications. The term also is exploding on social media such as Twitter and Facebook. 
Bing Videos has 16,800 links under the label “gender war,” including entries on 
YouTube. Gender is portrayed as an inevitable war to prove which sex is superior.

“Gender war” is a structural metaphor (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), meaning that 
the phrase structures one concept in terms of another: gender relations = war. 
Structural metaphors are extended by a series of additional metaphors, as in “the 
latest skirmish in the war between the sexes” (Blustain, 2000, p. 42). If one thinks 
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of gender and sex relations as a constant battle, with casualties, assigned sides, 
enemies, and weapons, the ultimate goals of surrender or annihilation become 
evident. The war metaphor normalizes the idea that relations between the sexes are 
a perpetual conflict.

The war metaphor is not a coincidence. The attention it draws helps to police 
female and male behavior by reinforcing differences between, and ignoring 
diversity among, them. The assumption is there are two very different views of 
reality, with conflicting sides assigned at birth. As in actual wartime, both sides use 
propaganda to demonize the enemy. Thus, women often are demonized as being 
relationally demanding, emotionally unstable, and needy. Men are often demonized 
as being withdrawn, unemotional, and uncontrollably aggressive. Those who do 
not fit on one side or the other simply do not exist.

Although it is true that people tend to laugh at the gender war metaphor, poking 
fun at women and men, this humor is part of the metaphor’s power. Humor helps 
to popularize the metaphor of gender war, and its seemingly innocuous character 
helps it remain popular. But humor is harmful because it can trivialize real issues, 
such as bullying, sexual harassment, homophobia, domestic violence, and rape, all 
of which have a detrimental effect on many women, men, and children. Further, the 
humor is based on cultural stereotypes, not the complex, diverse, real ways indi-
viduals and cultures do gender in their daily lives.

After decades of studying gender in communication, we have concluded that 
gender diversity, rather than gender war, is a more useful lens through which to 
examine gender in communication. The gender war metaphor has resulted in an 
underrecognition of the diversity among women, among men, and among all peo-
ple. This textbook represents our best effort to be critical reviewers of existing 
knowledge on the topic of gender in communication. It represents our attempt to 
make sense of the material we felt was most important to share. It is our attempt to 
end the war (metaphor).

Organization of the Book

The book is divided in two parts. “Part I: Foundations” includes five chapters that 
describe the fundamentals of studying gender in communication: definitions and 
explanations of key terms, alternative theoretical approaches, gender in conversa-
tion, gendered bodies, and language. These chapters provide a foundational vocab-
ulary that enables people to study gender in communication with more subtlety and 
nuance. “Part II: Institutions” includes an introductory chapter to explain a focus 
on social institutions, followed by five chapters on the institutions that make most 
evident the intersections of gender and communication: family, education, work, 
religion, and media. Each chapter examines how individuals experience and enact 
gender within the institution and how institutional structures and predominant 
ideology influence the experience and performance of gender. The concluding 
chapter highlights links among the preceding chapters and presents visions for 
future study.
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Core Principles

Because gender is a constantly evolving concept, in terms of individuals’ gender 
identity development, the larger culture’s predominant notions about gender, and 
the continued progression of research in the field, absolute claims are not possible 
and would be irresponsible. Instead, our intent is to better equip readers with tools 
they can use to examine and make sense of gender in communication. As such, this 
book is not simply a review of communication research but rather an attempt to 
place the research in the context of larger theoretical, social, and political issues that 
influence, and are influenced by, gender in communication. We have attempted to 
write this book as an extended conversation in which we interact with research and 
popular discussions of gender in communication that have most excited our own 
scholarly imaginations.

To summarize our approach to gender in communication, we say this: We study 
the variety of ways in which communication of and about gender and sex enables 
and constrains people’s identities. We believe that people are social actors and create 
meaning through their symbolic interactions. Thus, our emphasis is not on how 
gender influences communication but on how communication constitutes gender. 
We believe people are capable of being self-reflexive about communication pro-
cesses and creative in generating new ways to play with symbols.

To study how people construct, perform, and change gender and what factors 
influence these performances, we draw on seven principles:

1. Intersectionality. You cannot study gender or sex in isolation. How a particu-
larly sexed body performs gender always intersects with other identity ingredients, 
including race, ethnicity, social class, age, sexual orientation, physical ability, and 
more. People are who they are and act the way they act not just because of their sex 
or gender. People are wonderfully complex and form their gendered identities at an 
intersection of influences from multiple identity ingredients. Thus, to more accu-
rately study gender, we study gendered lives in the context of other social identities.

2. Interdisciplinarity. We seek to fuse and balance social scientific, humanistic, 
and critical methods. Thus, we cite quantitative, qualitative, rhetorical, and criti-
cal studies. As coauthors, we have the benefit of drawing on three fields of com-
munication studies that often operate independent of each other but that we 
believe are inextricably linked: rhetoric, social science, and performance studies. 
Palczewski, trained as a rhetorical scholar, was a college debate coach for 15 years 
and studies political controversies and social protest. DeFrancisco, trained as a 
social scientist, uses qualitative research methods to study how gender and 
related inequalities and acts of resistance are constructed through interpersonal 
relationships and individuals’ identities. Dick McGeough, trained in performance 
studies and qualitative methods, uses creative approaches to explore scholarly 
questions. Most texts on gender in communication focus on social science studies 
of gendered interpersonal interactions and, thus, fail to recognize how broader, 
public discourse can influence gender.
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Not only do we bridge methodological chasms within our own discipline, but 
we do so among disciplines. We purposely reviewed each topic from multiple dis-
ciplinary and activist perspectives. Throughout the text, we honor the contribu-
tions of black womanist theory, we celebrate the challenges offered by third-wave 
feminisms, we gratefully include lessons taught by queer theory, we integrate the 
insights of men’s studies scholars, and we happily navigate the tensions between 
global and postmodern feminisms. The result is a richer, fuller understanding of 
the topic that stretches the boundaries of what is commonly considered relevant 
for a communication text.

We do not present research consistent with our view only. People learn most 
by stepping outside their academic or personal comfort zones to consider other 
perspectives. We value engaged and vital disagreement because we believe read-
ers are able to glean more from our presentation of substantiated arguments than 
they could if we presented the research as if it were all consistent and value free. 
We will express our views of the material, and we hope this encourages you to do 
the same. Know up front that we believe agreement is neither a necessary nor a 
preferred requirement for learning from this book, and disagreement is not a sign 
of disrespect.

3. Gender diversity, not sex differences. We do not subscribe to typical conceptu-
alizations of gender as a form of difference. Instead, we problematize the differences 
view by showing how it ignores power, reinforces stereotypes, fails to account for 
intersectional identities, and is inconsistent with statistical analyses demonstrating 
that sex does not consistently account for differences in communication. However, 
our rejection of the differences approach does not mean that we deny differences 
exist. Instead, we seek to recognize differences within genders as a result of inter-
sectionality. We reject binary ways of thinking. We embrace a gender diversity 
approach. Research embracing this approach continues to grow, and we make a 
concerted effort to recognize femininities and masculinities and complex mixtures 
of them.

4. Gender is performed. Gender is something a person does, not something a 
person is. Gender is not something located within individuals; it is a social construct 
that institutions and individuals maintain (and occasionally challenge). Thus, we 
examine the microlevel (how an individual might perform gender) and the macro-
level (how social understandings of gender are performed on individuals).

5. Masculinity. The study of gender is not exclusively the study of women. 
However, the study of gender has traditionally been considered a “women’s issue,” 
hence researchers and textbooks often have focused almost exclusively on women 
and femininities, underemphasizing men and masculinities. Thanks to the recent 
growth in men’s studies, we have at our disposal a rich literature base that considers 
gender and masculinity. In this textbook, we make a concerted effort to include 
masculinities.

6. Violence. To study gender in lived experiences means to study the darker side 
of gender: oppression and violence. In this textbook, we do not shy away from this 
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uncomfortable reality. Ours is not a narrative that says, “We are all just different, 
and isn’t that nice?” To tell the whole story one must go deeper, making visible con-
nections to the realities of gendered violence. This does not mean we are bashing 
men or that we presume all men have the potential to be violent and all women are 
victims. Rather, we recognize violence as systemic. That is, who can be violent and 
who can be a victim and who can be viewed as violent and who can be viewed as a 
victim are all part of a socially constructed system to maintain differences and 
inequalities. Gendered violence includes domestic abuse, rape, violence against 
LGBTQ people, street trafficking, and cyberbullying.

In each chapter, we make visible the connections between presumably innocent 
gendered practices and a range of specific social injustices connected to the topic of 
discussion. By linking gendered practices to more overt forms of gendered violence, 
we move beyond superficial generalizations about gender differences and make 
visible the struggles many people face in their unique cultural contexts.

7. Emancipation. Even as we recognize how gendered norms are linked to gen-
dered violence, we also seek to make visible the emancipatory potential of gendered 
practice. To focus only on the negative would be to reinforce stereotypes and ignore 
the active ways people take on gendered norms to create spaces for diverse indi-
vidual and group choices. Gender identity need not be oppressive and limiting. We 
offer examples of how diverse groups of people have created strategies to free them-
selves of stereotypical gender restrictions and other cultural expectations.

In writing this book we engage in intellectual activism. Intellectual and activism 
often are perceived as opposites, polarized along the lines of theory and action—but 
we see them as inextricably involved in the creation of a world that is more welcom-
ing of people who diverge from expected sex roles and gender norms.

We do not shy away from complex and controversial subjects. We reject the sex 
binary of male and female, instead recognizing the existence of intersex and trans-
gender people. We reject the binary-differences approach to studying gender as 
masculine or feminine, instead finding people to be wonderfully diverse and com-
petent at adjusting their behavior according to situational needs. We reject the false 
assumption that the norm is to be cisgender (meaning one’s sex and gender are 
consistent according to social dictates), instead recognizing most people are far 
more complex. We reject heteronormativity, instead seeing heterosexuality, homo-
sexuality, bisexuality, and queer sexualities as equally valid sexual orientations.

New to This Edition

The second edition of this textbook is revised and updated to make it more acces-
sible to undergraduate students while still challenging them. Graduate students will 
still find it a strong critical introduction to the study of gender in communication. 
The chapters have been significantly rewritten to reflect major shifts in the state of 
knowledge. The changes in this second edition are so extensive, they warranted a 
new title for the book: Gender in Communication: A Critical Introduction.
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We hope our second edition challenges the way in which readers think about 
gender and sex, as well as how gender and sex intersect with race, class, sexual ori-
entation, and nationality. Instead of providing simplistic answers, we hope we pro-
vide guidance on how to ask good questions. We also hope this book will inspire 
researchers to contribute to the study of gender in communication, further stretch-
ing the boundaries of culturally gendered perceptions.
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