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An Alternative Explanation for the Origin and Effects of Sex Roles 

Since the onset of the Women's Liberation movement in 1970, psychology 

literature has been flooded with studies investigating psychological sex 

differences, especially with regard to sex roles. This construct has been 

subdivided into the domains of masculine, feminine, androgynous, and undif

ferentiated, and persons classified under each of these categories have been 

examined in terms of how their "sex role'' influences their overt and covert 

behaviors. This !2_ ~procedure for studying sex roles is useful in descri

bing behaviors, one of psychology's professed goals. It may even prove valuable 

in striving toward the more ubiquitous goal of predicting behavior from preceding 

events. 

Nevertheless, there is a paucity of research which examines the origin of 

sex roles. Available studies have explored parents' sex roles (eg., Hartly, 

1964; Orlansky, 1978), parenting styles (eg., Barry, Bacon, & Child, 1957; Sears, 

Maccoby, & Levin, 1957), and peers (eg., Spence, Helmreich, & Stapp, 1975)0 All 

of these, however, examine very specific variables without regard to any prevailing 

law, theory, or even theme. Thus, it is as Lenney (1979) termed, "a gigantic, 

jumbled jigsaw puzzle, where no one is trying to put the pieces together" (pg. 833). 

This phenomenon is most representative of Gergen's (1973) complaint that social 

psychology is not a true science, rather, it is a mere cataloguing of contem

porary, non-repeatable facts, which fluctuate markedly over time. To Gergen, 

then, findings in social psychology are simply statements of relationships 

obtained at a particular time in history, and cannot be accorded the status of 

scientific laws on general principles. 
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