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Following posts were sent 8 October 2006

In my opinion gender socialisation starts in my country (Australia) at the moment of birth, from both parents and their group of friends and relatives. Visitors admiring the new baby will tend to comment on the strength of a boy (even the loudness of his crying may be admired!) while with a baby girl it is prettiness that is looked for--she will be admired for 'sweetness'. Traditional colours of blue for boys and pink for girls are given in gifts and this trend continues in the children’s clothing market, although it has been modified recently with the introduction of more colours, some neutral. Gift shops also tend to display material with traditional orientations of construction and machinery for boys, objects of affection and domestication for girls. Again, there have been attempts to modify this and some children show an interest in both types of toys and activities. There is perhaps less anxiety now about boys who show interest in traditionally girlish toys and activities and this goes with a reduction in homophobia which is an excellent thing. Aggressive attempts to obliterate gender distinctions have occurred in some groups, but I am inclined to see these are possibly destructive in that they are doctrinaire rather than interested in what the child itself is telling us about its nature. We need to emphasise the common (across gender) activities and interests of children as well as honouring their differences--if we do so we may be able to reduce levels of gender hostility later in life,
Jennifer Strauss
Member – Australian Federation of University Women 

Dear Nurper and Colleagues,
May I add to the discussion on gender socialization in Africa. In most ethnic Muslim tribes of West Africa gender socialization begins from birth to adulthood for boys and girls, with the ultimate aim of preparing them take their adult roles as wives [in the case of the girls] and male heads of households [in case of the boys] as ‘good Muslims’. Within these ethnic communities the emphasis on gender identity and sex roles are emphasized for both boys and girls as they begin puberty. One of the major agent of socialization for these ethnic communities is the extended family system, were significant others of their sexes, i.e. men and male significant socialize the boys; while mothers, and women of the extended families are responsible for the girls. Both adult significant others continue their roles of socialization to their children to adulthood. The reason is that as Muslims their Islamic religion emphasizes moral values and commitment to the family system and values. Within the Islamic doctrine, there is an injunction for parents and significant members of the family to continue their ‘guidance’ of their wards ‘at all times, to ensure their commitment to good Muslim citizenship’. Hence, such responsibilities are endowed on the adult members of the extended family to ensure that Islamic norms, values and mores as major learning contents are inculcated separately by the significant male adults to both boys [to adulthood] and girls[till they are married away]. The process of internalizing these ethnic and religious [Islam] cultural norms by both boys and girls are through observation and modeling after the adults’ positive behavior and skills. Even in self reliant informal economy, work as farming, dairy management, herding blacksmithing etc are gender oriented. Boys and girls construct their gender identity as soon as possible to prepare them for future roles in the society. 
As Muslim ethnic groups, Islammiya schools or the madrasas are a second agent of socialization for boys and girls to ensure the acquisition of Islamic literacy early enough before adulthood. In this socialization agency, girls are at disadvantage of incompletion of literacy as compared to the boys. This is because of the practice of early child marriages by parents and families of the girl child. Hence, parents often leave further Islamic literacy training responsibilities of the affected girl(s) to the family of induction by marriage. In most cases, the married girl child after marriage is pre-occupied and committed to starting her family and fulfilling her wifely duties in addition to raising her children, hence, the issue of continuing her Islamic literacy may never be pursued or completed. While in the case of the boys, they often complete their Islamic literacy and even proceed to the higher Islamic studies to study Islamic jurisprudence (Fiqh). Again, this trend of incompletion for girls at the Islamic literacy level affects them also in the formal primary schooling level, where schools are available in rural areas. Hence at both types of schools [considered agencies of socialization], girls are at disadvantage in the acquisition of basic literacy. This brings to question how educational policy makers should address the concern of girl’s continuous participation and completion of at least basic literacy levels, which I believe is the concern of UNGEI. 
In my assumption, the issue of access is relevant but not crucial, because girls are allowed access at the beginning of their schooling (both Islammiyya and formal primary school] but never allowed the opportunity to continuity and completion due to socio-religious practices. In my opinion, the dearth of literacy incompletion for girls can be minimized only when adult parents of both sexes and especially community religious leaders of Islam are encouraged to participate in adult education classes that integrates both religion and formal western curriculum relevant to their work and social lives will they be able to see the need and benefits of literacy for their daughters and wives. I welcome your comments and suggestions on my contributions. I beg to sign off for now. Cheers.
Lantana M. Usman, Ph.D.
Assistant Professor
Education Program, College of Arts, Social & Health Sciences
University of Northern British Columbia
Quote: “Education is a progressive discovery of our ignorance". - Jean De La Fontaine 

While I agree wholeheartedly with Emily Vargas-Baron that culturally-driven gender-based decisions are often made well before a child's birth and can have lasting impact on the child's existence, I'm not sure this can rightfully be considered socialization of the child. It certainly sets up a gender-charged environment for the child to be born into. But I consider socialization to be the molding of a particular person's physical and emotional self through social interaction with family and community, and would argue that this starts at birth. I do think that the way a woman is treated while pregnant, including the pressures to bear a child of a certain gender, are part of the ongoing gender socialization of the mother, and also encourage the mother to perpetuate established gender roles in the child she bears.

From that point forward, I agree with Emily's comments entirely.

Gail Malone, J.D.
Child Exploitation and Obscenity Coordinator
U.S. Attorney's Office
Bangor, Maine USA 

Dear Nurper,
Many colleagues or friends have already developed some points that I agree with, and I don't want to repeat them. So, I would concentrate on the two points you are suggesting: WHEN and examples.

WHEN: It seems clear to me that gender socialization begin before birth with the expectations related to the baby as boy or girl and the fantasmatic projection of both parents on the future baby and child. It begins within the family with the roles of the parents and their relations with the child.
It continues differently in the community, including preschools and schools in their role to reproduce gender role and discrimination. It continues in the religious environment so early with again the role and place devoted to women, which influence boy and girl on the religious texts and institutions. Also the role of the media (all media) and the ideology of love/ relationship between male and female that is influencing the child trough tales and songs. 

Of course the gender role of the parents is central in the influence on the child as role model since the early years. All the best. 
Eveline Pressoir
International Consultant on ECD and Gender
Former Regional ECD Advisor, UNICEF / WCAR

Dear Nurper and All,
I believe that gender socialization starts when mother learns that she is pregnant. The way she feels about her pregnancy, the worry she has if she has a boy or a girl or the culture around her about this issue will make her feel worried. In some cultures it is mentioned before, boys are preferred to girls. The pressure of having a girl or a boy question and the worry will effect the health of the baby. I don't thing there is no doubt that gender socialization starts at the early stage of pregnancy. The way she prepares babies clothes, the way she eats and acts. She might even try to have stillbirth or abortion sometimes.
Thank you.
Best regards.
Sumru Kutlu
Senior Programme Asst.
Programme Coordination
UNICEF
UN House, Çankaya/Turkey 

Following were sent in an email, 5 October 2006

Since the launch of the e- discussion we have received numerous responses to our kick off questions of what we mean with early gender socialization and how early it starts.
There seems to be a pretty good agreement on what we mean with gender socialization. Parental/societal expectations from boys and girls, selecting gender specific toys, and/or given gender based assignments seem to define a differentiating socialization process that can be termed as "gender socialization". Some of you have also touched upon cultural differences that have an impact on the process. Others referred to variations of gender socialization through out the life cycle. Are there other points that can be added? Or examples that can further elaborate the process? 
There seems to be a difference of opinion when gender socialisation starts. It would be great if we could get more clarity and agreement on this as well. 

Thank you for your interest and looking forward to your messages.
Nurper
Nurper Ulkuer, Ph.D.
Program Officer
ECD Unit/Program Division
UNICEF New York

Dear Nurper and Friends,
As rightly pointed out by Emily Vargas-Baron in her contribution to this discussion, gender socialization could be said to begin at pregnancy where in some cultures boys are preferred to girls. Many African and Asian cultures attest to this unfortunate trend.
From early childhood gender roles appear to be strictly defined. The clothes differ and the games as well. In some cultures the range of food items available to boys and girls would differ. The girls may not be allowed to eat eggs and some choice delicacies which are available to the boys. The boys are sent on out-door errands, for instance fetching food for the domestic animals e.g. goats, while the girls help out with cooking, washing of the dishes and cooking utensils. The boys weave baskets while the girls weave the hair. In some cases though, since as the saying goes 'a woman's work is never done,’ the girls weave both the hair and the basket.
The way towards the creation and propagation of a wholesome childhood care and education, is not the reversal or annulment of roles. but a harnessing of gender roles in different cultures, and getting to know more about them with a view to making them complementary and flexible. The starting point would be the sponsorship of studies such as the UNICEF Integrated Early Childhood Development in various culture areas. A proper/expert analysis of such studies would serve as a springboard for an effective utilization/modification of existing gender roles for the building of a better society.
Prof. Clara Ikekeonwu
Member, International Federation of University Women (IFUW) Status of Women Committee and National President, Nigerian Assoc. of Univ. Women

Early gender socialization refers to the construction of gender identities, images and roles from an early age in life. It is very much a social construction but often confused as being based on biological differences which it is not. 
The background for this early socialization starts either before or just after birth. This gets reflected differently in different parts of the world, but the differentiated gender socialization is fairly universal. For instance, in western countries and now to a large extent in many other parts of the world, children come face to face with the colour distinctions of blue for boys and pink for girls just after their birth. This differentiation does not remain confined to colour and gets extended to the aspects of expected behaviour patterns. Children start facing norms that define ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ behaviour from an early age. Boys are told not to cry, not to fear, not to be forgiving and accommodative but to be assertive, to be vengeful and physically strong like a ‘boy’, and girls are asked not to be demanding, forgiving, accommodative, looking like fairies rather than physically strong and outgoing and so on. In many parts of the world girls from early age face discrimination in care in terms of access to nutritious food leading them to believe that they deserve to be treated differently, which often means less favourably, from boys. Boys also start believing that this differential treatment is what they deserve. The differentiation comes through various other means such as toys among rich and work distribution among poor children, and cuts across all classes. What starts at the level of family often gets reinforced by peer and social surroundings. References to boys who are physically not so strong as sissies or its equivalent are common, the opposite being true for girls. 
The above can be elaborated by providing systematic examples from different parts of the world but I guess this is enough for the moment! 
Thanks, 
Jyotsna 
Jyotsna Jha
Advisor, Gender & Education and HIV/AIDS
Social Transformation Programmes Division
Commonwealth Secretariat

To start off the discussion, we would like to 
> raise the question of what we mean by early gender 
> socialization. How early does it start? 
Imagine a scenario: a young pregnant woman, about to have her first child. When asked whether she wishes she has a boy or girl, she replies that it does not matter as long as the child is healthy. But sitting next to her is her __________ (insert any older relative here) and she/he says, "Oh, hopefully it will be a boy". 
Gender socialization is the process by which humans learn to behave in a certain way, as directed by society through its beliefs, values, attitudes, and examples. Gender socialization begins as early as when a woman becomes pregnant and people start making judgments about the value of males over females. These stereotypes are perpetuated by family members, teachers, and others by having different standards for males and females. Some examples of this behaviour are: boys are allowed more freedom and independence than girls; certain types of behavior is more acceptable for males than females promiscuity, drinking, being less involved in child rearing); men who choose to stay at home and not work are considered to be less 'manly'; and the list goes on. 
Shirin Lutfeali, Education Associate
Aga Khan Foundation, Tajikistan

In my opinion, the Early Gender Socialization starts as early as a child approaches the third year of his/her life.
Mr. Khush Naseeb Gill 
Administrator 
Manchester Public School ( MPS ) 
Faisalabad, Pakistan 



Gender socialization in my view refers to the different ways in which girls and boys are socialized. These different ways of socialization begin as soon as a child is born. We have seen the blue and pink color themes that are used to differentiate male and female babies at birth and even the kinds of toys that boys and girls play with from the time they are toddlers. I think that these differences in gender begin at birth and continue into adulthood. 

Ms Sela Musundi
Ph.D. Student, College of Education at Ohio University in Athens 

Emails sent separately

Dear Nurper Ulkuer, 

Observations of ECCD programs serving 3 to 6 year olds in different countries show that young girls and boys are already being socialized according to cultural role norms and preferences. For example, boys tend to readily participate in certain games (e.g. throwing balls around) whereas girls tend to hesitate and even avoid participation in such activity. Girls readily participate in some manual arts activities that boys tend to avoid and so on. This may be more or less pronounced in different cultures. 

Perhaps during the first two years there is no significant role differentiation for boys and girls, even though both may already be aware that there are gender role differences. Beginning at age three, when boys and girls start interacting in group situations, role stereotypes or preferences are manifested (played out) in different activities. Two year old boys and girls have probably picked up the signs from their parents and siblings. By age three, they are influenced by peers, teachers/ECCD facilitators and other family members where certain behaviors (not just slight awareness) are already being reinforced. Both sets of socialization agents (significant others) play their part in transmitting role stereotypes and preferences early on and can be de/sensitized, I believe. 

Thanks, 

Gilberto Mendez      
Senior Education Specialist 
Christian Children's Fund

Dear Nurper and Colleagues,

I believe that gender socialization begins during pregnancy, with various cultures favoring the conception and birth of boys -- rarely girls.  Some cultures even engage in abortions or infanticide of girls.  Some cultures provide little food and respite from work for pregnant women, and this has consequences for birth outcomes and the care and nurturing of children (e.g., placing children in locked houses, taking girls to the fields, requiring that girls care for younger siblings, etc.).

Gender has many impacts at the time of birth with different types of activities for newborn boys and girls (circumcision, withholding of food from little girls, different levels of nurturing, discipline and interaction, and in some cases, even later infanticide for newborn girls).

Of course, there are different types of play with boys and girl, differential provision of child care and preschool opportunities, although in some cultures differentiation with respect to formal education does not begin until primary or secondary school.

Gender differences are observed to a greater or lesser degree in all cultures with respect to infant, toddler and young child health, nutrition, care, developmental activities, education, hygiene and protection.  Because of this, it is essential to conduct situation analyses that include a careful review of the gender dimensions of childrearing care and practices.  A good example of such a study is the baseline review of gender roles in childrearing in the UNICEF Integrated Early Childhood Development study of the Central African Republic (currently only available in French).  It reveals how women's roles greatly affect child development and status.  This baseline study was used to design an integrated approach to women's and child development within a community empowerment approach.

Emily Vargas-Baron

Director, The RISE Institute
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