Gender Roles in the Rock-Paper-Scissors Game:
A Thought Experiment

Introduction

The classic game of rock-paper-scissors, often played casually to settle disputes or make quick
decisions, may seem trivial at first glance. However, beneath its simple rules lies a fascinating
interplay of strategy, psychology, and cultural context. In this essay, we delve into the dynamics
of gender roles within the context of this seemingly innocent game.

The Players

Our protagonists are Alan and Beth. While their names carry no inherent gender connotations,
let us momentarily assign them genders for the sake of exploration. Alan, the consistent paper-
chooser, represents the stereotypical male—reliable, predictable, and perhaps a touch
stubborn. Beth, alternating between scissors and rock, embodies the stereotypical female—
adaptable, strategic, and occasionally surprising.

The First Round

In the initial round, Beth declares “scissors,” and Alan sticks with his trusty “paper.” Beth wins.
Here, we see a subtle subversion of gender norms. Beth’s adaptability—her willingness to
switch between scissors and rock—reflects the flexibility often associated with femininity.
Meanwhile, Alan’s unwavering choice of paper aligns with the stereotype of male
stubbornness.

The Alternating Pattern

Beth’s alternating pattern—rock, scissors, rock, scissors—creates an intriguing narrative. It’'s as
if she dances between traditionally masculine and feminine moves. Her rock symbolizes
strength and stability, while her scissors represent precision and finesse. In contrast, Alan’s
paper remains steadfast, refusing to waver. Is this rigidity a reflection of male stoicism?

The Seventh Round

Let us focus on the pivotal seventh round. Alan, predictably, chooses paper. Beth, following her
alternating pattern, selects rock. The clash occurs:

e Alan: Paper
e Beth: Rock

Alan’s paper covers Beth’s rock, and he emerges victorious. But what does this tell us about
gender roles? Perhaps it reinforces the stereotype that men adhere to established norms, even



when faced with a dynamic opponent. Beth’s defeat, despite her strategic approach, mirrors
the societal pressure on women to conform—to be both strong and adaptable simultaneously.

The Overall Game

Despite Alan’s seventh-round win, Beth prevails in the larger context. She secures four out of
seven rounds, claiming victory. Here, we witness a subtle commentary on persistence and
adaptability. Beth’s alternating strategy pays off, highlighting the power of flexibility in
overcoming rigid structures. Alan’s unwavering paper, while momentarily successful, ultimately
falls short.

Beyond the Game

Rock-paper-scissors mirrors broader gender dynamics. Men often occupy fixed roles, while
women navigate a complex dance of expectations. Beth’s alternating choices symbolize the
balancing act required of women—negotiating strength and vulnerability, assertiveness and
adaptability. Alan’s paper, though reliable, lacks the nuance of Beth’s approach.

Conclusion

As we peel back the layers of this seemingly trivial game, we uncover reflections of societal
norms. Gender roles persist, even in the simplicity of rock-paper-scissors. Perhaps the lesson
lies in embracing both consistency and adaptability, recognizing that true strength lies in the
interplay between the two. So, the next time you play this game, consider the deeper
implications—it’s not just about rock, paper, or scissors; it’s about the intricate dance of
identity and expectation.

In the end, Alan and Beth remind us that stereotypes can be shattered, and victory often
belongs to those who defy convention.



