
Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Androgyny: Style, Fashion &
Meaning

Authored by

mohammed looti

November 11, 2025

RECOMMENDED CITATION

mohammed looti (2025). Androgyny: Style, Fashion & Meaning. Psychepedia. Retrieved

from https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=21700

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=21700
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=21700
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=21700
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


Androgyny: Style, Fashion & Meaning 2

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

Introduction and Definition of Androgyny

The concept of androgyny, derived from the Greek words an?r (man) and gyn? (woman), refers

fundamentally to the simultaneous possession of both traditionally masculine and traditionally

feminine characteristics. In the field of psychology, particularly within the study of personality and

gender roles, androgyny is not viewed as a physical attribute but rather as a psychological

construct describing a unique profile of traits, behaviors, and capacities. This construct challenges

the rigid, bipolar model of gender, which historically mandated that individuals must strictly adhere

to traits associated with their biological sex--masculinity for males and femininity for females. The

psychologically androgynous individual is characterized by a behavioral repertoire that is not

constrained by these conventional gender norms, displaying expressive traits (often associated

with femininity, such as empathy and nurturance) alongside instrumental traits (often associated

with masculinity, such as assertiveness and independence).

The formal introduction of androgyny into mainstream psychological discourse is largely attributed

to the work of Dr. Sandra Bem in the 1970s. Bem posited that psychological health and behavioral

adaptability are maximized when an individual is capable of expressing both sets of traits,

depending on the demands of the specific situation. For instance, an androgynous person could be

highly assertive and competitive in a professional setting (a traditionally masculine trait) yet be

deeply compassionate and supportive when interacting with a distressed friend (a traditionally

feminine trait). This flexibility is central to the definition of androgyny and stands in stark contrast to

the limitations inherent in sex-typed individuals whose behavioral responses are often restricted to

the norms prescribed by their assigned gender role, regardless of situational necessity.

It is crucial to differentiate psychological androgyny from related concepts such as sexual

orientation or gender identity. Androgyny is strictly a dimension of personality structure and

behavioral style. It describes *how* an individual acts and relates to the world based on their

internal compilation of traits, rather than *who* they are attracted to or *what* their internal sense of

self is regarding gender. The adoption of the androgynous model represented a significant

paradigm shift, suggesting that the ideal human personality structure is one that integrates the

strengths traditionally segregated by gender, thereby promoting a more complete and resilient

psychological makeup. This integration allows for a greater degree of freedom and self-

actualization, moving beyond the cultural mandates that arbitrarily limit human potential based

solely on biological sex.

Historical and Philosophical Roots

While the formal psychological study of androgyny began in the latter half of the 20th century, the

concept of integrating dualities--male and female principles--has deep roots in philosophy,

mythology, and religion. One of the most famous early references comes from Plato's dialogue,
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The Symposium, where Aristophanes recounts a myth of original human beings who were

spherical creatures possessing two faces, four arms, and four legs, and who were divided into

three sexes: male, female, and androgynous (combining both). Zeus, fearing their power, split

these primordial beings in half, condemning them to spend their lives seeking their lost

complementary half. This ancient narrative underscores the enduring human desire for wholeness

through the integration of opposites.

In the realm of analytical psychology, Carl Jung explored the concept of internal gender integration

through his archetypes of the Anima and the Animus. Jung defined the Anima as the unconscious

feminine component in men, and the Animus as the unconscious masculine component in women.

According to Jungian theory, psychological maturity and self-realization (individuation) require the

conscious integration and acceptance of these opposite-sex components within the psyche. A

failure to integrate these archetypes results in a one-sided personality, whereas successful

integration leads to a more balanced, whole, and androgynous psychological state, capable of

accessing the full range of human experience and emotion.

Prior to Bem's empirical work, early 20th-century psychologists and sexologists also touched upon

the non-binary nature of human personality. Figures such as Havelock Ellis recognized that

individuals rarely fit neatly into purely masculine or purely feminine molds, suggesting that all

individuals possess a mixture of characteristics. However, these earlier conceptualizations often

lacked the quantitative framework necessary for empirical testing. The enduring philosophical

significance of androgyny lies in its representation of completeness--a transcendence of the duality

that often defines Western thought, suggesting that true potential is realized not through

specialization, but through the harmonious blending of ostensibly contradictory forces.

The Bem Sex-Role Inventory (BSRI)

The empirical measurement of androgyny became possible with the development of the Bem Sex-

Role Inventory (BSRI), first published by Sandra Bem in 1974. The BSRI was revolutionary

because it fundamentally rejected the traditional assumption that masculinity and femininity exist

on a single, bipolar continuum where an increase in one trait necessitates a decrease in the other.

Instead, Bem proposed a two-dimensional model where masculinity and femininity are

independent dimensions that can be simultaneously high or low within the same individual. The

BSRI consists of a list of personality characteristics that participants rate based on how well the

traits describe them, with items categorized as either masculine (e.g., aggressive, self-reliant,

strong personality), feminine (e.g., affectionate, gentle, warm), or neutral fillers.

Based on the scores derived from the BSRI, Bem established four distinct gender categories.

These categories are determined by whether an individual scores above or below the median for

both the masculinity scale and the femininity scale. The four resulting classifications are:
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Masculine (high masculinity, low femininity); Feminine (low masculinity, high femininity);

Undifferentiated (low scores on both scales); and, most importantly, Androgynous (high scores

on both scales). This quantitative approach allowed researchers to empirically test the hypothesis

that androgynous individuals exhibit superior psychological adjustment compared to sex-typed

individuals, providing a robust framework for further study into the benefits of gender role flexibility.

The BSRI's primary contribution was making the concept of androgyny scientifically accessible,

allowing it to move from a philosophical idea to a measurable psychological construct. Bem

rigorously selected the traits included in the inventory based on cultural consensus regarding their

desirability for men versus women. This methodology ensured that the scales were culturally

relevant at the time of their creation, though this reliance on culturally defined traits later became a

point of criticism as societal definitions of masculinity and femininity evolved. Despite its limitations,

the BSRI remains a landmark tool, proving empirically that it is possible, and common, for

individuals to possess a rich mixture of traits traditionally assigned to both sexes, thereby

disrupting the long-standing psychological reliance on binary gender categorization.

Psychological Benefits and Adaptability

The core psychological hypothesis surrounding androgyny, often referred to as the androgyny

hypothesis, is that individuals classified as androgynous possess a wider range of behavioral

options and are therefore better equipped to handle diverse life situations, leading to greater

overall psychological well-being. This superior functioning stems directly from their ability to

engage in "situational appropriateness." For example, in a crisis demanding decisive action, the

androgynous person can access instrumental, typically masculine traits like assertiveness and

leadership. Conversely, when faced with a situation requiring emotional support or conflict

resolution, they can readily access expressive, typically feminine traits like empathy and sensitivity.

This flexibility contrasts sharply with sex-typed individuals who may feel compelled to act in ways

congruent with their gender role, even if that behavior is maladaptive for the current circumstance.

Research utilizing the BSRI and similar instruments frequently found correlations between

androgyny and various indices of mental health, including higher self-esteem, lower anxiety, and

greater resilience to stress. This enhanced psychological fitness is attributed to the internal

freedom to disregard restrictive gender stereotypes. An androgynous man, for instance, does not

feel shame expressing sadness or seeking emotional support, behaviors often discouraged by

traditional masculine norms. Similarly, an androgynous woman feels comfortable being assertive or

taking charge, behaviors often penalized under traditional feminine norms. The ability to utilize the

entire spectrum of human behavior fosters a more authentic and less conflict-ridden internal life,

which is a powerful predictor of psychological adjustment.

Furthermore, androgyny has been linked to superior social competence and enhanced relationship
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satisfaction. Because androgynous individuals are less bound by rigid role expectations, they often

display greater interpersonal sensitivity and communication skills, regardless of the gender of the

person they are interacting with. They can be supportive and emotionally responsive while also

being capable of providing structure and direction. This integration of traits allows them to navigate

complex social interactions with nuance and efficacy, leading to richer, more supportive personal

relationships and professional success in varied environments. The foundational benefit, therefore,

is not merely the possession of traits, but the functional ability to deploy them strategically and

appropriately across the highly variable landscape of human experience.

Cultural and Societal Perspectives on Androgyny

The societal acceptance and interpretation of androgyny vary significantly across different cultures

and historical periods. In many traditional Western societies, the binary model of gender roles was

deeply entrenched, leading to the view that androgyny was either an anomaly or a sign of

maladjustment, particularly when observed in men. A man displaying expressive, nurturing traits

often faced social censure or was labeled as effeminate, while a woman displaying instrumental,

assertive traits was often perceived as aggressive or unfeminine. This societal pressure reinforces

sex-typing and restricts the psychological freedom necessary for androgyny to flourish. However,

as societies modernize and become more secular, the constraints of traditional gender roles

loosen, allowing for greater acceptance of multifaceted personalities.

It is important to distinguish between psychological androgyny (the internal balance of traits) and

aesthetic androgyny (the external presentation of gender ambiguity). Aesthetic androgyny, often

visible in fashion, art, and popular culture, involves presenting a physical appearance that

deliberately mixes or obscures traditional gender markers. While aesthetic androgyny can be a

powerful cultural statement challenging norms, it does not necessarily correlate with psychological

androgyny. Nevertheless, the visibility of androgynous figures in media and popular culture,

particularly since the 1970s, has played a crucial role in normalizing the idea that masculinity and

femininity are not mutually exclusive categories, paving the way for broader social acceptance of

individuals who do not conform to traditional gender expectations in their personality or behavior.

In certain non-Western cultures, or within specific subcultures, the blending of gender traits has

historically been viewed with greater reverence or institutionalized acceptance. For instance, some

indigenous cultures recognize third genders or roles that intentionally integrate masculine and

feminine elements, viewing such individuals as possessing unique spiritual or community value

due to their integrated nature. Even within contemporary global society, cultures that prioritize

collectivism or emotional expressiveness may naturally place less restrictive demands on gender

roles, facilitating an environment where androgynous traits are not just tolerated, but potentially

valued for the flexibility and holistic perspective they bring to social problem-solving. Ultimately, the

cultural lens determines whether androgyny is seen as a sign of enhanced adjustment or as a
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deviation from the norm.

Criticisms and Evolution of the Androgyny Concept

Despite its initial revolutionary impact, the concept of androgyny and the BSRI methodology faced

significant theoretical and empirical criticisms over time, prompting researchers to refine and

sometimes move beyond the original model. A primary critique centered on the inherent structure

of the BSRI itself: the traits identified as "masculine" (e.g., dominance, assertiveness) often

overlapped with traits highly valued across society for success and well-being, regardless of

gender. Critics argued that the observed psychological benefits of androgyny were

disproportionately due to the inclusion and expression of these highly adaptive masculine traits, a

phenomenon sometimes termed the "masculinity model" of mental health, suggesting that high

femininity alone did not confer the same psychological advantages as high masculinity, high

androgyny, or even pure masculinity.

Furthermore, the BSRI relies on the assumption that masculinity and femininity are stable,

measurable personality traits. Later research suggested that gender role behavior is often highly

context-dependent and dynamic, rather than fixed. This led to a shift in focus from measuring

stable traits to assessing behavioral flexibility, emphasizing the individual's ability to adapt their

behavior to situational demands, irrespective of their general trait scores. This evolution

acknowledged that simply possessing both sets of traits is less important than the capacity to

utilize them effectively and appropriately in real-world scenarios, suggesting that the true measure

of psychological health is adaptive competence rather than a static personality profile.

Another significant criticism revolves around the cultural specificity and temporal relevance of the

BSRI traits. Since the inventory was developed based on cultural definitions of gender roles in the

1970s, the relevance of those specific traits has diminished as gender norms have rapidly evolved.

Traits once considered purely masculine or feminine have become increasingly gender-neutral or

redefined. Modern psychology often seeks to measure traits like agency and communion directly,

rather than relying on culturally mediated gender labels. These criticisms have led to the

development of alternative, more nuanced instruments and a broader understanding that

psychological well-being is best predicted by self-acceptance and freedom from gender role

conflict, rather than adherence to a specific androgynous score.

Androgyny vs. Gender Fluidity and Non-Binary Identities

In contemporary psychological discourse, it is essential to clearly delineate the established concept

of androgyny from modern understandings of gender identity, particularly gender fluidity and

non-binary identities. Androgyny, as defined by Bem, is a personality construct; it describes the

blend of instrumental and expressive traits within an individual's behavioral repertoire. It does not
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dictate or describe the individual's internal sense of self or their relationship to the gender binary.

An individual who identifies as a cisgender man or woman can be psychologically androgynous.

In contrast, gender fluidity and non-binary identities are terms related to the internal, subjective

sense of gender, which is separate from personality traits. A non-binary person identifies outside

the traditional male/female dichotomy, and a gender-fluid person experiences their gender identity

shifting over time. While a non-binary or gender-fluid person may choose to express themselves

aesthetically in an androgynous manner, their identity is about their inherent selfhood, whereas

psychological androgyny is about the configuration of their personality traits. Confusing these

terms leads to a conceptual error, as one describes *who* a person is (identity) and the other

describes *how* a person behaves (personality structure).

The psychological study of androgyny fundamentally sought to expand the possibilities for

individuals *within* the binary system by demonstrating that personality traits are not strictly sex-

linked. However, the rise of non-binary and trans identities represents a more profound societal

and psychological movement that questions the validity of the binary structure itself. While

androgyny provided behavioral flexibility, modern gender identity concepts offer ontological

validation for identities that transcend the historical male/female constraints entirely. Both concepts

are crucial for understanding human diversity, but they operate on distinct levels of analysis:

personality traits versus self-defined identity.

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=21700
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

