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ANDROGYNY

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology, Sociology, Gender Studies, Philosophy

1. Core Definition

The term Androgyny describes the simultaneous presence and integration of both masculine and

feminine characteristics, whether manifested physically, psychologically, or behaviorally, within a

single individual. In contemporary psychological usage, it is often employed to denote a personality

structure that transcends traditional, rigid gender role expectations, allowing an individual to exhibit

a broad and flexible repertoire of behaviors associated with either gender depending on the

demands of the specific social context. This capacity for flexibility is considered a hallmark of

psychological well-being, contrasting sharply with sex-typed individuals who adhere strictly to

behaviors deemed appropriate only for their assigned sex.

Psychological androgyny specifically refers to the internal blending of traits historically classified as

instrumental (typically masculine, such as assertiveness, dominance, and ambition) and

expressive (typically feminine, such as compassion, nurturance, and sensitivity). Unlike the earlier,

unidimensional models of gender which placed masculinity and femininity at opposite ends of a

single spectrum, the concept of androgyny recognizes these traits as two independent dimensions.

Consequently, an androgynous person scores high on both scales, allowing them access to a

greater range of adaptive strategies in life, promoting enhanced social competence and mental

health outcomes.

Furthermore, as derived from the source material, androgyny can refer to outward appearance and

presentation. This means a person may dress, style themselves, or present in a manner that is

gender neutral or ambiguous, making it difficult for observers to immediately recognize or

categorize the individual's gender based solely on superficial visual cues. This ambiguity in

presentation challenges societal reliance on binary visual markers and often serves as a powerful

statement against restrictive gender norms, though it can also lead to social confusion or scrutiny

from those unfamiliar with non-binary forms of gender expression.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of androgyny is rooted deeply in ancient history and philosophy. Etymologically, the

term is derived from the Greek words an?r, meaning 'man' or 'male,' and gyn?, meaning 'woman'

or 'female.' One of the earliest and most influential philosophical discussions of the concept

appears in Plato's dialogue, Symposium, where Aristophanes recounts a myth of original human

beings who were spherical and possessed both male and female genitalia and characteristics,

demonstrating immense power. Zeus, fearing their strength, split them into two halves, creating the
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separate sexes and driving the subsequent human search for their "other half," symbolizing the

longing for integrated wholeness.

Following classical antiquity, androgyny appeared in various mystical and occult traditions, often

representing spiritual perfection, unity, and the transcendence of duality, such as in alchemy and

Gnosticism. Carl Jung later incorporated this idea into his analytical psychology through the

concepts of the anima (the unconscious feminine side in men) and the animus (the unconscious

masculine side in women). Jung posited that psychological integration and self-realization required

the conscious acknowledgment and assimilation of these opposite-sex archetypes within the

psyche. However, these early uses remained largely philosophical or archetypal, lacking empirical

measurement.

The concept gained significant empirical and social relevance during the second wave of feminism

in the 1970s. As traditional gender roles came under heavy criticism for limiting human potential

and forcing individuals into narrow, restrictive boxes, social psychologists sought a framework that

allowed for a healthier and more flexible expression of personality. This paved the way for the

groundbreaking work of Sandra Bem, who operationalized androgyny as a measurable

psychological construct, distinguishing it sharply from biological sex and leading to its formal

integration into modern gender studies and psychology.

3. Psychological Dimensions: Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI)

The defining moment for the psychological study of androgyny came with the development of the

Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI) in 1974 by Dr. Sandra Bem. Prior to the BSRI, psychologists

generally viewed masculinity and femininity as polar opposites on a single continuum, meaning a

person could only be highly masculine or highly feminine, but not both. Bem challenged this

unidimensional view, arguing that these two sets of traits are orthogonal--independent of one

another--and thus can coexist simultaneously within one person's personality structure.

The BSRI is a self-report measure consisting of adjectives rated by participants, divided into three

scales: one for typically masculine traits (e.g., assertive, independent, dominant), one for typically

feminine traits (e.g., affectionate, tender, warm), and a third neutral scale. Based on the scores

obtained from these independent scales, individuals are categorized into four distinct gender-role

classifications: 1) Masculine (high masculinity, low femininity); 2) Feminine (high femininity, low

masculinity); 3) Undifferentiated (low scores on both); and 4) Androgynous (high scores on both

masculinity and femininity). The establishment of the androgynous category marked a major

paradigm shift, providing empirical evidence that individuals could possess a balanced integration

of both sets of characteristics.

Bem's research strongly suggested that psychological androgyny conferred significant

advantages over strict sex-typing. The core benefit is behavioral flexibility: androgynous individuals
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are not constrained by societal expectations about how their biological sex dictates their behavior.

They can demonstrate traditionally masculine assertiveness when a situation requires decisive

action (instrumentality) and traditionally feminine nurturance when compassion is needed

(expressivity). This enhanced adaptability was correlated with higher levels of self-esteem, greater

overall psychological adjustment, and less anxiety, particularly in cross-sex situations or high-

stress environments, solidifying the concept as a measure of psychological health rather than

merely a descriptive trait.

4. Physical Androgyny and Intersexuality

While psychological androgyny focuses on internal traits and behavioral flexibility, physical

androgyny relates to outward, bodily characteristics and presentation. Physical androgyny is

concerned with the blurring of secondary sex characteristics or the intentional adoption of clothing

and grooming styles that obscure or neutralize cues typically used to identify biological sex. This

aesthetic choice is visible in fashion, art, and popular culture, where figures deliberately cultivate a

look that is neither overtly masculine nor feminine, thereby challenging the visual dichotomy of the

sexes.

It is crucial to distinguish physical androgyny--which is often a chosen form of expression or a

natural bodily variance--from intersexuality. Intersex individuals possess biological or genetic

variations in sex characteristics, including chromosomes, hormones, or anatomy, that do not fit

typical definitions of male or female. While some intersex individuals might present in an

androgynous manner, the term androgyny itself does not describe a medical or biological condition

but rather a state of combined characteristics or ambiguous presentation. Conflating androgyny

with intersexuality incorrectly pathologizes a form of gender expression and overlooks the distinct

biological reality of intersex variations.

The aesthetic manifestation of androgyny has seen numerous cultural epochs, from the gender-

bending theatricality of artists in the 1970s (such as David Bowie) to the modern rise of genderless

or non-binary fashion lines. In these contexts, the androgynous presentation serves as a deliberate

rejection of consumerist segmentation based on sex, advocating for garments and styles that are

inherently universal. This aesthetic movement reflects the psychological ideal of wholeness and

challenges the visual coding of gender that dictates social roles, demonstrating that external

appearance can be a potent medium for conveying complex gender identities.

5. Sociocultural Significance and Gender Roles

The significance of androgyny in the sociocultural realm lies in its role as a fundamental disruptor

of the traditional gender binary system. By positing that both masculine and feminine traits are

valuable and necessary for full human functioning, the concept directly undermines the patriarchal
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system that often assigns higher value to masculine traits and limits women's access to

instrumental roles while restricting men from expressive emotionality. The endorsement of

androgyny provides a philosophical and psychological basis for gender equality, arguing that

individuals should be judged by their competence and character rather than by culturally

determined gender expectations.

In educational and therapeutic settings, understanding and promoting androgyny has been vital.

For young children, exposure to androgynous role models helps break down early socialization

patterns that enforce rigid gender stereotypes, allowing for broader interests--such as girls

pursuing science or boys engaging in creative arts without fear of social penalty. For adults,

therapy informed by the androgyny framework can encourage men to embrace emotional

vulnerability and intimacy, and encourage women to develop assertiveness and career ambition,

leading to greater personal fulfillment and healthier relational dynamics.

Despite its liberating potential, androgyny faces significant friction within societies that uphold strict

gender norms. The ambiguity intrinsic to the androgynous presentation often triggers social

discomfort or hostility because it disrupts the fundamental human need for immediate social

categorization. As the original source noted, observers may be "unsure of the person's gender,"

which can translate into microaggressions, misgendering, or outright prejudice. Therefore, while

androgyny offers a path to greater individual freedom and complexity, its acceptance remains

contingent upon the evolving cultural tolerance for gender variance.

6. Debates and Criticisms of the Concept

While profoundly influential, the concept of androgyny, particularly the framework established by

the BSRI, has faced substantial academic criticism since the late 20th century. One major critique

revolves around the inherent limitations of the instrument itself: the BSRI defines masculinity and

femininity through a fixed list of traits derived from contemporary American culture of the 1970s.

Critics argue that these traits are not universal and that relying on them risks culturally specific

bias. What is considered "feminine" or "masculine" is fluid, changing drastically across different

cultures and historical periods, rendering any fixed measure potentially obsolete or inapplicable

globally.

A second significant criticism concerns the underlying assumption that masculinity and femininity

are the only relevant dimensions of gender. As gender studies evolved in the 1990s and 2000s,

new concepts such as gender identity, gender expression, and sexual orientation were recognized

as separate and multifaceted constructs. Critics argue that the BSRI model, even in its two-

dimensional form, still anchors itself to the gender binary it attempts to transcend, merely defining

health as a combination of the two restrictive poles. This framework fails to account for individuals

who identify entirely outside of the binary (non-binary, agender) or who exhibit traits that fall
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outside the traditional masculine/feminine definitions altogether.

Furthermore, later research questioned the unequivocal psychological superiority of androgyny.

While Bem initially proposed androgyny as the ideal, subsequent meta-analyses sometimes found

that the masculine component of the BSRI was primarily responsible for positive outcomes like

high self-esteem, leading to the "masculinity hypothesis." This suggested that perhaps it was not

the combination of traits, but the possession of powerful, instrumental traits (regardless of sex) that

conferred advantage in Western society. Ultimately, the rigid categorization of the BSRI has largely

been superseded by modern, multivariable approaches that view gender and personality as

dynamic, context-dependent, and subjectively experienced continuums rather than fixed

psychological types.

7. Further Reading

Androgyny (Wikipedia)

Androgyny Definition (Psychology Dictionary)

Feminist Perspectives on Sex and Gender (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Bem Sex Role Inventory (BSRI)
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