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A feminized and incomplete perspective on love
predominates in the United States. We identify
love with emotional expression and talking about
feelings, aspects of love that women prefer and in
which women tend to be more skilled than men.
At the same time we often ignore the instramen-
tal and physical aspects of love that men prefer,
such as providing help, sharing activities, and sex.
This feminized perspective leads us to believe that
women are much more capable of love than men
and that the way to make relationships more lov-
ing is for men to become more like women, This
paper proposes an alternative, androgynous per-
spective on love, one based on the premise that
love is both instrumental and expressive. From
this perspective, the way to make relationships
more loving is for women and men to reject polar-
ized gender roles and integrate “masculine” and
_ “feminine” styles of love.

The Two Perspectives

“Loveisactive, doing something for your good even
if it bothers me,” says a fundamentalist Christian.
“Love is sharing, the real sharing of feelings,” saysa
divorced secretary who is in love again. In ancient
Greece, the ideal love was the adoration of a man
for a beautiful young boy who was his lover. In the
thirteenth century, the exemplar of love was the
chaste devotion of a knight for another man’s wife.
In Puritan New England, love between husband
and wife was the ideal, and in Victorian times, the
asexual devotion of a mother for her child seemed
the essence of love. My purpose is to focus on one

kind of love: long-term heterosexual love in the
contemporary United States.

What is a useful definition of enduring love
between a woman and a man? One guideline for
a definition comes from the prototypes of endur-
ing love—the relations between committed lovers,
husband and wife, parent and child, These rela-
tionships combine care and assistance with physi-
cal and emotional closeness. Studies of attachment
between infants and their mothers emphasize the
importance of being protected and fed as well as
touched and held. In marriage, according to most
family sociologists, both practical help and affec-
tion are part of enduring love, or “the affection

- we feel for those with whom our lives are deeply

intertwined.™ Our own informal observations
often point in the same direction: if we consider

the relationships that are the prototypes of endur-

ing love, it seems that what we really mean by love
is some combination of instrumental and expres-
sive qualities, .

Historical studies provide a second guideline
for defining enduring love, specifically between a
woman and a man. In precapitalist America, such
love was a complex whole that included work and
feelings. Then it was split into feminine and mas-
culine fragments by the separation of home and
workplace. This historical analysis implies that
affection, material help, and routine cooperation
all are parts of enduring love.

Consistent with- these guidelines, my work-
ing definition of enduring love between adults is
a relationship wherein a small number of people
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are affectionate and emotionally committed to
each other, define their collective well-being as a
major goal, and feel obliged to provide care and
practical assistance for each other. People who
love each other also usually share physical contact;
they communicate with each other frequently and
cooperate in some routine tasks of daily life, My
discussion is of enduring heterosexual love only;
will for the sake of simplicity refer to it as “love.”

In contrast to this broad definition of love, the
narrower, feminized definition dominates both
contemporary scholarship and public opinion.
Most scholars who study love, intimacy, or close
friendship focus on qualities that are stereotyp-
ically feminine, such as talking about feelings.
For example, Abraham Maslow defines love as
“a feeling of tenderness and affection with great
enjoyment, happiness, satisfaction, elation and
even ecstasy” Among healthy individuals, he
says, “there is a growing intimacy and honesty
and self-expression. Zick Rubin’s “Love Scale,”
designed to measure the degree of passionate love
as opposed to liking, includes questions about
confiding in each other, longing to be together,
and sexual attraction as well as caring for each
other. Studies of friendship usually distinguish
close friends from acquaintances on the basis of
how much personal information is disclosed, and
many recent studies of married couples and lovers
emphasize communication and self-disclosure.
A recent book on marital love by Lillian Rubin
focuses on intimacy, which she defines as “recip-
rocal expression of feeling and thought, not out of
fear or dependent need, but out of a wish to know
another’s inner life and to be able to share one’s
own.™ She argues that intimacy is distinct from
nurturance or caretaking and that men are usu-
ally unable to be intimate.

Among the general public, love is also defined
primarily as expressing feelings and verbal disclo-
sure, not as instrumental help. This is especially
true among the more affluent; poorer people are
more likely than they to see practical help and
financial assistance as a sign of love. In a study
conducted in 1980, 130 adults from a wide range of
social classes and ethnic backgrounds were inter-
viewed about the qualities that make a good love

relationship. The most frequent response referred
to honest and open communication. Being caring
and supportive and being tolerant and understand-
ing were the other qualities most often mentioned.
Simnilar results were reported from Ann Swidler’s
study of an affluent suburb: the dominant con-
ception of love stressed communicating feelings,
working on the relationship, and self-development.
Finally, a contemporary dictionary defines love as
“strong affection for another arising out of kinship
or personal ties” and as attraction based on sexual
desire, affection, and tenderness.

These contemporary definitions of love clearly
focus on qualities that are seen as feminine in our
culture, A study of gender roles in 1968 found that
warmth, expressiveness, and talkativeness were
seen as appropriate for women and not for men. In
1978 the core features of gender stereotypes were

- unchanged although fewer qualities were seen as

appropriate for only one sex. Expressing tender
feelings, being gentle, and being aware of the feel-
ings of others were still ideal qualities for women
and not for men. The desirable qualities for men
and not for women included being independent,
unemotional, and interested in sex. The only com-
ponent perceived as masculine in popular defini-
tions of love is interest in sex. _

The two approaches to defining love—one
broad, encompassing instrumental and affective
qualities, one narrow, including only the affective
qualities—inform the two different perspectives
on love. According to the androgynous perspec-
tive, both gender roles contain elements of love.
The feminine role does not include all of the major
ways of loving; some aspects of love come from the
masculine role, such as sex and providing material
help, and some, such as cooperating in daily tasks,
are associated with neither gender role. In con-
trast, the feminized perspective on love implies
that all of the elements of love are included in the
feminine role. The capacity to love is divided by
gender. Women can love and men cannot.

Some Feminist Interpretations

Peminist scholars are divided on the question
of love and gender. Supporters of the feminized




perspective seem most influential at present.
Nancy Chodorow’s psychoanalytié theory has
been especially influential in promoting a fem-
inized perspective on love among social scien-
tists studying close relationships. Chodorow’s
argument—in greatly simplified form—is that as
infants, both boys and girls have strong identifica-
tion and intimate attachments with their mothers,
Since boys grow up to be men, they must repress
this early identification, and in the process they
repress their capacity for intimacy. Gitls retain
their early identification since they will grow up
to be women, and throughout their lives females
see themselves as connected to others. As a result
of this process, Chodorow argues, “girls come to
define and experience themselves as continuous
with others;...boys come to define themselves as
more separate and distinct® This theory implies
that love is feminine—women are more open {0
Jove than men—and that this gender difference
will remain as long as women are the primary
caretakers of infants.

Scholars have used Chodorow’s theory to
develop the idea that love and attachment are fun-
damental parts of women’s personalities but not of
men’s. Carol Gilligan’s influential book on female
personality development asserts that women
define their identity “by a standard of responsi-
bility and care.” The predominant female image
is “a network of connection, a web of relation-
ships that is sustained by a process of communi-
cation.” In contrast, males favor a “hierarchical
ordering, with its imagery of winning and losing
and the potential for violence which it contains.”
“Although the world of the self that men describeat
times includes ‘people’ and ‘deep attachments,’ no
particular person or relationship is mentioned. ...
Thus the male I’ is defined in separation.”

A feminized conception of love can be sup-
ported by other theories as swell. In past decades, for
example, such a conceplion developed from Talcott
Parsons’s theory of the benefits to the nuclear fam-
jly of women's specializing in expressive action and
men’s specializing in instrumental action. Among
contemporary social scientists, the strongest sup-
port for the feminized perspective comes from such
psychological theories as Chodorow’s.
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On the other hand, feminist historians have
developed an incisive critique of the feminized
perspective on love. Mary Ryan and other social
historians have analyzed how the separation of
home and workplace in the nineteenth century
polarized gender roles and feminized love. Their
argument, in simplified form, begins with the
observation that in the colonial era the family
household was the arena for economic produc-
tion, affection, and social welfare. The integration
of activities in the family produced a certain inte-
gration of expressive and instrumental traits in
the personalities of men and women. Both women
and men were expected to be hard working, mod-
est, and loving toward their spouses and children,
and the concept of love included instrumen-
tal cooperation as well as expression of feelings.

n Ryan’s words, “When early Americans spoke
of love they were not withdrawing into a female
byway of human experience. Domestic affection,
Jike sex and economics, was not segregated into
male and female spheres.” There was a “reciprocal
ideal of conjugal love” that “grew out of the day-
to-day cooperation, sharing, and closeness of the
diversified home economiy.” o

Economic production gradually moved out of
the home and became separated from personal
relationships as capitalism expanded. Husbands
increasingly worked for wages in factories and
shops while wives stayed at home to care for the
family. This division of labor gave women more
experience with close relationships and intensi-
fied women’s economic dependence on men. As
the daily activities of men and women grew fur-
ther apart, a new worldview emerged that exagger-
ated the differences between the personal, loving,
ferninine sphere of the home and the impersonal,
powerful, masculine sphere of the workplace.
Work became identified with what men do for
money while love became identified with women’s
activities at home. As a result, the conception of
love shifted toward emphasizing tenderness, pow-
erlessness, and the expression of emotion.

This partial and feminized conception of love
persisted into the twentieth century as the division
of labor remained stable: the workplace remained
impersonal and separated from the home, and
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married women continued to be excluded from
paid employment. According to this historical
explanation, one might expect a change in the
conception of love since the 1940s, as growing
numbers of wives took jobs. However, women’s
persistent responsibility for child care and house-
work, and their lower wages, might explain a con-
tinued feminized conception of love.

Like the historical critiques, some psycholog-
ical studies of gender also imply that our cur-
rent conception of love is distorted and needs to
be integrated with qualities associated with the
masculine role. For example, Jean Baker Miller
argues that women’s ways of loving—their need to
be attached to a man and to serve others—result
from women’s powerlessness, and that a better
way of loving would integrate power with wom-
en’s style of love’ The imporfance of combining
activities and personality traits that have been
split apart by gender is also a frequent theme in
the human potential movement. These historical
and psychological works emphasize the flexibility
of gender roles and the inadequacy of a concept of
love that includes only the feminine half of human
qualities. In contrast, theories like Chodorow’s
emphasize the rigidity of gender differences after
childhood and define love in terms of feminine
qualities. The two theoretical approaches are not
as inconsistent as my simplified sketches may sug-
gest, and many scholars combine them; however,
the two approaches have different implications for
empirical research,

Evidence on Women's “Superiority”
in Love

A large number of studies show that women are
more interested and more skilled in love than
men. However, most of these studies use biased
measures based on feminine styles of loving, such
as verbal self-disclosure, emotional expression,
and willingness to report that one has close rela-
tionships. When less biased measures are used,
the differences between women and men are often
small. : _

Women have a greater number of close rela-
tionships than men. At all stages of the life cycle,

\

women see their relatives more often. Men and
women report closer relations with their mothers
than with their fathers and are generally closer to
female kin. Thus an average Yale man in the 1970s
talked about himself more with his mother than
with his father and’was more satisfied with his
relationship with his mother. His most frequent
grievance against his father was that his father
gave too little of himself and was cold and unin-
volved; his grievance against his mother was that
she gave too much of herself and was alternately
overprotective and punitive.

Throughout their lives, women are more likely
to have a confidant—a person to whom one dis-
closes personal experiences and feelings. Girls
prefer to be with one friend or a small group,
while boys usually play competitive games in large
groups. Men usually get together with friends to
play sports or do some other activity, while women
get together explicitly to talk and to be together.

Men seem isolated given their weak ties with
their families and friends. Among blue-collar
couples interviewed in 1950, 64 percent of the hus-
bands had no confidants other than their spouses,
compared to 24 percent of the wives. The pre-
dominantly upper-middle-class men interviewed
by Daniel Levinson in the 1970s were no less iso-
lated. Levinson concludes that “close friendship
with a man or a woman is rarely experienced by
American men.”® Apparently, most men have
no loving relationships besides those with wife
or lover; and given the estrangement that often
occurs in marriages, many men may have no lov-
ing relationship at all.

Several psychologists have suggested that there
is a natural reversal of these roles in middle age,
as men become more concerned with relation-
ships and women turn toward independence and
achievement; but there seems to be no evidence
showing that men’s relationships become more
numerous or more intimate after middle age, and
some evidence to the contrary.

‘Women are also more skilled than men in talk-
ing about relationships. Whether working class or
middle class, women value talking about feelings
and relationships and disclose more than men
about personal experiences. Men who deviate

1




and talk a lot about their personal experiences are
commonly defined as feminine and maladjusted.
Working-class wives prefer to talk about them-
selves, their close relationships with family and
friends, and their homes, while their husbands
prefer to talk about cars, sports, work, and pol-
itics. The same gender-specific preferences are
expressed by college students. :

Men do talk more about one area of personal
experience: their victories and achievements; but
talking about success is associated with power,
not intimacy, Women say more about their fears
and disappointments, and it is disclosure of such
weaknesses that usually is interpreted as a sign of
intimacy. Women are also more accepting of the
expression of intense feelings, including love, sad-
ness, and fear, and they are more skilled in inter-
preting other people’s emotions.

Finally, in their leisure time women are drawn
to topics of love and human entanglements while
men are drawn to competition among men.
Women's preferences in television viewing run
to daytime soap operas, or if they are more edu-
cated, the high-brow soap operas on educational
channels, while most men like to watch compet-
itive and often aggressive sports. Reading-tastes
show the same pattern, Women read novels and
magazine articles about love, while men’s maga-
zines feature stories about men’s adventures and
encounters with death.

However, this evidence on women's greater
involvement and skill in love is not as strong as
it appears. Part of the reason that men seem so
much less loving than women is that their behav-
jor is measured with a ferninine ruler. Much of this
research considers only the kinds of loving behav-
jor that are associated with the feminine role and
rarely compares women and men in terms of qual-
ities associated with the masculine role. When less
biased measures are used, the behavior of men
and women is often quite similar, For example, in
a careful study of kinship relations among young
adults in a southern city, Bert Adams found that
women were much more likely than men to say
that their parents and relatives were very impor-
tant to their lives (58 percent of women and
37 percent of men). In measures of actual contact
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with relatives, though, there were much smaller
differences: 88 percent of women and 81 percent of
men whose parents lived in the same city saw their
parents weekly. Adams concluded that “differ-
ences between males and females in relations with
parents are discernible primarily in the subjective
sphere; contact frequencies are quite similar,™

The differences between the sexes can be small
ever when biased measures are used. For example,
Matjorie Lowenthal and Clayton Haven reported
the finding, later widely quoted, that elderly
women were more likely than elderly men to have a
friend with whom they could talk about their pez-
sonal troubles—clearly a measure of a tradition-
ally feminine behavior. The figures revealed that
81 percent of the married women and 74 percent
of the married men had confidants—not a siz-
able difference.® On the other hand, whatever
the measure, virtually all such studies find that
women are more involved in close relationships
than men, even if the difference is small.

In sum, women are only moderately superior
to men in love: they have more close relationships
and care more about them, and they seem to be
more skilled at love, especially those aspects of
love that involve expressing feelings and being
vulnerable. This does not mean that men are sep-
arate and unconcerned with close relationships,
however. When national surveys ask people what
is most important in their lives, women tend to
put family bonds first while men put family bonds
first or second, along with work. For both sexes,

love is clearly very important,

Evidence on the Masculine Style of Love

Men tend to have a distinctive style of love that
focuses on practical help, shared physical activ-
jties, spending time together, and sex. The major
elements of the masculine style of love emerged
in Margaret Reedy’s study of 102 married couples
in the late 1970s. She showed individuals state-
ments describing aspects of love and asked them
to rate how well the statements described their
marriages. On the whole, husband and wife had
similar views of their marriage, but several sex
differences emerged. Practical help and spending
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time together were more important to men. The
men were more likely to give high ratings to
such statements as: “When she needs help I help
her,” and “She would rather spend her time with
me than with anyone else.” Men also described
themselves more often as sexually attracted and
endorsed such statements as: “I get physically
excited and aroused just thinking about her” In
addition, emotional security was less important to
men than to women, and men were less likely to
describe the relationship as secure, safe, and com-
forting™ Another study in the late 1970s showed
a similar pattern among young, highly educated
couples. The husbands gave greater emphasis to
feeling responsible for the partner’s well-being
and putting the spouse’s needs first, as well as to
spending time together. The wives gave greater
importance to emotional involvement and verbal
self-disclosure but also were more concerned than
the men about maintaining their separate activ-
ities and their independence.

The difference between men and women in
their views of the significance of practical help
was demonstrated in a study in which seven cou-
ples recorded their interactions for several days.
They noted how pleasant their relations were and
counted how often the spouse did a helpful chore,
such as cooking a good meal or repairing a faucet,
and how often the spouse expressed acceptance
or affection. The social scientists doing the stady
used a feminized definition of love. They labeled
practical help as “instrumental behavior” and
expressions of acceptance or affection as “affec-
tionate behavior,” thereby denying the affection-
ate aspect of practical help. The wives seemed
to be using the same scheme; they thought their
marital relations were pleasant that day if their
husbands had directed a lot of affectionate behav-
ior to them, regardless of their husbands’ positive
instrumental behavior. The husbands’ enjoyment
of their marital relations, on the other hand,
depended on their wives’ instrumental actions,
not on their expressions of affection. The men
actually saw instrumental actions as affection.
One husband who was told by the researchers to
increase his affectionate behavior toward his wife
decided to wash her car and was surprised when

neither his wife nor the researchers accepted that
as an “affectionate” act,

The masculine view of instrumental help as
loving behavior is clearly expressed by a hus-
band discussing his wife’s complaints about his
lack of communication: “What does she want?
Proof? She’s got it, hasn’t she? Would I be knock-
ing myself out to get things for her—like to keep
up this house—if 1 didn’t love her? Why does a
man do things like that if not because he loves
his wife and kids? I swear, I can’t figure what she
wants.” His wife, who has a feminine orientation
to love, says something very different: “It is not
enough that he supports us and takes care of us.
I appreciate that, but I want him to share things
with me. I need for him to tell me his feelings.™
Many working-class women agree with men that
a man’s job is something he does out of love for his
family,® but middle-class women and social sci-
entists rarely recognize men’s practical help as a
form of love. (Indeed, among upper-middle-class
men whose jobs offer a great deal of intrinsic grat-
ification, their belief that they are “doing it for the
family” may seem somewhat self-serving.)

Other differences between men’s and wom-
en’s styles of love involve sex. Men seem to sepa-
rate sex and love while women connect them, but
paradoxically, sexual intercourse seems to be the
most meaningful way of giving and receiving love
for many men. A twenty-nine-year-old carpenter
who had been married for three years said that,
after sex, “I feel so close to her and the kids. We
feel like a real family then. I don’t talk to her very
often, I guess, but somehow I feel we have really
communicated after we have made love.™*

Because sexual intimacy is the only recognized
“masculine” way of expressing love, the recent
trend toward viewing sex as a way for men and
women to express mutual intimacy isan important
challenge to the feminization of love. However, the
connection between sexuality and love is under-
mined both by the “sexual revolution” definition
of sex as a form of casual recreation and by the
view of male sexuality as a weapon—as in rape—
with which men dominate and punish women.

Another paradoxical feature of men’s style of
love is that men have a more romantic attitude




toward their partners than do women. In Reedy’s
study, men were more likely to select statements
like “we are perfect for each other.” In a survey of
college students, 65 percent of the men but only
24 percent of the women said that, even if a rela-
tionship had all of the other qualities they desired,
they would not marry unless they were in love.
The common view of this phenomenon focuses on
women. The view is that women marry for money
and status and so see marriage as instrumentally,
rather than emotionally, desirable. This of course
is at odds with women’s greater concemn with
self-disclosure and emotional intimacy and lesser
concern with instrumental help. A better way to
explain men’s greater romanticism might be to
focus on men. One such possible explanation is
that men do not feel responsible for “working on”
the emotional aspects of a relationship, and there-
fore see love as magically and perfectly present or
absent. This is consistent with men’s relative lack
of concern with affective interaction and greater
concern with instrumental help.

In sum, there is a masculine style of love. Except
for romanticism, men’s style fits the popularly
© conceived masculine role of being the powerful
provider. From the androgynous perspective, the
practical help and physical activities included in
this role are as much a part of love as the expres-
sion of feelings. The feminized perspective cannol
account for this masculine style of love; nor can it
explain why women and men are so close in the
degrees to which they are loving.

Negative Consequences
of the Eeminization of Love

The division of gender roles in our society that
contributes to the two separate styles of love is
reinforced by the feminized perspective and leads
to political and moral problems that would be
mitigated with a more androgynous approach to
love, The feminized perspective works against
some of the key values and goals of feminists and
humanists by contributing to the devaluation and
exploitation of women. .

Tt is especially striking how the differences
betseen men’s and women’s styles of love reinforce
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mexn’s power over women. Men’s style involves giv-
ing women jmportant resources, such as money
and protection that men control and women
believe they need, and ignoring the resources that
women control and men need, Thus men’s depen-
dency on woimen remains covert and repressed,
while women’s dependency on men is overt and
exaggerated; and it is overt dependency that cre-
ates power, according to social exchange theory.
The feminized perspective on love reinforces this
power differential by leading to the belief that
women need love more than do men, which is
implied in the association of love with the fem-
inine role. The effect of this belief is to intensify
the asymmetrical dependency of women on men.
In fact, however, evidence on the high death rates
of unmarried men suggests that men need love at
least as much as do women.

Sexual relations also can reinforce male dom-
inance insofar as the man takes the initiative and
intercourse is defined either as his “taking” plea-
sure or as his being skilled at “giving” pleasute,
either way giving him control. The man’s power
advantage is further strengthened if the couple
assimes that the man’s sexual needs can be filled
by any attractive woman while the woman's sex-
ual needs can be filled only by the man she loves.

On the other hand, women's preferred ways
of loving seem incompatible with control. They
involve admitting dependency and sharing of
losing control, and being emotionally intense.
Further, the intimate talk about personal trou-
bles that appeals to women requires of a couple a
mutual vulnerability, a willingness to S€¢ oneself
as weak and in need of support. It is true that a
woman, like a man, can gain some power by pro-
viding her partner with services, such as under-
standing, sex, or cooking; but this power is largely
unrecognized because the man’s dependency on
such services is not overt. The couple may even see
these services as her duty or as her respons¢ to his
requests (or demands). :

The identification of love with expressing
feelings also contributes to the lack of recogni-
tion of women’s power by obscuring the instru-
mental, active component of women’s love just as
it obscures the loving aspect of men’s work. In a
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culture that glorifies instrumental achievement,
this identification devalues both women and love.
In reality, a major way by which women are loving
is in the clearly instrumental activities associated
with caring for others, such as preparing meals,
washing clothes, and providing care during ill-
ness; but because of our focus on the expressive
side of love, this caring work of women is either
ignored or redefined as expressing feelings. Thus,
from the feminized perspective on love, child care
is a subtle communication of attitudes, not work.
A wife washing her husband’s shirt is seen as
expressing love, even though a husband washing
his wife’s car is seen as doing a job.

Gilligan, in her critique of theories of human
development, shows the way in which devaluing
love is linked to devaluing women. Basic to most
psychological theories of development is the idea
that a healthy person develops from a dependent
child to an autonomous, independent adult. As
Gilligan comments, “Development itself comes to
be identified with separation, and attachments
appear to be developmental impediments.™ Thus
women, who emphasize attachment, are judged
to be developmentally retarded or insufficiently
individuated.

The pervasiveness of this image was docu-
mented in a well-known study of mental health
professionals who were asked to describe men-
tal health, femininity, and masculinity. They
associated both mental health and masculinity
with independence, rationality, and dominance.
Qualities concerning attachment, such as being
tactful, gentle, or aware of the feelings of others,
they associated with femininity but not with men-
tal health.'®

Another negative consequence of a feminized

perspective on love is that it legitimates imper-

sonal, exploitive relations in the workplace and the
community. The ideology of separate spheres that
developed in the nineteenth century contrasted
the harsh, immoral marketplace with the warm
and loving home and implied that this contrast
is acceplable, Defining love as expressive, femi-
nine, and divorced from productive activity main-
tains this ideology. If personal relationships and
love are reserved for women and the home, then

it is acceptable for a manager to underpay work-
ers or for a community to ignore a needy family.
Such behavior is not unloving; it is businesslike
or shows a respect for privacy. The ideology of
separate spheres also implies that men are prop-
erly judged by their instrumental and economic
achievements and that poor or unsuccessful men
are failures who may deserve a hard life. Levinson
presents a conception of masculine development
itself as centering on achieving an occupational
dream.” : '. ‘

Finally, the feminization of love intensifies the
conflicts over intimdcy between women and men
in close relationships. One of the most common
conflicts is that the woman wants more closeness
and verbal contact while the man withdraws and
wants less pressure. Her need for more closeness is
partly the result of the feminization of love, which
encourages her to be more emotionally dependent
on him. Because love is feminine, he in turn may
feel controlled during intimate contact. Intimacy
is her “turf” an area where she sets the rules and
expectations. Talking about the relationship, as
she wants, may well feel to him like taking a test
that she made up and that he will fail. He is likely
to react by withdrawing, causing her to intensify
her efforts to get closer. The feminization of love
thus can lead to a vicious cycle of conflict where
neither partner feels in control or gets what she
or he wants, '

Conclusion

The values of improving the status of women and
humanizing the public sphere are shared by many
of the scholars who support a feminized concep-
tion of love; and they, too, explain the conflicts in
close relationships in terms of polarized gender
roles. Nancy Chedorow, Liflian Rubin, and Carol
Gilligan have addressed these issues in detail and
with great insight. However, by arguing that wom-
en’s identity is based on attachment while men’s
identity is based on separation, they reinforce the
distinction between feminine expressiveness and
masculine instrumentality, revive the ideology of
separate spheres, and legitimate the popular idea
that only women know the right way to love. They
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also suggest that there is no way to overcome the
rigidity of gender roles other than by pursuing
the goal of men and women becoming equally
involved in infant care. In contrast, an androgy-
nous perspective on love challenges the identifi-
cation of women and love with being expressive,
powerless, and nonproductive and the identifica-
tion of men with being instrumental, powerful,
and productive. It rejects the ideology of separate
spheres and validates masculine as well as femi-
nine styles of love. This viewpoint suggests that
progress could be made by means of a variety of
social changes, including men doing child care,
relations at work becoming more personal and
qurturant, and cultural conceptions of love and
gender becoming more androgynous, Changes
that equalize power within close relationships by
equalizing the economic and emotional depen-
dency between men and women may be especially
important in moving toward androgynous love.
The validity of an androgynous definition of
Jove cannot be “proven”; the view that informs
the androgynous perspective is that both the fem-
inine style of love (characterized by emotional
closeness and verbal self-disclosure) and the mas-
culine style of love (characterized by instrumental
help and sex) represent necessary parts of a good
love relationship. Who is more loving: a couple

who confide most of their experiences to each -

other but rarely cooperate or give each other prac-
tical help, or a couple who help each other through
many crises and cooperate in running a house-
hold but rarely discuss their personal experiences?
Both relationships are limited. Most people would
probably choose a combination: a relationship
that integrates feminine and masculine styles of
Joving, an androgynous love.
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Sexual Tensions in Girls’ Friendships

SHARON LAMB

Girlhood sexuality is one aspect of girlhood that
has been suppressed or that has developed out-
side our notice. Discussion of girls’ sexual play
and erotic feelings towards one another is almost
unheard of. While scholarship on adolescent girls’
sexuality, which explores girls as subjects rather
than only as objects of desire, now abounds (Fine,
1988; Tolman, 1994, 2002; Walkerdine, 1984),
this focus tends to support biologism’s notion
that erotic life begins at puberty even when such
research broadens the exploration beyond hetero-
sexual desire.

This article (based on research published in a

" trade book aimed at a parent audience) examines

sexual tensions in the private play of girls between
the ages of 6 and 12 (Lamb, 2002), Using snowball
sampling, | and two additional interviewers con-
ducted semi-structured interviews with 3o girls
(ages 7-18) and 92 adult women (ages 19-72) begin-
ning with general questions about childhood play

and friendships before asking specifically about a
variety of types of childhood sexual play. Thes
included: : o

= Did you ever play any practice kissing
games?

» Did you ever play any imaginary games with
other children where sex was involved?

= What was the game that was the most fun
for you?

» What was the game you felt most ashamed
about?

Depending on the interview, we also asked, “Did
you or the other child(ren) ever experience sexual
feelings in play?”

Participants came from over 25 states in
the United States; 20 of the 122 identified as
African-American, 21 as Puerto Rican, three as
Asian American. Low-income, working-class,
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