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Abstract

Both gender and narrative are foundational to the ways in which humans engage in meaning-
making. Arguing from evolutionary, psychological and feminist theoretical perspectives, we posit
that narratives and gender are culturally mediated mutually constituted meaning-making systems:
Narratives are defined through gender and gender is defined through narrative. To contextualise
this argument, we define ‘narrative’ and ‘gender’ and review the extant literature on how gender
is expressed in culturally mediated master narratives and how narratives are performed differently
by women and men. Our core argument is that the very act of narrating is a gendered activity that
constructs, represents and narrates gender as a primary category of human existence, and these
fundamentally gendered ways of narrating then construct, define and reify gendered ways of
being in the world.
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In this article, we argue that narrative and gender are core components of creating mean-
ing in human lives, and, perhaps more provocatively, that narratives and gender are
mutually constituted meaning-making systems: Narratives are defined through gender
and gender is defined through narrative. We base this argument on current evolutionary
(Boyd 2018), psychological (Martin and Slepian 2020) and feminist (Fivush 2004, 2010) the-
ories. To foreshadow, we will argue that narratives and narrating serve a basic social–rela-
tional function in human evolution and culture; they communicate emotional experiences
and bond groups together in advantageous ways (Donald 1993), and that, although this
evolutionary advantage is, itself, not gendered, the forms and functions of narrating
emerged from gendered ways of being in the world and contribute to the expression
and reification of gender. In order to make our arguments, we first better specify what
we mean by ‘narrative’ and ‘gender’ and how each of these terms are culturally and his-
torically dynamic, and iteratively defined through interactions between cultural media
and individual lives. We then review the research on gender and narrative to lay the
foundation for our argument. In the last section, we bring the research together to
show that gender and narratives are both evolving and co-constructed meaning systems.
Our core argument is that the very act of narrating is a gendered activity that constructs,

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of
the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use,
distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

Memory, Mind & Media (2022), 1, e2, 1–14
doi:10.1017/mem.2021.4

https://doi.org/10.1017/mem.2021.4 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4138-8932
mailto:psyrf@emory.edu
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/mem.2021.4


represents and narrates gender as a culturally mediated primary category of human existence,
and these fundamentally gendered ways of narrating then construct, define and reify
gendered ways of being in the world.

Narrative as a core component of meaning-making

Narrative is both the fundamental way in which individuals understand their own per-
sonal experiences, and a foundational framing of human ways of world-making
(Goodman 1978). The ‘narrative turn’ represents a critical transition in understanding
human behaviour in terms of narrative meaning-making. In the period from 1975 through
1990, across multiple disciplines, including history, anthropology, sociology, philosophy,
education and the humanities, theorists argued that narratives undergird the ways in
which humans process and understand lived experience (see Monteagudo 2011, for a
review). Within psychology, this view was initially presented by Sarbin (1986), who argued
that narrative was the root metaphor for all of psychology. Narrative theory and method
have been adopted across multiple subdisciplines within psychology, including cognitive
(Bruner 1991), personality (McAdams 1992) and clinical (Carr 1998). A narrative approach
understands individual lives as constructed within, against and in concert with culturally
canonical narratives of what a life is and how a life should be lived.

Master narratives emerge from myriad individual narratives of specific lived experi-
ences that evolve into canonical narrative frameworks that provide culturally mediated
shared understandings of the forms and functions of particular kinds of experiences
across generations (Hammack 2011; McLean and Syed 2015; Merrill and Fivush 2016). In
our ancestral past, culturally mediated narratives were created through in-person story-
telling communities (Donald 1993), but over historical time, and especially with more cur-
rent abilities to develop large shared cultural platforms through print, visual and social
media, these culturally mediated narratives become both more broadly shared and
more diverse (McLean and Breen 2015). In this way, canonical master narratives and
personal narratives are the pivot point where culture and the individual intersect to cre-
ate shared meaning (McLean and Syed 2015). Culturally mediated master narratives,
embedded in the everyday media that surrounds us, infiltrate individual personal
meaning-making, and the ways in which individual personal narratives are told infiltrate
and shape the evolving master narratives (Breen et al 2017; McLean and Breen 2015). In
sculpting narratives from the flow of experience, humans carve their lives into begin-
nings, middles and ends in ways that make sense of selves, others and the world
(Ricoeur 1980), and the culturally mediated master narratives within which individual
lives are embedded both shape and are shaped by these individual narratives
(McAdams 2019).

Given the significance of narrative, it is perhaps surprising that an exact definition of
narrative remains controversial; however, there is broad agreement across disciplines that
narratives involve actions unfolding over time, and most agree that a complete narrative
must also include at least an implicit form of evaluation of those actions (Abbot 2008;
Bruner 1991; Labov 1982). A temporal arc is definitional and distinguishes narrative
from other forms of cognitive and linguistic structures such as descriptions, expositions
and stereotypes. These various structures, while often evaluative, do not imply temporal
movement. Master narratives directly express the canonical ways in which events are
expected to unfold over time. For example, McAdams (2004) has demonstrated that one
of the guiding master narratives in US culture is the redemption narrative. This narrative
embodies the stereotypes of being resilient and autonomous, but the narrative adds the
temporal arc of moving from a negative to a positive outcome; temporal movement is
the defining feature of a redemption narrative.
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Master narratives pervade our shared cultural knowledge, from fairy tales and rom-
coms to trauma and tragedy, through multiple media, from storytelling within families
to culturally shared textual and visual platforms. These culturally canonical narrative
arcs become the way in which we each story our own experiences (Thorstad et al in
prep). Although not all human meaning must be temporally extended, we posit that a
full sense of human meaning and purpose requires temporal extension – coherence across
time in a life lived (Martela and Steger 2016; McAdams 2001) – and this is expressed
through culturally canonical narratives that define both shared and individual meaning
emerging over time.

Gender as a core component of meaning-making

The second part of our argument is that gender is also foundational to human meaning-
making; gender is ubiquitous across evolutionary history and cultures, and undergirds our
basic conceptualizations of the world (Martin and Slepian 2020; Wood and Eagly 2012).
Although notions of gender may differ across history and culture, all known human cul-
tures make gender distinctions (Ellemers 2018; Martin and Slepian 2020). Gender is a com-
plex construction of the dynamic and fluctuating interactions of biological sex,
developmental factors and sociohistorical cultural meaning systems that create evolving
meanings over individual and historical time (Wood and Eagly 2012). Within psychology,
gender is usually theorised through stereotypes (Ellemers 2018). Stereotypes are hierarch-
ically or schematically organised conceptual structures (Tao and Chen 2017) that convey
expectations for gendered behaviours, roles, activities and appearances. Narratives pro-
vide additional layers of culturally mediated knowledge about how events are experienced
through time as lives unfold, and this, too, is gendered. More specifically, master narra-
tives of gender provide narrative templates or frameworks for defining gender, and gen-
dered ways of narrating are the implicit forms and functions by which narratives express
and reify gender.

Although these cultural constructions have roots in our biological and evolutionary
history, it is important to note that lived experiences of gender fluctuate in sociocultural
historical contexts. Yet the ways in which gender as a cultural category is constructed as a
canonical narrative still expresses gender in binary, heteronormative and essentialist
ways (Payne and Smith 2016). Popular media, in the form of fiction, television pro-
grammes and advertisements, continue to depict highly stereotyped and binary portrayals
of gender in line with traditional gender stereotypes of men as agentic and powerful and
women as passive, relationally oriented, and powerless, although these media portrayals
have remained more consistent over time for roles within the family than within the
workforce (Goodall 2012; Scarborugh et al 2019). Still, whereas these broad, culturally
mediated master narratives provide frameworks for making sense of individual lived
experience, personal narratives of individual lived experiences continue to bend and mod-
ify the evolving master narratives, and this, too, is reflected in media representations. For
example, analyses of self-portrayals on Instagram, a highly popular social media site for
displays of one’s self and one’s activities, includes women portraying themselves as inde-
pendent and agentic world-travelers (Vida et al 2020). Yet, close analysis of young
women’s Instagram’s posts continues to indicate that women use traditional female dis-
play categories, such as feminine touch, sparse clothing and withdrawing gaze, even as
they portray themselves engaging in independent activities (Butkowski et al 2020;
Doring et al 2016). Thus, there is evidence of both the replication of traditional gender
stereotypes alongside a changing sense of gender. Indeed, the notion of gender as binary
is being challenged on many social media sites; for example, a Reddit community of
individuals who identify as non-binary has both increased in size and in positive
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self-portrayals over the last several years, changing the conversation about gender in the
larger social media community (Darwin 2017). It is within these culturally mediated
canonical master narratives about gender that individuals narrate their own lived experi-
ence in negotiated, and sometimes contested, ways, and, indeed, it is through these con-
tested narratives that the culturally mediated master narrative may begin to bend
(Gosling 2018).

Master narratives of gender

Master narratives of gender explicitly create stereotyped gendered life expectations.
Motherhood is perhaps the classic example of the gendered master narrative that por-
trays motherhood as definitional to being a woman (Arendell 2000; Miller 2005);
women who are not able to have children are pitied and women who choose not to
have children are either selfish or, worse, not seen as ‘real women’ (Ashburn-Nardo
2017; Gotlib 2016). The master narrative goes beyond the fact of motherhood to narrate
the ‘good mother’ in terms of how pregnancy, childbirth and childrearing unfold in har-
mony, affection, nurturance and pure joy (Kerrick and Henry 2017). Deviations from this
master narrative are seen in fairly harsh ways, not just by others but by mothers them-
selves who feel they are not ‘living up to’ the master narrative (Miller 2005).

Other master narratives of gender define appropriate social and sexual relationships
both within and across genders. For example, events that are assumed to be part of the
typical life course, such as meeting and committing to a romantic partner, are gendered
in the particulars of how these events stereotypically unfold differently for women and
men (Ottsen and Berntsen 2014). Even non-gender specific life experiences, such as per-
sonal challenges or turning points, are expressed in gendered stereotyped ways; for
example, challenging experiences are resolved through personal strength and autonomy
for males but through communal caring and relationships for females (Thorne and
McLean 2003), sad experiences are resolved through apologies and re-establishing the
relationship for females, but not so much for males (Adams et al 1995), and women
who are highly successful in stereotypically male professions provide narratives that con-
textualise their professional lives in terms of family relationships and obligations (Van De
Mieroop et al 2017).

Looking more specifically at knowledge versus endorsement of master narratives of
gender, McLean et al (2017) identified the traditional and equality master narratives,
with the former reifying women’s roles as caregivers and the latter emphasising equal
roles and opportunities. The traditional narrative was only moderately more endorsed
by college men than women for themselves, but emerging adults of both genders per-
ceived their parents to more commonly endorse traditional gendered expectations around
motherhood and caregiving. This may represent sociohistorical change, although this
finding might also be a function of developmental stage, as research shows that both
men and women become more gender typical with age and parenthood (Endendijk
et al 2018). In line with this interpretation, when asked to rate the importance of certain
life events for a person of their own gender, men rated career-related events as more cen-
trally important than did women. Similarly, Rogers (2020) found in structured interviews
that 7- to 12-year-old children mostly endorsed traditional narratives of gender, but
simultaneously expressed counter or alternative narratives, suggesting that children are
struggling with culturally canonical and alternative narratives of gender and, possibly,
even that social and historical changes may be influencing evolving master narratives
of gender in multiple ways.

Suggestions that individuals both struggle with and challenge master narratives of gen-
der are echoed in findings collected from sexual minority youth – whereas we see new
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counter and alternative narratives arising, they are grounded in heteronormative narra-
tives about sexuality (Hammack et al 2009). Similarly, when gender intersects with other
master narratives, such as about race and age, the ways in which personal stories are told
are set in concert with, or in contrast to, culturally canonical gendered master narratives
(Rogers 2020; Salisu and Dacus 2021). Critically, across studies the alternative and counter-
narratives reference the traditional master narratives of gender in ways that suggest that
these master narratives are still definitional for how one constructs their own story.
Indeed, many individuals express psychological distress when countering existing master
narratives of gender (McLean et al 2018). Thus, although it does seem that master narra-
tives that define gender and gendered lives are evolving to be more fluid, culturally
canonical traditional master narratives of gender continue to impose certain ways of con-
structing gender in individual life narratives.

Performing gender in narratives

Whereas master narratives that define gender are quite explicit, extending stereotyped
roles, activities and behaviours into temporally extended gendered life narratives, more
implicit gendered ways of being in the world are communicated through the very process
or telling of narratives. This more subtle way of expressing gender does not define gender
as a category, but rather as a way of performing. In making this argument, we draw on
West and Zimmerman’s (1987) ‘doing gender’ arguments, that explicate gender as a
way of performing in the world; simply by behaving in particular ways through language
and actions, we create and recreate gender in everyday interactions and, in so doing, gen-
der becomes embedded in our everyday lives in almost invisible ways. ‘Doing gender’ in
narrative is illustrated in both the frequency and functions of narrating and the content of
narratives told.

Narrating is gendered: frequency and function

Narratives are dynamic, fluid linguistic constructions; we share the events of our lives on
a daily basis with others, and ruminate and reflect on our experiences in quiet moments
alone. More than 60% of our daily experiences recorded in diaries have been discussed
with others during the day (Pasupathi et al 2009), and up to 90% of even mildly emotional
experiences are disclosed within 48 hours (Rime 2007). Over a typical family dinner table,
narratives about the day and about shared family history emerge every 5 minutes
(Bohanek et al 2009). Clearly, we tell narratives. And these tellings differ by gender.

Broadly speaking, research has established gender differences in how men and women
talk, both the content and the style. Using both big data analyses of extremely large data-
bases of language use (Newman et al 2008; Schwartz et al 2013), and close qualitative
study of conversations (Bischoping 1993; Burleson 2003; Tannen 2003), research indicates
that women use more affiliative language than men (e.g., language aimed at creating con-
nections with others) and men use more assertive language than women (e.g., language
aimed at declaring knowledge) (Leaper and Ayres 2007). Affiliative talk can be expressed
through tag questions that bring the listener along (e.g., ‘isn’t it?’ and ‘you know?’), as well
as ‘hedges’ to indicate a softening of strong opinions (e.g., ‘I think’ and ‘I’m not sure, but
…’). Furthermore, women talk more about other people and relationships than men do,
and men talk more about sports, personal achievements and work than women do
(Bischoping 1993; Schwartz et al 2013). These broad differences in language use have
been interpreted as gender differences in the functions that language serves. Women
use language to create relationships, interpersonal connection and emotional understand-
ing, whereas men use language for instrumental purposes and to assert autonomy and
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achievements (Holmes 1992; Tannen 2003). Of course, like all gender differences in cogni-
tion and behaviour, these represent small differences across large groups and there is
high variability within as well as across gender groups. Our arguments rely more on
how gender is constructed and conceptualised through these activities and behaviours
rather than on demonstrating gender differences per se.

Most important for our argument, whereas these gender differences are found across
studies, it is also the case that the differences are highly context-sensitive. For example,
there are no overall differences in how much women and men talk, but in certain contexts
such as the home, women talk more than men, and in other contexts, such as work, men
talk more than women (McGeorge et al 2004). That gender differences in language use are
context-sensitive suggest that women and men may be using language for different pur-
poses in different contexts. Context, itself, is a complex construct, as it can refer to mul-
tiple aspects of interaction. Often context refers to the location in which language is being
used (e.g., workplace versus home), but language context can also refer to the linguistic
forms required to participate in a particular context; for example, contexts that require
small talk, formal presentations, adult–child interactions, dyads versus groups or, as we
will focus on, narratives. Narratives are a type of linguistic contextual interaction in
which the participants are called upon to share their own lived experience either with
others who have shared those experiences, or to others to connect, inform or persuade
(Hammack 2011).

Research indicates that gender differences regularly occur within narrative contexts. At
the most non-controversial level, we know that women simply engage in narrating more
frequently and more elaborately than do men (Grysman and Hudson 2013). Similarly,
more girls and women keep personal diaries than boys and men, suggesting even when
reflecting in private, women are more likely to record the experiences of their lives
than are men (Harbus 2011). Self-report data indicates that women engage in more rem-
iniscing about personal past experiences than men, and women further report using rem-
iniscing to build intimacy to a greater extent than do men (Bluck and Alea 2002, 2009). In
a study of typical family dinnertime conversations (Merrill et al 2015), there were no dif-
ferences in amount of talk among mothers, fathers, daughters and sons when discussing
world events and knowledge (e.g., discussing the new space program), neighbourhood
activities (e.g., the new strip mall on Broadway) or regulating behaviours (e.g., please
pass the salt). But for narrative talk, which accounted for about a third of all dinnertime
talk, gender differences emerged. When narrating about the day’s activities, the shared
family past and extended family history, mothers contributed significantly more to the
ongoing narratives than did fathers and children, and daughters contributed significantly
more than sons. Across studies, then, women engage in more narrative talk, and perhaps
use narratives to build and maintain emotional relationships and affiliations more so than
men.

Narratives are gendered: content

In addition to frequency and function, the content of narratives also differs by gender. We
focus specifically on themes of agency and communion, and on emotional expressions, as
these are the two most prevalent stereotypes about gender, with women being considered
more communal and emotional than men, and, to a lesser extent, men considered being
more agentic than women (Eagly et al 2020; Ellemers 2018; Martin and Slepian 2020), and
these are also differences rooted in evolutionary and biosocial theories of gender (Buss
and Schmitt 2011; Wood and Eagly 2012).

Themes of agency and communion in personal narratives are theorised to stem from
underlying motivational axes that undergird all human behaviour (Bakan 1966). Agency
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has been less commonly identified in narratives, but some studies have found that, com-
pared to women, men more commonly include expressions of agency in their narratives
(Boytos et al 2020; Niedzwienska 2003) and indicate agency to be more important to a
sense of self (Walls et al 2001). In contrast, women narrate with more expressions of com-
munion than men (Grysman 2018; Grysman et al 2016). Although Boytos et al (2020)
reported that gender differences in agency were moderated by self-reported feminism,
and Grysman et al (2016, 2017) reported that some variance in narrative expressions of
communion was explained by self-reported endorsement of feminine-typical traits, all
three studies found that a main effect of biological sex remained even when accounting
for these factors (but see Compère et al 2021). In addition, these gendered themes of
agency and communion find expression in social media use, as catalogued in big-data
studies of language content in Facebook posts (Park et al 2016; Schwartz et al 2013).
We take these findings as an indication that, although individual differences are reflected
in the degree to which these motivational factors are incorporated into one’s personal
narratives, master narratives that define women as more communal and men as more
agentic make their way into women’s and men’s narratives regardless of individual differ-
ences in gender identity and/or ascription to stereotypical gender roles.

Another way in which communal themes are expressed in narratives is the extent to
which people and relationships are integrated into the narrative. Personal narratives can
focus only on oneself, on individual autonomous actions and achievements, or on the
roles of others and on relationships in one’s life. Women generally include more content
that refers to other people and relationships in their narratives than do men (e.g.,
Grysman et al 2016; Karlsson et al 2019). This begins early in development; when mothers
reminisce with their preschool children, they are more likely to include social and rela-
tional content than fathers, both about the child’s experiences and about their own
experiences, such as stories of when they were children (Buckner and Fivush 2000;
Fiese and Skillman 2000). By middle childhood, girls include substantially more informa-
tion about other people and relationships in their narratives than do boys (Buckner and
Fivush 1998; Fivush et al 2007).

Finally, a focus on communal themes can also be expressed through emotional lan-
guage. Although emotions are complex dynamic interactions among physiological, neural,
cognitive and sociocultural components (Adolphs and Anders 2018; Barrett et al 2007;
Sander et al 2018), emotions must be conceptualised as interpersonal as well as intraper-
sonal (Campos et al 2011). How individuals narrate their emotional experiences to and
with others helps shape particular ways of understanding those experiences and what
they mean over time (Fivush and Grysman 2019). Our relationships with others are shaped
by the ways in which we understand our emotional experiences together, and extensive
research has found that women’s narratives include more emotion than men’s (e.g., Bauer
et al 2003; Bohanek and Fivush 2010; Grysman 2018; Manns et al 2018).

Explicit and implicit gendered narratives

We have shown that both master narratives and narrative performance differ by gender.
We emphasise that master narratives about gender present explicit narrative frameworks
for how to perform gender in the world, whereas much of the process of telling narratives
remains a more implicit expression of ‘doing’ gender in the world. Master narratives are
subject to sociohistorical and cultural change as stereotypes about gender evolve. But we
argue that the implicit performance of gender through narratives is deeply embedded in
human experience. There are at least three reasons to suggest that implicit aspects of gen-
dered narration is ubiquitous. First, narrators (at least adolescents) tell narratives from
the gendered perspective of the protagonist. When the protagonist is themselves,
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adolescent boys tell autonomous, agentic narratives with little emotion or elaboration,
but when they tell about their mothers’ personal experiences, the stories are relationally
oriented, emotionally expressive and elaborated (Zaman and Fivush 2011). This may sim-
ply be the way the story was told to them, but it underscores that boys hear these stories,
can tell stories in these more ‘female gendered’ ways, but choose not to when they are
telling their own story – they are choosing to tell a male gendered narrative about them-
selves, essentially performing gender through narrating in particular ways (see also Way
2011). Similarly, when asked to tell the story of their own birth, clearly not an event that
they actually remember, but a family story that they have been told, adolescent girls tell
birth stories filled with emotion and relationships, whereas adolescent boys tell bare bone
facts (Andrews et al 2015).

Second, when emerging adults self-report on their autobiographical memories, which
requires an explicit judgment about the memory, we do not see any gender differences in
level of detail or emotion attributed to that memory. But when then asked to narrate the
memory, gender differences are apparent, with women telling more detailed and emo-
tionally expressive narratives than men, again suggesting that this may reflect a way of
performing gender that is deeply embedded in the telling of narratives. In further support
of this, self-ascribed gender identity moderates self-report of personal memories, but it
does not affect narratives, again suggesting that performing gender through narrative
is deeply implicit and embedded regardless of self-ascribed gender identity (Grysman
et al 2017).

Finally, listeners expect and reward gendered narratives. In one example, whether
readers of narratives assessed a narrator to be male or female was predicted by the
amount of emotional and affiliative language in it (Grysman 2020). Listeners’ expectations
positively reinforce the narrator when gender typical consistent but may lead to confu-
sion or even opprobrium when it is not, ultimately increasing gendered content of per-
sonal narratives. What results is a gendered expectation of how an event narrative is
structured in order to be shared. Through modelling, enculturation and expectations by
others, women come to perform gendered narratives that are elaborated, relational and
emotionally expressive, whereas men come to perform gendered narratives that are
less so.

Narratives construct gender/gender constructs narrative

Research indicates that there are both explicit master narratives of gender that are cul-
turally shared and provide a backdrop against which individual life stories are told, and
that there are implicit ways of narrating that express gendered ways of being in the
world. However, how and why these differences exist remains elusive. We argue, from
evolutionary, psychological and feminist theoretical perspectives, that the relationship
between narrative and gender is fundamental to human meaning-making. Gender is an
ontological way of understanding the world that shapes the very process and content
of narrative meaning-making.

From an evolutionary perspective, language, and more specifically stories, was critical
to our adaptation and survival as a group-living species. Sociality and group bonding
allowed our ancestral forbearers to engage in fundamentally new forms of behaviour
that led to cultural flourishing (Byrne and Bates 2007; Donald 1993), and sharing stories
was a critical part of creating a shared world-view and a shared group history that under-
girds enduring alliances and commitments among group members (Boyd 2018). These
benefits of narration are not gender-specific, as communication and group bonding are
integral for all members of a group-living species. But one of the main advantages of a
group-living species is division of labour, and, perhaps especially in our ancestral past,
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this division of labour falls along biological sex and reproductive work (Buss and Schmitt
2011; Wood and Eagly 2012). By creating specific roles and responsibilities that follow bio-
logical division of reproductive work, certain types of traits and interactions become asso-
ciated with one sex or the other, creating a more culturally defined understanding of
gender that extends beyond biological sex (Wood and Eagly 2012). These gendered divi-
sions of labour and gendered perceptions of traits and dispositions thus become deeply
embedded in the way individuals experience the world. Because women do the work of
pregnancy, childbirth and early childcare due to biological necessity, women become
associated with more relationship-oriented, communal and emotional interactions and
traits.

In fact, although some gender stereotypes have shifted over the last several decades to
currently perceiving women as equally or more intelligent and competent than men,
many aspects of gender stereotypes have remained remarkably consistent, including
stereotypes about gender roles, occupations and characteristics such as communality
and emotionality (Eagly et al 2020; Haines et al 2016; Lockenhöff et al 2014). These stereo-
types also continue to infuse media. Reviewing several recent meta-analyses, Ward and
Grower (2020) conclude that men are portrayed more frequently, and as more aggressive,
in media than women. Women, in contrast, are portrayed as primarily interested in
appearance and are set within the home more often than men. In terms of social
media, using a common web-based search engine, Otterbacher et al (2017) searched for
images of ‘person’ and found that images of men were retrieved twice as often as images
of women. Furthermore, when ‘person’ was modified by agentic adjectives (e.g., rational,
intelligent) this difference increased, but when ‘person’ was modified by warm adjectives
(e.g., emotional, relational), images of women were retrieved significantly more often
than images of men. Perhaps most disturbing they also found a backlash effect, such
that when women were portrayed as agentic, they were also portrayed in a negative
way. These findings emphasise the pervasiveness of these gender stereotypes even in
the face of sociohistorical change, and suggest that these stereotypes may also be perva-
sive in how individuals construct their own life stories. We emphasise that these differ-
ences are not biologically essential, but rather that biological sex predisposes certain
forms of behaviour in the world that are then constructed and re-constructed across gen-
erations through narratives that are both defining of, and defined by, gender. The con-
junction of the need to form enduring alliances, the emergence of narrative as a
primary way to do so, and female reproductive work, converge on females becoming
the carriers of particular forms of narrative skills and practices that differ by gender.
From this perspective, narratives construct female gender along themes of communion
and enduring relationships, and gender constructs narrative as a process of building
intimacy and emotional attachments.

Second, from a psychological perspective, narratives are fundamental to how humans
understand, share and remember lived experience (Bruner 1991). From the moment of
birth, infants are surrounded by stories and are expected to participate in storytelling
as ways of making sense of the world (Nelson and Fivush 2004). Similarly, gender is foun-
dational to human life. In fact, Martin and Slepian (2020) recently argued that the distinc-
tion between agency and communion, prominent in social, developmental and personality
psychology by different names (Abele et al 2008), is, at root, a representation of gender.
Whereas constructions and meanings of agency and communion are developmentally and
culturally variable, all cultures share certain basic representations of gender. In their
words,

‘This gender role bifurcation has evolved for human survival both in biological neces-
sity (procreation) and gender role functionality (division of labor). The network of
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associations people have for what is masculine and what is feminine (i.e., the gender
schema) is a primary lens through which they understand the social world around
them, being the first feature they notice about another person (with-out having
other information on hand or some specific goal in mind). From learning another
person’s gender, a broad set of interrelated traits, assumptions, and expectations
come to mind.’ (Martin and Slepian, p. 11)

Again, we underscore that this is not necessarily an essentialist perspective. Although
evolution and biology may set certain boundary conditions on human meaning-making,
sociohistorical and cultural influences are equally prominent. Still, the extant research
indicates that gender and narrative infiltrate our ways of creating meaning. Our narratives
are infused with gendered influences while simultaneously coming to shape the ways in
which we view gender through various social and cognitive processes.

Third, from a feminist perspective, narratives can be conceptualised within a frame-
work of voice and silence (Fivush 2004, 2010). Feminist theories of voice and silence dove-
tail with both evolutionary and psychological theories of meaning-making. Essentially,
those in power are allowed to voice, or define, the master narratives in certain ways,
while silencing other narratives. Yet, paradoxically, voice or power also allows one to
be silent whereas lack of power forces one to explain one’s position in the world, and
this requires a narrative. Whereas those in power need only voice the narrative from
their own perspective, those who are oppressed, those on the margins, must engage in
double consciousness, a concept that emerged from critical race theory (Itzigsohn and
Brown 2015). Because they are structurally on the outside, marginalised people must
see the world both from their own perspective on the margin, as well as the world as con-
structed from the centre, in order to survive. This leads to marginalised groups having to
better understand the intentions, motivations and emotions of those in power. Thus nar-
rative, especially narrative that focuses on multiple perspectives through emotional and
relational language, becomes a form of consciousness for women in ways that it is not for
men. From this perspective, narratives construct gender as a form of voice, and gender
constructs narrative as a form of double consciousness focused on the emotions, inten-
tions and relationships of multiple participants.

Conclusion

By examining how culturally canonical master narratives and everyday narrative per-
formance explicitly and implicitly construct, and are constructed by, gender, we have
shown that gendered identities are created through narrative processes. Moving beyond
stereotypes of gender, a narrative approach provides a framework for understanding
how gender is created along temporally unfolding narrative dimensions of emotion and
communion, and how gender underlies narrative processing along these same dimen-
sions, in an ongoing dialectical relation. Evolutionary, psychological and feminist theory
converge on the idea that narratives are constructed within deeply embedded gendered
ways of being in the world. Both narrative and gender unfold in mutually constituted
ways across both individual and cultural time.

Our approach necessitates looking at the process of narration as it unfolds in everyday
life and in multiple contexts. To better appreciate the dialectical relation between gender
and narrative, future research should focus on conversational interactions around past
experiences and on deeper qualitative analysis of how gendered identities and master
narratives provide the ground from which personal narratives emerge. Gendered master
narratives pervade the conversations we have at the level of content, context and form,
and examining all these elements will be necessary to achieve a deep empirical
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understanding of them. By examining varied contexts of narrating varied content in var-
ied relationships, researchers can provide a fuller description of the range of gendered
narration and the ways it builds identity.

Funding. The authors declare that there is no funding for this manuscript and have no competing interests. We
further state that, as this is a theoretical piece, there is no data to be made available.
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