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Preface 

We decided to create this book after finding our students were increasingly not reading 
the assigned material in our introductory women's studies course. Our students found the 
texts to be mostly inaccessible, or alternatively, they enjoyed reading the more testimonial 
first-person accounts included in some texts but were not getting the theoretical framework 
necessary to make sense of these more experiential readings. We were tired of creating 
packets of readings, and students were tired of having to access alternative readings on 
top of purchasing a textbook. This book was crafted to include a balance of recent con
temporary readings with historical and classic pieces as well as both testimonial and more 
theoretical essays that would speak to the diversity of human experience. Each chapter has 
an introduction that provides an overview of the topic and provides a framework for the 
readings that follow. Additionally, each chapter provides a variety of learning activities, 
activist profiles, ideas for activism, and other sidebars that can engage students with. the 
material in various ways. 

Although students of women's and gender studies today are in many ways like the 
students who have preceded them, they are also characterized by certain distinctions from 
the students of the past. Many of today's students come to our classes believing the goals of 
the women's movement have already been accomplished, and, although most will say they 
believe in gender equity of some sort, few identify with feminism as a political theory or 
social movement. Even among students who are supportive of feminist thought, there is a 
distinct sense of a "third wave" of feminism that reflects the interests of young women who 
have come of age benefiting from the gains made by their feminist foremothers. Moreover, 
as women's and gender studies has become institutionalized on college campuses and is 
fulfilling baccalaureate core requirements, more students are being exposed to women's 
and gender studies than ever before. Many of these students "choose" women's and gender 
studies from a menu of options and come to the discipline with varying levels of misun
derstanding and resistance. Some of these students have been influenced by the backlash 
efforts of the 1980s and 1990s and by conservative religious ideologies that seek a return to 
traditional gender relations. All of these distinctions call for a new, relevant, and accessible 
introductory women's and gender studies text. 

As is typical of contemporary students, students in women's and gender studies 
today are the kind of visual learners who often prefer reading and interacting in front of 
a computer screen or a smartphone or watching video clips to reading traditional texts. 
They are unlikely to wade through long, dense, theoretical readings because they deem 
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PREFACE Xiii 

them "boring" and "irrelevant." We know from experience that a large percentage of stu
dents in introductory women's and gender studies classes only read a fragment of the 
required readings and that our required readings end up as "fragmented texts." 

Our intention in this book is to address these challenges by presenting a student
friendly text that provides short, accessible readings which reflect the diversity of women's 
experiences and offer a balance of classic/contemporary and theoretical/experiential pieces. 
The goal is to start where students are rather than where we hope they might be, and to 
provide a text that enriches their thinking, encourages them to read, and relates to their 
everyday experiences. We have chosen accessible articles that we hope are readable. They 
are relatively short, to the point, and interesting in terms of both topics and writing styles. 
Although most articles are quite contemporary, we have also included several earlier clas
sic articles that are "must-reads." And although the articles we have chosen cover the 
breadth of issues and eras in women's and gender studies, we hope students will read them 
and enjoy reading them because of their accessibility, style of presentation, and relevance 
to their lives. Many are written by young feminists, many are testimonial in format, and, 
on the whole, they avoid dense, academic theorizing. The cartoons, we hope, bring humor 
to this scholarship. 

We also structure opportunities for students to reflect on their learning throughout the 
text, and, in this sense, the book is aimed at "teaching itself." It includes not only articles 
and introductions but also a number of features designed to engage students in active 
learning around the content. For example, we address students' tendencies to lose inter
est by creating a format that presents smaller, self-contained, more manageable pieces of 
knowledge that hold together through related fields and motifs that are woven throughout 
the larger text as boxes. This multiple positioning of various forms of scholarship creates 
independent but related pieces that enable students to read each unit in its entirety and 
make connections between the individual units and the larger text. We see this subtext as a 
way to address students' familiarity and comfort with contemporary design, multiple win
dows (as on web pages), and "sound bytes." By also presenting material in these familiar 
formats, we intend to create a student-friendly text that will stimulate their interest. We 
encourage them actually to read the text and then be actively engaged with the material. 

Pedagogy is embedded within the text itself. In addition to the textual narrative, we 
include in each chapter learning activities, activism ideas that provide students with exam
ples and opportunities for the practical implementation of the content, questions for discus
sion that help students explore chapter themes critically, and suggestions for further reading. 
Instructors will be able to utilize the various pedagogical procedures suggested in the text 
(and those in the accompanying instructor's manual found on the Online Learning Center at: 
www.mhhe.com/shaw6e) to develop teaching plans for their class sessions. By embedding 
the pedagogy within the text, we are creating a classroom tool that enables a connection 
between content and teaching procedure, between assigned readings and classroom experi
ence. Thus, students and instructors should experience the text as both a series of manage
able units of information and a holistic exploration of the larger topics. 

We hope that this text will address the needs and concerns of students and instructors 
alike by speaking to students where they are in relation to feminist issues. Our hope is that 
the innovations included in this book will invite students into productive dialogue with 
feminist ideas and encourage personal engagement in feminist work. 

Like other women's and gender studies text-readers, this book covers the variety of 
issues that we know instructors address in the introductory course. We do not isolate race 
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and racism and other issues of difference and power as separate topics, but thoroughly 
integrate them throughout the text into every issue addressed. We have also chosen not to 
present groups of chapters in parts or sections but to let the individual chapters stand alone. 
Pragmatically, this facilitates instructors being able to decide how they want to organize 
their own courses. At the same time, however, the chapters do build on each other. For 
example, after introducing students to women's studies, Chapter 2 presents the systems 
of privilege and inequality that form the context of women's lives and then Chapter 3 
explores the social construction of gender, building on the previous chapter by introducing 
the plurality of sex/gender systems. The following chapters then examine how sex/gender 
systems are expressed and maintained in social institutions. 

For this new edition, we have revised chapter framework essays to reflect the most 
up-to-date research and theory in the field. We've also included new readings that are con
temporary and exciting. With each new edition, we strive to keep the textbook fresh and 
interesting for our students. 

New readings for this edition include: 
3. No More Miss America 
6. The Power and the Gloria 

11. Intersectionality 
14. Cisgender Privilege 
24. What's Up with Boys? 
27. Wrestling with Gender 
32. Ethnicity and Body Consciousness 
35. Is Fat a Feminist Issue? 
36. Bodies and Bathrooms 
37. If the Clothes Fit 
40. Rush Limbaugh and the New Networked Feminism 
44. Vampires and Vixens 
45. Don't Act Crazy, Mindy 
46. Beyonce: Feminist Icon? 
47. Cyberactivism and the Role of Women in the Arab Uprisings 
53. New Orientations: Asexuality 
56. The Gender Gap in Pain 
57. Southern Discomfort 
60. From Rights to Justice: Women of Color Changing the Face of US Reproductive 

Rights Organizing 
61. Freedom to Choose? Three Essays on Abortion Rights 

a. The Only Good Abortion Is My Abortion 
b. Treatment Denied 
c. The Anti-Abortion Clinic Across the Street 

64. Family Way 
65. Marriage Equality: Three Essays 

a. Marriage Equality Is a Feminist Issue 
b. The Wrong Fight 
c. Marriage Equality and Beyond 

66. Singled Out 
68. My Grandmother Washes Her Feet in the Sink of the Bathroom at Sears 



69. Will Marriage Equality Lead to Equal Sharing of Housework? 
71. The Triumph of the Working Mother 
74. Virtuous Valentine? Think Again. 
76. The Sexist Truth About Office Romances 
77. Sex Work as a Test Case for African Feminism 
80. Sex Trafficking in the U.S. 
82. How Some Men Harass Women Online 
84. Anti-LGBTQ Violence: Three Essays 

a. Anti-LGBT Violence Spreads Throughout Russian Regions 
b. Equality's Brutal Backlash 
c. Violence Against Transgender Women In Latin America 

86. The Feminist Factor 
87. Name It. Change It. 
89. Looking Beyond the Wall 
91. Struggling to Find a Home 
97. Women's Rights and Religion 

PREFACE XV 

102. The Non-Religious Patriarchy: Why Losing Religion has not Meant Losing White 
Male Dominance 

103. Feminist Men 
105. Fracking Is a Feminist Issue 
107. What Pussy Riot Taught the World 
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c H A p T E R 

Women's and Gender 
Studies: Perspectives and 

Practices 
WHAT IS WOMEN'S AND GENDER 

STUDIES (WGS)? 

WGS is an interdisciplinary academic field devoted to topics concerning women, gen
der, and feminism. It focuses on gender arrangements (the ways society creates, patterns, 
and rewards our understandings of femininity and masculinity) and examines the multiple 
ways these arrangements affect everyday life. In particular, WGS is concerned with gen
der as it intersects with multiple categories, such as race, ethnicity, social class, age, and 
sexuality. Exploring how we perform femininity and masculinity and how this interacts 
with other aspects of our identities, WGS focuses on the ways women and other feminized 
bodies experience discrimination and oppression. Simply put, WGS involves the study of 
gender as a central aspect of human existence. 

The goal of WGS, however, is not only to provide an academic framework and broad
based community for inquiry about the impacts of gender practices on social, cultural, and 
political thought and behavior, but also to provide advocacy and work toward social change. 
This endeavor is framed by understandings of the social, economic, and political changes 
of the past half century that include a rapid increase in globalization and its impacts locally, 
including the deindustrialization of the global north, the blurring and dispersal of geopoliti
cal boundaries and national identities, and the growth of new technologies that have not 
only transformed political and economic institutions, but supported mass consumerism. 
Such changes shape contemporary imperialism (economic, military, political, and/or cul
tural domination over nations or geopolitical formations) with implications for people in 
both local and global communities. 

In this way, WGS seeks understanding of these issues and realities with the goal 
of social justice. In this endeavor it puts women and other marginalized peoples at 
the center of inquiry as subjects of study, informing knowledge through these lenses. 
This inclusion implies that traditional notions regarding men as "humans" and women 
as "others" must be challenged and transcended. Such a confusion of maleness with 
humanity, putting men at the center and relegating women to outsiders in society, is 
called androcentrism. By making women and other marginalized peoples the subjects 
of study, we assume that our opinions and thoughts about our own experiences are 
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2 CHAPTER 1 I Women's and Gender Studies: Perspectives and Practices 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Why Are We Reading These Essays? 

By Margaret Stetz 

University of Delaware 

Imagine that you, not Susan Shaw and Janet Lee, have final responsibility for 
Women's Voices, Feminist Visions. Shaw and Lee have finished arranging all the 
contents, and those are in their current order. Everything is ready to go to press 
and, at this point, you cannot move anything around. Nonetheless, you have just 
received an urgent message from the publisher, who wants one additional essay 
in the book. That essay is Pandora L. Leong's "Living Outside the Box" from Colo
nize This! (2002). Your instructor will let you know how to access this article. 

Now it is up to you to figure out where to place Leong's essay in the existing 
volume. Leong discusses a number of feminist issues, which means that the essay 
could go into any one of several different sections of Women's Voices, Feminist 
Visions. You will have to decide which is the most significant of the topics that 
Leong raises, as that will determine into which one of the chapters of Women's 
Voices, Feminist Visions you will insert "Living Outside the Box." 

But you will also have to choose where, within the chapter, to put "Living 
Outside the Box," and that, too, will be an important matter. If you place it at 
the start of a section, how might that affect readers' feelings about the essays 
that follow it, especially about the one that comes right after it? If you place it 
at the end of a section, how will its presence implicitly comment on the earlier 
essays in the section and perhaps color readers' reactions to the essay immedi
ately preceding it? And if you sandwich it between two essays, midway through 
a section, how will that influence the way readers look at both the essay that 
comes before it and the one that comes after? You have a lot of power here, and 
you must think about how to exercise it. 

Write a report to the publisher. In your report, you will need to do the following: 

1. Identify the issue in Leong's "Living Outside the Box" that you think is most 
worth highlighting and describe what she says about it. 

2. Explain how you have chosen a place for "Living Outside the Box" in 
Women's Voices, Feminist Visions and make a case for your choice. 

3. Discuss the possible implications of its placement, talking briefly about the 
essays that will surround it. 

What do you think this activity suggests about the construction of an introduc
tory women's studies textbook? What kinds of decisions do you think Shaw and 
Lee had to make in developing Women's Voices, Feminist Visions? If you were a 
co-author/co-editor, would you make similar or different decisions? 

central in understanding human society generally. Adrienne Rich's classic essay from 
the late 1970s, "Claiming an Education," articulates this demand for women as subjects 
of study. It also encourages you as a student to take seriously your right to be taken 
seriously and invites you to understand the relationship between your personal biogra
phy and the wider forces in society that affect your life. As authors of this text, we also 
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invite your participation in knowledge creation, hoping it will be personally enriching 
and vocationally useful. 

HOW DID WGS ORIGINATE? 

The original manifestation of WGS was the emergence of women's studies programs 
and departments in response to the absence, misrepresentation, and trivialization of 
women in the higher education curriculum, as well as the ways women were system
atically excluded from many positions of power and authority as college faculty and 
administrators. This exclusion was especially true for women of color, who experienced 
intersecting obstacles based upon both race and gender. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, stu
dents and faculty began demanding that the knowledge learned and shared in colleges around 
the country be more inclusive of women's issues, and they asked to see more women in lead
ership positions on college campuses. It was not unusual, for example, for entire courses in 
English or American literature to not include a single novel written by a woman, much less a 
woman of color. Literature was full of men's ideas about women-ideas that often continued 
to stereotype women and justify their subordination. History courses often taught only about 
men in wars and as leaders, and sociology courses primarily addressed women in the context 
of marriage and the family. Similarly, entire departments often consisted exclusively of men 
with perhaps a small minority of (usually white) women in junior or part-time positions. 
Although there have been important changes on most college campuses as women's and 
multicultural issues are slowly integrated into the curriculum and advances are made in terms 
of leadership problems, unfortunately, these problems still exist in higher education today. 
What kinds of people hold leadership positions on your campus? 

It is important to note in terms of the history of WGS that making women subjects of 
study involved two strategies that together resulted in changes in the production of knowl
edge in higher education. First, it rebalanced the curriculum. Women as subjects of study 
were integrated into existing curricula through the development of new courses about 
women. This shifted the focus on men and men's lives in the traditional academic curriculum 
and gave some attention to women's lives and concerns by developing, for example, courses 
such as "Women and Art" and "Women in U.S. History" alongside "regular" courses that 
sometimes claimed to be inclusive but focused on (usually white) men. In addition, not 
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only did traditional academic departments (such as Sociology or English) offer these sepa
rate courses on women, but the development of women's studies programs and departments 
offered curricula on a variety of issues that focused specifically on (initially, mostly white) 
women's issues. 

Second, the integration of women as subjects of study resulted in a transformation 

\ 

of traditional knowledge (what Beverly Guy-Sheftall, author of "Origins," the first essay 
in the reading "Forty Years of Women's Studies," calls "mainstreaming"). People began 
questioning the nature of knowledge, how knowledge is produced, and the applications and 
consequences of knowledge in wider society. This means that claims to "truth" and objec
tive "facts" are challenged by new knowledge integrating the perspectives of marginalized 
people. It recognizes, for example, that a history of the American West written by migrating 
whites is necessarily incomplete and differs from a history written from the perspective of 
indigenous native people who had their land taken from them. Although the first strategy 
was an "add women and stir" approach, this second involved a serious challe tradi-
tional knowledge and its claims to truth. 

a~-~· This perspective questions how such knowledge reflects women's lives and con
cerns, how it maintains patterns of male privilege and power, and how the consequences of 
such knowledge affect women and other marginalized people. As Guy-Sheftall explains in 
the above-mentioned essay, this approach fostered heightened consciousness and advocacy 
about gendered violence and was also central in the development of other academic fields 
such as gay and lesbian and gender studies. 

Women's studies has its origins in the women's movement of the 1960s and 
1970s, known as tbelEMiillm~ women's movement. 

"'t 
addressed formal and informal inequalities associated, for example, with the workplace, 
family, sexuality, and reproductive freedom. The second wave movement can be distin
guished from "first wave" mid-nineteenth-century women's rights and suffrage (voting) 
activity, which sought to overturn legal obstacles to women's participation in society, 
and more contemporary "third wave" movements, discussed in more detail below. As an 
academic discipline, women's studies was influenced by the American studies and ethnic 
studies programs of the late 1960s. The demand to include women and other marginalized 
people as subjects of study in higher education was facilitated by broad societal move
ments in which organizations and individuals (both women and men) focused on such 
issues as work and employment, family and parenting, sexuality, reproductive rights, and 
violence against women. The objective was to improve women's status in society and 
therefore the conditions of women's lives. The U.S. women's movement emerged at a 
moment of widespread social turmoil as various social movements questioned traditional 
social and sexual values, racism, poverty and other inequities, and U.S. militarism. These 
social movements, including the women's movement and the civil rights movement, 
struggled for the rights of people of color, women, the poor, gays and lesbians, the aged 
and the young, and the disabled, and fought to transform society through laws and policies 
as well as changes in attitudes and consciousness. 

Two aspects of the women's movement-a commitment to personal change and to 
societal transformation-helped establish women's studies. In terms of the personal, the 
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HISTORICAL MOMENT The First Women's Studies Department 

Following the activism of the 1960s, feminists in academia worked to begin estab
lishing a place for the study of women. In 1970 women faculty at San Diego State 
University {SDSU) taught five upper-division women's studies classes on a volun
tary overload basis. In the fall of that year, the SDSU senate approved a women's 
studies department, the first in the United States, and a curriculum of 11 courses. 
The school hired one full-time instructor for the program. Other instructors includ
ed students and faculty from several existing departments. Quickly, many other 
colleges and universities around the nation followed suit, establishing women's 
studies courses, programs, and departments. In 1977 academic and activist femi
nists formed the National Women's Studies Association {NWSA) to further the 
development of the discipline. NWSA held its first convention in 1979. 

U.S. women's movement involved women asking questions about the cultural meanings of 
being a woman. Intellectual perspectives that became central to women's studies as a dis
cipline were created from the everyday experiences of people both inside and outside the 
movement. Through consciousness-raising groups and other situations where some women 
were able to come together to talk about their lives, participants realized that they were 
not alone in their experiences. Problems they thought to be personal (like working out
side the home all day and then coming home to work another full day doing the domestic 
tasks that are involved with being a wife and mother) were actually part of a much bigger 
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Education for All 

Education for All (EFA) is an international initiative first launched in Jomtien, 
Thailand, in 1990 to bring the benefits of education to "every citizen in every 
society." In order to realize this aim, a broad coalition of national governments, 
civil society groups, and development agencies committed to achieving six 
specific education goals: 

• Expand and improve comprehensive early childhood care and education, 
especially for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children. 

• Ensure that by 2015 all children, particularly girls, those in difficult 
circumstances, and those belonging to ethnic minorities, have access to, and 
complete, free and compulsory primary education of good quality. 

• Ensure that the learning needs of all young people and adults are met 
through equitable access to appropriate learning and life-skills programs. 

• Achieve a 50% improvement in adult literacy by 2015, especially for women, 
and equitable access to basic and continuing education for all adults. 

• Eliminate gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005, and 
achieve gender equality in education by 2015, with a focus on ensuring girls' 
full and equal access to and achievement in basic education of good quality. 

• Improve all aspects of the quality of education and ensure the excellence of 
all so that recognized and measurable learning outcomes are achieved by all, 
especially in literacy, numeracy and essential life skills. 

Source: http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAUTOPICS/EXTEDUCATION/O,,contentMDK:20374062-
menuPK:540090-pagePK:148956-piPK:216618-theSitePK:282386,00.html. 

picture of masculine privilege and female subordination. Women began to make connec
tions and coined the phrase the personal is political to explain how things taken as personal 
or idiosyncratic have broader social, political, and economic causes and consequences. 
In other words, situations that we are encouraged to view as personal are actually part 
of broader cultural patterns and arrangements. In addition, the idea that the personal is 
political encouraged people to live their politics-or understandings of the world and 
how it is organized-in their everyday lives: to practice what they preach, in other words. 
This concept is illustrated in the essay (originally presented as a leaflet) "No More Miss 
America," written in 1968 by members of an organization called the New York Radical 
Women. It accompanied a protest against the 1968 Miss America beauty pageant and was 
one of the the first women's liberation's protest covered widely by the national media. The 
10 points in the leaflet present a feminist critique of the objectification of female "beauty" 
and its connection to sexism, racism, and consumerism. Is this critique still relevant today? 
Particularly interesting about the 1968 protest was the way the media produced the idea 
that women were "burning their bras." Even though none took place here, and there is no 
evidence that any bra-burnings ever took place, the notion has survived many decades and 
still exists as a fabricated, yet still iconic, aspect of feminism. Why do you think this is the 
case? Perhaps you will bum your bras in this class.:) 

By the 1970s questions were being raised about this generic notion of "woman" and the 
monolithic way ''women's experiences" were being interpreted. In particular, critiques of the 
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women's movement and women's studies centered on their lack of inclusivity around issues 
of race, class, sexual identity or orientation, and other differences. These critiques fostered, 
among other developments, a field of Black Women's Studies that encouraged a focus on 
intersectionality which continues to transform the discipline. As Bonnie Thornton Dill explains 

Years of W 

e need to pro
vide more inclusive curricula involves the necessity of incorporating know edge by and about 
people of color and those who do not identify with the the binaries of gender (masculinity/ 
femininity) or sexuality (heterosexuality/homosexuality) or who represent marginalized 
communities like immigrants, migrants, or the disabled. As this essay emphasizes, although 
intersectionality is most easily understood as multifaceted identities, it also helps explain the 
organization of power in society and can be used as a tool of social justice. As readings in 
Chapter 2 also illustrate, intersectional analyses have shown how systems of power maintain 
patterns of privilege and discrimination. 

Within the last few decades the emergence of WGS represents not only the inclusion of 
intersectional analyses as mentioned above, but the movement away from a stable and fixed 
idea of "woman" as in "women's studies" towards a more inclusive focus on gender as "gen
der studies." The latter encourages the study of gender as socially constructed, historically and 
culturally variable, and subject to change through social and political action. Recognizing that 
"woman" and "man" are changeable and contested categories is central in the study of the 
ways gendered personhood is mapped onto physical bodies. In particular, gender studies pro
vides knowledge and advocacy for understanding the ways bodies and gender expressions (as 
feminine or masculine) do not necessarily adhere to the typical female/male binary (implied in 
what is known as "trans" and discussed more in later chapters). However, while such a study 
emphasizes the ways social practices produce bodies that perform gender, it is important to 
note that gender performances are privileged and constrained by institutional structures that 
affect people who actually identify as "real" women and men. This means that even though 
gender studies may provide a more inclusive approach, there are social and political conse
quences of identifying as a woman, or living with a feminized body, that result in certain 
experiences and outcomes (for example, being more likely to live in poverty, or experience 
violence and sexual assault). The importance of understanding the experience of living as 
women in society, alongside the recognition of inclusivity and intersectionality, means that 
"women's studies" tends not to have been changed to "gender studies," but instead trans
formed into "women's and gender studies." This move recognizes the historical development 
and contemporary reality of the field of women's studies as a site for social justice for those 
who live and identify as women in the world. 

A key term for WGS writers and activists is patriarchy, defined as a system where men 
and masculine bodies dominate because power and authority are in the hands of adult men. 
Discussions of patriarchy must recognize the intersectional nature of this concept whereby 
someone may be simultaneously privileged by gender, but face limitations based upon other 
identities. Men of color, for example, may benefit from patriarchy, but their expressions of 
masculine privilege are shaped by the politics of racism. It is important to remember that 
many men are supporters of women's rights and that many of the goals of the women's 
movement benefit men as well, although being a supporter of women's rights does not 
necessarily translate into men understanding how everyday privileges associated with 
masculinity maintain entitlements in a patriarchal society. It is one thing to feel indignant 
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about inequality or compassion for marginalized people, and another to recognize that 
one's privilege is connected to the oppression of others. Connecting with the personal as 
political encourages men to potentially function as allies on a deeper, more authentic level. 
The concept of the personal is political has relevance for those with masculine privilege as 

LEARNING ACTIVITY What's in a Name? 

Is the program that sponsors this introductory course at your institution called 
"Women's Studies," "Gender Studies," "Women's and Gender Studies," 
"Women, Gender, and Sexuality Studies," "Feminist Studies," or some other 
name? Have you ever stopped to think about the history and politics of the 
name of that unit? 

In this chapter we have discussed how in its early years, women's studies tended 
to focus on women as an essential category and explored the ways women 
experienced discrimination based on sex or recovered the ways women had 
contributed to society. Soon a number of critiques and realizations challenged 
this understanding of the discipline, emphasizing that sex and gender are socially 
constructed ways of relating within systems of domination and subordination. 
This realization that gave rise to "Gender Studies" as an interdisciplinary field 
examines the complex interactions of biology and society, sex and gender, with 
a specific emphasis on how gender is constituted across forms of difference. 
Another contested area of study that related to but was not always central to 
Women's Studies and Gender Studies was sexuality. While many early second 
wave feminists made important connections between women's oppression and 
the control of sexuality, others feared the intrusion of lesbian politics. As Queer 
Studies emerged, debates also arose about the place of gay men, transgendered 
people, and queer-identified people in the Women' Studies and Gender Studies 
curricula. 

Different colleges and universities have grappled with the controversies and 
developments in different ways. At Oregon State University, our program came 
into being in late 1972 as Women Studies. Notice the absence of the apostro
phes. In the archives we have a number of memos back and forth between the 
founder of our program and university administrators about this. The founder 
argued (successfully} that women were the subject of study, not the owners 
of the discipline. Therefore, she contended, the program should be "Women 
Studies," not "Women's Studies." This name lasted for 40 years, even as the focus 
of our program shifted with changes in the discipline. From about 2008 to 2012 
we added faculty members with expertise in multicultural, transnational, and 
queer feminisms, and so in 2013 we changed our name to reflect both growth 
in the discipline and in our specific program, and we became Women, Gender, 
and Sexuality Studies. As our proposal to change our name moved through the 
approval process, we were asked several times why we wanted to keep the word 
"women." Our response was two-fold: We did not want women to become 
invisible in our identity, and we wanted to acknowledge our history. So, as you 
can see, politics played a very important role in the naming of our program and 
shaping of our identity 40 years ago and just last year. 
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What about your program? Find out why your institution made the decisions it 
did about your program's name. Discover the history of your program's name. 
Has it changed over the years? Why or why not? Ask your professors how they 
think those choices have affected the courses and degrees the program offers. 
What difference do you think the name makes for you? 

understandings are made about the connections between social institutions that reward men 
and personal experiences of gendered entitlement. 

In terms of societal change, the U.S. women's movement and other social movements, 
have improved, and continue to improve, the lives of marginalized people through various 
forms of activism. The legal changes of the second wave include the passage of the Equal 
Pay Act of 1963 that sought equal pay for equal work, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964 that forbade workplace discrimination, and the creation of the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) in 1965 to enforce antidiscrimination laws (although 
this enforcement did not occur until 1972). Rulings in 1978 and 1991 prohibited discrimi
nation against pregnant women and provided women workers the right to damages for sex 
discrimination, respectively. The Family Medical Leave Act of 1993 provides 12 weeks of 
unpaid, job-protected leave for workers to care for children or ill relatives (although it is 
required only for businesses with more than 50 employees and for workers with at least a 
year's tenure in their job). Affirmative action as a legal mechanism to combat discrimina
tion was first utilized in 1961 and was extended to women in 1967, although it is increas
ingly under attack. Similarly, though legislation such as Roe v. Wade legalized abortion 
and provided reproductive choices for women and the FACE (Freedom of Access to Clinic 
Entrances) Act of 1994 protected reproductive health care workers and patients accessing 
these services, such gains are currently under attack as well. In terms of legal changes 
directly aimed at higher education, Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 sup
ported equal education and forbade gender discrimination, including in sports, in schools. 
Since that time the Civil Rights Restoration Act of 1988 reversed a Supreme Court deci
sion gutting Title IX, and more recent rulings (Fitzgerald v. Barnstable School Committee, 
2009) established parents' right to sue for sex discrimination in schools under both Title IX 
and the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment to the Constitution. Women's 
right to fight in combat positions and the overturning of the anti-gay military policy "don't 
ask, don't tell" in 2012 also reflect the activism of the women's and other civil rights' 
movements, especially LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, trans, queer) activism. These examples of 
civil rights legislation, often taken for granted today, are the result of organized resistance 
and a concerted effort to democratize the legal structure of U.S. society. 

Legal changes in the United States have been accompanied by relatively signifi
cant increases in the numbers of women and people of color running for political of
fice; taking positions of authority in government, business, education, science, and the 
arts; and becoming more visible and active in all societal institutions. These societal 
changes have strengthened the demand for alternative educational models: Not only 
is it the right thing to include women in college life, but it is illegal to prevent their 
participation. Alongside Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards' classic essay that 
encourages you to think about these second wave gains in the reading "A Day Without 
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Feminism," is Marge Piercy's plea to recognize the "heroines" who continue working 
every day in their families and communities to improve women's everyday lives. This 
poem/reading, titled "My Heroines," emphasizes that it is these people who write our 
future. 

-
WHAT WERE THE ORIGINS OF WOMEN'S 

RIGHTS ACTIVISM IN THE UNITED STATES? 

Although the original women's studies programs emerged out of the second wave of 
mid- to late-twentieth-century social activism, that activism itself was a part of an 
ongoing commitment to women's liberation that had its roots in late-eighteenth-century 
and nineteenth-century struggles for gender equity. Women had few legal, social, and eco
nomic rights in nineteenth-century U.S. society. They had no direct relationship to the 
law outside of their relationships as daughters or wives; in particular, married women 
lost property rights upon marriage. Women were also mostly barred from higher educa
tion until women's colleges started opening in the mid-nineteenth century. However, 
when socioeconomically privileged white women started to access higher education in 
the late-nineteenth century, most women of color still faced obstacles that continued 
through the twentieth century and into the present. Despite this, African American 
women like Ida B. Wells, Mary Church Terrell, and Anna Julia Cooper (see "Activist 
Profile") offered strategies of resistance that provided an explicit analysis of patriarchy 
to address racial domination. 

Most early women's rights activists (then it was referred to as "woman's" rights) in 
the United States had their first experience with social activism in the Abolition Movement, 
the struggle to free slaves. These activists included such figures as Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 
Lucretia Mott, Susan B. Anthony, Sojourner Truth, Sarah M. and Angelina Grimke, Henry 
Blackwell, Frederick Douglass, and Harriet Tubman. Many abolitionists became aware of 
inequities elsewhere in society. Some realized that to improve women's status a separate 
social movement was required. In this way, for many abolitionists, their experiences with 
abolition inspired their desire to improve the conditions of all women's lives. 

English philosopher Mary Wollstonecraft's book A Vindication of the Rights 
of Woman (1792) is seen as the first important expression of the demand for women's 
equality, although the beginning of the women's movement in the United States is 
usually dated to the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848. This convention was conceived 

LEARNING ACTIVITY The National Women's Hall of Fame 

How many significant American women can you name? Most students can-
not name 20 women from American history. To learn more about some of the 
women who have made important contributions in the United States, visit the 
National Women's Hall of Fame at www.greatwomen.org. What is the mission of 
the Hall of Fame? Select five inductees and read their biographies. Why do you 
think they were selected for the Hall of Fame? What do you think is the signifi
cance of having a National Women's Hall of Fame? 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Anna Julia Cooper 

Anna Julia Cooper was 
born in North Carolina in 
1858 to an enslaved woman 
and her white slave owner. 
By the later part of the nine
teenth century, she had become 
a profound voice for the rights 
and dignity of black women. 
Even as a child, she protested 
the unequal treatment of 
women and girls, and when she 
attended Oberlin College, she 
refused to take the less rigor
ous course set out for women 
and insisted on enrolling in 
the men's course. By 1887, she 
had earned a master's degree 
in math, and she moved to 
Washington, DC, to work at the 
only all-black high school in the 
city. She became the school's 
principal in 1902. 

Cooper saw education as the path 
to uplift and empowerment for 
black women. She insisted on 
preparing students for college 
rather than for the trades, and 
she was successful in sending 
many students on to prestigious 

universities. She also founded the Colored Women's League of Washington and 
helped begin the first black women's chapter of the YWCA. 

Her book, A Voice from the South, offered an early analysis of the intersections 
of gender and race. In it she wrote, "only the BLACK WOMAN can say when and 
where I enter, in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without vio
lence and without suing or special patronage, then and there the whole Negro 
race enters with me." 

In 1924, Cooper became only the fourth black woman in the United States to 
earn a PhD. In 1930, she became president of Frelinghuysen University, a DC 
institution founded to provide access to education for local residents. She died 
in 1964 at the age of 105. 

Learn more by visiting the website for the Anna Julia Cooper Project at 
www.cooperproject.org. 
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as a response to the experience of Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who, as 
delegates to the World Anti-Slavery Convention in London in 1840, were refused seating, 
made to sit behind a curtain, and not allowed to voice their opinions because they were 
women. Their experience fueled the need for an independent women's movement in the 
United States and facilitated the convention at Seneca Falls, New York, in July 1848. An 
important document, the "Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions," came out of this 
convention. Authored primarily by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, it used the language of the 
U.S. Declaration of Independence and included a variety of demands to improve women's 
status in the family and in society. Woman's suffrage, the right of women to vote, was 
included. Other conventions were held across the country, and national organizations were 
formed to promote women's rights generally and suffrage in particular. These organiza
tions included the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) formed in 1869 and 
the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NA WSA) in 1890. NA WSA was 
formed from the merging of NWSA and the American Woman Suffrage Association and 
continues today as the League of Women Voters. Throughout all this history it is important 
to understand that the rights of women of color were often subordinated and "women's 
rights" came to mean the liberation of white women. In some cases movement leaders con
spired with racist forces to keep women of color subordinated, arguing, for example, for lit
eracy requirements for voters that enhanced the status of economically privileged women 
and undermined the poor, ex-slaves, and many immigrants and migrants. Despite these 
serious problems, the first wave women's movement fought for political personhood-a 
struggle that continues today. The "Anthony Amendment," the women's suffrage amend
ment, was introduced into Congress in 1878; it took another 42 years for this amendment 
to be ratified as the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, granting women the right to vote. 

WHAT IS THE STATUS OF WGS 
ON COLLEGE CAMPUSES TODAY? 

As the reading "Forty Years of Women's Studies" explains, WGS has steadily become 
institutionalized, or established as a regular custom, on many college campuses. From a 
scattering of courses (often taught for free by committed faculty when colleges did not 
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want to spend money on these courses) have come whole programs and departments with 
minors and majors of study and graduate degrees at both the master's and doctoral levels. 
Although most campuses adopted women's studies, some have gone with gender studies 
and others with feminist studies, and many have been renamed as women's and gender 
studies. These different names reflect different perspectives concerning knowledge about 
and for women. As the Learning Activity: The National Women's Hall of Fame asks, how 
is it institutionalized on your campus? 

Professors of WGS might teach only in WGS, or they might do most of their work 
in another department like anthropology or history. This illustrates the multidisciplinary 
nature of our field: It can be taught from the point of view of many different disciplines. 
For the most part, however, WGS is interdisciplinary; that is, it combines knowledge 
and methodologies from across many academic disciplines. Knowledge integration has 
occurred at a more rapid rate in the humanities and social sciences than in the biological 
and physical sciences. This is primarily because these sciences are considered "objective" 
(free of values), with topics of study immune from consideration of issues of gender, race, 
and class. However, as scholars have pointed out, science is a cultural product and its meth
odologies are grounded in historical practices and cultural ideas. There are now courses 
on many campuses examining the history and current practices of science that integrate 
knowledge about science as a human (gendered and racialized) product. 

A list of the goals or objectives of WGS might look like this: 

• To understand the social construction of gender: the ways gendered personhood is 
mapped on to physical bodies. 

• To examine the intersection of gender with other systems of inequality in women's 
lives, including the effects of imperialism and globalization. 

• To learn about the status of women and other marginalized peoples in society and 
ways to improve that status through individual and collective action for social change. 

• To experience how institutions in society affect individual lives and to be able to think 
critically about the role of patterns of privilege and discrimination in our own lives. 

• To develop critical thinking skills, improve writing and speaking skills, and empower 
self and others. 

WHAT DOES WGS 
HA VE TO DO WITH FEMINISM? 

WGS is generally associated with feminism as a paradigm for understanding self and soci
ety. Although there are many definitions of feminism and some disagreement concerning 
a specific definition, there is agreement on two core principles underlying any concept of 
feminism. First, feminism concerns equality and justice. Because feminism is politics of 
equality and a social movement for social justice, it anticipates a future that guarantees 
human dignity and equality for all. A social movement can be defined as a sustained, col
lective campaign that arises as people with shared interests come together in support of 
a common goal. Second, feminism is inclusive and affirming of women and expressions 
of femininity; it celebrates women's achievements and struggles and works to provide a 
positive and affirming stance toward women and expressions of the feminine. As longtime 
feminist advocate and Ms magazine co-founder Gloria Steinem explains in the interview 
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with Rachel Graham Cody titled "The Power and the Gloria," feminism is about social, 
economic, and political equality. Steinem makes the case that reproductive freedom is the 
key to women's equality, emphasizing its role in explaining poverty, educational attain
ments, and health outcomes. 

Feminism is a personal perspective as well as a political theory and social movement 
that has worked as a central force in advocating women's rights and making room for 
other liberatory possibilities. Put this way, feminism is hardly a radical notion. In terms of 
transforming social inequality in a broad sense, however, it is important to note that femi
nism has worked alongside other social movements such as immigrant and migrant rights 
and indigenous peoples' movements that may or may not identify as feminist. And, while 
feminism is usually at the center of WGS and has embodied the discipline with advocacy 
for social justice and cultural plurality, the concept itself, and the often accompanying 
(although not always or necessarily present) "baggage" of its ideological location in the 
global north, can exclude those who do not identify as feminist from movements for the 
improvement of women's lives. 

It is also important to understand that although this chapter addresses the origins of U.S. 
feminism, the movement for social justice takes different forms in societies around the world, 
and certainly feminism's multiple origins do not necessarily reside in the U.S. In addition, 
transnational feminism, the movement for the social, political, and economic equality of 
women across national boundaries, is alive and well. Transnational feminism recognizes 
opportunities associated with the development of alliances and networks for the emancipa
tion of marginalized peoples worldwide. It also educates about the problems of claiming a 
"universal sisterhood" that ignores differences between women and claims solidarity based 
on shared conditions, experiences, or concerns. Such claims often result in women in the 
global north or "First World" societies (those with political and economic privilege in the 
world order) making decisions for those in developing countries of the global south or "Third 
World" nations. Note how the terms "First World" and "Third World" imply a hierarchical 
ordering. The problematic nature of these terms is underscored by the phrase "Two-Thirds 
World" to emphasize that the global north has defined most of the world as coming in third. 

In this way, feminism recognizes both the similarities and differences in women's 
status worldwide. This status in developing and nonindustrialized countries is often very 
low, especially in societies where strict religious doctrines govern gendered behaviors. 
Although women in various countries around the world often tend to be in subordinate 
positions, the form this subordination takes varies. As a result, certain issues, like the 
ability of women to maintain subsistence agriculture and feed their families-matters of 
personal survival-take priority over the various claims to autonomy that characterize 
women's issues in the global north or what is often termed "westernized" societies. What 
are considered feminist issues in the United States are not necessarily the most important 
concerns of women in other parts of the world. As already mentioned, it is important to 
understand this in order to avoid overgeneralizing about feminism's usefulness globally, 
even though the notion of global feminism or transnational feminism is real and useful 
for political alliances across national borders. It is also important to recognize that any 
claims for "Western" feminisms are necessarily interpreted internationally in the context 
of U.S. militarism, a history of colonialism, and international "development," as well as in 
regard to the power of U.S.-based corporations, consumerism, and popular culture. None
theless, transnational feminisms underscore the similarities women share across the world 
and seek strategies that take into account the interdependence of women globally. And, as 
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communication technologies have advanced, the difficulties of organizing women in all 
parts of the world have decreased, despite issues of access for many people. 

Some feminist peace and social justice movements have used the concept of the per
sonal is political to make the case that diverse personal narratives shared within and across 
cultures encourage political awareness and have the potential to foster opportunities for 
communication and networking in an increasingly globalized world. Indeed, transnational 
feminist groups have worked against militarism, global capitalism, and racism, and for 
issues identified by local women in specific communities worldwide. Such actions were 
reflected in the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing, 
China, in 1995 and the post-Beijing gatherings of the last decades. More than 30,000 
women attended the Beijing conference, and 189 governments signed the "Platform for 
Action." This platform was a call for concrete action to include the human rights of women 
and girls as part of universal human rights, thus eradicating poverty of women, removing 
the obstacles to women's full participation in public life and decision making, eliminating 
all forms of violence against women, ensuring women's access to educational and health 
services, and promoting actions for women's economic autonomy. 

Currently, much transnational feminist emphasis is on the passage of CEDA W (Con
vention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women), adopted by 
the United Nations (UN) General Assembly in 1979, and already ratified by 186 coun
tries (over 90 percent of UN countries). CEDA W prohibits all forms of discrimination 
against women by legally binding the countries that ratify it to incorporate equality of men 
and women into their legal systems. Measures include abolishing discriminatory laws and 
adopting new ones, establishing tribunals to ensure the protection of women, and elimi
nating acts of discrimination against women by persons, organizations, or enterprises. As 
of this writing, although U.S. President Obama and Secretary of State Kerry support the 
resolution and have made ratification a priority, the measure needs 67 votes in the U.S. 
Senate to pass. As a result, the United States is the only industrial society that has still not 
yet ratified the convention because of fear among some that it would give the UN power 
over U.S. legal statutes and institutions. 

Various kinds of feminist thought (while embracing the two core concepts described 
above) differ in terms of their specific explanations for understanding the social organi
zation of gender and their ideas for social change. An important distinction among U.S. 
feminisms is that between liberal and radical feminisms. Liberal feminists believe in the 
viability of the present system (meaning the system is okay) and work within this context 
for change in such public areas as education and employment. Liberal feminists attempt to 
remove obstacles to women's full participation in public life. Strategies include education, 
federal and state policies, and legal statutes. 

Whereas liberal feminists want a piece of the pie, and have been critiqued as conserv
ative reformists on account of this perspective, radical feminists (sometimes known as 
radical cultural feminists or difference feminists) want a whole new pie. Radical feminists 
recognize the oppression of women as a fundamental political oppression wherein women 
are categorized as inferior based upon their gender. It is not enough to remove barriers to 
equality; rather, deeper, more transformational changes need to be made in societal institu
tions (like the government or media) as well as in people's heads. Patriarchy, radical femi
nists believe, shapes how women and men think about the world, their place in it, and their 
relationships with one another. Radical feminists assert that reformist solutions like those 
liberal feminism would enact are problematic because they work to maintain rather than 

,/ 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Global Feminisms, Transnational Activism 

Feminism is not simply a U.S. phenomenon. Indigenous feminisms have arisen 
all over the world to address the specific issues facing women in particular 
places. For example, in Botswana in the early 1990s a human rights attorney 
named Unity Dow challenged her country's Citizenship Act. That Act, author
ized in 1984, conferred citizenship on children born in Botswana only if the 
father was a citizen of Botswana. If the mother was a citizen of Botswana but 
the father was not, the children did not receive citizenship. Dow believed the 
law violated Botswana's constitution and challenged it in Botswana's high court. 
She won her case after four years of fighting for this right for women. Another 
Motswana woman, Musa Dube, is a biblical critic and professor at the University 
of Botswana. Dube uses her perspective as an African woman as a lens for inter
preting the Bible. So, for example, when she reads the story of the hemorrhag
ing woman in Mark 5: 24-43 from an African postcolonial feminist perspective, 
she imagines the bleeding woman as Mama Africa, who is oppressed by sexism 
as well as colonialism and yet survives and participates in her own healing. Other 
feminists in Botswana have worked diligently to support people living with HIV/ 
AIDS and to stop the spread of the virus through the empowerment of women. 

Choose one of the nations below and research feminisms in that country. What 
issues facing women do feminists confront? What forms does feminist activism 
take? How do these feminisms and forms of activism connect with feminist issues 
and activism in other countries? How do feminists work together across national 
borders to support one another's efforts? 

• Australia 
• Chile 
• China 
• Costa Rica 
• Egypt 
• Ghana 
• India 
• Korea 
• Lesotho 
• Russia 
• South Africa 
• Turkey 

undermine the system. The "No More Miss America" manifesto by the radical feminist 
social organization New York Radical Women illustrates these points. 

Not surprisingly, although the focus of liberal feminism is on the public sphere, the 
focus of this radical approach is the private sphere of everyday individual consciousness and 
change. Radical feminist offshoots include lesbian feminism, which focuses on how compul
sory heterosexuality (the cultural norm that assumes and requires heterosexuality) and het
erosexual privilege (the rights and privileges of heterosexuality, such as legal marriage and 
being·intimate in public) function to maintain power in society. Radical feminist thought also 
includes ecofeminism, a perspective that focuses on the association of women with nature 
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and the environment and the simultaneous relationships among patriarchy, global economic 
expansion, and environmental degradation. Radical feminism tends to have a relatively fixed 
or biologically based idea of who is a "woman" and is often guilty of essentialism in treating 
all women as having common attributes and in minimizing differences among them. 

Other feminist perspectives of "late modernity" (the latter part of the twentieth cen
tury) include Marxist feminism, a perspective that uses economic explanations from tra
ditional Marxist theory to understand women's oppression. For Marxist feminists, the 
socioeconomic inequities of the class system are the major issues. This can be distinguished 
from socialist feminism, a perspective that integrates both Marxist and radical feminism. 
Socialist feminists use the insights of class analysis alongside radical feminist explanations 
of gender oppression. Contemporary socialist feminists seek to understand the workings of 
capitalist patriarchal institutions and often incorporate an environmental analysis that sees 
capitalism's push for private profits as the major cause of environmental degradation. 

Many of these feminist approaches have been critiqued by the perspectives of 
women of color, who insist that theory be inclusive of all women's lives. Multiracial 
feminism or women of color feminism, for example, asserts that gender is constructed by a 
range of interlocking inequalities that work simultaneously to shape women's experience. 
This is the concept of intersections mentioned above. It brings together understandings 
drawn from the lived experiences of diverse women and influences all feminist writing 
today. The reading by bell hooks, "Feminist Politics: Where We Stand," fits into this genre. 
Indeed, expressions of feminism grounded in the lives of women of color have included 
womanism, a social change perspective rooted in the lives of black women and other 
women of color that emphasizes that social change begins with self-change, and critiques 
the location of feminism in the ivory towers of academia. This perspective was coined in 
1983 by writer Alice Walker, who sought to distinguish this approach from that of white 
feminism. More recently, such moves by Latina/Chicana feminists include xicanista to 
represent their indigenous roots and postcolonial histories. 

Finally, some feminists have utilized a postmodern perspective that focuses on the 
relationship between knowledge and power. Postmodern approaches question the assump
tion that reality has an inherent order that is discernible through scientific inquiry, reject 
binaries or dualistic thinking like male/female and heterosexual/homosexual, and attempt 
to destabilize such fixed identities. This approach recognizes changes in the organization 
of contemporary social life as a result, for example, of virtual technologies and increasing 
globalization and capitalist development. It also pays attention to how language constructs 
reality. Postmodernism emphasizes that humans actively construct or shape their lives in 
the context of various social systems, and often in the face of serious constraints. Queer 
theory is influenced by postmodernsim and makes the case that gender and sexuality are 
socially produced and used as instruments of power. "Queer," once a derogatory term, is 
claimed back and celebrated in this approach that emphasizes fluid notions of power and 
identity and seeks to dismantle the binaries of gender and sexuality. 

Many writers now refer to a "third wave" of feminist activity influenced by post
modernism, queer theory, and multiracial feminism, which problematizes the universality 
and potential inclusivity of the term "woman." Third wave feminism has its origins in the 
1990s and reflects the thinking, writing, and activism of those who came of age taking 
for granted the gains of second wave feminism, as well as the resistance or backlash to it. 
Third wave perspectives are shaped by the material conditions created by globalization and 
technoculture, and tend to focus on issues of sexuality and identity. Contemporary third 
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wave activity has been important in fueling feminist activism, especially through musi
cal and art forms, such as "zines" (consciousness-raising magazines produced locally and 
often shared electronically), and through social networking and other virtual technologies. 
C.V. Harquail writes about social networking in the reading "Facebook for Women vs. 
Facebook Designed by Feminists." This author imagines social networking sites as activ
ism to improve women's lives. 

Despite the advantages of using a "wave" metaphor to characterize the developments 
in feminism, the metaphor distracts attention from the continuity of feminist activity and 
runs the risk of setting up distinctions and potential intergenerational divisiveness between 
a more stodgy second wave generation, devoid of sexuality and unwilling to share power, 
and a younger, self-absorbed generation obsessed with popular culture and uncritically 
sexualized. And, although third wave feminism is accessible for many young women in 
the United States and is energizing in its focus on media, popular culture, sexuality, and so 

Thank a Feminist 

Thank a feminist if you agree that ... 

• Women should have the right to vote. 
• Women should have access to contraceptives. 
• Women should have the right to work outside the home. 
• Women should receive equal pay for equal work. 
• Women should have the right to refuse sex, even with their husbands. 
• Women should be able to receive a higher education. 
• Women should have access to safe, legal abortion. 
• Women should be able to participate in sports. 
• Women should be able to hold political office. 
• Women should be able to choose any career that interests them. 
• Women should be free from sexual harassment in the workplace. 
• Women should be able to enter into legal and financial transactions. 
• Women should be able to study issues about women's lives and experiences. 

One hundred years ago, none of these statements was possible for women in 
the United States. Only through the hard work and dedication of women in each 
decade of the twentieth century did these rights become available to women. 

Imagine a world without feminism. If you are a woman, you would not be in 
college. You would not be able to vote. You could not play sports. Contraception 
is illegal. So is abortion. You're expected to marry and raise a family. If you must 
work, the only jobs available to you are in cleaning, clerical services, or teaching. 
And you have no legal protection on the job if your boss pressures you for sex 
or makes lewd comments. Your husband can force you to have sex, and, if you 
were sexually abused as a child, most likely no one will believe you if you tell. If 
you are sexually attracted to women, you are considered mentally ill and may be 
subjected to an array of treatments for your illness. 

Today, young women who claim, "I'm not a feminist, but ... " benefit from the 
many gains made by feminists through the twentieth century. So the next time 
you go to class or vote or play basketball, thank a feminist! 
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IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM Two-Minute Activist 

Many important legislative issues related to women come before elected officials 
regularly. You can make your voice to support women heard by contacting your 
senators and representatives. To become a two-minute activist ("one minute 
to read, one minute to act"), visit the website of the American Association of 
University Women (AAUW) at www.aauw.org. Click the "Act" button to find 
the Two-Minute Activist link. There, you'll find links to information about the 
latest issues before Congress and to prewritten AAUW messages that you can 
personalize and send to your representatives. 

forth, it is critiqued as an "anything goes" movement. Some critics question its transforma
tion of self rather than society, in part because of its potential ineffectiveness for collective 
action and structural change. In addition, they suggest third wave feminism distorts the his
tory of the second wave and fabricates a victim and/or anti-sex feminism that actually never 
existed. These issues and the problems associated with the "wave" metaphors are discussed 
in more detail in a reading in Chapter 13 by Katha Pollit titled "Amber Waves of Blame." 
In this way, just as feminism encompasses diversity, so feminists do not all agree on what 
equality looks like or how to get there. As a social movement, feminism has always thrived 
on differences of ideology and practice. In "A Day Without Feminism," self-proclaimed 
third wavers Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards actively claim feminism as relevant 
to their lives and do underscore the gains of second wave feminist activism. 

WHAT ARE THE MYTHS 
ASSOCIATED WITH FEMINISM? 

The most recent nationwide poll on feminism was published by CBS Broadcasting Inc. 
in 2009. Seventy-seven percent of people polled indicated they had more opportunities 
than their mother, 82 percent said their status was increased compared to 25 years ago, 
and 69 percent declared that the women's movement had improved their lives (80 percent 
of those aged 36 to 44 years indicated this). When women were asked if they identified as 
a feminist, however, only 24 percent agreed (and 22 percent classified this as an insult), 
although when the definition of feminist was included ("someone who supports the politi
cal, economic, and social equality of women"), the percentage of women identifying as 
feminists rose to 65 percent. An earlier poll from 2003 also found that when respondents 
were asked their opinion of the movement to strengthen women's rights, not the "women's 
rights movement," people's support was much higher. The misleading and negative conno
tations associated with the words "feminism" and "women's movement" play a central role 
in backlash, or organized resistance, and encompass what some call the "battered-word 
syndrome." The organized backlash to feminism also involves, for example, the ways cer
tain groups who believe they would lose from a redistribution of power have worked hard 
to discredit and destroy the feminist movement and brand feminists in negative ways. This 
perspective is known as anti-feminism. Although such anti-feminist activity includes con
servative groups and politicians, it also involves women who claim to be feminists yet are 
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resistant to its core principles. These women, whose careers in part have been fueled by the 
gains brought about by the feminist movement, include such successful female academics 
as Christina Hoff Summers (featured in a reading in Chapter 3), Camille Paglia, Daphne 
Patai, Katie Roiphe, and Rene Denfield, and syndicated journalists like Mona Charen. 

One result of this backlash has been the coining of the term postfeminism by those 
who recognize feminism as an important perspective but believe its time has passed and it 
is now obsolete. "We're already liberated" is the stance they take. The way this notion is 
accepted by public opinion is evidenced above by the number of people who believe the 
goals of the women's movement have already been met. Like other broad generalizations, 
there is some small truth to this: Things have improved for some women in some areas. 
Although generally it is accurate to say that women's status in the United States at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century is markedly improved, we still have a long way to go 
to reach full equality. In terms of the issues of poverty, violence, pornography, and health 
and HIV/AIDS (to name just a few), things are worse for many women than they ever have 
been. There are still many areas in which women's status might be enhanced, and, for the 
majority of the world's women, life is very difficult indeed. 

The idea that women have achieved equality is reinforced by the capitalist society in 
which we live. Surrounded by consumer products, we are encourageg to confuse liberation 

LEARNING ACTIVITY The Dinner Party 

In Manifesta: Young Women, Feminism, and the Future, Jennifer Baumgardner 
and Amy Richards tell the story of a dinner party they had, reminiscent of the 
consciousness-raising meetings of the 1970s during which women shared the 
stories and frustrations of their lives, most of which were directly related to 
sexism. The point of consciousness raising was to radicalize women, to help them 
develop the consciousness and motivation needed to make personal and politi
cal change in the world. One night many years ago, Jennifer and Amy brought 
together six of their friends around a dinner table to talk about current issues for 
women and directions needed for the contemporary women's movement. They 
found that the conversation wound its way around personal experiences and sto
ries and their political implications and strategies. Their dinner party offered the 
beginnings of a revolution. They write, "Every time women get together around 
a table and speak honestly, they are embarking on an education that they aren't 
getting elsewhere in our patriarchal society. And that's the best reason for a 
dinner party a feminist could hope for." 

Have a dinner party! Invite five or six of your friends over for dinner to discuss 
issues related to women. What are the experiences of the people around the 
table in terms of sexuality, work, family, body image, media, and religion? What 
are the political implications of these experiences? What can be done to make 
the world better around these issues? 

After your dinner party, write about what happened. What issues came up? 
What did various guests have to say about the issues? What strategies for change 
did the group identify? What plans for action did the group make? What did you 
learn from the experience? 
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with the freedom to purchase products or to choose among a relatively narrow range of 
choices. Often personal style is mistaken for personal freedom as the body becomes a 
focus for fashion, hair, piercing, exercise, tattoos, and so forth. We are often encouraged 
to confuse such freedoms of expression with freedom in the sense of equality and social 
justice. Of course, popular culture and media play a large part in this. We are encouraged 
to enjoy the freedoms that, in part, feminism has brought, often without recognition of this 
struggle or allegiance to maintaining such freedoms. Feminist writers explain that cultural 
changes exacerbated by virtual technologies often encourage young women to participate 
in their own objectification (being made into objects for male pleasure). They emphasize 
that these young women (who might consider themselves feminists) confuse their freedom 
to objectify themselves with authentic freedom. This is one of the points made by Susan 
Douglas in the Chapter 5 reading "Enlightened Sexism." 

Many people, groups, and institutions have attempted to discredit feminism (and 
therefore WGS) in other ways. Feminism has been subject to the following associations: 
(I) Feminists are angry, whiny women who have an axe to grind, who have no sense of 
humor, and who exaggerate discrimination against women; (2) feminists hate men or want 
to be like men and selfishly want to create new systems of power over men; (3) all femi
nists are said to be lesbians, women who choose romantic relationships with other women; 
(4) feminists are said to reject motherhood, to consider children a burden, and to have 
rejected all things feminine; and (5) feminism is dismissed as a white, middle-class move
ment that draws energy away from attempts to correct social and economic problems and 
discourages coalition building. 

While several of these myths contain grains of truth, as a whole they can easily be 
shattered. First, although there are some feminists who respond, some would say rightly, 
to societal injustices with anger, most feminists work patiently with little resentment. Men 
as a social group demonstrate much more anger than women, feminists included. Even 
though male rage comes out in numerous acts of violence, wars, school shootings, and 
so on, men's anger is seen merely as a human response to circumstance. Note the andro
centrism at work here. Because a few angry feminists get much more publicity than the 
majority of those working productively to change the status quo, a better question might 
be why women are not more angry, given the levels of injustice against women both in 
the United States and worldwide. Feminists do not exaggerate this injustice; injustice is a 
central organizing principle of contemporary society. We should also ask why women's 
anger provokes such a negative response. The cause of the relatively intense reaction to 
women's anger is grounded in a societal mandate against female anger that works to keep 
women from resisting their subordination-that is, it keeps them passive. Anger is seen as 
destructive and inappropriate, going against what we imagine to be feminine. As a result, 
organized expressions of anger are interpreted as hostile. 

Second, it is often said that feminists hate men. It is accurate to say that, in their 
affirmation of women and their desire to remove systems of inequality, feminists ask men 
to understand how gender privilege works in men's lives. Many men are more than willing 
to do this because the same social constructions of masculinity that privilege men also limit 
them. Because the demand for the examination of gender privilege is not synonymous with 
hating men, we might ask why these different concepts are so easily conflated. A more 
interesting question is why men are not accused more often of hating women, given the 
high levels of violence perpetrated by men against women. Certainly the world is fuII of 
misogyny, the hatred of, or contempt for, women, and every day we see examples of the 
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Yes, I Am 

ways misogyny influences, and sometimes destroys, the lives of women. The reality, of 
course, is that most feminists are in relationships with men, and some feminists are men. 
Some men eagerly call themselves pro-feminist because feminism is a perspective on life. 
The reading by Byron Hurt, "Feminist Men," illustrates this practice. Nonetheless, the 
man-hating myth works to prevent many women who want to be in relationships with men 
from claiming feminism. They are encouraged to avoid a political stance that suggests 
antagonism toward men. 

Feminists often respond to the declaration that they hate men with the observation that the 
statement illustrates a hypersensitivity about the possibility of exclusion and loss of power on 
the part of men. Only in a patriarchal society would the inclusion of women be interpreted as a 
potential threat or loss of men's power. It is a reflection of the fact that we live in a competitive 
patriarchal society when it is assumed that the feminist agenda is one that seeks to have power 
over men. Only in an androcentric society where men and their reality is center stage would it 
be assumed that an inclusion of one group must mean the exclusion of another. In other words, 
male domination encourages the idea that affirming women means hating men and interprets 
women's request for power sharing as a form of taking over. This projection of patriarchal 
mentality equates someone's gain with another's loss. 

In response to the assertion that feminists want to be men, it is true to say that 
feminists might like to share some of the power granted to men in society. However, 
feminism is not about encouraging women to be like men; it's about valuing women 
for being women and respecting expressions of femininity no matter what body these 
expressions are mapped upon. People opposed to feminism often confuse sameness and 
equality and say that women will never be equal to men because they are different (less 
physically strong, more emotional, etc.) or they say that equality is dangerous because 
women will start being like men. Feminism, of course, affirms and works to maintain 
difference; it merely asks that these differences be valued equally. That is the basis of 
social justice. 

Third, feminists are accused of being lesbians in an effort to discredit feminism and 
prevent women both from joining the movement and from taking WGS classes. The term 
for this is lesbian baiting. Feminism affirms women's choices to be and love whomever 
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"I'm really proud of my daughter. Shes a thorn in the side of the patriarchy.• 

Copyright© The New Yorker Collection 1998 Edward Koren from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved. 

they choose. Although some lesbians are feminists, many lesbians are not feminists, and 
many feminists are heterosexual. Feminists do not interpret an association with lesbian
ism as an insult. Nonetheless, homophobia, the societal fear or hatred of lesbians and gay 
men, functions to maintain this as an insult. There is considerable fear associated with 
being called a lesbian, and this declaration that all feminists are lesbians serves to keep 
women in line, apart from one another, and suspicious of feminism and WGS. Note that 
this myth is related to the above discussion on men-hating because it is assumed that 
lesbians hate men too. Again, although lesbians love women, this does not necessitate a 
dislike of men. 

Fourth, feminism does not reject motherhood but instead attempts to improve the condi
tions under which women mother. Contemporary legislation to improve working mothers' 
lives and provide safe and affordable health care, childcare, and education for children (to 
name just a few examples) has come about because of the work of feminists. In terms of 
rejecting femininity, feminists have rejected some of the constraints associated with feminin
ity such as corsets and hazardous beauty products and practices. Mostly they strive to reclaim 
femininity as a valuable construct that should be respected. 

Fifth, feminism has been critiqued as a white, middle-class perspective that has no 
relevance to the lives of women of color. The corollary of this is that WGS is only about 
the lives of white, bourgeois women. This critique is important because, as discussed 
above, the history of the women's movement provides examples of both blatant and subtle 
racism, and white women have been the ones to hold most positions of power and author
ity in those movements. Similarly, working-class women have been underrepresented. 
This is also reflected in the discipline of WGS as faculty and students have often been 
disproportionately white and economically privileged. Much work has been done to trans
form the women's movement into an inclusive social movement that has relevance for all 
people's lives. WGS departments and programs today are often among the most diverse 
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U.S. Suffrage Movement Timeline 

1840 

1848 

1851 

1863 

1866 

The World's Anti-Slavery Convention is held in London, 
England. When the women delegates from the United States 
are not allowed to participate, Lucretia Mott and Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton determine to have a women's rights convention 
when they return home. 

The first woman's rights convention is called by Mott and 
Stanton. It is held on July 20 at the Wesleyan Chapel in Seneca 
Falls, NY. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony meet and begin 
their SO-year collaboration to win for women their economic, 
educational, social, and civil rights. 

Sojourner Truth delivers her "And Ain't I a Woman" speech at 
the Woman's Rights Convention in Akron, OH. 

Stanton and Anthony organize the Women's Loyal National 
League and gather 300,000 signatures on a petition 
demanding that the Senate abolish slavery by constitutional 
amendment. 

The American Equal Rights Association is founded with the 
purpose to secure for all Americans their civil rights irrespective 
of race, color, or sex. Lucretia Mott is elected president. To test 
women's constitutional right to hold public office, Stanton runs 
for Congress, receiving 24 of 12,000 votes cast. 



1867 

1868 

1869 

1870 

1871 

1872 

1873 

1874 

1876 

1882 

1887 
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Stanton, Anthony, and Lucy Stone address a subcommittee of the 
New York State Constitutional Convention requesting that the 
revised constitution include women's suffrage. Their efforts fail. 

Kansas holds a state referendum on whether to enfranchise 
blacks and/or women. Stone, Anthony, and Stanton traverse 
the state speaking in favor of women's suffrage. Both black 
and women's suffrage is voted down. 

The Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution is 
adopted. The amendment grants suffrage to former male 
African American slaves, but not to women. Anthony and 
Stanton bitterly oppose the amendment, which for the first 
time explicitly restricts voting rights to "males." Many of 
their former allies in the abolitionist movement, including 
Lucy Stone, support the amendment. 

The National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) is founded 
with Elizabeth Cady Stanton as president. 

The American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) is founded 
with Henry Ward Beecher as president. 

Wyoming Territory grants suffrage to women. 

Utah Territory grants suffrage to women. 

Victoria Woodhull addresses the Judiciary Committee of the 
House of Representatives arguing that women have the right 
to vote under the Fourteenth Amendment. The Committee 
issues a negative report. 

In Rochester, NY, Susan B. Anthony registers and votes con
tending that the Fourteenth Amendment gives her that right. 
Several days later she is arrested. 

At Anthony's trial the judge does not allow her to testify on 
her own behalf, dismisses the jury, rules her guilty, and fines 
her $100. She refuses to pay. 

In Minor v. Happersett, the Supreme Court decides that citizen
ship does not give women the right to vote and that women's 
political rights are under the jurisdiction of each individual state. 

Stanton writes a "Declaration and Protest of the Women of 
the United States" to be read at the centennial celebration in 
Philadelphia. When the request to present the Declaration is 
denied, Anthony and four other women charge the speakers' 
rostrum and thrust the document into the hands of Vice 
President Thomas W. Ferry. 

The House of Representatives and the Senate appoint Select 
Committees on Woman Suffrage. 

The first three volumes of the History of Woman Suffrage, 
edited by Susan B. Anthony, Matilda Joslyn Gage, and 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, are published. 

(continued) 
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1890 

1895 

1896 

1902 

1906 

1910 

1912 

1913 

1914 

1915 

1916 

1917 

After several years of negotiations, the NWSA and the AWSA 
merge to form the National American Woman Suffrage Associ
ation (NAWSA) with Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, 
and Lucy Stone as officers. 

Wyoming joins the union as the first state with voting rights 
for women. By 1900 women also have full suffrage in Utah, 
Colorado, and Idaho. 

New Zealand is the first nation to give women suffrage. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton publishes The Woman's Bible, a critical 
examination of the Bible's teaching about women. The NAWSA 
censures the work. 

Mary Church Terrell, Ida B. Wells-Barnett, Margaret Murray 
Washington, Fanny Jackson Coppin, Frances Ellen Watkins 
Harper, Charlotte Forten Grimke, and former slave Harriet 
Tubman meet in Washington, D.C., to form the National 
Association of Colored Women (NACW). 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton dies. 

Women of Australia are enfranchised. 

Susan B. Anthony dies. Women of Finland are enfranchised. 

The Women's Political Union holds its first suffrage parade in 
New York City. 

Suffrage referendums are passed in Arizona, Kansas, and 
Oregon. 

Alice Paul organizes a suffrage parade in Washington, D.C., the 
day of Woodrow Wilson's inauguration. 

Montana and Nevada grant voting rights to women. 

Alice Paul and Lucy Burns organize the Congressional Union for 
Woman Suffrage. It merges in 1917 with the Woman's Party to 
become the National Woman's Party. 

The National Federation of Women's Clubs, which by this time 
includes more than two million white women and women 
of color throughout the United States, formally endorses the 
suffrage campaign. 

Suffrage referendum in New York State is defeated. 

Women of Denmark are enfranchised. 

Jeannette Rankin, a Republican from Montana, is elected to 
the House of Representatives and becomes the first woman to 
serve in Congress. 

Members of the National Woman's Party picket the White 
House. Alice Paul and 96 other suffragists are arrested 
and jailed for "obstructing traffic." When they go on a 
hunger strike to protest their arrest and treatment, they are 
force-fed. 



1918 

1919 

1920 

August 26 
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Women win the right to vote in North Dakota, Ohio, Indiana, 
Rhode Island, Nebraska, Michigan, New York, and Arkansas. 

Women of Austria, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Germany, 
Hungary, Ireland, Poland, Scotland, and Wales are 
enfranchised. 

The House of Representatives passes a resolution in favor of a 
woman suffrage amendment. The resolution is defeated by 
the Senate. 

Women of Azerbaijan Republic, Belgium, British East Africa, 
Holland, Iceland, Luxembourg, Rhodesia, and Sweden are 
enfranchised. 

The Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution granting 
women the vote is adopted by a joint resolution of Congress 
and sent to the states for ratification. 

New York and 21 other states ratify the Nineteenth 
Amendment. 

Henry Burn casts the deciding vote that makes Tennessee 
the thirty-sixth, and final, state to ratify the Nineteenth 
Amendment. 

The Nineteenth Amendment is adopted and the women of the 
United States are finally enfranchised. 

Source: Anthony Center for Women's Leadership: US Suffrage Movement Timeline, prepared by 
Mary M. Huth, Department of Rare Books and Special Collections, University of Rochester Libraries, 
February 1995. Obtained from http://www.rochester.edu/SBA/timeline1.html, August 2002. 

units on college campuses, although most still have work to do. It is absolutely crucial that 
the study of women and other marginalized peoples as subjects both recognizes and cel
ebrates diversity and works to transform all systems of oppression in society. In "Feminist 
Politics," bell hooks claims back feminism as the movement to do just that. She empha
sizes that any call to sisterhood must involve a commitment on the part of white women 
to examine white privilege and understand the interconnections among gender, race, and 
class domination. 

Although the women's movement has had a profound impact on the lives of women 
in the United States and great strides have been made toward equality, real problems still 
remain. Women continue to face discrimination and harassment in the workplace, domes
tic violence, rape and abuse, inequities in education, poverty, racism, and homophobia. 
Anna Quindlen responds to this in the short reading "Still Needing the F Word." WGS 
provides a forum for naming the problems women face, analyzing the root causes of these 
problems, envisioning a just and equitable world, and developing strategies for change. As 
you read the following articles, keep these questions in mind: What does the author iden
tify as problems women face? What does the author suggest is the root of these problems? 
What strategies does the author suggest for bringing about change to improve the lives 
of women? 
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Claiming an Education 
Adrienne Rich ( 1979) 

For this convocation, I planned to separate my 
remarks into two parts: some thoughts about you, 
the women students here, and some thoughts about 
us who teach in a women's college. But ultimately, 
those two parts are indivisible. If university edu
cation means anything beyond the processing of 
human beings into expected roles, through cred
it hours, tests, and grades (and I believe that in a 
women's college especially it might mean much 
more), it implies an ethical and intellectual con
tract between teacher and student. This contract 
must remain intuitive, dynamic, unwritten; but we 
must tum to it again and again if learning is to be 
reclaimed from the depersonalizing and cheapening 
pressures of the present-day academic scene. 

The first thing I want to say to you who are stu
dents is that you cannot afford to think of being here 
to receive an education; you will do much better to 
think of yourselves as being here to claim one. One 
of the dictionary definitions of the verb "to claim" is 
to take as the rightful owner; to assert in the face of 
possible contradiction. "To receive" is to come into 
possession of; to act as receptacle or container for; 
to accept as authoritative or true. J'~ difference i~ 
that between acting and being acted-upon, and f0r 
women. it can literally mean the. difference between ~ 
life and death. ll 

One of the devastating weaknesses of universi
ty learning, of the store of knowledge and opinion 
that has been handed down through academic train
ing, has been its almost total erasure of women's 
experience and thought from the curriculum, and its 

This talk was given at the Douglass College Convocation, 
September 6, 1977, and first printed in The Common Woman, 
a feminist literary magazine founded by Rutgers University 
women in New Brunswick, New Jersey. 
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exclusion of women as members of the academic 
community. Today, with increasing numbers of 
women students in nearly every branch of higher 
learning, we still see very few women in the upper 
levels of faculty and administration in most institu
tions. Douglass College itself is a women's college 
in a university administered overwhelmingly by 
men, who in tum are answerable to the state legisla
ture, again composed predominantly of men. But the 
most significant fact for you is that what you learn 
here, the very texts you read, the lectures you hear, 
the way your studies are divided into categories and 
fragmented one from the other-all this reflects, to 
a very large degree, neither objective reality, nor an 
accurate picture of the past, nor a group of rigor
ously tested observations about human behavior. 
What you can learn here (and I mean not only at 
Douglass but any college in any university) is how 
men have perceived and organized their experience, 
their history, their ideas of social relationships, good 
and evil, sickness and health, etc. When you read or 
hear about "great issues," "major texts," "the main
stream of Western thought,"::y@u are 1'lear:iil.g about; 
wha:Tmen, above all white men, in their male sub-. 
jectivity, have decided is importanb 

Black and other minority peoples have for some 
time recognized that their racial and ethnic experi
ence was not accounted for in the studies broadly 
labeled human; and that even the sciences can be 
racist. For many reasons, it has been more difficult 
for women to comprehend our exclusion, and to 
realize that even the sciences can be sexist. For one 
thing, it is only within the last hundred years that 
higher education has grudgingly been opened up to 
women at all, even to white, middle-class women. 
And many ofus have found ourselves poring eagerly 
over books with titles like The Descent of Man; Man 
and His Symbols; Irrational Man; The Phenomenon 



of Man; The Future of Man; Man and the Machine; 
From Man to Man; May Man Prevail?; Man, Sci
ence and Society; or One-Dimensional Man-books 
pretending to describe a "human" reality that does 
not include over one-half the human species. 

Less than a decade ago, with the rebirth of a 
feminist movement in this country, women students 
and teachers in a number of universities began to 
demand and set up women's studies courses-to 
claim a woman-directed education. And, despite 
the inevitable accusations of "unscholarly," "group 
therapy," "faddism," etc., despite backlash and 
budget cuts, women's studies are still growing, 
offering to more and more women a new intellec
tual grasp on their lives, new understanding of our 
history, a fresh vision of the human experience, and 
also a critical basis for evaluating what they hear 
and read in other courses, and in the society at large. 

But my talk is not really about women's studies, 
much as I believe in their scholarly, scientific, and 
human necessity. While I think that any Douglass 
student has everything to gain by investigating and 
enrolling in women's studies courses, I want to sug
gest that there is a more essential experience that 
you owe yourselves, one which courses in women's 
studies can greatly enrich, but which finally depends 
on you, in all _your interactions with yourself and 
your world. This is the experience of taking • 
responsibility toward your selves. Our upbringing 
as women has so often told us that this should come 
second to our relationships and responsibilities .to 
other people. We have been offered ethical models 
of the self-denying wife and mother; intellectual 
models of the brilliant but slapdash dilettante who 
never commits herself to anything the whole way, or 
the intelligent woman who denies her intelligence in 
order to seem more "feminine," or who sits in pas
sive silence even when she disagrees inwardly with 
everything that is being said around her. 

Respo11sibility to yourself means refusing to l~ 
others do your thinking, talking, and naming f011 

you; it means learning to respect and use your o~n 
brail},s and instincts; hence, grappling with h~ 
work! It means that you do not treat your body as 
a commodity with which to purchase superficial 
intimacy or economic security; for our bodies and 
minds are inseparable in this life, and when we 
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allow our bodies to be treated as objects, our minds 
are in mortal danger. It means insisting that those to 
whom you give your friendship and love are able to 
respect your mind. It means being able to say, with 
Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre: "I have an inward 
treasure born with me, which can keep me alive if 
all the extraneous delights should be withheld or 
offered only at a price I cannot afford to give." 

Responsibility to yourself means that you don't 
fall for shallow and easy solutions: predigested 
books and ideas, weekend encounters guaranteed 
to change your life, taking "gut" courses instead 
of ones you know will challenge you, bluffing at 
school and life instead of doing solid work, marry
ing early as an escape from real decisions, getting 
pregnant as an evasion of already existing prob
lems. It means that you refuse to sell your talents 
and aspirations short, simply to avoid conflict and 
confrontation. And this, in tum, means resisting 
the forces in society which say that women should 
be nice, play safe, have low professional expecta
tions, drown in love and forget about work, live 
through others, and stay in the places assigned to 
us. It means that we insist on a life of meaningful 
work, insist that work be as meaningful as love and 
friendship in our lives. It means, therefore, the cour
age to be "different"; not to be continuously avail
able to others when we need time for ourselves and 
our work; to be able to demand of others-parents, 
friends, roommates, teachers, lovers, husbands, 
children-that they respect our sense of purpose 
and our integrity as persons. Women everywhere 
are finding the courage to do this, more and more, 
and we are finding that courage both in our study 
of women in the past who possessed it, and in each 
other as we look to other women for comrade
ship, community, and challenge ... ll::::.differ~nc~o 
'OO!Weem a life lived ~ctively, and a life of passive' 
drifting and dispersal of energies, is an immense 9 

difference. Once we begin to feel committed to our 
lives, responsible to ourselves, we can never again 
be satisfied with the old, passive way. 

Now comes the second part of the contract. I 
believe that in a women's college you have the right 
to expect your faculty to take you seriously. The edu
cation of women has been a matter of debate for cen
turies, and old, negative attitudes about women's role, 

./ 
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women's ability to think and take leadership, are still 
rife both in and outside the university. Many male 
professors (and I don't mean only at Douglass) still 
feel that teaching in a women's college is a second
rate career. Many tend to eroticize their women 
students-to treat them as sexual objects-instead of 
demanding the best of their minds. (At Yale a legal 
suit [Alexander v. Yale] has been brought against the 
university by a group of women students demand
ing a stated policy against sexual advances toward 
female students by male professors.) Many teachers, 
both men and women, trained in the male-centered 
tradition, are still handing the ideas and texts of that 
tradition on to students without teaching them to crit
icize its anti woman attitudes, its omission of women 
as part of the species. Too often, all of us fail to teach 
the most important thing, which is that clear thinking, 
active discussion, and excellent writing are all neces
sary for intellectual freedom, and that these require 
hard work. Sometimes, perhaps in discouragement 
with a culture which is both antiintellectual and an
tiwoman, we may resign ourselves to low expecta
tions for our students before we have given them 
half a chance to become more thoughtful, expressive 
human beings. We need to take to heart the words 
of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, a poet, a thinking 
woman, and a feminist, who wrote in 1845 of her 
impatience with studies which cultivate a "passive 
recipiency" in the mind, and asserted that "women 
want to be made to think actively: their apprehension 
is quicker than that of men, but their defect lies for 
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the most part in the logical faculty and in the higher 
mental activities." Note that she implies a defect 
which can be remedied by intellectual training-not 
an inborn lack of ability. 

cir::tmvuai.Q_th_at the conttaet ·on the student's p~ 
involves that you demand to· be taken seriously ~ 

-that · yolil can also go on taking yourself serious". 

2 

This means seeking out criticism, recognizing that 
the most affirming thing anyone can do for you is 
demand that you push yourself further, show you the 
range of what you can do. It means rejecting attitudes 
of "take-it-easy," "why-be-so-serious," "why-worry
you'll-probably-get-married-anyway ." It means 
assuming your share of responsibility for what hap
pens in the classroom, because that affects the qual
ity of your daily life here. It means that the student 
sees herself engaged with her teachers in an active, 
ongoing struggle for a real education. But for her to 
do this, her teachers must be committed to the belief 
that women's minds and experience are intrinsically 
valuable and indispensable to any civilization wor
thy [of] the name; that there is no more exhilarating 
and intellectually fertile place in the academic world 
today than a women's college-if both students and 
teachers in large enough numbers are trying to fulfill 
this contract. The contract is really a pledge of mutual 
seriousness about women, about language, ideas, 
methods, and values. It is our shared commitment 
toward a world in which the inborn potentialities of 
so many women's minds will no longer be wasted, 
raveled-away, paralyzed, or denied. 

Forty Years of Women's Studies 

Origins 
Beverly Guy-Sheftall (2009) 

Women's studies, as a distinct entity within U.S. 
higher education, made its debut in 1970 with the 
establishment of the first program at San Diego 
State University. Forty years later, there are more 

than 900 programs in the U.S., boasting well over 
10,000 courses and an enrollment larger than that 
of any other interdisciplinary field. And women's 
studies has gone international in a big way: Students 
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can find programs and research centers every
where from Argentina to India to Egypt to Japan to 

1 Uganda-more than 40 countries in all, from nearly 
every region of the globe. 

As it has developed on individual campuses, 
women's studies has also reached out to a wider 
audience by creating a wealth of scholarship in 
print. The U.S. can now boast more than 30 refereed 
women's studies journals, and hundreds of mono
graphs in the field have been published by univer
sity presses and trade houses. 

Want to earn a doctorate in women's studies? 
You have 13 choices of programs in the U.S. plus 
those in Canada, Australia and England. Want to 
teach? Colleges and universities across the nation 
routinely advertise faculty searches in women's 
studies programs and departments, and award pres
tigious endowed professorships in the field. Want 
to put your degree to work outside of higher educa
tion? There is a growing domestic and international 
market for women's studies graduates in govern-

1\ · ment, policy and research institutes, foundations 
~ 1 <·1d nonprofit organizations. 

.. ~ ~~ .· During the 1970s, ~he _pioneers of women's stud
~~'' es focused on estabhshmg the field as a separate 

I\\: discipline with autonomous programs. In the 1980s, 
the focus expanded to include "mainstreaming" 
women's studies throughout the established cur
riculum, incorporating feminist scholarship within 
many academic disciplines. In that way, women's 
studies wouldn't remain in an academic ghetto, but 
could begin to transform and gender-balance every 
aspect of the curriculum. 

CM:so in th.e 80s, .women of color began to cri-, 
tique both women's studies and gender-focused curw 
riculum projects for their relative lack of attentiog 
to questio~ of race, ethnicity, class and cultural 
differences. 6ne of the hardest-hitting examination/ 
of the insensitivity of women's studies to difference 
can be found in the pioneering work of feminist 
theorist bell hooks, especially her book Feminist 
Theory: From Margin to Center (1984), in which 
she illuminated the impact of employing a mono
lithic conception of women's experiences in the 
new scholarship on gender and sexuality. 

Responding to such critiques, a new field of 
study emerged-black women's studies, which now 

provides a framework for moving women of color 
from the margins of women's studies to its center. 
The 1982 book All the Women Are White, All the 
Blacks Are Men, but Some of Us Are Brave (edited by 
Gloria Hull, Patricia Bell Scott and Barbara Smith) 
helped catalyze this transformation of women's stud
ies, providing a theoretical rationale for incorporat
ing "minority women's studies" and "intersectional" 
analyses into all teaching and research on women. 

In these 40 years since its inception, women's 
studies has revamped and revitalized major disci
plines in the academy. It has challenged curricular 
and pedagogical practice. It has disrupted the male
centered canon. It has altered or blurred the bounda
ries between disciplines. It has introduced the social 
construction of gender and its intersections with 
race, class, ethnicity and sexuality as a major focus 
of inquiry And it has experienced phenomenal and 
unanticipated growth, becoming institutionalized 
on college and university campuses, spurring the 
hiring of feminist faculty, adding graduate courses 
of groundbreaking content, generating a large body 
of educational resources and providing the impetus 
for the establishment of feminist research centers.C!£l 

[}as stirpulated the development of other academiq 
fields as well: gay and lesbian studies, cultural stl}d~ 4 

-I.es, gender studies, men's stuai.es, peace studies and viJ 

Jn Or~.> 
Even more compelling, perhaps, are the profound 

changes that have occurred over the past 40 years 
as a result of the feminist activism, teaching and 
research stimulated by women's studies. There is6 
heightened consciousness imd advocacy arouiO.d 
rape, incest, battering, sexual harassment, sex traf-y 
ticking, the feminization of poverty, and health dis- '9 
parities related to race, gender and class. In adtlition, 
there is more intense dialogue about government
subsidized child care, health-care reform, sex 
equity in education and spousal leave. It is unfor
tunately still the case that empowerment strategies 
for women do not necessarily address the particula\1 
experiences and needs of women of color or poof' 
women, but this just gives women's studips scholars 
and activists a challenge for the futute.)1 1 · 

Because of its potential for societdl transfor
mation, women's studies should be supported 
more than ever during this paradoxical period of 
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assa~lt or backlash, on the one hand, and increased 
demand from students plus the growing impera
tives of diversity and inclusion on the other. A well
organized right-wing movement, inside and outside 
of higher education, still employs outmoded but 
persistent racist, sexist and homophobic schemes to 
try and reverse progressive reforms. We cannot let 
that happen. We need to advocate even more loudly 
and clearly for the revamping of mainstream curric
ula that remain insensitive to racial, ethnic, cultural, 
sexual and class differences-a campaign in which 
women's studies plays a crucial role. 

Women's studies must also work more closely 
with other interdisciplinary programs, and provide 
expertise-along with ethnic studies-to the impor
tant multicultural initiatives taking place on many 
campuses. Feminist scholars must continue to con
duct research and generate data to inform public 
policy debates and decision-making that will affect 
women and families in the U.S. and around the globe. 

This is the greatest challenge for our field: to 
transcend the boundaries of race, ethnicity, class, 
sexuality, age, geography and language in the inter
est of a feminism that is expansive and responsive. 
After 40 years, we know that women's studies is 
more than up to it. 

Intersections 

Bonnie Thornton Dill (2009) 

As a black scholar writing about women's issues in 
the late 1970s, I joined others in arguing that wom
en's studies needed to incorporate a more complex 
approach to understanding women's lives. My col
leagues and I contended that the gender analyses of 
that period were too often derived from the expe
riences of White middle-class women, and ignored 
the oft-untold stories of women of color and those 
without economic privilege. We wanted feminist 
theory to incorporate the notion of difference, 
beginning with race, ethnicity, class and culture. 
~lll-e <if~fii,Jirs». ~iifgs_~sfildent~nearn:m 

c.NWillJe_ll'S._Studies-dasses. is how to look atwortrefi~ 
Jives_through these multiple1ense§I. The concept of 

@JJetseS:J11.iJffff/ili~ has been a key factor in this tran
sition. Intersectionality has brought the distinctive 
knowledge and perspectives of previously ignored 
groups of women into general discussion and aware
ness, and has shown how the experience of gender dif
fers by race, class and other dimensions of inequality. 

For example, one impact of gender in schools is 
that girls are more likely than boys to be steered away 
from math and science. Class differences then com
pound the effects of gender, because low-income 
girls interested in math and science are likely to 
attend schools with poorly equipped labs and fewer 
certified teachers-thus their training may make it 
harder for them to compete successfully at higher 
levels. Race adds another layer of differentiation 
because White and middle-class teachers-who are 
the majority of educators-are likely to have higher 
expectations of White girls than of Black girls. As 
research has shown, they give White girls tasks that 
develop their academic abilities while giving Black 
girls tasks that focus on their social maturity and 
caretaking competencies. 

Women's studies students tend to grasp the con
cept of intersectionality most readily in relationship to 
personal identity. They understand immediately that 
their sense of self is multifaceted, that they have been 
shaped by a number of different (and sometimes con
flicting) social factors and that their behaviors cannot 
be understood in a one-dimensional manner. 

Yet intersectionality is also an important way of 
understanding the organization of society-the dis
tribution of power within it and the relationship of 
power and privilege to individual experience. At the 
societal level, intersectional analysis seeks to reveal 
the ways systems of power are used to develop and 
maintain privileges for some groups and depriva
tions for others. As an example, well-financed and 
-equipped public services-schools, health and rec
reational facilities, libraries-are more likely to be 
located in communities with high concentrations of 
middle- and upper-income white people. 

Finally, intersectionality is a tool for social jus
tice. Its focus is to transform knowledge by fully 
incorporating the ideas, experiences and critical 
perspectives of previously excluded groups. That 
knowledge can then be used to advocate for policies 
and practices that will eliminate inequality. 
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No More Miss America 
New York Radical Women ( 1968) 

1. The Degrading Mindless-Boob-Girlie Symbol. 
The Pageant contestants epitomize the roles 
we are all forced to play as women. The parade 
down the runway blares the metaphor of the 
4-H Club county fair, where the nervous 
animals are judged for teeth, fleece, etc., and 
where the best "Specimen" gets the blue rib
bon. So are women in our society forced daily 
to compete for male approval, enslaved by 
ludicrous "beauty" standards we ourselves are 
conditioned to take seriously. 

2. Racism with Roses. Since its inception in 1921, 
the Pageant has not had one Black finalist, and 
this has not been for a lack of test-case con
testants. There has never been a Puerto Rican, 
Alaskan, Hawaiian, or Mexican-American 
winner. Nor has there ever been a true Miss 
America-an American Indian. 

3. Miss America as Military Death Mascot. 
The highlight of her reign each year is a 
cheerleader-tour of American troops abroad
last year she went to Vietnam to pep-talk our 
husbands, fathers, sons and boyfriends into 
dying and killing with a better spirit. She 
personifies the "unstained patriotic American 
womanhood our boys are fighting for." The 
Living Bra and the Dead Soldier. We refuse to 
be used as Mascots for Murder. 

4. The Consumer Con-Game. Miss America is a 
walking commercial for the Pageant's spon
sors. Wind her up and she plugs your product 
on promotion tours and TV-all in an "honest, 
objective" endorsement. What a shill. 

5. Competition Rigged and Unrigged. We deplore 
the encouragement of an American myth 
that oppresses men as well as women: the 
win-or-you're-worthless competitive disease. 
The "beauty contest" creates only one winner 

33 

to be "used" and forty-nine losers who are 
"useless." 

6. The Woman as Pop Culture Obsolescent Theme. 
Spindle, mutilate, and then discard tomorrow. 
What is so ignored as last year's Miss America? 
This only reflects the gospel of our Society, 
according to Saint Male: women must be young, 
juicy, malleable-hence age discrimination and 
the cult of youth. And we women are brain
washed into believing this ourselves! 

7. The Unbeatable Madonna-Whore Combina
tion. Miss America and Playboy's centerfold 
are sisters over the skin. To win approval, we 
must be both sexy and wholesome, delicate but 
able to cope, demure yet titillatingly bitchy. 
Deviation of any sort brings, we are told, 
disaster: "You won't get a man!!" 

8. The Irrelevant Crown on the Throne of Medi
ocrity. Miss America represents what women 
are supposed to be: inoffensive, bland, apoliti
cal. If you are tall, short, over or under what 
weight The Man prescribes you should be, for
get it. Personality, articulateness, intelligence, 
and commitment-unwise. Conformity is the 
key to the crown-and, by extension, to suc
cess in our Society. 

9. Miss America as Dream Equivalent To-? In 
this reputedly democratic society, where every 
little boy supposedly can grow up to be Presi
dent, what can every little girl hope to grow to 
be? Miss America. That's where it's at. Real 
power to control our own lives is restricted to 
men, while women get patronizing pseudo
power, an ermine clock and a bunch of flow
ers; men are judged by their actions, women by 
appearance. 

10. Miss America as Big Sister Watching You. The 
pageant exercises Thought Control, attempts 
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to sear the Image onto our minds, to further 
make women oppressed and men oppressors; to 
enslave us all the more in high-heeled, low-status 
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roles; to inculcate false values in young girls; 
women as beasts of buying; to seduce us to our 
selves before our own oppression. 

A Day Without Feminism 
Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards (2000) 

We were both born in 1970, the baptismal moment 
of a decade that would change dramatically the lives 
of American women. The two of us grew up thou
sands of miles apart, in entirely different kinds of 
families, yet we both came of age with the awareness 
that certain rights had been won by the women's 
movement. We've never doubted how important 
feminism is to people's lives-men's and women's. 
Both of our mothers went to consciousness-raising
type groups. Amy's mother raised Amy on her own, 
and Jennifer's mother, questioning the politics of 
housework, staged laundry strikes. 

With the dawn of not just a new century but a 
new millennium, people are looking back and tak
ing stock of feminism. Do we need new strategies? 
Is feminism dead? Has society changed so much 
that the idea of a feminist movement is obsolete? 
For us, the only way to answer these questions is 
to imagine what our lives would have been if the 
women's movement had never happened and the 
conditions for women had remained as they were in 
the year of our births. 

Imagine that for a day it's still 1970, and women 
have only the rights they had then. Sly and the Fam
ily Stone and Dionne Warwick are on the radio, the 

~"" kitchen appliances are Harvest Gold, and the name 
_tj of your Whirlpool gas stove is Mrs. America. What 
''" is it like to be female? 
2"; if. Babies born on this day are automatically given 
~-;1/,~heir father's name. If no father is listed, "illegiti-
~ mate" is likely to be typed on the birth certificate. 

~ There are virtually no child-care centers, so all pre
school children are in the hands of their mothers, 

a baby-sitter, or an expensive nursery school. 
In elementary school, girls can't play in Little 
League and almost all of the teachers are female. 
(The latter is still true.) In a few states, it may be 
against the law for a male to teach grades lower than 
the sixth, on the basis that it's unnatural, or that men 
can't be trusted with young children. 

In junior high, girls probably take home ec; boys 
take shop or small-engine repair. Boys who want 
to learn how to cook or sew on a button are out of 
luck, as are girls who want to learn how to fix a car. 
Seventeen magazine doesn't run feminist-influenced 
current columns like "Sex + Body" and "Trauma
rama." Instead, the magazine encourages girls not to 
have sex; pleasure isn't part of its vocabulary. Judy 
Blume's books are just beginning to be published, 
and Free to Be ... You and Me does not exist. No 
one reads much about masturbation as a natural 
activity; nor do they learn that sex is for anything 
other than procreation. Girls do read mystery stories 
about Nancy Drew, for whom there is no sex, only 
her blue roadster and having "luncheon." (The real 
mystery is how Nancy gets along without a purse 
and manages to meet only white people.) Boys read 
about the Hardy Boys, for whom there are no girls. 

In high school, the principal is a man. Girls have 
physical-education class and play half-court basket
ball, but not soccer, track, or cross country; nor do 
they have any varsity sports teams. The only pres
tigious physical activity for girls is cheerleading, or 
being a drum majorette. Most girls don't take calcu
lus or physics; they plan the dances and decorate the 
gym. Even when girls get better grades than their 
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male counterparts, they are half as likely to qualify 
for a National Merit Scholarship because many of 
the test questions favor boys. Standardized tests 
refer to males and male experiences much more 
than to females and their experiences. If a girl "gets 
herself pregnant," she loses her membership in the 
National Honor Society (which is still true today) 
and is expelled. 

Girls and young women might have sex while 
they're unmarried, but they may be ruining their 

,--;:.' chances of landing a guy full-time, ~!liey~j 
--{._~: \..- ~"'! 

o~;, ~abJ¥--gettingabad reputation\ If a4!fegaanc) 
·--:.'·.happens, '!Hrc:enterprising gal can get a legal abor

. 4ien· enly if she livesin New York or is rich enougp 
-to fly there, or to Cuba, London, or Scandinavi!l. 
There's also the Chicago-based Jane Collective, an 
underground abortion-referral service, which can 
hook you up with an illegal or legal termination. 
(Any of these options are going to cost you. Illegal 
abortions average $300 to $500, sometimes as much 
as $2,000.) To prevent pregnancy, a sexually active 
woman might go to a doctor to be fitted for a dia
phragm, or take the high-dose birth-control pill, but 
her doctor isn't likely to inform herof the possibility 
of deadly blood clots. Those who do take the Pill 
also may have to endure this contraceptive's crappy 
side effects: migraine headaches, severe weight 
gain, irregular bleeding, and hair loss (or gain), plus 

,.the possibility of an increased risk of breast cancer 
in the long run. It is unlikely that women or their 
male partners know much about the clitoris and its 

\ ~· · role in orgasm unless someone happens to fumble 
' ' ·'' upon it. Instead, the myth that vaginal orgasms from 

·, penile penetration are the only "mature" (according 
to Freud) climaxes prevails. 

Lesbians are rarely "out," except in certain bars 
owned by organized crime (the only businessmen 
who recognize this untapped market), and if lesbi
ans don't know about the bars, they're less likely to 
know whether there are any other women like them. 
Radclyffe Hall's depressing early-twentieth-century 
novel The Well of Loneliness pretty much indicates 
their fate. 

The Miss America Pageant is the biggest source 
of scholarship money for women. Women can't be 
students at Dartmouth, Columbia, Harvard, West 
Point, Boston College, or the Citadel, among other 

all-male institutions. Women's colleges are referred 
to as "girls' schools." There are no Take Back the 
Night marches to protest women's lack of safety 
after dark, but that's okay because college girls 
aren't allowed out much after dark anyway. emfew' 
is likely to be midnight on Saturday and 9 or 10 Pill· 
the rest of the weelt Guys get to stay out as late 
as they want. Women tend to major in teaching, 
home economics, English, or maybe a language-a 
good skill for translating someone else's words. The 
women's studies major does not exist, although you 
can take a women's studies course at six universities, 
including Cornell and San Diego State College . 
The absence of women's history, black history, 
Chicano studies, Asian-American history, queer 
studies, and Native American history from college 
curricula implies that they are not worth studying. 
A student is lucky if he or she learns that women 
were "given" the vote in 1920, just as Columbus 
"discovered" America in 1492. They might also 
learn that Sojourner Truth, Mary Church Terrell, 
and Fannie Lou Hamer were black abolitionists or 
civil-rights leaders, but not that they were feminists. 
There are practically no tenured female professors 
at any school, and campuses are not racially diverse. 
Women of color are either not there or they're lonely 
as hell. There is no nationally recognized Women's 
History Month or Black History Month. Only 
14 percent of doctorates are awarded to women. 
Only 3.5 percent of MBAs are female. 

Only 2 percent of everybody in the military is 
female, and these women are mostly nurses. There 
are no female generals in the U.S. Air Force, 
no female naval pilots, and no Marine brigadier 
generals. On the religious front, there are no female 
cantors or rabbis, Episcopal canons, or Catholic 
priests. (This is still true of Catholic priests.) 

Only 44 percent of women are employed outside 
the home. And those women make, on average, fifty
two cents to the dollar earned by males. Want ads 
are segregated into "Help Wanted Male" and "Help 
Wanted Female." The female side is preponderantly 
for secretaries, domestic workers, and other low-wage 
service jobs, so if you're a female lawyer you must 
look under "Help Wanted Male." There are female 
doctors, but twenty states have only five female 
gynecologists or fewer."Women. W:cii!kers can Be-tired 
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'-or1~~tedforbeing pregnant, 'especially if they are 
teachers, since the kids they teach aren't supposed to 
think that women have sex. If a boss demands sex, 
refers to his female employee exclusively as "Baby," 
or says he won't pay her unless she gives him a 
blow job, she has to either quit or succumb--no pun 
intended. Women can't be airline pilots. Flight attend
ants are "stewardesses"-waitresses in the sky-and 
necessarily female. Sex appeal is a job requirement, 
wearing makeup is a rule, and women are fired if they 
exceed the age or weight deemed sexy. Stewardesses 
can get married without getting canned, but this is a 
new development. (In 1968 the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission-EEOC-made it illegal 
to forcibly retire stewardesses for getting hitched.) 
Less than 2 percent of dentists are women; 100 per
cent of dental assistants are women. The "glass ceil
ing" that keeps women from moving naturally up 
the ranks, as well as the sticky floor that keeps them 
unnaturally down in low-wage work, has not been 
named, much less challenged. 

When a woman gets married, she vows to love, 
honor, and obey her husband, though he gets off 
doing just the first two to uphold his end of the bar
gain.~. fn:amei'l:cwoman-can't @btain credit withc;l!it 
h~r hu.sban<:l's signatureJ She doesn't have her own 
credit rating, legal domicile, or even her own name 
unless she goes to court to get it back. If she gets a 
loan with her husband-and she has ajob--she may 
have to sign a "baby letter" swearing that she won't 
have one and have to leave her job. 

Women have been voting for up to fifty years, 
but their turnout rate is lower than that for men, and 
they tend to vote right along with their husbands, 
not with their own interests in mind. The divorce 
rate is about the same as it is in 2000, contrary to 
popular fiction's blaming the women's movement 
for divorce. However, divorce required that one 
person be at fault, therefore if you just want out 
of your marriage, you have to lie or blame your 
spouse. Property division and settlements, too, 
are based on fault. (And at a time when domestic 
violence isn't a term, much less a crime, women are 
legally encouraged to remain in abusive marriages.) 
If fathers ask for custody of the children, they get it 
in 60 to 80 percent of the cases. (This is still true.) 
If a husband or a lover hits his partner, she has no 

shelter to go to unless she happens to live near the 
one in northern California or the other in upper 
Michigan. If a woman is downsized from her role 
as a housewife (a.k.a. left by her husband), there 
is no word for being a displaced homemaker. As a 
divorcee, she may be regarded as a family disgrace 
or as easy sexual prey. After all, she had sex with 
one guy, so why not all guys? 

If a woman is not a Mrs., she's a Miss. A woman 
without makeup and a hairdo is as suspect as a 
man with them. Without a male escort she may 
be refused service in a restaurant or a bar, and a 
woman alone is hard-pressed to find a landlord who 
will rent her an apartment. After all, she'll probably 
be leaving to get married soon, and, if she isn't, 
the landlord doesn't want to deal with a potential 
brothel. 

Except among the very poor or in very rural 
areas, babies are born in hospitals. There are no cer
tified midwives, and women are knocked out during 
birth. Most likely, they are also strapped down and 
lying down, made to have the baby against gravity 
for the doctor's convenience. If he has a schedule to 
keep, the likelihood of a cesarean is also very high. 
Our Bodies, Ourselves doesn't exist, nor does the 
women's health movement. Women aren't taught 
how to look at their cervixes, and their bodies are 
nothing to worry their pretty little heads about; how
ever, they are supposed to worry about keeping their 
little heads pretty. If a woman goes under the knife 
to see if she has breast cancer, the surgeon won't 
wake her up to consult about her options before per
forming a Halsted mastectomy (a disfiguring radical 
procedure, in which the breast, the muscle wall, and 
the nodes under the arm, right down to the bone, 
are removed).~l[i~-itran.€lfu:ld ~the 
ch:aic~ilasd~ee• made for her9 

Husbands are likely to die eight years earlier than 
their same-age wives due to the stress of having to 
support a family and repress an emotional life, and a 
lot earlier than that if women have followed the cus
tom of marrying older, authoritative, paternal men. 
The stress of raising kids, managing a household, 
and being undervalued by society doesn't seem to 
kill off women at the same rate. Upon a man's death, 
his beloved gets a portion of his Social Security. 
Even if she has worked outside the home for her 



entire adult life, she is probably better off with that 
portion than with hers in its entirety, because she 
has earned less and is likely to have taken time out 
for such unproductive acts as having kids. 
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Has feminism changed our lives? Was it neces
sary? After thirty years of feminism, the world we 
inhabit barely resembles the world we were born 
into. And there's still a lot left to do. 

Feminist Politics 
Where We Stand 

bell hooks (2000) 

Simply put, feminism is a movement to end sex
ism, sexist exploitation, and oppression. This was a 
definition of feminism I offered in Feminist Theory: 
From Margin to Center more than 10 years ago. 
It was my hope at the time that it would become a 
common definition everyone would use. I liked this 
definition because it did not imply that men were the 
enemy. By naming sexism as the problem it went 
directly to the heart of the matter. Practically, it is a 
definition which implies that all sexist thinking and 
action is the problem, whether those who perpetuate 
it are female or male, child or adult. It is also broad 
enough to include an understanding of systemic 
institutionalized sexism. As a definition it is open
ended. To understand feminism it implies one has to 
necessarily understand sexism. 

As all advocates of feminist politics know, most 
people do not understand sexism, or if they do, they 
think it is not a problem. Masses of people think that 
feminism is always and only about women seeking 
to be equal to men. And a huge majority of these 
folks think feminism is anti-male. Their misunder- ~ 

standing of feminist politics reflects the reality that_.Q 
most folks learn about feminism from patriarchal ~ 

mass media. The feminism they hear about the most 
is portrayed by women who are primarily commit
ted to gender equality-equal pay for equal work, 
and sometimes women and men sharing household 
chores and parenting. They see that these women are 
usually white and materially privileged. They know 
from mass media that women's liberation focuses 

on the freedom to have abortions, to be lesbians, to 
challenge rape and domestic violence. Among these 
issues, masses of people agree with the idea of gen
der equity in the workplace-equal pay for equal 
work. 

. Since our society continues to be primarily a, 
"Christian" culture, masses Qf p.eople continue to 

/ .@elieve that god has ordained that women be sub
ordinate to men in the domestic householdl Even 
though masses of women have entered the work
force, even though many families are headed by 
women who are the sole breadwinners, the vision 
of domestic life which continues to dominate the 
nation's imagination is one in which the logic of 
male domination is intact, whether men are present 
in the home or not. The wrongminded notion of 
feminist movement which implied it was anti-male 
carried with it the wrongminded assumption that 
all female space would necessarily be an environ
ment where patriarchy and sexist thinking would be 
absent. Many women, even those involved in femi
nist politics, chose to believe this as well. 

There was indeed a great deal of anti-male sen
timent among early feminist activists who were 
responding to male domination with anger. It was 
that anger at injustice that was the impetus for creat
ing a women's liberation movement. Early on most 
feminist activists (a majority of whom were white) 
had their consciousness raised about the nature of 
male domination when they were working in anti
classist and anti-racist settings with men who were 
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telling the world about the importance of freedom 
while subordinating the women in their ranks. 
Whether it was white women working on behalf of 
socialism, black women working on behalf of civil 
rights and black liberation, or Native American 
women working for indigenous rights, iTWas elear. 

;:thatfn-etlWaDtedt61ead; aridfhey Wanted WOIDen tOD 

f.0llo.w. Participating in these radical freedom strug
gles awakened the spirit of rebellion and resistance 
in progressive females and led them towards con
temporary women's liberation. 

As contemporary feminism progressed, as 
women realized that males were not the only group 
in our society who supported sexist thinking and 
behavior-that females could be sexist as well
anti-male sentiment no longer shaped the move
ment's consciousness. The focus shifted to an all
out effort to create gender justice. But women could 
not band together to further feminism without con
fronting our sexist thinking. Sisterhood could not be 
powerful as long as women were competitively at 
war with one another. Utopian visions of sisterhood 
based solely on the awareness of the reality that 
all women were in some way victimized by male 
domination were disrupted by discussions of class 
and race. Discussions of class differences occurred 
early on in contemporary feminism, preceding dis
cussions of race. Diana Press published revolution
ary insights about class divisions between women 
as early as the mid-70s in their collection of essays 
Class and Feminism. These discussions did not trivi
alize the feminist insistence that "sisterhood is pow
erful," they simply emphasized that we could only 
become sisters in struggle by confronting the ways 
women-through sex, class, and race-dominated 
and exploited other women, and created a political 
platform that would address these differences. 

Even though individual black women were active 
in contemporary feminist movement from its incep
tion, they were not the individuals who became the 
"stars" of the movement, who attracted the attention 
of mass media. Often individual black women active 
in feminist movement were revolutionary feminists 
(like many white lesbians). They were already at 
odds with reformist feminists who resolutely wanted 
to project a vision of the movement as being solely 
about women gaining equality with men in the 

existing system. Even before race became a talked 
about issue in feminist circles it was clear to black 
women (and to their revolutionary allies in struggle) 
that they were never going to have equality within the 
existing white supremacist capitalist patriarchy. 

From its earliest inception feminist movement was 
polarized. ~eformist--thinkers chose to ~m.pb~e 
gender equ8fity. Revomfioriary thinkers did not want 
simply to alter the existing system so that women 
would have more rights. We wanted to transform 
that system, to bring an end to patriarchy and sexism. 
Since patriarchal mass media was not interested in the 
more revolutionary vision, it never received attention 
in mainstream press. The vision of "women's lib
eration" which captured and still holds the public 
imagination was the one representing women as 
wanting what men had. And this was the vision that 
was easier to realize. Changes in our nation's econo
my, economic depression, the loss of jobs, etc., made 
the climate ripe for our nation's citizens to accept the 
notion of gender equality in the workforce. 

Given the reality of racism, it made sense that 
white men were more willing to consider women's 
rights when the granting of those rights could serve 
the interests of maintaining white supremacy. We 
can never forget that white women began to assert 
their need for freedom after civil rights, just at the 
point when racial discrimination was ending and 
black people, especially black males, might have 
attained equality in the workforce with white men. 
Reformist feminist thinking focusing primarily on 
equality with men in the workforce overshadowed 
the original radical foundations of contemporary 
feminism which called for reform as well as overall 
restructuring of society so that our nation would be 
fundamentally anti-sexist. 

Most women, especially privileged white women, 
· ceased even to consider revolutionary feminist 

visions, once they began to gain economic power 
within the existing social structure. Ironically, revo
lutionary feminist thinking was most accepted and 
embraced in academic circles. In those circles the 
production of revolutionary feminist theory pro
gressed, but more often than not that theory was not 
made available to the public. It became and remains 
a privileged discourse available to those among us 
who are highly literate, well-educated, and usually 
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materially privileged. Works like Feminist Theory: 
From Margin to Center that offer a liberatory vision 
of feminist transformation never receive main
stream attention. Masses of people have not heard 
of this book. They have not rejected its message; 
they do not know what the message is. 

While it was in the interest of mainstream white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchy to suppress vision
ary feminist thinking which was not anti-male or 
concerned with getting women the right to be like 
men, reformist feminists were also eager to silence 
these forces. Reformist feminism became their 
route to class mobility. They could break free of 
male domination in the workforce and be more self
determining in their lifestyles. While sexism did not 
end, they could maximize their freedom within the 
existing system. And they could count on there being 
a lower class of exploited subordinated women to do 
the dirty work they were refusing to do. By accept
ing and indeed colluding with the subordination of 
working-class and poor women, they not only ally 
themselves with the existing patriarchy and its con
comitant sexism, they give themselves the right to 
lead a double life, one where they are the equals of 
men in the workforce and at home when they want 
to be. If they choose lesbianism they have the privi
lege of being equals with men in the workforce while 
using class power to create domestic lifestyles where 
they can choose to have little or no contact with men. 

Lifestyle feminism ushered in the notion that 
there could be as many versions of feminism as 
there were women. Suddenly the politics was being 

R E A D N G 

slowly removed from feminism. And the assumption 
prevailed that no matter what a woman's politics, 
be she conservative or liberal, she too could fit fem
inism into her existing lifestyle. Obviously this way 
of thinking has made feminism more acceptable 
because its underlying assumption is that women 
can be feminists without fundamentally challeng
ing and changing themselves or the culture. For 
example, let's take the issue of abortion. If femi
nism is a movement to end sexist oppression, and 
depriving females of reproductive rights is a form 
of sexist oppression, then one cannot be anti-choice 
and be feminist. A woman can insist she would 
never choose to have an abortion while affirming 
her support of the right of women to choose and 
still be an advocate of feminist politics5'Sne can! 

. ti0t oe anti-abortion and an advoeate of feminism. 

6 

Concurrently there can be no such thing as "power 
feminism" if the vision of power evoked is power 
gained through the exploitation and oppression of 
others. 
c:Femiaj_~t ~olitics is--losingumomentum because 

feminist movement has : lost clear definitions. We 
have those definitions. Let's reclaim them. Let's 
share them. Let's start over. Let's have T-shirts and 
bumper stickers and postcards and hip-hop music, 
television and radio commercials, ads everywhere 
and billboards, and all manner of printed material 
that tells the world about feminism. We can snare .. 
tbe-·simple yet powerful message ·that feminism· is• 
a m0vement to end sexist oppression. Let'~ start • 
there; Let the movement begin again. , 

The Power and the Gloria 
Rachel Graham Cody (2012) 

Like most icons, Gloria Steinem is smaller than you 
would expect, fine boned and angular. 

She still parts her hair down the center, but her 
trademark tinted glasses are gone. She does not 

work to make you comfortable, nor indulge cliched 
questions. But once she gets talking, she is a fount 
of ideas: books you should read, people to Google, 
a deep sense of history, and sharp commentary on 
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current events. It doesn't take long before she shows 
you why she has become a giant. 

Steinem has been the public face of American 
feminism since its heyday in the 1970s, and many of 
the movement's landmarks owe their origins to her. 
Steinem coined the term "reproductive freedom," 
created ''Take Our Daughters to Work Day" and, 
in 1972, cofounded Ms. magazine. At a time when 
American women were still classed as "good girls" 
or "bad," Steinem offered herself as an example of 
the independent woman-and her magazine as the 
only one for those who wanted to be like her. 

Steinem wasn't the only feminist around writing, 
leading marches and testifying before Congress, but 
she was the one America knew best. 

A native of Ohio, she began her career as a free
lance writer (her mother was a journalist before suf
fering a nervous breakdown), working for New York 
magazine, the satirical TV show That Was the Week 
That Was, Esquire and Show magazine, for which 
she went undercover as a Playboy bunny. Editors' 
reluctance to publish the stories Steinem wanted 
to write-those not based on cleavage and fluffy 
tails-led her to co-found Ms. 

The first issue of Ms. featured a list of prominent 
women who'd had abortions (Steinem included), 
almost a year before Roe v. Wade. It sold out within 
eight days. Ms.-where Steinem remains a consult
ing editor-went on to be the first national maga
zine to feature a battered woman on its cover, and to 
talk about sexual harassment in the workplace, equal 
pay, lesbianism as anything other than obscene, 
unfair divorce laws, sexism in child-rearing, and 
gender inequity in marriage. Steinem became the 
public face and the candid, relentless voice on these 
and many other issues. 

She is now 78, and as the status of women stead
ily rises, Steinem's prominence has waned. Another 
generation of feminists (and young women who 
reject the term) has grown up with legal abortion, 
birth control, Title IX, and public awareness of and 
legal. recourse against sexual harassment, date rape 
and domestic violence. In other words, a world very 
different from the one Steinem grew up in and helped 
transform. 

This new generation has criticized Steinem for 
focusing on gender, assuming a singular female point 

of view, and overlooking the varieties of women's 
racial, class and sexual identities. 

Steinem has rolled with the changes, remaining 
outspoken and busy as a writer and activist. She's 
currently working on a memoir of her 40-plus years 
of feminist organizing, Road to the Heart: America 
As if Everyone Mattered. She visited Portland last 
weekend for NARAL Pro-Choice Oregon's annual 
gala. 

Steinem sat down for an extended interview with 
WW (Willamette Week). In addition to talking about 
her life and the current state of women's issues, 
Steinem revealed her early fear of public speaking, 
laughed about funny feminists (and one humorless 
one), and discussed the late Helen Gurley Brown's 
focus on sex as the primary source of female power. 

WW: What is your definition of feminism now? 
Gloria Steinem: The dictionary's. 

Hasn't it changed? 
No, not at all. It is the belief in the social, economic, 
political equality of males and females. A feminist 
is the person, male or female, who believes in that. 
I would like to add acts on it. There are other words 
that mean the same thing: womanism, women's 
liberation, girrls-with two r's, which I love-and 
mujerista. 

Do you think the mainstream media uses the label 
too much? 
They put us in a silo. Reporters for 40 years off 
and on have said, "Aren't you interested in any
thing other than the women's movement?" And for 
40 years I have been saying, "Name me one thing 
that is separate." They've never been able to come 
up with anything that would not be transformed by 
looking at it as if everyone mattered. 

What's the issue most important to American 
women that's least understood? 
The deep anthropological, political reason for con
trolling women is to control reproduction. 
~.®dt:WliWe.-.fr-eeGomi;.-.-:g-aining--:repF<'>W~ 

~dom, ·is tlile ke:Y to umaveling this stm<:<tlilre-tllat , 
!fas fatse1y-e11eate~ feminine andmasculine; subject/ . 
object kind of roles. 
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And reproductive freedom, the right to decide 
for yourself when and whether to have children, is 
the single greatest determinant of whether you are 
healthy or not, whether you are poor or not, how long 
you live, whether you are educated, are you able to 
be active outside the home. 

You think that's not well understood? 
Yes. The impulse to think of women in reproductive 
terms makes it hard to imagine a world in which the 
center of authority is within each woman. 

Even our legal structure, in general, penalizes the 
invasion of private property more than the invasion of 
bodies. Our legal world was built on a law that saw 
women as possessions, as objects. We've come up with 
a legal system that now penalizes men, too, because 
men should be protected from bodily invasion. 

So what are the issues that people remain 
unaware of? 
We talk about economic stimulus all the time. JI h@v~ 
-~y~~ -seen i;n 8l!Y print, other than us, that the most~ 
~ffi~ctive economie -stimulus would be equal pa~ It 
would put about $200 billion more a year into the 
economy. 

It would be a stimulus exactly where that money 
is most likely to be spent. Those women are not 
going to put their money into Swiss bank accounts. 
They are going to spend it and create jobs. 

I have yet to see equal pay for equal work spoken 
of as an economic stimulus. And, of course, Romney 
won't even say he is for equal pay. 

It seems what the mainstream media present as 
debate about feminism has to do with privileged 
women who already have choices, rather than ... 
Real life. But the virtue of those issues is that they 
divide women. They are always trying to divide 
us. 'Jf'mean;::-man-y-fewerwomen are-thinking about? 
''Can l have it all?" than are thinking about; ''Willi 
llose it aij?" 

I'm thinking of The Atlantic cover story from this 
summer, "Why Women Still Can't Have It All." 
That's ridiculous. It is not relevant for most women. 
And also it puts the burden on the woman: Can she 
have it all? 

My question is, can we have a country and a cul
ture in which it is possible for people to make a liv
ing and to have a family life? We work longer hours 
than any other modern democracy in the world, we 
have less child care than any modern democracy in 
the world, less flexible time, shorter vacations. 

If I had a dollar for every time Ms. magazine tried 
to declare "superwoman" dead, I would have enough 
to go out and have a vacation. 

Nobody can be superwoman, nobody can do it all. 
And no man can do it, either. The point is to change 
the structure so we can all have a life. 

Whom do you see now carrying this message of 
awareness to younger women? 
Everybody. Younger women are much more willing 
to support feminist issues than older women. The 
word feminism has been demonized. But if you look 
at the polls, young women are much more supportive 
than older women. 

But we hear it is the reverse. The same people 
who used to say to me, "Oh, this is against biology, 
nature, Freud, God, something," now are saying, 
"Well, it used to be necessary, but it is not anymore." 
It is a new form of obstructionism. 

We're seeing a lot about funny, no-BS 
feminism-Tina Fey and Caitlin Moran. 
Which is great. I used to write for That Was the Week 
That Was. I was their only girl writer. 

It turns out laughter is the only free emotion. You 
can compel fear. You can also compel love, because 
if people are kept isolated and dependent in order 
to survive-like the Stockholm syndrome-they 
will attach to their captor and even believe they love 
their captor. 

You can't compel laughter. You laugh when you 
understand something-aha!-when two things 
come together and form a third unexpectedly. 

There used to be this idea, I think it is past, that 
feminists have no sense of humor. We once did a Ms. 
cover with a cartoon and this guy is saying to this 
woman, "Do you know feminists have no sense of 
humor?" And she says, "No, but hum a few bars and 
I'll fake it." 

We were not so enthusiastic anymore about 
laughing at dumb-blonde jokes, mother-in-law jokes, 
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farmer's daughter jokes-because they were really 
insulting. But to see women in possession of not 
only our own laughter but also the ability to make 
other people laugh is a big power, actually. 

There was a Katie Roiphe article in Slate that 
talked about it as mockery taking the place of 
anger. 
Katie Roiphe has no sense of humor. That is not a 
legitimate source. We need somebody who laughs. 

When you were younger, what was your biggest 
personal challenge? 
Speaking in public. I was terrified. It was only the 
women's movement that got me to do it, and then 
only because I couldn't get articles published about 
the women's movement. I was always a freelance 
writer and my editors were, to put it mildly, not 
interested. I was so frustrated by that. 

Because I was a journalist, people had occasion
ally asked me from time to time to speak. So I got 
myself to do it but only with another woman. For 
years, I went with Dorothy Pitman Hughes and then 
Flo Kennedy. It was good, because it was one white 
woman and one black woman together. We had a 
much more inclusive audience. 

When did you overcome your fear? 
It's like malaria-it still comes back. I think it helped 
a lot to spend a decade or so speaking with another 
woman. I .realized I didn't die. They were standing 
there, so if I really fucked up, they were there next to 
me and could help me. So that helped a lot. 

I had the idea that writing was a superior form of 
communication, more than speaking. Out of expe
rience I came to realize that something happens in 
a room, when you are physically present, that can
not happen on the printed page and can't happen on 
a computer screen. The oxytocin, or whatever it is 
called, the chemical that allows us empathy, is only 
possible when we are together. 

There isn't a hierarchy of expression. It made me 
realize they can fuel each other. If I am by myself 
writing for a long time, I overwrite and I lose faith. 
If you are speaking, you understand people's brains 
do work on narrati_ve. Simple things are helpful. It 
doesn't have to be all that complicated. 

What is your biggest personal challenge now? 
I am trying very hard to understand I am not immor
tal. It is hard to realize one's own age, and especially 
if you are doing what you love, because you forget 
what time it is. And if you don't have children, you 
don't have a marker of age, exactly. If you really 
think you are immortal, you don't plan very well. 
I keep saying to myself, "You have to finish this 
book." I don't want to die saying, "But, but ... " 

Speaking of mortality: Longtime Cosmopolitan 
editor Helen Gurley Brown died this year. Often, 
you were placed at one pole of women's empow
erment and she was the other. What is your take 
on her legacy and the two of you being set against 
each other? 
She was a great girlfriend. She was a very generous, 
good person. At the same time, she really saw sex as 
the only way a woman could get ahead. 

She called me up once and said, "You have to 
help me. Your people are demonstrating in my 
lobby." I said, "What do you mean, 'your people'?" 
She said, "Women. They are demonstrating against 
Cosmo." It turns out the guy who wrote the regular 
sex column had been convicted of sexually assault
ing his patients. She didn't fire him, he was still writ
ing the column. I said, "But, Helen, no wonder they 
are demonstrating against you." And she said, "Oh, 
but he's such a nice man." 

She certainly stood for a woman's right to deter
mine her own personal and sexual life, which was 
a big step forward for women's magazines, because 
they had a formula that said if you had sex before 
marriage, even in a fiction story, you had to be pun
ished. But she didn't see the rest of it. 

She was the one who helped her girlfriends find 
an abortion, but she didn't campaign to change the 
laws against abortion. Maybe she did, but I wasn't 
aware of it. 

What public figures do you see energizing a new 
generation? 
Ai-jen Poo. She is the head of the [National Domestic 
Workers Alliance], the organization that has been 
working about a decade so that household workers 
are included under minimum wage in New York
and almost in California, but Gov. [Jerry] Brown 
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vetoed it. She is a genius organizer. She is amaz
ing. She does it in a way that is a whole human way 
unlike Saul Alinsky. Saul Alinsky was very good at 
it, but he did it in a hostile way. She does it in an 
inclusive way. 

You are an icon. What makes you yell at the TV 
or newspaper when you see yourself discussed? 
First of all, it's an accident who gets to be known and 
who doesn't. Ifl were an engineer instead of a media 
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worker .... It just came with the territory because 
I was always already working in media when the 
movement came along. I think the most frustrat
ing single article, though it was meant in a positive 
way, so I'm not complaining, was the recent New 
York Times article ["Gloria Steinem, a Woman Like 
No Other," March 16, 2012] saying, who is the next 
Gloria Steinem? As if it were not a movement. As if 
there was only one person. 

Facebook for Women vs. Facebook Designed by 
Feminists: Different vs. Revolutionary 

C.V. Harquail (2010) 

What would Facebook be like if it were designed 
by women? 

In my earlier post, I proposed that Facebook 
would look, feel and function differently if it had 
been designed by "women." What I actually was 
writing about was what Facebook might look like 
if it had been designed by Feminists-but I used 
"women" in the title to enhance SEO (Search Engine 
Optimization). ~tiin.~~ we make,.,tradeoffs;. and 

-write headlines that prioritize discoverability ov~r 
precision. 

DISTINGUISHING BETWEEN WOMEN 
AND FEMINISTS 

Clarifying how a facebook designed for women is 
different from a facebook designed by feminists 
is an important place to begin the conversation, 
because so many people struggle to distinguish 
between "women" and "feminists/feminism." 

"Women" is a social category, based on a per
son's gender self-definition. When we talk about 
"Women" we're talking about a social category 

with predictable, empirically verifiable, modal 
preferences. We can measure what women as a 
group prefer, and we can design to appeal to these 
preferences. "Feminists" is a social category, 
based on a person's political orientation. Many 
women advocate feminism and many feminists are 
women. Some feminists are men, and some femi
nists choose to define themselves without using the 
terms like man or woman. Feminist have values 
they want to "build in" to products, services and 
organizations. 

When it comes down to distinguishing between 
women and feminists, we need to separate market
ing and politics. 

Marketing to Women 

Designing something "for women" is a market
ing challenge. Products designed for women are 
intended to appeal to women by reflecting the 
preferences of women as a social group. If you 
want to get lots of women to like, buy, use your 
product, you identify empirically what kinds of 
features "women" prefer, you design your product 

\ 
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to have these features, and voila, you've got a 
product "for Women." 

Feminist Design 

Feminist design of a product is a political action. 
Products designed by feminists are intended to change 
power relationships and advance social change, on 
behalf of women and men. Facebook was not and is 
not designed "for women." It is not designed in ways 
that reflect what women prefer in terms of the tool's 
appearance, functionality, and raison d'etre. 

A facebook designed "for Women" might have 
begun with some research into how women might 
want to create, sustain and recreate social relationships 
in an online forum. That research might have included 
what kinds of visual appearance they'd like the site to 
have, as well as what kinds of functions they'd like 
the site to enable, and what different ways they'd like 
their social relationships categorized, organized and 
represented. 

Women would have been asked: 

FACEBOOK DESIGNED BY FEMINISTS: 
FEMINIST HCI 

A Facebook designed by Feminists would be a 
much different "product." 

I am not an expert in Feminist HCI (Human 
Computer Interface) so I'll just give you the general, 
layfeminist/layperson' s view. 

There is a feminist approach to software design, 
a feminist model of social community, a feminist 
political and economic ideology, a feminist technol
ogy movement, and a feminist social movement. All 
of these are engaged and reflected in feminist design. 
As a movement, feminism focuses on changing 
power relationships to bring about social, economic, 
and ecological justice. (While feminism initially 
focused on changing gender relations, the movement 
and ideology have expanded dramatically.) A social 
network platform designed by feminists would aim 
to facilitate egalitarian and inclusive social relation-
ships, distribute 'authority and responsibility, encour
age collaboration, honor individual agency and self
definition, and more. A Feminist Social Network 
Platform would "give the user a tool to express her 

• What do you want to be able to share, see and 
do with your "friends"? (Would we even call 
them "friends"?) 

• How do you understand the variety of your 
relationships? 

);(h(t~~~:::~:©~~~:;~~~ot b~~clt 
• How can relationships best be presented 

graphically/visually and over time? 

Maybe Facebook for women would have been pink, 
with flowery text and pictures of cats; maybe not. 
Maybe a facebook designed by women would dis
play the romantic relationship status of each user; 
maybe it would have displayed each person's 
answer to the question "If I could make the world a 
better place, I would ___ _ 

Facebook for women might have had: 

• Ways to evoke and express emotion. 
• Ways to personalize the look and feel to make it 

more "us." 
• Ways to rate men on how supportive and mature 

they are Gust kidding). 

Who knows-no one seems to have asked women 
what they might prefer to find on Facebook, either 
in terms of appearance or functionality. 

-- uet" to l>e sold t0 user1>;'but woulcld.nstead be a .. setit
v1ee th'a:twas suppO'rtedby uset~. We tend to forget 
that Facebook is a product because we don't pay 
anything to use it-as far as we know. But we users 
generate a great deal of profit for Facebook not only 
by looking at profiles and feeds, but also by creating 
content ourselves. 

Some additional ideas? A "facebook" designed 
by feminists: 

• Would show relationships between people as 
more flexible and dynamic, represented more 
like these twitter tools than like a hierarchy. 

• Would involve users in the creation process, 
perhaps not as Free Libre Open Source Software 
(FLOSS) experts but certainly as experts in 
what they want. 

• Would put privacy decisions in the hands of 
each user. 

• Would not own people's data or people's con
tent. It would not aim to profit from this data 
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and content without an explicit profit sharing 
agreement. 

• Would not sell people's private information to 
companies that want to market to those people, 
without the explicit, ongoing, informed consent 
of those users. 

• Would not be privately owned by individual 
shareholders, although it might be privately 
owned by members or by a for-purpose 
organization. 

• Would be created and sustained through feminist 
design processes and feminist "management" 
(a topic for another post). 

• Would be socially, economically, politically 
inclusive. 

• Would aliow for privacy and identity 
protections related to political action. 

• Would from the very start have embraced acces
sibility issues for people with vision-related and 
other ability challenges. 

• Would have default settings that are inclusive 
and self-presentation choices that are more 

\.V~i?9.,_ .. 
• Would have terms of service (TOS) and regula

tipns about what is and is not allowed that did 
n.bt reinforce sexi~m and racism. 

-----~---- -

Feminists would approach the project with a 
political goal in mind. The overall intent of the 
platform might be "general social networking," 

. 'L ~st as with the current Face book. -:-But the <lriv-o 
1 Ong intere11t might have been for creating frientl
,i.~ 

v• ships, affinity groups and social movements, not 
checking out chicks to evaluate whether you want 
to date them. 11 

A feminist social network would be designed on 
open-source software (as Facebook is), as a political 
value driven choice, not (only) because open source 
is less expensive, more malleable and often more 
reliable than proprietary software resources. The 
processes through which a feminist Facebook would 
be created would also be different-feminists would 
approach the very project of building a platform 
very differently from the way that Facebook was 

designed. As other commenters have mentioned, 
there are some alternatives out there-some alive, 
some defunct, some in alpha, some in wireframes
that are trying to do things differently. Not many of 
these are explicitly feminist designed, but some like 
Diaspora have political and economic justice as a 
driving value. 

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

I'm excited by the thoughtfulness and complexity 
of the comments shared after the last post, and I 
will take them up in future posts. Thank you all so 
much for these insights. From my research, it looks 
like the conversation about values and technology 
is confined within expert tech communities, and I 
think it needs to come further out into the main
stream social media conversation. Any suggestions 
about how to do this? I'm open .... 

The general point to remember is that any piece 
of technology reflects implicit assumptions of the 
people/business that designed it, along with the 
explicit design/commercial goals of the product. 
We often miss this, because we take for granted 
the male-ness of our dominant approach to technol
ogy. And, we take for granted that profit motives 
will dominate what is included and excluded from a 
product-unless we set different priorities. 

These last few weeks there's been a great 
conversation about whether social networks can 
facilitate advocacy and social change. The answer 
is obvious, although more complex than some 
make it seem. No technology is neutral. Every 
technology reflects values and a political stance 
towards the social world. Many technologies can 
be co-opted so that they facilitate unintended pur
poses. Truly revolutionary technology has social 
justice and liberation built in. Facebook is chang
ing our world, that's for sure. But is it truly revolu
tionary? Not the way a social network designed by 
feminists would be. 
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Still Needing the F Word 
Anna Quindlen (2003) 

Let's use the F word here. People say it's inappro
priate, offensive, that it puts people off. But it seems 
to me it's the best way to begin, when it's simultane
ously devalued and invaluable. 

Feminist. Feminist, Feminist, Feminist. 
Conventional wisdom has it that we've moved 

on to a postfeminist era, which is meant to suggest 
that the issues have been settled, the inequities 
addressed, and all is right with the world. And 
then suddenly from out of the South like Hurricane 
Everywoman, a level 03 storm, comes something 
like the new study on the status of women at Duke 
University,* and the notion that we're post-anything 
seems absurd. Time to use the F word again, no 
matter how uncomfortable people may find it. 

Fem-i-nism n. 1. Belief in the social, political 
and economic equality of the sexes. 

That wasn't so hard, was it? Certainly not as 
hard as being a female undergraduate at Duke, 
where apparently the operative ruling principle is 
something described as "effortless perfection," m 
~_yowi~~eport-e-~pending~-en()fffiou~ 
am,oill)t--et:-effortc-Gn-clothe~-shoes;-workout pro~ ., 
gi:~s ariddieCA.nd-nere-'-s-a-blast from tfie paSf: 
ttiey;~~eX:pecteCf<'rohidetheir-inteHigencein orifur 
to succeed withtheir malepeers.'' 'I 

"Being 'cute' trumps being smart for women in 
the social environment," the report concludes. 
~af!S2Ti<51~1Stfemi.:E~dlli~~rdemiaistBetty 

Friedan wrote The Feminine Mystique exactly 40 years 
ago, and yet segments of the Duke report could have 
come right out of her book. One 17-year-old girl told 
Friedan, "I used to write poetry. The guidance office 
says I have this creative ability and I should be at the 

·in the Fall, 2003, Duke University published a comprehensive 
Women's Initiative Report that documented the full range of 
women's experiences at the university. 
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top of the class and have a great future. But things like 
that aren't what you need to be popular. The important 
thing for a girl is to be popular.'' 

Of course, things have changed. Now young 
women find themselves facing not one, but two 
societal, and self-imposed, straitjackets. Once they 
obsessed about being the perfect homemaker and 
meeting the standards of their male counterparts. Now 
they also obsess about being the perfect professional 
and meeting the standards of their male counterparts. 
In the decades since Friedan's book became a best 
seller, women have won the right to do as much as 
men do. They just haven't won the right to do as little 
as men do. Hence, effortless perfection. 

While young women are given the impres
sion that all doors are open, all boundaries down, 
empirical evidence is to the contrary. A study from 
Princeton issued at the same time as the Duke study 
showed that faculty women in the sciences reported 
less satisfaction in their jobs and less of a sense 
of belonging than their male counterparts. Maybe 
that's because they made up only 14 percent of the 
faculty in those disciplines, or because one out of 
four reported their male colleagues occasionally 
or frequently engaged in unprofessional conduct 
focusing on gender issues. 

Californians were willing to ignore Arnold 
Schwarzenegger's alleged career as a serial sexual 
bigot, despite a total of 16 women coming forward 
to say he thought nothing of reaching up your skirt or 
into your blouse. (Sure, they're only allegations. But 
it was Arnold himself who said that where there's 
smoke, there's fire. In this case, there was a confla
gration.) The fact that one of the actor's defenses 
was that he didn't realize this was objectionable
and that voters were OK with that-speaks volumes 
about enduring assumptions about women. What if 
he'd habitually publicly humiliated black men, or 
Latinos, or Jews? Yet the revelation that the guy 



often demeaned women with his hands was written 
off as partisan politics and even personal behavior. 
Personal behavior is when you have a girlfriend. 
When you touch someone intimately without her 
consent, it's sexual battery. 

The point is not that the world has not changed 
for women since Friedan's book lobbed a hand 
grenade into the homes of pseudohappy house
wives who couldn't understand the malaise that 
accompanied sparkling Formica and good-looking 
kids. Hundreds of arenas, from government office 
to the construction trades, have opened to working 
women. Of course, when it leaks out that the Vati
can is proposing to scale back on the use of altar 
girls, it shows that the forces of reaction are always 
waiting, whether beneath hard hats or miters. 
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But the world hasn't changed as much as we like 
to tell ourselves. Otherwise, The Feminine Mystique 
wouldn't feel so contemporary. Otherwise, Duke Uni
versity wouldn't find itself concentrating on eating 
disorders and the recruitment of female faculty. Oth
erwise, the governor-elect of California wouldn't be a 
guy who thinks it's "playful" to grab and grope, and 
the voters wouldn't ratify that attitude. Part fair game, 
part perfection: that's a tough standard for 51 percent 
of everyone. The first women's-rights activists a cen
tury ago set out to prove, in Friedan's words, "that 
woman was not a passive empty mirror." How dispir
iting it would be to those long-ago heroines to read of 
the women at Duke focused on their "cute" reflections 
in the eyes of others. The F word is not an expletive, 
but an ideal-one that still has a way to go. 

My Heroines 
Marge Piercy (2010) 

When I think of women heroes, 

it's not Joan of Arc or Molly Pitcher 
but mothers who quietly say 
to their daughters, you can. 

Who stand behind attempts 

to open doors long bolted shut 
to teams or clubs or professions. 

I think of women who dress 
'respectably' and march and march 
and march again, for the ability 
to choose, for peace, for rights 
their own or others. Who form 
phone banks, who stuff envelopes 
who do the invisible political work. 

They do not get their faces on 
magazine covers. They don't get fan 
mail or receive awards. But without 
them, no woman ·or liberal man 

would ever be elected, no law 
would be passed or changed. We 

would be stuck in sexist mud. 

It's the receptionist in the clinic, 
the escorts to frightened women, 

the volunteers at no kill shelters, 

women sorting bottles at the dump, 

women holding signs in the rain, 
women who take calls of the abused, 
of rape victims, night after night. 

It's the woman at her computer 
or desk when the family's asleep 
writing letters, organizing friends. 
Big change turns on small pushes. 
Heroes and heroines climb into 
history books, but it's such women 

who actually write our future. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 1 

I. How does the inclusion of women as subjects transform the nature of knowledge and 
the means of producing knowledge? How does consideration of differences among 
women complicate the transformation and production of knowledge? 

2. How do gender arrangements foster oppression, and how do these arrangements inter
sect with race/ethnicity, sexual identity, nation of origin, social class, and other forms 
of difference? 

3. What is feminism and what is its relationship to WGS? 

4. How does the notion that women have already achieved equality intersect with 
capitalist concerns of consumption and personal style? 

5. What does Adrienne Rich mean by "claiming an education" and what does that 
concept have to do with WGS? 
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c H A p T E R 

Systems of Privilege 
and Inequality 

"Women" are as different as we/they are alike. Although sharing some conditions, including 
having primary responsibility for children and being victims of male violence, individual 
lives are always marked by difference. This is a result of the varying conditions and 
material practices of women's existence in global communities and the societies in which 
these communities are embedded. We inhabit different cultures whose norms or cultural 
expectations prescribe different ways of acting as women and men and impose different 
sanctions if these norms are broken. It is therefore important to recognize difference and, 
as already discussed in Chapter 1, avoid using "woman" as a universal or homogeneous 
category that assumes sameness. Many of the readings in this chapter are essays illustrating 
how power in society works, how differences are ranked or valued differently, and how 
privilege and discrimination operate. Although several may seem "dated" because they 
were written during the critique of second wave feminism in the 1980s, they are used 
intentionally here as examples of classic scholarship in WGS. They make suggestions for 
change in both personal and social lives. They emphasize that what it means to identify as 
a "woman" is a complex interaction of multiple identities. 

In the United States our differences are illustrated by the material conditions of our 
lives; the values, cultures, behavioral practices, and legal structures of the communities 
in which we live; and even the geographic region of the country we inhabit. In particular, 
we inhabit different identities in terms of race and ethnicity, religion, age, looks, sexual 
identity, socioeconomic status, and ability. For people in the United States these identities 
are also situated within a global context that positions the United States within the world 
order. In particular, this means understanding colonialism and imperialism: the practices 
that subordinate one society to another and exercise power through military domination, 
economic policies, and/or the imposition of certain forms of knowledge. As discussed 
in Chapter 1, just as it is important to question the homogenizing notions of sameness in 
terms of the category "woman" across societies, it is also important to understand that 
these universalizing tendencies work against our understanding of women in the United 
States as well. Often we tend to think of women in comparison to a mythical norm: white, 
middle-class, heterosexual, abled, thin, and a young adult, which is normalized or taken for 
granted such that we often forget that whites are racialized and men are gendered. Asking 
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the question "Different from what?" reveals how difference gets constructed against what 
people think of as "normal." "Normality" tends to reflect the identities of those in power. 
This is especially apparent in the issue of disability where it is impossible for someone 
to be "disabled" or "impaired" without reference to a constructed idea of "normal." As 
many disability scholars emphasize, any notion of "normal" is an artifact or by-product 
produced by the discipline that measures it. In other words this normality is created and 
has no physical reality apart from that practice that constructs the idea of normality in the 
first place. This concept is illustrated in "The Social Construction of Disability" by Susan 
Wendell. 

In this way it is important to recognize that the meanings associated with differences 
are socially constructed. These social constructions would not be problematic were they 
not created against the notion of the mythical norm. Being a lesbian or identifying as 
"queer" would not be a "difference" that invoked cultural resistance if it were not for com
pulsory heterosexuality, the notion that everyone should be heterosexual and have relation
ships with the opposite sex. Implicit here, of course, is also the idea that sexuality must be 
categorized into the binaries of heterosexuality and homosexuality in the first place. 

In this chapter we focus on differences among women and explore the ways systems 
of privilege and inequality are created out of these differences. Such systems, however, 
are shaped by broader forces of imperialism at home and abroad. As already mentioned, 
imperialism refers to the economic, political, and cultural domination over nations 
or communities. Early forms of imperialism (such as the U.S. conquest of Hawaii) 
subjugated indigenous populations and extracted resources. Contemporary imperial
ism continues to do this, but also destroys indigenous forms of production by usurp
ing and privatizing land and forcing economies into market or capitalist production. 
Often this involves military oc,cupation or the use of colonized land for strategic military 
use. Also included is cultural imperialism, the destruction of indigenous languages, and 
the imposition of certain forms of knowledge: a particularly insidious problem with the 
rapid growth of digital and other technologies. In this way, although imperialism often 
involves colonialism (the building and maintenance of colonies in one region by people 
from another region), it must be understood in terms of broader economic, military, 
and cultural practices of domination. June Jordan discusses imperialism in the reading, 
"Report from the Bahamas." These forces of imperialism provide the global context 
for our discussion of systems of inequality and privilege in the United States. It is also 
important to consider the privileges afforded citizens of the global north as a result of 
this global structuring. Privileges include the availability of cheap goods produced else
where (often under problematic conditions) and the ability to remain "innocent" of the 
consequences of U.S. economic and military policies abroad. 

In addition, however, we must consider the notion of internal colonialism (sometimes 
called settler colonialism) that has colonized indigenous people in North America. 
Colonizing processes include the following: assimilation of the dominant group's culture 
and language; denial of citizenship rights; relegation to subordinate labor markets; and 
entrance into a host country by force. We can recognize the history of U.S. racism in 
this brief discussion of internal colonialism. Examples include the importation of black 
slaves forced to leave their African homelands; the removal from indigenous lands of 
native people who are forced into reservations; and the construction of "illegal" to describe 
immigrants and migrants who lost their land in Mexico through military conquest and yet 
are needed by the economic system to participate in menial and often dangerous work. 
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DIFFERENCE, HIERARCHY, 
AND SYSTEMS OF PRIVILEGE AND INEQUALITY 

Simply put, society recognizes the ways people are different and assigns group mem
bership based on these differences; at the same time, society also ranks the differences 
and institutionalizes them into the fabric of society (Figure 2.1 ). Institutionalized means 
officially placed into a structured system or set of practices. In other words, institution
alized means to make something part of a structured and well-established system. For 
example, there may be feelings and attitudes that women do not belong in certain aspects 
of higher education, but these beliefs and practices that disparage women become insti
tutionalized if standardized tests (such as SA Ts, GREs, and intelligence tests) contain 
language and gendered content that is less accessible for girls and more familiar to 
boys, thus facilitating lower scores for girls and women that provide the "evidence" or 
justification for these beliefs. This would be an example of institutionalized sexism. The 
concept of institutionalization in this context also implies that meanings associated with 
difference exist beyond the intentions of individual people. This distinction between the 
"micro" (focusing on the level of individuals) and "macro" (focusing on the large-scale, 
societal level) is important. Your experience of reading this chapter as a class assign
ment, for example, centers on the individual micro level, but it is embedded in, and part 
of, a more macro, systematically organized set of practices associated with education as 
an institution. Whether you actually read or study this on the micro level is independ
ent of the fact that education as an institution functions in certain ways. In other words, 
studying course readings is institutionalized into education (whether you actually study 
your reading or not). 

Even though differences associated with various identities intersect, they are also 
ranked. Masculine is placed above feminine, thin above fat, economically privileged 
above poor, and so forth. These rankings of groups and their members create a hierarchy 
in which some ways of being, like being ab led or heterosexual, are valued more than oth
ers, like being disabled or gay or lesbian. Some have advantages in accessing resources 
whereas others are disadvantaged by unequal access to economic opportunities; some 
are unable to exercise the rights of citizenship and others have clearer access to right to 
life and happiness. For example, U.S. rights of citizenship include equal participation in 
the political process to ensure that laws reflect the will of the people with the knowledge 
that the government exists to serve the people, and to serve all equally. Although civil 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Unpack Your Knapsack 

In the readings "White Privilege" and "Cisgender Privilege," Peggy Mcintosh 
and Evin Taylor list the ways entitlement is experienced. Choose from the various 
nontarget statuses below and make lists of the ways you experience the follow
ing categories of privilege: 

White 

Middle or upper class 

Male 

Young 

Heterosexual 

Able-bodied 

(/ 
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FIGURE 2.1 Intersecting Axes of Privilege, Domination, and Oppression 

European in origin 

Male and masculine 
Female and feminine 

Domination 
Nonfertile 

Infertile 

White 

English as a second language 

Working class, poor 

Able-bodied 

PRIVILEGE 

Credentialed, 
highly literate 
(professors) 

Young 

Upper and upper-middle class 

Anglophones 

Light, pale 

Gentile 
Non-Jew 

Fertile 
Domination 

Gender "deviant" 

People of color 

Non-European Aboriginal 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual 

Old Persons with disabilities 

Nonliterate, 
uncredentialed 

OPPRESSION/RESISTANCE 

Source: Kathryn Pauly Morgan, "Describing the Emperor's New Clothes: Three Myths of Educational (In) 
Equality." In The Gender Question in Education: Theory, Pedagogy & Politics, Ann Diller et al. Boulder, CO: 
Westview, 1996. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Test for Hidden Bias 

The Implicit Association Test, developed by researchers at Harvard University, tests 
for unconscious bias. Even though most of us believe we view everyone equally, 
we still may hold stereotypes and biases of which we are unaware. These tests 
can check to see if perhaps you hold hidden biases concerning race, sexual iden
tity, age, gender, or body image. To take one or more of these tests, go to Pro
ject lmplicit's website at www.implicit.harvard.edu/implicit. After you finish the 
tests, take a few minutes to write about what you learned about yourself. Were 
there any surprises? Do you hold hidden biases? How do you feel about your test 
results? Now that you know about your hidden biases, what can you do? 
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rights legislation removed many of the barriers set up to prevent non-whites from voting, 
intimidation (such as discarding votes for various reasons and requiring different ID for 
certain voters) and restructuring (drawing voting district lines in a way that neutralizes 
the power of non-white voters) still occur. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Five Faces of Oppression 

Iris Young identifies characteristics of systems of oppression listed below. Think 
about a group of people-American Indian women or queer Chicanas, for 
example. How might these categories apply? Why, according to Young's catego
ries, would young, heterosexual white men not qualify as an oppressed group? 

1. EXPLOITATION 

• A steady process of the transfer of the results of the labor of one social group 
to benefit another. 

• Social relations produced and reproduced through a systematic process in 
which the energies of the subordinate group are continuously expended to 
maintain and augment the power, status, and wealth of the dominant group. 

2. MARGINALIZATION 

• The expulsion of entire groups of people from useful participation in social 
life that potentially subjects them to severe material deprivation and possible 
extermination. 

• Even those with material resources experience feeling useless, bored, and 
lacking self-respect. 

3. POWERLESSNESS 

• The powerless lack authority; they are those over whom power is exercised 
without their exercising it; they are situated so that they must take orders and 
rarely have the right to give them. 

• The powerless have little or no work autonomy, exercise little creativity or 
judgment in their work, and do not command respect. 

• A lack of "respectability"-respect is not automatically given. 

4. CULTURAL IMPERIALISM 

• The universalization of a dominant group's experience and culture-its estab
lishment as the norm. 

• These norms render the experiences and cultures of subordinate groups invis
ible and create stereotypes about the group, marking it as the Other. 

5. VIOLENCE 

• Members of subordinate groups live with the threat of violence based on their 
status as group members. 

• To a great extent, this violence is legitimated because it is tolerated. 

Source: Iris Young, "Five Faces of Oppression, "in Readings for Diversity and Social Justice, (2nd. edition), 
ed. Maurianne Adams, et al. (New York: Routledge, 2010), 35-45. 
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The hierarchical ranking of difference is constructed through social processes such 
that patterns of difference become systems of privilege and inequality. Inequality for some 
and privilege for others is the consequence of these processes. Privilege can be defined as 
advantages people have by virtue of their status or position in society. This can be distin
guished from earned privilege that results, for example, from earning a degree or fulfilling 
responsibilities. In "White Privilege and Male Privilege," Peggy Mcintosh writes that 
white privilege is the "invisible package of unearned assets" that white people can count 
on cashing in every day. And, as Mcintosh explains, it is easier to grant that others are dis
advantaged than to admit being privileged. Men might be supportive of women's rights but 
balk at the suggestion that their personal behavior is in need of modification. Whites might 
be horrified by the stories of racial injustice but still not realize that taken-for-granted white 
privilege is part of the problem. This is similar to the discussion in Chapter I where being 
supportive of women's rights does not necessarily translate into an understanding of how 
the entitlements of masculine privilege work. 

Systems of oppression can be understood as systems that discriminate and privilege 
based on perceived or real differences among people. Systems that facilitate privilege and 
inequality, subordination and domination, include sexism based upon gender: something 
you will be reading a lot about in this book. However, although sexism is understood and 
lived as discrimination against women, it is also important to understand that gender con
formity itself entails privilege. What this means is that people who are recognized as fitting 
into the gender binary of "female" and "male" receive collective advantages. Cisgender 
people are those whose gender identity or expression matches their assigned gender by 
societal standards. Those who change or cross these gender binaries are transgender indi
viduals who do not enjoy the privileges that cisgender individuals do. This is the topic of 
Evin Taylor's short piece titled "Cisgender Privilege," an essay originally published in the 
anthology Gender Outlaws by Kate Bornstein and S. Bear Bergman. The essay invokes 
Peggy Macintosh's invisible knapsack to explore the question of cisgender privilege. The 
author encourages readers to adapt the questionnaire to suit their own gender positioning 
and to come up with questions that can be added to the list. 

Systems of inequality and privilege also include racism based upon racial/ethnic 
group membership (African American, Asian American, Latino/a, Native American-note 
this also includes anti-Semitism, or discrimination against Jews, as well as discrimina
tion against Muslims and Arab Americans); classism associated with socioeconomic sta
tus; ageism relating to age; looksism and sizeism, concerning body size and looks; and 
ableism, about physical and mental ability. Also included is heterosexism, which concerns 
sexual identity or orientation. As already mentioned, systems function by discriminating 
and privileging based upon perceived or real differences among people. Given this, sex
ism discriminates and privileges on the basis of gender, resulting in gender stratification; 
racism discriminates and privileges on the basis of racial and ethnic differences; and so 
forth for classism, heterosexism, ageism, looksism, and ableism. Homophobia, the fear 
and dislike of those who do not identify as heterosexual or "straight," functions to support 
heterosexism as well as sexism. The latter occurs, for example, through misogyny directed 
at gay men and as a threat to encourage women to give up the love of other women to gain 
male approval. It is important to understand that homophobia is an example of prejudice, 
and, although it plays a part in the maintenance of heterosexism, it is not equivalent to it as 
a structured system of power. A similarly functioning concept is transphobia, the fear and 
dislike of transgender individuals. 
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As introduced in the discussion of intersectionality in Chapter 1, all people are in 
multiple places vis-a-vis these systems. A person might not have access to race and gender 
privilege because she is African American and a woman; she might have access to het
erosexual privilege because she is heterosexual, and class privilege because she lives in a 

COMPLEX IDENTITIES Thinking Outside the Check-Box 

Heather Montes Ireland 

Multiracial Americans had the option to select "more than one race" for the very 
first time on the U.S. Census in 2000. According to The New York Times, the mul
tiracial population in the United States has increased almost fifty percent to 4.2 
million people since that time, with 1 in 7 couples comprised of individuals from 
different ethno-racial origins. Universities have seen a marked rise in the number 
of incoming students checking "multiracial" as their racial/ethnic identity. Mixed 
race studies has emerged as a viable field of inquiry, and the 2nd biennial Critical 
Mixed Race Studies conference held at DePaul University in 2012 attracted over 
400 attendees from across the U.S. and Canada, the UK, Brazil, Australia, and 
Ukraine. 

Yet multiracial people are still 
often seen as divisive, irrelevant, 
or secondary in importance to 
monoracial groups. Mixed race 
individuals are often told to choose 
between ethno-racial categories, 
or that if they cannot, they are 
confused about their "true" identi
ties. However, multiracial writers, 
ethnic studies scholars, and mixed race bloggers are all challenging those rep
resentations by researching and writing about the experiences of this growing 
population. The now-celebrated "Bill of Rights for People of Mixed Heritage" by 
Dr. Maria P. P. Root (1993) was one of the first writings that provided validation 
for mixed race people to not feel compelled to "choose" between narrow or 
binary racial categories. 

Today's critical mixed race studies scholarship emphasizes that we must 
critique and analyze the institutionalization of the very racial and ethnic 
categories that are mistaken as natural-and pure. Race and ethnicity are 
social constructions that are co-constituted with gender, sexuality, (dis)ability 
and other identity vectors. In other words, racial boundaries are much too 
fluid, porous, and complex than can be ascertained with rigid check-boxes. 
This does not mean that racial categories that exist in society do not matter. 
Indeed, understanding critical mixed race studies affords a specific approach to 
oppose structural racism and critique social stratification based on race. Today 
there are many resources for those who are interested in learning more about 
the experiences of multiracial people and feminist perspectives on critical 
mixed race studies. (continued) 

SS~ 
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• DrMariaRoot.com-lnformation on the topics of multiracial families, 
multiracial identity, and more. Includes the new "Multiracial Oath of Social 
Responsibility." 

• CriticalMixedRaceStudies.org-A biennial conference, a journal, a field of 
study, and a scholarly/activist/artistic community. 

• Swirlinc.org-A multiracial community committed to initiating and sustaining 
cross-racial, cross-cultural dialogue. 

• MixedHeritageCenter.org-Resources relevant to the lives of people who are 
multiracial, multiethnic, transracially adopted, or otherwise impacted by the 
intersections of race and culture. 

Illustration by Louise Leong http://louleo.tumblr.com/ 

family that is financially secure. This is the intersection or confluence, the flowing together 
of various identities. As Patricia Hill Collins explains in "Toward a New Vision," it is not 
as useful to think of these various identities as being stacked or arranged in a cumulative 
manner. Lives are not experienced as "Here I'm a woman, here I'm abled, here I'm poor," 
as if all our various statuses are all stacked up; we experience ourselves as ordinary people 
who struggle daily with the inequities in our lives and who usually take the privileges for 
granted. Various identities concerning these systems of equality and privilege are usually 
thoroughly blended and potentially shifting depending on subjective orientation and cul
tural context. This means that cultural forces of race and class, and others such as age and 
ability, all shape gender expression. It is important to emphasize that people experience 
race, class, gender, and sexual identities differently depending on their social location in 
various structures of inequality and privilege. This means that people of the same race or 
same age, for example, will experience race or age differently depending on their location 
in gendered structures (~hether they are women or men) or class structures (such as work
ing class, professional class, or unemployed), as well as structures associated with sexual 
identity (whether they identify as heterosexual, bisexual, lesbian, gay, or queer), and so on. 
This is also Audre Lorde's point in the reading "There Is No Hierarchy of Oppression." 
She writes about these intersections and advocates solidarity among multiple intersecting 
identities. 
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"Intersectionality" is the topic and title of the essay by Vivian M. May. She describes 
the approach as incorporating an intersecting matrix that allows an understanding of 
simultaneous privilege and oppression. Among her vision of future possibilities for this 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Queer Disruptions 

Queer is one of those tricky words that has a particular historical meaning (its 
denotation) and specific cultural meanings (its connotations) that can be either 
positive or negative. Originally, queer just meant "odd," but in the early twenti
eth century it was applied to gays in a derogatory way. In the 1980s people who 
in many ways were part of nonheteronormative categories began to reclaim the 
word to mean "sexually dissident" and to reflect a growing activism that chal
lenged fixed sexual categories and heteronormativity. Jn academic circles, queer 
theory became a method of analysis that disrupted fixed meanings and exposed 
underlying contradictions and structures of power, particularly as they pertained 
to the regulation of sexual behavior and the oppression of people who do not 
conform to societal expectations around sexuality. Beyond the goals of accept
ance and equal treatment pursued by gay and lesbian rights activists, queer 
theory seeks to destabilize cultural ideas and norms that are used to oppress 
nonconforming people. 

Let's look at an example: queer theology. Queer theology seeks to deconstruct 
and disrupt normative theologies, especially heteronormative theologies. It is a 
transgressive theology. So a simple question queer theology asks of sacred texts 
is about the reader's assumption that the characters in the text are heterosexual. 
Queer theology also imposes present-day cultural norms about sexuality and 
sexual identity on characters from ancient texts. This opens up space to under
stand, for example, the relationship of David and Jonathan from the Hebrew 
Bible or Jesus and the apostle John from the Christian testament in ways that do 
not force contemporary understandings of sexuality on the text. How might we 
understand these as queer relationships, as relationships that contest heteronor
mative standards? This is not to say that we are arguing that these characters 
had sex with one another. Rather, we are asking how these relationships reflect 
a larger continuum of intimate behaviors than traditional masculinity (in these 
cases) might allow. Queer theology asks questions of how we might under
stand Divinity from queer perspectives or how we might use "coming out" as a 
metaphor in Christianity to understand Jesus as the incarnation of God's love or 
how we might through the character of the Virgin Mary understand the sexual 
oppression/denial of women in the contemporary world. · 

Queering Your Discipline: Identify an important text (a book, a story, a movie, a 
song, a painting) in your own discipline. Think about how you might do a queer 
reading of this text: 

• How might you challenge the heteronormative assumptions of the text? 
• What are the underlying norms of power and domination in the text? 
• How does the text (and its typical reading) regulate sexual behavior? 
• How might the text be read to disrupt essential notions of gender and sexuality? 
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Challenging Your Assumptions 

Read the following sentences and identify the assumptions inherent in each 
regarding age, ability, appearance, ethnicity, gender, race, religion, sexual 
identity, and socioeconomic power or status. 

Identify the "norm" (a standard of conduct that should or must be followed; a 
typical or usual way of being or behaving, usually said of a certain group), and 
discuss how the assumptions reflect this norm. 

Discuss how these assumptions operate in your cultural situation. How are you 
affected by cultural assumptions about the "norm"? 

Our founding fathers carved this great state out of the wilderness. 

Mrs. Imoto looks remarkably good for her age. 

Fashion tights are available in black, suntan, and flesh color. 

Someday I intend to visit the third world. 

We need more manpower. 

Our facilities all provide handicapped access. 

I'm just a person. 

The network is down again. We'd better get Kevin in here to do his voodoo on it. 

Our boys were having a rough time of it, and the black regiment was, too. 

How Neandertal man existed for so long is a mystery. He must have had the 
ability to adapt to his environment. 

I see she forgot to sign her time sheet. She's acting a little blonde today. 

Mitochondrial DNA testing should help us determine when our race split off 
from the lower creatures. 

Confined to a wheelchair, Mr. Garcia still manages to live a productive life. 

Pat really went on the warpath when the budget figures came out. 

I won't be associated with you and your pagan behaviors! 

The Academy now admits women and other minorities. 

We have a beautiful daycare center where women can leave their children 
while they work. 

See if you can Jew him down to $50. 

Personally, I don't think it's right that the foreign students come in here before 
term and buy up all the insignia bags. Our kids don't get a chance at them. 

I completely forgot where I put my car keys. I must be having a senior moment. 

Win a fabulous lovers' weekend in Hawaii! Prizes include a day at the spa for 
her and a relaxing game of golf for him. 

That is not a very Christian attitude. 

We welcome all guests, their wives, and their children. 

May I speak to Mr. or Mrs. Williams? 

Source: Janet Lockhart and Susan Shaw, Writing for Change: Raising Awareness of Issues of Difference, 
Power, and Discrimination, www.teachingtolerance.org. 
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approach is a focus on lived experience and a shift toward this more complex subjectivity 
as central to both theory construction and liberatory strategies. June Jordan also makes this 
case in "Report from the Bahamas." Jordan illustrates the multilayered tensions associated 
with intersecting identities in the context of global inequality, and the shifting limitations/ 
privileges that shift again when a citizen of the global north visits colonized, "westernized" 
locations. 

Systems of inequality interconnect and work together to enforce inequality and 
privilege, each mostly supporting the other. The intersections of racism and classism, 
for example, are demonstrated by the fact that according to 2012 U.S. Census data, 
25 percent of Latino/as and 28 percent of African Americans compared to 10 percent of 
white Americans are living in poverty. As Felice Yeske! explains in the reading "Opening 
Pandora's Box: Adding Classism to the Agenda," social class always intersects with other 
identities, but is particularly intertwined with race. While about half of all poor people 
are white, wealthy people are disproportionately white. Similarly, although ageism or age 
discrimination is very much connected to classism, it is also intertwined with sexism as 
well as with looksism. Women learn to "age pass"; that is, we do not want to be mistaken 
for 40 when we are in our 30s, or mistaken for 70 when only 60. This is part of the pursuit 
for youth and beauty that encourages women to participate as agents of ageism as we fulfill 
the expectations of gender. Ellie Mamber rejects such ideas in the poem "Don't Laugh, It's 
Serious, She Says." She refers to the "double standard of aging" whereby society inter
prets women's aging differently than men's (remembering too that "women" and "men" 
imply intersections of various identities with age and other identities and not just gender). 
Mamber observes the cultural acceptance of men being able to romantically pursue much 
younger women, but refuses to let this affect her sense of self. 

Awareness of intersecting inequalities and advocacy for social justice was inspired by 
civil rights, feminist, and other social movements of the late twentieth century. In particu
lar, intersectionality theory was shaped by the theoretical writings of women of color who, 
as described in Chapter I, decried the lack of inclusivity and racism of the white wom
en's movement. Intersectionality was applied to disability studies, for example, as a result 
of the work of the disability rights movement that worked to ensure the passage of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act in 1990, which protected the disabled from discrimination 

IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Find out how your university ensures access for people with disabilities. 
If some structures on your campus are inaccessible, advocate with your 
administration to create accessibility. 

• Plan a celebration of black women during Black History Month. 
• Find out what programs your university offers to recruit and retain 

students and faculty of color. If programs are not in place, advocate with 
your administration to develop such programs. 

• Find out if your university's antidiscrimination policy includes sexual identity 
as a protected classification, and find out if your university provides benefits 
for domestic partners. If not, advocate with your administration to include 
sexual identity in its policy and/or to provide domestic partner benefits. 
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in employment, transportation, and other spaces such as public accommodations. Like 
other intersectionality theorists, disability scholars like Rosemarie Garland-Thompson 
emphasize that integrating understandings of ableism is not an additive endeavor but a 
"conceptual shift that strengthens our understanding of how these multiple oppressions 
intertwine, redefine, and mutually constitute each other." 

DISCOURSE, POWER, AND KNOWLEDGE 

A focus on difference, hierarchy, and systems of inequality and privilege implies the study 
of power. In this chapter we have presented this discussion of power as something individ
uals or groups have-or have not. It is important, however, to recognize that power does 
not necessarily operate in a binary or top-down fashion. Rather, power can be dispersed, 
multidimensional, and can function in all aspects of our everyday lives. Postmodern scholar 
Riki Wilchins calls this "small power exercised in hundreds of everyday transactions." And, 
instead of imagining power as something individuals acquire, share, or demand, we can imag
ine a concept of power as diffused and embedded in "discourse." This notion is central to Evin 
Taylor's discussion of the ways cisgender privilege involves a "cultural currency" or power 
enjoyed by people who possess desired characteristics such as "normal" gender expressions. 

Discourse is the process of creating knowledge or a culturally constructed represen
tation of reality. It involves language and other categories of meaning that work with 
social, material practices to produce "regimes of truth." Thes~ regimes of truth. tell us 
what is "rnJ2riate" in any given context. This involves the taken-for-granted rules 
about w~le can say, who it is possible to be, and what it is possible to do (or not 
say or not do). In this way, discourse provides a range of being ("subjectivity") that we 
recognize as identity. This is what is meant by identities being produced through dis
course. In other words, power produces discourses of difference, normality, and truth 
that shape bodies and identities. Moving beyond the notion of hierarchies, postmodern 
theorists focus on the diffuse and microlevel powers that produce multiple "truths" about 
gender, desire, and bodies. 

Importantly, each community or society has its regimes of truth connected to power that 
inform what counts as knowledge. Imagine, for example, the different knowledge accepted 
among your family, or different groups offriends; your academic classes; or in your church, 
mosque, or synagogue, if you attend one. Regimes of truth are shaped by general truths/ 
discourses such as "science," for example; other levels of discourse, such as patriotism, are 
framed by these broader, general discourses like religion. There are also discursive fields 
such as law that provide meaning and organize social institutions and processes. Scholars 
who focus on discourse are interested in understanding the ways some discourses have cre
ated meaning systems that have gained the status of "truth" and shape how we define and 
organize our social world (such as science) when other discourses are marginalized. These 
marginalized discourses offer a site for challenge and resistance. In this way it is interesting 
to consider how some discourses maintain their authority, how some "voices" get heard 
when others are silenced, and who benefits and how. These are all questions addressing 
issues of power/empowerment/disempowerment associated with knowledge, power, and 
discourse. We know this is a more complicated notion of power, but it is one you will 
encounter as you take more classes in the humanities and the social sciences. 
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Language, or the symbolic means by which we communicate, is a key aspect of 
regimes of truth as described above. Language is an incredibly sophisticated process of 
symbols that we learn at an early age and mostly take for granted unless we are confronted 
with trying to communicate in a language not our own. Because language allows us not 
only to name the objects of our experience but also to typify them (experience them as sim
ilar to something of a similar type), it creates as well as reflects our reality. It shapes as well 
as expresses thought. And because language helps us sort and anticipate our experiences, 
it has a primary influence on our lives. Language influences how its speakers focus their 
attention, remember events and people, and think about the world. This shapes how we 
understand space, time, and even justice. English, for example, tends to assign an agent to 
an action regardless of the agent's intent. In Japanese or Spanish, however, intent matters 
and requires different verb forms. Language maintains sexism and racism, for instance, by 
shaping our understandings and limiting options for self-definition. In this way it is impor
tant to consider how language shapes our reality and helps structure the everyday realities 
of our lives. When you grow up knowing 20 different words synonymous with "slut," and 
fewer, more positive words for men who have multiple sexual partners, for example, you 
learn something powerful about gender and sexuality. 

These categories of meaning or regimes of truth discussed above involve ideas and 
values (such as stereotypes and jokes) or sets of beliefs (sometimes called ideologies) that 
provide rationale for injustice. Hill Collins calls this the "symbolic dimension" of systems 
of domination and subordination. For example, media often reinforce negative stereotypes 
about women such as dumb blondes, passive Asian Americans, or pushy African Ameri
cans. Another example of gendered messages comes from the institution of-religion. This 
institution is especially powerful because it implies the notion of divine sanction. Tradi
tional religious texts tell stories (for instance, Eve's behavior that led to the banishment 
from the Garden of Eden or the chaste role of the Virgin Mary) that convey important 
messages about moral thought and behavior as well as women's place in society. These 
messages tend to be strongly gendered and often support different behaviors for women 
and men. A central code of such religious teaching is that women should be subordinate to 
men in their spiritual and everyday lives. 

An example of discourse supported by institutional power is the bootstrap myth con
cerning economic success. Y eskel addresses such ideologies in her article on classism 
and emphasizes how these truth claims ("regimes of truth") are propagated by economic 
systems that paint economic success as a result of hard work and ambition. People, if 
properly motivated and willing to work hard, can pull themselves up by their bootstraps. 
Given this set of ideas, those individuals who are not able to provide for their families 
must have deficiencies. Perhaps they were unmotivated, did not work hard enough, or 
were not smart enough. Such ideas encourage blaming the poor for their poverty rather 
than understanding the wider societal forces that shape people's existence and maintain 
classism. Notwithstanding the fact that of course hard work and ambition may facilitate 
some measure of success in the short term, it does not guarantee such success, nor does it 
tend to transform the bigger picture of structural inequalities. Notice that a particular truth 
claim need not be supported unanimously for it to influence society. Many people would 
disagree vehemently with the bootstrap myth; yet, still, this is a key part of the ideology of 
capitalist countries. In this way, institutions construct and are constructed by truth claims 
that provide authority about how people should be and live. 
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Discourses that result in marginalization involve prejudices. Prejudice means, 
literally, to prejudge and involves making premature judgments without adequate 
information or with inaccurate information. Often prejudice is adopted when there is no 
other basis for understanding. For example, many white people have little contact with 
people of color, and many young people do not interact on an everyday basis with old peo
ple. As a result, there is a lack of accurate information to destabilize oppressive regimes of 
truth, and stereotypes or images from movies or other media are used instead. This kind of 
ignorance and misinformation breeds prejudice. Prejudices are internalized (assimilated, 
integrated, or incorporated into our thoughts and behavior) by all of us and as already 
mentioned in the discussion of homophobia and transphobia, they play a part in maintain
ing systems of inequality and privilege. However, because humans have active agency 
and will, prejudices can be resisted. Generally we can say that individuals negotiate these 
ideologies, accepting, resisting, and/or modifying them. If we are members of the target 
group, the group against whom the prejudice is aimed, it can lead to low self-esteem, 
self-loathing, and shame. Sadly, it can mean individuals are encouraged to believe they 
are not worthy of social justice and therefore are less likely to seek equality. Although 
members of target groups may accept oppressive regimes of truth, members of nontarget 
groups, groups (often part of the mythical norm) against whom the prejudice is not aimed, 
also internalize these messages as well as messages about their own privilege. This can 
encourage or justify hostility. 

Internalizing oppression means that we self-police ourselves as a result of discourses 
that "discipline" bodies and encourage self-surveillance. In addition, however, we also 
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police one another, encouraging compliance with institutions that may oppress. When indi
viduals direct the resentment and anger they have about their situation onto those who are 
of equal or of lesser status, this process is called horizvntal hostility. As a strategy, it is 
similar to the military tactic of "divide and conquer" in which groups are encouraged to 
fight with one another in order to avoid alliances that might collaboratively overpower an 
enemy. Women might do this when they are in competition about each other's looks or put 
other women down with verbal and/or nonverbal behavior. 

INSTITUTIONS 

Postmodern notions of power described above transcend the practices of who acquires 
what and how by seeing power as an everyday embodied phenomenon. This discursive 
notion of power as everywhere replaces the notion of institutions set apart from the systems 
of meanings they create. Some postmodern scholars, including Michel Foucault, still prior
itize themes of institutionalized power, and it is to these that we now turn. 

Institutions are social organizations that involve established patterns of behavior 
organized around particular purposes. They function through social norms (cultural expec
tations), which as explained above are institutionalized and patterned into organizations 
and sometimes established as rules and/or laws. Major institutions in our society include 
the family, marriage, the economy, government and criminal justice systems, religion, edu
cation, science, health and medicine, mass media, the military, and sports. Usually patterns 
of rules and practices implicit in major societal institutions have a historical component 
and reflect political, military, legal, and socioeconomic decisions made over decades 
and centuries. Although institutions are intended to meet the needs of society generally, 
or people in particular, they meet some people's needs better than others. These social 
organizations are central in creating systems of inequality and privilege because they pat
tern and structure differences among women in relatively organized ways. Institutions are 
important channels for the perpetuation of what Hill Collins calls "structures of domination 
and subordination." Note that institutions may resist systems of inequality and privilege 
through, for example, positive portrayals of women and marginalized people in media or 
the activities of some churches for civil rights. 

Institutions encourage the channeling of various systems of gendered inequality to all 
aspects of women's lives. In terms of the patterning of resources and practices, institutions 
function to support systems of inequality and privilege. First, institutions assign various 
roles to women and men and are also places of employment where people perform gen
dered work. K-12 educational institutions, for example, employ a considerable number of 
women. However, as the prestige of the teaching position increases, the number of white 
males in these positions increases, along with higher salaries. Additionally, it is very dif
ficult for openly lesbian teachers to find employment in some schools, and some states 
have attempted to pass laws preventing lesbians and gay men from teaching in state-funded 
educational establishments. 

Second, to return to a more resource-based notion of power where the latter is imagined 
as something people acquire, own, or share, institutions distribute resources and extend 
privileges differentially to different groups. Sports are a good example of this. As an institu
tion, athletics has traditionally been male dominated. Men's sports are more highly valued 
than women's sports and are a major focus for sports entertainment. Compared to men's 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Women in Science and Engineering 

In 2005 Harvard University President Lawrence H. Summers created an uproar 
when he made the comment at an academic conference that the reasons fewer 
women than men succeed in science, technology, engineering, and math may be 
more related to innate differences than to socialization or discrimination. Many 
feminists responded by pointing to the wealth of research that indicates that 
girls and women are just as capable but their performances are often affected by 
social factors. 

Certainly, the numbers do indicate a persistent dearth of women in science and 
engineering careers, although more women than ever are completing degrees in 
these areas. Still, women earn only 18% of degrees in engineering. Additionally, 
studies demonstrate that few white women are in tenured and tenure-track fac
ulty positions in science, technology, and engineering, and the numbers are even 
bleaker for women of color. U.S. women are half the workforce but hold less 
than 25% of STEM jobs. Women are 27% of the computer and math workforce, 
but only one in seven engineers is a woman. 

Why do you think white women and women and men of color are underrepre
sented in science, technology, and engineering? 

Visit the websites of the professional organizations listed below that are dedi
cated to increasing the success of white women and women and men of color in 
various science, technology, and engineering fields. What do these sites suggest 
about the reasons for underrepresentation? How do they suggest addressing the 
problem of underrepresentation? 

Society of Women Engineers www.swe.org 

Association for Women in Computing www.awc-hq.org 

Association for Women in Mathematics www.awm-math.org 

Association for Women in Science www.awis.org 

National Action Council for Minorities in Engineering www.nacme.org 

professional sports, women's are grossly underrepresented. Despite Title IX of the Edu
cational Amendments of 1972, which barred discrimination in education, many colleges 
still are not in compliance and spend considerably more money on men's sports than on 
women's. Female athletes on some campuses complain that men receive better practice 
times in shared gymnasiums and more up-to-date equipment. And, within women's sports, 
some are more "white" than others. Examples that immediately come to mind are gym
nastics, ice skating, equestrian sports, tennis, golf, and to some extent soccer (all rela
tively expensive pursuits). Most women's sports-outside of basketball and track-are 
dominated by white women. In this way, sports and athletics are an example of an institu
tion where resources are inequitably distributed. 

Another blatant example of inequitable distribution concerns the economic system. 
Other than inherited wealth, the major way our economic system distributes resources is 
in terms of remuneration for the work that we do. Women tend to work in jobs that are 
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HISTORICAL MOMENT Women of Color Feminism 

Acutely aware of the intersections of gender, race, sexual identity, and social 
class were women of color who daily experienced the material realities of the 
confluence of oppressions. From the beginning of the women's movement, 
women of color participated actively, although their specific concerns were often 
overlooked by some of the middle-class white women in the movement. In the 
early 1970s, women of color spoke out about their experiences of racism, sexism, 
and heterosexism. Barbara Smith co-founded the Combahee River Collective, a 
black feminist group that confronted racism and homophobia in the women's, 
gay, and black movements. The Collective took its name from a river in South 
Carolina where Harriet Tubman led a military action that freed hundreds of 
slaves. 

In the late 1970s, Smith joined forces with Cherrie Moraga to found Kitchen 
Table/Women of Color Press when Moraga and Gloria Anzaldua could not find 
a publisher for This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color. 
Kitchen Table/Women of Color Press was the first independent press to publish 
exclusively works by feminists of color. This Bridge Called My Back won an Ameri
can Book Award from the Columbus Foundation. 

In 1983 poet and novelist Alice Walker coined the term womanism to describe 
black feminism in contrast to feminism, which has generally been associ-
ated with white women. Walker situates womanists in a long line of black 
women who have struggled for social change and liberation. Womanists are, 
in her words, "outrageous, audacious, courageous, and willful, responsible, in 
charge, serious." They love black women's culture, black women's beauty, and 
themselves. 

heavily occupied by women; examples include clerical work, service and retail sales, 
and professional occupations such as teaching and nursing. These jobs are undervalued 
in our society, contributing to the fact that a woman's average salary generally for all 
occupations tends to be less than a man's average salary. Some women work under 
deplorable conditions at minimum wage levels; some work with hazardous chemi
cals or have to breathe secondhand smoke throughout their workday. Old women and 
women of color own a tiny percentage of the wealth in this society-another example 
of the inequitable distribution of resources by an intersection or confluence of multiple 
identities. 

Third, major institutions in society are interconnected and work to support and main
tain one another. Often this means that personnel are shared among major institutions; more 
likely it means that these institutions mutually support one another in terms of the ways 
they fulfill (or deny) the needs of people in society. For example, close ties to economic 
institutions include the military (through the military-industrial complex), the government 
(corporate leaders often have official positions in government and rely on legislative loop
holes and taxation systems to maintain corporate profits), health and medicine (with impor
tant ties to pharmaceutical companies), the media (whose content is controlled in part by 
advertising), and sports (through corporate sponsorship). 
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Stark Intersections: Gender, Race, Class, and HIV/AIDS 

"We must address power imbalances in every single policy, strategy, and pro
gramme related to prevention, treatment and care if we seriously want to tackle 
this global challenge. [Gender] equality is not simply a matter of justice or fair
ness. Gender inequality is fatal." 

-Noe/een Heyzer, UN/FEM 

Gender inequality is fueling the HIV/AIDS epidemic: it deprives women of the 
ability to say no to risky practices, leads to coerced sex and sexual violence, keeps 
women uninformed about prevention, puts them last in line for care and life
saving treatment, and imposes an overwhelming burden for the care of the sick 
and dying. These fundamental threats to women's lives, health, and well-being 
are critical human rights issues-when women's human rights are not promoted, 
protected, and fulfilled, gender inequality is the dangerous result. Guaranteeing 
women's human rights is an indispensable component of the international strug
gle to combat HIV/AIDS. To combat today's scourge, we must understand the 
multiple intersections between gender, racial and ethnic discrimination, and the 
epidemiology of HIV/AIDS. 

This intersectional approach derives from the realization that discriminations 
based on gender, race, ethnicity, caste, and class are not discrete phenomena, 
but compound one another in almost all socioeconomic circumstances.1 Nine 
points are critical with regard to HIV/AIDS: 

• Economic dependence and social subordination limit the ability of women 
and members of racial and ethnic minorities to demand safe and responsible 
sexual practices, including the use of condoms. 

• Groups already subject to socioeconomic discrimination-including racial and 
ethnic minorities, migrant populations, and refugees-rank high among those 
most vulnerable to HIV infection. In all these groups, women are hardest hit. 

• Racial and ethnic identities operate in complicated ways to increase women's 
vulnerability to sex trafficking, a major factor in women's growing infection 
rates. 

• The culture of silence that surrounds female sexuality in many societies pre
vents women and girls from accessing information and services for protec
tion or treatment. 

• In many countries, especially among racial and ethnic minorities, men receive 
preferential treatment in anti-retroviral therapies. 

• Gender-based violence, both inside and outside the household, increases 
women's vulnerability to HIV/AIDS. HIV-positive women are frequently shunned 
by families and communities-and often subjected to further violence. 

• This vulnerability mounts because of practices such as polygyny and wife
inheritance, as well as mistaken beliefs, such as that sex with a virgin can 
cure AIDS. 

• Because women are primarily responsible for caregiving, caring for people 
with HIV/AIDS typically falls to widows and grandmothers or older girl chil
dren. Caregiving responsibilities increase as health and social services decrease 
and increasingly privatized services require a higher proportion of household 
income. 
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• Because women often care for communities as well as families, their illness or 
absorption in sheer survival activities weakens the vital informal support sys
tems on which poor and marginalized communities depend, deepening and 
perpetuating poverty.2 

These intersections are more alarming in light of the gender dimensions of 
HIV/AIDS: 

• In 2014, an estimated 35 million people are living with HIV worldwide; more 
than half of adults living with HIV are women. 

• Only about half of the countries that provide funding for HIV/AIDS programs 
include monies for programs specifically for women. 

• Women represent approximately 60 percent of the people in Sub-Saharan 
Africa who are living with HIV/AIDS. 

• Most caregivers are women. In particular in Africa, older women often care 
for sick children and orphaned grandchildren. These caregivers face serious 
financial and emotional stress from th.e burdens of caregiving. 

• In India, women constitute approximately 39 percent of adult HIV infections; 
80 percent of married women infected with HIV were monogamous. 

Moreover, these statistics represent underestimations due to the personal reluc
tance to report the disease as well as government reluctance to acknowledge its 
extent. In addition, medical studies often do not disaggregate data according to 
race and gender, nor do they examine the specific health issues affecting women 
from racial and ethnic minorities or indigenous women as a matter of course. 
Thus, they may fail to uncover medical problems specific to particular groups of 
women.3 

1 For discussion of the concept of intersectionality, see Gender and Racial Discrimination: Report of the 
Expert Group Meeting, November 2000, Zagreb. UN Division for the Advancement of Women, 2001. 
2Mercedes Gonzalez de la Rocha and Alejandro Grinspun, "Private Adjustments: Household, Crisis and 
Work," in Grinspun, ed., Choices for the Poor: Lessons from National Poverty Strategies. New York: 
UNDP, 2001. 
3UNIFEM, 2000. "Integrating Gender into the Third World Conference Against Racism, Racial 
Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance." Background Paper prepared for the Gender 
and Racial Discrimination: Report of the Expert Group Meeting, November 2000, Zagreb, Croatia. 

Source: www.unaids.org. 

CONCLUSION 

In closing, we have emphasized that systems of inequality and privilege are maintained 
through institutionalized power and various regimes of truth. However, it is also important 
to recognize the ways hate crimes (also known as bias-motivated crimes) are central to these 
power relations. Hate crimes reflect the ways power produces regimes of truth, difference, 
and normalcy that regulate people's lives. As already explained, we are expected to police 
ourselves and indulge in self-surveillance, often to keep ourselves in narrow boxes of 
"appropriate" behavior. However, in addition, disciplinary acts to regulate others who are 
perceived as not conforming (for example, not dressing like a woman is "supposed" to 
dress, or not acting like a man is supposed to act, or a person of color not showing the 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Fannie Lou Hamer 

She began life in Mississippi 
in 1917 as the granddaughter 
of slaves and the daughter of 
sharecroppers, but Fannie Lou 
Hamer was to become one of 
the most important leaders of 
the U.S. civil rights movement. 
Although Hamer became a 
sharecropper herself, by 1962 
she'd had enough of the second
class life of the segregated 
South. She joined 17 other Afri
can Americans taking a bus to 
the county seat to register to 
vote. On the way home, they 
were stopped by police and 
arrested. After Hamer returned 
home, she was visited by the 
plantation owner, who told her 
that if she insisted on voting, she 
would have to get off his land, 
which she did that same day. 

The next year, when Hamer 
joined other civil rights workers 

in challenging the "whites only" policy at a bus terminal diner, she was arrested 
and jailed. The police ordered two other African American prisoners to beat her 
with a metal-spiked club. Hamer was blinded in one eye from the beating and 
suffered permanent kidney damage. 

In 1964 Hamer helped organize the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) 
to challenge the all-white Mississippi delegation to the Democratic Convention. 
Hamer spoke to the credentials committee of the convention, and although her 
live testimony was preempted by a presidential press conference, it was aired by 
national networks in its entirety later that evening. The MFDP and the creden
tials committee reached a compromise, giving voting and speaking rights to two 
MFDP delegates and seating the others as honored guests. Hamer responded, 
"We didn't come all this way for two seats when all of us is tired." In 1968 the 
Mississippi Democratic Party did seat an integrated delegation. 

Throughout her life, Hamer continued to work for justice, supporting Head Start 
for black schools and jobs for poor African Americans, opposing the Vietnam 
War, and helping to convene the National Women's Political Caucus in the 1970s. 

Hamer died in 1977 and was buried in Mississippi. Her tombstone reads, "I am 
sick and tired of being sick and tired." 
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appropriate amount of defence expected by whites who hold racist views about people of 
color) result in hate crimes. And for some, the very act of living and being in a certain body 
is enough to cause anger and resentment. This kind of foundational bigotry is often at the 
heart of hate crimes. 

Hate crimes include the threat of coercion and violence as well as the actual prac
tice of it, and their motives are hate and bigotry. Evidence shows that perpetrators of 
hate crimes are most likely to be heterosexual white males. For example, there has 
been a substantial increase in hate crimes in the last decade, especially against people 
of color, lesbians, gays, and transgendered and transsexual people, although improved 
reporting systems are also increasing awareness of this social problem and providing 
hate-crime statistics. Hate groups include the Ku Klux Klan, racist Skinhead, Christian 
Identity Movement, Neo-Confederate, and Neo-Nazi (including Aryan Nations). One of 
the best sources for understanding hate crimes is the Southern Poverty Law Center at 
www.splcenter.org. It is important to emphasize that gender as a category is omitted 
from most hate-crime statutes despite the fact that women, transgendered, and queer/ 
gay men suffer from crimes of misogyny. People are often hurt and killed because they 
are perceived as women, or are expressing feminine behavior. In the case of transgender 
individuals, this reflects the ways regimes of truth discipline bodies that do not perform 
in expected ways. The United Nations now recognizes crimes against women, and the 
United States is starting to recognize crimes against non-U.S. women as basis for asylum. 
Hate crimes against women just because they are women, as well as hate crimes against, 
for example, lesbians or women of color, often involve sexual terrorism, the threat of 
rape and sexual assault that controls a woman's life whether or not she is actually physi
cally or sexually violated. 

In concluding this chapter we underscore the need for social change and transformation 
to improve the conditions of women's lives. Almost all the readings focus on this need. 
Patricia Hill Collins, for example, writes about awareness and education, the need to 
build empathy for one another, and the need to work to form coalitions for structural 
change around common causes. June Jordan also writes of the power of empathy and the 
possibilities of friendship for alliance building and social transformation. Peggy Mcintosh 
and Evin Taylor tell us to recognize our privilege and work on internalized prejudices and 
privileges. Ellie Mamber suggests identifying and acknowledging sources of inequality 
and specifically the ways we are taught contempt for aging women. Felice Yeskel presents 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Combating Hate 

Many web pages provide valuable information about hate, hate crimes, and 
hate groups in the United States. Go to the Southern Poverty Law Center's 
homepage at www.splcenter.org. Click on "Hate Map." Then enter your state to 
discover which hate groups operate where you live. Then click on "Intelligence 
Files" to learn more about these hate groups. You may also want to visit these 
websites as well: www.wiesenthal.com, www.adl.org,www.campuspride.org/ 
stop-the-hate, www.hrc.org, and www.hatewatch.org. Using information from 
these sites, make a list of ways you can help stop hate. 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Transgendered Experiences Around the World 

Go to YouTube and find videos made by transgendered people in the following 
countries: 

• Brazil 
• India 
• Kenya 
• Ukraine 
• United States 

What common experiences do these people have? How have they experienced 
being transgendered differently? What difficulties and forms of oppression do 
they face? What do they celebrate about their lives? 

How do their lives and experiences offer challenges to fixed notions of gender 
identity? 

The United Nations adopted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948: 
http://www.un.org/enldocuments!udhrl. In 2012 the UN Secretary-General called 
for an end to discrimination based on gender identity. Take a look at the UN 
declaration and identify cultural and social changes that would be needed to 
bring about equity for transgendered people. 

ways to challenge classism that involve confronting the behavior in ourselves, making 
demands on behalf of poor communities, and learning from the skills and strengths of 
working-class people. All authors, and especially the late Audre Lorde, hope for alliances 
across our differences. The message in all these articles is the need to recognize differ
ence, to understand how the meanings associated with intersecting differences and the 
material conditions of everyday lives get translated into privilege and inequality, and to 
celebrate difference through coalitions for social justice and other expressions of personal 
and social concern. 

Challenging the Pseudogeneric "Man" 

Examine the following phrases that use male nouns as "generic." Describe the 
mental image created for you by each phrase. Do you see yourself and people 
like you in the images? 

Next, choose a term representing a group of people of a specific age, reli
gion, class, or ethnicity, and substitute that term for the male noun (example: 
"mankind" becomes "childkind"). Does use of the new, specific term sound 
incongruous or unusual? Why? 

Describe the mental images created by using the substitute terms. Do you see 
yourself and people like you in the images? 
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Finally, suggest a gender-free, inclusive term for each (example: for "mankind," 
"humanity" or "people"). 

For the benefit of all mankind 

"All men are created equal" 

May the best man win 

Prehistoric man 

Man the pumps! 

The first manned mission to Mars 

Chairman of the Board 

We need more manpower 

Not fit for man or beast 

The relationship between men and machines 

Man's best friend 

"To boldly go where no man has gone before" 

Man of the Year 

"Peace on Earth, goodwill toward men" 

The founding fathers 

"Crown thy good with brotherhood" 

"Friends, Romans, countrymen; lend me your ears" 

Source: Janet Lockhart and Susan M. Shaw, Writing for Change: Raising Awareness of Difference, Power, 
and Discrimination, www.teachingtolerance.org. 
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Toward a New Vision 
Race, Class, and Gender as Categories of Analysis and Connection 

Patricia Hill Collins ( 1993) 

The true focus of revolutionary change is never merely 

the oppressive situations which. we seek to escape, 
but that piece of the oppressor whic~ is planted deep 
within each of us. , , 

-Audre Larde, Sister Outsider, 123 

Audre Lorde's statement raises a troublesome issue 
for scholars and activists working for social change. 
While many of us have little difficulty assessing 
our own victimization within some major system 
of oppression, whether it be by race, social class, 
religion, sexual orientation, ethnicity, age or gen
der, we typically fail to see how our thoughts and 
actions uphold someone else's subordination. Thus, 
White feminists routinely point with confidence to 
their oppression as women but resist seeing how 
much their White skin privileges them. African
Americans who possess eloquent analyses of rac
ism often persist in viewing poor White women as 
symbols of white power. The radical left fares little 
better. "If only people of color and women could 
see their true class interests," they argue, "class 

) solidarity would eliminate racism and sexism." .In 
essence, each group identifies the type of oppression 
with which it feels most comfortable as being 
fundamental and classifies all other types as being 
of lesser importance. 

Oppression is full of such contradictions. Errors 
in political judgment that we make concerning how 
we teach our courses, what we tell our children, and 
which organizations are worthy of our time, talents 
and financial support flow smoothly from errors in 
theoretical analysis about the nature of oppression 
and activism. Once we realize that there are few 
pure victims or oppressors, and that each one of us 
derives varying amounts of penalty and privilege 
from the multiple systems of oppression that frame 
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our lives, then we will be in a position to see the 
need for new ways of thought and action. 

[This discussion] addresses this need for new pat
terns of thought and action. I focus on two basic ques
tions. First, how can we reconceptualize race, class 
and gender as categories of analysis? Second, how 
can we transcend the barriers created by our experi
ences with race, class and gender oppression in order 
to build the types of coalitions essential for social 
exchange? To address these question[s] I contend 
that we must acquire both new theories of how race, 
class and gender have shaped t;he experiences not just 
of women of color, but of all groups. Moreover, we 
must see the connections between these categories 
of analysis and the personal issues in our everyday 
lives, particularly our scholarship, our teaching and 
our relationships with our colleagues and students. 
As Audre Lorde points out, change starts with self, 
and relationships that we have with those around us 
must always be the primary site for social change. 

. i 

HOW CAN WE RECONCEPTUAUZE RACE, 
CLASS, AND GENDER AS CATEGORIES OF 

ANALYSIS? 

To me, we must shift our discourse away from 
additive analyses of oppression (Spelman 1982; 
Collins 1989). Such approaches are typically based 
on two key premises. First, they depend on either/ 
or, dichotomous thinking. Persons, things and ideas 
are conceptualized in terms of their opposites. 
For example, Black/White, ·man/woman, thought/ 
feeling, and fact/opinion are defined in oppositional 
terms. Thought and feeling are not seen as two 
different and interconnected ways of approaching 



truth that can coexist in scholarship and teaching. 
Instead, feeling is defined as antithetical to reason, 
as its opposite. In spite of the fact that we all have 
"both/and" identities (I am both a college professor 
and a mother-I don't stop being a mother when 
I drop my child off at school, or forget everything 
I learned while scrubbing the toilet), we persist in 
trying to classify each other in either/or categories. 
I live each day as an African-American woman-a 
race/gender specific experience. And I am not alone. 
Everyone has a race/gender/class specific iden
tity. Either/or, dichotomous thinking is especially 
troublesome when applied to theories of oppres
sion because every individual must be classified as 
being either oppressed or not oppressed. The both/ 
and position of simultaneously being oppressed and 
oppressor becomes conceptually impossible. 

A second premise of additive analyses of 
oppression is that these dichotomous differences 
must be ranked. One side of the dichotomy is typi
cally labeled dominant and the other subordinate. 
Thus, Whites rule Blacks, men are deemed superior 
to women, and reason is seen as being preferable 
to emotion. Applying this premise to discussions 
of oppression leads to the assumption that oppres
sion can be quantified, and that some groups are 
oppressed more than others. I am frequently asked, 
"Which has been most oppressive to you, your sta
tus as a Black person or your status as a woman?" 
What I am really being asked to do is divide myself 
into little boxes and rank my various statuses. If I 
experience oppression as a both/and phenomenon, 
why should I analyze it any differently? 

Additive analyses of oppression rest squarely on 
the twin pillars of either/or thinking and the neces
sity to quantify and rank all relationships in order 
to know where one stands. Such approaches typi
cally see African-American women as being more 
oppressed than everyone else because the majority 
of Black women experience the negative effects of 
race, class and gender oppression simultaneously. In 
essence, if you add together separate oppressions, 
you are left with a grand oppression greater than the 
sum of its parts. 

I am not denying that specific groups experience 
oppression more harshly than others-lynching is 
certainly objectively worse than being held up as a 

Toward a New Vision I PATRICIA HILL COLLINS 73 

sex object. But we must be careful not to confuse 
this issue of the saliency of one type of oppression 
in people's lives with a theoretical stance positing 
the interlocking nature of oppression. Race, class 
and gender may all structure a situation but may 
not be equally visible and/or important in people's 
self-definitions. In certain contexts, such as the ante
bellum American South and contemporary South 
America, racial oppression is more visibly salient, 
while in other contexts, such as Haiti, El Salvador 
and Nicaragua, social class oppression may be more 
apparent. For middle class White women, gender 
may assume experiential primacy unavailable to 
poor Hispanic women struggling with the ongoing 
issues of low-paid jobs and the frustrations of the 
welfare bureaucracy. This recognition that one cat
egory may have salience over another for a given 
time and place does not minimize the theoretical 
importance of assuming that race, class and gender 
as categories of analysis structure all relationships. 

In order to move toward new visions of what 
oppression is, I think that we need to ask new ques
tions. How are relationships of domination and 
subordination structured and maintained in the 
American political economy? How do race, class 
and gender function as parallel and interlocking 
systems that shape this basic relationship of domi
nation and subordination? Questions such as these 
promise to move us away from futile theoretical 
struggles concerned with ranking oppressions and 
towards analyses that assume race, class and gen
der are all present in any given setting, even if one 
appears more visible and salient than the others. Our 
task becomes redefined as one of reconceptualizing 
oppression by uncovering the connections among 
race, class and gender as categories of analysis. 

.\ 

1. The"institutiona) Dimension of Oppression 

Sandra Harding's contention that gender oppression 
is structured along three main dimensions-the insti
tutional, the symbolic, and the individual-offers 
a useful model for a more comprehensive analysis 
encompassing race, class and gender oppression 
(Harding 1986). Systemic relationships of domina
tion and subordination structured through social 
institutions such as schools, businesses, hospitals, the 

( ,' 
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workplace, and government agencies represent the 
institutional dimension of oppression. Racism, sex
ism and elitism all have concrete institutional loca
tions. Even though the workings of the institutional 
dimension of oppression are often obscured with ide
ologies claiming equality of opportunity, in actuality, 
race, class and gender place Asian-American women, 
Native American men, White men, African-American 
women, and other groups in distinct institutional 
niches with varying degrees of penalty and privilege. 

Even though I realize that many ... would not share 
this assumption, let us assume that the institutions of 
American society discriminate, whether by design or 
by accident. While many of us are familiar with how 
race, gender and class operate separately to structure 
inequality, I want to focus on how these three systems 
interlock in structuring the institutional dimension of 
oppression. To get at the interlocking nature of race, 
class and gender, I want you to think about the ante
bellum plantation as a guiding metaphor for a variety 
of American social institutions. Even though slavery 
is typically analyzed as a racist institution, and occa
sionally as a class institution, I suggest that slavery 
was a race, class, gender specific institution. Remov
ing any one piece from our analysis diminishes our 
understanding of the true nature of relations of domi
nation and subordination under slavery. 

A brief analysis of key American social institu
tions most controlled by elite White men should 
convince us of the interlocking nature of race, class 
and gender in structuring the institutional dimen
sion of oppression. For example, if you are from an 
American college or university, is your campus a 
modem plantation? Who controls your university's 
political economy? Are elite White men overrepre
sented among the upper administrators and ·trustees 
controlling your university's finances and policies? 
Are elite White men being joined by growing num
bers of elite White women helpmates? What kinds 
of people are in your classrooms grooming the 
next generation who will occupy these and other 
decision-making positions? Who are the support 
staff that produce the mass mailings, order the sup
plies, fix the leaky pipes? Do African-Americans, 
Hispai;iics or other people of color form the majority 
of the invisible workers who feed you, wash your 

dishes, and clean up your offices and libraries after 
everyone else has gone home? 

If your college is anything like mine, you know 
the answers to these questions. You may be affili
ated with an institution that has Hispanic women as 
vice-presidents for finance, or substantial numbers 
of Black men among the faculty. If so, you are fortu
nate. Much more typical are colleges where a modi
fied version of the plantation as a metaphor for the 
institutional dimension of oppression survives. 

2. The Symbolic Dimension of Oppression 

Widespread, societally-sanctioned ideologies used 
to justify relations of domination and subordination 
comprise the symbolic dimension of oppression. 
Central to this process is the use of stereotypical or 
controlling images of diverse race, class and gender 
groups. In order to assess the power of this dimen
sion of oppression, I want you to make a list, either 
on paper or in your head, of "masculine" and "femi
nine" characteristics. If your list is anything like that 
compiled by most people, it reflects some variation 
of the following: 

Masculine 

aggressive 
leader 
rational 
strong 
intellectual 

Feminine 

passive 
follower 
emotional 
weak 
physical 

Not only does this list reflect either/or, dichoto
mous thinking and the need to rank both sides of the 
dichotomy, but ask yourself exactly which men and 
women you had in mind when compiling these char
acteristics. This list applies almost exclusively to 
middle class White men and women. The allegedly 
"masculine" qualities that you probably listed are 
only acceptable when exhibited by elite White men, 
or when used by Black and Hispanic men against 
each other or against women of color. Aggressive 
Black and Hispanic men are seen as dangerous, not 
powerful, and are often penalized when they exhibit 
any of the allegedly "masculine" characteristics. 
Working-class and poor White men fare slightly 
better and are also denied the allegedly "masculine" 
symbols of leadership, intellectual competence and 



human rationality. Women of color and working 
class and poor White women are also not repre
sented on this list, for they have never had the luxury 
of being "ladies." What appear to be universal cat
egories representing all men and women instead are 
unmasked as being applicable to only a small group. 

It is important to see how the symbolic images 
applied to different race, class and gender groups 
interact in maintaining systems of domination and 
subordination. If I were to ask you to repeat the same 
assignment, only this time, by making separate lists 
for Black men, Black women, Hispanic women and 
Hispanic men, I suspect that your gender symbolism 
would be quite different. In comparing all of the lists, 
you might begin to see the interdependence of sym
bols applied to all groups. For example, the elevated 
images of White womanhood need devalued images 
of Black womanhood in order to maintain credibility. 

Assuming that everyone is affected differently by 
the same interlocking set of symbolic images allows 
us to move forward toward new analyses. Women 
of color and White women have different relation
ships to White male authority, and this difference 
explains the distinct gender symbolism applied to 
both groups. Black women encounter controlling 
images such as the mammy, the matriarch, the mule 
and the whore, that encourage others to reject us as 
fully human people. Ironically, the negative nature of 
these images simultaneously encourages us to reject 
them. In contrast, White women are offered seduc
tive images, those that promise to reward them for 
supporting the status quo. And yet seductive images 
can be equally controlling. Consider, for example, the 
views of Nancy White, a 73-year-old Black woman, 
concerning images of rejection and seduction: 

My mother used to say that the black woman is 
the white man's mule and the white woman is his 
dog. Now, she said that to say this: we do the heavy 
work and get beat whether we do it well or not. But 
the white woman is closer to the master and he pats 
them on the head and lets them sleep in the house, 
but he ain't gon' treat neither one like he was deal
ing with a person. (Gwaltney 1980, 148) 

Both sets of images stimulate particular political 
stances. By broadening the analysis beyond the 
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confines of race, we can see the varying levels of 
rejection and seduction available to each of us due 
to our race, class and gender identity. Each of us 
lives with an allotted portion of institutional privi
lege and penalty, and with varying levels of rejec
tion and seduction inherent in the symbolic images 
applied to us. This is the context in which we make 
our choices. Taken together, the institutional and 
symbolic dimensions of oppression create a struc
tural backdrop against which all of us live our lives. 

3. The Individual Dimension of Oppression 

Whether we benefit or not, we all live within 
institutions that reproduce race, class and gender 
oppression. Even if we never have any contact with 
members of other race, class and gender groups, 
we all encounter images of these groups and are 
exposed to the symbolic meanings attached to those 
images. On this dimension of oppression, our indi
vidual biographies vary tremendously. As a result 
of our institutional and symbolic statuses, all of our 
choices become political acts. 

Each of us must come to terms with the multiple 
ways in which race, class and gender as categories of 
analysis frame our individual biographies. I have lived 
my entire life as an African-American woman from 
a working-class family, and this basic fact has had a 
profound impact on my personal biography. Imagine 
how different your life might be if you had been born 
Black, or White, or poor, or of a different race/class/ 
gender group than the one with which you are most 
familiar. The institutional treatment you would have 
received and the symbolic meanings attached to your 
very existence might differ dramatically from what 
you now consider to be natural, normal and part of 
everyday life. You might be the same, but your per
sonal biography might have been quite different. 

I believe that each of us carries around the cumu
lative effect of our lives within multiple structures 
of oppression. If you want to see how much you 
have been affected by this whole thing, I ask you 
one simple question-who are your close friends? 
Who are the people with whom you can share your 
hopes, dreams, vulnerabilities, fears and victories? 
Do they look like you? If they are all the same, cir
cumstance may be the cause. For the first seven years 
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of my life I saw only low-income Black people. My 
friends from those years reflected the composition of 
my community. But now that I am an adult, can the 
defense of circumstance explain the patterns of peo
ple that I trust as my friends and colleagues? When 
given other alternatives, if my friends and colleagues 
reflect the homogeneity of one race, class and gender 
group, then these categories of analysis have indeed 
become barriers to connection. 

I am not suggesting that people are doomed to 
follow the paths laid out for them by race, class and 
gender as categories of analysis. While these three 
structures certainly frame my opportunity structure, 
I as an individual always have the choice of accept
ing things as they are, or trying to change them. As 
Nikki Giovanni points out, "we've got to live in the 
real world. If we don't like the world we're living 
in, change it. And if we can't change it, we change 
ourselves. We can do something" (Tate 1983, 68). 
While a piece of the oppressor may be planted 
deep within each of us, we each have the choice of 
accepting that piece or challenging it as part of the -
"true focus of revolutionary change." 

HOW CAN WE TRANSCEND THE BARRIERS 
CREATED BY OUR EXPERIENCES WITH RACE, 
CLASS, AND GENDER OPPRESSION IN ORDER 
TO BUILD THE TYPES OF COALITIONS ESSEN-

TIAL FOR SOCIAL CHANGE? 

Reconceptualizing oppression and seeing the barri
ers created by race, class and gender as interlock
ing categories of analysis is a vital first step. But 
we must transcend these barriers by moving toward 
race, class and gender as categories of connection, 
by building relationships and coalitions that will 
bring about social change. What are some of the 
issues involved in doing this? 

1. Differences in Power and Privilege 

First, we must recognize that our differing expe
riences with oppression create problems in the 
relationships among us. Each of us lives within a 
system that vests us with varying levels of power 
and privilege. These differences in power, whether 
structured along axes of race, class, gender, age or 

sexual orientation, frame our relationships. African
American writer June Jordan describes her discom
fort on a Caribbean vacation with Olive, the Black 
woman who cleaned her room: 

... even though both "Olive" and "I'' live inside a 
conflict neither one of us created, and even though 
both of us therefore hurt inside that conflict, I may 
be one of the monsters she needs to eliminate from 
her universe and, in a sense, she may be one of the 
monsters in mine. (1985, 47) 

Differences in power constrain our ability to con
nect with one another even when we think we are 
engaged in dialogue across differences .... 

In extreme cases, members of privileged groups 
can erase the very presence of the less privileged. 
When I first moved to Cincinnati, my family and 
I went on a picnic at a local park. Picnicking next 
to us was a family of White Appalachians. When I 
went to push my daughter on the swings, several of 
the children came over. They had missing, yellowed 

, and broken teeth, they wore old clothing and their 
poverty was evident. I was shocked. Growing up in 
a large eastern city, I had never seen such awful pov
erty among Whites. The segregated neighborhoods in 
which I grew up made White poverty all but invis
ible. More importantly, the privileges attached to my 
newly acquired social class position allowed me to 
ignore and minimize the poverty among Whites that 
'I did encounter. My reactions to those children made 
me realize how confining phrases such as "well, at 
least they're not Black," had become for me. In learn
ing to grant human subjectivity to the Black victims 
of poverty, I had simultaneously learned to demand 
White victims of poverty. By applying categories of 
race to the objective conditions confronting me, I was 
quantifying and ranking oppressions and missing the 
very real suffering which, in fact, is the real issue. 

One common pattern of relationships across dif
ferences in power is one that I label "voyeurism." 
From the perspective of the privileged, the lives of 
people of color, of the poor, and of women are inter
esting for their entertainment value. The privileged 
become voyeurs, passive onlookers who do not relate 
to the less powerful, but who are interested in seeing 
how the "different" live. Over the years, I have heard 
numerous African-American students complain 



about professors who never call on them except 
when a so-called Black issue is being discussed. The 
students' interest in discussing race or qualifications 
for doing so appear unimportant to the professor's 
efforts to use Black students' experiences as stories 
to make the material come alive for the White student 
audience. Asking Black students to perform on cue 
and provide a Black experience for their White class
mates can be seen as voyeurism at its worst. 

Members of subordinate groups do not will
ingly participate in such exchanges but often do so 
because members of dominant groups control the 
institutional and symbolic apparatuses of oppres
sion. Racial/ethnic groups, women, and the poor 
have never had the luxury of being voyeurs of the 
lives of the privileged. Our ability to survive in hos
tile settings has hinged on our ability to learn intri
cate details about the behavior and world view of the 
powerful and adjust our behavior accordingly. I need 
only point to the difference in perception of those 
men and women in abusive relationships. Where men 
can view their girlfriends and wives as sex objects, 
helpmates and a collection of stereotyped categories 
of voyeurism-women must be attuned to every 
nuance of their partners' behavior. Are women "natu
rally" better in relating to people with more power 
than themselves, or have circumstances mandated that 
men and women develop different skills? ... 

Coming from a tradition where most relation
ships across difference are squarely rooted in rela
tions of domination and subordination, we have 
much less experience relating to people as different 
but equal. The classroom is potentially one power
ful and safe space where dialogues among individu
als of unequal power relationships can occur .... 

2. Coalitions Around Common Causes 

A second issue in building relationships and coali
tions essential for social change concerns knowing 
the real reasons for coalition. Just what brings 
people together? One powerful catalyst fostering 
group solidarity is the presence of a common enemy. 
African-American, Hispanic, Asian-American, and 
women's studies all share the common intellectual 
heritage of challenging what passes for certified 
knowledge in the academy. But politically expedient 
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relationships and coalitions like these are fragile 
because, as June Jordan points out: 

It occurs to me that much organizational grief 
could be avoided if people understood that part
nership in misery does not necessarily provide for 
partnership for change: When we get the monsters 
off our backs all of us may want to run in very dif
ferent directions. (1985, 47) 

Sharing a common cause assists individuals and 
groups in maintaining relationships that transcend 
their differences. Building effective coalitions 
involves struggling to hear one another and devel
oping empathy for each other's points of view. The 
coalitions that I have been involved in that lasted 
and that worked have been those where commit
ment to a specific issue mandated collaboration as 
the best strategy for addressing the issue at hand. 

None of us alone has a comprehensive vision of 
how race, class and gender operate as categories 
of analysis or how they might be used as categories 
of connection. Our personal biographies offer us par
tial views. Few of us can manage to study race, class 
and gender simultaneously. Instead, we each know 
more about some dimensions of this larger story and 
less about others .... Just as the members of the 
school had special skills to offer to the task of build
ing the school, we have areas of specialization and 
expertise, whether scholarly, theoretical, pedagogi
cal or within areas of race, class or gender. We do 
not all have to do the same thing in the same way. 
Instead, we must support each other's efforts, real
izing that they are all part of the larger enterprise of 
bringing about social change. 

3. Building Empathy 

A third issue involved in building the types of 
relationships and coalitions essential for social 
change concerns the issue of individual account
ability. Race, class and gender oppression form 
the structural backdrop against which we frame 
our relationship-these are the forces that encour
age us to substitute voyeurism ... for fully human 
relationships. But while we may not have created 
this situation, we are each responsible for making 
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individual, personal choiOCB concerning which ele
ments of race, class and gender oppression we will 
accept and which we will work to change. 

One essential component of this accountability 
involves developing empathy for the experiences 
of individuals and groups different than ourselves. 
Empathy begins with taking an interest in the facts 
of other people['s] lives, both as individuals and as 
groups. If you care about me, you should want to 
know not only the details of my-personal biography 
but a sense of how race, class and gender as cat
egories of analysis created the institutional and sym
bolic backdrop for my personal biography. How can 
you hope to assess my character without knowing 
the details of the circumstances I face? 

Moreover, by taking a theoretical stance that we 
have all been affected by race, class and gender as 
categories of analysis that have structured our treat
ment, we open up possibilities for using those same 
constructs as categories of connection in building 
empathy. For example, I have a good White woman 
friend with whom I share common interests and beliefs. 
But we know that our racial differences have provided 
us with different experiences. So we talk about them. 
We do not assume that because I am Black, race has 
only affected me and not her or that because I am a 
Black woman, race neutralizes the effect of gender in 
my life while accenting it in hers. We take those same 
categories of analysis that have created cleavages in 
our lives, in this case, categories of race and gender, 
and use them as categories of connection in building 
empathy for each other's experiences. 

Finding common causes and building empathy 
is difficult, no matter which side of privilege we 
inhabit. Building empathy from the dominant side 
of privilege is difficult, simply because individuals 
from privileged backgrounds are not encouraged to 
do so. For example, in order for those of you who 
are White to develop empathy for the experiences 
of people of color, you must grapple with how your 
white skin has privileged you. This is difficult to do, 
because it not only entails the intellectual process 
of seeing how whiteness is elevated in institutions 
and symbols, but it also involves the often painful 
process of seeing how your whiteness has shaped 
your personal biography. Intellectual stances against 
the institutional and symbolic dimensions of racism 

are generally easier to maintain than sustained self
reftection about how racism has shaped all of our 
individual biographies. Were and are your fathers, 
uncles, and grandfathers really more capable than 
mine, or can their accomplishments be explained 
in part by the racism members of my family experi
enced? Did your mothers stand silently by and watch 
all this happen? More importantly, how have they 
passed on the benefits of their whiteness to you? 

These are difficult questions, and I have tremen
dous respect for my colleagues and students who are 
trying to answer them. Since there is: no compelling 
reason to examine the source and meaning of one's 
own privilege, I know that those who do so have 
freely chosen this stance. They are making conscious 
efforts to root out the piece of the oppressor planted 
within them. To me, they are entitled to the support 
of people of color in their efforts. Men who declare 
themselves feminists, members of the middle class 
who ally themselves with antipoverty struggles, heter
osexuals who support gays and lesbians, are all trying 
to grow, and their efforts place them far ahead of the 
majority who never think of engaging in such impor
tant struggles. 

Building empathy from the subordinate side of 
privilege is also difficult, but for different reasons. 
Members of subordinate groups are understandably 
reluctant to abandon a basic mistrust of members of 
powerful groups because this basic mistrust has tra
ditionally been central to their survival. As a Black 
woman, it would be foolish for me to assume that 
White women, or Black men, or White men or any 
other group with a history of exploiting African
American women have my best interests at heart. 
These group\ ~~joy varying amounts of privilege 
over me and therefore I must carefully watch them 
and be prepared for a relation of domination and 
subordination. 

Like the privileged, members of subordinate 
groups must also work toward replacing judgments 
by category with new ways of thinking and acting. 
Refusing to do so stifles prospects for effective 
coalition and social change. Let me use another 
example from my own experiences. When I was an 
undergraduate, I had little time or patience for the 
theorizing of the privileged. My initial years at a 
private, elite institution were difficult, not because 



the course work was challenging (it was, but that 
wasn't what distracted me) or because I had to work 
while my classmates lived on family allowances 
(I was used to work). The adjustment was difficult 
because I was surrounded by so many people who 
took their privilege for granted. Most of them felt 
entitled to their wealth. That astounded me. 

I remember one incident of watching a White 
woman down the hall in my dormitory try to pick out 
which sweater to wear. The sweaters were piled up 
on her bed in all the colors of the rainbow, sweater 
after sweater. She asked my advice in a way that let 
me know that choosing a sweater was one of the most 
important decisions she had to make on a daily basis. 
Standing knee-deep in her sweaters, I realized how 
different our lives were. She did not have to worry 
about maintaining a solid academic average so that 
she could receive financial aid. Because she was in 
the majority, she was not treated as a representative 
of her race. She did not have to consider how her 
classroom comments or basic existence on campus 
contributed to the treatment her group would receive. 
Her allowance protected her from having to work, so 
she was free to spend her time studying, partying, or 
in her case, worrying about which sweater to wear. 
The degree of inequality in our lives and her unques
tioned sense of entitlement concerning that inequality 
offended me. For a while, I categorized all affluent 
White women as being superficial, arrogant, overly 
concerned with material possessions, and part of my 
problem. But had I continued to classify people in this 
way, I would have missed out on making some very 
good friends whose discomfort with their inherited or 
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acquired social class privileges pushed them to exam
ine their position. 

Since I opened with the words of Audre Lorde, 
it seems appropriate to close with another of her 
ideas.... " 

/ 

/ '/ ... 

Each of us is called upon to take a stand. So in these 
days ahead, as we examine ourselves and each 
other, our works, our fears, our differences, our 
sisterhood and survivals, I urge you to tack.le what 
is most difficult for us all, self-scrutiny of our com
placencies, the idea that since each of us believes 
she is on the side of right, she need not examine her 
position. (1985) 

I urge you to examine your position. 
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I ntersectiona I ity 
Vivian M. May (2012) 

The struggle to comprehend and implement inter
sectionality is epistemologically and politically sig
nificant for Women's and Gender studies (WGS), 
and suggests a problem of understanding that must 

be accounted for. As Susan Babbitt describes it, 
unpacking a problem of understanding entails 
first examining how "dominant expectations"
about rationality, subjectivity, narrative style, or 
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form-tend to "rule out the meaningfulness of 
important struggles" and impede their ability to 
be understood (2001, 298). Some discourses "are 
not able to be heard" (300); they seem unimagina
ble because of power asymmetries and injustices 
(308). Moreover, this implausibility is rarely ques
tioned. Often, "people think they have understood 
... when they have not in fact understood what 
most needs to be understood" (303), so that, any 
difficulty in understanding (i.e., that there is some
thing important that is still not yet understood from 
a normative stance) and the fundamental differ
ences in worldview are thereby put to the side. The 
alternative way of seeing becomes characterized 
merely as different or illogical: its meaning is flat
tened. I would argue that intersectionality's recur
siveness signifies the degree to which its practices 
go against the grain of prevailing conceptualiza
tions of personhood, rationality, and liberation 
politics, even in WGS. 

PROBLEMS OF UNDERSTANDING AND 
NOMINAL USE 

To better illustrate how elusive this shift in think
ing can be, and because I am interested in well
intended applications of intersectionality that fall 
short, I first turn to a text that is widely taught in 
Women's and Gender Studies: Marilyn Frye's 
essay, "Oppression"-regularly included across the 
WGS curriculum because Frye's delineation of sys
temic "double-binds" (1983, 2) is useful. ... Yet 
despite Frye's important contributions to examining 
oppression, and notwithstanding her intent to focus 
on how gender is interwoven with race, class, and 
sexuality, she slips away from developing the multi
faceted analyses she sets out to undertake. 

For example, Frye concludes her essay with a 
gender-universal analysis of patriarchy that posits 
the divide between men and women as primary, 
since, she argues, "men" are never denigrated or 
oppressed "as men." Frye explains, "whatever 
assaults and harassments [a man] is subject to, 
being male is not what selects him for victimiza
tion; ... men are not oppressed as men" (1983, 16). 
To be taken up, Frye's analysis requires a form 

of "pop-bead" logic (Spelman 1988, 136, 186), 
wherein the gender "bead" of masculinity can be 
pulled apart from race, sexuality, social class, and 
other factors. Masculinity seems, therefore, not to 
be impacted by or intersected with disability, race, 
sexuality, or citizenship status, in an inextricable, 
dynamic way. 

This atomization of multiplicity is also evident 
in that Frye is confident, in analyzing the poli
tics of anger or of the smile, that "it is [her] being 
a woman that reduces the power of [her] anger to 
a proof of [her] insanity" (1983, 16). Perhaps Frye 
can presume it is her "being a woman" alone that is 
causal because she is white, able-bodied, and mid
dle class-since people who are marked as "differ
ent" by means of race, disability, and social class, for 
instance, are also often stereotyped as more irration
ally "angry" than are members of privileged groups. 
Some Women are perceived as "angrier" (or as inap
propriately angry) in comparison to other women; 
likewise, some women are expected to show docility 
or compliance via smiles or silences to other women 
because of interwined factors of (and asymmetries of 
power related to) race, class, sexuality, and ability. 

Additionally, Frye's analysis of how women's 
dependency (4, 7-10) is derogated (while struc
turally reinforced) obscures how different forms 
of gendered dependency are differently dero
gated because gender is not isolatable from other 
facets of identity. Some forms of dependence 
(heteronormative, middle class) are more ideal
ized (e.g., women's dependence on men who are 
their fathers or husbands for protection and care), 
whereas others are stigmatized as deviant and in 
need of remediation (e.g., poor women's depend
ency on the state via welfare). Both types of insti
tutionalized dependency can be understood as 
oppressive, but differently so; one carries social 
stigma, the other social approval (even if, as femi
nist scholars, we may think it should not). Through
out her analysis of the workings of oppression, Frye 
includes reference to (and seeks to acknowledge) 
differences among women (of race, class, and sexu
ality), yet reverts to statements about women as a 
general group and to analyses of gender processes 
as not only homogenized but also isolatable from 
other factors and processes. 
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Rather than assume "everyone understands inter-
sectionality," I want to pause to summarize some 
of its central insights. lntersectionality calls for ana
lytic methods, modes of political action, and ways 
of thinking about persons, rights, and liberation 
informed by multiplicity. It is both metaphorical 
and material, in that it seeks to capture something 
not adequately named about the nature of lived 
experience and about systems of oppression. Inter
sectionality adds nuance to understanding different 
sites of feminism(s) and the multiple dimensions of 
lived experience, it lends insight into the interrela
tionships among struggle for liberation, and ... it 
shifts what "counts" as a feminist issue and what 
is included as gendered experience. lntersectional
ity offers a vision of future possibilities that can be 
more fully realized once a shift toward the multiple 
takes place. Its critical practices include: 

• Considering lived experience as a criterion 
of meaning: lntersectionality focuses on how 
lived experience can be drawn upon to expose 
the partiality of normative modes of knowing 
(often deemed neutral) and to help marginalized 
groups articulate and develop alternative analy
ses and modes of oppositional consciousness, 
both individually and collectively. 1 

• Reconceptualizing marginality and focusing on 
the politics of location: Intersectionality consid
ers marginalization in terms of social structure 
and lived experience and redefines "marginality 
as a potential source of strength," not merely 
"tragedy" (Collins 1998,128). Lugones and 
Price insist that the marginalized, "create a sense 
of ourselves as historical subjects, not exhausted 
by intermeshed oppressions" (2003, 331). While 
hooks characterizes the margins as a "site of 
radical possibility, a space of resistance" (1990, 
149), Lugones describes marginality as a site 
of the "resistant oppressed" wherein "you have 
ways of living in disruption of domination" 
(2006, 78, 79). Methodologically, attending to 
the politics of location entails accounting for 
the contexts of knowledge production (Bowleg 
2008, 318; Jordan-Zachery 2007, 259) and 
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thinking about the relevance of the knower to 
th~ known-factors usually considered outside 
the realm of knowledge "proper."2 

• "Employing "both/and" thinking and centering 
multiracial feminist theorizing: Moving away 
from "dichotomized" thought (Lugones 1990, 
80) and "monolithic" analyses of identity, 
culture, and theory (Christian 1990a, 341), 
intersectionality theorizes from a position of 
"simultaneity" (Nash 2008, 2; V. Smith 1998, 
xv).3 Bridging the theoretical and empirical 
(McCall 2005, 1780), and using "double 
vision" (Lugones 2006, 79), intersectionality 
"refers to both a normative theoretical argu
ment and an approach to conducting empiri
cal research that emphasizes the interaction 
of categories" (Hancock 2007, 63). While 
it is not merely the descriptive for which 
intersectionality was developed, it is often 
reduced to this.4 As Shields explains: "Most 
behavioral science research that focuses on 
intersectionality ... employs as a perspective 
on research rather than as a theory that drives 
the research question .... [Intersectionality's] 
emergent properties and processes escape 
attention" (2008, 304). 

• Shifting toward an understanding of complex 
subjectivity: Alongside an epistemological shift 
toward simultaneity and both/and reasoning is a 
shift toward subjectivity that accounts for "com
poundedness" (Crenshaw 2000, 217); critiques 
o( unitary knowledge and the unitary subject 
·are linked (McCall 2005, 1776). Rather than 
approach multiple facets of identity as "non
interactive" and "independent" (Harnois 2005, 
810), an intersectional approach focuses on indi
visibility, a "complex ontology" (Phoenix and 
Pattynama 2006, 187) conceptualized as woven 
(Alarcon 1990, 366), kneaded (Anzaldua 1990e, 
380), and shifting (Valentine 2007, 15). This 
approach "denies any one perspective as the 
only answer, but instead posits a shifting tactical 
and strategic subjectivity that has the capacity to 
re-center depending upon the forms of oppres
sion to be confronted" (Sandeval 2000, 67). 

• Analyzing systems of oppression as operating in 
a "matrix": Connected to complex subjectivity 

\ 
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are analyses of domination that account for 
relationships among forms of oppression. As 
Pauli Murray aptly put it, "The lesson of history 
that all human rights are indivisible and that the 
failure to adhere to this principle jeopardizes the 
rights of all is particularly applicable" ( 1995, 
197). The Combahee River Collective insists 
on "the development of an integrated analysis 
and practice based upon the fact that the major 
systems of oppression are interlocking" (1983, 
261).5 A "single axis" approach "distorts" and 
"theoretically erases" differences within and 
between groups (Crenshaw 2000, 209-17); 
multiple systems of power must therefore be 
addressed simultaneously. 

• Conceiving of solidarity or coalition without 
'Jelying on homogeneity: Rather than sameness 

as a foundation for alliance, Lorde attests, "You 
do not have to be me in order for us to fight 
alongside each other" (1984, 142).6 Intersec
tionality pursues "'solidarity' through different 
political formations and ... alternative theories 
of the subject of consciousness" (Alarcon 1990, 
364). Mohanty advocates thinking about femi
nist solidarity in terms of mutuality, account
ability, and the recognition of common interests 
as the basis for relationships among diverse 
communities. Rather than assuming an enforced 
commonality of oppression, the practice of soli
darity foregrounds communities of people who 
have chosen to work and fight together .... [It] 
is always an achievement, the result of active 
struggle (2003, 78). This requires acknowledg
ing that marginalization does not mean "we" 
should "naturally" be able to work together. 
Lugones urges us to "craft coalitional gestures" 
both communicatively and politically, since 
there is no guarantee of "transparency" between 
us, even margin to margin (2006, 80, 83). 

• Challenging false universals and highlighting 
omissions built into the social order and intel
lectual practices: Intersectionality exposes how 
the experiences of some are often universalized 
to represent the experiences, needs, and claims 
of all group members. Rather than conceptual
ize group identity via a common denomina-
tor framework that subsumes within-group 

differences, creates rigid distinctions between 
groups, and leads to distorted analyses of 
discrimination, intersectionality explores the 
politics of the unimaginable, the invisible, 
and the silenced. Intersectionality understands 
exclusions and gaps as meaningful and exam
ines the theoretical and political impact of such 
absences.7 

• Exploring the implications of simultaneous privi
lege and oppression: In addition to focusing on 
the "relational nature of dominance and subordi
nation" (Zinn and Dill 1996, 327)8 and breaking 
open false universals, intersectionality focuses on 
how personhood can be structured on internalized 
hierarchies or "arrogant perception" (Lugones 
1990); thus "one may also 'become a woman' in 
opposition to other women" not just in opposition 
to "men" (Alarcon 1990, 360).9 Normative ideas 
about identity categories as homogenous "limit[ s] 
inquiry to the experiences of otherwise-privileged 
members of the group," and "marginalizes those 
who are multiply-burdened and obscures claims 
that cannot be understood as resulting from dis
crete sources of discrimination" (Crenshaw 2000, 
209). Intersectionality seeks to shift the logics of 
how we understand domination, subordination, 
personhood, and rights. 

• Identifying how a liberatory strategy may 
depend on hierarchy or reify privilege to oper
ate: Intersectionality offers tools for seeing how 
we often uphold the very forms of oppression 
that we seek to dismantle. 1° For instance, Cren
shaw identifies how the court's normative view 
of race and sex discrimination means that the 
very legal frameworks meant to address inequal
ity require a certain degree of privilege to 
function (2000, 213). She lays bare the court's 
"refusal to acknowledge compound discrimina
tion" (214) and highlights the problem Lugones 
characterizes as a collusion with divide and con
quer thinking (2006, 76). 

We must ask some difficult questions. Do nods to 
intersectionality in WGS provide a "conceptual 
warrant" to avoid, if not suppress, multiplicity? Has 
intersectionality's critical lexicon, forged in strug
gle, been co-opted and flattened rather than engaged 



with as an epistemological and political lens? We 
must address the common notion that "everyone" 
already "does" intersectionality; even if one agrees, 
for the sake of argument, that "we" all "do" inter
sectional work, the question remains, how? Does 
intersectionality shape research, pedagogy, or cur
riculum structure from the start, or is it tacked on 
or tokenized? How does intersectionality translate 
into methodology, be it qualitative, quantitative, lit
erary, or philosophical? Is it reduced to a descriptive 
tool or conceptualized as impossible? Do its key 
insights slip away, even in well-intended applica
tions? Statements about intersectionality' s having 
"arrived" beg the question Collins raises when she 
wonders whether it is being adopted primarily as the 
latest "overarching" terminology to explain both the 
matrices of identity and of systems of oppression, 
but in a way that obscures complexities. She writes: 
"If we are not careful, the term 'intersectionality' 
runs the ... risk of trying to explain everything yet 
ending up saying nothing" (2008, 72). 
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There Is No Hierarchy of Oppression 
Audre Lorde (2009) 

I was born Black, and a woman. I am trying to 
become the strongest person I can become to live 
the life I have been given and to help effect change 
toward a livable future for this earth and for my 
children. As a Black, lesbian, feminist, social
ist, poet, mother of two, including one boy, and 
a member of an interracial couple, I usually find 
myself part of some group in which the majority 
defines me as deviant, difficult, inferior, or just 
plain "wrong." 

From my membership in all of these groups I have 
learned that oppression and the intolerance of differ
ence come in all shapes and sizes and colors and 
sexualities; and that among those of us who share 
the goals of liberation and a workable future for our 
children, there can be no hierarchies of oppression. 
I have learned that sexism (a belief in the inherent 
superiority of one sex over all others and thereby 
its right to dominance) and heterosexism (a belief 

in the inherent superiority of one pattern of loving 
over all others and thereby its right to dominance) 
both arise from the same source as racism-a belief 
in the inherent superiority of one race over all others 
and thereby its right to dominance. 

"Oh," says a voice from the Black community, 
"but being Black is NORMAL!" Well, I and many 
Black people of my age can remember grimly the 
days when it didn't used to be! 

I simply do not believe that one aspect of myself 
can possibly profit from the oppression of any other 
part of my identity. I know that my people cannot 
possibly profit from the oppression of any other 
group which seeks the right to peaceful existence. 
Rather, we diminish ourselves by denying to others 
what we have shed blood to obtain for our children. 
And those children need to learn that they do not 
have to become like each other in order to work 
together for a future they will all share. 

\ 
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The increasing attacks upon lesbians and gay 
men are only an introduction to the increasing 
attacks upon all Black people, for wherever oppres
sion manifests itself in this country, Black people 
are potential victims. And it is a standard of right
wing cynicism to encourage members of oppressed 
groups to act against each other, and so long as we 
are divided because of our particular identities we 
cannot join together in effective political action. 

Within the lesbian community I am Black, and 
within the Black community I am a lesbian. Any 
attack against Black people is a lesbian and gay issue, 
because I and thousands of other Black women are 
part of the lesbian community. Any attack against 
lesbians and gays is a Black issue, because thou
sands of lesbians and gay men are Black. There is 
no hierarchy of oppression. 

It is not accidental that the Family Protection Act, 1 

which is virulently antiwoman and antiblack, is also 

R E A D N G 

antigay. As a black person, I know who my enemies 
are, and when the Ku Klux Klan goes to court in 
Detroit to try and force the board of education to 
remove books the Klan believes "hint at homosexu
ality," then I know I cannot afford the luxury of fight
ing one form of oppression only. I cannot afford to 
believe that freedom from intolerance is the right 
of only one particular group. And I cannot afford to 
choose between the fronts upon which I must battle 
these forces of discrimination, wherever they appear 
to destroy me. And when they appear to destroy me, 
it will not be long before they appear to destroy you. 

NOTE 
1 A 1981 congressional bill repealing federal laws 
that promoted equal rights for women, including 
coeducational school-related activities and protec
tion for battered wives, and providing tax incen
tives for married mothers to stay at home. 
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White Privilege and Male Privilege 
Peggy Mcintosh ( 1988) 

Through work to bring materials and perspectives 
from Women's Studies into the rest of the curricu
lum, I have often noticed men's unwillingness to 
grant that they are overprivileged in the curricu
lum, even though they may grant that women are 
disadvantaged. Denials that amount to taboos sur
round the subject of advantages that men gain from 
women's disadvantages. These denials protect male 
privilege from being fully recognized, acknowl
edged, lessened, or ended. 

Thinking through unacknowledged male privilege 
as a phenomenon with a life of its own, I realized 
that since hierarchies in our society are interlock
ing, there was most likely a phenomenon of white 
privilege that was similarly denied and protected, 
but alive and real in its effects. As a white person, 

I realized I had been taught about racism as some
thing that puts others at a disadvantage, but had been 
taught not to see one of its corollary aspects, white 
privilege, which puts me at an advantage. 

, I think whites are carefully taught not to rec
c:grii~-white privilege, as )llales are taught not io 
rec<?@J.ze male privilege. So I have begun in an untu
tored way to ask what it is like to have white privi
lege. This paper is a partial record of my personal 
observations and not a scholarly analysis. It is 
based on my daily experiences within my particu
lar circumstances. 

I have come to see white privilege as an invisible 
package of unearned assets that I can count on cash
ing in each day, but about which I was "meant" to 
remain oblivious. White privilege is like an invisible 
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weightless kn:(fsack of special provisions, assur-
ances, tools, maps, guides, codebooks, passports, 
visas, clothes, compass, emergency gear, and blank 
checks. 

Since I have had trouble facing white privilege, 
and describing its results in my life, I saw paral
lels here with men's reluctance to acknowledge 
male privilege. Only rarely will a man go beyond 
acknowledging that women are disadvantaged to 
acknowledging that men have unearned advantage, 
or that unearned privilege has not been good for 
men's development as human beings, or for soci
ety's development, or that privilege systems might 
ever be challenged and changed. 

I will review here several types or layers of denial 
that I see at work protecting, and preventing aware
ness about, entrenched male privilege. Then I will 
draw parallels, from my own experience, with the 
denials that veil the facts of white privilege. Finally, 
I will list forty-six ordinary and daily ways in which 
I experience having white privilege, by contrast 
with my African American colleagues in the same 
building. This list is not intended to be generaliz
able. Others can make their own lists from within 
their own life circumstances. 

Writing this paper has been difficult, despite 
warm receptions for the talks on which it is based. 1 

For describing white privilege makes one newly 
accountable. As we in Women's Studies work [to] 
reveal male privilege and ask men to give up some 
of their power, so one who writes about having 
white privilege must ask, "Having described it, what 
will I do to lessen or end it?" 

The denial of men's overprivileged state takes 
many forms in discussions of curriculum change 
work. Some-cl~ must be _centr~Li!!J!ie 
curriculum because they have done most _of what 
is iiilpOrtant-or distinctive in life or in civilization. 
S-ofue recognize sexism in the curri.cUJ.um-but deny 
that it makes male students seem unduly important 
in life. Others agree that certain individual thinkers 
are male oriented but deny that there is any systemic 
tendency in disciplinary frameworks or epistemol
ogy to overempower men as a group. Those men 
who do grant that male privilege takes institutional
ized and embedded forms are still likely to deny 
that male hegemony has opened doors for them 

personally. Virtually all men deny that male over
reward alone £C:,lil explain men's centrality in all the 
inner sanctlllns 1--of our most powerful institutions. 
Moreover, those few who will acknowledge that 
male privilege systems have overempowered them 
usually end up doubting that we could dismantle 
these privilege systems. They may say they will 
work to improve women's status, in the society or 
in the university, but they can't or won't support 
the idea of lessening men's. In curricular terms, this 
is the point at which they say that they regret they 
cannot use any of the interesting new scholarship 
on women because the syllabus is full. When the 
talk turns to giving men less cultural room, even 
the most thoughtful and fair-minded of the men I 
know will tend to reflect, or fall back on, conserva
tive assumptions about the inevitability of present 
gender relations and distributions . of power, call
ing on precedent or sociobiology and psychobiol
ogy to demonstrate that male domination is natural 
and follows inevitably from evolutionary pressures. 
Others resort to arguments from "experience" or 
religion or social responsibility or wishing and 
dreaming. 

After I realized, through faculty development 
work in Women's Studies, the extent to which men 
work from a base of unacknowledged privilege, I 
understood that much of their oppressiveness was 
unconscious. Then I remembered the frequent 
charges from women of color that white women 
whom they encounter are oppressive. I began to 
understand why we are justly seen as oppressive, 
even when we don't see ourselves that way. At 
the very least, obliviousness of one's privileged 
state can make a person or group irritating to be 
with. I began to count the ways in which I enjoy 
unearned skin privilege and have been conditioned 
into oblivion about its existence, unable to see that it 
put me "ahead" in any way, or put my people ahead, 
overrewarding us and yet also paradoxically damag
ing us, or that it could or should be changed. 

My schooling gave me no training in seeing myself 
as an oppressor, as an unfairly advantaged person, or 
as a participant in a damaged culture. I was taught 
to see myself as an individual whose moral state 
depended on her individual moral will. At school, we 
were not taught about slavery in any depth; we were 

\ 
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not taught to see slaveholders as damaged people. 
SlaVesWere seen as the only group at risk of being 
dehumanized. My schooling followed the pattern 
which Elizabeth Minnich has pointed out: whites are 
taught to think of their lives as morally neutral, nor
mative, and average, and also ideal, so that when we 
work to benefit others, this is seen as work that will 
allow "them" to be more like "us." I think many of us 

know how obnp~i~~s.~~aY,i~de can be in men. 
After frustration with ltietl- who would not rec

ognize male privilege, I decided to try to work on 
mys~lf at least by identifying some of the daily 
effects of white privilege in my life. It is crude work, 
at this stage, but I will give here a list of special cir
cumstances and conditions I experience that I did not 
earn but that I have been made to feel are mine by 
birth, by citizenship, and by virtue of being a consci
entious law-abiding "normal" person of goodwill. 
I have chosen those conditions that I think in my 
case attach somewhat more to skin-color privilege 
than to class, religion, ethnic status, or geographical 
location, though these other privileging factors are 
intricately intertwined. As far as I can see, my Afro
American co-workers, friends, and acquaintances 
with whom I come into daily or frequent contact in 
this particular time, place, and line of work cannot 
count on most of these conditions. 

1. I can, ifl wish, arrange to be in the company 
of people of my race most of the time. 

2. I can avoid spending time with people whom I 
was trained to mistrust and who have learned 
to mistrust my kind or me. 

3. If I should need to move, I can be pretty sure of 
renting or purchasing housing in an area which 
I can afford and in which I would want to live. 

4. I can be reasonably sure that my neighbors in 
such a location will be neutral or pleasant to me. 

5. I can go shopping alone most of the time, fairly 
well assured that I will not be followed or har
assed by store detectives. 

6. I can turn on the television or open to the front 
page of the paper and see people of my race 
widely and positively represented. 

7. When I am told about our national heritage or 
about "civilization," I am shown that people of 
my color made it what it is. 

8. I can be sure that my children will be given 
curricular materials that testify to the existence 
of their race. 

9. If I want to, I can be pretty sure of finding a 
publisher for this piece on white privilege. 

10. I can be fairly sure of having my voice heard in 
a group in which I am the only member of my 
race. 

11. I can be casual about whether or not to listen to 
another woman's voice in a group in which she 
is the only member of her race. 

12. I can go into a book shop and count on find
ing the writing of my race represented, into a 
supermarket and find the staple foods that fit 
with my cultural traditions, into a hairdresser's 
shop and find someone who can deal with my 
hair. 

13. Whether I use checks, credit cards, or cash, I 
can count on my skin color not to work against 
the appearance that I am financially reliable. 

14. I could arrange to protect our young children 
most of the time from people who might not 
like them. 

15. I did not have to educate our children to be 
aware of systemic racism for their own daily 
physical protection. 

16. I can be pretty sure that my children's teach
ers and employers will tolerate them if they fit 
school and workplace norms; my chief worries 
about them do not concern others' attitudes 
toward their race. 

17. I can talk with my mouth_fullarul .. 11Qt have 
peopiep_~[f!1!~9<?:Wiito my color. 

18. I can swear, or dress in secondhand clothes, 
or not answer letters, without having people 
attribute these choices to the bad morals, the 
poverty, or the illiteracy of my race. 

19. I can speak in public to a powerful male group 
without putting my race on trial. 

20. I can do well in a challenging situation without 
being called a credit to my race. 

21. I am never asked to speak for all the people of 
@Y racial group. 

22. I can femainoblivious to the language and 
customs of persons of color who constitute the 
world's majority without feeling in my culture 
any penalty for such oblivion. 
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23. I can criticize our government and talk about 
how much I fear its policies and behavior with
out being seen as a cultural outsider. 

24. I can be reasonably sure that if I ask to talk to 
"the person in charge," I will be facing a per
son of my race. 

25. If a traffic cop pulls me over or if the IRS 
audits my tax return, I can be sure I haven't 
been singled out because of my race. 

26. I can easily buy posters, postcards, picture 
books, greeting cards, dolls, toys, and chil
dren's magazines featuring people of my race. 

27. I can go home from most meetings of organi
zations I belong to feeling somewhat tied in, 
rather than isolated, out of place, outnumbered, 
unheard, held at a distance, or feared. 

28. I can be pretty sure that an argument with a 
colleague of another race is more likely to 
jeopardize her chances for advancement than 
to jeopardize mine. 

29. I can be fairly sure that if I argue for the pro
motion of a person of another race, or a pro
gram centering on race, this is not likely to cost 
me heavily within my present setting, even if 
my colleagues disagree with me. 

30. If I declare there is a racial issue at hand, or 
there isn~!_a~ issu~~t hand, my rac~_~ill 
lend me mor~J~dibility for either position 
than a personofcoior will have. 

31. I can choose to ignore developments in minor
ity writing and minority activist programs, or 
disparage them, or learn from them, but in any 
case, I can find ways to be more or less pro
tected from negative consequences of any of 
these choices. 

32. My culture gives me little fear about ignoring 
the perspectives and powers of people of other 
races. 

33. I am not made acutely aware that my shape, 
bearing, or body odor will be taken as a 

;' reflection on my race. 
~- I can worry about rac~as 

self-interested or self-seeking. 
35. I can~rmative action 

employer witheut-iiavin1rmy co-workefs on 
the-job suspect that I got it because of my 
race. 

36. If my day, week, or year is going badly, I need 
not ask of each negative episode or situation 
whether it has racial overtones. 

37. I can be pretty sure of finding people who 
would be willing to talk with me and advise 
me about my next steps, professionally. 

38. I can think over many options, social, politi
cal, imaginative, or professional, without 
asking whether a person of my race would be 
accepted or allowed to do what I want to do. 

39. I can be late to a meeting wjthQ!J.thaving the 
lateJ!ESS reflect on my ra~e. 

40. I can choosepubiic accommodation without 
fearing that people of my race cannot get in or 
will be mistreated in the places I have chosen. 

41. I can be sure that if I need legal or medical 
help, my race will not work against me. 

42. I can arrange my activities so that I will never 
have to experience feelings of rejection owing 
to my race. 

43. If l have low credibility as i!)_ead~_l can be '--------· .. - - ----,-. - - . --~ 
sure that my race is not the problem. 

44. I can easily find academic courses and insti
tutions that give attention only to people 
of my race. 

45. I can expect figurative language and imagery 
in all of the arts to testify to experiences of my 
race. 

46. I can choose blemish cover or bandages in 
"flesh" color and have them more or less match 
my skin. 

I repeatedly forgot each of the realizations on this 
list until I wrote it down. For me, white privilege has 
turned out to be an elusive and fugitive subject. The 
pressure to avoid it is great, for in facing it I must 
give up the myth of meritocracy. If these things are 
true, this is not such a free country; one's life is not 
what one makes it; many doors open for certain peo
ple through no virtues of their own. These percep
tions mean also that my moral condition is not what 
I had been led to believe. The appearance of being 
a good citizen rather than a troublemaker comes in 
large part from having all sorts of doors open auto
matically because of my color. 

A further paralysis of nerve comes from literary 
silence protecting privilege. My clearest memories of 

\ 
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finding such analysis are in Lillian Smith's unparal
leled Killers of the Dream and Margaret Andersen's 
review of Karen and Mamie Fields' Lemon Swamp. 
Smith, for example, wrote about walking toward 
black children on the street and knowing they would 
step into the gutter; Andersen contrasted the pleas
ure that she, as a white child, took on summer driv
ing trips to the south with Karen Fields' memories 
of driving in a closed car stocked with all necessi
ties lest, in stopping, her black family should suffer 
"insult, or worse." Adrienne Rich also recognizes· 
and writes about daily experiences of privilege, but 
in my observation, white women's writing in this 
area is far more often on systemic racism than on 
our daily lives as light-skinned women.2 

In unpacking this invisible knapsack of white 
privilege, I have listed conditions of daily experi
ence that I once took for granted, as neutral, normal, 
and universally available to everybody, just as I once 
thought of a male-focused curriculum as the neutral 
or accurate account that can speak for all. Nor did I 
think of any of these perquisites as bad for the holder. 
I now think that we need a more finely differentiated 

"!\/<~:-, tjlXonomy of privilege, for some of these varieties 
'-' · are only what one would want for everyone in a just 

society, and others give license to be ignorant, obliv
ious, arrogant, and destructive. Before proposing 
some more finely tuned categorization, I will make 
some observations about the general effects of these 
conditions on my life and expectations. 

In this potpourri of examples, some privileges 
make me feel at home in the world. Others allow 
me to escape penalties or dangers that others suf
fer. Through some, I escape fear, anxiety, insult, 
injury, or a sense of not being welcome, not being 
real. Some keep me from having to hide, to be in 
disguise, to feel sick or crazy, to negotiate each 
transaction from the position of being an outsider 
or, within my group, a person who is suspected of 
having too close links with a dominant culture. Most 
keep me from having to be angry. 

I see a pattern running through the matrix of white 
privilege, a pattern of assumptions that were passed 
on to me as a white person. There was one main piece 
of cultural turf; it was my own turf, and I was among 
those who could control the turf. I could measure up 
to the cultural standards and take advantage of the 

many options I saw around me to make what the cul
ture would call a success of my life. My skin color 
was an asset for any move I was educated to want to 
make. I could think of myself as "belonging" in major 
ways and of making social systems work for me. 
I could freely disparage, fear, neglect, or be oblivious 
to anything outside of the dominant cultural forms. 
Being of the main culture, I could also criticize it 
Jair!y 'freely. My life was reflected back to me fre
quently enough so that I felt, with regard to my race, 

. if not to my sex, like one of the real people. 
Whether through the curriculum or in the newspa

per, the television, the economic system, or the general 
look of people in the streets, I received daily signals 
and indications that my people counted and that others 
either didn't exist or must be trying, not very success
fally, to be like people of my race. I was given cultural 
permission not to hear voices of people of other races 
or a tepid cultural tolerance for hearing or acting on 
such voices. I was also raised not to suffer seriously 
from anything that darker-skinned people might say 
about my group, "protected," though perhaps I should 
more accurately say prohibited, through the habits of 
my economic class and social group, from living in 
racially mixed groups or being reflective about inter
actions between people of differing races. 

In proportion as my racial group was being made 
confident, comfortable, and oblivious, other groups 
were likely being made unconfident, uncomfortable, 
and alienated. Whiteness protected me from many 
kinds of hostility, distress, and violence, which I 
was being subtly trained to visit in tum upon people 
of color. 

For this reason, the word "privilege" now seems 
to me misleading. Its connotations are too positive 
to fit the conditions and behaviors which "privilege 
systems" produce. We usually think of privilege as 
being a favored state, whether earned or conferred 
by birth or luck. School graduates are reminded 
they are privileged and urged to use their (enviable) 
assets well. The word "privilege" carriesJ:he conno
tation-efbeing-wm.ethiftg-everyone_j!!!lst w~t. Yet 
some of the conditions I have described here work 
to systemically overempower certain groups. Such 
privilege simply confers dominance, gives permis
sion to control, because of one's race or sex. The 
kind of privilege that gives license to some people 
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to be, at best, thoughtless and, at worst, murderous 
should not continue to be referred to as a desirable 
attribute. Such "privilege" may be widely desired 
without being in any way beneficial to the whole 
society. 

Moreover, though "privjlege" may confer p_.2wer, 
it does not confer moral strength. Those who donot 
depend o~ conferred dominance have traits and qual
ities that may never develop in those who do. Just as 
Women's Studies courses indicate that women sur
vive their political circumstances to lead lives that 
hold the human race together, so "underprivileged" 
people of color who are the world's majority have 
survived their oppression and lived survivors' lives 
from which the white global minority can and must 
learn. In some groups, tho_!_,e-deminated-have--actu:
ally ~rnng-tmough-not-having all oLthese 
unearned advantages, and this gives them a great 
deaTioreachtheOthers. Members of so-called privi
leged groups c~sh, ridi_@1Qll~ infantile, 
or dangerous by_contrast. 

I . wan(-then,--"to distinguish between earned 
strength and unearned power conferred systemi
cally. Power from unearned privilege can look like 
strength when it is, in fact, permission to escape or 
to dominate. But not all of the privileges on my list 
are inevitably damaging. Some, like the expectation 
that neighbors will be decent to you, or that your 
race will not count against you in court, should be 
the norm in a just society and should be considered 
as the entitlement of everyone. Others, like the priv
ilege not to listen to less powerful people, distort 
the humanity of the holders as well as the ignored 
groups. Still others, like finding one's staple foods 
everywhere, may be a function of being a member 
of a numerical majority in the population. Others 
have to do with not having to labor under pervasive 
negative stereotyping and mythology. 

We might at least start by distinguishing between 
positive advantages that we can work to spread, to the 
point where they are not advantages at all but sim
ply part of the normal civic and social fabric, and 
negative types of advantage that unless rejected will 
always reinforce our present hierarchies. For exam
ple, the positive "privilege" of belonging, the feeling 
that one belongs within the human circle, as Native 
Americans say, fosters development and should not 

be seen as privilege for a few. It is, let us say, an enti
tlement that none of us should have to earn; ideally it 
is an unearned entitlement. At present, since only a -few have it, it is an unearned advantage for them. The 
negative "privilege" that gave me cultural permission 
not to take d~ry can !;le 
seen <!$ arbitrarily conferre<!__QQ_mm~and shcmld 
not be~ This paper results from a 
process of corning -tosee that some of the power that 
I originally saw as attendant on being a human being 
in the United States consisted in unearned advantage 
and conferred dominance, as well as other kinds of 
special circumstance not universally taken for granted. 

In writing this paper I have also realized that 
white identity and status (as well as class identity 
and status) give me considerable power to choose 
whether to broach this subject and its trouble. I can 
pretty well decide whether to disappear and avoid 
and not listen and escape the dislike I may engen
der in other people through this essay, or interrupt, 
answer, interpret, preach, correct, criticize, and 
control to some extent what goes on in reaction 
to it. Being white, I am given considerable power to 
escape many kinds of danger or penalty as well as to 
choose which risks I want to take. 

~ l."-j('> 
There is an ana!Qgy 1' he're, once again, with 

Women's Studies. Our male colleagues do not have 
a great deal to lose in supporting Women's Stud
ies, but they do not have a ~e i,fJh~y 
oppose it either. They simply have the power to 
de~ether to commit themselves to more equi
table distributions of power. They will probably feel 
few penalties whatever choice they make; they do 
not seem, in any obvious short-term sense, the ones 
at risk, though they and we are all at risk because of 
the behaviors that have been rewarded in them. 

Through Women's Studies work I have met very 
few men who are t~mic, 
unearned male advantage and conferred dominance. 
And so one question for me and others like me is 
whether we will be like them, or whether we will 
get truly distressed, even outraged, about unearned 
race advantage and conferred dominance and if so, 
what we will do to lessen them. In any case, we 
~ed to do more work in identifying how they actu

( ally affect our daily lives. We need more down-to
! earth writing by people about these taboo subjects. 
\"--- I 

j 
u \ / 
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We need more understanding of the ways in which 
white "privilege" damages white people, for these 
are not the same ways in which it damages the vic
timized. Skewed white psyches are an inseparable 
part of the picture, though I do not want to confuse 
the kinds of damage done to the holders of special 
assets and to those who suffer the deficits. Many, 
perhaps most, of our white students in the United 
States think that racism does_n't affect them because 
they are not ~ople of c_QJ_or; they dc_i._~_hite
ness" _~iaLidentity. Many men likewise think 
that Women's Studies does not bear_olLthcir--own 

. --._____-:--

existences because they are not female; they do 
not see themselves as having gendered identities. 
Insisting on the universal "effects" of "privilege" 
systems, then, becomes one of our chief tasks, and 
being more explicit about the particular effects in 
particular contexts is another. Men need to join us 
in this work. 

In addition, since race and sex are not the only 
advantaging systems at work, w~arly 
examine the daily experience of having age advan
tage, or ethnic advanta_ge,__QCpbysical-ability; or 
a4yftntage_rnlate<:LtQ_!1ationality, religi~~~-~ual 
orientation. Professor Marnie Evans suggested to 
me that in many ways the list I made also applies 
directly to heterosexual privilege. This is a still more 
taboo subject than race privilege: the daily ways in 
which heterosexual privilege makes some persons 
comfortable or powerful, providing supports, assets, 
approvals, and rewards to those who live or expect 
to live in heterosexual pairs. Unpacking that content 
is still more difficult, owing to the deeper embed
dedness of heterosexual advantage and dominance 
and stricter taboos surrounding these. 

But to start such an analysis I would put this 
observation from my own experience: the fact that 
I live under the same roof with a man triggers all 
kinds of societal assumptions about my worth, poli
tics, life, and values and triggers a host of unearned 
advantages and powers. After recasting many ele
ments from the original list I would add further 
observations like these: 

1. My children do not have to answer ques
tions about why I live with my partner (my 
husband). 

2. I have no difficulty finding neighborhoods 
where people approve of our household. 

3. Our children are given texts and classes that 
implicitly support our kind of family unit 
and do not turn them against my choice of 
domestic partnership. 

4. I can travel alone or with my husband without 
expecting embarrassment or hostility in those 
who deal with us. 

5. Most people I meet will see my marital 
arrangements as an asset to my life or as a 
favorable comment on my likability, my 
competence, or my mental health. 

6. I can talk about the social events of a weekend 
without fearing most listeners' reactions. 

7. I will feel welcomed and "normal" in the usual 
walks of public life, institutional and social. 

8. In many contexts, I am seen as "all right" in 
daily work on women because I do not live 
chiefly with women. 

Difficulties and dangers surrounding the task of 
finding parallels are many. Since racism, sexism, 
and heterosexism are not the same, the advantages 
associated with them should not be seen as the same. 
In addition, it is hard to isolate aspects of unearned 
advantage that derive chiefly from social class, eco
nomic class, race, religion, region, sex, or ethnic 
identity. The oppressions are both distinct and inter
locking, as the Combahee River Collective state
ment of 1977 continues to remind us eloquently.3 

One factor seems clear about all of the inter
locking oppressions. They take both active forms 
that we can see and embedded forms that mem
bers of the dominant group are taught not to see. 
In my class and place, I did not see myself as rac
ist because I was taught to recognize racism only 
in individual acts of meanness by members of my 
group, never in invisible systems conferring racial 
dominance on my group from birth. Likewise, we 
are taught to think that sexism or heterosexism is 
carried on only through intentional, individual acts 
of discrimination, meanness, or cruelty, rather than 
in invisible systems conferring unsought domi
nance on certain groups. Disapproving of the sys
tems won't be enough to change them. I ~t 
to ~l<L_end if white_indiYiduals 



changed their attitudes; m~~ men think sexism can 
be'---ende"""d15f1lli:I1vldual c~vior 
toward women. But a man's sex provides advan
tage f~hether or not he approves of the 
way in which dominance has been conferred on his 
group. A "white" skin in the United States opens 
many doors for whites whether or not we approve 
of the way dominance has been conferred on us. 
Individual acts can palliate, but cannot end, these 
problems. To redesign social systems, we need first 
to acknowledge their colossal unseen dimensions. 
The silences and denials surrounding privilege are 
the key political tool here. They keep the think
ing about equality or equity incomplete, protecting 
unearned advantage and conferred dominance by 
making these subjects taboo. Most talk by whites 
about equal opportunity seems to me now to be 
about equal opportunity to try to get into a position 
of dominance while denying that systems of domi
nance exist. 

Obliviousness about white advantage, like obliv
iousnesS--aoo1.if mafo advantage, is kept strongly 
inculturated in the United States so-asfo-mal.ntain 

------------·-·-----·----·---··- ··-

the m}'th of me:rifbctacy, the myth t_b.at democratic 
choice is equally available to all. K~~ping most peo
ple unaware that freedom of confident action is there 
for just a small number of people props up those in 
power and serves to keep power in the hands of the 
same groups that have most of it already. Though 
systemic change takes many decades, there are 
pressing questions for me and I imagine for some 
others like me if we raise our daily consciousness 
on the perquisites of being light-skinned. What will 
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we do with such knowledge? As we know from 
watching men, it is an open question whether we 
will choose to use unearned advantage to weaken 
invisible privilege systems and whether we will 
use any of our arbitrarily awarded power to try to 
reconstruct power systems on a broader base. 
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Cisgender Privilege 
Evin Taylor (2010) 

The latin prefix "cis," loosely translated, means 
"~' while the prefix "trans" is generally 
understood to mean "change. crossing. __ o.r_beyond" 
Cisgender people are those whose gender identity, 

----------· 

role, or --expression is considered to match their 
assigned gender by societal st;~~;:ds. Transgendei 
people are individuals who change, cross, or live 
beyond gender. 
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Privilege is the "cultural currency" afforded to a 
person or group of persons who are recognized as 
possessing a desired social or political characteris
tic. Privilege is the stability society affords us when 
we don't rock the boat 

Gendered privilege is the collective advantages 
that are accepted, most often unknowingly, by those 
who are not positioned in opposition to the domi
nant ideology of the gender binary. Simply put: A 
person who is able to live in a life and/or body that 
is easily recognized as being either man/male or 
woman/female generally needs to spend less energy 
to be understood by others. The energy one need 
not expend to explain their gender identity and/or 
expression to others is gendered privilege. 

The following questionnaire was inspired by Peggy 
Mcintosh's article "Unpacking the Invisible White 
Knapsack" (1988). This questionnaire is intended to 
inspire some insight into the privileges of those who 
are, for the most part, considered to be performing 
normative gender. It is certainly not an exhaustive 
list, nor can it be generalized to people in every social 
position. Gendered privilege is experienced differently 
depending on the situation and the individual people 
involved. Readers of this article are encouraged to 
adapt the questions to suit their own positioning and to 
come up with questions that can be added to the list. 

I. Can you be guaranteed to find a public bath
room that is safe and equipped for you to use? 

2. Can you be sure to find a picture of someone 
whose gender expression resembles yours 
somewhere on a magazine rack? 

3. Can you be reasonably sure whether to check 
the Mor F box on a form? 

4. Can you be reasonably sure that your choice 
of checked box on such forms will not subject 
you to legal prosecution of fraud or misrepre
sentation of identity? 

5. Are you able to assume that your genitals 
conform relatively closely to portrayals of 
"normal" bodies? 

6. Can you expect to find a doctor willing to pro
( , vide you with urgent medical care? 
\ 7.: Are you able to make a decision to be a parent 

without being told that you are confused about 
your gender? 

8. Can you be confident that your health care pro
viders will not ask to see your genitals when 
treating you for a sore throat? 

9. Can you be confident that your health care provid
ers will provide treatment for your health con
cerns without assuming that you chose to be ill? 

10. Can you obtain a passport and travel without 
government employees asking explicit ques
tions regarding your genitals? 

11. Do people often act as if they are doing you 
a favor by using the appropriate pronouns for 
your gender? 

12. Can you undress in a public changing room 
without risk of being assaulted or reported? 

, 13. Are you able to discuss your childhood without 
·· disguising your gender? 
14. Can you provide government identification 

without risking ridicule for your name or legal 
sex status? 

15. Do you need to prove your gender before 
others will refer to you with your chosen name 
and pronouns? 

16. Can you wear a socially acceptable bathing suit? 
17. Does the government require proof of the state 

of your genitals in order to change information 
on your personal identification? 

18. Are incidental parts of your identity defined as 
a mental illness? 

19. Can you reasonably expect to be sexual with 
your consenting partner of choice without 
being told you have a mental illness? 

20. Do other people consider your lifestyle a men
tal illness? 

21. How many mental illnesses can be put into 
total remission through medical surgeries? 

22. Can you expect that your gender identity will 
not be used against you when applying for 
employment? 

23. Do your sexual preferences cause people to 
assume that your gender identity is mistaken? 

24. Can you expect to be reasonably eligible to 
adopt children if you should choose to? 

25. Do people assume that they know everything 
about you because they saw an investigative 
news episode about plastic surgery? 

26. On most days, can you expect to interact with 
someone of a gender similar to your own? 



Opening Pandora's Box: Adding Classism to the Agenda I FELICE YESKEL 95 

27. Can you expect to find a landlord willing to 
rent to someone of your gender? 

28. Do teachings about your national and cultural 
history acknowledge the existence of people of 
your gender identity? 

29. Can you be sure that your children will not be 
harassed at school because of your gender? 

30. Can you be sure that school teachers will not try 
to convince your children that their understand
ing of their family members' bodies is incorrect? 

31. Are you able to use your voice and speak in 
public without risk of being ridiculed? 

32. Can you discuss feminism with others without 
the appearance of your genitals being called 
into question? 

33. Can you freely use checks, credit cards, or 
Qgovemment-issued ID in a grocery store with

out being accused of using stolen finances? 
34. Can you wait at a bus stop at noon without 

passers-by assuming that you are working in 
the survival sex trade? 

35. If you are asked for proof-of-age in order to 
purchase tobacco or alcohol, can you be rea
sonably sure that the cashier is trying to prove 
your-age~ not your gender? 

36. Can you be reasonably sure that, when dating 
someone new, they will be interested in getting 
to know your personality over and above your 
medical history? 

(Jf Can you smile at a young child without their 
parents scorning or explaining you to the child? 

38. Can you be sure that your gender identity doesn't 
automatically label you as an outsider, an anom
aly, abnormal, or something to be feared? 

R E A D N G 

39. Can you argue for gender equality without your 
right or motivation to do so being questioned? 

40. Does the state of your genitals cause you to 
fear violence if they are discovered? 

41. Are your height, weight, muscle mass, or hair 
follicles used as "proof" that your gender 
identity is mistaken? 

42. Are your height, weight, muscle mass, or hair 
follicles consistently pointed out as being 
incongruent with your gender? 

43. Are your basic healthcare needs minimized by 
others who contrast them in priority with life
saving surgeries? 

~ Can you find a religious community that will 
not e~c!uge_y_Qu based upon YQ~r 
hori_!!Qnal struct_qres? 

45. Ifyou are having a difficult time making new 
friends, can you generally be sure that it is not 
because of your gender identity? 

46. Can you choose whether or not to think of your 
gender as a political or social construct? 

47. When you tell people your name, do they ask 
' you what your "real" name is? 

48. Can you consider social, political, or profes
sional advancements without having to con
sider whether or not your gender identity will 
be called into question as being appropriate for 
advancement? 

49. Do people assume that they have a right to 
hear, and therefore ask, about your intimate 
medical history or future? 

50. Can you find gendered privilege in other places? 
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Opening Pandora's Box: Adding Classism to the Agenda 
Felice Yeske! (2007} 

Imagine sitting in a room in a circle of chairs. Across 
from you is someone who grew up in a small man
sion where servants, responding to a bell, served 

meals. Her current net worth is over 14 million dol
lars. To your left is someone with a net worth sig
nificantly less than zero, due to health care debts. 

\ 
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He grew up in a trailer and never attended college. 
She was raised with unexamined and unaware class 
privilege, while he was raised with the humiliation 
of public assistance. Six other people, with various 
class experiences, also sit around the circle. 

Most of us had never really discussed our own 
class experiences with anyone, nor shared our feel
ings about our class differences with others. I helped 
form this Cross-Class Dialogue Group1 a little over 
ten years ago when eight of us began a journey of 
dialogue about class issues. Four of us were mil
lionaires and brought up in privileged families. Four 
of us were raised poor or working class/lower mid
dle class. We all passionately desired a world with 
greater equality and justice. 

We began this journey with the belief that we 
had to talk to each other across our differences if 
we wanted to really understand one another. We 
believed we must know each other if we are to allow 
compassion, rather than fear, guilt, anger and resent
ment, to determine our strategies for social change. 
We wondered if there was a way to make sense of 
our diverse experiences and emotions and bridge the 
class divide. Starting with an attitude of experimen
tation, we weren't sure what we would find or how 
useful it might ultimately be. 

Our group met monthly for about six hours over 
six and a half years and became a learning labora
tory for understanding class differences and dynam
ics. Although I had been an activist, teacher and 
author for many years-exploring class issues on 
a personal level, experiencing some cross-class 
-relationships, organizing activities on issues of eco
nomic inequality-never before had I explored the 
depth of feelings and experiences as I did during 
those six and a half years. 

At the age of five, I was sent from my neighbor
hood in New York City to Hunter College Elemen
tary School on 68th Street and Park A venue, to a 
school for "intellectually gifted" kids. I not only 
crossed the miles on the way to school, but the cul
tures too. I learned to act differently, talk differently 
and basically to pass as middle class. I never invited 
anyone home from school because I was ashamed 
of where I lived. In our dialogue group I met some
one who came from a super-privileged family who 
never invited anyone home either because she was 

embarrassed by her big, fancy house. I was sur
prised we shared that common ground. 

We learned that the person who came from the 
most poverty wasn't saving for retirement, not 
because they couldn't have done so financially, 
but because it was hard to imagine living that long. 
Most of his family members had died well before 60 
due to work-related causes. It was an illuminating 
and liberating experience for all of us in the group. 
As our group came to a close, we wondered how we 
might bring some of the lessons we learned out into 
the world so that others, who weren't likely to spend 
six and a half years in dialogue, could benefit from 
what we were learning. It was out of that experience 
that Class Action2 was born. 

CLASS: OUR COLLECTIVE FAMILY SECRET 

Walk into any hospital cafeteria and you'll seldom 
see the class lines broken. At lunch or dinnertime 
there will be tables of nurses, tables of doctors and 
tables of working crews (maintenance, food service, 
security, etc.). This same dynamic is replicated in 
many other workplaces across the U.S. The divi
sions aren't only based on race or gender; they are 
based on class-what Noam Chomsky calls "the 
unmentionable five-letter word." 

Class is our collective family secret. We pretend 
it doesn't exist and if it doesn't exist how can we 
talk about it? This invisibility and lack of attention, 
unfortunately, is often as true among diversity pro
fessionals as it is in society at large. The idea of add
ing issues of classism to our existing list of issues 
causes discomfort. We worry about what might hap
pen when we open this Pandora's box. 

Workplaces are one of the few places where 
there is any cross-class contact. Most of us tend to 
live in a class segregated world. Because of the way 
housing works, our immediate neighborhoods are 
usually homogenous. So, too, are our social circles. 
Even those of us who regularly socialize with folks 
of varied races, ethnicities, religions and sexual 
orientations don't typically spend social time with 
folks different from us class-wise. 

In many of the workshops I facilitate, I ask people 
how many have graduated from a four-year college. 
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I then ask those who have a college degree or more, 
how many have friends who didn't go to or graduate 
from college. Very few hands are raised. Since only 
28 percent of those over age 25 have graduated from 
a four-year college,3 random odds tell us we would 
have a decent percentage of friends who didn't go to 
college. But there is nothing random operating; we 
are experiencing the systemic effects of class segre
gation and classism. 

When I recently asked this question of diversity 
professionals in a train-the-trainer session focused 
on class issues the response was the same. If we 
are the folks who make a living teaching others the 
importance of valuing diversity and how to elimi
nate systemic barriers and discrimination, then why 
isn't this on our agendas? There are many reasons 
for this and one is the lack of clarity and consen
sus about what we mean by class. Fifteen years ago 
I wanted to write my dissertation on anti-classist 
training and education. After spending eight months 
trying to define "class" to the satisfaction of my 
committee, I switched topics. 

There are no commonly agreed upon definitions 
because different disciplines focus on different 
aspects of class. Some economists focus on income 
strata as the main criteria, such as whether someone 
is in the bottom or middle quintile. Some sociolo
gists tend to focus primarily on occupational status; 
is someone white collar, blue/pink collar, etc.? Still 
others focus on the issue of ownership, power or 
control; does someone sell their labor or own the 
means of production? For others it is how much con
trol does someone have in the workplace and over 
the conditions under which they work? Still others 
talk about class as culture, which includes values, 
cultural capital (what you know) and social capi
tal (who you know). If we don't have clarity about 
class, social class or socio-economic class how can 
we tackle classism? 

Many Americans take pride and comfort in the 
belief that all people have boundless opportunity. 
We believe that since there are no landed gentry, 
aristocracy and titles based on birth, that class no 
longer matters today-that class was a problem of a 
different time and place. However, the gap between 
rich and poor in the U.S. is the greatest it has been 
since 1929. Since the late 1970s, the wealthy have 

gained a bigger share of the nation's private wealth; 
the richest one percent of the population now have 
more wealth than the bottom 90 percent. Income 
inequality has grown as well. Average Americans 
were actually making less, on an hourly basis, at the 
end of the 1990s than they made in 1980.4 

CLASSIST IDEOLOGY AND MYTHOLOGY 

In addition to these material realities, classist ide
ology and mythology shape the beliefs that pro
vide the rationale for such excessive inequality. 
The American Dream-the belief that people in 
this country can attain enough income to own their 
own homes and provide comfortably for their fam
ilies if only they work hard enough-is pervasive. 
The fact that most Americans can point to at least 
one example where this is true reinforces the myth 
of class mobility and the assumption that those 
who don't move up the class ladder lack a strong 
work ethic. We locate the credit and blame for 
success or lack of success solely in the individual. 

While it is true that there is some class fluid
ity, and that our class position may change over 
the course of a lifetime, the current reality is that 
economic class is much less fluid than most peo
ple think. A series on class in America5 reviewed 
research on class mobility and concluded that, 
"mobility ... has lately flattened out or possibly 
even declined." At the same time, according to a 
New York Times poll conducted in 2005, "More 
Americans than 20 years ago believe it is possi
ble to start out poor, work hard and become rich." 
There is a cruel irony to this situation; people are 
more likely to believe that they can make it, while 
in fact they are less able to succeed economically. 
People in this situation, without an adequate sys
temic understanding of how class works, often 
internalize classism and blame themselves. They 
find scapegoats and blame others. They buy lot
tery tickets and engage in some level of fantasy that 
they too will some day be rich. 

Particularly during periods of social and eco
nomic stress, in the absence of a framework for 
understanding classism, people often turn to scape
goats and distractions. Thus the underlying factors6 

\ 
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that create vast inequalities in wealth, along with the 
beneficiaries of these policies, remain largely invisi
ble.7 Instead, people on welfare are blamed for caus
ing our budget woes; urban young men of color are 
blamed for crime; immigrants are blamed for taking 
away jobs; working women, gays and lesbians are 
held responsible for the breakdown of the nuclear 
family and the moral decay of society. 

Issues of class and classism also intersect with 
every other form of oppression. Race and class in par
ticular are very intertwined in the U.S. While about 
half of all poor people are white, wealthy people are 
disproportionately white. Poor people are dispropor
tionately black, Latino/a and Native American. The 
racial wealth divide is even wider than the income 
gap: for every dollar of assets owned by Whites, peo
ple of color own about 18 cents of that dollar.8 

People living in poverty are more likely than 
others to be disabled, and disabled people are more 
likely than able-bodied people to be poor. A far 
higher percentage of people with disabilities live in 
households that are below the poverty level (29 ver
sus 10 percent overall), and a similarly dispropor
tionate number report not having adequate access to 
health care or transportation.9 

The feminization of poverty over the last 30 years 
has increased the classism and sexism connection. 
There is the two-job phenomenon for women, who 
still perform endless hours of unpaid work caring 
for children and the elderly at home on top of their 
paid work out in the world. 10 Men are socialized to 
equate self-worth with what they produce (their net 
worth) and women performing comparable work to 
men are still not paid an equal amount. 

BEYOND THE ECONOMIC REALM 

The harms from classism, however, extend far 
beyond the economic realm. Prejudice exists in 
our language, in words such as "trailer trash," 
"white trash," "redneck," "ghetto," "low-class" and 
"classy." The same prejudice is manifested in the 
treatment of service workers; underpaying them, 
disregarding their humanity and often creating 
unnecessary tasks for them to do. Popular culture 
and the U.S. media are full of classist stereotypes. 

Working-class people are often portrayed as dumb 
buffoons while poor people are depicted as crimi
nals, tragic victims or heartwarming givers of wis
dom. Wealthy people are rendered as shallow and 
vain or as evil villains. "Normal" is portrayed as an 
expensive upper-middle-class lifestyle that no more 
than 10 percent of American families can actually 
afford. This combines with manipulative advertising 
to fuel consumerism, the overemphasis on buying 
more and better things as a component of happiness, 
which in tum fuels excessive consumer debt. 11 

The lives of many working-class people, espe
cially those of people in poverty, are full of stress. 
The shortage of options and scarce resources take 
an emotional toll. 12 Bad health outcomes, such as 
shorter life expectancy, higher infant mortality and 
more preventable diseases, are prevalent among 
working-class and poor people. These stem not 
only from inferior health care, poor diet, long hours 
and physical work that take a toll on workers' bod
ies, but also from the stress of living in a society 
that looks down on them. Disrespect is harmful. 13 

Interestingly, it is not just poverty that creates bad 
health outcomes. In a given population where basic 
needs are met, greater levels of economic inequal
ity correlate with negative health outcomes for 
everyone. People higher up the economic spectrum 
as well as those lower down have worse health out
comes when the inequality is greater. 14 

Classism, like other forms of oppression, can be 
internalized causing self-blame, shame, low expec
tations, discouragement and self-doubt, particularly 
about one's intelligence. Internalized classism15 can 
also be manifested through disrespect towards other 
poor and working-class people, in the form of harsh 
judgments, betrayal, violence and other crimes. 
Upward mobility, far from bringing relief from clas
sism, can bring culture shock and painful divided 
loyalties. 16 

Professional middle-class people are harmed 
when they're isolated from working-class people 
and taught they are superior to them and should 
be in charge. They are harmed by misinformation 
about how society works (they are sometimes less 
clued in to social and economic trends than working
class, poor or rich people), and by conditioning that 
shapes their behavior to a narrow "proper" range. 17 
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In addition to the same isolation and lack of aware
ness that impacts middle-class people, wealthy 
people also find that others sometimes connect 
with them primarily in relation to their money, and 
they may have trouble trusting others' motivations. 
Some develop a sense of entitlement and arrogance 
that makes them unable to connect across class 
differences. 

Many of the ways we "read" someone's class, 
or "size someone up" in terms of class (a process 
that can be quite unconscious), are based on our 
own class culture, which includes normative behav
iors such as language use, manner of dress and the 
"proper" guidelines for conducting ourselves. While 
these things can be learned, the process is not easy. 
We also judge others' cultural capital, which refers 
to their familiarity with cultural objects such as 
books, fine art, theater, restaurants, vacation spots 
and jewelry. 

ENCOURAGING DIVERSITY PROFESSIONALS 
TO STEP UP 

Part of the challenge of adding issues of class and 
classism to the agenda is the prohibition on talking 
about it. In the U.S., discussions involving issues of 
class and money are often more taboo than discuss
ing sexuality. Deep-seated prohibitions about dis
closing the facts of one's class identity are learned 
quite early in our lives. Shame of being poorer or 
richer than others leads to secrecy and silence. This 
silence powerfully maintains the invisibility of 
class. Issues of class may be less familiar than other 
issues of oppression partly due to secrecy about the 
personal aspects of class identity and the confu
sion surrounding the societal and economic aspects. 
Diversity professionals with math anxiety or who 
are unfamiliar with the economic basics, e.g., the 
difference between income and wealth, or between 
salary and wages or the meaning of terms like Gross 
National Product (GNP), often feel overwhelmed 
while tackling issues of class. 

A central reason most diversity professionals 
don't add classism to the agenda may be because 
classism is a different type of "ism." It is possi
ble to imagine working for equality between the 

sexes, or equality for gays and lesbians or people of 
color, without necessarily eliminating gender, sex
ual orientation or race as identities. However, by 
definition it is impossible to have equality between 
classes while still having different classes. You 
can't have an owning class without having a work
ing class, a serf without nobility or a slaveholder 
without slaves. The existence of class necessitates 
class inequality. I think it is because of this that 
the rationales that underlie class inequality are so 
strong and persistent. 

Ultimately, I don't think we will be successful 
in any of our work against racism, sexism, hetero
sexism, etc., until we begin to take on the issue of 
classism. I encourage you to add issues of classism 
to your work. 
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Don't Laugh, It's Serious, She Says 
Ellie Mamber ( 1985) 

At 55, I'm trying to meet men. 
But though I look my best 
(beautiful say some 
of my friends) & am spirited 
& very interesting (you can 
tell this, can't you?) 
most men look at me with blank eyes, 
no part of them flickering. 
At parties they talk around me 
as though I weren't there, 
choose less attractive 
partners to dance or talk with. 
Such a puzzle! I try 
so hard not to let them know 
that I am smarter, more 
talented, classier & more 

interesting than they. Nicer, too. 
I cover this so well 
with a friendly smile 
& a cheerful word 
that they could never tell 
I want them to pursue me 
so I can reject them. 
Bug off, you bastards, 
balding middle-aged men with paunches 
hanging around women 20 years 
younger, who the hell 
do you think you are? 
You'd better hurry up 
and adore me or 
it will be too late. 
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The Social Construction of Disability 
Susan Wendell (1996) 

I maintain that the distinction between the biologi
cal reality of a disability and the social construction 
of a disability cannot be made sharply, because the 
biological and the social are interactive in creati!lg 
disat>ilit)[-They are interactive not only in that com
plex interactions of social factors and our bodies 
affect health and functioning, but also in that social 
arrangements can make a biological condition more 
or less relevant to almost any situation. I call the 
interaction of the biolt'>gical and the social to cre
ate (or prevent) disability "the social construction 
~-'',',',;-

Disability activists and some scholars of disabil
ity have been asserting for at least two decades that 
disability is sociJilly constfl!_cJed. Moreover, femi
nist-scholars have aiready applied feminist analyses 
of the social construction of the experience of being 
female to their analyses of disability as socially 
constructed. Thus I am saying nothing new when 
I claim that disability, like gender, is socially con
structed. Nevertheless, I understand that such an 
assertion may be new and even puzzling to many 
readers, and that not everyone who says that dis
ability is socially constructed means the same thing 
by it. Therefore, I will explain what I mean in some 
detail. 

I see .disability as socially constructed in ways 
ranging from social conditions that straightfor
wardly create illnesses, injuries, and poor physical 
functioning, to subtle cultural factors that determine 
standards of normality and exclude those who do 
not meet them from full participation in their socie
ties. I could not possibly discuss all the factors that 
enter into the social construction of disability here, 
and I feel sure that I am not aware of them all, but I 
will try to explain and illustrate the social construc
tion of disability by discussing what I hope is a rep
resentative sample from a range of factors. 

SOCIAL FACTORS THAT CONSTRUCT 
DISABILITY 

First, it is easy to recognize that social conditions 
affect people's bodies by creating or failing to 
prevent sickness and injury. Although, since dis
ability is relative to a person's physical, social, 
and cultural environment, none of the resulting 
physical conditions is necessarily disabling, many 
do in fact cause disability given the demands and 
lack of support in the environments of the peo
ple affected. In this direct sense of damaging peo
ple's bodies in ways that are disabling in their 
environments, f!!_~bY. th~ 
vi9le~ wars1, civil wars, and ter
r-0'""ri8m, which cause disaomties not only through 
dir~ct_~uries to ~and noncombataIJ.!~.
but also througl:fThe spread of disease and the dep
rivations of basic needs that result from the chaos 
they create. In addition, although we more often 

~,hear about them when they cause death, violent 
v crimes such as shootings, knifings, beatings, and 

rape all cause disabilities, so that a society's suc
cess o?TaTiiirefrl protecting its citizens from inju
rious crimes has a significant effect on its rates of 
disability. 
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The availability and distribution of basic 
resources such as water, food, clothing, and shelter 
have major effects on disability, since much disa
bling physical damage results directly from mal
nutrition and indirectly from diseases that attack 
and do more lasting harm to the malnourished and 
those weakened by exposure. Disabling diseases 
are also contracted from contaminated' water when 
clean water is not available. Here too, we usually 
learn more about the deaths caused by lack of basic 
resources than the (often life-long) disabilities of 
survivors. 

'" 
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Many other social factors can damage 
people's bodies in ways that are disabling in their 
environments, including (to mention just a few) 
tolerance of high-risk working conditions, abuse 
and neglect of children, low public safety standards, 
the degradation of the environment by contami
nation of air, water, and food, and the overwork, 
stress, and daily grinding deprivations of poverty. 
The social factors that can d~eople's bodies 
a~ays affect some groups in a society more 
than _others because of raciS!iil, ,sexism) heterbseX
i~ ageism, an,~~dv~ntage~) of class ~ac~!--ound, 
W~?'lth, and educatmn. -

Medical care and practices, traditional and 
Western-scientific, play an important role in both 
preventing and creating disabling physical damage. 
(They also play a .r:.ole ii;iA defining disability .... ) 

""r;'!/:!-3.i, 
Lack of good prenat~ care and dangerous or inad-
equate obstetrical practices cause disabilities in 
babies ~in the women giving birth to them. ll!()C
~s~gainst diseases such as polio and measles 
prevent quite a lot of disability. Inadequate medical 
care of those who are already ill or injured results 
in unnecessary disablement. On the other hand, 
the rate of disability in a society increases with 
improved medical capacity to save the lives of peo
ple who are dangerously ill or injured in the absence 
of the capacity to prevent or cure all the physical 
damage they have incurred. Moreover, public health 

d . .'~\~ th . h an san1tat10n measures at mcrease t e average 
lifespan also increase the number of old people with 
disabilities in a society, since more people live long 
enough to become disabled. 

The pace of life is_a__factor in the social con
stDJction of disability that particJ,!larly interests 
me, because it is usually taken for granted by non..-
disabled people, while many people with disabili-
ties are acutely aware of how it marginalizes or 
threatens to marginalize us. I suspect that increases 
in the pace of life are important social causes of 
damage to people's bodies through rates of acci
dent, drug and alcohol abuse, and illnesses that 
result from people's neglecting their needs for rest 
and good nutrition. But the pace of life also affects 
disability as a second form of social construction, 
the social construction of disability through expec
tations of performance. 

W.hen1b~_p.ace..of-lifein..a society_ increases, there 
i~~IJ,9' for more peQPle to ~~e_gis_abled, 
not only because of physically damaging conse
quences of efforts to go faster, but also because 
fewer people can meet~g.L5lm:rnal" 
perlo~lliepllySlcal (and mental) limitations 
of those who cannot meet the new pace become 
conspicuous and disabling, even though the same 
limitations were inconspicuous and irrelevant to full 
participation in the slower-paced society. Increases 
in the pace of life can be counterbalanced for some 
people by improvements in accessibility, such as 
better transportation and easier communication, but 
for those who must move or think slowly, and for 
those whose energy is severely limited, expectations 
of pace can make work, recreational, community, 
and social activities inaccessible. 

Let me give a straightforward, personal illustra
tion of the relationship between pace and disability. 
I am currently just able (by doing very little else) 
to work as a professor three-quarter time, on one
quarter disability leave. There has been much talk 
recently about possible increases in the teaching 
duties of professors at my university, which would 
not be accompanied by any reduction in expec
tations for the other two components of our jobs, 
research and administration. If there were to be such 
an increase in the pace of professors' work, say by 
one additional course per term, I would be unable 
to work more than half-time (by the new standards) 
and would have to request half-time disability leave, 
even though there had been no change in my physi
cal condition. Compared to my colleagues, I would 
be more work-disabled than I am now. Some profes
sors with less physical limitation than I have, who 
now work full-time, might be unable to work at the 
new full-time pace and be forced to go on part-time 
disability leave. This sort of change could contrib
ute to disabling anyone in any job. 

Furthermore, even if a person is able to keep 
up with an increased pace of work, any increase in 
the pace of work will decrease the energy available 
for other life activities, which may upset the deli
cate balance of energy by which a person manages 
to participate in them and eventually exclude her/ 
him from those activities. The pace of those other 
activities may also render them inaccessible. For 
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example, the more the life of a society is conducted 
on the assumption of quick travel, the more disa
bling are those physical conditions that affect move
ment and travel, such as needing to use a wheelchair 
or having a kind of epilepsy that prevents one from 
driving a car, unless compensating help is provided. 
These disabling effects extend into people's family, 
social, and sexual lives and into their participation 
in recreation, religious life, and politics. 

Pace is a major aspect of expectations of per
formance; non-disabled people often take pace so 
much for granted that they feel and express impa
tience with the slower pace at which some people 
with disabilities need to operate, and accommoda
tions of pace are often crucial to making an activity 
accessible to people with a wide range of physical 
and mental abilities. Nevertheless, expectations of 
pace are not the only expectations of performance 
that contribute to disability. For example, expec
tations of individual productivity can eclipse the 
actual contributions of people who cannot meet 
them, making people unemployable when they can 
in fact do valuable work. There are often very defi
nite expectations about how tasks will be performed 
(not the standards of performance, but the methods). 
For example, many women with disabilities are dis
couraged from having children because other people 
can only imagine caring for children in ways that 
are impossible for women with their disabilities, yet 
everything necessary could be done in other ways, 
often with minor accommodations. Furthermore, 
the expectation that many tasks will be performed 
by individuals on their own can create or expand the 
disability of those who can perform the tasks only in 
cooperative groups or by instructing a helper. 

Expectations of performance are reflected, 
because they are assumed, in the social organiza
tion and physical structure of a society, both of 
which create disability. Societies that are physically 
constructed and socially organized with the unac
knowledged assumption that everyone is healthy, 
non-disabled, young but adult, shaped according to 
cultural ideals, and, often, male, create a great deal of 
disability through sheer neglect of what most people 
need in order to participate fully in them. 

Feminists talk about how the world has been 
designed for the bodies and activities of men. In 

many industrialized countries, including Canada 
and the United States, life and work have been 
structured as though no one of any importance in the 
public world, and certainly no one who w~ out
side the home for W£1:ges,Jllis_JQ_breast-fe(!da b~ 
or lookatteraSici( child. Common colds can be 
acknowledged publicly, and~allowances are made 

, '9( 1'\, 
for them, but menstruation annot be acknowl-
edged and allowances are not made for it. Much of 
the public world is also structured as though every
one were physically stro~es 
~ 

were shaped the same, as though everyone could 
walk, hear, and see well, as though everyone could 
work and play at a pace that is not compatible with 
any kind of illness or pain, as though no one were 
ever dizzy or incontinent or simply needed to sit 
or lie down. (For instance, where could you rest 
for a few minutes in a supermarket if you needed 
to?) Not only the architecture, but the entire physi
cal and social organization of life tends to assume 
that we are either strong and healthy and able to do 
what the average young, non-disabled man can do 
or that we are completely unable to participate in 
public life. 

A great deal of disability is caused by this physi
cal structure and social organization of society. For 
instance, poor architectural planning creates physi
cal obstacles for people who use wheelchairs, but 
also for people who can walk but cannot walk far 
or cannot climb stairs, for people who cannot open 
doors, and for people who can do all of these things 
but only at the cost of pain or an expenditure of 
energy they can ill afford. Some of the same archi
tectural flaws cause problems for pregnant women, 
parents with strollers, and young children. This is 
no coincidence. Much architecture has been planned 
with a young adult, non-disabled male paradigm of 
humanity in mind. In addition, aspects of social 
organization that take for granted the social expec
tations of performance and productivity, such as 
inadequate public transportation (which I believe 
assumes that no one who is needed in the public 
world needs public transportation), communica
tions systems that are inaccessible to people with 
visual or hearing impairments, and inflexible work 
arrangements that exclude part-time work or rest 
periods, create much disability. 
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When public and private worlds ar{(plit,\1omen 
(and children) have often been rel'.'~ted to the pri
vate, and so have the disabled, the sick, and the 
old. The public world is the world of strength, the 
positive (valued) body, performance and produc
tion, the non-disabled, and young adults. Weak
ness, illness, rest and recovery, pain, death, and 
the negative (devalued) body are private, gener
ally hidden, and often neglected. Coming into 
the public world with illness, pain, or a devalued 
body, people encounter resistance to mixing the 
two worlds; the split is vividly revealed. Much 
of the experience of disability and illness goes 
underground, because there is no socially accept
able way of expressing it and having the physical 
and psychological experience acknowledged. Yet 
acknowledgement of this experience is exactly 
what is required for creating accessibility in the 
public world. The more a society regards disabil
ity as a private matter, and people with disabili-
ties as belonging in the private sphere, the more 
disability it creates by failing to make the public 
sphere accessible to a wide range of people. 

Disability is also socially constructed by the 
failure to give people the amount and kind of help 
they need to participate fully in all major aspects of 
life in the society, including making a significant 
contribution in the form of work. Two things are 
important to remember about the help that people 
with disabilities may need. One is that most indus
trialized societies give non-disabled people (in dif
ferent degrees and kinds, depending on class, race, 
gender, and other factors) a lot of help in the form of 
education, training, social support, public commu
nication and transportation facilities, public recrea
tion, and other services. The help that non-disabled 
people receive tends to be taken for granted and 
not considered help but entitlement, because it is 
offered to citizens who fit the social paradigms, 
who by definition are not considered dependent on 
social help. It is only when people need a different 
kind or amount of help than that given to "para
digm" citizens that it is considered help at all, and 
they are considered socially dependent. Second, 
much, though not all, of the help that people with 
disabilities need is required because their bodies 
were damaged by social conditions, or because they 

cannot meet social expectations of performance, or 
because the narrowly-conceived physical structure 
and social organization of society have placed them 
at a disadvantage; in other words, it is needed to 
overcome problems that were created socially. 

Thus disability is socially constructed through 
the failure or unwillingness to create ability among 
people who do not fit the physical and mental pro
file of "paradigm" citizens. Failures of social sup
port for people with disabilities result in inadequate 
rehabilitation, unemployment, poverty, inadequate 
personal and medical care, poor communication ser
vices, inadequate training and education, poor pro
tection from physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, 
minimal opportunities for social learning and inter
action, and many other disabling situations that hurt 
people with disabilities and exclude them from par
ticipation in major aspects of life in their societies. 

CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION OF DISABILITY 

c6ltu_r__e makes major contributions to disability. 
These contributions include not only the omission 
of experiences of disability from cultural repr.esen
tations of life in a society, but also the cultural ste--------------reotyping of people with disabilities, the selective 
stigmatization -of-physical and mental limitations 
and other differences (selective because not all limi
tations and differences are stigmatized, and differ
ent limitations and differences are stigmatized in 
different societies), the numerous cultural meanings 
attached to various kinds of disability and illness, 
and the exclusion of people with disabilities from 
the cultural meanings of activities they cannot per
form or are expected not to perform. 

The lack of realistic cultural representations of 
experiences of disability not only contributes to the 
"Otherness" of people with disabilities by encourag
ing the assumption that their lives are inconceivable to 
non-disabled people but also increases non-disabled 
people's fear of disability by suppressing knowledge 
of how people live with disabilities. Stereotypes of 
disabled people as dependent, morally depraved, 
super-humanly heroic, asexual, and/or pitiful are still 
the most common cultural portrayals of people with 
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disabilities. Stereotypes repeatedly get in the way of 
full participation in work and social life. For exam
ple, Francine Arsenault, whose leg was damaged by 
childhood polio and later by gangrene, describes the 
following incident at her wedding: 

When I got married, one of my best friends came 
to the wedding with her parents. I had known her 
parents all the time I was growing up; we visited in 
each other's homes and I thought that they knew 
my situation quite well. 

But as the father went down the reception line 
and shook hands with my husband, he said, "You 
know, I used to think that Francine was intelligent, 
but to put herself on you as a burden like this shows 
that I was wrong all along." 

Here the stereotype of a woman with a disabil
ity as a helpless, dependent burden blots out, in the 
friend's father's consciousness, both the reality 
that Francine simply has one damaged leg and the 
probability that her new husband wants her for her 
other qualities. Moreover, the man seems to take for 
granted that the new husband sees Francine in the 
same stereotyped way (or else he risks incomprehen
sion or rejection), perhaps because he counts on the 
cultural assumptions about people with disabilities. 
I think both the stigma of physical "imperfection" 
(and possibly the additional stigma of having been 
damaged by disease) and the cultural meanings 
attached to the disability contribute to the power of 
the stereotype in situations like this. Physical "imper
fection" is more likely to be thought to "spoil" a 
woman than a man by rendering her unattractive in 
a culture where her physical appearance is a large 
component of a woman's value; having a damaged 
leg probably evokes the metaphorical meanings 
of being "crippled," which include helplessness, 
dependency, and pitifulness. Stigma, stereotypes, 
and cultural meanings are all related and interactive 
in the cultural construction of disability .... 

SOCIAL DECONSTRUCTION OF DISABILITY 

In my view, then, disability is socially constructed 
by such factors as social conditions that cause or fail 
to prevent damage to people's bodies; expectations 

of performance; the physical and social organization 
of societies on the basis of a young, non-disabled, 
"ideally shaped," healthy adult male paradigm of 
citizens; the failure or unwillingness to create abil
ity among citizens who do not fit the paradigm; and 
cultural representations, failures of representation, 
and expectations. Much, but perhaps not all, of what 
can be socially constructed can be socially (and not 
just intellectually) deconstructed, given the means 
and the will. 

A, great deal of disability can be revented with 
good pu5 ic health an sa ety standards 31L~C
tices, ut also y re atively minor changes in the 
bullr enviro11rrieiif111atpro~i<leaccessumity to peo
ple ~ith a \Vi~~~~ofpnysiCaf"Zh~acterjsJi<::sand 
a~ilities. Many measurednafare usually regarded 
as helping or accommodating people who are now 
disabled, such as making buildings and public places 
wheelchair accessible, creating and respecting park
ing spaces for people with disabilities, providing 
American Sign Language translation, captioning, 
and Telephone Devices for the Deaf, and making 
tapes and Descriptive Video services available for 
people who are visually impaired, should be seen 
as preventive, since a great deal of disability is 
created by building and organizing environments, 
objects, and activities for a too-narrow range of 
people. Much more could be done along the same 
lines by putting people with a wide variety of physi
cal abilities and characteristics in charge of decon
structing disability. People with disabilities should 
be in charge, because people without disabilities are 
unlikely to see many of the obstacles in their envi
ronment. Moreover, they are likely not to see them 
as obstacles even when they are pointed out, but 
rather as "normal" features of the built environment 
that present difficulties for "abnormal" people. 

Disability cannot be deconstructed by consulting 
a few token disabled representatives. A person with 
a disability is not likely to see all the obstacles to 
people with disabilities different from her/his own, 
although s/he is likely to be more aware of potential 
inaccessibility. Moreover, people with disabilities 
are not always aware of the obstacles in our environ
ment as obstacles, even when they affect us. The cul
tural habit of regarding the condition of the person, 
not the built environment or the social organization 
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of activities, as the source of the problem, runs deep. 
For example, it took me several years of struggling 
with the heavy door to my building, sometimes hav
ing to wait until someone stronger came along, to 
realize that the door was an accessibility problem, 
not only for me, but for others as well. And I did 
not notice, until one of my students pointed it out, 
that thej~ck of signs that could be read from a dis
tance at my university orced peop e with m · "ty 
i~nd a lot of energy UiiileCes
s~ searching for rooms and offices. *lthough 
I have encountered this difficulty myself on days 
when walking was exhausting to me, I interpreted it, 
automatically, as a problem arising from my illness 
(as I did with the door), rather than as a problem 
arising from the built environment having been cre
ated for too narrow a range of people and situations. 
One of the most crucial factors in the deconstruction 
of disability is the change of perspective that causes 
us to look in the environment for both the source of 
the problem and the solutions. 

OBSTACLES TO THE DECONSTRUCTION 
OF DISABILITY 

Attitudes that disability is a personal or family 
problem (of biological or accidental origin), rather 
than a matter of social responsibility, are cultural 
contributors to disability and powerful factors work
ing against social measures to increase ability. The 
attitude that disability is a personal problem is mani
fested when people with disabilities are expected to 
overcome obstacles to their participation in activities 
by their own extraordinary efforts. The public ado
ration of a few disabled heroes who are believed to 
have "overcome their handicaps" against great odds 
both demonstrates and contributes to this expecta
tion./ The attitude that disability is a family matter 
is manifested when the families of people with dis
abilities are expected to provide whatever they need, 
even at great personal sacrifice by other family 
members. Barbara Hillyer describes the strength of 
expectations that mothers and other caregivers will 
do whatever is necessary to "normalize" the lives 

of family members, especially children, with dis
abilities-not only providing care, but often doing 
the work of two people to maintain the illusion that 
there is nothing "wrong" in the family. 

These attitudes are related to the fact that many 
modem societies split human concerns into public 
and private worlds. Typically, those with disabili
ties and illnesses have been relegated to the private 
realm, along with women, children, and the old. 
This worldwide tendency creates particularly intrac
table problems for women with disabilities; since 
they fit two "private" categories, they are often kept 
at home, isolated and overprotected. In addition, the 
confinement of people with disabilities in the pri
vate realm exploits women's traditional caregiving 
roles in order to meet the needs of people with dis
abilities, and it hides the need for measures to make 
the public realm accessible to everyone. 

There also seem to be definite material advan
tages for some people (people without disabilities 
who have no disabled friends or relatives for whom 
they feel responsible) to seeing disability as a bio
logical misfortune, the bad luck of individuals, and 
a personal or family problem. Accessibility and 
creating ability cost time, energy, and/or money. 
Charities for people with disabilities are big busi
nesses that employ a great many non-disabled pro
fessionals; these charities depend upon the belief 
that responding to the difficulties faced by people 
with disabilities is superogatory for people who are 
not members of the family-not a social responsi
bility to be fulfilled through governments, but an 
act of kindness. Moreover, both the charities and 
most government bureaucracies (which also employ 
large numbers of non-disabled professionals) hand 
out help which would not be needed in a society that 
was planned and organized to include people with 
a wide range of physical and mental abilities. The 
potential resistance created by these vested interests 
in disability should not be underestimated. 

The "personal misfortune" approach to disabil
ity is also part of what I call the "lqtte.r.)'." approach 
to life, in which individual good fortune is hoped 
for as a substitute for social planning that deals 
realistically with everyone's capabilities, needs 
and limitations, and the probable distribution of 
hardship. In Canada and the United States, most 
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people reject the "lottery" approach to such mat
ters as acute healthca.re--f<5ftiiemSeIVesafid their 
families or basic educationforAhefr chli0ren. We 
expect it to be there when we need it, and we are 
(more or less) willing to pay for it to be there. 
I think the lottery approach persists with respect to 
disability partly because!feEr, based on ignorance 
and false beliefs abo11_t_disctQility, mak_es it_difficult 
fou:no.sLnQ_f1-disabled people to i_d~ntify with peo
ple With dis~itles. If the non-disabled SaW the 
di;~leoas potentially themselves or as their future 
selves, they would want their societies to be fully 
accessible and to invest the resources necessary to 
create ability wherever possible. They would feel 
that "charity" is as inappropriate a way of thinking 
about resources for people with disabilities as it is 
about emergency medical care or basic education. 

The philosopher Anita Silvers maintains that it is 
probably impossible for most non-disabled people 
to imagine what life is like with a disability, and that 
their own becoming disabled is unthinkable to them. 
Certainly many people without disabilities believe 
that life with a disability would not be worth living. 
This is reflected in the assumption that potential dis
ability is a sufficient reason for aborting a fetus, as 
well as in the frequent statements by non-disabled 
people that they would not want to live if they had to 
use a wheelchair, lost their eyesight, were depend
ent on others for care, and so on. The belief that life 
would not be worth living with a disability would 
be enough to prevent them from imagining their 
own disablement. This belief is fed by stereotypes 
and ignorance of the lives of people with disabilities. 
For example, the assumption that permanent, global 
incompetence results from any major disability is still 
prevalent; there is a strong presumption that compe
tent people either have no major physical or mental 
limitations or are able to hide them in public and 
social life. 

It seems that the cultural constructions of disabil
ity, including the ignorance, stereotyping, and stig
matization that feed fears of disability, have to be at 
least partly _dt?constructed before disability can _'21! 
seenJ?Y m~re people as a set of soC!arprobiems and 
social re_sp91iSibITffies. Unti(that change in perspec
tive happens, people with disabilities and their fami
lies will continue to be given too much individual 

re~ponsibility fG~~~~g" di~ exp~~
tatlons for the part1c1 ation of eo e with CiiSab11I
ti~s in_p_u.Qlic life will be far too low, and social 
injustices that are_re~~-ia1 le~~t in the 
abstract), such as discrimination against people with 
disabilities, will be misunderstood. 

To illustrate, let me look briefly at the problem of 
discrimination. Clearly, when considering whether 
some action or situation is an instance~f discrimi
nation on the basis of ability, the trick is to distin
guish ability to do the relevant things fr m ability to 
do irrelevant things. But, given that so any places 
and activities are structured for peopl~1 

with a nar
row range of abilities, telling the two apart is not 
always easy. No one has to walk to be a typist, but 
if a company is housed in a building that is inacces
sible to wheelchairs, and therefore refuses to hire a 
competent typist who uses a wheelchair because it 
would be expensive to fix the building, has it dis
criminated against her on the basis of her disability? 
Laws may say yes, but people will resist the laws 
unless they can see that the typist's inability to work 
in that office is not solely a characteristic of her as an 
individual. Most people will be ready to recognize 
refusal to hire her to work in a wheelchair-accessible 
office, provided she is the most competent typist 
who applied, as discrimination against her because 
of her disability; they_will-regard her disability (like 
her race) as a personal_~Qll!_~Ct~£ist!~_~n the 
circumstances. But will they be ready to require a 
company to create wheelchair accessibility so that it 
can hire her? This is being tested now in the United 
States by the 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act. 
Although I expect the Act to have an invaluable 
educational function, I predict that it will be very 
difficult to enforce .untiJ_mor.e-p~ibil
ity as a public responsibility. Only then will they 
be able to recognize- inabilities that are created by 
faulty planning and organization as irrelevant. 

Consider these sentiments expressed in the 
Burger King case, as described in The Disability 
Rag and Resource: 

When deaf actress Terry Jene Sacchetti sued Burger 

King under the ADA for refusing to serve her when 

she handed the cashier a written order at the pickllp 

window instead of using the intercom, Stan Kyker, 
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executive vice-president of the California Res
taurant Association, said that those "people (with 
disabilities) are going to have to accept that they 
are not 100 percent whole and they can't be made 
100 percent whole in everything they do in life." 

Had a woman been refused service because she 
used a cane to walk up to the counter, her treatment 
would, I think, have been recognized at once as dis
crimination. But since Ms. Sacchetti was refused ser
vice because she was unable to perform the activity 
(ordering food) in the way (orally) that the restaurant 
required it to be performed, the refusal to serve her 
was not immediately recognized as discrimination. 
Indeed, the representative of the restaurant associa
tion apparently felt comfortable defending it on the 
grounds that her individual characteristics were the 
obstacles to Ms. Sacchetti' s being served. 

When I imagine a society without disabilities, 
I do not imagine a society in which every physi
cal and mental "defect" or "abnormality" can be 
cured. On the contrary, I believe the fantasy that 
someday everything will be "curable" is a signifi
cant obstacle to the social deconstruction of dis
ability. Instead, I imagine a fully accessible society, 
the most fundamental characteristic of which is uni
versal recognition that all structures have to be built 
and all activities have to be organized for the widest 
practical range of human abilities. In such a society, 
a person who cannot walk would not be disabled, 

R E A D N G 

because every major kind of activity that is accessi
ble to someone who can walk would be accessible 
to someone who cannot, and likewise with seeing, 
hearing, speaking, moving one's arms, working 
for long stretches of time without rest, and many 
other physical and mental functions. I do not mean 
that everyone would be able to do everything, but 
rather that, with respect to the major aspects of 
life in the society, the differences in ability between 
someone who can walk, or see, or hear, and someone 
who cannot would be no more significant than the 
differences in ability among people who can walk, 
see, or hear. Not everyone who is not disabled now 
can play basketball or sing in a choir, but everyone 
who is not disabled now can participate in sports or 
games and make art, and that sort of general ability 
should be the goal in deconstructing disability. 

I talk about accessibility and ability rather than 
independence or integration because I think that 
neither independence nor integration is always an 
appropriate goal for people with disabilities. Some 
people cannot live independently because they will 
always need a great deal of help from caregivers, 
and some people with disabilities, for example the 
Deaf, do not want to be integrated into non-disabled 
society; they prefer their own, separate social life. 
Everyone should, however, have access to oppor
tunities . to c;l_~y_elop their _@ilit_i_~s, to \YC>!"k, and to 
participate in the fullringe of public and private 
activities available to the rest of society. 

18 

Report from the Bahamas 
June Jordan (1985) 

I am staying in a hotel that calls itself The Sheraton 
British Colonial. One of the photographs advertis
ing the place displays a middle-aged Black man in 
a waiter's tuxedo, smiling. What intrigues me most 
about the picture is just this: while the Black man 
bears a tray full of "colorful" drinks above his left 
shoulder, both of his feet, shoes and trouserlegs, 

up to ten inches above his ankles, stand in the also 
"colorful" Caribbean salt water. He is so delighted 
to serve you he will wade into the water to bring you 
Banana Daquiris while you float! More precisely, he 
will wade into the water, fully clothed, oblivious to 
the ruin of his shoes, his trousers, his health, and he 
will do it with a smile. 



I am in the Bahamas. On the phone in my room, 
a spinning complement of plastic pages offers handy 
index clues such as CAR RENT AL and CASINOS. 
A message from the Ministry of Tourism appears 
among these travellers' tips. Opening with a para
graph of "WELCOME," the message then proceeds 
to "A PAGE OF HISTORY," which reads as follows: 

New World History begins on the same day that 
modem Bahamian history begins-October 12, 
1492. That's when Columbus stepped ashore
British influence came first with the Eleutherian 
Adventurers of 1647-After the Revolutions. 
American Loyalists fled from the newly independ
ent states and settled in the Bahamas. Confederate 
blockade-runners used the island as a haven during 
the War between the States, and after the War, a 
number of Southerners moved to the Bahamas. 

There it is again. Something proclaims itself a 
legitimate history and all it does is track white Mr. 
Columbus to the British Eleutherians through the 
Confederate Southerners as they barge into New 
World surf, land on New World turf, and nobody 
saying one word about the Bahamian people, the 
Black peoples, to whom the only thing new in their 
island world was this weird succession of crude 
intruders and its colonial consequences. 

This is my consciousness of race as I unpack my 
bathing suit in the Sheraton British Colonial. Neither 
this hotel nor the British nor the long ago Italians nor 
the white Delta airline pilots belong here, of course. 
And every time I look at the photograph of that fool 
standing in the water with his shoes on I'm about 
to have a West Indian fit, even though I know he's 
no fool; he's a middle-aged Black man who needs a 
job and this is his job-pretending himself a servile 
ancillary to the pleasures of the rich. (Compared to 
his options in life, I am a rich woman. Compared to 
most of the Black Americans arriving for this Easter 
weekend on a three nights four days' deal of bargain 
rates, the middle-aged waiter is a poor Black man.) 

We will jostle along with the other (white) vis
itors and join them in the tee shirt shops or, laugh
ing together, learn ruthless rules of negotiation as 
we, Black Americans as well as white, argue down 
the price of handwoven goods at the nearby straw 
market while the merchants, frequently toothless 
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Black women seated on the concrete in their only 
presentable dress, humble themselves to our care
less games: 

"Yes? You like it? Eight dollar." 
"Five." 
"I give it to you. Seven." 
And so it continues, this weird succession of 

crude intruders that, now, includes me and my 
brothers and my sisters from the North. 

This is my consciousness of class as I try to 
decide how much money I can spend on Bahamian 
gifts for my family back in Brooklyn. No matter 
that these other Black women incessantly weave 
words and flowers into the straw hats and bags 
piled beside them on the burning dusty street. No 
matter that these other Black women must work 
their sense of beauty into these things that we will 
take away as cheaply as we dare, or they will do 
without food. 

We are not white, after all. The budget is limited. 
And we are harmlessly killing time between the pool
side rum punch and "The Native Show on the Patio" 
that will play tonight outside the hotel restaurant. 

This is my consciousness of race and class 
and gender identity as I notice the fixed relations 
between these other Black women and myself. They 
sell and I buy or I don't. They risk not eating. I risk 
going broke on my first vacation afternoon. 

We are not particularly women anymore; we are 
parties to a transaction designed to set us against 
each other. 

"Olive" is the name of the Black woman who 
cleans my hotel room. On my way to the beach I 
am wondering what "Olive" would say if I told 
her why I chose The Sheraton British Colonial; 
if I told her I wanted to swim. I wanted to sleep. 
I did not want to be harassed by the middle-aged 
waiter, or his nephew. I did not want to be raped 
by anybody (white or Black) at all and I calculated 
that my safety as a Black woman alone would best 
be ensured by a multinational hotel corporation. In 
my experience, the big guys take customer com
plaints more seriously than the little ones. I would 
suppose that's one reason why they're big; they 
don't like to lose money anymore than I like to be 
bothered when I'm trying to read a god-damned 
book underneath a palm tree I paid $264 to get 
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next to. A Black woman seeking refuge in a mul
tinational corporation may seem like a contradic
tion to some, but there you are. In this case it's a 
coincidence of entirely different self-interests: Sher
aton/cash= June Jordan's short run safety. 

Anyway, I'm pretty sure "Olive" would look at 
me as though I came from someplace as far away 
as Brooklyn. Then she'd probably allow herself one 
indignant query before righteously removing her 
vacuum cleaner from my room; "and why in the first 
place you come down here without your husband?" 

I cannot imagine how I would begin to answer her. 
My "rights" and my "freedom" and my "desire" 

and a slew of other New World values; what would 
they sound like to this Black woman described on 
the card atop my hotel bureau as "Olive the Maid"? 
"Olive" is older than I am and I may smoke a ciga
rette while she changes the sheets on my bed. Whose 
rights? Whose freedom? Whose desire? 

And why should she give a shit about mine unless 
I do something, for real, about hers? 

It happens that the book that I finished reading 
under a palm tree earlier today was the novel The 
Bread Givers, by Anzia Y ezierska. Definitely auto
biographical. Y ezierska lays out the difficulties of 
being both female and "a person" inside a traditional 
Jewish family at the start of the twentieth century .... 

I am thinking about the boy who loaned this novel 
to me. He's white and he's Jewish and he's pursuing 
an independent study project with me, at the State 
University where I teach whether or not I feel like it, 
where I teach without stint because, like the waiter, 
I am no fool. It's my job and either I work or I do 
without everything you need money to buy. The boy 
loaned me the novel because he thought I'd be inter
ested to know how a Jewish-American writer used 
English so that the syntax, and therefore the cultural 
habits of mind expressed by the Yiddish language, 
could survive translation. He did this because he 
wanted to create another connection between us 
on the basis of language, between his knowledge/ 
his love of Yiddish and my knowledge/my love of 
Black English. 

He has been right about the forceful survival 
of the Yiddish. And I had become excited by this 
further evidence of the written voice of spoken 

language protected from the monodrone of "stand
ard" English, and so we had grown closer on this 
account. But then our talk shifted to student affairs 
more generally, and I had learned that this stu
dent does not care one way or the other about cur
rently jeopardized Federal Student Loan Programs 
because, as he explained it to me, they do not affect 
him. He does not need financial help outside his 
family. My own son, however, is Black. And I am 
the only family help available to him .... 

It's time to pack it up. Catch my plane. I scan 
the hotel room for things not to forget. There's that 
white report card on the bureau. 

"Dear Guests:" it says, under the name "Olive." 
"I am your maid for the day. Please rate me: Excel
lent. Good. Average. Poor. Thank you." 

I tuck this momento from the Sheraton British 
Colonial into my notebook. How would "Olive" 
rate me? What would it mean for us to seem "good" 
to each other? What would that rating require? 

But I am hastening to leave. Neither turtle soup 
nor kidney pie nor any conch shell delight shall 
delay my departure. I have rested, here, in the Baha
mas, and I'm ready to return to my usual job, my 
usual work. But the skin on my body has changed 
and so has my mind. On the Delta flight home I real
ize I am burning up, indeed. 

So far as I can see, the usual race and class con
cepts of connection, or gender assumptions of unity, 
do not apply very well. I doubt that they ever did. 
Otherwise, why would Black folks forever bemoan 
our lack of solidarity when the deal turns real. And 
if unity on the basis of sexual oppression is some
thing natural, then why do we women, the majority 
people on the planet, still have a problem? 

The plane's ready for takeoff. I fasten my seat
belt and let the tumult inside my head run free. 
Yes: race and class and gender remain as real as the 
weather. But what they must mean about the contact 
between two individuals is less obvious and, like the 
weather, not predictable. 

And when these factors of race and class and 
gender absolutely collapse is whenever you try to 
use them as automatic concepts of connection. They 
may serve well as indicators of commonly felt con
flict, but as elements of connection they seem about 



as reliable as precipitation probability for the day 
after the night before the day. 

It occurs to me that much organizational grief 
could be avoided if people understood that part
nership in misery does not necessarily provide for 
partnership for change: When we get the monsters 
off our backs all of us may want to run in very dif
ferent directions. 

And not only that: even though both "Olive" and 
"I" live inside a conflict neither one of us created, 
and even though both of us therefore hurt inside that 
conflict, I may be one of the monsters she needs to 
eliminate from her universe and, in a sense, she may 
be one of the monsters in mine. 

I am reaching for the words to describe the dif
ference between a common identity that has been 
imposed and the individual identity any one of us 
will choose, once she gains that chance. 

That difference is the one that keeps us stupid in 
the face of new, specific information about somebody 
else with whom we are supposed to have a connection 
because a third party, hostile to both of us, has worked 
it so that the two of us, like it or not, share a common 
enemy. What happens beyond the idea of that enemy 
and beyond the consequences of that enemy? 

I am saying that the ultimate connection cannot 
be the enemy. The ultimate connection must be the 
need that we find between us. It is not only who you 
are, in other words, but what we can do for each 
other that will determine the connection. 

I am flying back to my job. I have been teach
ing contemporary women's poetry this semester. 
One quandary I have set myself to explore with my 
students is the one of taking responsibility without 
power. We had been wrestling ideas to the floor 
for several sessions when a young Black woman, a 
South African, asked me for help, after class. 

Sokutu told me she was "in a trance" and that 
she'd been unable to eat for two weeks. 

"What's going on?" I asked her, even as my eyes 
startled at her trembling and emaciated appearance. 

"My husband. He drinks all the time. He beats 
me up. I go to the hospital. I can't eat. I don't know 
what/anything." 

In my office, she described her situation. I did 
not dare to let her sense my fear and horror. She 
was dragging about, hour by hour, in dread. Her 
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husband, a young Black South African, was drink
ing himself into more and more deadly violence 
against her. 

Sokutu told me how she could keep nothing 
down. She weighed 90 lbs. at the outside, as she 
spoke to me. She'd already been hospitalized as a 
result of her husband's battering rage. 

I knew both of them because I had organized 
a campus group to aid the liberation struggles of 
Southern Africa. 

Nausea rose in my throat. What about this pre
sumable connection: this husband and this wife fled 
from that homeland of hatred against them, and now 
what? He was destroying himself. If not stopped, he 
would certainly murder his wife. 

She needed a doctor, right away. It was a medical 
emergency. She needed protection. It was a secu
rity crisis. She needed refuge for battered wives and 
personal therapy and legal counsel. She needed a 
friend. 

I got on the phone and called every number in 
the campus directory that I could imagine might 
prove helpful. Nothing worked. There were no insti
tutional resources designed to meet her enormous, 
multifaceted, and ordinary woman's need. 

I called various students. I asked the Chairperson 
of the English Department for advice. I asked every
one for help. 

Finally, another one of my students, Cathy, a 
young Irish woman active in campus IRA activi
ties, responded. She asked for further details. I gave 
them to her. 

"Her husband," Cathy told me, "is an alcoholic. 
You have to understand about alcoholics. It's not 
the same as anything else. And it's a disease you 
can't treat any old way." 

I listened, fearfully. Did this mean there was 
nothing we could do? 

"That's not what I'm saying," she said. "But you 
have to keep the alcoholic part of the thing central in 
everybody's mind, otherwise her husband will kill 
her. Or he'll kill himself." 

She spoke calmly. I felt there was nothing to do 
but to assume she knew what she was talking about. 

"Will you come with me?" I asked her, after a 
silence. "Will you come with me and help us figure 
out what to do next?" 
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Cathy said she would but that she felt shy: 
Sokutu comes from South Africa. What would she 
think about Cathy? 

"I don't know," I said. "But let's go." 
We left to find a dormitory room for the young 

battered wife. 
It was late, now, and dark outside. 
On Cathy's VW that I followed behind with my 

own car, was the sticker that reads BOBBY SANDS 
FREE AT LAST. My eyes blurred as I read and 
reread the words. This was another connection: 
Bobby Sands and Martin Luther King Jr. and who 
would believe it? I would not have believed it; I 
grew up terrorized by Irish kids who introduced me 
to the word "nigga." 

And here I was following an Irish woman to the 
room of a Black South African. We were going to 
that room to try to save a life together. 

When we reached the little room, we found our
selves awkward and large. Sokutu attempted to treat 
us with utmost courtesy, as though we were honored 
guests. She seemed surprised by Cathy, but mostly 
Sokutu was flushed with relief and joy because we 
were there, with her. 

I did not know how we should ever terminate her 
heartfelt courtesies and address, directly, the reason 
for our visit: her starvation and her extreme physical 
danger. 

Finally, Cathy sat on the floor and reached out 
her hands to Sokutu. "I'm here," she said quietly, 
"Because June has told me what has happened to 

you. And I know what it is. Your husband is an alco
holic. He has a disease. I know what it is. My father 
was an alcholic. He killed himself. He almost killed 
my mother. I want to be your friend." 

"Oh," was the only small sound that escaped 
from Sokutu' s mouth. And then she embraced the 
other student. And then everything changed and I 
watched all of this happen so I know that this hap
pened: this connection. 

And after we called the police and exchanged 
phone numbers and plans were made for the night 
and for the next morning, the young South African 
woman walked down the dormitory hallway, saying 
goodbye and saying thank you to us. 

I walked behind them, the young Irish woman 
and the young South African, and I saw them walk
ing as sisters walk, hugging each other, and whis
pering and sure of each other and I felt how it was 
not who they were but what they both know and 
what they were both preparing to do about what they 
know that was going to make them both free at last. 

And I look out the windows of the plane and I see 
clouds that will not kill me and I know that someday 
soon other clouds may erupt to kill us all. 

And I tell the stewardess No thanks to the cock
tails she offers me. But I look about the cabin at the 
hundred strangers drinking as they fly and I think 
even here and even now I must make the connection 
real between me and these strangers everywhere 
before those other clouds unify this ragged bunch of 
us, too late. 

R E A D N G 19 

Our Grandmothers 

She lay, skin down in the moist dirt, 
the canebrake rustling 
with the whispers of leaves, and 
loud longing of hounds and 
the ransack of hunters crackling the near 

branches. 

Maya Angelou (1990) 

She muttered, lifting her head a nod toward freedom, 
I shall not, I shall not be moved. 

She gathered her babies, 
their tears slick as oil on black faces, 
their young eyes canvassing mornings of madness. 



Momma, is Master going to sell you 

from us tomorrow? 

Yes, 
Unless you keep walking more 

and talking less. 
Yes. 
Unless the keeper of our lives 
releases me from all commandments. 

Yes. 
And your lives, 
never mine to live, 
Will be executed upon the killing floor 

of innocents. 
Unless you match my heart and words, 

saying with me, 

I shall not be moved. 

In Virginia tobacco fields, 

leaning into the curve 

of Steinway 
pianos, along Arkansas roads, 
in the red hills of Georgia, 
into the palms of her chained hands, she 

cried against calamity, 
You have tried to destroy me 

and though I perish daily, 

I shall not be moved. 

Her universe, often 
summarized into one black body 
falling finally from the tree to her feet, 

made her cry each time into a new voice. 
All my past hastens to defeat, 

and strangers claim the glory of my love, 

Iniquity has bound me to his bed, 

yet, I must not be moved. 

She heard the names, 

swirling ribbons in the wind of history: 
nigger, nigger bitch, heifer, 
mammy, property, creature, ape, baboon, 

whore, hot tail, thing, it. 
She said, But my description cannot 
fit your tongue, for 
I have a certain way of being in this world, 
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and I shall not, I shall not be moved. 

No angel stretched protecting wings 
above the heads of her children, 

fluttering and urging the winds ofreason 

into the confusion of their lives. 
They sprouted like young weeds, 
but she could not shield their growth 
from the grinding blades of ignorance, nor 

shape them into symbolic topiaries. 

She sent them away, 
underground, overland, in coaches and 

shoeless. 

When you learn, teach. 
When you get, give. 

As for me, 

I shall not be moved. 

She stood in midocean, seeking dry land. 

She searched God's face. 
Assured, 
she placed her fire of service 

on the altar, and though 
clothed in the finery of faith, 

when she appeared at the temple door, 

no sign welcomed 
Black Grandmother, Enter here. 

Into the crashing sound, 

into wickedness, she cried, 
No one, no, nor no one million 
ones dare deny me God, I go forth 

alone, and stand as ten thousand. 

The Divine upon my right 
impels me to pull forever 

at the latch on Freedom's gate. 

The Holy Spirit upon my left leads my 
feet without ceasing into the camp of the 

righteous and into the tents of the free. 

These momma faces, lemon-yellow, plum-purple, 
honey-brown, have grimaced and twisted 
down a pyramid for years. 
She is Sheba the Sojourner, 
Harriet and Zora, 
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Mary Bethune and Angela, 

Annie to Zenobia. 

She stands 
before the abortion clinic, 
confounded by the lack of choices. 

In the Welfare line, 

reduced to the pity of handouts. 

Ordained in the pulpit, shielded 

by the mysteries. 
In the operating room, 

husbanding life. 
In the choir loft, 
holding God in her throat. 

On lonely street comers, 
hawking her body. 

In the classroom, loving the 
children to understanding. 

Centered on the world's stage, 

she sings to her loves and beloveds, 

to her foes and detractors: 
However I am perceived and deceived, 

however my ignorance and conceits, 
lay aside your fears that I will be undone, 

for I shall not be moved. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 2 

1. How is difference socially constructed? 

2. What is intersectionality? How is this concept helpful as a tool of feminist analysis? 

3. Give examples of the ways "regimes of truth" operate in everyday lives, focusing, for 
example on media or religion or family. How is your behavior shaped by these? In 
what ways do you accept and/or resist these discourses? 

4. What role do hate crimes play in maintaining systems of inequality? Can you offer an 
example? 
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c H A p T E R 

Learning Gender 

Our typical in-class exercise while teaching a unit on the social construction of gender is 
to ask how many students identified as "tomboys" when they were growing up. A sea of 
hands usually results as many remember resisting traditional notions of femininity. When 
students are asked whether they identified as "sissies," usually the whole group laughs as 
one lone male-identified student sheepishly raises his hand and remarks that he's always 
been a sissy. Why is it so easy to say you were a tomboy and so difficult to admit to being 
a sissy? This has a lot to do with the meanings associated with masculinity and femininity 
and the ways these are ranked in society. In this chapter we focus specifically on gender 
and sexism, keeping in mind two important points: first, how gender is constructed through 
intersection with other differences among women such as race, ethnicity, and class, and 
second, how sexism as a system of oppression is related to other systems of inequality and 
privilege. 

GENDER, CULTURE, AND BIOLOGY 

In Chapter 1 we explained gender as the way society creates, patterns, and rewards our 
understandings of femininity and masculinity, or the process by which certain behaviors 
and performances are ascribed to "women" and "men." Society constructs and interprets 
perceived differences among humans and gives us "feminine" and "masculine" people. 
These words are intentionally placed in quotation marks to emphasize that notions of 
f~_Illininity and masculinity are ftuid.an_~ally constructed-created by social processes 
that reflect the various workings of power in-society~ Therefore gender is culturally and 
historically changeable. There is nothing essential, intrinsic, or static about femininity or 
masculinity; rather, they are social categories that might mean different things in different 
societies and in different historical periods. 

It is important to emphasize that gender is embedded in culture and the various forms 
of knowledge associated with any given community. What it might mean to be "feminine" 
or "masculine" in one culture may be different from meanings in another. This i~es 
that people rowing up in different societies in different parts of the ~~nt 
hist~rical erform 1 erent gender e e boxed insert in this 
chapter called "Rites of Passage" suggests, gender performances vary around the world. 
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In addition, contemporary life in the twenty-first century, which involves global systems of 
production, consumption, and communication, means that patterns of gender in the United 
States are exported worldwide and are increasingly linked to patterns of global economic 
restructuring. This encourages us to consider the ways the social and economic dynamics 
of globalization (including economic and political expansion, militarism and colonial con
quest and settlement, disruption/appropriation of indigenous peoples and resources, and the 
exportation of ideas through world markets, etc.) have shaped global gender arrangements 
and transformed gender relations. Whatever our global locations, it is important to consider 
the ways we interact with globalized cultures and particularly the ways in which products 
of world media feature in our lives and shape our ideas about femininity and masculinity. 

Femininities and masculinities are performed by bodies in a series of repetitive acts 
that we usually take for granted and tend to see as "natural." As we "do" gendei;, these 
practices (such as walking, speaking, or sitting in a certain way) are always shaped by 
discourses or regimes of truth that give these actions meaning. However, it is important not 
to reduce this "performativity" associated with gender to a voluntary act or understand it 
as something over which we have perfect control. In this sense it is not merely a theatrical 
performance. Rather performativity is constrained by social norms. Wh!!(:_this means is that . 
g~~tg_lliy_~hat '\¥~ "d<?'';jt is a proce~s by_wfil~h_we "are" or "become."-,-----

In addition, the relationship between biology and culture is more complicated than 
the assertion that sex is a biological fact and gender is the societal interpretation of that 
fact. First, there is greater gender diversity in nature than once thought. ~~e 
not just fe~_or-rnale.J::>!li_~!Lbe_botb_female_a11d rmi,Je_iiLt]l_~_~ame ~._Qcbe.one or 
~t different times. As discussed below, this ambiguity relates to humans too. 
Some cbllOreri are born without distinct sex characteristics and are assigned one at birth. 
The classic reading by Anne Fausto-Sterling, "The Five Sexes, Revisited," critiques the 
traditional binaries we call female and male. Second, while biology may imply some basic 
physiological "facts," culture gives meaning to these in such a way that we must question 
whether biology can exist except within the society that gives it meaning in the first place. 
This implies that sex, in terms of raw male or female, is already gendered by the culture 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Tomboys and Sissies 

Take an informal poll on your campus. Ask the women if they ever wanted to be 
a boy when they were growing up. Note their reaction to the question. Then ask 
why or why not. Also ask the women if they were considered tomboys growing 
up and how they felt about it if they were. Record responses and observations in 
a research journal. 

Ask men on your campus if they ever wanted to be a girl when they were grow
ing up. Again, note their reaction to the question. Ask why or why not. Then 
ask if they were considered sissies growing up and, if so, how they felt about it. 
Record responses and observations. 

Once you've completed your poll, compare and contrast the responses you 
received from women and men. What do you notice? Why do you think responses 
may have been the way they were? What do responses suggest about gender in 
American society? 

\ 
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within which these physiological facts of biology exist. In other words, although many 
people make a distinction between biological sex (female/male) and learned gender (femi
nine/masculine), it is really impossible to speak of a fixed biological sex category outside 
of the sense that a culture makes of that category. 

We know this is a complicated idea, but basically it is saying that we must no longer 
understand biological femaleness and maleness as the fixed foundation upon which gender 
is imposed. The body is given meaning by preexisting beliefs about gender, including that 
of medical and scientific authorities. Science is a human (and necessarily gendered) product. 
This is what it means to..say. ale" is actual! ender all along. 

An example that highlights how biology is connected to culture concerns t rocesses 
by which ambiguous sex characteristics in children are handled. When "intersex" children 
(those with reproductive or sexual anatomies that do not seem to fit the typical binary 
definitions of "female" or "male") are born, families and health professionals often make 
an immediate sex determination. Hormone therapy and surgeries may follow to make such 
a child fit normative constructed binary categories, and gender is taught in accordance with 
this decision. In other words, physicians and others use gendered norms to construct the 
sexed bodies of ambiguously-sexed infants. This is an example of the way a breakdown in 
taken-for-granted tight connections between natural biology and learned gender is inter
preted as a medical and social emergency. As already mentioned, Anne Fausto-Sterling's 
reading, "The Five Sexes, Revisited," questions this tidy organization of human sex into 
the two categories female and male, emphasizing that sex is not as easy as genetics and 
genitalia and arguing for theories that allow for human variation. 

Another illustration of the variable relationships between gender, biology, and 
culture is exemplified by indigenous "Two Spirit" status, whereby people with multiple 
or integrated genders held/hold places of honor in native communities. The Navajo, for 
instance, have believed that to maintain harmony, there must be a balanced interrelationship 
between the feminine and the masculine within the individual, in families, in the culture, 
and in the natural world. Two Spirit reveals how these beliefs are expressed in a broad 
range of gender diversity that is accepted as normative within certain communities. 

"Why does he always get to be the boy?" 

Copyright© The New Yorker Collection 1996 Bruce Eric Kaplan 
from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved. 
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A focus on gender assignment, identity, and expression involves three ways to understand 
the forces shaping gender and how we experience and express gender as individuals. Gender 
assignment is usually given to us at birth and determined by our physical body type to~be 
male or female. This assignment, decided by doctors and parents, is the first classification 
an individual receives. Corresponding gender performances (behavior, dress, activities 
that one may participate in, etc.) are usually enforced based on the individual's gender 
assignment at birth. Gender identity concerns how one feels internally about one's own 
gender. This ,is a gendered sense of self that comes from within and may or may not 
match one's assigned gender at birth. The ways we present ourselves to the world are our 
expression of gender. Our gender expression is how we perform and express gender to 
those around us. In this way, gender is a pervasive theme in our world, shaping social life 
and informing attitudes, behavior, and individual's sense of self. Basically, it is one of the 
foundational ways that societies are organized. 

Gender is always experienced, however, in intersection with other identities. As 
emphasized in Chapter 2, a person's sense of self is multifaceted and shaped by multiple 
(and sometimes conflicting) social patterns and practices. In other words, e~peije_~_ 
of gender differ by race, class, age, and other factors. For example, due to historical and -,.__ -------· ------ - . ------
cultural reasons, many African American women have not internalized the association of 
femininity with passivity and dependency characteristic of white femininities. The reading 
by Isis Settles, Jennifer Pratt-Hyatt, and NiCole Buchanan titled "Through the Lens of 
Race" illustrates how experiences of gender differ. This article discusses how differences 
in black and white women's perceptions of womanhood reflect socio-historical factors and 
experiences of gender discrimination, as well as stereotypes and gender norms. 

The pervasiveness of gender is a focus of Judith Lorber's article "The Social 
Construction of Gender." She explains gender as a process that involves multiple1 

patterns of interaction created and re-created constantly in human interactimi. Lorber 
also makes the important point that because gender is so central in shaping our lives, 
much of what is gendered we do not even recognize; it's made normal and ordinary and 
occurs on a subconscious level. In other words, the differences between "femininity" 
(passive, dependent, intuitive, emotional) and "masculinity" (strong, independent, in 
control, out of touch emotionally) are made to seem natural and inevitable despite the 
fact that gender is a social script that individuals learn. Cordelia Fine also ad9_rifsses this 
"naturalizing" of gen<;ler in the reading "Unraveling Hardwiring," an e@q)t trom her 
book The Delusions of Gender that focuses on research in gendered brain chemistry. 
She disputes the belief that gendered traits are "hardwired" into the brain and critiques 
the "biology is destiny" argument that claims innate psychological differences between 
the minds of women and men. 

In reality, gender is a practice in which all peop~ngage; it is something we perform 
over and over in our daily lives. As already mentioned, gender is something we "do" rather 
than "have." Through a process of gender acquisition, we practice the performative aspects 
of gender and learn the "appropriate" thinking and behaviors associated with our assignments 
as girls and boys. Sometimes there are harsh responses to children who do not follow these 
patterns, and as mentioned earlier, especially to boys who embrace "girly" things such as nail 
polish or pink clothes. As an aside, it is interesting to note that the association of color options 
with gender is a relatively recent phenomenon. Traditionally, pink had been associated with 
males as a diminutive of the reds favored in men's clothing. It was not until the 1940s that 
manufacturers dictated specific color options for boys and girls. 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY More Genders 

Across history, many cultures have recognized more than two genders. Take a 
closer look at this PBS Map of Gender-Diverse Cultures at http://www.pbs.org/ 
independentlens/two-spirits/map.html. Follow each of the map pins to learn 
more about people who inhabit other genders than male and female. For exam
ple, in Albania, the burrnesha are "sworn virgins." These people are born with 
typical female bodies, but they take a vow of chastity and, in exchange, can 
live as men. Until very recently, women's roles in Albania were severely limited. 
Becoming burrnesha allowed women to escape their restraints and gain freedom 
and power. By taking the oath of virginity, burrnesha became patriarchs of their 
families. They wear men's clothing, carry weapons, own property, and move 
about society freely. As women have gained status in recent years, the tradition 
of burrnesha has diminished, leaving only a small number of them in Albania. In 
Samoa, fa'afafine are people born with typical male bodies raised as girls by their 
families. Historically, parents chose to raise a child as a fa'afafine when the fam
ily had many boys in it and few or no girls. In recent years, parents my recognize 
more traditionally feminine behaviors in a young boy and acknowledge him as 
fa'afafine. Other boys may choose to become fa'afafine and then may begin to 
adopt more traditionally feminine behaviors, dressing as women and learning 
the traditional duties of Samoan wome.n. 

What do these additional genders suggest about our dominant notion of only 
two genders? Why is the dominant culture so invested in maintaining the illusion 
of only two genders? How does the dominance of the ideology of only two gen
ders intersect with the history and legacy of colonialism? What are the implica
tions for liberation of all people in the recognition of many genders? 

Our gender expression is not always the same as our gender identity and may or may 
not match our assigned gender at birth. As discussed in Chapter 2, transgender people, 

, 

in the words of Evin Taylor, are individuals "who change, cross, or live beyond gender." 
Transgender individuals who claim a gender identity or expression different from the 
one assigned at their birth by their family and community resist the social construction 
of gender into two distinct binary categories, masculinity and femininity, and subvert 
these taken-for-granted categories that in most cultures are set in opposition to each other. 

' 

Transgender people push at the boundaries of gender and help reveal its constructed nature 
by refusing to identify in any distinct category. Evelyn Blackwood writes about this in 
her reading "Trans Identities and Contingent Masculinities: Being Tombois in Everyday 
Practice." She discusses female-bodied individuals in Indonesia who perform masculinity, 
but whose identity as men is complex and integrated into their role in communities. 
In comparison to transgender, cisgender identity is one where gender identity and expres
sion match the gender assignment given at birth. Cisgender individuals can be said to 
experience conformity between gender assignment, identity, and expression. 

Although transgender illustrates the ways a person's gender identity might not match the 
gender assignment given at birth based upon physical or genetic sex characteristics, it is often 
used interchangeably with the term transsexual (and simply labeled trans). However, you are 
more likely to see the term transsexual in describing transgendered people who believe they 
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On nearly every continent, and for all of recorded history, thriving cultures have recognized, revered, and integrated more than 
two genders. Terms such as transgender and gay are strictly new constructs that assume three things: that there are only two sexes 
(male/female), as many as two sexualities (gay/straight), and only two genders (man/woman). 

Yet hundreds of distinct societies around the globe have their own long-established traditions for third, fourth, fifth, or more gen
ders. Fred Martinez, for example, was not a boy who wanted to be a girl, but both a boy and a girl-an identity his Navajo culture 
recognized and revered as nadleehi. Most Western societies have no direct correlation for this Native "two-spirit" tradition, nor 
for the many other communities without strict either/or conceptions of sex, sexuality, and gender. Worldwide, the sheer variety of 
gender expression is almost limitless. Take a tour and learn how other cultures see gender diversity. 

are born with the bodies of the wrong sex and who desire chemical or surgical altering in the 
form of hormone therapies or sex reassignment surgeries. They transition from female to male 
(FtM, F2M, or "transman") and male to female (MtF, M2F, or "transwoman"). As a category, 
transgender also overlaps with cross-dressing, the practice of wearing the clothes of the opposite 
sex, or the sex different from that to which a person was assigned in childhood. Cross-dressing 
is different from fetishistic transvestism, which involves occasional wearing of the other sex's 
clothes for sexual self-arousal or pleasure. In addition, the category of transgender cross
dressers does not necessarily include impersonators who look upon dressing as solely con
nected to their livelihood or actors undertaking roles. Similarly, drag performances that involve 
makeup and clothing worn on special occasions for theatrical or comedic purposes are not 
necessarily transgender behavior, although within the genre of drag there are gender illusionists 
who do pass as another gender and are very active in the transgender community. D~s 
are.men doing_female impersonation and.drag kings are wome11doingm_file impersonation. 

~~ . 
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As a concept, transgender is different from androgyny, although in practice, one 
performance of a transgender identity might be androgyny. Androgyny can be defined as a 
lack of gender differentiation or a balanced mixture of recognizable feminine and masculine 
traits. It is an example of transgender behavior because it attempts to break down the binary 
categories of femininity and masculinity. It is interesting to note that contemporary ideas 
about androgyny tend to privilege the "andro" (masculine) more than the "gyny" (feminine), 
with the presentation of ~rogyny looking a lot more like masculinity than feminini!,y. The 
trappings of femininity seem to be the first things that are shed when a body is constructed 
as androgynous. This is related to androcentrism and the ways masculinity more closely 
approximates our understanding of (nongendered) "human." 

It is also interesting to consider the ways the Internet and other virtual technologies 
have facilitated transgender identities through a disruption of the expected relationship 
between self and body ("feminine" identity/"female" body). These technologies remove 
physical, bodily cues and potentially allow "gender swapping," or the creation of identities 
that attempt to avoid the binaries of "femininity" and "masculinity" (see box, "Gender 
Swapping on the Web"). This supports the postmodern view of gender as performative and 
identity as multiple and fluid. 

Transgender does not imply any specific form of sexual identity: Transgender people 
may identify as heterosexual, gay, lesbian, bisexual, or asexual. It is important not to 
confuse gender and sexuality here. Transgender identities are about gender performance 
and might involve any sexual identity. It can be confusing, however, because on many 
campuses there are LGBTQ (Lesbian/Gay/Bisexualffrans/Queer) alliances or centers 
where resources for transgender students are incorporated into a coalition about sexual 
rights. In addition, transgender theory has been heavily influenced by queer theory and its 
insistence on fluid identities (discussed in Chapter 1). Both trans and queer theory~pha
siz " man" and "man" are changeable, evolvin and contestedH categories.-Jhat 
must-net-be_see.llilS..lixecLs_tati!::,JJQrma ized,_and taken-for-grante_d. Both are interested in 
the ways diverse notions of personhood are mapped onto the physical body. 

Another potential confusion that encourages the merging of gender and sexuality is the 
term genderqueer, which combines alternative gender identities and sexualities, although 
you might see it used to imply someone who is transgendered without concern for sexual 
identity. Generally, genderqueer describes a person who is a nonconformist in challenging 
existing constructions and identities. You might also see it used to describe a social move
ment resisting the traditional categories of gender. In other words, although genderqueer 
focuses on the integration of gender and sexual identities and therefore is a useful concept 
in terms of individual empowerment, social commentary, and political change, again, it is 
important to understand that, conceptually, these identities (gender and sexuality) are dis
tinct from each other even though they are lived simultaneously. Gender performances are 
associated with meanings about femininity and masculinity (this chapter), whereas sexuality 
concerns sexual desire, feelings, and practices (discussed more fully in Chapter 6). A person 
could potentially combine any combination of gendered performances with sexual identities. 

We actively learn the skills and practices of gender, accepting, rejecting, and negotiating 
them until most of us become very accomplished in our various performances. For example, 
throwing a ball is a learned act and one that any body can perform. However, because 
girls are less likely to be taught this skill, even today, the ways they do throw is often the 
object of derision. Throwing "like a boy" is learned, then performed again and again until 
it becomes a skill valued in organized sports. Men are not necessarily better athletes than 
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women; rather, sports as an institution has developed to reflect the particular athletic com
petencies of men, even though upper-body strength is only one aspect of athleticism. For 
example, if long-distance swimming or balance beam (activities where women generally 
outperform men) were popular national sports, then we might think differently about the 
athletic capabilities of women and men. Sporting activities where upper-body strength is 
a plus and where women perform less well than men are most valued in the United States. 
This gendering of sport is the focus of the reading "Wrestling with Gender" by Deborah 
Brake. She explains the ways wrestling embodies a "precarious" masculine identity and 
explores the accelerated entry of girls into the sport in the last decade. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Speaking of Women and Men 

Think about the adjectives we typically use to describe women and men and list 
these words in the columns below. A couple of examples are provided to get you 
started. 

WOMEN MEN 

Passive Active 
Nurturinq Stronq 

What do you notice about the words we use to describe women and men? How 
does our language reinforce stereotypical notions about women and men? 

Think about the words we use to designate women and list these names in the 
columns below. Also, try to find parallel names for women and men. And think 
about the profanities we use as well. Again, a couple of examples are provided. 

WOMEN MEN 

Slut Stud 
Chick 

What do you notice here about the terms we use to name women and men? 
What is the significance of the words for which you could not identify parallels? 

How do you think language plays a role in shaping the ways we think about and 
"do" gender? 
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In addition to sports, there are many other major U.S. institutions that support gendered 
practices. You need only go to a toy store and cruise the very different girls' and boys' aisles to 
witness the social construction of gender in contemporary U.S. society. What does it mean to get 
a child-size ironing board instead of a toy gun, and what kinds of behaviors and future roles do 
these toys help create and justify? Increasingly, and at earlier ages, children are preoccupied with 
video and cell phone games and computerized activities that also teach lessons about gender. 

HISTORICAL MOMENT Gender Testing 

In 1966 the European Athletics Championships in Budapest required the first 
sex testing of women athletes. Earlier, charges had been leveled suggesting that 
some women competitors were really men. In 1966 the first sex test was a visual 
examination of the naked athletes. Later, this test was replaced by a test that 
detected the athletes' chromosomal pattern (XX for female and XY for male). 

In 1967 Polish sprinter Ewa Klobukowska failed the sex test and was banned 
from competition. Later, doctors found that she had a condition that once 
identified would have allowed her to compete. 

In 1985 Spanish hurdler Maria Patino expected to compete in the World 
University Games in Kobe, Japan. Patino had lived her entire life as a woman, 
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and her body type and sex characteristics were typically female. Unfortunately, 
for Patino, however, her sex test revealed that she did not have two X chromo
somes. She was barred from the competition. A few months later, she competed 
in Spain and won her event. Following her win, however, she was kicked off 
the Spanish national team, stripped of her titles, and banned from all future 
competition. Her fight to be reinstated by the International Amateur Athletics 
Federation took 2X years. 

While our society generally operates under the assumption that people are either 
male or female, variations from typical biological patterns are common. Some 
form of intersexuality may occur in as many as 1 in 100 births. Generally, 1 in 400 
female athletes will fail the sex test. For many years, women athletes engaged in 
activism to stop the sex test. Finally, the test was suspended for the 2000 Olympics, 
although the Olympic Committee reserved the right to reinstate the test at any 
point in the future. 

In 2009 18-year-old South African runner Caster Semenya was subjected to 
nearly a year of gender scrutiny after she blew away her competitors in the 
800-meter race at the world track and field championships in Berlin. Eventually, 
she was cleared to run as a woman but only after a barrage of psychological, 
gynecological, and endocrine tests and negative comments about her gender 
and appearance. 

Notice that sex testing has been used only for female athletes. Why do you 
suppose this is true? How does the existence of people who do not fit neatly 
into one or the other of the biological categories of male and female disrupt 
notions of fixed sexes and fixed genders? 

This discussion of gender identities and practices does not imply that all men in con
temporary North American society are ambitious and independent and all women domestic 
and emotional. Far from it! However, this discussion clarifies the social norms or shared 
values associated with the two kinds of human beings our society has created. Regimes of 
truth about gender and other identities provide the standards or parameters through which 
thoughts and behaviors are molded. 

MASCULINITY 

In mainstream contemporary North American society, the "regimes of truth" associated 
with masculinity are constructed from the classical traits of inte!_ligence, _courage_, __ and 
ho11~y_,~with the addition of two other key dimerisions:-Ofieof these dimensions revolves \Jr )\,v-; 

around potent sexuality and an affinity for violence: the machismo element. Machls_ijuj- b 

involves breaking rules, sexual potency contextualized in the blending of sex and vio-
lence, and contempt for women (misogyny). To be a man is to not be a woman. Weak-
ness, softness, and vulnerability are to be avoided at all costs. Boys are often socialized 
into contemporary masculinity through shaming practices that ridicule expressions of 
femininity. As Michael Kimmel explains in the reading "What's Up with Boys?" where 
his dialogue with Christina Hoff Sommers is reported, boys are relentlessly policing each 
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other, "pressured to conform to a narrow definition of masculinity by the constant spectre 
of being called a fag or gay." Kimmel' s solution to the academic disengagement of boys 
(as evidenced by the fact that girls do better in school) is "to empower boys' resilience in 
the face of this gender policing." He emphasizes that there are actually more differences 
among boys than between boys and girls, emphasizing that the stereotype of the rough and 
tumble, boys will be boys type of boy, flattens the differences among boys and crushes 
those who do not conform to the stereotype. 

It is no coincidence that the symbol of male O represents Mars, the Roman god of war. 
A second dimension of masculinity is the provider role, composed of ambition, confidence, 
competence, and strength. Early research by Deborah David and Robert Brannon character
ized four dictates of masculinity that encompass these key dimensions. The dictates include 
( 1) "no sissy stuff," the rejection of femininity; (2) the "big wheel," ambition and the pursuit of 
success, fame, and wealth; (3) the "sturdy oak," confidence, competence, stoicism, and tough
ness; and (4) "give 'em hell," the machismo element.* Although these scripts dictate mascu
linity in a broad sense, there are societal demands that construct masculinity differently for 
different kinds of men. Of course, again masculinity is also experienced through intersections 
with other identities. Middle-class masculinities, for example, put emphasis on the big-wheel 
dimension, the dictates of white masculinity often involve the sturdy oak, and men of color 
often become associated with the machismo element (with the exception of Asian American 
men, who are sometimes feminized, when they are not being portrayed as karate warriors). 

The last decades have seen changes in the social construction of contemporary 
masculinity. Although the ma~hismo element is still acted out by countless teenage boys 
and men, it is also avoided by many men who genuinely do not want to be constrained by 
its demands. Often these men have realized that moving away from the machismo does not 
necessarily imply a loss of power. In fact, it seems contemporary women may prefer men 
who are a little more sensitive and vulnerable. In part, these changes have come about as a 
result of the focus on gender provided by the women's movement and as a result of the work 

*Deborah S. David and Robert Brannon, eds., The Forty-Nine Percent Majority: The Male Sex Role (Reading, 
MA: Addison-Wesley, 1976), pp. 13-35. 
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In almost every culture, adolescents participate 
in some rite of passage to mark entry into adult
hood. Quite often, thes~rites reinforce gender 
distinctions. Most r~ af passage share four basic 
elements: (1) separation from society; (2) prepara
tion or instruction from an elder; (3) transition; 
and (4) welcoming back into society with 
acknowledgment of changed status.* Notice in 
the following examples how gender is reinforced 
through rites of passage: 

• Among the Okrika of Africa, girls participate 
in the lria, a rite that begins in the "fatting 
rooms" where the girls are fed rich foods to 
cause the body to "come out." The girls learn 
traditional songs from the elderly women, 
and these songs are used to free the girls from 
their romantic attachments to water spirits 
so they can become marriageable and receive 
mortal suitors. On the final day of their initia
tion, the water spirits are expected to try to 
seize the girls, but the Osokolo (a male) strikes 
the girls with sticks and drives them back to 
the village, ensuring their safety and future 
fertility.* 

• The Tukuna of the Amazon initiate girls into 
womanhood at the onset of menstruation 
through the Festa das Mocas Novas. For several 

weeks, the girl lives in seclusion in a chamber in her family's home. The Tukuna believe that 
during this time, the girl is in the underworld and in increasing danger from demons, the Noo. 
Near the end of the initiation period, the girl is painted with black genipa dye for 2 days to 
protect her from the Noo, while guests arrive, some weari.ng masks to become incarnations of 
the Noo. On the third day, she leaves the chamber to dance with her family until dawn. The 
shaman gives her a firebrand to throw at the Noo to break the Noo's power and allow her to 
enter into womanhood.* 

• In Ohafia in Nigeria, a father provides his son with a bow and arrows around age 7 or 8. The 
boy practices shooting at targets until he develops the skill to kill a small bird. When this task 
is accomplished, the boy ties the dead bird to the end of his bow and marches through his village 
singing that his peers who have not yet killed their first bird are cowards. His father, then, dresses 
him in finery and takes him to visit, often for the first time, his maternal family. His new social 
role distinguishes him from the "cowards" and marks his entrance into manhood.t 

What are some rites of passage in the United States? How do these ri.tes reinforce gender? 
How might rites of passage be developed that acknowledge entrance into adulthood without 
reinforcing gender distinctions? 

*Cassandra Halle Delaney, "Rites of Passage in Adolescence," Adolescence 30 (1995}: 891-987. 
'www.siu.edu/-anthro/mccalllchildren.html. 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Performing Gender in the Movies 

Many movies offer gender-bending performances. Choose one or more of the 
following movies to watch. During the movie, record your observations about 
how the various characters learn and perform gender. Also note the ways race 
intersects with gender in these performances. How does sexual identity get 
expressed in the performance of gender? 

• Victor/Victoria 
• Tootsie 
• Mrs. Doubtfire 
• To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar 
• The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert 
• Switch 
• The Birdcage 
• Orlando 
• Shakespeare in Love 
• Boys Don't Cry 
• Big Mamma's House 
• Sorority Boys 
• Nutty Professor 
• Nutty Professor II: The Klumps 
• Connie and Carla 
• White Chicks 
• Yentl 
• The Associate 
• Transamerica 
• Albert Nobbs 
• Tomboy 

of such organizations as the National Organization of Men Against Sexism (NOMAS). As 
feminist writer and activist Gloria Steinem once said, gender is a prison for both women and 
men. The difference, she explained, is that for men it's a prison with wall-to-wall carpeting 
and someone to bring you coffee. An interview with Steinem is included in Chapter 1 read
ings. Understanding the limitations associated with masculine social scripts has encouraged 
some men to transform these scripts into more productive ways of living. Many pro-feminist 
men and men's organizations have been at the forefront of this work. 

Some men have responded to the limitations of masculinity and the advances of 
women brought about by feminism by focusing on themselves as victims, as demonstrated 
by the mytho-poetic men's movement, which encourages men to bond and reclaim their 
power. While this may empower individual men, private solutions to social problems do 
little to transform patriarchal social structures. Other men more overtly express their desire 
to take back the power they believe they have lost as a result of changes in contemporary 
notions of femininity and the gains of the women's movement. These include the Promise 
Keepers, a group of Christian-affiliated men who want to return men to their rightful place 
in the family and community through a strong re-assertion of traditional gender roles. They 
believe that men are to rule and women are to serve within the traditional family system. 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Qwo-Li Driskill 

Qwo-Li Driskill is a Queer Two-Spirit Cherokee poet, per
former, and activist and our colleague at Oregon State 
University, where he is an assistant professor of Queer Stud
ies in the Women, Gender, and Sexuality Studies program. 
Raised in Colorado, Qwo-Li earned a B.A. from the University 
of Northern, Colorado; an M.A. from Antioch University, 
Seattle; and a PhD from Michigan State University. 

Qwo-Li explains, "My activism is committed to radical social 
transformation and intersectional politics. It is deeply rooted 
in and informed by Native decolonization movements, 
Queer/Trans/GLBT communities of color, feminisms, poor/ 
working-class politics, and (dis)ability movements. My work 
as a poet, performer, scholar, and educator (both inside 
and outside of the university) is entwined with struggles for 
social justice and healing." 

Her first book of poetry, Walking with Ghosts: Poems 
(2005), cqnfronts the forced removal of the Cherokee from 
their native lands, as well as the ongoing attacks on the 
LGBTQ community. As reviewer Janice Gould commented, 
"Qwo-Li Driskill's poetry, part lament and part manifesto, 
is haunted by ghost dancers. It is a record of those we've 
lost to the irrational hatred and fear of racism and homo

phobia. The voice within these poems chants, croons, sasses, and sings, for this is poetry meant 
to be spoken into being. In the tradition of other queer, socially-conscious poets, like Chrystos, 
Pat Parker, and Audre Lorde, the question of whether justice exists for all-especially for the 
poorest and most despised among us-burns at the center of this fine first collection." The book 
was named Book of the Month by Sable: The litMag for New Writing and was nominated for 
the Griffin Poetry Prize. More of Qwo-Li's poems have appeared in a variety of journals and 
anthologies. S/he also published co-edited volumes including Scars Tell Stories: A Queer and 
Trans (Dis)ability Zine (2007) and Queer Indigenous Studies: Critical Interventions in Theory, 
Politics, and literature (2011), a collection of essays that critique the intersections of colonialism 
and heteropatriarchy. 

FOR MARSHA P. (PAY IT NO MIND!) JOHNSON 

by Qwo-Li Driskill 

found floating in the Hudson River shortly after NYC Pride, 1992 

"You are the one whose spirit is present in the dappled stars." 

-- Joy Harjo, from "For Anna Mae Pictou Aquash ... " 

Each act of war 
is whispered from 
Queen to Queen 
held like a lost child (continued) 
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then released into the water below. 
Names float into rivers 
gentle blooms of African Violets. 

I will be the one that dangles 
from the side but 
does not let go. 

The police insisted you leapt 
into the Hudson 
driftwood body 
in sequin lace 
rhinestone beads 
that pull us to the bottom. 
No serious investigation -- just another 
dead Queen. 

I am the one who sings Billie Holiday 
as a prayer song to you, Marsha P. 

We all choke on splintered bones, 
dismembered screams, 
the knowledge that each 
death is our own. 

I pour libations of dove's blood, 
leave offerings of yam and corn 
to call back all of our lost spirits. 

Marsha P, your face glitters with 
Ashanti gold 
as you sashay across the moonscape 
in a ruby chariot ablaze. 
Sister, you drag 
us behind you. 

We are gathered on the bridge between 
survival and despair. 
I will be the one wearing gardenias 
in my hair, 
thinking about 
how we all go back to water. 
Thinking about 
the night 
you did not jump. 

I will make voodoo dolls 
of the police and other thugs, 
walk to the edge, 
watch the river rise to meet them. 



I will be the one 
with the rattlesnake that binds 
my left arm and 
in my right hand I will carry 
a wooden hatchet to 
cut away at the 
silence of your murder. 

Each of us go on, 
pretend to pay it no mind, 
bite down hard on the steel of despair. 

We will be the ones that gnaw off our own 
legs rather than let them win. 

We will be the ones mourning 
the death of yet another Queen. 

Girl, I will put your photo 
on my ancestral altar 
to remember all of us 
who never jumped. 

Miss Johnson, your meanings 
sparkle like stars dappled 
across the piers of the 
Hudson River. 

Gathered on the bridge 
we resist the water. 

(published in Lodestar Quarterly, Fall 2004) 

FEMININITY 

Femininity 131 

Adjectives associated with traditional notions of femininity in contemporary mainstream 
North American society include soft, passive, domestic, nurturing, emotional, dependent, 
sensitive, as well as delicate, intuitive, fastidious, needy, fearful, and so forth. These are 
the qualities that have kept women in positions of subordination and encouraged them 
to do the domestic and emotional work of society. Again, no surprise that the symbol of 
female~ represents Venus, the goddess of love. "Doing gender" in terms of femininity 
involves speaking, walking, looking, and acting in certain ways: in feminine ways. The 
performative quality involved in being a drag queen (a man who is acting out normative 
femininity) highlights and reveals the taken-for-granted (at least by women) affecta
tions of femininity. Yet femininity, like masculinity, varies across cultures and intersects 
with other identities. As already discussed, African American women may not identify 
with some aspects of femininity more readily associated with white femininity such as 



132 CHAPTER 3 I Learning Gender 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Gender Swapping on the Web 

The virtual world of the Internet has provided a fascinating environment in which 
people often play with gender, although, given the social relations of power in 
contemporary society, this virtual world can also be a place where individuals 
use gender as a source of power over, or harassment against, other people. Still, 
in many text-based virtual environments, Web users are able to take on another 
gender. Men create "feminine" identities for themselves, and women create "mas
culine" identities for themselves. As Web users engage in this process of gender 
swapping, they are able to explore the ways that human interactions are structured 
by gender and to experience in some ways what life is like as another gender. 

Create a virtual identity for yourself as another gender and join a chat room or 
game on the Web as that person. How does it feel to experience the world as 
another gender? Do you notice ways you act or are treated differently as this 
gender? What do your experiences suggest to you about how gender structures 
the ways humans interact with one another? 

Men, by far, gender swap on the Web more than women. Why do you think this 
is true? Do you think gender swapping on the Web has the potential to chal
lenge gender stereotypes? Or do you think it reinforces them? How might the 
technology of the Internet be used to challenge the limitations of gender? How 
might the technology of the Internet be used to reinforce male dominance? 

Learn more: The following books offer in-depth exploration of these issues. 
What do these authors suggest about the nature of gender on the Web? 

Baldwin, Dianna, and Julie Achterberg, eds. Women and Second Life: Essays on 
Virtual Identity, Work and Play. Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Co., 2013. 

Kendall, Lori. Hanging Out in the Virtual Pub: Masculinities and Relationships 
Online. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002. 

Nayar, Pramod K. The New Media and Cyberculture Anthology. Hoboken, NJ: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2010. 

Paasonen, Susanna. Figures of Fantasy: Internet, Women, and Cyberdiscourse. 
New York: Peter Lang, 2005. 

Ray, Audacia. Naked on the Internet: Hookups, Downloads, and Cashing In on 
Internet Sexploration. New York: Seal Press, 2007. 

passivity. Asian American women, on the other hand, often have to deal with societal 
stereotypes that construct femininity very much in terms of passivity and dependence: 
the "exotic gardenia" or "oriental chick" described in Nellie Wong's poem "When I Was 
Growing Up." 

A key aspect of femininity is its bifurcation or channeling into two opposite 
aspects. These aspects involve the chaste, domestic, caring mother or madonna and the 
sexy, seducing, fun-loving playmate or whore (sometimes known in popular mythol
ogy as women you marry and women with whom you have sex). These polar opposites 
cause tension as women navigate the implications of these aspects of femininity in 
their everyday lives. A woman may discover that neither sexual activity nor sexual 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Walk like a Man, Sit like a Lady 

One of the ways we perform gender is by the way we use our bodies. Very early, 
children learn to act their gender in the ways they sit, walk, and talk. 

Try this observation research: 

• Observe a group of schoolchildren playing. Make notes about what you 
observe concerning how girls and boys act, particularly how they use their 
bodies in their play and communication. 

• Find a place where you can watch people sitting or walking. A public park or 
mall may offer an excellent vantage point. Record your observations about 
the ways women and men walk and sit. 

Also try this experiment: Ask a friend who identifies with the "opposite sex" to 
participate in an experiment with you. Take turns teaching each other to sit and 
to walk like the opposite gender assignment. After practicing your newfound 
gender behaviors, write your reflections about the experience. 

inactivity is quite right. If she is too sexually active, she will be censured for being 
too loose, the whore; if she refrains from sexual activity, she might similarly be cen
sured for being a prude or frigid. Notice there are many slang words for both kinds 
of women: those who have too much sex and those who do not have enough. This is 
the double bind: You're damned if you do and potentially damned if you don't. These 
contradictions and mixed messages serve to keep women in line. 

Unlike contemporary masculinity, which is exhibiting very small steps into the 
realms of the feminine, femininity has boldly moved into areas that were traditionally 
off-limits. Today's ideal woman (perhaps from a woman's point of view) is definitely 
more androgynous than the ideal woman of the past. The contemporary ideal woman 
might be someone who is smart, competent, and independent; beautiful, thin, athletic, 
and sexy; yet also loving, sensitive, competent domestically, and emotionally healthy. 
Note how this image has integrated characteristics of masculinity with traditional femi
nine qualities at the same time that it has retained much of the feminine social script. 
The contemporary ideal woman is strong, assertive, active, and independent rather than 
passive, delicate, and dependent. The assumption is that she is out in the public world 
rather than confined to the home. She has not completely shed her domestic, nurturing, 
and caring dimension, however, or her intuitive, emotional, and sensitive aspects. These 
attributes are important in her success as a loving and capable partner to a man, as indeed 
are her physical attributes concerning looks and body size. 

TQ be a modern woman _today (we might_(!Vel!_~y_a_~'libernt~d woman") is to be able 
to do everything: the superwoman. Ii_iS_imp~rtant to ask who is b~nefiting from this new 
social script.- Women-work:in-the public world (often in jobs that pay less, thus helping 
employers and the economic system) and yet still are expected to do the domestic and 
emotional work of home and family as well as stay fit and "beautiful." In many ways, 
contemporary femininity tends to serve both the capitalist economic system and individual 
men better than the traditional, dependent, domestic model. 
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GENDER RANKING 

Gender encompasses not only the socially constructed, intersecting differences prescribed for 
different kinds of human beings but also the values associated with these differences. Recall the 
sissy/tomboy exercise at the beginning of this chapter. Those traits assigned as feminine are less 
valued than those considered masculine, illustrating why men tend to have more problems emu
lating femininity and trans people moving into femininity are viewed with somewhat more hostil
ity than those transitioning toward masculine identities. It is okay to emulate the masculine and 
act like a boy, but it may not be okay to emulate the feminine. This is gender ranking (the valuing 
of one gender over another). "When genders 'are ranked," writes Judith Lorber in "The Social 
Construction of Gender," the "devalued genders have less power, prestige, and economic rewards 
than the valued genders." Just as white is valued above brown or black, and young (though not 
too young) above old, and heterosexual above homosexual, masculinity tends to be ranked higher 
than femininity. To be masculine is to have privileges vis-a-vis gender systems; to be feminine 
means to identify with members of a target group. As already discussed, the social system here 
that discriminates and privileges on the basis of gender is sexism, although any one person expe
riencing entitlements or obstacles associated with sexism may also experience entitlements and/ 
or obstacles associated with other intersecting differences or identities. Sexism works by viewing 
the differences between women.andmen.as_@portant for determinin~eees-siOSocial, economic, 
andpolitical resources. As defined in Chapter 2, sexism is the system at c!l~e; and privi
leges-on-theoasrsofgender and that results in gender stratification. Given the ranking of gender in 
our society, sexism works to privilege men and limit women. hi. other words, men receive entitle
ments and privilege in a society that ranks masculinity over femininity even while they may be 
limited by virtue of other intersecting identities such as race or social class. 

This discussion, however, must be nuanced by an understanding that masculine privilege 
tends to be granted first and foremost to cisgendered masculinity. Transgender individuals often 
face transphobia as well as hate crimes as a result of their gender expressions. It can be especially 
difficult for male-bodied individuals to identify as girls since their gender performances are ranked 
both as a result of breaking gender norms and identification with a target group. This encourages 
us to pay attention to the varied forms of regulation and violence associated with gender ambiguity 
and transgender identification. Gender expressions that do not adhere to traditional female/male 
binaries are often subject to discipline in a society that expects and enforces "opposite" genders. 

Although women are limited by sexism as a system of power that privileges men over 
women, the social category "woman," as you recall from Chapter 2, is hardly homogeneous 
and constantly in flux. Location in different systems of inequality and privilege shapes wom
en's lives in different ways; they are not affected by gender in the same ways. As Settles et al. 
discuss in the reading in this chapter on black and white women's perceptions of femininity 
and womanhood, other systems based on class, race, sexual identity, and so forth interact with 
gender to produce different experiences for individual women. This means that the effects 
of gender and understandings of both femininity and masculinity are mediated by other sys
tems of power. This is another way that ranking occurs. Forms of gender-based oppression 
and exploitation depend in part on other social characteristics in people's lives, and gender 
practices often enforce other types of inequalities. This reflects the confluence that occurs as 
gender categories are informed/constructed through social relations of power associated with 
other identities and accompanying systems of inequality and privilege (such as racial identi
ties and racism, sexual identities and heterosexism, and so forth). These identities cannot be 
separated, and certainly they are lived and performed through a tangle of multiple (and often 
shifting) identities. In this way, ranking occurs both across gender categories (masculinity is 
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valued over femininity) and within gender categories (for example, as economically privileged 
women are represented differently than poor women and receive economic and social entitle
ments, or as abled women live different lives than disabled women, and so forth). 

Examples of this latter type of gender ranking also include the ways African American 
women may be characterized as promiscuous or matriarchal and African American men are 
described as hyperathletic and sexually potent. Jewish women are painted as materialistic and 
overbearing, whereas Jewish men are supposedly very ambitious, thrifty, good at business, 
yet still tied to their mothers' apron strings. Latinas and Chicanas are stereotyped as sexy 
and fun loving, and, likewise, Latinos and Chicanos are seen as oversexed, romantic, and 
passionate. Native American women are portrayed as silent and overworked or exotic and 
romantic, whereas Native American men are stereotyped as aloof mystics, close to nature, 
or else as "savages" and drunks. Asian Americans generally are often portrayed as smart and 
good at science and math while Asian American women have also been typed as exotic, pas
sive, and delicate. Such stereotypes are part of regimes of truth that keep power systems intact. 
Remember that you will always find examples of people who may fit a certain stereotype to 
some extent; rather, stereotypes are used to shape meaning about, and often denigrate, a whole 
category of humans without respect to accurate information about them. 

Finally, other examples of this gender ranking include the ways certain women (the 
poor and women of color) were historically regarded as carrying out appropriate wom
anhood when they fulfilled the domestic labor needs of strangers. Upper-class femininity 
meant that there were certain j_s>_bs_~hes~ pri\'_iJ~ged women could not perform. This demon
strates the interaction of gender with class and race systems. Old women endure a certain 
brand of femininity that tends to be devoid of the playmate role and is heavy on the mother 
aspect. Sexually active old women are violating the norms of femininity set up for them: 
This shows the influence of ageism in terms of shaping gender norms. Other stereotypes 
that reveal the interaction of gender with societal systems of privilege and inequality include 
disabled women's supposedly relatively low sexual appetite or lesbians' lack of femininity 
(they are presumed to want to be like men at the same time they are said to hate them). 

All these problematic constructions are created against the norm of whiteness and 
work to maintain the privileges of the mythical norm. This concept is illustrated in Nellie 
Wong's poem. She longed to be white, something she saw as synonymous with being a 
desirable woman. Note there are ethnic and regional stereotypes for white women (such as 
the dizzy blonde, Southern belle, sexually liberated Scandinavian, or hot-tempered Irish), 
even though whites are encouraged not to see white as a racial category. Whiteness is 
just as racialized as any other racial group. The fact that being white can be claimed the 
mythical norm, strips whiteness from the historical and political roots of its construction 
as a racial category. As discussed in Chapter 2, this ability for non target groups to remain 
relatively invisible is a key to maintaining their dominance in society. 

IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Be a gender traitor for a day. Act/dress in ways th~~-~!~_Q!__g_E!ryerally 
constderecti9_Q~_~ppr()priate fo_r_your gender. 

• Develop and perform on campus a street theater piece about gender performance. 
• Plan, create, publish, and distribute a zine challenging traditional gender roles. 
• Examine how masculinity is valued above femininity on your campus. Write 

a letter about your findings to your campus newspaper. 

\ , 
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The Five Sexes, Revisited 
Anne Fausto-Sterling (2000) 

As Cheryl Chase stepped to the front of the packed 
meeting room in the Sheraton Boston Hotel, 
nervous coughs made the tension audible. Chase, 
an activist for intersexual rights, had been invited 
to address the May 2000 meeting of the Lawson 
Wilkins Pediatric Endocrine Society (L WPES), 
the largest organization in the United States for 
specialists in children's hormones. Her talk would 
be the grand finale to a four-hour symposium on 
the treatment of genital ambiguity in newborns, 
infants born with a mixture of both male and female 
anatomy, or genitals that appear to differ from their 
chromosomal sex. The topic was hardly a novel one 
to the assembled physicians. 

Yet Chase's appearance before the group was 
remarkable. Three and a half years earlier, the 
American Academy of Pediatrics had refused 
her request for a chance to present the patients' 
viewpoint on the treatment of genital ambiguity, 
dismissing Chase and her supporters as "zealots." 
About two dozen intersex people had responded by 
throwing up a picket line. The Intersex Society of 
North America (ISNA) even issued a press release: 
"Hermaphrodites Target Kiddie Docs." 

It had done my 1960s street-activist heart good. 
In the short run, I said to Chase at the time, the pick
eting would make people angry. But eventually, 
I assured her, the doors then closed would open. 
Now, as Chase began to address the physicians at 
their own convention, that prediction was coming 
true. Her talk, titled "Sexual Ambiguity: The Patient
Centered Approach," was a measured critique of the 
near-universal practice of performing immediate, 
"corrective" surgery on thousands of infants born 
each year with ambiguous genitalia. Chase herself 
lives with the consequences of such surgery. Yet her 
audience, the very endocrinologists and surgeons 
Chase was accusing of reacting with "surgery and 
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shame," received her with respect. Even more 
remarkably' many of the speakers who preceded 
her at the session had already spoken of the need to 
scrap current practices in favor of treatments more 
centered on psychological counseling. 

What led to such a dramatic reversal of fortune? 
Certainly, Chase's talk at the LWPES symposium 
was a vindication of her persistence in seeking atten,
tion for her cause. But her inviyttion to speak was 
also a watershed in the evolving discussion about 
how to treat children with ambiguous genitalia. And 
that discussion, in turn, is the tip of a biocultural 
iceberg-the gender iceberg-that continues to rock 
both medicine and our culture at large. 

Chase made her first national appearance in 
1993, in The Sciences, announcing the formation of 
ISNA in a letter responding to an essay I had written 
for the journal, titled "The Five Sexes" [March/ 
April 1993]. In that article I argued that the two-sex 
system embedded in our society is not adequate to 
encompass the full spectrum of human sexuality. In 
its place, I suggested a five-sex system. In addition 
to males and females, I included "herms" (named 
after true hermaphrodites, people born with both 
a testis and an ovary); "merms" (male pseudoher
maphrodites, who are born with testes and some 
aspect of female genitalia); and "ferms" (female 
pseudohermaphrodites, who have ovaries combined 
with some aspect of male genitalia) . ..- "--"'''"''~·~ 

I had intended to be provocative, but I had 
also written with tongue firmly in cheek. So I was 
surprised by the extent of the controversy the article 
unleashed. Right-wing Christians were outraged, 
and connected my idea of five sexes with the Uni.ted 
Nations-sponsored Fourth World Conference on 
Women, held in Beijing in September 1995. At 
the same time, the article delighted others who felt 
constrained by the current sex and gender system. 

\ 
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Clearly,-! h.ad struck a nerve. The fact that so 
many people could get riled up by my proposal to 
revamp our sex and gen'aer system suggested that 
change-as well as resistance to it-might be in 
the offing. Indeed, a lot has changed since 1993, 
and I like to think that my article was an important 
stimulus. As if from nowhere, intersexuals are mate
rializing before our very eyes. Like Chase, many 
have become political organizers, who lobby phy
sicians and politicians to change current treatment 
practices. But more generally, though perhaps 
no less provocatively, the boundaries separating 
masculine and feminine seem harder than ever to 
define. 
Some find the chang~der way deeply qistur,b~ 
ing. Others find them Ii.berating. -

Who is an intersexual-and how many inter
sexuals are there? The concept of intersexuality is 
rooted in the very ideas of male and female. In the 
idealized, Platonic, biological world, human beings 
are divided into two kinds: a perfectly dimorphic 
species. Males have an X and a Y chromosome, 
testes, a penis and all of the appropriate internal 
plumbing for delivering urine and semen to the out
side world. They also have well-known secondary' 
sexual characteristics, including a muscular build · 
and facial hair. Women have two X chromosomes, 
ovaries, all of the internal plumbing to transport 
urine and ova to the outside world, a system to 
support pregnancy and fetal development, as well 
as a variety of recognizable secondary sexual 
characteristics. 

That idealized story papers over many obvious 
caveats: some women have facial hair, some men 
have none; some women speak with deep voices, 
some men veritably squeak. Less well known is the 
fact that, on close inspection, absolute dimorphism 
disintegrates even at the level of basic biology. 
Chromosomes, hormones, the internal sex struc
tures, the gonads and the external genitalia an 
vary more than most people realize. Those born: . ( 
outside of the Platonic dimorphic mold are called r. 
intersexuals. 

In "The Five Sexes" I reported an estimate by a 
psychologist expert in the treatment of intersexu
als, suggesting that some 4 percent of all live births 
are intersexual. Then, together with a group of 

;' .. 

Brown University undergraduates, I set out to con
duct the first systematic assessment of the avail
able data on intersexual birthrates. We scoured the 
medical literature for estimates of the frequency 
of various categories of intersexuality, from addi
tional chromosomes to mixed gonads, hormones 
and genitalia. For some conditions we could find 
only anecdotal evidence; for most, however, num
bers exist. On the basis of that evidence, we calcu
lated that for every 1,000 children born, seventeen 
are intersexual in some form. That number-
1.7 percent-is a ballpark estimate, not a precise 
count, though we believe it is more accurate than 
the 4 percent I reported. 

Our figure represents all chromosomal, ana
tomical and hormonal exceptions to the dimorphic 
ideal; the number of intersexuals who might, 
potentially, be subject to surgery as infants is 
smaller-probably between one in 1,000 and one 
in 2,000 live births. Furthermore, because some 
populations possess the relevant genes at high 
frequency, the intersexual birthrate is not uniform 
throughout the world. 

Consider, for instance, the gene for congenital 
adrenal hyperplasia (CAH). When the CAH gene 
is inherited from both parents, it leads to a baby 
with masculinized external genitalia who pos
sesses two X chromosomes and the internal repro
ductive organs of a potentially fertile woman. The 
frequency of the gene varies widely around the 
world: in New Zealand it occurs in only forty-three 
children per milVon; among the Yupik Eskimo of 
southwestern Alaska, its frequency is 3,500 per 
million. 

Intersexuality has always been to some extent a 
matter of definition. And in the past century phy
sicians have been the ones who defined children 
as intersexual-and provided the remedies. When 
only the chromosomes are unusual, but the exter
nal genitalia and gonads clearly indicate either 
a male or a female, physicians do not advocate 
intervention. Indeed, it is not clear what kind of 
intervention could be advocated in such cases. But 
the story is quite different when infants are born 
with mixed genitalia, or with external genitals that 
seem at odds with the baby's gonads. Most clinics 
now specializing in the treatment of intersex babies 
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rely on case-management principles developed 
in the 1950s by the psychologist John Money 
and the psychiatrists Joan G. Hampson and 
John L. Hampson, all of Johns Hopkins Univer
sity in Baltimore, Maryland. Money believed that 
gender identity is completely malleable for about 
eighteen months after birth. Thus, he argued, 
when a treatment team is presented with an infant 
who has ambiguous genitalia, the team could 
make a gender assignment solely on the basis of 
what made the best surgical sense. The physi
cians could then simply encourage the parents to 
raise the child according to the surgically assigned 
gender. Following that course, most physicians 
maintained, would eliminate psychological dis
tress for both the patient and the parents. Indeed, 
treatment teams were never to use such words as 
"intersex" or "hermaphrodite"; instead, they were 
to tell parents that nature intended the baby to be 
the boy or the girl that the physicians had deter
mined it was. Through surgery, the physicians 
were merely completing nature's intention. 

Although Money and the Hampsons published 
detailed case ·studies of intersex children who they 
said had adjusted well to their gender assignments, 
Money thought one case in particular proved his 
theory. It was a dramatic example, inasmuch as it 
did not involve intersexuality at all: one of a pair 
of identical twin boys lost his penis as a result of 
a circumcision accident. Money recommended that 
"John" (as he came to ~e known in a later case study) 
be surgically turned into "Joan" and raised as a girl. 
In time, Joan grew to love wearing dresses and hav
ing her hair done. Money proudly proclaimed the 
sex reassignment a success. 

But as recently chronicled by John Colapinto, 
in his book As Nature Made Him, Joan-now 
known to be an adult male named David Reimer
eventually rejected his female assignment. Even 
without a functioning penis and testes (which had 
been removed as part of the reassignment) John/ 
Joan sought masculinizing medication, and married 
a woman with children (whom he adopted). 

Since the full conclusion to the John/Joan 
story came to light, other individuals who were 
reassigned as males or females shortly after birth 
but who later rejected their early assignments 

have come forward. So, too, have cases in which 
the reassignment has worked-at least into the 
subject's mid-twenties. But even then the aftermath 
of the surgery can be problematic. Genital surgery 
often leaves scars that reduce sexual sensitivity. 
Chase herself had a complete clitoridectomy, a 
procedure that is less frequently performed on 
intersexuals today. But the newer surgeries, which 
reduce the size of the clitoral shaft, still greatly 
reduce sensitivity. 

The revelation of cases of failed reassignments 
and the emergence of intersex activism have led an 
increasing number of pediatric endocrinologists, 
urologists and psychologists to reexamine the 
wisdom of early genital surgery. For example, in 
a talk that preceded Chase's at the LWPES meet
ing, the medical ethicist Laurence B. McCullough 
of the Center for Medical Ethics and Health Policy 
at Baylor College of Medicine in Houston, Texas, 
introduced an ethical framework for the treatment 
of children with ambiguous genitalia. Because 
sex phenotype (the manifestation of genetically 
and embryologically determined sexual charac
teristics) and gender presentation (the sex role 
projected by the individual in society) are highly 
variable, McCullough argues, the various forms 
of intersexuality should be defined as normal. 
All of them fall within the statistically expected 
variability of sex and gender. Furthermore, though 
certain disease states may accompany some 
forms of intersexuality, and may require medical 
intervention, intersexual conditions are not them
sel:y~~ dise_a;;~;;. 

McCullough also contends that in the process 
of assigning gender, physicians should minimize 
what he calls irreversible assignments: taking steps 
such as the surgical removal or modification of 
gonads or genitalia that the patient may one day 
want to have reversed. Finally, McCullough urges 
physicians to abandon their practice of treating the 
.birth of a child with genital ambiguity as a medical 
or social emergency. Instead, they should take 
the time to perform a thorough medical workup 
and should disclose everything to the parents, 
including the uncertainties about the final outcome. 
The treatment mantra, in other words, should be 
therapy, not surgery. 
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I believe a new treatment protocol for intersex 
infants, similar to the one outlined by McCullough, 
is close at hand. Treatment should combine some 
basic medical and ethical principles with a practical 
but less drastic approach to the birth of a mixed-sex 
child. As a first step, surgery on infants should be 
performed only to save the child's life or to sub
stantially improve the child's physical well-being. 
Physicians may assign a sex-male or female-to 
an intersex infant on the basis of the probability 
that the child's particular condition will lead to 
the formation of a particular gender identity. At 
the same time, though, practitioners ought to 
be humble enough to recognize that as the child 
grows, he or she may reject the assignment-and 
they should be wise enough to listen to what the 
child has to say. Most important, parents should 
hrure_acc_ess to _the fi.ill -range of informatiOri and 
o_ptio_!l~ available to them. 

Sex assignments made shortly after birth are 
only the beginning of a long journey. Consider, for 
instance, the life of Max Beck: Born intersexual, 
Max was surgically assigned as a female and con
sistently raised as such. Had her medical team fol
lowed her into her early twenties, they would have 
deemed her assignment a success because she was 
married to a man. (It should be noted that success 
in gender assignment has traditionally been defined 
as living in that gender as a heterosexual.) Within a 
few years, however, Beck had come out as a butch 
lesbian; now in her mid-thirties, Beck has become a 
man and married his lesbian partner, who (through 
the miracles of modern reproductive technology) 
recently gave birth to a girl. 

Transsexuals, people who have an emotional 
gender at odds with their physical sex, once 
described themselves in terms of dimorphic abso
lutes-males trapped in female bodies, or vice 
versa. As such, they sought psychological relief 
through surgery. Although many still do, some so
called transgendered people today are content to 
inhabit a more ambiguous zone. A male-to-female 
transsexual, for instance, may come out as a lesbian. 
Jane, born a physiological male, is now in her late 
thirties and living with her wife, whom she married 
when her name was still John. Jane takes hormones 
to feminize herself, but they have not yet interfered 

with her ability to engage in intercourse as a man. 
In her mind Jane has a lesbian relationship with her 
wife, though she views their intimate moments as a 
cross between lesbian and heterosexual sex. 

It might seem natural to regard intersexuals and 
transgendered people as living midway between 
the poles of male and female. But male and female, 
masculine and feminine, cannot be parsed as some 
kind of continuum. Rather, sex and gender are 
best conceptualized as points in a multidimensional 
space. For some time, experts on gender development 
have distinguished between sex at the genetic level 
and at the cellular level (sex-specific gene expres
sion, X and Y chromosomes); at the hormonal level 
(in the fetus, during childhood and after puberty); 
and at the anatomical level (genitals and secondary 
sexual characteristics). Gender identity presumably 
emerges from all of those corporeal aspects via 
some poorly understood interaction with environ
ment and experience. What has become increas
ingly clear is that one can find levels of masculinity 
and femininity in almost every possible permuta
tion. A chromosomal, hormonal and genital male 
(or female) may emerge with a female (or male) 
gender identity. Or a chromosomal female with 
male fetal hormones and masculinized genitalia
but with female pubertal hormones-may develop 
a female gender identity. 

The Medical and Scientific Communities have 
yet to adopt a language that is capable of describ
ing such diversity. In her book Hermaphr-odites 
and the Medical Invention of Sex, the historian and 
medical ethicist Alice Domurat Dreger of Michigan 
State University in East Lansing documents 
the emergence of current medical systems for 
classifying gender ambiguity. The current usage 
remains rooted in the Victorian approach to sex. 
The logical structure of the commonly used terms 
"true hermaphrodite," "male pseudohermaphro
dite" and "female pseudohermaphrodite" indicates 
that only the so-called true hermaphrodite is a 
genuine mix of male and female. The others, no 
matter how confusing their body parts, are really 
hidden males or females. Because true hermaph
rodites are rare-possibly only one in 100,000-
such a classification system supports the idea that 
human beings are an absolutely dimorphic species. 
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At the dawn of the twenty-first century, when 
the variability of gender seems so visible, such 
a position is hard to maintain. And here, too, the 
old medical consensus has begun to crumble. Last 
fall the pediatric urologist Ian A. Aaronson of the 
Medical University of South Carolina in Charleston 
organized the North American Task Force on Inter
sexuality (NATFI) to review the clinical responses 
to genital ambiguity in infants. Key medical 
associations, such as the American Academy of 
Pediatrics, have endorsed NA TFL Specialists 
in surgery, endocrinology, psychology, ethics, 
psychiatry, genetics and public health, as well as 
intersex patient-advocate groups, have joined its 
ranks. 

One of the goals of NA TFI is to establish a new 
sex nomenclature. One proposal under considera
tion replaces the current system with emotionally 
neutral terminology that emphasizes developmental 
processes rather than preconceived gender catego
ries. For example, Type I intersexes develop out of 
anomalous virilizing influences; Type II result from 
some interruption of virilization; and in Type III 
intersexes the gonads themselves may not have 
developed in the expected fashion. 

What is clear is that since 1993, modem society 
has moved beyond five sexes to a recognition that 
gender variation is normal and, for some people, an 
arena for playful exploration. Discussing my "five 
sexes" proposal in her book Lessons from the Inter
sexed, the psychologist Suzanne J. Kessler of the 
State University of New York at Purchase drives 
this point home with great effect: 

The limitation with Fausto-Sterling's proposal is 
that ... [it] still gives genitals ... primary signifying 
status and ignores the fact that in the everyday world 
gender attributions are made without access to geni
tal inspection .... What has primacy in everyday 
life is the gender that is performed, regardless of the 
flesh's configuration under the clothes. 

I now agree with Kessler's assessment. It 
would be better for intersexuals and their support
ers to tum everyone's focus away from genitals. 
Instead, as she suggests, one should acknowledge 
that people come in an even wider assortment of 
sexual identities and characteristics than mere 
genitals can distinguish. Some women may have 

"large clitorises or fused labia," whereas some men 
may have "small penises or misshapen scrota," 
as Kessler puts it, "phenotypes with no particular 
clinical or identity meaning." 

As clearheaded as Kessler's program is-and 
despite the progress made in the 1990s-our 
society is still far from that ideal. The intersexual 
or transgendered person who projects a social 
gender-what Kessler calls "cultural genitals"
that conflicts with his or her physical genitals 
still may die for the transgression. Hence legal 
protection for people whose cultural and physical 
genitals do not match is needed during the current 
transition to a more gender-diverse world. One 
easy step would be to eliminate the category of 
"gender" from official documents, such as driver's 
licenses and passports. Surely attributes both more 
visible (such as height, build and eye color) and 
less visible (fingerprints and genetic profiles) 
would be more expedient. 

A more far-ranging agenda is presented in the 
International Bill of Gender Rights, adopted in 
1995 at the fourth annual International Conference 
on Transgender Law and Employment Policy in 
Houston, Texas. It lists ten "gender rights," includ
ing the right to define one's own gender, the right 
to change one's physical gender if one so chooses 
and the right to marry whomever one wishes. The 
legal bases for such rights are being hammered out 
in the courts as I write and, most recently, through 
the establishment, in the state of Vermont, of legal 
same-sex domestic partnerships. 

No one could have foreseen such changes 
in 1993. And the idea that I played some role, 
however small, in reducing the pressure-from 
the medical community as well as from society 
at large-to flatten the diversity of human sexes 
into two diametrically opposed camps gives me 
pleasure. 

Sometimes people suggest to me, with not a little 
horror, that I am arguing for a pastel world in which 
androgyny reigns and men and women are boringly 
the same. In my vision, however, strong colors 
coexist with pastels. There are and will continue to 
be highly masculine people out there; it's just that 
some of them are women. And some of the most 
feminine people I know happen to be men. 
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The Social Construction of Gender 
Judith Lorber (1994) 

Talking about gender for most people is the equiva
lent of fish talking about water. Gender is so much 
the routine ground of everyday activities that ques
tioning its taken-for-granted assumptions and pre
suppositions is like thinking about whether the sun 
will come up. 1 Gender is so pervasive that in our 
society we assume it is bred into our genes. Most 
people find it hard to believe that gender is con
stantly created and re-created out of human interac
tion, out of social life, and is the texture and order of 
that social life. Yet gender, like culture, is a human 
production that depends on everyone constantly 
"doing gender" (West and Zimmerman 1987). 

. -And everyone "does gender" without thinking 
about it. Today, on the subway, I saw a well-dressed 
man with a year-old child in a stroller. Yesterday, 
on a bus, I saw a man with a tiny baby in a carrier 
on his chest. Seeing men taking care of small chil
dren in public is increasingly common-at least in 
New York City. But both men were quite obviously 
stared at-and smiled at, approvingly. Everyone 
was doing gender-the men who were changing the 
role of fathers and the other passengers, who were 
applauding them silently. But there was more gen
dering going on that probably fewer people noticed. 
The baby was wearing a white crocheted cap and 
white clothes. You couldn't tell if it was a boy or 
a girl. The child in the stroller was wearing a dark 
blue T-shirt and dark print pants. As they started to 
leave the train, the father put a Yankee baseball cap 
on the child's head. Ah, a boy, I thought. Then I 
noticed the gleam of tiny earrings in the child's ears, 
and as they got off, I saw the little flowered sneakers 
and lace-trimmed socks. Not a boy after all. Gender 
done. 

For the individual, gender construction starts 
with assignment to a sex category on the basis of 

what the genitalia look like at birth.2 Then babies 
are dressed or adorned in a way that displays the cat
egory because parents don't want to be constantly 
asked whether their baby is a girl or a boy. A sex 
category becomes a gender status through naming, 
dress, and the use of other gender markers. Once a 
child's gender is evident, others treat those in one 
gender differently from those in the other, and the 
children respond to the different treatment by feel
ing different and behaving differently. As soon as 
they can talk, they start to refer to themselves as · 
members of their gender. s~~ g~~~~_jmo 
pla,y_ll,g"!in until puberty, but by that time, sexual 
feelings and desires and p~actices have been shaped 
b~dered norlils and expectations. Adolescent 
boys and girls approach and avoid each other in an 
elaborately scripted and gendered mating dance. Par
enting is gendered, with different expectations for 
mothers and fathers, and people of different genders 
work at different kinds of jobs. The work adults do 
as mothers and fathers and as low-level workers and 
high-level bosses, shapes women's and men's life 
experiences, and these experiences produce different 
feelings, consciousness, relationships, skills-ways 
of being that we call feminine or masculine. 3 All of 
these processes constitute the social construction of 
gender. 

To explain why gendering is done from birth, 
constantly and by everyone, we have to look not 
only at the way individuals experience gender but 
at gender as a social institution. As a social institu
tion, gend(!f _j§ _one of the major ways that human 
beings organize their lives. Human society depends 
'on a preaictable division oflabor, a designated allo
cation of scarce goods, assigned responsibility for 
children and others who cannot care for themselves, 
common values and their systematic transmission 
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to new members, legitimate leadership, music, art, 
stories, games, and other symbolic productions. One 
way of choosing people for the different tasks of 
society is on the basis of their talents, motivations, 
and competence-their demonstrated achieve
ments. The other· way is on the basis of gender, 
race, ethnicity-ascribed membership in a category 
of people. Although societies vary in the extent to 
which they use one or the other of these ways of 
allocating people to work and to carry out other 
responsibilities, ev~ry society uses ge_nger an_~~ 
grades. Every society classifies people as "girl and 
b'oychildren," "girls and boys ready to be married," 
and "fully adult women and men," constructs simi
larities among them and differences between them, 
and assigns them to different roles and responsi
bilities. Personality characteristics, feelings, motiva
tions, and ambitions flow from these different life 
experiences so that the members of these different 
groups become different kinds of people. The pro
cess of gendering and its outcome are legitimated by 
religion, law, science, and the society's entire set of 
values. 

GENDER AS PROCESS, STRATIFICATION, 
AND STRUCTURE 

As a social institution, gender is a process of creating 
distinguishable social statuses for the assignment of 
rights and responsibilities. As part of a stratification 
system that ranks these statuses unequally, gender is 
a major building block in the social structures built 
on these unequal statuses. 

As a process, gender creates the social differ
ences that define "woman" and "man." In social 
interaction throughout their lives, individuals learn 
what is expected, see what is expected, act and react 
in expected ways, and thus simultaneously construct 
and maintain the gender order .... 

Gendered patterns of interaction acquire addi
tional layers of gendered sexuality, parenting, and 
work behaviors in childhood, adolescence, and adult
hood. Gendered norms and expectations are enforced 
through informal sanctions of gender-inappropriate 
behavior by peers and by formal punishment or threat 
of punishment by those in authority should behavior 

deviate too far from socially imposed standards for 
women and men. 

As part of a stratification system, gender r~nks 
men above women of the same race and class. ---- - ------
women and men could be different out equal. In 
practice, the process of creating difference depends 
to a great extent on differential eva~u-~ti<?~· ... The 
dominant categories are the hegeG'onic id:e'als, taken 
so for granted as the way things should be that white 
is not ordinarily thought of as a race, middle class 
as a class, or men as a gender. The characteristics of 
these categories define the Other as that which lacks 
the valuable qualities the dominants exhibit. 

In a gender-stratified society, what men do is usu
ally valued more highly than what women do because 
men do it, even when their activities are very similar 
or the same. In different regions of southern India, 
for example, harvesting rice is men's work, shared 
work, or women's work: "Wherever a task is done 
by women it is considered easy, and where it is done 
by [men] it is considered difficult" (Mencher 1988, 
104). A gathering and hunting society's survival usu
ally depends on the nuts, grubs, and small animals 
brought in by the women's foraging trips, but when 
the men's hunt is successful, it is the occasion for a 
celebration. Conversely, because they are the supe
rior group, white men do not have to do the "dirty 
work," such as housework; the most inferior group 
does it, usually poor women of color (Palmer 1989). 

When gender is a major component of structured 
inequality, the devalued genders have less power, 
prestige, and economic rewards than the valued gen
ders. In countries that discourage gender discrimi
nation, many major roles are still gendered; women 
still do most of the domestic labor and child rearing, 
even while doing full-time paid work; women and 
men are segregated on the job and each does work 
considered "appropriate"; women's work is usu
ally paid less than men's work. Men dominate the 
positions of authority and leadership in government, 
the military, and the law; cultural productions, reli
gions, and sports reflect men's interests. 

In societies that create the greatest gender dif
ference, such as Saudi Arabia, women are kept out 
of sight behind walls or veils, have no civil rights, 
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and often create a cultural and emotional world of 
their own (Bernard 1981 ). But even in societies with 
less rigid gender boundaries, women and men spend 
much of their time with people of their own gender 
because of the way work and family are organized. 
This spatial separation of women and men rein
forces gendered differences, identity, and ways of 
thinking and behaving (Coser 1986). 

Gender inequality-the devaluation of "women" 
and the social domination of "men"-has social 
functions and sqcial history. It is not the result of 
sex, procre~on, physiology, anatomy, hormones, 
or genetic predispositions. It is produced and main
tained by identifiable social processes and built into 
the general social structure and individual identities 
deliberately and purposefully. The social order as 
we know it in Western societies is organized around 
racial, ethnic, class, and gender inequality. I contend, 
therefore, that the continuing purpose of gender as a 
modern social institution is to construct women as a 
group to be the subordinates of men as a group. 

THE PARADOX OF HUMAN NATURE 

To say that sex, sexuality, and gender are all socially 
constructed is not to minimize their social power. 
These categorical imperatives govern our lives in 
the most profound and pervasive ways, through the 
social experiences and social practices of what Doro
thy Smith calls the "everday/evernight world" (1990, 
31-57). The paradox of human nature is that it is 
always a manifestation of cultural meanings, social 
relationships, and power politics; "not biology, but 
culture, becomes destiny" (J. Butler 1990, 8). Gen
dered people emerge not from physiology or sexual 
orientations but from the exigencies of the social 
order, mostly, from the need for a reliable division of 
the work of food production and the social (not physi
cal) reproduction of new members. The moral impera
tives of religion and cultural representations guard the 
boundary lines among genders and ensure that what is 
demanded, what is permitted, and what is tabooed for 
the people in each gender is well known and followed 
by most (C. Davies 1982). Political power, control of 
scarce resources, and, if necessary, violence-uPbold 
the ~e!l_dered social order in the face of resistance and 

rebellion. Most people, however, voluntarily go along 
with their society's prescriptions for those of their 
gender statu~, Q~cau.s~-tb~ !lorms andexpectations get 
bliiftTritotheir sense of worth a~d id~ntity as [the-w~ 
we] think, the way we see and hear and speak, the way 
we fantasy, and_the way we feel. 

There is no core or bedrock in human nature 
below these endlessly looping processes of the 
social production of sex and gender, self and other, 
identity and psyche, each of which is a "complex 
cultural construction" (J. Butler 1990, 36). For 

humans, the social is the natural. ... 

NOTES 
1. Gender is, in Erving Goffman' s words, an aspect of 

Felicity's Condition: "any arrangement which leads us 
to judge an individual's ... acts not to be a manifesta
tion of strangeness. Behind Felicity's Condition is our 
sense of what it is to be sane" (1983, 27). Also see 
Bern 1993; Frye 1983, 17-40; Goffman 1977. 

2. In cases of ambiguity in countries with modem 
medicine, surgery is usually performed to make the 
genitalia more clearly male or female. 

3. See J. Butler 1990 for an analysis of how doing gender 
is gender identity. 
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Unraveling Hardwiring 
Cordelia Fine (201 O) 

A member of my family, who shall remain name
less, refers to all newborns as "blobs." There's a 
certain, limited truth to the description. Certainly, 
research continues to reveal just how sophisticated 
the neonate mind really is: already tuned to prefer 
its mother tongue, seek out facelike stimuli, time 
its waking up to coincide precisely with when its 
parents have just fallen most deeply into sleep. But 
it would not be an overstatement to say that new
borns still have much to learn. Ideas about how this 
happens have been changing in important ways in 
neuroscience. 

For decades, brain development has been 
thought of as an orderly adding in of new wiring 
that enables you to perform evermore-sophisticated 
cognitive functions. According to this maturational 
viewpoint, gene activity at the appropriate time 
(and with the necessary experience and environ
ment) brings about the maturation of new bits of 
neural circuitry. These are added in, enabling the 
child to reach new developmental milestones. 
Everyone, of course, acknowledges the essential 
role of experience on development. But when we 
think of brain development as a gene-directed pro
cess of adding in new circuitry, it's not difficult to 
see how the concept of hardwiring took off. It's 
been helped along by the popularity of evolution
ary psychology, versions of which have promoted 
the idea that we are the luckless owners of seriously 
outdated neural circuitry that has been shaped by 
natural selection to match the environment of our 
hunter-gatherer ancestors. 

But our brains, as we are now coming to under
stand, are changed by our behavior, our thinking, 
our social world. The new neuroconstructivist 
perspective of brain development emphasizes the 
sheer exhilarating tangle of a continuous interac
tion among genes, brain, and environment. Yes, 
gene expression gives rise to neural structures, 
and genetic material is itself impervious to out
side influence. When it comes to genes, you get 
what you get. But gene activity is another story: 
genes switch on and off depending on what else is 
going on. Our environment, our behavior, even our 
thinking, can all change what genes are expressed. 1 

And thinking, learning, sensing can all change neu
ral structure directly. As Bruce Wexler has argued, 
one important implication of this neuroplasticity is 
that we're not locked into the obsolete hardware of 
our ancestors: 

In addition to having the longest period during 
which brain growth is shaped by the environment, 
human beings alter the environment that shapes 
their brains to a degree without precedent among 
animals .... It is this ability to shape the environ
ment that in turn shapes our brains that has allowed 
human adaptability and capability to develop at a 
much faster rate than is possible through altera
tion of the genetic code itself. This transgenera
tional shaping of brain function through culture 
also means that processes that govern the evolution 
of societies and cultures have a great influence on 
how our individual brains and minds work.2 



It's important to point out that this is not a starry
eyed, environmentalist, we-can-all-be-anything-we
want-to-be viewpoint. Genes don't determine our 
brains (or our bodies), but they do constrain them. 
The developmental possibilities for an individual 
are neither infinitely malleable nor solely in the 
hands of the environment. But the insight that think
ing, behavior, and experiences change the brain, 
directly, or through changes in genetic activity, 
seems to strip the word "hardwiring" of much use
ful meaning. As neurophysiologist Ruth Bleier put 
it over two decades ago, we should "view biology 
as potential, as capacity and not as static entity. 
Biology itself is socially influenced and defined; 
it changes and develops in interaction with and 
response to our minds and environment, as our 
behaviors do. Biology can be said to define possi
bilities but not determine them; it is never irrelevant 
but it is also not determinant."3 

And so, what do popular writers, scientists, and 
former presidents of Harvard mean when they refer 
to gender differences as "hardwired," or "innate," 
or "intrinsic," or "inherent"? Some philosophers of 
biology, so far as I can tell, devote entire careers to 
the concept of innateness and what, if anything, it 
might mean. As cognitive neuroscientist Giordana 
Grossi points out, terms like hardwired-on loan 
from computer science where it refers to fixedness
translate poorly to the domain of neural circuits 
that change and learn throughout life, indeed, in 
response to Iife.4 

Certainly, there is far more acknowledgment 
now of the role of experience and environment 
compared with a century or so ago. In the early 
twentieth century, "[g]enius was considered an 
innate quality which would naturally be manifested 
if it were possessed," as psychologist Stephanie 
Shields summarized.5 No one now, I should think, 
would agree with this. And yet there remains, in 
some quarters, a Victorian-style attachment to 
notions of innate, immutable, inevitable qualities. 
How else to explain why the Greater Male Variabil
ity hypothesis-the idea that men are more likely 
to be outliers, good or bad ("more prodigies, more 
idiots"6)-appears to be no less appealing now 
than it was over a century ago?7 In the early 
twentieth century, the Greater Male Variability 
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hypothesis offered a neat explanation of why men 
so outnumbered women in eminence, despite the 
fact that there was little sex difference in the aver
age scores of men and women on psychological 
tests. As Edward Thorndike explained it in 1910: 

In particular, if men differ in intelligence and 
energy by wider extremes than do women, emi
nence in and leadership of the world's affairs of 
whatever sort will inevitably belong oftener to 
men. They will oftener deserve it.8 

And today, it seems, they oftener deserve high
ranking positions in mathematics and science, 
according to Lawrence Summers: 

It does appear that on many, many different human 
attributes-height, weight, propensity for crimi
nality, overall IQ, mathematical ability, scientific 
ability . . . there is a difference in the standard 
deviation and variability [statistical measures of 
the spread of a population] of a male and a female 
population. And that is true with respect to attrib
utes that are and are not plausibly, culturally 
determined. If one supposes, as I think is reason
able, that if one is talking about physicists at a top 
twenty-five research university ... small differ
ences in the standard deviation will translate into 
very large differences in the available pool.9 

I'd love to know, by the way, how extreme non
criminality manifests itself. (Number of Supreme 
Court judges, perhaps?) But more to the point, 
the assertion that males are more variable in all 
regards-whether you're talking weight, height, or 
SAT scores-certainly helps to frame variability 
as "a guy thing" across the board. The implication 
is that there is something inevitable and immuta
ble about greater male variability in mathematical 
and scientific ability. Certainly, in the furor that 
followed, Steven Pinker defended the idea of the 
timeless, universal nature of greater male variabil
ity ("biologists since Darwin have noted that for 
many traits and many species, males are the more 
variable gender"). 10 Susan Pinker also plays the 
argument that "[m]en are simply more variable" 
in the shadow of the Summers controversy. 11 Her 
book displays a graph showing the findings from a 
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report published by psychologist Ian Deary and his 
colleagues-a massive IQ study of 80,000 Scottish 
children born in 1921. Boys' and girls' average IQs 
were the same, the study found, but the boys' scores 
were more variable. But as the educational psychol
ogist Leta Stetter Hollingworth pointed out in 1914, 
and as Ian Deary and his colleagues felt compelled 
to reiterate nearly 100 years later, "the existence of 
sex differences either in means or variances in abil
ity says nothing about the source or inevitability of 
such differences or their potential basis in immuta
ble biology."12 This should be more obvious to us 
now than it was a hundred years ago when capacity 
for eminence was regarded as something that was 
simply "in there." We realize that, as Grossi has 
pointed out, "[m]athematics and science are learned 
in a period of time that spans across several years; 
passion and application need to be constantly nur
tured and encouraged." 13 

And, as it turns out, contemporary investigations 
of variability-both in the general population and 
in the most intellectually blessed pockets-have 
been showing that "inevitable" and "immutable" 
are adjectives that need not apply when it comes to 
describing greater male variability in mental abil
ity. One cross-cultural study, published several years 
before the Summers debacle, compared sex differ
ences in variability in verbal, math, and spatial abili
ties to see if the greater male variability in the United 
States was invariably seen in other countries. It was 
not. In each cognitive domain, there were countries 
in which females' scores were more variable than 
males' .14 

More recently, several very large-scale studies 
have collected data that offer tests of the Greater 
Male Variability hypothesis by investigating 
whether males are inevitably more variable in math 
performance, and always outnumber females at the 
high end of ability. The answer, in children at least, 
is no. In a Science study of over 7 million United 
States schoolchildren, Janet Hyde and her team 
found that across grade levels and states, boys were 
modestly more variable than girls. Yet when they 
looked at the data from Minnesota state assessments 
of eleventh graders to see how many boys and girls 
scored above the 95th and 99th percentile (that is, 
scored better than 95 percent, or 99 percent, of their 

peers) an interesting pattern emerged. Among white 
children there were, respectively, about one-and-a
half and two boys for every girl. But among Asian 
American kids, the pattern was different. At the 
95th percentile boys' advantage was less, and at the 
99th percentile there were more girls than boys. 15 

Start to look in other countries and you find further 
evidence that sex differences in variability are, well, 
variable. Luigi Guiso's cross-cultural Science study 
also found that, like the gender gap in mean scores, 
the ratio of males to females at the high end of per
formance is something that changes from country to 
country. While in the majority of the forty countries 
studied there were indeed more boys than girls at the 
95th and 99th percentiles, in four countries the ratios 
were equal or even reversed. (These were Indonesia, 
the UK, Iceland, and Thailand.)16 Two other large 
cross-cultural studies of math scores in teenagers 
have also found that although males are usually more 
variable, and outnumber girls at the top 5 percent of 
ability, this is not inevitably so: in some countries 
females are equally or more variable, or are as likely 
as boys to make it into the 95th percentile. 17 

Of course, scoring better than 95 or 99 percent of 
your school peers in mathematical ability is prob
ably a baseline condition for eventually becoming 
a tenured Harvard professor of mathematics: like 
having hands, if you want to be a hairdresser. Top 
scorers on standardized math tests may be what one 
group of researchers, rather stingily, refers to as "the 
merely gifted." 18 But also changeable proportion of 
girls identified in what's called the Study Mathemat
ically Precocious Youth (SMPY), which gives the 
quantitative section of the Scholastic Aptitude Test 
(the SAT) to kids who, theoretically, are way too 
young to take it. Children who score at least 700 (on 
a 200 to 800 scale) are defined as "highly gifted." 
In the early 1980s, highly gifted boys identified 
by the SMPY outnumbered girls 13 to 1. By 2005, 
this ratio had plummeted to 2.8 to 1. 19 That's a big 
change. 

Being highly gifted is, I imagine, rather nice, but 
at the risk of swelling the head of any research math
ematicians in top-ranked institutions who happen to 
be reading this book, they need to have made it onto 
the next rung of the giftedness ladder, and be "pro
foundly gifted." And here again-in this literally 



one-in-a-million category-there can be striking 
differences in female representation, depending on 
time, place, and cultural background. The Interna
tional Mathematical Olympiad (IMO) is a nine-hour 
exam, taken by six-person teams sent from up to 
ninety-five countries. The length of the exam is off
putting enough, but the six problems within it are 
also so difficult that every year just a few students 
(or sometimes even none) get a perfect score. We 
tend not to hear that much about math competitions 
(perhaps in part because, let's be honest, live tel
evised coverage of a nine-hour math exam would 
not make for compelling viewing). So it's prob
ably worth pointing out that these competitions are 
not female-free zones. Girls are among those who 
achieve perfect scores. Girls, like U.S. team mem
ber Sherry Gong, win medals for outstanding perfor
mance. Gong won a silver medal in the 2005 IMO 
and a gold medal in 2007. The girl can do math
and she's not alone. As the researchers point out, 
"numerous girls exist who possess truly profound 
ability in mathematical problem solving."20 

But an equally important insight from their 
analysis is what a difference where you come 
from makes for your chances of being identified 
and nurtured as a math whiz. Between 1998 and 
2008 no girls competed for Japan. But next door, 
seven girls competed for South Korea (which, by 
the way, ranks higher than Japan). A profoundly 
gifted young female mathematician in Slovakia 
has a five times greater chance of being included 
on the IMO team than her counterpart in the neigh
boring Czech Republic. (Again, Slovakia outper
forms the Czech Republic. I say this not to be 
competitive, but merely to show that teams with 
more girls have not been scraping the bottom of 
the barrel.) The ratio of female members on IMO 
teams among the top 34 participating countries 
ranges from none at all, to 1 in 4 (in Serbia and 
Montenegro). This is not random fluctuation, but 
evidence of "socio-cultural, educational, or other 
environmental factors" at work. 21 

In fact, we can see this very clearly even within 
North America. Being underrepresented on the IMO 
team, or the Mathematical Olympiad Summer Pro
gram (MOSP), is not, as you might assume, a girl 
problem. It's more subtle and interesting than that. 
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First of all, if you' re Hispanic, African American, or 
Native American, it matters not whether you have 
two X-chromosomes or one-you might as well 
give up now on any dreams of sweating for nine 
hours over some proofs. Then within girls, interest
ing patterns emerge. Asian American girls are not 
underrepresented, relative to their numbers in the 
population. But that doesn't mean that it's even sim
ply a white girl problem. Non-Hispanic white girls 
born in North America are sorely underrepresented: 
there are about twenty times fewer of them on IMO 
teams than you'd expect based on their numbers in 
the population, and they virtually never attend the 
highly selective MOSP. But this isn't the case for 
non-Hispanic white girls who were born in Europe, 
immigrants from countries like Romania, Russia, 
and the Ukraine, who manage on the whole to keep 
their end up when it comes to participating in these 
prestigious competitions and programs. The success 
of this group of women continues into their careers. 
These women are a hundred times more likely 
to make it into the math faculty of Harvard, MIT, 
Princeton, Stanford, or University of California
Berkeley than their native-born white counterparts. 
They do every bit as well as white males, relative to 
their numbers in the population. As the researchers 
conclude: 

Taken together, these data indicate that the scarcity 
of USA and Canadian girl IMO participants is 
probably due, in significant part, to socio-cultural 
and other environmental factors, not race or gender 
per se. These factors likely inhibit native-born 
white and historically underrepresented minority 
girls with exceptional mathematical talent from 
being identified and nurtured to excel in math
ematics. Assuming environmental factors inhibit 
most mathematically gifted girls being raised in 
most cultures in most countries at most times from 
pursuing mathematics to the best of their ability, 
we estimate the lower bound on the percentage 
of children with IMO medal-level mathematical 
talent who are girls to be in the 12%-24% range 
[i.e., the levels seen in countries like Serbia and 
Montenegro] .... In a gender-neutral society, the 
real percentage could be significantly higher; how
ever, we currently lack ways to measure it.22 

\ 
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That's a lot of squandered talent, and among 
boys, too. As the researchers acknowledge, the 
data they collected can't answer the question of 
whether females-in a perfectly gender-equal 
environment-could match (or, why not be bold, 
perhaps even surpass) males in math. But the 
gender gap is narrowing all the time, and shows that 
mathematical eminence is not fixed, or hardwired or 
intrinsic, but is instead responsive to cultural factors 
that affect the extent to which mathematical talent 
is identified and nurtured, or passed over, stifled, or 
suppressed in males and females. 

And so this is all good news for Lawrence 
Summers, who said that he "would far prefer to 
believe something else" than the "unfortunate 
truth" that, in part, "differing variances" lie behind 
women's underrepresentation in science. 23 And 
for Pinker, too, who warned Summers' detractors 
that "[h]istory tells us that how much we want 
to believe a proposition is not a reliable guide as 
to whether it is true."24 Evidence for the malle
ability of the gender gap in ability and achieve
ment is there. And this is important because, as 
we learned in the first part of the book, it makes 
a difference what we believe about difference. 
Stanford University's psychologist Carol Dweck 
and her colleagues have discovered that what you 
believe about intellectual ability-whether you 
think it's a fixed gift, or an earned quality that can 
be developed-makes a difference to your behav
ior, persistence, and performance. Students who 
see ability as fixed-a gift-are more vulnerable 
to setbacks and difficulties. And stereotypes, 
as Dweck rightly points out, "are stories about 
gifts-about who has them and who doesn't."25 

Dweck and her colleagues have shown that when 
students are encouraged to see math ability as 
something that grows with effort-pointing out, 
for example, that the brain forges new connec
tions and develops better ability every time they 
practice a task-grades improve and gender gaps 
diminish (relative to groups given control inter
vention). 26 The Greater Male Variability hypoth
esis, of course, endorses the view that very great 
intellectual ability is indeed a fixed trait, a gift 
bestowed almost exclusively on men. Add a little 
talk of women's insufficient white matter volumes, 

or their plump corpora callosa, and the ingredients 
for a self-fulfilling prophecy are all in place. 

The sensitivity of the mind to neuroscientific 
claims about difference raises ethical concerns.27 

A recent study by University of Exeter psycholo
gist Thomas Morton and his colleagues asked one 
group of participants to read the kind of passage 
that is the bread-and-butter of a certain type of pop
ular gender science book. It presented essentialist 
theories-that gender differences in thinking and 
behavior are biological, stable, and immutable
as scientifically established facts. A second group 
read a similar article, but one in which the claims 
were presented as being under debate in the scien
tific community. The "fact" article led people to 
more strongly endorse biological theories of gender 
difference, to be more confident that society treats 
women fairly, and to feel less certain that the gender 
status quo is likely to change. It also left men rather 
more cavalier about discriminatory practices: com
pared with men who read the "debate" article, they 
agreed more with statements like, "If I would work 
in a company where my manager preferred hiring 
men to women, I would privately support him," and 
"If I were a manager in a company myself, I would 
believe that more often than not, promoting men 
is a better investment in the future of the company 
than promoting women." They also felt better about 
themselves-a small consolation indeed to women, 
I think you'll agree. 

Interestingly, for men who tend to the view that 
sex discrimination is a thing of the past, the appeal 
of essentialist research is enhanced by evidence that 
the gender gap is closing, Morton and his colleagues 
also found. Participants were asked to rate research 
that investigated the genetic basis of sex differences 
in mouse brains, as well as claiming that similar fac
tors may underlie psychological gender differences 
in humans. Beforehand they read an article, sup
posedly from a national newspaper, arguing either 
that gender inequality was stable, or closing. After 
reading about women's gains these men more read
ily agreed that "this type of research should con
tinue, deserved more funding, was good for society, 
represented the facts about gender differences, and 
made a major contribution to understanding human 
nature."28 



Taken together, Morton's findings suggest that 
women's gains will, in certain quarters, increase 
demand for essentialist research. As this research 
trickles back into society, people will turn away 
from social and structural explanations of gender 
difference. They will give up on the idea of further 
social change. And, to help the belief in the inevita
bility of inequality come true, workplace discrimi
nation against women will increase. 

It is, I think, time to raise the bar when it comes 
to the interpretation and communication of sex dif
ferences in the brain. How long, exactly, do we need 
to learn from the mistakes of the past? 

As we've seen, speculating about sex differences 
from the frontiers of science is not a job for the faint
hearted who hate to get it wrong. So far, the items on 
that list of brain differences that are thought to explain 
the gender status quo have always, in the end, been 
crossed off.29 But before this happens, speculation 
becomes elevated to the status of fact, especially in 
the hands of some popular writers. Once in the public 
domain these supposed facts about male and female 
brains become part of the culture, often lingering on 
well past their best-by dates. Here, they reinforce and 
legitimate the gender stereotypes that interact with 
our minds, helping to create the very gender inequali
ties that the neuroscientific claims seek to explain.30 
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Trans Identities and Contingent Masculinities: 
Being Tombois in Everyday Practice 

Evelyn Blackwood (2009) 

Tombois in West Sumatra, Indonesia, are female
bodied individuals who lay claim to the social cate
gory "man," by which I mean the ideologically domi
nant conception of manhood that circulates through 
much of Indonesia. In speaking of themselves as men, 
tombois state that they not only dress and act like 
men but that they physically embody masculinity as 
well. One tomb01 told me,--.~ way 
they walk, like a guy, and the way they talk, which is 
coarser and more firm [than women's speech]." Yet, 
their self-positioning as men is not uncomplicated. 
Despite articulating a sense of self that they consider 
to be nearly the same as other men's, tombois take up 
different subject positions in different spaces, engag
ing with and reproducing a version of femininity when 
they move within family and community spaces. 

Tombois, whose gender expression exceeds or 
transgresses normative gender categories, may be 
included in the category of transgender people, if 
"transgender" is defined broadly, following Susan 
Stryker, as "an umbrella term that refers to all iden
tities or practices that cross over, cut across, move 
between, or otherwise queer socially constructed 
sex/gender binaries."1 However, the word "transgen
der" is not a term that tombois I interviewed use for 
themselves; it began to circulate as an adopted term 
in lesbi and ga)i(the Indonesian terms) activisfcom
munities in Indop.esia only since ffieJate 1990s. 
~This- article focuses on a group of tombois in 

Padang, West Sumatra. The city of Padang, with 
a population of over 700,000 in 2000, is neither a 
global metropolis nor a nonmetropolitan area, which 
makes it an intriguing site to study global sexuali
ties.2 Although I focus on tombois in a particular 
locale in Indonesia, I am not making any claims that 
they are representative of all tombois in West Suma
tra or Indonesia. 

Several excellent studies in Southeast and East 
Asia document the nuances and complexities 
of masculinities among such female-bodied 
individuals, who identify variously as hunters, toms, 
tombois, TBs, and butches. The English-derived 
terms speak to the influence of global LGBT signi
fiers, but these masculine subjectivities are far from 
identical. Sharon Graham Davies classifies hunters, 
or calalai, in South Sulawesi, Indonesia, as a dis
tinct gender because they are female-bodied, but 
they do not identify as women nor do they aspire 
to be men. Megan Sinnott argues that toms in Thai
land are transgendered females who strategically 
appropriate and manipulate cultural stereotypes of 
Thai masculinity and emergent sexualities to create 
a hybrid form of masculinity. Older butches whom 
Saskia E. Wieringa studied in Jakarta, Indonesia, 
refer to themselves as men and see themselves as 
possessing a male soul in a female body.3 The ver
sions of masculinity represented in these studies 
point to the complexities of each situation; they 
highlight the asymmetrical reception of global and 
national discourses that produces not homogeneous 
national or international queer identities but a pleth
ora of dynamic subjectivities that exceed any simple 
categorization. 

( 

TOMBOIS PRAXIS AND 
SELF-UNDERSTANDING 

In research for this project in Indonesia, ... I met 
twenty-eight individuals, who were either tombois 
or girlfriends of tombois, and formally interviewed 
sixteen (eight tombois and eight girlfriends). These 
girlfriends, whom I also refer to as "femmes," 
identify as normatively gendered women who are 
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attracted to men. These individuals came from a name, met me at h/er family's business and then 
range of socioeconomic backgrounds, from quite took me to h/er mother's house, which was off the 
poor to well-to-do, although most were of average main road in a small group of houses nestled next to 
means. Their education levels ranged from middle rice fields. Dedi was dressed in h/er typical men's 
school to high school; most, but not all, were attire and appeared to be quite comfortable around 
Muslim. Their ages spanned the late teens to early h/er family. Hier mother and older sister had pre-
thirties; the average age in 2004 was closer to thirty. pared the meal for us without Dedi' s assistance. S/ 
Using friendship networks to make contacts meant he and h/er close friend, Tommi, carried the food to 
that most of the individuals I eventually met were of the half-finished house next door where we ate. On 
the same age cohort. Further, most of the tombois this occasion as well as other times when I visited 
I interviewed belonged to two groups of friends. Dedi at home or at the family business, I saw no 
Members of each group spent time together and had change in Dedi's appearance, although her behavior 
been friends, in some cases, from when they were was more tempered in front of h/er elders. 
in middle and high school. They had developed The tombois I interviewed explained that~ 
and negotiated their identities together and relleC:l haY!Llhe same privileges as their brothers in terms 
on el!_c!i_otlierfor-kllowfodg~-~~~ut being_~()IJl~~s. of mobility and autonomy. In fact, their move-
One tomboi in particular provided several of the ment in public (men's) spaces helped to confirm 
key stories in this article, but h/er4 experiences and their masculinity. Dedi said, "My family doesn't 
self-positioning were echoed in the interviews I restrict me. I'm free to hang out with whomever I 
conducted with other tombois. want. At home I'm the only one who has this much 

First I examine tombois' practices of masculin- freedom." In this statements/he contrasts h/erself 
ity in the context of family and community spaces; with h/er unmarried sister and sickly brother. 
then I move to the contexts in which tombois per- Tommi, who also lived at h/er family home, told 
form some version of femininity. Tombois gener- me, "Since I was little I hung out with guys so 
ally had close relationships with their natal families. my family understands that I'm more like a guy. 
Most of them lived in the same residences with their After high school I wasgrVen myrreedom becalise 
parents or kin and maintained close ties with mar- I promised to protect myself .... I can go out at 
ried and unmarried siblings. I use the word '@Jt.l"~ night, like guys do. And I can also sleep wher-
to indicate that Padang families extend beyond and ever I want to, like guys." Dedi said that h/er habit 
encompass more than parents and children, usually of sleeping "here and there," meaning at different 
comprising three generations linked by emotional, friends' houses, is one reason h/er family recog-
economic, and lineal ties. Several of the tombois nizes h/er as a tomboi. Sal, who is in h/er early 
worked with close kin in family businesses; most twenties and has a room at h/er maternal aunt's 
relied on their families for access to jobs or financial house, commented, "I like my freedom and don't 
support to start businesses or purchase things such want to be tied down." S/he is often away from h/er 
as motorcycles. aunt's house visiting other tombois or at the local 

Despite the fact that kin thought of tombois coffee shop (warung). Tombois' abilities to move 
as female based on their knowledge of tombois' freely in space and to sleep wherever they want, 
physical bodies during the period when they were which are encoded as men's privile es, signify 
growing up, they did not force tombois to appear their mascu m· eu families' acknowledg-
iilfeminine attire within fanuhal spaces. The tom- __ ~ntofthatt ;:;m;-;;a~sc;icuilTVmm1iryv.--------
bois whom I visited at their homes did not change - /,_ Tombo!S'iiarrat1vesunderscore the attributes that 
their appearance around family but wore the same :. are associated with men. When asked to talk about 
clothes they always wore: pants, T-shirts, belts, and )themselves, tombois laid claim to men's feelings, 
shoes, common attire for young men. The first time · characteristics (sifat), spirit/soul (jiwa), actions 
I was invited to eat at Dedi's house, however, I was (tingkah laku), and appearance (penampilan). They 
not sure what to expect. Dedi, which is not h/er real · described masculine behaviors that are typical for 

f 
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young men, including ~rinking, ~irlg, and 
st~ late without super\riSi(?p. Robi, one of 
the tombois, said~''There is no difference between 
me and other men"; Tommi said that s/he does not 
see anything womanly in h/erself. Tombois feel that 
they possess the characteristics associated with men 
and convey these characteristics through what they 
do. They talked about being in men's spaces at night 
without fear of physical or sexual violence. One of 
the girlfriends' comments about tombois' behavior 
makes this point dearly: "But those [tombois], 
they're not afraid, they're very tough (jantan sekali). 
They look (tampilannya) just like guys. People don't 
know if they're guys or not, and they act so tough, 
other guys are afraid of them. So they're not afraid 
to go out at night at all." For tombois, their ability to 
handle themselves in public spaces is proof of their 
status as men. 

Through their day-to-day activities, tombois 
perform masculinity within and across household, 
community, and public spaces. I use performance 
in Judith Butler's sense of practices expressed in 
bodily gestures, movements, and styles, through 
which gendered meanings are constructed.5 

Tombois' performance does more than put into 
effect what it names (masculinity); it attaches 
masculinity to what tombois consider to be, and 
what is culturall read as, a female body. John
son's~ theo suggests that performance not 
only enunciates a self for others to interpret, give 
meaning to, or impose meaning on, it also has "the 
potential to transform one's view of self in relation 
to the world." By performing masculinity, tombois 
enunciate a self that comes to be recognized by 
themselves arid their families. It is not through 
discursive claims that tombois are recognized as 
such, because tombois do not speak about their 
gendered selves to family; their performance of 
proper masculinity creates a space for them within 
the family context. As Tommi told me, "My 
family trusts me not to get in trouble. If I'm out at 
night, they know I can protect myself and would 
not embarrass them." Although the movements 
of unmarried women are closely monitored by 
their families as a way to protect their reputation, 
to~bois' abilities.JQE._avigate public and masculine 
sp~ia Laki:.lak4-withouLproblems helps to 

confirm for their families that their performance of 
'-- -~ 

masculinity is fitting and permissible. 

HETEROSEXUAL MARRIAGE EXPECTATIONS 

Despite the legitimacy tombois have within family 
spaces, they face certain obstacles in enacting their 
masculinity. Although they see themselves, as they 
say in their own words, "the same as men," at the 
same time cultural understandings of female bodies 
situate them somewhat precariously within the 
social category "man," b~ause the_A.ominant ~n
der ideology in Indonesia equates sex with gender. 

Tombois' kin may respond to and treat them as 
men in many ways but they retain knowledge of 
tombois' female bodies by virtue of having raised 
them or having grown up with them. 

Tombois' everyday performance of masculinity 
does not erase for their kin the gendered expectations 
assigned to female bodies, in particular the duty to 
marry a man and bear children .... Becoming a wife 
(or husband) is necessary to fulfill familial duties 
and obligations as well as to gain the full respect of 
society and national belonging. 

Consequently, families seek to provide marriage 
partners for their tomboi daughters in the only way 
that they understand: by finding husbands for them. 
According to Boellstorff, many Indonesian lesbians 
and gays have no opposition to marriage, finding it 
"a source of meaning and pleasure allowing them to 
enjoy homosexual relationships while pleasing their 
parents ... "6 For tombois, however, !!!-arriage is the 
most troubling challenge to their positionality as 
men. Mamage places therilirrevocably iiftllesoclal 
~ory "woman" and forces them to constantly 
perform a feminine gender as a consequence of 
having husbands and in-laws. The prospect of tom
bois marrying evoked the strongest reactions from 
Dayan, one of the tombois, who asserted that it was 
just wrong for a tomboi to marry a man .... Efforts 
by families in Padang to marry off their tomboi 
daughters were met with varying degrees of resist
ance. Tombois I interviewed understood that their 
families would be ashamed (mah) if they did not 
marry, yet most tombois that I knew told me stories 
about finding ways to put off marriage indefinitely. 
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A "WOMAN" AT HOME 

Although expectations of marriage create the 
greatest problems for tombois and are consciously 
resisted, it is not the only instance in family space 
in which expectations associated with femininity 
and female bodies recall their culturally designated 
sex/gender. In the context of everyday life with their 
families, tombois I interviewed accommodated kin 
expectations by engaging with ;md reproducing 
femininity to a certain extent despite presenting 
themseives as men. In these instances, tombo1s do 
not in~ist on a proper performance of masculinity. 

Dedi was talking about h/er family one day and 
commented that at h/er mother's house, s/he is "a 
woman at home" (wanita di rumali). Struck by that 
comment, which I thought was so out of character 
for a tomboi, I asked h/er to explain what s/he 
meant. Qedi said it means " eminine duties 
around the h_o . hes sweemg, 
keeping my room clean." At the same time that 
D'ed1 1s careful to perl'Orm some feminine tasks, sf 
he is not just like other women at home, because 
there are limits to what s/he feels comfortable doing. 
When I asked h/er if h/er feminine duties included 
cooking or washing clothes, she said, "No. I won't 
do that." In West Sumatra, the mantra of woman
hood, as told repeatedly to me, is "a woman cooks, 
sews, and takes care of her husband and family." In 
light of this expectation, Dedi's lack of knowledge 
about cooking would not be interpreted simply as 
lack of interest or ability but as lack of femininity. 
Dedi proudly told me thats/he is asked to do repair 
work and painting around the house, which are con
sidered men's jobs. 

The care taken at home to perform some feminine 
practices and to hide those practices that are not 
considered appropriate for women is meant to show 
respect for and preserve relationships with families. 
In recounting these stories Dedi never suggested that 
s/he felt burdened or angered by the need to con
ceal h/er masculme benav1ors. By being-"a-woman 
a~~e was able to maintain a 
good relationship with h/er mother. Dedi's story is 
indicative of the feelings expressed by other tom
bois I interviewed. Tombois asserted the importance 
of upholding kin expectations to a c~gree 

b~ to family and kin carry 
a great deal of weight. In Indonesia, kin ties pro
vide individuals with a social identity and sense of 
belonging that they rely on throughout their lives. In 
addition, kjn are a source of emotional and financial 
~upport, paving th~ way for ftttl:lfe gpportunities by 
paying for education. extending loans, and helping 
1ind jobs. To act in a way that would create a rift 
betWeen oneself and one's family is neither advis
able nor acceptable. Thus, couched within the con
text of maintaining good relations at home, Dedi acts 
in ways that are congruent with h/er concerns about 
family and kin. 

By acting with restraint and politeness within the 
house, Dedi demonstrates respect for h/er mother, 
as would be expected of a daughter. Dedi's feelings 
of respect and loyalty are expressed materially 
by washing dishes, keeping h/er room clean, and 
sweeping floors, duties that sons typically would 
not perform. At the same time, h/er refusal to 
perform certain tasks, such as cooking, which would 
position h/er uncomfortably as a woman, suggests 
that a feminine performance can only be taken so 
far, beyond which it begins to seriously challenge 
h/er masculine subject position. Hier relationship 
with h/er family is managed by maintaining some 
aspects of femininity, while refusing others. Like 
Dedi, tombois perform a version of feminin
ity within household space, taking on some tasks 
that are considered feminine and avoiding certain 
markers of masculine behavior, such as smoking. In 
other words, tombois' actions at home speak to the 
co~tingeney of their subject positions. 

L ~JOL 
'!.-

VERSIONS OF FEMININITY IN COMMUNITY 
SPACE 

Tombois' performance of femininity extends to 
their immediate surroundings, which I have called 
community space. This space is interspersed with 
kin and long-time acquaintances who knew tombois 
when they were growing up and attending school 
in girls' uniforms. As in household spaces, tombois 
present a complex positionality in community spaces 
that both calls on their masculinity and recalls their 
female bodies. 
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Dedi is friends with many of the men who come 
to the family business wheres/he and other family 
members work. S/he talks to them easily and at 
length, unlike h/er unmarried sister, who is polite 
and courteous to male customers but spends little 
time in conversation with them. When asked why 
s/he has more freedom than women, Dedi said, "If 
a woman hangs out with guys, people will s e 
is a , ut or tom ms, they understand. They say 
if'Siiatural-of course a toffib01 has men friends. 
Nobody is bothered by that." According to Dedi, 
even the wives of married men are unconcerned 
about their husbands spending time with tombois, 
the implication being that because s/he is a tomboi, 
wives do not perceive h/er as a potential threat to 
their marriage in the way that they would if s/he 
were a woman. Dedi said that many of the men 
confide (curhat) in h/er. "They even ask me about 
their pr2blems yvith girlfriends-what do I think 
about this or that girl. Because, you know, I'm a 
female too, so of course I would know more about 
women." During this conversation, Dedi asserts 
the naturalness of h/er interactions with other men, 
which is corroborated by others around h/er. Yet 
Dedi suggests at the same time that s/he has a better 
understanding of women than men do, which s/he 
attributes to h/er female body and h/er consequent 
knowledge of what girls are like. ~s 
h/er female body as part of h/erself ivin voice to 
a tura ex ec at1on t at female bodies roduce 
female ways of knowing. Having a female body 
then is not seen as a contradiction of her mascu
linity but as part of h/er self, h/er experiences, and 
h/er understanding of the world. 

Despite their masculine appearance and behavior, 
tombois are constantly reminded of their female 
b.odies as they interact with others in coffiiiiilli.ity 
spaces. Terms of address used in conversation in 
Indonesia are based on the age, sex, and status of both 
~. effectively slotting people into gendered 
categories. People tend to employ gender-marked 
kin terms when addressing acquaintances or close 
friends, bringing an idiom of sibling relationships 
and seniority into their interactions. 7 Ro bi mentioned 
to me that s/he is called aunt by h/er younger kin. 
Dedi is called Aunt Di (tante Di) by younger kin 
and "older sister" (uni) by customers at h/er family 

business. Tommi is called ~· at work. Because 
some family members.-use~er nickname, Tomboi, 
or call h/er "~her" (uda), I asked h/er why 
s/he was addressed like that arwork. S/he said sim
pl "Because it's the workplace." By calling her 

the employee marked Tommi as a woman, 
h s/he did not contest, despite the fact that as 

a manager, Tomilli might have been addressed by 
other terms. These gendered terms of address mark 
tombois as women and tip off casual bystanders 
who hear them being addressed that way. 

Within community space, where interactions 
with kin and close acquaintances are frequent, 
tombois are likely to be called on as kinswomen, 
marking not only their gender but also their sex, 
according to Indonesian understandings of sex/gen
der as a unitary construct. Because of the presence 
of kin and acquaintances in this space, tombois are 
unwilling to demand male terms of address; in fact, 
they do not find it important to do so. Robi shrugged 
off the apparent inconsistency by saying, "It doesn't 
matter. At home we have to follow the rules." For 
Tommi, being called l Toi i~xpected and unprob
lematic atwork. Similarly, one of the calalai Davies 
i~d "it is not really important" whether 
s/he is called Miss or Mister. 8 In everyday prac
tice, terms of address invoke ties of kinship based 
on the cultural nexus between sex and gender, thus 
reminding tombois of their female bodies. Those 
terms are considered unproblematic, because they 
reflect and substantiate one's kinship and solidarity 
with family and community, a position that produces 
a sense of well-being through relationality. The 
reminder of their female bodies is also a reminder of 
the security kinship offers. 

TOMBOIS, TRANS IDENTITIES, 
AND CONTINGENT MASCULINITIES 

The awareness of tombois' female bodies that is 
shared by their kin and community carries with it 
certain consequences for tombois. Within house
hold and community spaces, tombois' female bodies 
are~ .upon by familY_ members and recalled _!>y 
.tomb.oii. ·Despite positioning themselves as men, 
tombois manifest particular practices congruent with 
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those spaces and accede to certain interpretations and 
cultural expectations that are attached to female bod
ies. The femininity a tomboi invokes at home and in 
community spaces suggests that tomboi masculinity 
is a contingent masculinity that takes into account 
the culturally dictated positioning attached to female 
bodies and the material effects of that positioning. 

Tombois I interviewed demonstrated their mas
culinity through everyday practices, as well as in 
their dress, appearance, posture, and language; 
but in certain contexts they performed a version 
of femininity when expectations of filial duty and 
proper womanhood were unavoidable. Not only did 
tombois consciously hide certain masculine behav
iors, such as smoking, to avoid bringing shame to 
their families, but they also permitted themselves 
to be read as women within household and commu
nity spaces. Actions within family and community 
spaces pointed to the context specificity of tomboi 
praxis. Although tombois saw themselves "the same 
as men," thereby defining themselves in accordance 
with dominant gender norms, family and community 
spaces required other practices that expressed femi
ninity as well as masculinity. Social relations of kin
ship and family connected tombois with discourses 
of femininity. Because subjects are embedded in 
multiple social relations, these relations provided 
the meaning and offered the efficacy that tombois 
attained as intelligibly gendered beings. 

By identifying tq_rnooi?-masc.u.linit~'--as_gmtin
~nt masculinity, I am not suggesting that it is a par
tial masculinity or an intermediate gender identity. 
Tombois' masculinity is one of many versions of 
masculinity in Southeast Asia that transgresses nor
m~tegeries ofO:'weman" and "man," intllls 
case through an explicit referral to and performance 
of feminine and masculine behaviors. Tombois also 
strategically manipulated cultural gender codes of 
femininity to create space for themselves and their 
partners. Tombois spoke of having female bodies 
and doing feminine things while at the same time 
they declared that they were the "same as" or ')ust 
like" men. By situating tombois' masculinity as 
contingent, I offer a concept of trans identities that 
takes into account the social relations and cultural 
frameworks within which people live and make 
sense of their self-understandings. 
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What's Up with Boys? 
Michael Kimmel and Christina Hoff Sommers (2013) 

When it comes to education, are boys the new 
girls? Are they facing more discrimination than 
their female peers, just because they are sexually 
different? According to recent studies, boys score 
as well as or better than girls on most standardized 
tests, yet they are far less likely to get good grades, 
take advanced classes or attend college. We asked 
Michael Kimmel and Christina Hoff Sommers to 
hash this one through in HuffPost's latest "Let's 
Talk" feature. 

Michael: Christina, I was really impressed with 
your recent op-ed in the Times. 

The first edition of your book, The War Against 
Boys: How Misguided Policies Are Harming Our 
Young Men, came out in 2000. Maybe I've optimis
tically misread, but it seemed to me that the change 
in your subtitle from "misguided feminism" (2000) 
to "misguided policies" indicates a real shift in your 
thinking? Does it? What's changed for boys in the 
ensuing decade? Have things gotten worse? Why 
revise it now? And what's changed for feminism 
that it's no longer their fault that boys are continuing 
to fall behind? 

Christina: Thank you Michael. I am delighted 
you liked the op-ed. Boys need allies these days, 
especially in the academy. Yes, I regret the subtitle 
of the first edition was "How Misguided Feminism 
is Harming Our Young Men." My emphasis was on 
misguided-I did not intend to indict the historical 
feminist movement, which I have always seen 
as one of the great triumphs of our democracy. 

But some readers took the book to be an attack on 
feminism itself, and my message was lost on them. 
Indeed, many dismissed the book as culture war 
propaganda. In the new edition (to be published 
this summer), I have changed the subtitle and 
sought to make a clear distinction between the 
humane and progressive feminist movement and 
a few hard-line women's lobbying groups who 
have sometimes thwarted efforts to help boys. 
I have also softened the tone: the problem of male 
underachievement is too serious to get lost in stale 
cultural debates of the 1990s. 

Groups like the American Association of U niver
sity Women and the National Women's Law Center 
continue to promote a girls-are-victims narrative 
and sometimes advocate policies harmful to boys. 
But it is now my view that boys have been harmed 
by many different social trends and there is plenty of 
blame to go round These trends include the decline 
of recess, punitive zero-tolerance policies, myths 
about armies of juvenile "super-predators" and a 
misguided campaign against single-sex schooling. 
As our schools become more feelings-centered, 
risk-averse, competition-free and sedentary, they 
have moved further and further from the character
istic sensibilities of boys. 

What has changed since 2000? Back then almost 
no one was talking about the problem of male dis
engagement from school. Today the facts are well
known and we are already witnessing the alarming 
social and economic consequences. (Have a look at 
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a recent report from the Harvard Graduate School 
of Education-"Pathways to Prosperity"-about 
the bleak economic future of inadequately educated 
young men.) The problem of school disengagement 
is most serious among boys of color and white boys 
from poor backgrounds-but even middle-class 
white boys have fallen behind their sisters. My new 
book focuses on solutions. 

The recent advances of girls and young women 
in school, sports, and vocational opportunities are 
cause for deep satisfaction. But I am persuaded we 
can address the problems of boys without under
mining the progress of women. This is not a zero
sum contest. Most women, including most feminist 
women, do not see the world as a Manichean strug
gle between Venus and Mars. We are all in this 
together. The current plight of boys and young men 
is, in fact, a women's issue. Those boys are our 
sons; they are the people with whom our daughters 
will build a future. If our boys are in trouble, so are 
we all. 

Now I have a question for you, Michael. In the 
past, you seem to have sided with a group of gender 
scholars who think we should address the boy prob
lem by raising boys to be more like girls. Maybe I 
am being overly optimistic, but does your praise for 
my New York Times op-ed indicate a shift in your 
own thinking? 

Michael: Not at all. I'm not interested in rais
ing boys to be more like girls any more than I want 
girls to be raised more like boys. The question itself 
assumes that there is a way to raise boys that is dif
ferent from the way we raise girls. To me this is ste
reotypic thinking. I want to raise our children to be 
themselves, and I think that one of the more won
derful components of feminism was to critique that 
stereotype that all girls are supposed to act and dress 
in one way and one way only. Over the past several 
decades, girls have reduced the amount of gender 
policing they do to each other: for every "You are 
such a slut," a young woman is now equally likely 
to hear "You go girl!" (Note: I am not saying one 
has replaced the other; this is not some either/or, 
but a both/and.) The reforms initiated in the 1970s 
for girls-Title IX, STEM programs-have been 
an incontesible success. We agree there, I think
and also that we need to pay attention also to boys, 

because many are falling behind (though not upper
and middle-class white boys as much, as you rightly 
point out.) 

I think cultural definitions of masculin
ity are complex and often offer boys contradic
tory messages. Just as there are parts that may be 
unhealthy-never crying or showing your feelings, 
winning at all costs, etc.-there are also values asso
ciated with manhood such as integrity, honor, doing 
the right thing, speaking truth to power, that are not 
of "redeemable" but important virtues. I wouldn't 
want to get rid of them in some wholesale "Etch-a
Sketch" redefinition. 

Our disagreement, I think, comes from what we 
see as the source of that falling behind. My inter
views with over 400 young men, aged 6-26, in 
Guyland, showed me that young men and boys are 
constantly and relentlessly policed by other guys, 
and pressured to conform to a very narrow defini
tion of masculinity by the constant spectre of being 
called a fag or gay. So if we're going to really 
intervene in schools to ensure that boys succeed, I 
believe that we have to empower boys' resilience in 
the face of this gender policing. What my interviews 
taught me is that many guys believe that academic 
disengagement is a sign of their masculinity. There
fore, re-engaging boys in school requires that we 
enable them to reconnect educational engagement 
with manhood. 

My question to you: In your essay, you list 
a few reforms to benefit boys, that strike me as 
unproblematic, such as recess, and some that seem 
entirely regressive, like single-sex classes in public 
schools or single-sex public schools. Is your educa
tional vision of the future-a return to schools with 
separate entrances for boys and girls-a return to 
the past? 

Christina: I hereby declare myself opposed to 
separate entrances for boys and girls at school. And I 
agree that we should raise children to be themselves. 
But that will often mean respecting their gender. 
Increasingly, little boys are shamed and punished 
for the crime of being who they are. The typical, joy
ful play of young males is "rough and tumble" play. 
There is no known society where little boys fail to 
evince this behavior (girls do it too, but far less). 
In many schools, this characteristic play of little 
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boys is no longer tolerated. Intrusive and intolerant 
adults are insisting "tug of war" be changed to "tug 
of peace"; games such as tag are being replaced with 
"circle offriends"-in which no one is ever out. Just 
recently, a seven-year-old Colorado boy named Alex 
Evans was suspended from school for throwing an 
imaginary hand grenade at "bad guys" so he could 
"save the world." Play is the basis of learning. And 
boys' superhero play is no exception. Researchers 
have found that by allowing "bad guy" play, chil
dren's conversation and imaginative writing skills 
improved. Mary Ellin Logue (University of Maine) 
and Hattie Harvey (University of Denver) ask an 
important question: "If boys, due to their choices 
of dramatic play themes, are discouraged from dra
matic play, how will this affect their early language 
and literacy development and their engagement in 
school?" 

You seem to think that single-sex education is 
"regressive." This tells me that you may not have 
been keeping up with new developments. Take a 
close look at what is going on at the Irma Rangel 
Young Women's Leadership School and the Barack 
Obama Male Leadership Academy in Dallas. There 
are hundreds of similar programs in public schools 
around the country and they are working wonders 
with boys and girls. Far from representing a "return 
to the past," these schools are cutting edge. 

An important new study by three University 
of Pennsylvania researchers looked at single-sex 
education in Seoul, Korea. In Seoul, until 2009, 
students were randomly assigned to single-sex and 
coeducational schools; parents had little choice on 
which schools their children attended. After con
trolling for other variables such as teacher quality, 
student-teacher ratio, and the proportion of students 
receiving lunch support, the study found significant 
advantages in single-sex education. The students 
earned higher scores on their college entrance 
exams and were more likely to attend four-year col
leges. The authors describe the positive effects as 
"substantial." With so many boys languishing in our 
schools, it would be reckless not to pay attention to 
the Dallas academies and the Korean school study. 
No one is suggesting these schools be the norm
but they may be an important part of the solution to 
male underachievement. For one thing, they seem 

to meet a challenge you identify: connecting male 
educational engagement with manhood. 

Finally, a word about Title IX, which you call an 
"incontestable success." Tell that to all the young 
men who have watched their swimming, diving, 
wrestling, baseball and gymnastic teams eliminated. 
Title IX was a visionary and progressive law; but 
over the years it has devolved into a quota regime. If 
a college's student body is 60 percent female, then 
60 percent of the athletes should be female-even if 
far fewer women than men are interested in playing 
sports at that college. Many athletic directors have 
been unable to attract the same proportions of 
women as men. To avoid government harassment, 
loss of funding, and lawsuits, they have simply 
eliminated men's teams. 

Michael, I think you focus too much on vague 
and ponderous abstractions such as "cultural defi
nitions of masculinity." Why not address the very 
real, concrete and harsh prejudice boys now face 
every day in our nation's schools? You speak of 
"empowering boys to resist gender policing." In my 
view, the most aggressive policing is being carried 
out by adults who seem to have ruled conventional 
masculinity out of order. 

Michael: Well, my earlier optimism seems 
somewhat misplaced; it's clear that you changed 
the subtitle, and want to argue that it's not a zero 
sum game-these give me hope. But then you 
characterize Title IX exactly as the zero sum game 
you say you no longer believe in. I think some of 
the reforms you suggest-increased recess, for 
example-are good for both boys and girls. Others, 
like reading more science fiction, seem to touch the 
surface, and then only very lightly. Some others, 
like single-sex schools strike me as, to use your 
favorite word, misguided. (There is little empirical 
evidence that the sex of a teacher has a demonstrable 
independent effect on educational outcomes.) It 
seems to me you mistake form for content. 

I'd rather my son go to a really great co-ed school 
than a really crappy single-sex one. (It happens 
that single-sex schools, whether at the secondary 
or tertiary level, are very resource-rich, with more 
teacher training and lower student-teacher ratios. 
Those things actually do matter.) It's not the form, 
Christina, but the content. 



And the content we need is to continue the 
reforms initiated by feminist women, reforms that 
suggested for the first time that one size doesn't fit 
all. They didn't change the "one size," and impose 
it on boys; they expanded the sizes. Those reforms 
would have us pay attention to differences among 
boys and differences among girls, which, it turns out, 
are far larger than any modest mean difference that 
you might find between males and females. You'd 
teach to the stereotype-that rambunctious roll-in
the-mud "boys will be boys" boy of which you are 
so fond-and not the mean, that is some center of 
the distribution. Teaching to the stereotype flattens 
the differences among boys, which will crush those 
boys who do not conform to that stereotype: the 
artistic ones, the musical ones, the soft-spoken ones, 
the ones who aren't into sports. 

If you'd actually talked to boys in your research, 
instead of criticizing Bill Pollack or Carol Gilligan, 
I think you'd see this. The incredible research by 
Niobe Way, for example, in her book Deep Secrets, 
shows that prior to adolescence, boys are emotionally 
expressive and connected in ways that will surprise 
you. Something happens to those exuberant, 
expressive, emotional boys in middle school or 
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so, and what happens to them is masculinity, the 
ideology of gender, which is relentlessly policed by 
other guys. 

In my more than 400 interviews with boys this 
was made utterly clear to me. I've done workshops 
with literally thousands of boys, and asked them 
about the meaning of manhood and where they get 
those ideas they have. The answer is overwhelming: 
it is other guys who police them, with the ubiquitous 
"that's so gay" and other comments. 

I've said this above, so I'll use my last word to 
reiterate. Boys learn that academic disengagement 
is a sign of their masculinity. If we want to re
engage boys in education, no amount of classroom 
tinkering and recess and science fiction reading is 
going to address that. We will need to enable boys to 
decouple the cultural definition of masculinity from 
academic disengagement. We need to acknowledge 
the vast differences among boys; their beauty lies in 
their diversity. We need to stop trying to force them 
into a stereotypic paradigm of rambunctiousness 
and let them be the individuals they are. And the 
really good research that talks to boys, all sorts of 
boys, suggests to me that they are waiting for us to 
do just that. 

R E A D N G 25 

When I Was Growing Up 
Nellie Wong (1981) 

I know nowthat once I longed to be white. 
How? you ask 
Let me tell you the ways. 

when I was growing up, people told me 
I was dark and I believed my own darkness 
in the mirror, in my soul, my own narrow vision 

when I was growing up, my sisters 
with fair skin got praised 
for their beauty, and in the dark 
I fell further, crushed between high walls 

when I was growing up, I read magazines 
and saw movies, blonde movie stars, white skin, 
sensuous lips and to be elevated, to become 

a woman, a desirable woman, I began to wear 
imaginary pale skin 

when I was growing up, I was proud 
of my English, my grammar, my spelling 
fitting into the group of small children 
smart Chinese children, fitting in, 
belonging, getting in line 
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when I was growing up and went to high 
school, 

I discovered the rich white girls, a few 
yellow girls, 

their imported cotton dresses, their 

cashmere sweaters, 
their curly hair and I thought that I too 

should have 
what these lucky girls had 

when I was growing up, I hungered 

for American food, American styles, 
coded: white and even to me, a child 

born of Chinese parents, being Chinese 

was feeling foreign, as limiting, 
was unAmerican 

when I was growing up and a white man 
wanted 

to take me out, I thought I was special, 

an exotic gardenia, anxious to fit 
the stereotype of an oriental chick 

when I was growing up, I felt ashamed 

of some yellow men, their small bones, 

their frail bodies, their spitting 
on the streets, their coughing, 

their lying in sunless rooms, 

shooting themselves in the arms 

when I was growing up, people would ask 

if I were Filipino, Polynesian, Portuguese. 

They named all colors except white, the shell 

of my soul, but not my dark, rough skin 

when I was growing up, I felt 
dirty. I thought that god 

made white people clean 
and no matter how much I bathed, 

I could not change, I could not shed 
my skin in the gray water 

when I was growing up, I swore 

I would run away to purple mountains, 

houses by the sea with nothing over 

my head, with space to breathe, 
uncongested with yellow people in an area 
called Chinatown, in an area I later learned 

was a ghetto, one of many hearts 
of Asian America 

I know now that once I longed to be white. 

How many more ways? you ask. 
Haven't I told you enough? 
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Through the Lens of Race: Black and White Women's 
Perceptions of Womanhood 

Isis H. Settles, Jennifer S. Pratt-Hyatt, and NiCole T. Buchanan (2008) 

Gender is socially constructed, and how women con
ceptualize their own gender is shaped by numerous 
factors, such as gender-role socialization, interpersonal 
interactions, media messages, and personal experi
ences as women (e.g., Abrams, 2003; Baker, 2005; 
Tenenbaum & Leaper, 2003; Witt, 1997). Some of 
these external forces and personal experiences may 
create similar perceptions of gender for women of dif
ferent backgrounds. Yet, women's perceptions of their 
gender reflect significant within-group heterogeneity 
(e.g., Abrams, 2003; Boisnier, 2003; Rederstorff, 

Buchanan, & Settles, 2007). One factor that may 
contribute to these differences is race. Specifically, 
socio-historical differences in Black and White 
women's options for work, family, and domestic 
labor, as well as experiences of discrimination and 
stereotyping, have created a set of race-related gen
der norms that are likely to influence how women 
from these groups perceive and value their own 
gender. Employing focus-group methodology to 
attain rich, detailed, qualitative data, we drew upon 
an intersectional theoretical framework to examine 
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how race influences Black and White women's per
ceptions of womanhood. 

CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF GENDER 
AND RACE 

Gender and race have sometimes been described 
as master statuses or superordinate groups that 
influence other group memberships and identities 
(Frable, Blackstone, & Scherbaum, 1990). As a 
result of the prominence and visibility of race and 
gender, individuals may be especially likely to think 
about themselves in terms of these groups (Cooley, 
1922; Deaux, Reid, Mizrahi, & Ethier, 1995; 
Frable, 1997; Mead, 1925), and others are likely to 
categorize and stereotype them based on their mem
bership in these groups (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990; 
Lott & Saxon, 2002). In addition to their impor
tance singly, gender and race intersect to place 
individuals into unique positions based on the com
bination of these groups (e.g., Black women, White 
men, Latina women; Crenshaw, 1995; Hurtado, 
1989; Settles, 2006). This joint social position is 
sometimes referred to as "ethgender" (Ransford & 
Miller, 1983) and is theorized to create experiences 
and perceptions that are distinct from those of indi
viduals with other combinations of group member
ships (Hurtado & Stewart, 1997). 

Further, individuals' understanding and experi
ence of one identity (e.g., gender) may be shaped 
by the context and experiences created by the other 
(e.g., race). For example, although both Black 
and White women may experience sexual harass
ment, Black women are more likely to experience 
sexual harassment that has a racial component 
(racialized sexual harassment; Buchanan, 2005; 
Buchanan & Ormerod, 2002). Another example of 
intersectionality is the finding that feminist attitudes 
buffered psychological outcomes for sexually har
assed White women, but exacerbated psychological 
outcomes for sexually harassed Black women 
(Rederstorff et al., 2007). Thus, we regard gender 
and race as often internalized group memberships 
(i.e., identities) that intersect in many ways; one way 
is that women's racial group membership creates a 
unique lens that informs how their gender is viewed. 

THE ROLE OF RACE IN WOMEN'S 
EXPERIENCE OF WOMANHOOD 

For all women, gender is devalued and ascribed a 
low status (Katz, Joiner, & Kwon, 2002; Kessler, 
Mickelson, & Williams, 1999) and such experiences 
can impact one's own value and perception of wom
anhood (e.g., feminist consciousness, internalized 
sexism; Schmitt, Branscombe, Kobrynowicz, & 
Owen, 2002). As a result, women of different ethnic 
backgrounds may face similar forms of gender
based mistreatment, such as gender discrimination 
and sexism. For example, research has found that 
Black and White women report similar experiences 
of sexist treatment (Lott, Asquith, & Doyon, 2001) 
and pay inequity compared to men (U.S. Depart
ment of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2006). 
Overt sexism, in which women are expected to 
adhere to traditional gender roles, persists, and 
subtle forms that tend to discount the existence of 
gender inequality may be increasing (Click & Fiske, 
1997, 2001; Swim, Aikin, Hall, & Hunter, 1995). 
The ambiguity and subtlety of modem-day sexism 
may present additional challenges to women by 
creating uncertainty about whether they have been 
the target of mistreatment. 

These and other types of gender-based mistreat
ment of women are prevalent. For example, a large 
national study found that 48% of women attributed 
their perceived daily discriminatory experiences to 
their gender (Kessler et al., 1999). Similarly, studies 
suggest that at least 50% of women will experience 
sexual harassment (i.e., unwanted sex-related behav
iors and comments; Fitzgerald, 1996) during college 
and their working lives (Fitzgerald & Shullman, 1993; 
Huerta, Cortina, Pang, Torges, & Magley, 2006; 
Hies, Hauserman, Schwochau, & Stibal, 2003; Paludi 
& Paludi, 2003). Because gender-based experiences 
such as sexism, discrimination, sexual harassment, 
and rape are associated with numerous psychological 
well-being and job and/or academic outcomes (e.g., 
Buchanan & Fitzgerald, 2008; Fitzgerald, Drasgow, 
Hulin, Gelfand, & Magley, 1997; Gutner, Rizvi, 
Monson, & Resick, 2006; Settles, Cortina, Malley, & 
Stewart, 2006), they are likely to affect profoundly 
how women see themselves, regardless of whether 
they have been directly targeted. 
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Although Black and White women are both 
devalued on the basis of their gender, double 
jeopardy theory (Beal, 1970; King, 1988) suggests 
that Black women may face additional challenges 
because their race is also devalued. This double mar
ginalization of Black women makes them targets 
of both sexism and racism (Hurtado, 1989; King, 
1988; Perkins, 1983; Reid & Comas-Diaz, 1990; 
Smith & Stewart, 1983; St. Jean & Feagin, 1997) 
and creates a unique social space for Black women 
(or other groups with multiple devalued identities). 
Consistent with the idea of double marginalization, 
studies have found that, compared to White women, 
Black women experience higher rates of sexual har
assment (e.g., Berdahl & Moore, 2006; Bergman 
& Drasgow, 2003; Buchanan, Settles, & Woods, 
2008; Mecca & Rubin, 1999; Nelson & Probst, 
2004), report more systematic discrimination and 
barriers to their career goals (Browne & Kennelly, 
1999; Lopez & Ann-Yi, 2006), and experience 
greater disability and mortality due to health care 
disparities, even controlling for socioeconomic 
status (Andresen & Brownson, 2000; Green, Ndao
Brumblay, Nagrant, Baker, & Rothman, 2004). 

Within the United States, socio-historical factors 
have created differences in the gender-role norms 
typically held for Black and White women. Many of 
these differences grew out of the cult of true wom
anhood (Perkins, 1983; Welter, 1966), a notion of 
womanhood that emerged for White (middle-class) 
women in the mid-1800s. This ideal emphasized 
modesty, purity, and domesticity for White women 
and identified wife and mother as their primary and 
most important roles. Historically, Black women 
were viewed in contrast to this norm for middle-class 
White women. Black women were not seen as "true" 
women, but rather as animalistic and hypersexed, 
which was then used to justify their enslavement and 
rape (Collins, 2000; West, 2004). There is evidence 
that these historical ideals persist in the stereotypes 
of Black and White women. For example, compared 
to Black women, White women are stereotyped as 
more nurturing, domestic, dependent, submissive, 
and emotional (Baker, 2005; Coltrane & Messineo, 
2000; Kilbourne, 1999; Landrine, 1985). Thus, White 
women continue to be seen in terms of domestic ide
als and as objects of men's sexual desire. In contrast, 

stereotypes of Black women (e.g., Jezebel, Mammy) 
tend to present Black women as hypersexual yet 
hypofeminine, which further reinforces the percep
tion that White women are the norm (Bell, 2004; 
Collins, 2000; Fuller, 2004; West, 2004). 

These historical differences in gender-role norms 
arid ideals have led to the stratification of Black and 
White women in multiple domains. For example, his
torically, White middle-class women were expected 
to end their work or schooling after marriage so they 
could devote themselves to their domestic roles. 
Today, White women have significantly increased 
their presence in the labor force, but frequently work 
in sex-segregated occupations (Reskin, 1999; U.S. 
Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2006) and are still primarily defined by their family 
and caretaking roles. In contrast, since slavery, Black 
women have been expected to work while taking care 
of their families (Davis, 2002; Pascale, 2001). Com
pared to White women, Black women with young 
children are more likely to be in the labor force (75% 
of Black women vs. 63% of White women with 
children under 6 years old; 71 % of Black women vs. 
59% of White women with children under 3 years 
old) and are more likely to be employed in jobs with 
less flexibility (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2006). Further, discrimination has 
limited the economic opportunities for many Black 
men, which may contribute to Black women's greater 
likelihood of being single parents (White & Cones, 
1999). Thus, Black women commonly combine their 
work and family roles. 

Further, Glenn (1992) described that, although 
paid and unpaid "reproductive labor"-maintenance 
of the household and relationships and care of 
children and other adults-is perceived as the respon
sibility of women, this role is also "racialized." 
Specifically, whereas Black women have been, and 
continue to be, relegated to the "dirtier" and least 
valued aspects of reproductive labor (e.g., cooking 
and cleaning), White women have traditionally held 
more skilled positions related to this work (e.g., 
supervisory, technical, and administrative support 
roles). As a result of these differences in work and 
family norms, Black and White women may come to 
view womanhood as having different requirements 
related to work and domestic roles. 
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THE CURRENT STUDY 

The current study seeks to examine similarities and 
differences in the perceptions of womanhood for 
Black and White women .... Although there is 
extant research on differences in the experiences of 
Black and White women (e.g., sexism, sexual harass
ment, health outcomes), there is little or no empirical 
research that focuses simultaneously on Black and 
White women's thoughts and feelings about their expe
riences as women and how those perceptions shape 
their sense of self and the world. Further, past research 
has tended to ignore issues of race or to focus exclu
sively on racial differences; the current study seeks to 
identify both similarities and differences in Black and 
White women's conceptualization of womanhood. 
Thus, we used qualitative focus groups to encourage 
women to speak about their lived experiences rather 
than our imposing preconceived notions upon them 
(Madriz, 2000; Wilkinson, 1999). Additionally, we 
used an intersectional theoretical framework because, 
by considering how race and gender depend upon one 
another for meaning and uniquely position individuals 
within the social structure, we are able to gain a fuller 
picture of how racial contexts shape experiences of 
gender for Black and White women (Crenshaw, 1995; 
Settles, 2006; Stewart & McDermott, 2004). 

Five primary themes emerged for both Black 
and White women: Gender-Based Mistreatment, 
Perceived Advantage, Friendships and Community, 
Caretaking, and Work and Family Options. An 
additional theme, Inner Strength, emerged only for 
Black women .... 

GENDER-BASED MISTREATMENT 

Black and White women described experiences of 
sexism, harassment, or gender-based discrimination. 
Such experiences were diverse and affected 
participants' lives in a variety of ways. White 
women, more than Black women, expressed having 
been discriminated against at school. Most often, 
they described not being offered the same number 
of options and level of encouragement they felt 
men received, especially in male-dominated areas 

of study. For example, a White 24-year-old law 
student said about her mathematics education: 

People really weren't pushing me and I really had 
the feeling it was because I was a woman. And I 
saw there was another guy who was in my grade, 
they let skip a couple of the classes and skip a cou
ple of levels and go to the college ... and take 
advanced classes and I was as smart as this kid and 
they never afforded me these opportunities. 

Black and White women shared experiences 
of gender discrimination in the workplace. They 
discussed the "glass ceiling," the pay discrepancy 
between men and women, difficulty being hired or 
promoted, and a preference for men over women in 
positions of power and authority .... 

Some women felt that even if they held the same 
position as male employees they were still treated 
differently. For example, a Black 23-year-old 
woman described her previous experience as a used 
car salesperson: 

I knew those cars good, but they didn't take me 
seriously until my numbers got serious. When 
I first put on my suit and went out on the floor it 
was a joke ... but I didn't get their respect until 
later. Whereas, when guys start they're respected 
immediately. 

Four White women articulated their belief that 
discrimination against them was due to employers' 
expectations about their likelihood of becoming 
mothers. A White 54-year-old woman said, "I was 
passed over for a promotion because they said, 
'Well, you're just going to be quitting and having 
kids."' ... 

Some White women also described sexual har
assment in school and the workplace, sometimes 
with lasting effects on their career and educational 
choices .... 

Both Black and White women described experi
ences of sexual harassment in the community, con
cerns about their safety, and fears of rape. Black and 
White women both described being approached or 
groped by strangers .... However, only White women 
described being harassed and groped by acquaint
ances or in social settings (e.g., bars, parties) .... 
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Black and White women also noted various forms 
of sexism. A Black 20-year-old student shared an 
experience at work, when her ability was questioned 
because of her gender: 

This summer I was workin' at [a warehouse] ... 

everything is in bulk, heavy boxes you have to train 

to lift. And there was this one particular guy that 
works there, and every time he walks by he makes 

it a point to just harass me ... he always makes it a 
point, "Oh you can't lift that. I don't even know why 

they let women work in here, transporting this and 
lifting this. Little ladies can't handle this. Let me get 

this for you, little lady." Just because I don't have 

muscles rippling all down my body does not mean 
that I can't lift this. He got on my nerves, my last 

nerve 'cause every day, every day it was something. 

Slightly more Black women than White women 
expressed frustration with experiences that might be 
termed "benevolent sexism" (Glick & Fiske, 1997, 
2001), which they described as men acting as if 
women need to be protected .... 

Both groups also described other more com
mon forms of sexism and unequal treatment. These 
included feeling bullied by men who perceive 
women as weaker and more vulnerable than they are. 
Others talked about being cheated by service provid
ers and the need to have a man around to prevent this 
mistreatment, placing men in the dual roles of pro
tector and perpetrator and women in the role of being 
dependent on men to protect them from the abuses 
of other men. The sexist portrayal of women in the 
media---on magazine covers and on television-also 
emerged as a concern, especially for Black women. 
In its totality, the discussion of gender-based mis
treatment was the most extensive theme that emerged 
and covered a wide range of experiences, contexts, 
and consequences for both Black and White women. 

PERCEIVED ADVANTAGE 

Despite their awareness of gender discrimination 
and harassment, many participants also felt that 
as women they had certain benefits and freedoms 
that made their lives easier than men's. Although 
Black and White women described similar types of 

advantages, more than twice as many White women 
than Black women discussed this topic, suggesting 
that White women may perceive more benefits of 
gender than do Black women. Some examples of 
relative advantage included female-only scholar
ships, accessibility to certain jobs (e.g., sales and res
taurant jobs, jobs where "pretty girls" are desired), 
protection from male relatives and friends, and acts 
of male chivalry (e.g., men opening doors and buy
ing drinks for women). Women's ability to express 
their emotions was also perceived as an advantage, 
but it was primarily raised by White women .... 

A few Black and White women talked about 
being afforded more leniencies from men in power 
(e.g., supervisors, police officers) than their male 
counterparts. Further, two White women perceived 
that women were particularly advantaged now 
because they have greater equality with men, while 
retaining benefits traditionally given to women (e.g., 
chivalry from men) .... 

Thus, many of the women felt that, compared 
to men, some aspects of life were easier. Some of 
these advantages provided economic benefits (e.g., 
scholarships, free drinks, avoiding traffic fines) and 
others related to freedom of expression (e.g., being 
able to cry or make "smart ass" comments). Finally, 
two White women felt that women were especially 
fortunate in modem times due to a combination of 
"old-fashion" privileges and newer postfeminism 
benefits. However, whereas over three-quarters 
of White women identified sources of advantage, 
fewer than one-third of Black women did so. 

FRIENDSHIPS AND COMMUNITY 

A theme related to women's friendships and sense 
of community with other women emerged for 
both groups; however, whereas only half of Black 
women discussed issues related to this topic, every 
White woman commented on this theme. Of them, 
more than half of White women, but only one Black 
woman, noted that, compared to men, women value 
and nurture their same-sex friendships, leading 
to deeper relationships than those between men. 
This closeness was attributed, in part, to women's 
sense that some things (e.g., emotions, romantic 
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relationship issues) can be shared only with other 
women. Similarly, nearly all of the White women, 
but only one Black woman, talked about the sense of 
emotional support and encouragement they receive 
from their female friends .... 

Although many women (mostly White women) 
expressed the importance of their same-sex friend
ships and connections with other women, both 
Black and White women discussed some difficulties 
in their relationships with other women .... 

Other women, even those who easily formed and 
valued their friendships, shared this participant's 
sense that female friendships can have a dark side. 
One negative aspect of female friendships men
tioned by a few White women was related to the 
pressure to stand by and support friends, no matter 
the reason .... 

These themes suggest that friendship is relevant to 
both groups, although White women discussed both 
positive and negative aspects much more than did 
Black women. Positive aspects of friendships with 
women included emotional support, encouragement, 
and a sense of understanding that relationships with 
men often do not provide. Impediments to the forma
tion of such friendships included female "cattiness" 
and deviations from traditional female roles (e.g., 
being a tomboy). Women also discussed drawbacks 
of female friendships, such as having one's reputa
tion damaged by friends and obligatory loyalty. 

CARET AKI NG 

Being a caretaker within the family was a theme that 
emerged for large numbers of both Black and White 
women. Although most participants talked about 
this theme in terms of being a mother, the roles 
of wife, grandmother, and foster parent were also 
discussed in much the same way. In the quotations 
below, we note statements by child-free women 
(those who are past childbearing age or those who 
say they will not/cannot have children) and women 
who have not yet had children but intend to do so, 
because these groups of women likely have differ
ent perceptions of motherhood. 

To a large extent, women described caretaking 
as a positive, desirable aspect of their womanhood; 

however, this positive conceptualization of care
taking was more common for White women than 
Black women. For some of the White women, 
being a caretaker (e.g., being a wife and/or mother) 
was a meaningful role that created psychological 
changes in their sense of self, by giving them a 
sense of purpose in life or creating a new identity 
(usually mother). Along with this new role of car
ing for others came personal growth and a shift in 
focus from the self to others .... 

Some of the Black and White women who did 
not yet have children, but who intended to, spoke 
about that role being important in how they envi
sioned their future selves. A Black 19-year-old stu
dent stated that "I think part of my purpose, not the 
whole entire purpose, but a little part of it, is to have 
some kids or one kid [group laughs]." 

Although many of the women described care
taking as including things they wanted and desired, 
participants also described some of the burdens of 
caretaking. Black women, more than White women, 
described the difficulties and challenges associated 
with this role. One such burden younger women 
reported was the pressure they felt from other 
women (especially older women) to be mothers and 
homemakers. As a Black 20-year-old woman with
out children put it: 

From my grandmother's point of view ... every 
woman's purpose should be to have kids, be a 
mother, you know, take care of your husband 
and I believe that is not all I'm here for. I believe 
if I want to be an attorney, I'll be an attorney. 
If I want to be a doctor, I'll be a doctor. What
ever I aspire to be, that's what my purpose in life 
should be .... But, my grandmother is like, "This 
is the only reason you're here on this earth is to 
take care of a man and kids," and I do not believe 
that at all. 

Other women who were wives and mothers (or 
wanted to be someday) noted that this role was 
accompanied by many other expectations that were 
less than desirable, such as cooking, cleaning, and 
organizing events with extended family. Although 
many women noted that more men now take on 
caregiving and housekeeping roles than in the past, 
some expressed frustration with the ways in which 
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household labor is often divided between men and 
women .... 

WORK AND FAMILY OPTIONS 

The work and family options theme focused on 
women's decisions to work or stay at home (and 
not engage in paid labor) and emerged much more 
frequently for White women than Black women. 
Further, the nature of the discussion of work and 
family was different for Black and White women. 
For White women, the discussion was focused on 
the decision-making process related to work and 
family choices. Two Black women discussed this 
theme (each mentioned it only once) and, despite 
being aware of the option to stay at home to care 
for family or to work for pay, they did not describe 
thinking about which of these options they would 
follow. Instead, both indicated that they intended to 
work regardless of their caretaking roles. 

Some White women discussed valuing their 
work and family choices, noting that recent gen
erations of women have more career options. Fur
ther, they contrasted their work-family choices 
with those of men. A 48-year-old White woman 
said: "Guys never go through all of that mental 
stuff .... They never have the options. The guy 
goes to college, gets a job or just gets outta high 
school and gets a job." Further, some women felt 
that they could more easily choose to stay home 
with their children than men, as society views stay
at-home moms more positively than stay-at-home 
dads. Nevertheless, some White women felt that 
having to choose work, family, or a combination 
of the two was difficult and often led to conflicting 
emotions and desires. 

As demonstrated by the work-family options 
theme, Black and White women were aware of their 
options regarding work and family, yet White women 
elaborated on this far more than Black women. 
White women noted that the career options avail
able to women have increased substantially in their 
lifetimes and provide them more work and family 
choices than men. Despite appreciating these free
doms, many White women also noted that career and 

family choices are often difficult to make and com
bining both roles could be stressful and challenging. 

INNER STRENGTH 

A final theme of inner strength emerged only for 
Black women. For Black women, discussion of their 
personal and emotional strength combined their race 
and their gender, that is, they explicitly attributed 
their strength to being Black women (rather than 
attributing it to their race or gender alone). Half 
of the Black women spoke of learning to be strong 
women through the example of their mothers and 
other Black women around them. 

Basically, I grew up in a household with my mother, 
and my grandmother lived around the comer. So I 
was around women. And so that's all I know is to 
be a strong woman. That's all I was raised around. 
So I think it comes naturally for me. (19-year-old 
Black student) 

In some of these cases, women explicitly noted 
the role of single mothers as models of strength. An 
84-year-old Black grandmother said, "My father 
died when I was three, so my mother raised me .... 
I guess naturally my mother was a strong person and 
she worked every day and so therefore, by her being 
a strong woman it made me that way, too." 

Black women described strength as having the 
courage to stand up for oneself, persevere, and refuse 
to be taken advantage of by others (specifically 
men or White people). That is, strong women were 
defined as those who are self-reliant, able to with
stand the challenges placed before them, and unwill
ing to depend on others to take care of them .... 

Some Black women felt that their strength was 
necessitated by the challenges presented to them 
in a racist society. Further, a few participants per
ceived that Black women needed to be strong to fill 
the void created by Black men, who were viewed as 
being especially harmed by discrimination against 
Black people in the United States. And although 
participants largely accepted their perceived role in 
maintaining the Black community, there was also 
acknowledgement of the pressure this creates. 



Through the Lens of Race I 1s1s H. SETTLES, JENNIFER S. PRATT-HYATT, AND NICOLET. BUCHANAN 167 

Being a Black woman, I feel like we are the back
bone. I really honestly think that Black women are 
the only thing that is really kind of keeping this 
race together right now. And I think that is a huge 
burden. (26-year-old Black law student) 

Thus, inner strength was a personal characteristic 
that most of the Black women in the study felt they 
possessed. The idea of inner strength was not raised 
by any of the White women, suggesting that this 
trait is unique to Black women's self-conceptions. 
Although Black women reflected on the importance 
and necessity of their strength, some of them simul
taneously noted that the need to always be strong 
could be emotionally difficult. 

DISCUSSION 

The current study examined our assertion that race is a 
marker for certain types of life experiences that shape 
how women view their gender. The data suggested 
that Black and White women view womanhood as 
comprising many of the same broad components: 
gender-based mistreatment, perceived advantages, 
community and friendships, and caretaking. How
ever, there were more substantial differences in the 
importance and nature of subthemes for each group. 
Further, two themes were relevant primarily to only 
one group. Specifically, it was principally White 
women who described how being a woman encom
passed having to make decisions about whether and 
how to combine work and family. Further, Black 
women perceived inner strength to be an important 
characteristic common to many Black women. Fol
lowing, we will discuss the similarities and differ
ences in the themes and subthemes that emerged. 

GENDER-BASED MISTREATMENT 

For both Black and White women, the most detailed 
discussion of what it is to be a woman centered 
on experiences and concerns about gender-based 
mistreatment, reflecting both the frequency of such 
events (e.g., Hies et al., 2003; Kessler et al., 1999) 
and women's perceptions that they may be potential 
victims. Women described ways that men attempted 

to assert their power and control through bullying; 
overprotection from friends, brothers, and fathers; 
sexist comments about women's abilities and com
petence; and multiple types of sexual harassment. 
Gender-based mistreatment occurred in a variety of 
contexts, including families, schools, workplaces, 
and the community. Thus, it seems that women are 
vulnerable to being mistreated in most domains 
of their lives, which likely intensifies the negative 
impact of such experiences. Women described the 
practical consequences of gender-based mistreat
ment for their lives personally, academically, and 
professionally. Further, the psychological impact 
of gender-based mistreatment included feelings of 
fear, anger, and mistrust. 

Although there were far more similarities than 
differences between Black and White women's 
discussion of gender-based mistreatment, one nota
ble difference was that some White women, but 
no Black women, identified part of the discrimina
tion they experienced at work to being put on the 
"mommy-track." That is, they were not placed on 
the career track that would lead to the most advance
ment because of assumptions by employers that 
they would leave the workforce when they had 
children .... 

In addition, White women, but not Black 
women, described experiences with coworkers 
and acquaintances in social settings that could be 
defined as sexual harassment, perhaps reflecting 
men's inappropriate and sexualized attempts to form 
relationships with them (Adams, 1997; Baker, 2005; 
Fuller, 2004 ). More Black women than White women 
expressed concern about the negative sexualized 
portrayal of women in the media. Because most of 
the representations of Black women in the media are 
negative (e.g., sexually promiscuous, welfare queen; 
Collins, 2000; Stephens & Phillips, 2003; West, 
2004 ), this group may be particularly conscious of 
how all women are depicted. 

PERCEIVED ADVANTAGE 

In contrast to the discussion of gender-based mis
treatment, women, particularly younger women, 
asserted that, compared to men, some things were 
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easier for them because they were women. However, 
many of the examples provided reflected sexist 
beliefs and practices. In particular, women described 
characteristics of benevolent sexism, which refers to 
being taken care of by men (Glick & Fiske, 1997, 
2001). They also described ways in which they 
could use their femininity and sexuality to "get away 
with things" when dealing with men. These behav
iors may reflect the internalization of sexist beliefs 
or they may be deliberate strategies to redress a rela
tive lack of power in many life domains. However, 
a potential cost is that such behaviors may reify the 
belief that women will use their sexuality to gain 
power over men. Such actions are conceptualized as 
a component of hostile sexism, and both benevolent 
and hostile sexism are status-legitimizing ideolo
gies that satisfy men's and women's notions of men 
as protectors and women as in need of protection 
(Glick & Fiske, 1997, 2001). 

Because sexism serves to maintain the status 
quo and women's lower status and power (Glick 
& Fiske, 1997, 2001), it is particularly troubling 
that these women perceived benefits of woman
hood as including behaviors that might be defined 
as sexist. Similarly, women identified some areas 
of employment that were more readily available to 
them as a type of privilege; however, these were 
typically low-wage and low-prestige jobs with little 
opportunity for upward mobility, such as retail and 
service positions. By comparing the gender-based 
mistreatment and perceived advantages themes, 
we can identify some ambivalence in the gender
related worldview of young women. For example, 
the idea of being protected by men was raised in 
both themes; women appreciated being cared for 
and made to feel safer by men while also resenting 
men's attempts to restrict them. This ambivalence 
may occur because many of women's perceived 
advantages actually reflected sexist practices rather 
than any real advantage. 

FRIENDSHIPS AND COMMUNITY 

Within the theme of friendships and community, 
only half of the Black women in the sample 
discussed related issues, whereas all of the White 

women did. Further, only one Black woman noted 
the positive, supportive aspects of friendship. It 
may be that, when Black women think about their 
friendships and community, they think about other 
Black people or Black women, rather than women 
generally. For White women, thinking about women 
generally likely brings to mind relationships with 
other White women. 

White women described valuing their friendships 
with other women and perceived them as providing 
emotional support, camaraderie, and a connection to 
others. Nevertheless, both Black and White women, 
even those with close female friendships, described 
negative aspects of their relationships with other 
women, although this segment of the theme also 
seemed more salient to White women .... 

CARETAKING AND WORK-FAMILY OPTIONS 

Caretaking was another significant aspect of wom
anhood raised by participants. Rewarding aspects 
of caretaking included the positive emotions and 
personal growth gained from holding the role of 
mother and grandmother. In contrast, caretaking 
was also linked to less desirable role require
ments, including pressure from self and others 
to have children (because this is seen as defining 
womanhood), as well as the psychological and 
practical burden of being responsible for others in 
terms of housework, childcare, and the maintenance 
of extended family relationships. Women attribute 
some of their sense of burden to their caretaking 
responsibilities being seen as "second shift" work 
that often was not shared equally by male partners 
(Hochschild, 1989). 

Despite the many similarities in the caretaking 
issues raised by participants, White women described 
more of the rewards of caretaking, whereas Black 
women noted more of the burdens. This contrast 
may reflect real differences in the lived experiences 
of these two groups; Black women may be more 
likely to do "second shift" work because they are 
more likely to work while having young children, 
and Black women's extended family networks may 
create more ties to maintain (Sarkisian & Gerstel, 
2004) .... 
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INNER STRENGTH 

The final theme, inner strength, emerged only for the 
Black women in our study. Participants discussed 
the idea of inner strength in terms of the image of the 
"Strong Black Woman" (Romero, 2000; Wallace, 
1978), thereby explicitly linking this concept to their 
intersected gender and racial status. Consistent with 
the stereotyped image, being a strong Black woman 
entailed certain behaviors (e.g., caring for one's 
family while working and supporting the family 
economically) and certain personality characteris
tics (e.g., resolve, persistence, and self-reliance). 
For the participants, these traits acted as a sort of 
armor against a society in which Black people have 
been historically mistreated and where racism is 
expected as a matter of course. Further, some par
ticipants felt that racism directed toward Black men 
has made it more common for adult males to be 
absent from Black households, furthering the need 
for Black women to be strong and self-reliant. 

At the same time, some participants noted the 
emotional burden they experienced as a result of 
always having to be strong. The idea of the strong 
Black woman has also been termed the "Super
woman" stereotype and is associated with emotional 
and psychological costs. For example, endorsement 
of the Superwoman stereotype has been linked to 
unhealthy overeating (as a coping mechanism) and 
lower self-esteem for Black women (Beauboeuf
Lafontant, 2003; Thomas, Witherspoon, & Speight, 
2004). Thus, the internalization of the strong Black 
woman stereotype may be a practical defensive strat
egy for dealing with daily hassles and challenges; 
yet, this inner strength can have negative psycho
logical consequences for Black women when their 
caring for others is done at the expense of attending 
to their own needs. 

OTHER FINDINGS, LIMITATIONS, 
AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Although not the focus of the present study, we 
found interesting generational differences in per
ceptions of gender-based mistreatment across racial 
groups. Specifically, some of the younger women in 

the study expressed surprise and disbelief about per
sonal experiences of sexual harassment and discrim
ination. They commented that prior to their negative 
experiences they believed that women had gained 
equality in most areas and that discrimination was 
no longer a societal problem. Thus, they suffered 
a disruption to their worldview that required them 
to revise their notions about the place of women in 
society and their relationship to men. Older women 
were more likely to have noted that women's 
social position had improved during their lives, but 
without the belief that women had achieved equality 
with men .... 

One area in which we observed little variability 
was in the sexual orientation of the women in 
the study (90% were heterosexual). Lesbian and 
bisexual women may have more negative experi
ences because of the heterosexist bias that exists in 
our society. Additionally, White women were of a 
higher social class than Black women, which may 
explain why they perceived having more advan
tages as women than did Black women. Although 
race and social class are confounded in our study, 
these differences reflect actual economic dispari
ties between racial groups (U.S. Department of 
Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2006), thereby 
increasing the ecological validity of the results. 

We focused the current study on the exploration 
of Black and White women's gender perceptions. 
Latinas, Asian women, and other women of color 
may be similar to the Black women in our study in 
that, as a result of their devalued racial/ethnic iden
tity, they may also experience double jeopardy. How
ever, it is likely that interesting differences would 
also emerge because of the particular stereotypes 
and histories of these groups in the United States. 
Future work should expand on our results through 
the study of other groups of women of color .... 
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Wrestling with Gender 

Deborah H. Brake (2013) 

In February of 2011, a high school boy cap
tured national media attention when he refused 
to wrestle a girl at the Iowa State wrestling 
championship tournament. Two girls had quali
fied for the state tournament that year in Iowa, 
a state where wrestling has an ardent following. 
But, when Joel Northrup was paired against one 
of the girls, Cassy Herkelman, in the first round 
of the 112-pound weight class, he decided to for
feit the match rather than wrestle a girl. Accord
ing to media reports, before he forfeited, Northrup 
had been a favorite to win his weight class. 1 The 
incident launched a brief but intense media frenzy, 
with coverage in major television and print outlets. 
The general tenor of the stories portrayed the boy 
and his father who supported him as heroes in 
a drama about sacrificing a boy's chance to be 
a state champion for the welfare of a girl.2 The 
storyline set up a familiar conflict juxtaposing 
the religious values of the boy and his family 
against the girl's quest for equal opportunity.3 

This is a common frame for neutralizing a gender 
equality claim, by offsetting it with the assertion 
of contrary religious beliefs. At the same time, the 
stories about the incident diffused this conflict by 
casting doubts about the girl's agency, suggesting 
that the boy and his father were acting in her real 
best interests.4 Other aspects of the incident also 
fueled the backlash narrative that emerged from 
the story: the semblance of formal equality (the 
boy opted out, neither Joel nor Cassy had the 
opportunity to wrestle), and the appropriation of 
feminist-sounding messages toward nonfeminist 
ends (men should not hit women; girls deserve 
their own matches).5 Lost in the media's framing 
of the story are the deep and implicit connections 
between sport and masculinity that lie at the heart 
of this episode. 

173 

GOING TO THE MAT: GIRLS, WRESTLING, AND 
RESISTANCE 

The sport of wrestling has always been a vola
tile one for gender relations. Wrestling is a sport 
rife with gender tensions and contradictions. On 
the one hand, it is a quintessential contact sport, one 
of the warrior sports, with strong associations with 
masculinity.6 Wrestlers grapple face to face, using 
strength, force, and skillful moves to battle their 
opponents at close range. 7 

Like other contact sports, participants risk injury 
and must have a high threshold for pain.8 At the 
same time, the sport's masculine identity is a precar
ious one. Wrestling tends to draw boys who are too 
short or lightweight to be competitive in sports with 
the strongest connection to masculinity, football and 
basketball. Since wrestlers are grouped into weight 
classes, smaller, lighter boys are not held back by 
their body type. 9 

The sport also stru ith \\'_ha might look to 
an outsider like a erotic aesthetic. estlers 
wear body-hugging lycra smg d- p-close 
bodily encounters are a major part of the sport, 
requiring all kinds of intimate and (to observers) 
awkward positions. In the culture of sport that has 
taken hold since sports were first introduced in U.S. 
schools (largely for the very purpose of inculcating 
masculinity in boys), a sport's masculine identity is 
inextricably bound up in its power to confer on its 
male participants a prized hetero-masculinity. 1° For 
wrestling especially, this has required the sport to 
actively distance itself from any suggestion of sex
uality or homoeroticism. And yet, the sport's sus
ceptibility to a sexualized understanding can make 
the uninitiated spectator uncomfortable and its par
ticipants defensive. Even the lingo of the sport is 
loaded with possible double entendres suggesting 

/ 
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an undercurrent of sexuality (e.g., "wrestling up the 
backside," "high crotch takedown," the "butt grab"). 
Wrestlers themselves, along with their coaches and 
educated fan base, know that the extraordinary, 
undivided focus required to compete in the sport 
leaves little room for distracting feelings of attrac
tion or desire in the heat of a match. Still, more so 
than for other sports, the potential is there for sexu
alizing the sport in a way that is inconsistent with 
maintaining a strong hetero-masculine identity for 
the sport and its participants. 11 

According to sport and gender scholars Theresa 
Walton and Michelle Helstein, wrestling's role in 
recent decades as the leader of the opposition to 
Title IX is indicative of the sport's "gender trou
ble."12 Wrestling has taken the lead in advocacy 
blaming Title IX for cuts to men's sports, includ
ing and especially to the sport of wrestling itself. 
Walton and Helstein explain this dynamic in terms 
of the gendered hierarchy within men's sports, in 
which wrestling is subordinated to the more mascu
line sports of football and basketball. 13 On average, 
these sports consume the vast majority of the total 
men's athletic operating budget in universities. 14 

Since Title IX sets limits on cutting women's sports 
where women already have fewer opportunities to 
play than men, the excesses of football and men's 
basketball budgets tend to squeeze out the budgets 
of other men's sports such as wrestling. 15 And yet, 
by choosing to align itself with the "big boys" of 
football and men's basketball in the Title IX culture 
wars, wrestling bolsters its masculine credentials, 
building "community" among wrestlers through an 
identity that is oppositional to girls' and women's 
participation in sport, and in line with hegemonic 
masculinity. 16 In keeping with this stance, and more 
so than other sports, many wrestlers and supporters 
of wrestling have reacted strongly and negatively to 
the increasing participation of girls and women in 
the sport. 

In recent years, the accelerating entry of girls and 
women into the sport of wrestling has added fuel to 
these fires of gender conflict. Girls' and women's 
participation in wrestling has grown rapidly in 
recent years, sparked by the addition of women's 
freestyle wrestling as a new Olympic Sport in the 
2004 Olympics, and five years earlier, by the U.S. 

women winning the 1999 world championship title 
in women's wrestling. 17 Despite growing interest in 
the sport, however, girls and women typically do not 
have their own teams. In order to participate in the 
sport, they have to wrestle male opponents. This has 
provoked a great deal of resistance, including most 
recently in the form of forfeiture by male wrestlers. 

A quick look at the numbers shows girls' wres
tling on a steep upward trajectory. In 1990, 112 
high school girls participated in competitive wres
tling nationwide. 18 By 2011, that number was over 
7000. 19 The areas where girls' wrestling numbers 
are highest, however, are not the same as the hot
beds of boys' wrestling (the Midwest and East 
Coast).20 Girls' wrestling has had its greatest growth 
in areas where wrestling is not as emphasized, such 
as California (near the top of the list, with 1,910 
high school girls participating), and in states that 
offer a separate girls' championship tournament, 
such as Texas (with more than 1,700 girls in high 
school wrestling).21 However, most states do not 
have separate wrestling championships or separate 
competitions for girls.22 And, despite their growing 
numbers, girls are still only two percent of all high 
school wrestlers.23 As a result, girls must wrestle 
boys if they are to have the opportunity to partici
pate in the sport. 24 

Girls who stay in contact sports like wrestling 
must overcome negative cultural stereotypes associ
ated with women in the sport and weather a variety 
of forces that coalesce to suppress female sports par
ticipation in early adolescence. Sport scholars have 
long known that girls' athletic participation declines 
in adolescence, and especially so for sports identi
fied as "masculine."25 Girls are less confident than 
boys in performing masculine-typed tasks, and gen
der stereotypes begin to influence physical activity 
choices at a young age. 26 The research in sport and 
gender studies also documents differential parental 
support and encouragement of sons and daughters, 
with parents spending more time and effort sup
porting and playing sports with their sons than their 
daughters. 27 

For girls and women to participate in a male 
gender-typed sport such as wrestling, they must 
perceive enough positive benefits to overcome these 
negative cultural influences. 28 For the girls who do, 



they are drawn to wrestling for a variety of reasons. 
Through wrestling, girls learn to defend themselves 
and be more assertive, showing boys that they can 
be strong and worthy opponents.29 As one woman 
training with the U.S. Olympic Training Center 
(USOTC) said, "[i]t kinda pushes me and makes 
me feel like I can do anything I put my mind to."30 

Many girls say that they are drawn to the sport 
because it suits their body type and their tempera
ment. One female wrestler tapped for Olympic 
training explained, "I was looking for something to 
do to work out over the winter and I kind of always 
wanted to try wrestling because I am a very hands-on, 
physical person."31 Others explain that they chose 
the sport because it provides them with the ultimate 
mental and physical challenge.32 It is also attractive 
as a sport that allows athletes to stand out individu
ally while still being part of a team; and as a newer 
sport, it offers relatively high chances for Olympic 
success in comparison to other, more established 
sports.33 These distinctive features make wrestling a 
potentially rewarding sport for girls and women. In 
one of the few studies of female wrestlers' experi
ences, researchers found that the girls and women in 
the study expressed a greater degree of comfort with 
their bodies and experienced wrestling as a source 
of both physical and mental empowerment.34 Inter
estingly, this study turned up a finding that departs 
from other research findings that female athletes 
engage in what sport scholars call an "apologetic," 
in which female athletes emphasize their femininity 
to compensate for a gender role conflict that arises 
when they participate in sports, especially in sports 
gender-typed as masculine.35 The female wrestlers 
in this study did not perceive such a role conflict, and 
did not consciously try to overcome negative ste
reotypes associated with female wrestlers by ramp
ing up their femininity off the mat.36 In contrast to 
the low figure of six percent of female wrestlers in 
this study who said that they were concerned about 
being labeled "lesbian" because of their sports par
ticipation, a majority of the subjects in other studies 
of female athletes (soccer players and boxers) have 
expressed this concern.37 Speculating on the rea
sons for this, the researchers noted several possible 
explanations for this discrepancy, including the fact 
that female wrestlers may be better able to resist a 
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perceived gender role conflict.38 Notably, the wres
tlers in the study claimed that they viewed wrestling 
as a sport that is appropriate for women, and not a 
masculine sport at all, while nevertheless acknowl
edging that the general population perceives it as a 
masculine sport.39 The study portrayed these women 
as actively resisting popular gendered understand
ings of wrestling and substituting their own views 
of the sport's suitability for girls and women. 

Another study of female wrestlers, this one 
focusing on elite women wrestlers training for the 
U.S. Olympic tryouts, likewise found that the female 
wrestlers in the study built a strong and empower
ing identity for themselves as wrestlers.40 These 
women too were aware that wrestling is stereotyped 
as a masculine sport, but persisted in the sport any
way, choosing for themselves alternative definitions 
of what it means to be feminine.41 As one female 
wrestler explained: "I know that society thinks that 
girl~' :-vre~tling i~ not feminine. My dad thin~s be~~ 
femmme 1s wearmg a dressll\fi\ii;1fl$MIMlidif41 
~-!\)fi8¥:t!>)!wse1Jltlilli!LIOOi;glf8D.''42 
Another wrestler added her own redefinition of fem
ininity: "I think femininity is about how you carry 
yourself on and off the mat. I don't have to have my 
nails done and wear makeup everyday to be femi
nine. Even though I'm sweating and my shirt is all 
torn up, I'm still feminine."43 This study too found 
the female wrestlers actively engaged in a process 
of constructing their own identities and resisting 
interpretations of female wrestling as inconsistent 
with femininity.44 

The findings of these studies are consistent with 
how female wrestlers describe themselves and their 
decision to wrestle in news reports on female wres
tlers. As one high school wrestler said, defending 
her right to compete, "I think it's really important, 
because you shouldn't stereotype a sport. Guys 
and girls can do any sport they want." 45 The two 
female wrestlers interviewed in the story said that 
the sport made them "stronger, better athletes and 
more goal-oriented."46 

Still, even if the female apologetic is more variable 
now than when it first surfaced in the literature, and 
even if female athletes differ in how they experience 
and navigate gender role conflict, female wrestlers 
too must navigate conflicting expectations about 

/ 
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ideal femininity (an ideal with implicitly white and 
heterosexual markers, such as having long hair, and 
being attractive to and attracted to men) while engag
ing in athletic performances that clash with this 
ideal. As the sport/gender scholarship has shown, 
even though the dominant cultural ideal of feminin
ity has expanded to embrace fitness, firm bodies, 
and athleticism, it still punishes women whose ath
letic performances and/or bodies go too far in press
ing against the boundaries of white hetero-feminine 
norms.47 Girls and women who play masculine
typed sports are especially likely to be caught in this 
role conflict and to engage in "impression manage
ment" in order to avoid or mitigate the stigmas of 
mannishness and lesbianism.48 This dynamic in the 
sport/gender literature is similar to the discussion of 
identity performance and "covering" discussed in 
legal scholarship-efforts undertaken by members 
of subordinated groups in a variety of settings and in 
context-specific ways to make their identities more 
palatable to controlling majority groups.49 

Notwithstanding the study (discussed above) of 
elite female wrestlers claiming that they did not 
engage in actions to compensate for their participa
tion in wrestling, news stories abound with exam
ples of what could be called "identity management" 
by female wrestlers. For example, one story about 
a female high school wrestler in Pennsylvania sof
tened its account of a female wrestler's proficiency 
with a quote from the girl saying, "I may be a little 
rougher than some of my girl friends, but when I'm 
not wrestling, I go to the mall, I talk about boys, and 
I worry about my hair."50 

The persistence of gender role conflict for girls 
and women who wrestle can also be seen in defenses 
of female wrestlers by their supporters. Proponents 
of girls' wrestling almost invariably feel compelled 
to defend the girls' femininity, and implicitly, their 
heterosexuality. For example, one wrestling coach 
who had coached girls on his team wrote a letter 
to the local newspaper in the wake of the Iowa 
forfeiture controversy responding to comments by 
other readers wondering, "what kind of girls would 
wrestle?" The coach responded that the four girls he 
coached grew up to be "solid citizens," emphasizing 
that "[a]ll of them got married."51 He also confided 
that he himself had asked the girls why they wanted 

to wrestle, and shared one girl's answer that she was 
not good enough to make the varsity team in any 
other school sport. 52 In this exchange, the girl's lack 
of competence in other sports serves the purpose 
of making her decision to wrestle more acceptable. 
Although the coach expressed his support for girls 
in wrestling, his defense ultimately reinforced the 
cultural ambivalence about girls' wrestling by reaf
firming that a girl's decision to wrestle requires an 
explanation.53 He also, tellingly, expressed the wish 
that there were enough girls in the sport so that girls 
did not have to wrestle boys.54 It is a common refrain 
of supporters of girls' wrestling, even as they defend 
girls' right to wrestle boys, that it would be better 
if girls had their own teams.55 Girls themselves 
often deflect criticisms of their participation in the 
sport by emphasizing that they had no choice but to 
wrestle boys, since the lack of female competition 
meant that they could not otherwise participate in 
the sport. 56 

Other signs of ambivalence, if not outright 
hostility, to girls' participation in wrestling abound. 
Mixed-sex wrestling matches often prompt nega
tive publicity,57 and the NCAA still has not rec
ognized wrestling as an emerging women's sport, 
despite their recognition of "emerging sports" with 
much lower levels of female high school partici
pation.58 And, despite the likely illegality of such 
practices under the Equal Protection Clause there 
have been numerous attempts to impose outright 
bans on girls from participating on boys' wres
tling teams. One such attempt took a dramatic turn 
when hearings before a committee of the Min
nesota legislature took "testimony" in the form 
of a live wrestling exhibition between two high 
school boys to demonstrate the physical intimacies 
involved in certain wrestling moves.59 This "tes
timony" was offered in support of a bill that the 
Minnesota legislature considered in 2002 to repeal 
a state law requiring that girls be allowed to try 
out for boys' teams if they did not have a team of 
their own in that sport.60 The bill was motivated 
by opposition to mixed-sex wrestling, and its pro
ponents sounded the alarm of sex-panic. The bill 
was ultimately defeated but takes its place among 
other widespread efforts to stop girls from wres
tling boys.61 



Where girls have not been kept off boys' wrestling 
teams, forfeiture has become a potent method of 
resistance. As more girls have gone into wrestling, 
there have been increasing reports of boys refusing 
to wrestle female opponents. Boys' stated reasons 
vary, but typically include the explanation that they 
would not want to hurt a girl or that it would seem 
sexually inappropriate. Such refusals result in the 
boy's forfeiture of the match but are otherwise per
mitted by schools and athletic associations without 
penalty-that is, the boy is not disqualified from the 
tournament, just tagged with a loss. 

Wrestling is unlike most other sports in which 
girls and women participate in that female wrestlers 
must rely on competition from male opponents in 
order to develop their skills and compete at a high 
level.62 Male wrestlers who forfeit matches against 
girls are therefore a significant impediment to female 
wrestlers' competitive opportunities and a potent 
form of resistance to girls' entry in the sport. When 
widespread, such forfeitures can decimate girls' 
competitive opportunities in the sport. As one high 
school wrestling coach said of the first girl he ever 
coached: "I bet she had a dozen forfeits. (Boys) just 
don't want to be beaten by a girl."63 Stories abound 
of female athletes whose competitive opportunities, 
and therefore skills development, were significantly 
impaired because of forfeits by male opponents.64 

One high school wrestler lamented that, as she got 
better, she had a harder time finding opponents 
willing to wrestle her: 

What I hate the most though is when people for
feit to me .... That's something I've kind of had 
to deal with ever since I started wrestling, just 
because I'm a girl. 

In eighth grade, I was on a junior league team, and 
in about my first 10 matches I got forfeits, and it 
was because I was a girl. I was really disappointed 
about that. You put in a lot of effort, and then 
people just forfeit to you. It didn't happen before 
I got good, that's the worst part.65 

Another high school coach recalled how "one of 
his former female star wrestlers get [sic] credited 
with a bunch of forfeit wins because male wrestlers 
didn't want to be embarrassed by losing to a talented 
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female wrestler."66 Even women training for the 
U.S. Olympic team, who had reached the highest 
levels in their sport, identified lack of competition 
as a major impediment to their development in the 
sport, and expressed frustration at being dependent 
on the men for competition and at having to wait for 
the men's team to finish their workouts in order to 
have an opponent to wrestle.67 Despite their luke
warm and sometimes outright hostile reception, 
girls have achieved increasing success on the mat in 
recent years. Girls have qualified for the state cham
pionship in as many as forty-nine states and have 
placed in at least ten states.68 To date, three girls 
have won state title championships, including, most 
recently, a Vermont high school girl who beat a boy 
in the final round to win her state's title match for 
her weight class just a week after the Iowa forfeiture 
debacle.69 Unlike the male forfeiter in the celebrated 
Iowa forfeiture, this Vermont state champion was 
not heralded in an in-depth interview aired on the 
Cable News Network (CNN). 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 3 

1. How do notions of sex and gender take shape within a cultural context? 

2. How are dominant notions of masculinity and femininity in the U.S. racialized? 
How does this intersection help maintain both sexism and racism? 

3. How do transgender identities disrupt fixed notions of sex and gender? 

4. How does gender ranking reinforce sexism? 

5. How is gender reinforced by patterns of interaction in society? 
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( H A p T E R 

Inscribing Gender 
on the Body 

Human bodies illustrate the most obvious expressions of gender. Indeed, this inscription of 
gender onto bodies is the key to gender identities as we recognize bodies as "masculine" or 
"feminine." Bodies that are not easily and immediately recognizable as fitting within this 
binary often cause anxiety and consternation when we cannot place them neatly into either 
masculine/male or feminine/female boxes. This binary aspect of bodies as "either this or 
that" is so thoroughly taken for granted that we rarely question these binary aspects. If you 
have ever attended a drag show or parade where bodies act outside gender expectations, you 
might have noted these exaggerated gender performances. They are especially instructional 
because drag performances accentuate traditional gendered bodies through the clothes peo
ple wear and the ways they walk and talk. They help illustrate how gender is normalized 
and usually experienced as "natural." When gender is performed in these ways, it can be 
entertaining, in part because it emphasizes this "taken-for-grantedness" of most individuals' 
experiences of gender. As emphasized in the previous chapter, there is nothing "natural" 
about gender at all. Instead it is constructed and repeated over and again every minute of 
the day. However, as also explained in Chapter 3, "performativity" must not be reduced to 
a voluntary act or something that is totally willful. Rather, p_erformativity is constraine~y 
social norms. 

Actions performed by our bodies provide a sense of agency (the "me" that separates me 
from "you") and are shaped by social forces that give them meaning. Gender performances 
are not only what we "do"; they are also who we "al'c~1" or '%eemne" Thts implies~ that we 
are what we do,..and what ~o is shaped by 'cultw:al i®as, sodal practices,. and structured· 
in@tutions that giye tli()_s~ everyday .;:ictions mearii!ig. In addition, rememberthat all bod
ies are-radalized. "White" is a racialized concept too. The mythical norm serves to assume 
race is just about people of color, but white is a diverse category also constructed through 
history, culture, and politics. In terms of bodies, however, the stereotype of the hypersexu
alized black male body, for example, has been used to control communities of color, just 
as the expectation that certain bodies are "naturall " r science and so forth 
has functioned to reinscribe racialized discourses on human bodies. As already mentioned, 
::--~~-:-~~~~~~~~~.~~~~~---------------

there are also discourses or regimes of truth about the aging body that regulate behaviors, 
just as there are many discourses in contemporary societies about ability and disability that 
provide meaning about the body. As discussed in Chapter 2, these include the very notions 
of disability or differently abled as bodily "impairment" that implies a lack or pathology 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Considering Body Size, Shape, and Movement 

Take a tour examining the public facilities of your school or campus, which may 
include: 

Telephone booths or stalls 

Drinking fountains 

Bleachers 

Sinks and stalls in public restrooms 

Curbs, ramps, and railings 

Chairs and tables 

Turnstiles 

Elevators and escalators 

Stairs and staircases 

Vending machines 

Doors and doorways 

Fire alarm boxes 

Answer the following questions: 

What assumptions about the size and shape of the users (height, weight, 
proportionate length of arms and legs, width of hips and shoulders, hand 
preference, mobility, etc.) are incorporated into the designs? 

How do these design assumptions affect the ability of you and people you 
know to use the facilities satisfactorily? 

How would they affect you if you were significantly: 

Wider or narrower than you are? 

Shorter or taller? 

Heavier or lighter? 

Rounder or more Ang-ular? 

More or less mobile/ambulatory? 
..-

• Identify any access or usage barriers to people with physical disabilities. Answer 
• the following questions: · · · · 

.. -- - --
Are classrooms accessible t6people- who-can't walk uP or down staii-s? 

Are emergency exit routes usable by people with limited mJbility? 

Are amplification devices or sign language interpreters available for people 
with hearing impairments? 

Are telephones and fire alarms low enough to be reached by people who are 
seated in wheelchairs or who are below average height? 



The Social Construction of the Body 183 

Are audiovisual aids appropriate for peoplewith hearing or vision -
impairments? 

Describe the experience of a person in your class or school who has a mobility, 
vision, speech, or hearing impairment. 

Variation 1. Identify one assumption incorporated into the design of one of 
the facilities {drinking fountain, phone booth, etc.). Gather formal or informal 
data about the number of people on campus that might not be able to use 
the facility satisfactorily, based on the design assumption. Suggest one or two 
ways to make the facility more useful to those people. 

Variation 2. Choose one of the access or usage barriers you have identified 
and suggest a way to remove the barrier. Research the cost involved. Identify 
one or two ways of funding the access strategy you have suggested. 

Source: Janet Lockhart and Susan M. Shaw, Writing for Change: Raising Awareness of Difference, Power, 
and Discrimination, www.teachingtolerance.org. 

rather than a different set of attributes. "Impaired" only has meaning ag~at 
is ~al." In this way bodies, and the ways bodies are interpreted, are contex
tualized in cultural meanings informed by our ideas about gender and other identities. Many 
of these cultural ideas, for example, come from contemporary media, the focus of the next 
chapter. Indeed, bodies are foundational for many issues discussed in this book: sexuality, 
reproductive justice, health, violence, to name just a few. 

In this chapter we focus on this social construction of the body and go on to explore 
"beauty": one of the most powerful discourses associated with gendered bodies that regu
lates our lives, affecting what we do and how we think. Everyone knows what a beautiful 
person, and especially a beautiful woman, looks like, even though this notion is constantly 
in flux and varies across time and culture. We close the chapter with a discussion of eating 
disorders and methods for negotiating "beauty" ideals. 

----------

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF THE BODY 

A social constructivist approach to understanding the body recognizes attributes as aris
ing out of cultures in which the body is given meaning. For example, in some communi
ties large-bodied women are considered more beautiful than slim women:lll_ustrating ._ 
that th~is no-fixed idea of "beauty." Contrary to this is the concept of b~df -
~-~etiso~~:y,·oJ,":genetic ·lilakellpr'@ther-thm-¢.u:Jitaj_;e> or'Soci:efy, 
det_ermmes her/his: gestiny. This approach sees people in terms of their reproductive 
and biological bodies and allows men to avoid the constraints of biological determin
ism through a construction of the male body as less grounded in, and able to transcend, 
nature (as evident in mythology, art, and philosophy). This association of women with 
the body, earth, nature, and the domestic is almost universal and represents one of the 
most basic ways that bodies are gendered. Males, because of historical and mythologi
cal associations with the spirit and sky, have been associated with culture and the mind 
rather than the body, and with abstract reason rather than with earthly mundane matters. 

L'lt.'b't., 
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In addition, many societies have not only inco orated a distinction between nature a 
culture, but o en a domination of culture and mind over nature and body. In particular, 
imperialist notions of "progress" have involved the taming and conquering of nature in 
favor of "civilization." As .. a--=resu4tf·~~;femaleln'atifre sii:le of this mchetomy is va:lued 
less and often-deni~t~lt"!\~~onwtrolled. 

A prime example of this association and denigration of women with the body is the 
way menstruation has often been seen as smelly, taboo, and distasteful. fv!enstruation has 
often b1!en reg~cred ne ativel and described with ti -:--ms 
Ii e t e curse" and "on the rag," and girls are still taught to conceal menstrual prac
tices from others (and men in particular). As Gloria Steinem suggests in the classic essay 
"If Men Could Menstruate," the experience would be something entirely different if men 
menstruated. Advertisements abound in magazines and on television about tampons, pads, 
douches, feminine hygiene sprays, and yeast infection medicines that give the message that 
wo~e_n's bodies ar~ constantly in need ofhygif(_11ic attention.Notice we tend not to get ads 
for jock itch duriri.g0 prime-time television like w~Cio ads for feminine "ailments." In this 
way, there is a strange, very public aspect to feminine bodily processes at thts~e time 
that they are coded as very private. This is an example of the discourses or regimes of truth 
that shape bodies in contemporary culture. 1-.-1.\ ~~ .,., 

In this way, although the body is an incredibly sophistica(ed jumb(e of physiological 
events, our understanding of the body cannot exist outside of the society that gives it mean
ing. Take for example the ways we recognize "the heart," not just as a physiological organ, 
but also as symbolic of cultural meaning: in this case love and care. "Head" is sometimes 
oppost1d to "heart " In this way, even though bodies are biophysical entities, what our 
bodies mean and how they are experienced is intimately connected to the meanings and 
practices of the society in which we reside. And, while meanings about the body are always 
contextualized in local communities, ideas about bodies are transported around the globe 
and their commercialization supports imperialism and global capitalism alongside sexism 
and misogyny. 

The favoring of certain looks (including size, shape, and color, as well as certain 
clothes or fashion) associated with the global north are examples of how imperialism and 
globalization frame meanings about the body, as well as shape bodies in a more literal 
sense. ~~-;we emphasize in this chapter and others in the book, this is aboll1~p«;>wer .awl.· 
CO!J:~W -~Yet: woniet'f ~r-0ugh practict$''ass(}ciated with the bedy. An example -is 'temale 
genital cutting (FGC), practiced in some parts of North Africa and the Middle East, as 
well as other regions, that ensures a girl's marriageability. The cutting varies from ritually 
"nicking" the clitoris to full infibulation in which external genitalia are removed and the 
labia stitched together. Advocates against FGC argue its detrimental health consequences 
and decry the inability of girls to give consent. It is important for feminists of the global 
north to understand the cultural and economic contexts in which FGC occurs. In addition, 
we must recognize the surgical modifications of genitalia that occur in the global north, 
such as labia remodeling and vaginoplasty (discussed later in this chapter), as well as the 
surgical assignment of "sex" that may occur with intersex children. 

Bodies are thus cultural artifacts; culture becomes embodied and is literally inscribed 
or represented through the body. Gender and other identity performances are scripted, for 
example, by the ways more women (and particularly white women) want to shrink their 
bodies compared to men, who are more likely to want bigger bodies, especially in terms of 
height and muscle mass. The fact that many more women than men would willingly want 
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to be characterized as "p~" is an example of gender norms associated with the body. 
Indeed, scholars suggest that women's decisions for cosmetic surgery reflect their desire 
to attain normative standards of "beauty," whereas men are more likely to want cosmetic 
changes in order to be more competitive in the marketplace. Again, remember that these 
discussions of "men" and "women" assume intersecti9n with other identities. They also 
assume a symmetry between identification as a man or woman and a masculine or femi
nine body, respectively. Transgender individuals identify with identities that may not 
match the bodily assignment given at birth or they may portray an androgynous mixture 
in the same body. Trans bodies illustrate the ways bodies may subvert taken-for-granted 
social norms and practices. This is illustrated in the reading by Dan Frosch, "Bodies and 
Bathrooms," about a 6-year-old who identifies as a girl, yet was prevented from using 
the girls' bathroom. Her case tested Colorado's anti-discrimination law, which expanded 
protections for transgender individuals in 2008 . 

. An essentjal1c~pect of tbe ge@~ri,Qg, Qf bodies-is,&bjectijication (~eing th:e b6dy as an 
obje.c;~·anQ. .. separate from its context) as supportetdt~ mediaJin~ ~n~nt.md~tries 
as ~eU ashy fashion:· Both female- and male-identified bodies are ~bjectified, although 
the context for objectification of female-identified bodies is different. This means that 
the turning of women into objects is contextualized in what (in her reading in Chapter 6) 
Andrea Smith calls a racist hetero-patriarchy. In other words, there is broad institutional 
support for the objectification of multifaceted femininities in our culture. This does not 
mean that men cannot be objectified, but rather that the contexts for, and thus the conse
quences of, such objectification are different. You might also note that this is a key point 
in the reading by Kimberly Springer on "Queering Black Female Heterosexuality," also 
in Chapter 6. She writes: "Know that our bodies are our own-our bodies do not belong 
to the church, the state, our parents, our lovers, our husbands, and certainly not Black 
Entertainment Television (BET)." 

1
" In this way, the assertion "our bodies are our own" reminds us that alongside objec

tification is the opportunity for the body as a site of identity and self-expression. When 
Muslim women, for example, choose to wear the hijab or headscarf, they are responding 
to personal desires that may include identity and self-reliance, piety, and safety. When 
transwomen don feminine attire, they are presenting themselves to the world as women: 

. This is their identity and their sense of agency. This concept of agency is discussed by 
Minh-Ha T. ·Pham in the reading. "If the Clothes Fit: A Feminist Take on Fashion." She 
claims the politically conscious understanding of fashion as a source of empowerment, 
and also cites feminist fashion biogs as ways to celebrate nonnormatively raced, gen-
dered, sexed, and sized bodies. 

er the way we live 
them, we are ra ed as something we can control and as 
something we can use to express our identity. As a result, the body becomes something 
to be fashioned and controlled; at the same time, this control over body-and the ability 
to shape, clothe, and express it-becomes synonymous with personal freedom. We might 
question whether the ability to change and adorn the body in new ways is really "free
dom," as is political or economic freedom. Indeed, scholars discussing backlash (organ
ized resistance) have emphasized that the contemporary preoccupation with the body 
illustrates the ways society encourages us (members of marginalized groups in particular) 
to focus on the body and its management as a "distraction" from real economic and politi
cal concerns. 



186 CHAPTER 4 I Inscribing Gender on the Body 

ACTIVIST PROFILE Maggie Kuhn 

Most people are getting ready 
to retire at 65. Maggie Kuhn 
began the most important work 
of her life atthat age. In 1970 
Kuhn was forced to retire from 
her career with the Presbyterian 
Church. In August of that year, 
she convened a group of five 
friends, all of whom were retir
ing, to talk about the problems 
faced by retirees-loss of income, 
loss of social role, pension rights, 
age discrimination. Finding new 
freedom and strength in their 
voices, they also concerned 
themselves with other social 
issues, such as the Vietnam War. 

The group gathered in Phila
delphia with college students 
opposed to the war at the Con
sultation of Older and Younger 
Adults for Social Change. A year 
later, more than 100 people 
joined the Consultation. As this 
new group began to meet, a 
New York television producer 
nicknamed the group the Gray 
Panthers, and the name stuck. 

In 1972 Kuhn was asked at the last minute to fill in for someone unable to speak 
during the 181st General Assembly of the United Presbyterian Church. Her stirring 
speech launched the Gray Panthers into national prominence, and calls began to 
flood the organization's headquarters. Increased media attention came as the 
Gray Panthers became activists. They co-sponsored the Black House Conference on 
Aging to call attention to the lack of African Americans at the first White House 
Conference on Aging, and they performed street theater at the American Medi
cal Association's 1974 conference, calling for health care as a human right. At the 
core of Panther activities was the belief that older people should seize control of 
their lives and actively campaign for causes in which they believe. 

The Gray Panthers have been instrumental in bringing about nursing home 
reform, ending forced retirement provisions, and combating fraud against the 
elderly in health care. Kuhn, who was active with the Panthers until her death at 
age 89, offered this advice to other activists: "Leave safety behind. Put your body 
on the line. Stand before the people you fear and speak your mind-even if your 
voice shakes. When you least expect it, someone may actually listen to what you 
have to say. Well-aimed slingshots can topple giants." 
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Body Art 

Across practically all times and cultures, humans have practiced various forms 
of body modification for such differing reasons as warding off or invok-
ing spirits, attracting sexual partners, indicating social or marital status, 
identifying with a particular age or gender group, and marking a rite of passage 
(Lemonick et al.). People all over the world have pierced, painted, tattooed, 
reshaped, and adorned their bodies, turning the body itself into an artistic 
canvas. 

The earliest records of tattoos were found in Egypt around the time of the 
building of the pyramids. Later, the practice was adopted in Crete, Greece, 
Persia, Arabia, and China. The English word tattoo comes from the Polyne
sian tatau, a practice observed by James Cook when he visited Tahiti on his 
first voyage around the world. In the Marquesas, Cook noted that the men 
had their entire bodies tattooed, but women tattooed only their hands, lips, 
shoulders, ankles, and the area behind the ears. ' 

Today, many of the Maori men of New Zealand are returning to the practice of 
wearing the elaborate tattoos of their ancestors. In Morocco, henna designs on 
the hands and feet are an integral part of significant celebrations, such as wed
dings and religious holidays. In Ethiopia, Hamar men earn raised scars made by 
cutting with a razor and then rubbing ash into the wounds for killing a danger
ous animal or enemy. Surma girls have their earlobes stretched by clay plates 
and paint their faces during courtship season. 

As you may have noted, body art is a gendered practice. Tattooing, piercing, 
painting, and reshaping the body also serve the purpose of marking gender. 
What are common body modification practices in the United States? How do 
these practices express and reinforce gender? 

Sources: Monica Desai, "Body Art: A History," Student BMJ 10 (2002):196--97. Michael Lemonick et al., 
"Body Art," Time South Pacific (12/13/99), 66-68. Pravina Shukla, "The Human Canvas," Natural History 108 
(1999): 80. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY On the Rag 

Collect a wide variety of women's magazines such as Cosmopolitan, Glamour, 
Vogue, Elle, and so on. Identify advertisements for "feminine hygiene 
products"-tampons, pads, douches, feminine hygiene sprays, yeast infection 
medicines. What do the visual images in the ads suggest? What do the words tell 
readers? What messages do these advertisements send about women's bodies? 
Now collect a variety of men's magazines such as GQ, Maxim, Men's Journal, and 
so on. Identify advertisements for "masculine hygiene products." What do you 
find? What does the difference imply about women's bodies in contrast to men's 
bodies? How does this implication reinforce structures of gender subordination? 

/ 
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1€§os and ~cing among young women are examples of a trend toward self
express1on in the context of mass-market consumerism. Having a tattoo or multiple tattoos
traditionally a masculine or an outlaw, rebellious act-is a form of self-expression tor 
many. Similarly, multiple piercing of many body parts, including erogenous and sexually
charged areas of the body, can be seen as a form of rebellion against the constraints of 
gender and sexuality. This expression is certainly less rebellious from society's point of 
view than activities for real social and political justice, especially when trends involve the 
purchase of products and services that support the capitalist economy and make someone 
rich. Indeed, both tattooing and piercing can also be interpreted as reactionary trends and 
as examples of the many ways women are encouraged to mutilate and change parts of their 
bodies. Note that these "rebellious" behaviors have now been appropriated as relatively 
or~actices. You can buy nose and belly-button nngs, for example, that 
cup on without evefnaVrng to pierce anything, just as you can buy temporary tattoos. In 
fact, the self-consciousness involved ip. the parody of the real thing is now a form of self
expression all its own. This issue of body image and its consequences for women's Ii ves is 
a central issue for third wave feminism, mobilizing many young women and men. 

THE "BEAUTY" IDEAL 

In contemporary U.S. society we are surrounded by images of "beautiful," thin (although fit, 
sculpted, and large breasted), young, abled, smiling women. Most of these bodies are white, 
and when women of color are depicted, they tend to show models with more typically white 
features or hair. Obviously, real women come in all shapes and sizes. Our diversity is part 
of our beauty! Nonetheless, these images set standards for appearance and "beauty" that are 
internalized-standards that affect how we feel about our own bodies. Such internalization 
is ~~~teQ though multifaceted identities arising out of diverse coll)Il1unity memberships. 
Alt)~n~~ent ~@mmwritiesJtave ,Giff~ntstan(iards and eX.pei:tanbnsassocl:atecf\Vith 
,~wt>~ti~·:S'ho~~look. ~~ene,e,~f ·s0m~t&tlb1~atrtt m~~s t&-al: tffest~of \ls1 p-~ 
· ." ' ' ~,-,• '· ~- l!>edie&~F·Som.e.patitsJl>:f \lbem. Many of us are especially troubled. by parts of 

- .qur bodies perceive as larger an societal ideals or, in the case of breasts and perhaps 
bottoins, we might be troubled because these parts are not big enough. 

As men are increasingly tapped as a market for beauty and body management products, 
they ~o mcreasmgly confronted wnhidealized i~es. Anxiety over the pre~~nce of 
ba~diieSs!Sacase in point, as is the anxiety among some men that they are not 
muscled enough. Penis size, of course, while a source of amusement in popular culture, is 
a sensitive issue that is supported by extensive industries catering to penis enlargements 
as advertised on TV and in your email inbox. In addition, the metrosexual market is one 
marketing niche for men's consumption. Metrosexual is derived from "metropolitan" and 
"heterosexual" and alludes to men who are meticulous about grooming and have disposable 
income to spend on clothes and other produc~. _Ag~ ~ th~se Stall~~ J~:f ~ow b~ 
shouldleokaremedi~ tlu:o~comwiu~11'1ihat intel'pretf"Or~;le wM frlentify as men· .. 
·what ~~e·~efdy sho:ard [~ol ·l~~ &»'l~"~~ ~Q.~e.w0~~'.s;.;~is.mere tied to 
bodily apJ!>~~~e~.tlh.an1me1r's w, ·· · • ·· · · · ai . .:_.r f:femal.e''be.!OO}f' aremavesi•pjit=ant in·· 
w0men's li:ves. This is called the ouble standard associated with "beauty" or normative 
.bodily standards. What this means is t at esp1 e e i creasmg focus on male bodies in 
society and popular culture, women are particularly vulnerable to the cultural preoccupa
tion with, and the measuring of their worth against, the body. Physical appearance is more 

. ' 
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important in terms of the way women are perceived and treated. This is especially true in 
terms of the aging body; there is a much stronger mandate for women than for men to keep 
their bodies looking young. In U.S. society men's beer bellies, for example, provoke less 
aversion than women's tummy fat (either by traditional cultural definitions or by individuals 
themselves). Again, while we attempt to trouble these binary categories of "women" and 
"men" with a discussion of gender and the ways gender is inscribed onto bodies, the reality 
that most people in the world identify as women and as men, and experience the conse
quences of that identification in terms of privilege and limitations or discriminations, means 
that these categories are experienced as relatively fixed. 

In this section we discuss four points associated with the "beauty" ideal: ( 1) the change
able, fluid notion of beauty; (2) the ways beauty ideals illustrate power in society; (3) the 
~ - _;__....;...> 

ways be <lards are enforce in com lex wa s; and (4) the relations~n-
temporary beauty standards an consumerism and the growth of glob~alist expansion. 
' First, contemporaryl.mages offema1e-beauty are changeable. What is considered beauti
ful in one society is different from standards in others: Practices in one society might ostracize 
you-or might certainly prevent your getting a date-in another. Some societies encourage 
the insertion of objects into earlobes or jawline or other mechanics to increase neck length or 
head shape. Others consider large women especially attractive and see their fat as evidence of 
prosperity; again, in most contemporary societies of the global north, thin is closer to standards 
of ideal beauty, although there are differences within specific communities within the United 
States. In other words, what is considered beautiful is culturally produced and changes across 
different cultures. l);l~att~~m as,$eady dii;cqssm,§.mndards o~b©d~~p~~cea11ee:Xipott:ed 
along with fashion and other makeup products. A poignant example of this is the trend in limb
lengthening surgeries where bones are broken and then stretched. In some cultures the painful 
and expensive procedure is seen as an investment in the future, especially for men. Minimum 
heights, for example, are often quoted in personal and job advertisements in China, and to join 
the foreign service men are required to be at least 5' 7". Although this controversial 'surgery 
was banned in China in 2006, surgeries are still performed in many countries, including the 
United States. Such procedures reinscribe certain ideals of beauty and body standards. 

Whafis·considered ''beautiful" also varfesaerosslllstoridfpeTl.frcIS~ Most adult women 
can clearly see these changes in feminine "beauty" even within their own lifetimes. Fash
ion trends are particularly implicated in these practices. Minh-Ha Pham writes about this 
in "If the Clothes Fit." She explains how fashion industries shape how we're perceived.by 
others~ especially in terms of gender, class, ·;;;ce, aml sexu_~~.enuime 
p&iods. "That most ordinary and intimate of acts, getting dressed, has very real political 

'iind economic consequences," writes Pham. 
For example, a focus on standards of "Western" female beauty over time reveals 

that in the nineteenth century white, privileged women were encouraged to adopt a deli
cate, thin, and fragile appearance and wear bone-crushing (literally) corsets that not only 
gave them the hourglass figure but also cramped and ruptured vital organs. Such practices 
made women faint, appear frail, delicate, depeiideilt, an'ci passive-responses to notions of 
middle-class femininity. Victorian furniture styles accommodated this ideal with special 
swooning chairs. Standards for weight and body shape changed again in the early twenti
eth century when a sleek, boyish look was adopted by the flappers of the 1920s. Women 
bound their breasts to hide their curves. Although more curvaceous and slightly heavier 
bodies were encouraged through the next decades, body maintenance came to dominate 
many women's lives. Fueled by the fashion industry, the 1960s gave us a return to a more 
emacieed, long-legged look, but with very short skirts and long hair. At the beginning of 

~\1),\\-
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HISTORICAL MOMENT The Disability Rights Movement 

Much like the other civil rights movements of the late twentieth century, the disability rights · 
movement sought to provide equal access and equal opportunity for people living with disabili
ties. This movement had its roots in earlier actions directed toward improving the lives of people 
with disabilities. In 1817, the American School of the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, opened as the 
first educational institution to use sign language. The New England Asylum for the Blind opened 
in 1829, and Braille was introduced in 1832. In 1911, the U.S. government approved compensation 
for disabled workers and in 1946 passed the Hill-Burton act that provided assistance for rehabilita
tion. Social Security Disability insurance was created in 1950. 

Unfortunately, the progression of disability rights was not smooth. In the 1880s, eugenics, 
a pseudo-science with the goal of "improving" the genetic composition of humanity discouraged 
reproduction by people considered "undesirable," including people with disabilities (as well as 
people of color, immigrants, and the poor). Many disabled people underwent forced steriliza
tion as a result, and in 1927 the U.S. Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of forced steri
lization. By the 1970s, tens of thousands of people with disabilities had been sterilized without 
their consent. 

Throughout the twentieth century, disability rights advocates continued to organize. The Blinded 
Veterans Association, the Cerebral Palsy Society of New York City (which became the United 
Cerebral Palsy Associations), the National Mental Health Foundation, Paralyzed Veterans of 
America, the National Wheelchair Basketball Association, Little People of America, the National 
Association of the Physically Handicapped, and the American Council of the Blind are just a few of 
the organizations founded in the 1940s through 1960s. In 1963 President John F. Kennedy called 
for the de-institutionalization of the mentally ill and increased community services for them. 

. 4 
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More radical disability rights groups formed in the 1970s and pushed for greater legislation and 
accommodation. In 1972, the first independent living center opened and sparked the independent 
living movement. In 1973, Congress passed the Rehabilitation Act that for the first time addressed 
discrimination against people with disabilities, and the litigation coming from the act gave rise to con
cepts such as "reasonable modification," "reasonable accommodation," and "undue burden." In 1990, 
the most comprehensive legislation about disabilities became law-the Americans with Disabilities Act. 
The act mandates accessibility and reasonable accommodations in government and public areas. 

While such legislation has improved conditions for people with disabilities, disability rights activ
ists continue to advocate for access and change. Cultural groups such as theater for the deaf and 
sports groups such as the Paralympics provide opportunities for people with disabilities to partici
pate in social activities, and these events also function as consciousness-raisers about disabilities. 
Universal access to buildings continues to be an issue, even on college campuses, as many old 
buildings do not provide easy access for people in wheelchairs or blind people who need Braille 
signage. Individuals with mental disabilities still face stigma, and, as the population ages, the need 
for greater attention to disabilities in the elderly grows. 

The successes of the disability rights movement are many, but, as in other civil rights movement, 
work remains to be done. For more information, visit the website of the National Disability Rights 
Network at ndrn.org. 

this new century, we see a more eclectic look and a focus on health and fitness, but norms 
associated with ideal female beauty still con~ruct the thin, large-breasted, white (tann~ed, 
but not too brown) bo t beautiful. Note the body type that has a slender, thin 
rame with large breasts is quite rare and represents a very small minority of women in the 

United States. Most large-breasted women also have larger hips and waist. Nonetheless 
the 11lender, large.:.breasted body tYJ'e is still the standard of beauty to which most women 
aspire. This is reflected in the increasing numbers 9f cosmetic surgeries invotving breast 
augmentation among fashion models, celebrities, and the general population, as already 
mentioned. 

A second point concerning beauty ideals is that such ideals reflect various relations 
of power in society. Culture is constructed in complex ways, and groups with more power 
and influence tend to set the trends, create the options, and enforce the standards. As Janna 
Fikkan and Esther Rothblum suggest in the reading "Is Fat a Feminist Issue?: Exploring 
the Gendered Nature of Weight Bias," sizeism and the discrimination against fat people 
remain one of the final socially acceptable forms of discrimination." They review the lit
erature on weight-based stigma across numerous domains that include education, employ
ment, health, and romantic settmgs;aii x lain how fat w are worse tflaiitliinner 
women and worse than men,yhether en ~n. As explained in Chapter 2, t ese 
deleterious outcomes as a result of weight bias have a significant impact on health, quality 
of life, and socioeconomic outcomes. 

In U.S. culture, beauty standards are very much connected to the production and son
sumption of various products, and beauty product and fashion mdustries are multi-billion
dollar enterprises. As the reading excerpted from Joan Jacobs Brumberg's The Body 
Project explains, garment industries in the United States helped sexualize women's breasts 
through their development of the bra. ~~~K~-f'agnftfft~ 
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easiiietics~,a,IJ.de~J\:lrtai;nJIJl.ent indus¢~s. all heJ.p create standards f9r us andreinforce gender 
-r-elati0q~; Even the "natural look'' is sold tous as something to be tried on, \then obviously-<\, 
the refil natural look is devoid of marketing illusions in the first place. Most of these indus
tries are controlled by white males or by othef individuals. wqo have accepted what many 
scholars call ruling-class politics. The mam point iS that niosfof us get offered beauty and 
fashion options constructed by other people. Although we have choices and can reject 
them, lots of resources are involved in encouraging us to adopt the standards created by 
various industries. 

In this way, beauty ideals reflect white, abled, and middle-class standards. Lisa 
Miya-Jervis understands the racial politics of appearance and explains in "Hold That 
Nose" why she avoided surgery ·to change the shape of her nose. Such standards of 
beauty can humiliate fat or non-white women as well as the.poor, the aged, and the disa
bled. These norms help enforce racism, classism, ableism, ageism, and fat oppression, 
as well as sexism generally~·eimmtrilltie&;. 'how~Cl\Ji;·~ye. aiit0Paatli.¥~ me'fll<filis ·ll>;f 
'feniit'lin:e beauty anl'i actively resisf;S~J:¥:.B:omril.~g-stm1alit'tfs' Of Anglo cW:tlilie. Fikkan 
and Rothblum, for example, in the reading "Is Fat a Feminist Issue?" review literature 
that suggests Latinas and African American women are less likely to rely on others' 
approval, less likely to idealize (white, thin) cultural norms about "beauty," and less 
likely to experience body dissatisfaction than white women. However, the authors cau
tion against an "overly optimistic" reading. They suggest in part that other sources of dis
crimination might overshadow those attributable to body size. Still, this "resilience" to 
traditional beauty norms seems to occur as women of color experience a decreased self
relevance associated with these norms. In other words, Latinas and African American 
women are less likely to indulge in social comparisons with typical (white, thin) media 
images precisely because they do not see themselves in such images. However, when 
they do indulge in comparisons, they are just as susceptible as white women to body 
dissatisfaction. Dara N. Greenwood and Sonya Dal Cin explore this phenomenon in the 
reading "Ethnicity and Body Consciousness." They surveyed young African Americans' 
and white women's social comparisons with their favorite media personae and foun9_ no 
ethnic differences. A11:.w.omen indulge« ino:Wishful identification and body sur\fel:~ 
when comparing themselves to theirfav0ritem:eiia:personae. 

Physically challenged individuals are also claiming the right to redefine beauty 
and the body. Aimee Mullins, a spokeswoman for high-tech prosthetics and an activist 
for disability rights, illustrates this goal in the reading "Prosthetic Power." Although 
she was born without fibular bones and both her legs were amputated when she was an 
infant, she learned to use prosthetics and competed as a champion sprinter in college. 
She writes that a prosthetic limb "doesn't represent the o replaceJQss anymore. 
It can stand as a sym o a wearers have the power to create whatever it is that they 
want to create in that space. So people once considered disabled can now become the 
architects of their own identities and indeed continue to change those identities by 
designing their bodies from a place of empowerment." It is also important to point out 
that Mullins is a fashion model and actress and very closely fits the normative standard 
of feminine beauty in the global north. These characteristics do not detract from her 
important message, but they are important features in terms of understanding how her 
message is received. 

The third point concerning beauty practices is that standards are enforced in complex 
ways. Of course, "enforcement" does not mean, as feminist scholar Sandra Bartky has said, 
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that someone marches you off to electrolysis at gunpoint. Instead,V,1e--ado~t various struid-
~~:dintegt~them as "cho!ces" we make for ourselves. Self-objectification, seeing' 
ourselves through others' eyes, impairs women's body image. Atthe~time,.,1:4at-~Q}.lllg 
girls.a£e sexualized;an.c!kobjectifkia"by t:ontemp0f~ media, they alseJeafu that their body 
is a project that must be altered before they can attract others. It is estimated that the aver
age woman is exposed to hundreds of advertisements a day, in part a result of the Internet 
and especially advertising on social networking sites. At the same time that girls and women 
"police" themselves, they also learn to regulate one another in a general sense. The surveil
lance of women by other women around body issues (such as imposing standards and 
sanctions like negative talk, withdrawing friendship, or exclusion from a group or party) is 
an example of horizontal hostility (see Chapter 2). Norms'(>etiihll'at expectations) offemale 
beauty are :pmdue:edby :all forms of contemporary media and by a wide array of prol!luots. 
For example, Victoria's Secret, a lingerie company, sells more than underwear. Models are 
displayed in-soft-pompos~s and·the company's aavertisel'ilerits shape ideas about gender, 
sexuality, and the body. Other companies have emphasized body acceptance, paralleling 
a surge in the acceptance of "plus size" models. It is interesting to note that these models, 
although called "plus size," more closely mirror average U.S. women's bodies than do 
traditional fashion models. 

Beauty norms are internalized, and we receive various positive and negative responses 
f~isting-them. Thiiis especially true when it comes to hair. Hair 
pfays significant roles in women's intimate relationships, as the reading "What We Do 
for Love" by Rose Weitz suggests. It is interesting to think about these everyday behav
iors that maintain the body: the seemingly trivial routines, rules, and practices. Some 
scholars call these disciplinary body practices. They are "practices" because they involve 
taken-for-granted routinized behaviors such as shaving legs, applying makeup, or curling/ 
straightening/coloring hair; and they are "disciplinary" because they involve social control 
in the sense that we spend time, money, and effort, and imbue meaning in these practices 
that regulate our lives. Again, disciplinary beauty practices are connected to the production 
and consumption of various products. Of particular concern is the connection between 
piaci:iCes associated with weight control and smoking. A recent study from the National 
Institutes of Health reported thafweight ~oncerns and a "drive for thinness" among both 
black and white girls at ages 11 to 12 years were the most important factors leading to 
subsequent daily smoking. 

You can probably think of many disciplinary beauty practices in which you or your 
friends take part. Men have their practices too, although generally these tend to be sim
pler and involve a narrower range of (usually less-expensive) products. Alongside fash
ion and various forms of cosmetics and body sculpting, women are more likely to get 
face-lifts, eye tucks, rhinoplasties (nose reshaping), collagen injections to plump up lips, 
Botox injections, liposuction, tummy tucks, stomach bands and stapling, and, of course, 
breast augmentation (implants) as well as breast reductions. The American Society of 
Plastic Surgeons reports twice as many women electing to have breast augmentation 
than a decade ago, even though the U.S. FDA (Food and Drug Administration) has been 
concerned about the safety of both silicone-gel-filled and saline-filled breast implants 
and banned the widespread use of silicone-gel-filled implants some years ago. Known 
risks involve leakage and rupture, loss of sensation in the nipples, permanent scarring, 
problems with breast-feeding, potential interference with mammography that may delay 
cancer diagnoses, and fibrositis, or pain and stiffness of muscles, ligaments, and tendons. 
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Breast implants require ongoing maintenance and often need periodic operations to 
replace or remove the devices. In 2006 the FDA again approved the marketing of sili
cone-gel-filled implants by two companies for breast reconstruction in women of all ages 
and breast augmentation in women aged 22 years and older. The companies are required 
to conduct postapproval studies of potential health risks. 

Another surgery that has increased in popularity is vaginal cosmetic surgery. It includes 
labiaplasty (a procedure to change the shape and size of the labia minora [inner lips of the 
vagina] and/or labia majora [outer lips], although most often it involves making the labia 
minora smaller), vaginoplasty (creating, reshaping, or tightening the vagina; the latter proce-

\\ <lure is often called "vaginal rejuvenation"), and clitoral unhooding (exposing the clitoris in 
l an attempt to increase sexual stimulation). There is no agreement, for example, on what is the 
)'normal" size for labia and no reliable studies on the impact of labia size on sexual function
ing and sexual pleasure. The most recent data from the American Society for Aesthetic Plas
ic Surgery reports a 64 percent increase in vaginal cosmetic surgeries in 2012 (from 2,142 
erformed in 2011to3,521in2012). Altb..2\!g!i;Jhe§e.,s~s~~-s~:.:·:_:~ _s,'.~~J.~r 
~£al rea&o.wl, 1:4tti!' ip.cr~e, ~,related to \.vh.~tha8 i~~eii called ·~ _JP.t?tie". J.'l!lil~~ , . It 

is important to understand that the aesthetics of the pelvic area are related to norm about 
ender, the body, and sexuality, and especially norms created by media and contemporary 

pornography. 
A 2013 report from the American Society for Aesthetic Plastic Surgery cites more 

than 10 million U.S. cosmetic procedures were performed in 2012, with breast augmen
tation the number one, closely followed by liposuction. In particular, the number of 
African American women electing cosmetic surgery has increased (with most favored 
procedures being rhinoplasty, liposuction, and breast reduction), reflecting the imposi
tion of white standards of beauty as well as increases in disposable income and accept
ance of cosmetic surgery among some groups in the African American community. 
The report shows more than $11 billion was spent in the United States in 2012 on cos
metic procedures that include surgery and other practices such as laser hair removal and 
skin rejuvenation. Women account for 90 percent of all individuals undergoing proce
dures, although rates of men electing cosmetic procedures have increased by more than 
100 percent since the late 1990s. In order to understand all these trends, it is necessary 
to recognize the crucial role of the media. C~lebrities •. for 1e:XarnJi>1le;. ;eften' set trerids that 
"'ordinai:y" pe!:!Rl~~tr<¥ mid emulate. Tt i'S ,known that Jennifer Lopez, for instance, had 
three cosmetic surgery procedures when she was just 15 years old that included liposuc
tion, breast implants, and buttock fillers. 

The enormous popularity of "reality" television shows like "The Biggest Loser," 
plus the increased number of websites encouraging young girls to change the way they 
look, has fueled these changes. These shows take people (especially women) out of 
communities, isolate them, and then transform their bodies through surgery, cosmetics, 
and other technologies of body management, before reintroducing them into their com
munities as radically transformed people (implying that their Hves will now be better, 
more successful, happier, etc.). Such shows encourage people to pass for a younger 
age and to consider cosmetic surgery (especially breast implants and argumentation) 
as something women of all ages should seek and want. Though they are often enter
taining and seductive in their voyeuristic appeal, it is important to recognize the role 
they play in the social construction of "beauty," the advertising of products and body
management technologies, and the social elations of power in society. In considering 
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these practices-from following fashion and buying clothes, accessories, and makeup 
to breast enhancement and all the practices in between-we need to keep in mind how 
much they cost, how they channel women's energies away from other (perhaps more 
productive) pursuits, and how they may affect the health and well-being of people and 
the planet. 

These technologies of the body have global impact and appeal. Desire to script the 
body in accordance with cultural notions of attractiveness is worldwide. As discussed 
above, standards of "beauty" that vary across cultures are maintained by diverse practices 
that are both traditional to specific cultures as well as shaped by globalmedia. Develop
ments in Iran illustrate such practices as this country now has the world's highest number 
of rhinoplasties per capita (as well as a problematic number of botched surgeries). A 2013 
report in the Guardian newspaper also cites an increased number of these surgeries among 
Iranian-American women. <. ""). 

The _b?dY and the v;¢o~ practices associated with maintaining the female body are 
probably the most salient aspects of what we understand as femininity, and they are cru
ci'ar-in social express10ns o~ality. Note how many bodily.practftes of contemporary. 
femininity encourage women to stay small, not take up space, and stay young. Maturity in 
the form of body hair "is unacceptable; we are encouraged to keep our bodies sleek, soft, 
and hairless-traits that some scholars identify with youth and powerlessness. The trend 
among some women to shave and remove pubic hair so that the genitalia appear prepu
bertal is an example of this. Such hair removal, mimicking the display of female genitalia 
in pornography, sends the message that the mature female body is "gross" or should be 
altered. It also sexualizes children's bodies. 
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About Body Image 

WHAT DOES THE TERM BODY IMAGE MEAN? 

Body image is defined by the following: 

• How you see yourself when you look in the mirror. 
• What you believe about your own appearance. 
• How you feel about your body, including your height, weight, and shape. 
• How you feel in your body, not just about your body. 

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO HAVE A HEALTHY BODY IMAGE? 

Someone with a healthy body image has a clear perception of their body; understands that 
someone's physical appearance says very little about their value as a person; refuses to spend 
unreasonable amounts of time worrying about food, weight, and calories; and is comfortable 
and confident in their own skin. 

IF SOMEONE HAS AN UNHEALTHY BODY IMAGE, DOES IT MEAN THAT THEY HAVE 
AN EATING DISORDER? 

No. Many people feel poorly about their bodies from time to time, but it does not mean that they 
necessarily have an eating disorder. It is important to recognize that it is normal to struggle with 
how we feel about our bodies. It is also important to recognize the signs and symptoms someone 
might display if they have an eating disorder. For more information about eating disorders and 
how to tell if you or a friend might suffer from one, go to http://www1.villanova.edu/villanova/ 
studentlife/counselingcenterlinfosheetsleating_disorders.html. 

WHAT ARE THE MAJOR INFLUENCES ON HOW SOMEONE VIEWS THEIR BODY? 

While there are endless pressures that influence the way we feel about our bodies, there are 
several major influences that help to shape a person's sense of themselves and their bodies. 

They are: 

• Peers. 
• Media-just take a look at the shows that pervade television channels today ... "America's Top 

Model" and "Make Me a Supermodel," that focus solely on someone's appearance. 
• Family. 
• Culture-Check out a great website like adiosbarbie.com to investigate how our culture 

contributes greatly to how we feel about ourselves and our bodies. 

HOW CAN I MAKE MYSELF FEEL BETTER IF l'M HAVING A BAD BODY IMAGE DAY? 

• Engage in physical activity-play tennis, go for a jog, dance around in your room to your 
favorite song. 
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• You're so lucky to have a healthy, strong functional body-wear some of your favorite clothes; 
wear clothes that you feel comfortable in and make you happy. 

• Treat your body-paint your toenails, get a massage, or simply sit down and put your feet up; 
your body works hard for you each day and sometimes you forget to appreciate it. 

• Mentally list at least three qualities and talents about which you are proud. 
• Think of the reasons you like your friends-they probably don't have anything to do with their 

appearance, and neither are the reasons that your friends like you. 
• Make plans with a friend that you have been meaning to catch up with to go for a walk or a 

cup of coffee. 
• Take the step to tackle a long-term project-you've been putting it off ... whether it's 

cleaning your room or signing up for a pottery class, there is no better time than right now. 
• Think of your favorite body part and focus on why you like it. 
• Take a few moments for deep breathing and relaxation-you can do this sitting waiting for 

class to start or on a bench outside; inhale deeply through your nose for a count of five, filling 
your lungs with cool air and positive energy, and then exhale slowly through your mouth. 

• When you exercise, think of your bones and muscles getting stronger-think of this and your 
blood circulating throughout your body rather than focusing on calories and weight loss. 

• At meals, eat healthy colorful foods-and, think of energy, vitamins, and nourishment you are 
fueling your body with. 

BODY IMAGE SELF-EVALUATION QUIZ 

Take this quiz to help measure how comfortable you are with your body and how accepting you 
are of yourself. 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

True or False 

I can easily name my favorite body part (other than my hair or eyes). 

I can look at myself in the mirror & see an attractive person looking back. 

I am not preoccupied with when I can and cannot eat. 

I don't need to count calories or fat grams to feel that I am eating healthfully. 

I don't exercise to change my body shape, only to be healthy and happy. 

I never smoke or use drugs to curb my appetite. 

I feel comfortable eating around other people-male or female. 

I don't harm my body when dealing with stress. 

I don't compare the way I look to the way my friends look. 

I don't think I am much bigger or smaller than my friends tell me I am. 

I am comfortable being naked when alone. 

I am comfortable being naked with my partner-even with the lights on. 

I do not feel that I need a sexual partner in order to feel attractive. 

The more questions you answered TRUE, the more likely you are to have a positive perception of 
your body. Keep retaking this quiz over time to gauge your changing body image. Hopefully, the 
change will be positive. 

Source: http://www1.villanova.edu/villanovalstudentlife!healthlpromotion/gotolresources/bodyimage.html 

'/ 
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The fourth and final point regarding the "beauty" ideal is that while beauty stand
ards and practices shape our bodies and lives, it is a huge aspect of consumerism and 
global capitalism that supports imperialist cultural practices worldwide. Although 
enormous profits accrue to the fashion, cosmetics, beauty, and entertainment industries 
yearly, they not only sell products, but they also sell ideas and values and transform 
communities. The underlying message forall,,·.0f us; however, is that we are iiet good 

· en.aughthe way we are but need certain pi!QaJfCts to improve our looks and relationships. 
· · ;''ifhis ciloes n:ot help the developin~nt of p~sitiv.e self~e$ti;:~m.: We are bombarded with 

such messages to buy products to fix these kind of "flaws." As discussed in Chapter 5, 
advertising messages teach unattainable and unrealistic notions of body perfection 
that leave us thinking we are never quite good enough. Images present flawless young 
bodies that give the illusion of absolute perfection. In reality these images tend to be 
airbrushed and computer enhanced or completely computer generated. These digital 
representations integrate all the "positive" features associated with contemporary North 
American "beauty" in one image. Such images of perfect bodies are fabricated by a 
male-dominated culture and are reinforced by multi-billion-dollar industries organized 
around corporate profit making. 

One of these industries concerns weight loss. Millions of dollars are spent every year 
by people who seek to cram their bodies into smaller sizes. Of course, many individu
als want to make their bodies smaller out of a concern for better health and mobility, 
and the weight and exercise industries help them attain these goals. But we often do 
not recognize that you can be both fit and fat. Instead we fail to acknowledge the ways 
we have been taught to both despise fat and participate in consumerism out of a desire 
to more closely fit certain cultural standards. Again, there is a double standard here 
whereby.. fat women have a_karder time than fat men in our culture. This is not to say that 
fat men have an easy time; certai!jly, a~. already,mentioned, prejudice against large-size 
people of all genders is one of the last bulwarks of oppression in U.S. society. Many 
people have no qualms about blatantly expressing their dislike and disgust for fat people 
even when they might keep sexist or racist attitudes hidden. However, fat women have 
an especially difficult time because of the interaction between sexism and fat phobia. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Feminism and Cosmetic Surgery 

In recent years, technology has made cosmetic surgery more successful and more 
accessible for a large number of American women. Women are having nearly 
every body part resized and reconstructed. Televisions shows such as The Swan, 
Extreme Makeover, and Nip/Tuck have popularized the notion of creating a new 
self through surgery. Beyond nose and breast jobs, however, women are now 
also having all sorts of plastic surgery to have their labia reduced or their hymen 
"repaired." Put the word /abiap/asty or vaginop/asty in your Web search engine. 
Visit the sites of some of the doctors who offer these forms of plastic surgery. 
What are these surgeries? Why do these sites suggest women might want these 
surgeries? Why do you think so many women are choosing these surgeries? 
Read Cressida J. Heyes and Meredith Jones' Cosmetic Surgery: A Feminist Primer 
(Ashgate, 2009) for feminist perspectives on cosmetic surgery. 
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In this way the beauty ideal supports the weight-loss industry and encourages looksism 
and fat oppression. 

At the very same time that we are bombarded with messages about being thin, the 
food industry in the United States (the third largest industry nationally) has consider
able clout. Never before have North Americans (and, increasingly, people in developing 
countries) been bombarded with advertising for cheap and often toxic (high in sugar, 
fat, salt, or preservatives) food to such a degree. Many of these agricultural products 
are subsidized by the U.S. government. In addition, children watch more tharr· 10,000 · 
food ads per year on television, 90 percent of which are for four types of "food": sugar
coated cereals, soft drinks, fast food, and candy. ~ study from the United Kingdorp 
found that the more overweight a child was the more s:FieOrfie would eat when expose<:!. 

' to a ver isements ollowmg a t 10 ow. Obese children increased food intake by 
1 a -weight children by 84 percent. Chocolate was the food source 
of choice. The need for healthy nutrition is underscored by a study at Brigham and 
Women's Hospital in which researchers found that though as many as 1 in 4 children 
under the age of 14 years diet, these behaviors were not only ineffective but often tended 
to lead ultimately to weight gain. 

EATING DISORDERS 

rToday, models weigh about 23 percent less than the average woman, and this fact alone 
sends many women into despair as they compare themselves against these mostly unattain
able image~ It is distressing. that peop~e often experience their pod~~ sou_r~e~,~~~?~iety 
ra~n. Suchnnages encourage bod~~;can;~te 
eating disorders and other.1lilhealthy-~g. For example, Marni Grossman, 
the author of "Beating Anorexia and Gaining Femi~ism," writes of the despair she felt in 
comparing her body to those of her girlfriends. Such competition and anxiety often con
tinue as women age and are encouraged to measure bodies against constructed images of 
youthful "beauty." -----=:__ 

Eating Disorder Information 

The following organizations provide information about eating disorders. Visit 
their websites to learn more about anorexia, bulimia, and other forms of disor
dered eating. 

Academy for Eating Disorders Telephone: 847-498-4274 Website: www.aedweb.org 

National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders Telephone: 
877-355-7601 Website: www.anad.org 

National Eating Disorder Information Center (Canada) Toll-free: 866-633-4220 
Website: www.nedic.ca 

National Eating Disorders Association Toll-free: 800-931-2237 Website: 
www.NationalEatingDisorders.org 
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Contemporary eating disorders are compulsive disorders that include a variety of 
behaviors. Among these are anorexia nervosa (self-starvation), bulimia nervosa (binge 
eating with self-induced vomiting and/or laxative use), compulsive eating (uncontrolled 
eating or binge eating), and muscle dysmorphia (fear of being inadequately muscled). 
Alongside these diagnostic categories are general eating-disordered behavior that may 
include occasional binge eating and fasting, overly compulsive food habits such as eating 
only certain foods, not being able to eat in public, and general problems associated with 
compulsive dieting and/or compulsive overexercising (sometimes called anorexia athlet
ica, although at this time this is not recognized as a formal diagnosis). The latter catchall 
category of generalized disordered eating/exercising seems to be widespread among North 
American women. 

These disorders are culturally mediated in that they are related to environmental 
conditions associated with the politics of gender and sexuality. It appears that the num
ber of eating-disordered women in any given community is proportional to the number 
of individuals who are dieting to control weight. Dieting seems to trigger the onset of 
an eating disorder in vulnerable individuals. According to a British study, teenage girls 
who dieted even "modestly" were five times more like become anorexic 1c 
th~t. Those on strict · e s were 18 times more likely to develop 
an eating disorder. The extent of this problem is illustrated by a 2011 study that found 
that by age 6, girls especially start to express concerns about their own weight or shape. 
About half of all elementary school girls (ages 6 to 12) are concerned about their weight 
or about becoming too fat. These fears and concerns are foundational in understanding 
eating disorders. 

The reading "Beating Anorexia, Gaining Feminism" addresses the ways anorex
ics become very thin and emaciated by refusing to maintain a healthy body weight, 
have intense fears of gaining weight, and te~on. Author Marni 
Grossman survived the ordeal and learned important lessons about the politics of the 
body. She allowed her anger to propel herself beyond self-hatred toward empower
ment. Bulimics also display intense body dissatisfaction. They eat large amounts of 
food in a short time (binge) and then make themselves vomit, or they purge with laxa
tives or overexercising, or they may purge through diuretics and/or amphetamines. 
Bulimics are more likely to be of normal weight than anorexics, although they both 
share emotions and thoughts associated with self-punishment, or feelings of being 
overwhelmed because they feel fat, or feelings of frustration and/or anger with other 
factors in their lives. Compulsive eating (which may involve binging) is understood as 
an addiction to food and often involves using food as comfort and includes eating to fill 
a void in life, hide emotions, or cope with problems. Compulsive eaters often have low 
~s If-esteem and fe about their weight. Individlllls with muScle dysmorpma 
believe that their physiques are too s and unmuscular rather than too large. They 
participate in maladaptive exercise and dietary practices, and many use performance
enhancing substances. Although early studies focused on male bodybuilders, recent 
scholarship suggests that such symptoms can appear in the general population and that 
women are increasingly demonstrating this disorder. Similarly, while boys and men 
tend to use steroids more than women to increase athletic performance, new scholar
ship has shown that girls and women are also using steroids. Steroid use among women 
is more likely to be used to improve body image and muscle tone and control weight 
than for purely athletic reasons. 
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Eating disorders (with the exception of muscle dysmorphia) affect women primarily; 
the ratio of women to men among anorexia nervosa and bulimia sufferers is 10: 1 and the 
figure is 3:1 for binge eating. In North America, these disorders primarily affect young 
(aged 15 to 25 years) women. Current statistics suggest that about 1 percent of female 
adolescents have anorexia, 4 percent have bulimia (with about half of the former also 
developing bulimic patterns), and approximately 3.5 percent experience binge eating in 
any 6-month period. Accurate numbers associated with generalized eating problems are 
unknown, although it is assumed that the number of women who indulge in disordered 
eating patterns of some kind is quite substantial. 

While these disorders occur in all populations in the United States, white women and 
those with higher socioeconomic status are somewhat more likely to suffer these problems. 
As the reading by Greenwood and Dal Cin suggests, however, women of color are not 
immune from body dissatisfaction and potential eating disorders. This is corroborated by 
new data showing the prevalence of eating disorders as similar among white women and 
women of color, with the exception that anorexia nervosa is more common among white 
women. However, it is also important to understand reporting bias whereby reports tend to 
reflect the ways "incidence" is tied to resource availability for treatment in various commu
nities. We do not know the incidence of unacknowledged or untreated eating disorders that 
occur in communities where treatment resources are scarce or unavailable. Finally, while 
eating disorders are associated with the developed global north and usually not manifested 
in countries with food scarcity, Asian countries have recently experienced a surge in the 
incidence of eating disorders as a result of increased development, especially urbanization. 

There are often serious physical and emotional complications with these disorders, 
and up to 20 percent of people wit~~· 
usually of lications associated with heart problems and chemical imbalances, as 
well as uicide With treatment, mortality rates fall to 2-3 percent; about 60 percent 
recover ~aintain healthy weight and social relationships; 20 percent make only 
partial recoveries and remain compulsively focused on food and weight; and approxi
mately 20 percent do not improve. The latter often live lives controlled by weight- and 
body-management issues, and they often experience depression, hopelessness, and loneli
ness. Chronic obesity that may follow compulsive eating also has important consequences 
for health and illness. . 

Many students who live in dorms and so~s report a high incidence of eating 
disorders; perhaps you have struggled with an eating disorder yourself or have had a 
close friend or sister similarly diagnosed. If the huge number of women who have vari
ous issues with food-always on a diet, overly concerned with weight issues, compulsive 
about what they do or do not eat-are also included in the figures on eating disorders, 
then the number of women with these problems increases exponentially. Indeed, although 
teenage boys are actually more likely to be overweight than girls, they are less likely to 
diet. A study published in the American Journal of Health Promotion found that 21 per
cent of the teenage girls in the study were overweight, 55 percent said they were dieters, 
and 35 percent were consistent dieters. Although more teenage boys in the study were 
overweight, only a quarter said they were dieters and only 12 percent were consistent 
dieters. Because food and bodies are central preoccupations in so many women's lives, 
we might ask, why women and why food? 

First, women have long been associated with food and domestic pursuits; food prepa
ration and focus on food are a socially accepted part of female cultural training. Given that 
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IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Organize an eating disorders awareness event. Provide information about 
eating disorders and resources for help. Invite a therapist who specializes in 
treating eating disorders to speak. Create awareness posters to hang around 
your campus. . 

• Organize a letter:writing campaign to protest the representation of such a 
small range· of women's shapes· and sizes in a particular women's magazine. 

• Organize a speak-out about beauty ideals. 
• Organize a tattoo and piercing panel to discuss the politics of tattooing and 

piercing. Have a tattoo and piercing fashion show, and discuss the meaning of 
the various tattoos/piercings . 

..,_, .. .._,,..µ.
'·c\J ~ ,, 

women have been relegated to the private sphere of the home more than the public world, 
food consumption is easily accessible and unquestioned. Second, food is something that 
nourishes and gives pleasure. In our culture, food has been associated with comfort and 
celebration, and it is easy to see how eating can be a way of dealing with the anxieties 
and unhappiness of life. Put these two together, and we get food as the object of compul
,sion; when we add the thircl factor, the .. 'beauty" ideal, with all the anxieties associated 
witn closely monitoring the size and shape of women's bodies, the result can be eating 
disorders. 

Scholars also emphasize that eating disorders reflect the ways women desire self-control 
in the context of limited power and autonomy. In other words, young women turn to 
controlling their bodies and attempt to sculpt them to perfection because they are denied 
power and control in other areas of their lives. Central in understanding eating disorders, 
however, is the pressure in our society for women to measure up to cultural standards of 
beauty and attractiveness, what is often called the "culture of thinness." These standards, 
discussed throughout this chapter, infringe on all our lives whether we choose to com
ply with them or to resist them. Messages abound telling women that they are not good 
enough or beautiful enough, encouraging us to constantly change ourselves, often through 
the use of various products and practices. The result is that girls ~y on that they 
must__aspire to some often-unattainable standard of physical perfection. Such iiOintJard
ment distracts girls and women from other issues:-"disciplining" them to focus energy 
on the body, affecting their self-esteem and constantly assaulting the psyche as the body 
ages. In this way, eating disorders can be read as cultural statements about gender . 

. . ·-..:.__ ..... -. 

NEGOTIATIN"G ~'BEAUTY" IDEALS 

Although many women strive to attain the "beauty" ideal on an ongoing, daily basis, some 
actively resist such cultural norms. These women are choosing to not participate in the 
beauty rituals, not support the industries that produce both images and products, and to cre
ate other definitions of beauty. Some women are actively appropriating these standards by 
highlighting and/or exaggerating the very norms and standards themselves. They are carv
ing out their own notions of beauty through their use of fashion and cosmetics. For them, 
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empowerment involves playing with existing cultural standards. Most women comply with 
some standards associated with the beauty ideal and resist others. We find a place that suits 
us, criticizing some standards and practices and conforming to others, usually learning to 
live with the various contradictions that this implies and hopefully appreciating the bodies 
we have (see the box "Learn to Love Your Body" below). 

A question that might be raised in response to ideas about resisting beauty ideals ~nd 
practices is: What's wrong· y;itll being 'i!leautifuf? :)'feminists afi'8Wer:-1lfuit itJs Mt beatitY- -
that is.a· problem but, rather, the way-that.~iiJ ~as l!>.een1\l)€in:stmrctt~it&}L thtL(',ie~i9ant 
culture. This construction excludes many "beautiful" . --- .. -· . --

lar (and very restricted) noti9n~()f f~f!lininity. In " s Fat a Feminist Is 
Rothblum encourage us to understand the cultural loatlimg of fat that many women in the 
United States have internalized and to recognize weight-based stigma as a serious source 
of women's oppression. 

Another common question is: Can you wear makeup and enjoy the adornments asso
ciated with femininity and still call yourself a feminist? Most feminists (especially those 
who identify as third wave) answer with a resounding yes. In fact, you can reclaim these 
trappings and go ultra-femme in celebration of your femininity and your right to self
expression. What is important from a feminist perspective is that these practices are con
scious. In other words, when women take part .:in-Various repredu©ti;ons <0f feiiifninley', it is 
important to understand the 0iggerpioture and he aware of 1lhe ways ~i;-eaufy'' ide:al§ work 
to limit and objectify women, encourage competitiveness':ds she :1;)-etter l9okurg tli~l!.roe.? 
Who is the cutest woman here? How do I measure up?); am!l ultimat~lyto lower Worh~"s 
self-worth. Understand also how many beauty products are tested on animals, how the 
packaging of cosmetics and other beauty products encourages the use of resources that 
end up polluting the environment, and how many fashion items are made by child and/or 
sweatshop labor and then exported overseas as examples of culturalimperialism. The point 
is for us to make conscious and informed choices about our:relationships_to__the ''be.aury" 
ideilJilldiO..respect, love, and take care of our bodies. 

Learn to Love Your Body 

Do you ever stand in front of the mirror dreaming about where you'd get a few 
nips and tucks? Or feeling like life would be better if only you had smaller thighs, 
a flatter tummy, or there was simply less of you? These are all signs of a not-so
hot body image. 

It's important that you feel good about who you are. Ancf1Jrtrl~1 ~l~r1t, 
~;.Jiley;fm~-1lli~~lilu~~~fi,b,Q9tY~sti9lil:a·~~w.i~b~~~~~J!'el~r:~r~sillii0~f1High"s~lf :·--··· 
esteem is important for a healthy, balanced lifestyle-and it's a definite must 
if successful weight loss is one of your goals. So it's time to smile back at that 
image in the mirror and value all the wonderful characteristics about the person 
reflected there. Try these techniques: 

1. Recognize your special qualities. Make a list of all your positive qualities
not including your physical traits. Are you kind? Artistic? Honest? Good 

(continued) 
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in business? Do you make people laugh? Post your list near the mirror or 
another place where you'll see it every day. 

2. Put your body back together. Most of us with negative body images have 
dissected our bodies into good and bad parts. "I hate my thighs and butt." 
"My butt's okay, but my stomach is fat and my arms are flabby." Recon
nect with your body by appreciating how it all works to keep you going. Try 
stretching or yoga-the fluid movements are great for getting in touch with 
the wonders of the human body. 

3. Remember the kid inside you. Give yourself permission not to be perfect. 
Inside all of us is the kid we used to be-the kid who didn't have to be per
fect and worry about everything. Remember that kid, and give yourself a 
break. Place a photo of yourself as a child in your bedroom or at your desk 
at work so that you can see it each day and remember to nurture yourself 
and laugh a little. 

4. Enjoy your food. Eating is pleasurable. So enjoy it! Food gives us energy 
and sustains life. Don't deprive yourself or consider eating an evil act. 
If you allow yourself to enjoy some of the foods you like, you'll be less 
likely to overeat. In turn, your body won't feel bloated and uncomfortable. 

5. Indulge in body pleasures. One step toward being kind to your body, and 
inevitably yourself, is to indulge yourself. Get a massage, take a long, 
hot bath, use lotions that smell good, or treat yourself to a manicure or 
pedicure. 

6. Speak positively. Pay attention to your self-talk. It's amazing how often 
we put ourselves down throughout the day. Each time you catch your
self making critical comments, fight back by immediately complimenting 
yourself. · 

7. See the world realistically. It's common to compare ourselves to people in 
magazines or movies, but this can make you feel self-conscious. If you want 
to compare yourself to others, look at the real people around you. They 
come in different shapes and sizes-and none of them are airbrushed or 
highlighted. 

8. Dress in clothes that fit. When we feel badly about our bodies, we often 
dress in shabby clothes, waiting until we lose weight before we buy some
thing we like. But why? Feel good now! Find attractive clothes that fit your 
current size. Treating yourself will make you feel renewed. 

9. Be active. Movement and exercise can make you and your body feel terrific. 
Not only does exercise help boost your mood, it stimulates your muscles, making 
you feel more alive and connected to your body. 

10. Thrive! Living well will help you feel better about who you are and how 
you look. Strive to make your personal and professional life fulfilling. You 
are a unique, amazing person. A healthy, happy life can be all yours! 

Source: www. thriveonline.comlshape/countdownlcountdown. feature2. weekl.html. 
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Breast Buds and the "Training" Bra 
Joan Jacobs Brumberg ( 1997) 

In every generation, small swellings around the nip
ples have announced the arrival of puberty. This 
development, known clinically as "breast buds," 
occurs before menarche and almost always pro
vokes wonder and self-scrutiny. "I began to exam
ine myself carefully, to search my armpits for hairs 
and my breasts for signs of swelling," wrote Kate 
Simon about coming of age in the Bronx at the time 
of World War I. Although Simon was "horrified" by 
the rapidity with which her chest developed, many 
girls, both iq- literature and real life, long for this 
important mark of maturity. In Jamaica Kincaid's 
fictional memoir of growing up in Antigua, Annie 
John, the main character, regarded her breasts as 
"treasured shrubs, needing only the proper combi
nation of water and sunlight to make them flourish." 
In order to get their breasts to grow, Annie and her 
best friend, Gwen, lay in a pasture exposing their 
small bosoms to the moonlight. 

Breasts are particularly important to girls in 
cultures or time periods that give powerful mean
ing or visual significance to that part of the body. 
Throughout history, different body parts have been 
eroticized in art, literature, photography, and film. In 
some eras, the ankle or upper arm was the ultimate· 
statement of female sexuality. But breasts were the 
particular preoccupation of Americans in the years 
after World War II, when voluptuous stars, such as 
Jayne Mansfield, Jane Russell, and Marilyn Mon
roe, were popular box-office attractions. The mam
mary fixation of the 1950s extended beyond movie 
stars and shaped the experience of adolescents of 
both genders. In that era, boys seemed to prefer 
girls who were "busty," and American girls began 
to worry about breast size as well as about weight. 
This elaboration of the ideal of beauty raised expec
tations about what adolescent girls should look like. 
It also required them to put even more energy and 
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resources into their body projects, beginning at an 
earlier age. 

The story of how this happened is intertwined 
with the history of the bra, an undergarment that 
came into its own, as separate from the corset, in 
the early twentieth century. In 1900, a girl of twelve 
or thirteen typically wore a one-piece "waist" or 
camisole that had no cups or darts in front. As her 
breasts developed, she moved into different styles 
of the same garment, but these had more construc
tion, such as stitching, tucks, and bones, that would 
accentuate the smallness of her waist and shape the 
bosom. In those days, before the arrival of the bras
siere, there were no "cups." The bosom was worn 
low; there was absolutely no interest in uplift, and 
not a hint of cleavage. 

The French word brassiere, which actually means 
an infant's undergarment or harness, was used in 
Vogue as early as 1907. In the United States, the first 
boneless bra to leave the midriff bare was developed 
in 1913 by Mary Phelps Jacobs, a New York City 
debutante. Under the name Caresse Crosby, Jacobs 
marketed a bra made of two French lace handker
chiefs suspended from the shoulders. Many young 
women in the 1920s, such as Yvonne Blue, bought 
their first bras in order to achieve the kind of slim, 
boyish figure that the characteristic chemise (or 
flapper) dress required. The first bras were designed 
simply to flatten, but they were superseded by others 
intended to shape and control the breasts. Our cur
rent cup sizes (A, B, C, and D), as well as the idea 
of circular stitching to enhance the roundness of the 
breast, emerged in the 1930s. 

Adult women, not adolescents, were the first mar
ket for bras. Sexually maturing girls simply moved 
into adult-size bras when they were ready-and if 
their parents had the money. Many women and girls 
in the early twentieth century still made their own 

( 
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underwear at home, and some read the advertise
ments for bras with real longing. When she began to 
develop breasts in the 1930s, Malvis Helmi, a mid
westem farm girl, remembered feeling embarrassed 
whenever she wore an old summer dimity that pulled 
and gaped across her expanding chest. As a result, 
she spoke to her mother, considered the brassieres 
in the Sears, Roebuck catalog, and decided to pur
chase two for twenty-five cents. However, when her 
hardworking father saw the order form, he vetoed the 
idea and declared, "Our kind of people can't afford 
to spend money on such nonsense." Although her 
mother made her a makeshift bra, Malvis vowed that 
someday she would have store-bought brassieres .... 

The transition from homemade to mass-produced 
bras was critical in how adolescent girls thought 
about their breasts. In general, mass-produced cloth
ing fostered autonomy in girls because it took mat
ters of style and taste outside the dominion of the 
mother, who had traditionally made and supervised a 
girl's wardrobe. But in the case of brassieres, buying 
probably had another effect. So long as clothing was 
made at home, the dimensions of the garment could 
be adjusted to the particular body intended to wear 
it. But with store-bought clothes, the body had to fit 
instantaneously into standard sizes that were con
structed from a pattern representing a norm. When 
clothing failed to fit the body, particularly a part as 
intimate as the breasts, young women were apt to 
perceive that there was something wrong with their 
bodies. In this way, mass-produced bras in standard 
cup sizes probably increased, rather than diminished, 
adolescent self-consciousness about the breasts. 

Until the 1950s, the budding breasts of American 
girls received no special attention from either bra 
manufacturers, doctors, or parents. Girls generally 
wore undershirts until they were sufficiently devel
oped to fill an adult-size bra. Mothers and daughters 
traditionally handled this transformation in private, 
at home. But in the gyms and locker rooms of post
war junior high schools, girls began to look around 
to see who did and did not wear a bra. Many of these 
girls had begun menstruating and developing earlier 
than their mothers had, and this visual information 
was very powerful. In some circles, the ability to 
wear and fill a bra was central to an adolescent girl's 
status and sense of self. "I have a figure problem," a 
fourteen-year-old wrote to Seventeen in 1952: "All 

of my friends are tall and shapely while my figure 
still remains up-and-down. Can you advise me?" 

In an era distinguished by its worship of full
breasted women, interest in adolescent breasts came 
from all quarters: girls who wanted bras at an ear
lier age than ever before; mothers who believed that 
they should help a daughter acquire a "good" figure; 
doctors who valued maternity over all other female 
roles; and merchandisers who saw profits in con
vincing girls and their parents that adolescent breasts 
needed to be tended in special ways. All of this inter
est coalesced in the 1950s to make the brassiere as 
critical as the sanitary napkin in making a girl's tran
sition into adulthood both modem and successful. 

The old idea that brassieres were frivolous or 
unnecessary for young girls was replaced by a 
national discussion about their medical and psycho
logical benefits. "My daughter who is well devel
oped but not yet twelve wants to wear a bra," wrote a 
mother in Massachusetts to Today's Health in 1951. 
"I want her to wear an undervest instead because 
I think it is better not to have anything binding. What 
do you think about a preadolescent girl wearing a 
bra?" That same year a reader from Wilmington, 
Delaware, asked Seventeen: "Should a girl of four
teen wear a bra? There are some older women who 
insist we don't need them." The editor's answer was 
an unequivocal endorsement of early bras: "Just as 
soon as your breasts begin to show signs of develop
ment, you should start wearing a bra." By the early 
1950s, "training" or "beginner" bras were available 
in AAA and AA sizes for girls whose chests were 
essentially flat but who wanted a bra nonetheless. 
Along with acne creams, advertisements for these 
brassieres were standard fare in magazines for girls. 

Physicians provided a medical rationale for pur
chasing bras early. In 1952, in an article in Parents' 
Magazine, physician Frank H. Crowell endorsed bras 
for young girls and spelled out a theory and program 
of teenage breast management. "Unlike other organs 
such as the stomach and intestines which have liga
ments that act as guywires or slings to hold them in 
place," Crowell claimed, the breast was simply "a 
growth developed from the skin and held up only by 
the skin." An adolescent girl needed a bra in order 
to prevent sagging breasts, stretched blood vessels, 
and poor circulation, all of which would create prob
lems in nursing her future children. In addition, a 
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"dropped" breast was "not so attractive," Crowell 
said, so it was important to get adolescents into bras 
early, before their breasts began to sag. The "train
ing" that a training bra was supposed to accomplish 
was the first step toward motherhood and a sexually 
alluring figure, as it was defined in the 1950s. 

Breasts were actually only one part of a larger 
body project encouraged by the foundation garment 
industry in postwar America. In this era, both phy
sicians and entrepreneurs promoted a general phi
losophy of "junior figure control." Companies such 
as Warners, Maidenform, Formfit, Belle Mode, and 
Perfect Form (as well as popular magazines like 
Good Housekeeping) all encouraged the idea that 
young women needed both lightweight girdles and 
bras to "start the figure off to a beautiful future." 

The concept of "support" was aided and abet
ted by new materials-such as nylon netting and 
two-way stretch fabrics-developed during the war 
but applied afterward to women's underwear. By 
the early 1950s, a reenergized corset and brassiere 
industry was poised for extraordinary profits. If 
')unior figure control" became the ideal among the 
nation's mothers and daughters, it would open up 
sales of bras and girdles to the largest generation of 
adolescents in American history, the so-called baby 
boomers. Once again, as in the case of menstrua
tion and acne, the bodies of adolescent girls had the 
potential to deliver considerable profit. 

There was virtually no resistance to the idea 
that American girls should wear bras and girdles in 
adolescence. Regardless of whether a girl was thin 
or heavy, ')unior figure control" was in order, and 
that phrase became a pervasive sales mantra. "Even 
slim youthful figures will require foundation assis
tance," advised Women's Wear Daily in 1957. In 
both Seventeen and Compact, the two most popular 
magazines for the age group, high school girls were 
urged to purchase special foundation garments such 
as "Bobbie" bras and girdles by Formfit and "Ada
gio" by Maidenform that were "teen-proportioned" 
and designed, allegedly, with the help of adolescent 
consultants. The bras were available in pastel colors 
in a variety of special sizes, starting with AAA, and 
they were decorated with lace and ribbon to make 
them especially feminine. In addition to holding up 
stockings, girdles were intended to flatten the tummy 

and also provide light, but firm, control for hips and 
buttocks. The advertisements for "Bobbie," in par
ticular, suggested good things about girls who con
trolled their flesh in this way; they were pretty, had 
lots of friends, and drank Coca-Cola. As adults, they 
would have good figures and happy futures because 
they had chosen correct underwear in their youth. 

By the mid-1950s, department stores and spe
cialty shops had developed aggressive educational 
programs designed to spread the gospel of "junior 
figure control." In order to make young women 
"foundation conscious," Shillito's, a leading Cincin
nati department store, tried to persuade girls and their 
mothers of the importance of having a professional 
fitting of the first bra. Through local newspaper 
advertisements, and also programs in home eco
nomics classes, Shillito's buyer, Edith Blincoe, pro
moted the idea that the purchase of bras and girdles 
required special expertise, which only department 
stores could provide. (Seventeen echoed her idea 
and advised a "trained fitter" for girls who wanted a 
"prettier" bosom and a "smoother" figure.) Blincoe 
acknowledged that teenage girls were already "100% 
bra conscious," and she hoped to develop the same 
level of attention to panty girdles .... 

In home economics classes, and also at the local 
women's club, thousands of American girls saw 
informational films such as Figure Forum and Facts 
About Your Figure, made by the Warner Brassiere 
Company in the 1950s. Films like these stressed the 
need for appropriate foundation garments in youth 
and provided girls with scientific principles for 
selecting them. They also taught young women how 
to bend over and lean into their bras, a maneuver that 
most of us learned early and still do automatically. 
Most middle-class girls and their mothers embraced 
the code of "junior figure control" and spent time 
and money in pursuit of the correct garments .... 

In the postwar world, the budding adolescent 
body was big business. Trade publications, such 
as Women's Wear Daily, gave special attention to 
sales strategies and trends in marketing to girls. In 
their reports from Cincinnati, Atlanta, and Hou
ston, one thing was clear: wherever American girls 
purchased bras, they wanted to be treated as grown
ups, even if they wore only a AAA or AA cup. In 
Atlanta, at the Redwood Corset and Lingerie Shop, 
owner Sally Blye and her staff spoke persuasively to 
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young customers about the importance of "uplift" in 
order "not to break muscle tissue." And at Houston's 
popular Teen Age Shop, specially trained salesgirls 
allowed young customers to look through the bras
sieres on their own, and then encouraged them to try 
on items in the dressing room without their mothers. 
Although many girls were shy at first, by the age of 
fourteen and fifteen most had lost their initial self
consciousness. ''They take the merchandise and go 
right in [to the dressing room]," Blincoe said about 
her teenage clientele. Girls who could not be reached 
by store or school programs could send away to the 
Belle Mode Brassiere Company for free booklets 
about "junior figure control" with titles such as "The 
Modem Miss-Misfit or Miss Fit" and "How to Be 
Perfectly Charming." In the effort to help girls focus 
on their figures, Formfit, maker of the popular "Bob
bies," offered a free purse-size booklet on calorie 
counting. 

Given all this attention, it's not surprising that 
bras and breasts were a source of concern in adoles
cents' diaries written in the 1950s. Sandra Rubin got 
her first bra in 1951, when she was a twelve-year-old 
in Cleveland, but she did not try it on in a department 
store. Instead, her mother bought her a "braziere" 
while she was away on a trip and sent it home. "It's 
very fancy," Sandra wrote. "I almost died! I ran right 
upstairs to put it on." When she moved to New York 
City that September and entered Roosevelt Junior 
High School, Sandra got involved with a clique of 
seven girls who called themselves the "7Bs." Their 
name was not about their homeroom; it was about 
the cup size they wanted to be .... 

Breasts, not weight, were the primary point of 
comparison among high school girls in the 1950s. 
Although Sandra Rubin called herself a "fat hog" 
after eating too much candy, her diary reportage 
was principally about the bosoms, rather than the 
waistlines, she saw at school. Those who had ample 
bosoms seemed to travel through the hallways in a 
veritable state of grace, at least from the perspec
tive of girls who considered themselves flat-chested. 
"Busty" girls made desirable friends because they 
seemed sophisticated, and they attracted boys. In 
December 1959, when she planned a Friday-night 
pajama party, thirteen-year-old Ruth Teischman 
made a courageous move by inviting the "gorgeous" 

Roslyn, a girl whom she wrote about frequently but 
usually only worshiped from afar. After a night 
of giggling and eating with her junior high school 
friends, Ruth revealed in her diary the source of 
Roslyn's power and beauty: "Roslyn is very big. 
(Bust of course.) I am very flat. I wish I would get 
bigger fast." Many girls in the 1950s perused the 
ads, usually in the back of women's magazines, for 
exercise programs and creams guaranteed to make 
their breasts grow, allegedly in short order. 

The lament of the flat-chested girl-"I must, 
I must, I must develop my bust"-was on many 
private hit parades in the 1950s. There was a spe
cial intensity about breasts because of the atti
tudes of doctors, mothers, and advertisers, all of 
whom considered breast development critical to 
adult female identity and success. Although 'jun
ior figure control" increased pressure on the entire 
body, and many girls wore waist cinches as well 
as girdles, it was anxiety about breasts, more than 
any other body part, that characterized adolescent 
experience in these years. As a result, thousands, if 
not millions, of girls in early adolescence jumped 
the gun and bought "training bras" at the first sight 
of breast buds, or they bought padded bras to dis
guise their perceived inadequacy. In the 1950s, the 
bra was validated as a rite of passage: regardless of 
whether a girl was voluptuous or flat, she was likely 
to purchase her first bra at an earlier age than had 
her mother. This precocity was due, in part, to biol
ogy, but it was also a result of entrepreneurial inter
ests aided and abetted by medical concern. By the 
1950s, American society was so consumer-oriented 
that there were hardly any families, even among 
the poor, who would expect to make bras for their 
daughters the way earlier generations had made 
their own sanitary napkins. 

Training bras were a boon to the foundation gar
ment industry, but they also meant that girls' bodies 
were sexualized earlier. In contemporary America, 
girls of nine or ten are shepherded from undershirts 
into little underwear sets that come with tops that are 
protobrassieres. Although this may seem innocuous 
and natural, it is not the same as little girls "dress
ing up" in their mother's clothing. In our culture, 
traditional distinctions between adult clothing and 
juvenile clothing have narrowed considerably, so 



that mature women dress "down," in the garments 
of kids, just as often as little girls dress "up." While 
the age homogeneity of the contemporary wardrobe 
helps adult women feel less matronly, dressing lit
tle girls in adult clothing can have an insidious side 
effect. Because a bra shapes the breasts in accord
ance with fashion, it acts very much like an inter
preter, translating functional anatomy into a sexual 
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or erotic vocabulary. When we dress little girls in 
brassieres or bikinis, we imply adult behaviors and, 
unwittingly, we mark them as sexual objects. The 
training bras of the 1950s loom large in the history 
of adolescent girls because they foreshadowed the 
ways in which the nation's entrepreneurs would 
accommodate, and also encourage, precocious 
sexuality. 

R E A D N G 29 

If Men Could Menstruate 
Gloria Steinem (1978) 

A white minority of the world has spent centuries con
ning us into thinking that a white skin makes people 
superior-even though the only thing it really does 
is make them more subject to ultraviolet rays and to 
wrinkles. Male human beings have built whole cul
tures around the idea that penis-envy is "natural" to 
women-though having such an unprotected organ 
might be said to make men vulnerable, and the power 
to give birth makes womb-envy at least as logical. 

In short, the characteristics of the powerful, 
whatever they may be, are thought to be better than 
the characteristics of the powerless-and logic has 
nothing to do with it. 

What would happen, for instance, if suddenly, 
magically, men could menstruate and women could 
not? 

The answer is clear-menstruation would 
become an enviable, boast-worthy, masculine event: 

Men would brag about how long and how much. 
Boys would mark the onset of menses, the 

longed-for proof of manhood, with religious ritual 
and stag parties. 

Congress would fund a National Institute 
of Dysmenorrhea to help stamp out monthly 
discomforts. 

Sanitary supplies would be federally funded and 
free. (Of course, some men would still pay for the 
prestige of commercial brands such as John Wayne 
Tampons, Muhammad Ali's Rope-a-dope Pads, Joe 

Namath Jock Shields-"For Those Light Bachelor 
Days," and Robert "Baretta" Blake Maxi-Pads.) 

Military men, right-wing politicians, and religious 
fundamentalists would cite menstruation ("menstrua
tion") as proof that only men could serve in the Army 
("you have to give blood to take blood"), occupy 
political office ("can women be aggressive without 
that steadfast cycle governed by the planet Mars?"), 
be priests and ministers ("how could a woman give 
her blood for our sins?"), or rabbis ("without the 
monthly loss of impurities, women remain unclean"). 

Male radicals, left-wing politicians, and mys
tics, however, would insist that women are equal, 
just different; and that any woman could enter their 
ranks if only she were willing to self-inflict a major 
wound every month ("you must give blood for the 
revolution"), recognize the preeminence of men
strual issues, or subordinate her selfness to all men 
in their Cycle of Enlightenment. 

Street guys would brag ("I'm a three-pad man") 
or answer praise from a buddy ("Man, you lookin' 
good!") by giving fives and saying, "Yeah, man, I'm 
on the rag!" 

TV shows would treat the subject at length. 
("Happy Days": Richie and Potsie try to convince 
Fonzie that he is still "The Fonz," though he has 
missed two periods in a row.) So would newspapers. 
(SHARK SCARE THREATENS MENSTRUAT
ING MEN. JUDGE CITES MONTHLY STRESS 
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IN PARDONING RAPIST.) And movies. (Newman 
and Redford in "Blood Brothers"!) 

Men would convince women that intercourse was 
more pleasurable at "that time of the month." Les
bians would be said to fear blood and therefore life 
itself-though probably only because they needed a 
good menstruating man. 

Of course, male intellectuals would offer the 
most moral and logical arguments. How could a 
woman master any discipline that demanded a sense 
of time, space, mathematics, or measurement, for 
instance, without that in-built gift for measuring the 
cycles of the moon and planets-and thus for meas
uring anything at all? In the rarefied fields of phi
losophy and religion, could women compensate for 
missing the rhythm of the universe? Or for their lack 
of symbolic death-and-resurrection every month? 

Liberal males in every field would try to be kind: 
the fact that "these people" have no gift for measur
ing life or connecting to the universe, the liberals 
would explain, should be punishment enough. 

And how would women be trained to react? One 
can imagine traditional women agreeing to all these 
arguments with a staunch and smiling masochism. 
("The ERA would force housewives to wound 
themselves every month": Phyllis Schlafly. "Your 
husband's blood is as sacred as that of Jesus-and 
so sexy, too!": Marabel Morgan.) Reformers and 
Queen Bees would try to imitate men, and pre
tend to have a monthly cycle. All feminists would 
explain endlessly that men, too, needed to be lib
erated from the false idea of Martian aggressive
ness, just as women needed to escape the bonds 
of menses-envy. Radical feminists would add that 
the oppression of the nonmenstrual was the pat
tern for all other oppressions. ("Vampires were our 
first freedom fighters!") Cultural feminists would 
develop a bloodless imagery in art and literature. 
Socialist feminists would insist that only under capi
talism would men be able to monopolize menstrual 
blood. . . . In fact, if men could menstruate, the 
power justifications could probably go on forever. 

If we let them. 
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Prosthetic Power 
Aimee Mullins (2009} 

Aimee Mullins was born without fibular bones; both of 

her legs were amputated below the knee when she was 

an infant. She learned to walk on prosthetics, then to 

run, competing as a champion sprinter in college. 

I was speaking to a group of kids at a children's 
museum, and I brought with me a bag full of legs 
and had them laid out on a table. Kids are naturally 
curious about what they don't know, or don't under
stand, or what is foreign to them. They only learn 
to be frightened of those differences when an adult 
influences them to behave that way and censors that 
natural curiosity. I pictured a first-grade teacher out 
in the lobby saying, "Now, whatever you do, don't 
stare at her legs." 

But, of course, that's the point. That's why I was 
there-I wanted to invite them to look and explore. So 
I made a deal with the adults that the kids could come 
in, without any adults, for two minutes. The doors 
open; the kids descend on this table of legs, and they 
are poking and prodding, and they're wiggling toes, 
and they're trying to put their full weight on the sprint
ing leg to see what happens. And I said, "I woke up this 
morning and I decided I wanted to be able to jump over 
a house. If you could think of any animal, any super
hero, any cartoon character, anything you can dream 
up right now, what kind oflegs would you build me?" 

Immediately a voice shouted, "Kangaroo!" 
"Should be a frog!" "It should be Go Go Gadget!" "It 
should be the Incredibles." And then one 8-year-old 
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said, "Hey, why wouldn't you want to fly too?" And 
the whole room, including me, was like, "Yeah." 
Just like that, I went from being a woman these kids 
would have been trained to see as disabled to some
body who had potential that their bodies didn't have 
yet. Somebody who might even be super-abled. 
Interesting. 

Eleven years ago, the Technology, Entertainment, 
Design (TED) conference was the launchpad to the 
next decade of my life's exploration. At the time, the 
legs I presented were groundbreaking in prosthet
ics. I had woven carbon fiber sprinting legs modeled 
after the hind leg of a cheetah, and also these very 
lifelike, intrinsically painted, silicone legs. 

It was my opportunity to put a call out to innova
tors outside the traditional medical prosthetic com
munity to bring their talent to the science and to the 
art of building legs-so we can stop compartmen
talizing form, function, and aesthetic and assigning 
them different values. 

This started an incredible journey. Curious 
encounters were happening to me; I'd been accept
ing invitations to speak on the design of the chee
tah legs around the world. People would come up 
to me after my talk, and the conversation would 
go something like this: "You know, Aimee, you're 
very attractive. You don't look disabled." I thought, 
"Well, that's amazing, because I don't feel disa
bled." It opened my eyes to this conversation that 
could be explored about beauty. What does a beauti
ful woman have to look like? What is a sexy body? 
And interestingly, from an identity standpoint, what 
does it mean to have a disability? I mean, Pamela 
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Anderson has more prosthetic in her body than I do. 
Nobody calls her disabled. 

Today, I have over a dozen pairs of prosthetic 
legs, and with them I have different negotiations 
of the terrain under my feet. And I can change my 
height-I have a variable of five different heights. 
Today, I'm six foot one. I had these legs made in 
England, and when I brought them home to Man
hattan, a girl who has known me for years at my 
normal five foot eight went, "But you're so tall!" 
I said, "I know. Isn't it fun?" And she looked at me 
and she said, "But Aimee, that's not fair." 

That's when I knew that the conversation with 
society has changed profoundly. It is no longer a 
conversation about overcoming deficiency. It's a 
conversation about augmentation. It's a conver
sation about potential. A prosthetic limb doesn't 
represent the need to replace loss anymore. It can 
stand as a symbol that wearers have the power to 
create whatever it is that they want to create in that 
space. So people society once considered disabled 
can now become the architects of their own iden
tities and indeed continue to change those iden
tities by designing their bodies from a place of 
empowerment. What is exciting is that by combin
ing cutting-edge technology-robotics, bionics
with the age-old poetry, we are moving closer to 
understanding our collective humanity. If we want 
to discover the full potential in our humanity, we 
need to celebrate those heartbreaking strengths 
and those glorious disabilities we all have. It is our 
humanity and all the potential within it that makes 
us beautiful. 

Beating Anorexia and Gaining Feminism 
Marni Grossman (2010) 

Sometimes it feels as though feminism was my 
consolation prize for surviving an eating disorder. 
I beat anorexia, and all I got was this battered copy 

of The Feminine Mystique and a complimentary Ani 
Difranco CD .... 

/ 
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My mother likes to brag that she was the first 
girl in her high school to wear pants. She took my 
sister and me in strollers to pro-choice rallies. She 
told me I could be whatever I wanted to be, and 
I believed her. 

But for a long time, my feminism lay dormant 
because there were other things to think about. 
Good grades, for instance. Or the complicated flow
chart of alliances and long-held grudges that made 
up my circle of friends. There were calories to 
count. Food to avoid. Body mass index to calculate. 
Dulcolax or ex-lax! Razor blades bought in packs of 
ten and issues of Vogue magazine and Anne Sexton 
poems. 

Anorexia changed everything, though. I tired of 
starving and bleeding and puking and crying. I wea
ried of living out my own personal reenactment of 
The Bell Jar. I got bored of my own bullshit. And 
then I became furious. 

Social conscience is a funny thing. No one leaps 
out of the womb, arms raised, hands balled in fists, 
protesting injustice and decrying hypocrisy. And 
while I wish the facts were different, I delved head
long into feminism because I was sick of being 
hungry. I was sick of being silent and subdued. It 
hardly seemed fair. My girlfriends and I, we were 
all engaged in this elaborate, masochistic dance of 
self-loathing and self-denial. The boys, meanwhile, 
were speaking up. They were stepping up. They 
were seizing the scepter, grasping the keys to the 
kingdom, never once questioning whether or not 
they deserved it. 

Why, then, weren't all the brilliant girls I knew 
kicking ass in science and making themselves heard? 
Like me, they were busy tallying up the entries in 
their food journals and straightening their hair. 
They were keeping their mouths shut because boys 
don't like girls who talk back. They were purging in 
the bathroom after lunch and slicing up their arms 
with the dull edge of car keys under their desks. 
Reviving Ophelia wasn't a cautionary tale for us. 
It was a how-to guide to being young, female, and 
fucked-up. 

In the beginning there was this: I am ugly. My 
certainty on this point was absolute. Three little 
words that were imbued with such profundity, such 
truth. I felt it in my blood. My bones. My marrow. 

Mostly I felt it in the pit of my stomach, that hole 
that never seemed to get full. 

My nose is long and angular. It meanders 
leftward. My hair grows dark and thick against 
white white skin. It grows in places it ought not 
to. Gravity compels my breasts to swing low, 
to droop. One is bigger than the other. I am 
asymmetrical. 

I am an Egon Schiele painting. Vaguely inde
cent. Compelling. Hunched over from years of 
back-breaking worry. 

The other girls at school didn't look like this. 
They were tall and tan and toned. They invited word 
choices like lithe and lissome. They didn't sweat. 
They didn't need to shave their legs or pluck their 
eyebrows or bleach their mustaches. Their breasts 
were perky and well-behaved. They were sleek and 
hairless and lovely. Everything I needed to be but 
couldn't. Or so they seemed to me. 

If I can't be beautiful, I thought, I will be thin. I'll 
be the thinnest, in fact. I'll be tiny and adorable and 
very, very good. vvv 

Much has been written on the subject of starving. 
Reams and reams of gorgeous, heartbreaking prose 
by women more talented than I. Caroline Knapp, for 
example. Marya Hornbacher and Kathryn Harrison. 
They tell this story better than I ever could. And it's 
always the same story. It's always a variation on a 
played-out theme. 

We think we discovered it. We think our tricks 
are unique. Feed the meal to the dog when no one is 
looking. Excuse yourself to the bathroom. Keep the 
water running to cover the sounds of half-digested 
pizza hitting water. Say you have a stomach flu. Tell 
them you're too nervous to eat today. Invent your
self an ulcer. But Cosmo already wrote that article. 
And we are not unique. We are legion. An army of 
the undead. An army of the sexless, the neutered. We 
are a lumpen mass of jutting limbs and squandered 
potential. 

Life became a series of failures. Because when 
you are anorexic, you're always failing. You're 
always giving in to the temptation of a bag ofM&Ms 
or a handful of popcorn at the movies. Even when 
you're asleep, you're guilty. You dream of lavish 
gourmet meals, and you wake up hungry. Hungry 
and desperately wanting. 
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You wanted so badly to be selfless. To be with
out need. You fail at this, too. Because though 
you'd never admit it, you want the most. You want 
to be a starving, pint-size martyr. You want some
one to genuflect before your broken ninety-pound 
body. 

I hoped that at my funeral someone would remark 
on how thin I looked. "You can see her ribs," they'd 
say admiringly. And in this way, I would win. 

It sounds crazy. I know that. Death is not win
ning. Starving is not success. I know that and you 
know that. And yet. 

I'm no anomaly. If this is madness, then it's a 
mass psychosis. 

We fall for the mirage every time. We believe 
that thinness is next to godliness. We believe that 
less is always more. We believe that hunger is con
trol and fullness chaos. We believe that cellulite is 
a moral failing and that washboard abs will bring 
about happiness and world peace. We believe this 
because they told us it was so. I didn't know this 
when I was sixteen. I know it now. 

In her essay "Body Politic," Abra Fortune 
Chemik says, "gaining weight and getting my head 
out of the toilet bowl was the most political act I 
have ever committed." This quote has been cited 
hundreds of times. Every person who takes a wom
en's studies class has read this essay. Professors put 
Chemik's piece on the syllabus because it rings true. 
It strikes a chord within every girl. 

In insidious ways, we learned that our value is 
in our sex appeal, that our worth is our size-2 jeans. 
We were all raised to believe that, for women, thin 
and pretty are synonymous and if you're neither, 
you may as well not exist. Brains are irrelevant. 
Beauty reigns supreme. The patriarchy depends 
on our acceptance of this myth. It keeps us prone. 
Powerless before Cover-Girl and Trimspa and Lean 
Cuisine. 

Putting down the laxatives and picking up Naomi 
Wolf was the most political act I have ever committed. 

As I started to gain weight, I felt something 
inside me stir. Anger. Righteous indignation. The 
need to raise holy hell. And so I took to the library 
for answers. 

My high school had a limited selection of femi
nist texts. In the months I spent recovering, I read 

them all. I read Nancy Friday and Susan Faludi and 
Elizabeth Wurtzel. I devoured Katha Pollitt and 
Betty Friedan, and I realized that my anger, self
ish as it was, could-as theirs did-propel me into 
something wonderful. Feminism-warts and all
has a place. And while the media insists on forecast
ing the movement's imminent death, there are girls 
out there, desperate (as I was) to channel their anger 
into something more radical than self-hatred. 

The Beauty Myth led to Susan Bordo. Susan 
Bordo led to bell hooks and Simone de Beauvoir. 
I wrote papers decrying the sexism in The Taming 
of the Shrew and One Flew over the Cuckoo's Nest. 
I created a heavy-handed art installation about the 
media's influence on female body image full of 
decoupaged magazine pictures and broken mirror 
shards. I went to college and became copresident of 
the Eating Disorder Reach-Out Service. I preached 
about the evils of the diet industry. I talked about 
air-brushing and read about fat activism. 

But that was just the beginning. Organizing 
around issues of body image wasn't enough. Only 
the privileged, after all, starve themselves. What of 
women who didn't have that dubious luxury? What 
of trans women and sex workers and the girls toil
ing away in the maquiladoras? I declared a women's 
studies major. I went to work. 

Some people receive a summons to do G-d's 
work. Me? I heard strains of Helen Reddy music. 
Feminism was calling. 

There's an obvious flaw in this essay. It is dis
jointed. It's fragmentary. It does not flow. It's con
fusing and piecemeal and unpolished. There are too 
many incomplete sentences and too many begin
ning with conjunctions or ending with prepositions. 
I agonized about this. I asked friends how to fix it. I 
put it aside for days and came back to it with fresh 
eyes. But no solution came to me. 

I decided not to "fix" it. If this piece is disjointed 
and fragmentary and piecemeal, it's because that 
is how I came to feminism. There was no straight 
line. It was confusing and unpolished. I made 
mistakes. I will make more mistakes. But I won't 
apologize. I won't gloss over the nasty bits or cloak 
my anger in pretty prose. Feminism is not about per
fection. It's about the power of speaking one's truth. 
Regardless of how ugly or raw that truth may be. 
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Ethnicity and Body Consciousness 
Dara N. Greenwood and Sonya Dal Cin (2012) 

The increasing display of slim bodies in the mass 
media motivated increased interest in the possible 
psychological effects of such images on young 
women's self and body image. However, much 
of the research has focused on the experience of 
young White women and White media icons (either 
exclusively, e.g., Heinberg & Thompson, 1995, or 
predominantly, e.g .. Greenwood, 2009; Harrison, 
1997). It has often been presumed that Black 
women inhabit a different cultural milieu-one 
that rejects, or deems irrelevant. White/thin beauty 
norms and where self-esteem is derived from non
media sources like church and family. In line with 
Crocker and Major's (1989) theory regarding stig
matized outgroups, Black women are thought to 
engage in adaptive disidentification from a domi
nant and historically oppressive White culture, 
drawing instead on positive in-group values. There 
is some empirical support for these ideas: Blaek 
women tend to report lower tendencies to stake 
self-worth in others' approval than White women 
(Crocker et al., 2003), lower internalization of thin 
beauty ideals (Jefferson & Stake, 2000), increased 
resistance to mainstream beauty norms (Rubin 
et al., 2002), and lower levels of body dissatisfac
tion than White women (Botta, 2000; Schooler 
et al., 2004). 

However, meta-analytic studies have shown 
that differences between White and Black women 
in the realms of body concerns and eating disorder 
symptoms may be smaller than previously believed 
(Grabe & Hyde, 2006; Shaw et al., 2004). Further, 
the stereotype that Black women are immune to 
body image concerns may result in missed diag
noses of and treatment for eating disorders (e.g., 
Striegel-Moore & Smolak, 1996), and missed 
nuances in the complex relationship that all women 
have with their bodies vis-a-vis idealized images of 
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beauty in the mass media. Fortunately, scholarship 
on media images and young women's body esteem 
has begun to incorporate the conditions in which 
Black women may experience heightened body con
cerns (e.g., Botta. 2000; Jefferson & Stake, 2000; 
Schooler et al., 2004). Less fortunately, the research 
picture is-in the words of one recent review
"both woefully sparse and, perhaps not surprisingly, 
equivocal" (Lopez-Guimera et al., 2010, p. 22). 
Some of the latter may be due to wide diversity 
with regard to how media ideals are assessed and 
whether the work in question is correlational or 
experimental. 

Typically, researchers have examined broad ten
dencies to internalize thin media ideals, selective 
exposure to certain kinds of television programs, 
or postviewing responses to specific, experimenter
selected targets. The present study contributes a new 
puzzle piece to this sparse literature by integrating 
across these approaches: we assess how young 
Black and White women relate to specific television 
personae that they designate as "favorites," in the 
context of their self and body image concerns. This 
approach enables us to capture a more naturalistic 
view of how young women engage with preferred 
female media icons in their everyday lives, and how 
those selections and attitudes are relevant to body 
image concerns. 

CORRELATIONAL RESEARCH 

Some studies find that although Black women are 
generally less likely to internalize thin ideal stand
ards of beauty than White women, those who do 
internalize this standard show similar levels of 
body image concerns to White women (Jefferson & 
Stake, 2000; Shaw et al., 2004). Further, a recent 
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large-scale survey of Black women also finds that, 
similar to research on White women, increased 
inte~alization of thin ideals as well as a tendency 
to compare one's body with that of television and 
movie stars predicted increased body image con
cerns (Rogers Wood & Petrie, 2010). Research on 
exposure to certain television programs/charac
ters (vs. thin media ideals per se) finds that when 
Black women idealize White/thin characters (Botta, 
2000) or selectively watch White-oriented pro
grams (e.g., programs with predominantly White 
casts, Schooler et al., 2004), such tendencies are 
linked to increased body concerns or eating disorder 
symptomatology. 

An interesting nuance to the aforementioned 
findings is that although both Black and White 
women are generally more likely to compare 
themselves with ethnically similar others, this 
comparison is linked to increased body image con
cerns for White women only (Jefferson & Stake, 
2000). The authors argue that, "the beauty ideals 
that [African American] women internalize may be 
more balanced with regard to the attractiveness of 
their features, leading to fewer upward compari
sons" (p. 406). In a related vein, selective exposure 
to Black-oriented television shows (vs. White
oriented) has been linked to more positive body 
image among Black women (Schooler et al., 2004). 
Schooler et al. offer a number of possible expla
nations for these findings, ranging from the greater 
diversity of body types among Black women on 
television to the possibility that social comparison 
with same race others may confer ingroup esteem: 
"Black women may see other Black women as 
allies, not as competitors, and may therefore find 
comparisons with other Black women, even with 
ideal media images, inspiring" (p. 44). Thus, rather 
than highlighting adaptive disidentification as pro
tective, the authors note the potential power of 
adaptive assimilation. 

Taken together, the results of correlational stud
ies suggest that the negative associations of White 
beauty ideals on Black women may be limited 
to those Black women who are more receptive 
to White-oriented media ideals (and exposure to 
Black-oriented media might even be protective). 

EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH 

The above conclusion is complicated by findings 
from experimental research, which suggest that 
increased self-relevance of media images may neg
atively impact Black women's body esteem. For 
example, Frisby (2004) exposed Black undergradu
ate women to White models and had them engage 
in a thought-listing task; although they tended to 
note the physical attractiveness of the White models 
in question (e.g., "she's so pretty"), they were less 
likely to experience wishful identification with these 
models (e.g., "I wish I looked like that"). This lack 
of White model idealization seemed to translate into 
a lack of effect on body esteem following exposure. 
This is consistent with the idea that Black women 
can appreciate White beauty ideals without viewing 
them as self-relevant/demoralizing targets of social 
comparison. However, in a subsequent study, Black 
women with existing body concerns reported lower 
levels of body esteem when exposed to a Black 
model (there was no decrease in body esteem for 
women shown a White model). 

Similarly, Harrison and Fredrickson (2003) 
investigated whether different body norms (lean 
vs. nonlean) depicted in the media might affect 
White and non-White middle school students dif
ferently. They exposed White and non-White teens 
to clips of women's "lean sports" (those typically 
associated with a slim body ideal, e.g., ice skating, 
cheerleading), women's "nonlean" sports (e.g., soc
cer, basketball) and men's sports. The ethnicity of 
the sports models was varied throughout so that 
the only systematic differences were in body size/ 
shape or gender. Results showed that postviewing 
self-objectification was highest for non-White girls 
exposed to nonlean female sports players and for 
While girls exposed to lean female sports players 
(no differences emerged, as expected, following 
exposure to male sports). Although teens' body 
mass did not appear to interact with experimental 
condition, the authors explain their findings in light 
of ethnic differences in body ideals: "participants of 
color seemed to disregard the comparatively skinny 
look of the lean athletes as personally irrelevant, 
but did link the larger fuller bodies of the nonlean 
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athletes to thoughts of their own body shape and 
size, resulting in increased self-objectification" (p. 
228). Thus, the results of the experimental studies 
suggest that Black women can experience the nega
tive effects of exposure to beauty ideals, as long as 
the model (and hence the ideal) is seen as a self
relevant model for comparison. 

WHERE DOES THIS LEAVE US? 

Research suggests that Black women are less likely 
to rely on others' approval, less likely to idealize 
dominant (White, thin) norms, and less likely to 
experience body dissatisfaction compared with 
White women. In focus group research. Black 
women have explicitly noted the decreased self
relevance and impact of such beauty norms (Rubin 
et al., 2002). White, thin images may be deemed 
irrelevant targets for social comparison among 
Black women and thus may be less likely to lead to 
demoralizing self-assessments. As a participant in 
Rubin et al.' s (2002) study reflects," ... you gotta be 
thin, [W]hite ... young. As a [B]lack woman, I look 
at those images and I don't see me" (p. 63). 

However, it is important not to gloss over some 
very important exceptions in the literature that invite 
ongoing scholarship. First, Black women who do 
selectively engage with White-oriented media or inter
nalize thin media ideals seem as susceptible to body 
dissatisfaction as their White counterparts (Jefferson 
& Slake, 2000; Rogers Wood & Petrie, 2010; Shaw 
et al., 2004; Schooler et al., 2004). Second, experi
mental research shows that making specific self
relevant comparisons is not always protective; Black 
and/or heavier targets of comparison may inspire 
body image concerns among Black women (Frisby, 
2004; Harrison & Fredrickson, 2003). 

None of the studies to date have examined 
ethnic differences with regard to affinity for spe
cific characters (e.g., those which are considered 
favorites within the broader landscape of an indi
vidual's media use tendencies). Focusing on young 
women's favorite female media characters provides 
a more specific target of social comparison than 
scales that assess women's relationship to broadly 
construed media ideals. It also allows us to explore 

the kinds of media personae with whom young 
women consider it pleasurable to engage, rather 
than having them confront an image or icon that is 
not familiar or not typical of their media habits. 

THE PRESENT STUDY 

The vast majority of research on body image con
cerns is focused on static images in magazines or 
broad surveys regarding "internalization of thin 
ideals" (e.g., Thompson et al., 2004). Rarely, 
researchers have considered the potential impact of 
characters/figures with whom individuals develop 
more multidimensional, so-called parasocial bonds 
(Horton & Wohl, 1956). The latter is, in many 
ways, more similar to how people may connect 
with peers than the way in which they connect with 
fashion models. Of course, media figures we come 
"to know" on television often embody the same 
kinds of body ideals as fashion models-precisely 
why it is critical to study how young women's atti
tudes about favorite media figures is linked to body 
concerns. Allowing participants to generate their 
favorite characters enables us to understand how 
individuals' chronic body concerns may be linked 
to chronically accessible, liked, media figures. 

Focusing on specific character affinities also has 
the potential to clarify any differences regarding how 
White and Black women relate to media characters 
as well as differences regarding how these media 
affinities predict body image concerns. Toward this 
end, we focus on two specific dimensions of char
acter affinity: wishful identification (the desire to be 
like a favorite character), and perceived similarity 
(a sense of shared characteristics between the self 
and the character). Although we do not directly 
measure individuals' general tendencies to compare 
themselves with an idealized media figure, we ask 
them to report on how similar to and how much they 
wish they were similar to a favorite character. In this 
sense, we are eliciting both a potential social com
parison target and a social comparison process, if 
only for the purposes of the survey. 

Beyond this, we also provide increased granular
ity with regard to self-image by assessing whether 
approval-based self-worth (Crocker et al., 2003) 
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predicts body image concerns over and above 
global self-esteem and media affinities across eth
nicity. Finally, we probe the nature of Black and 
White women's favorite character choices (i.e., 
their ethnicity and body type) to determine whether 
character qualities are germane to idealization/iden
tification tendencies and/or body concerns. 

METHOD 

Participants 

Data were collected at a large midwestern univer
sity from Fall, 2007 through Spring, 201 l. Data 
collection proceeded over multiple semesters to 
increase the number of Black American women in 
the sample. 1 Students participated either for course 
credit or for payment, depending on whether they 
were drawn from introductory Communication 
classes (credit) or from classes in the Department 
of African and African American Studies (DAAS; 
payment). Although recruiting from DAAS helped 
us increase the number of Black participants in the 
sample, it should be noted that both recruitment 
pools yielded Black and White participants. Further, 
it is unlikely that White or Black students in the 
introductory DAAS courses we recruited from were 
markedly different than other students on campus, 
given that these courses, although not required, ful
fill specific College distribution requirements that 
all students must complete. 

The original sample consisted of 110 White 
American participants and 41 Black American par
ticipants. However, inspection of favorite female 
character selections showed that eight participants 
chose characters for whom questions about appear
ance idealization or perceived similarity would be 
less relevant (e.g., cartoons, children), and one par
ticipant failed to identify a favorite female character. 
These participants were excluded. Further, one par
ticipant who reported a BMI of 50 (approximately 
6 SDs above the mean; M = 23.l; SD = 4.4) was 
also excluded from the sample. The final sample 
thus consisted of 37 Black American participants 
and 104 White American participants. The mean 
age of the sample was 19.43 years (SD= 2.13). 

Measures and Procedure 

Measures are described in the order in which they 
appeared on the survey, which was administered 
online in a web survey format. Participants logged 
on using their school IDs but were assured that their 
identifying information was only being used for 
purposes of providing credit or money and that it 
would be deleted from the data set before any of 
their responses were analyzed .... 

Self-esteem We used Rosenberg's (1965) 10-item 
measure of self-esteem, which included items such 
as: "All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a fail
ure" (reverse-scored) and "I take a positive attitude 
toward myself." ... 

Others' approval. We used the others' approval 
subscale of Crocker et al.' s (2003) Contingencies 
of Self-Worth Scale (one of seven subscales used 
to capture domains in which individuals are more 
or less likely to stake their self-worth). The measure 
was devised and validated using a diverse sample of 
college students, and is comprised of five items such 
as, "What others think of me has no effect on what I 
think about myself" (reverse-scored) and "My self
esteem depends on the opinions others hold of me .... 

Body Consciousness. The body surveillance sub
scale of the Objectified Body Consciousness Scale 
(McKinley & Hyde, 1996) was used to measure body 
image concerns. 2 This subscale taps the tendency to 
evaluate the bQdy from a third party perspective and 
is negatively correlated with body esteem .... 

Female character affinities. Participants were 
asked to list the name of their favorite female 
character/personality on television and the name 
of the program on which she appears. Next, they 
responded to questions designed to tap domains of 
perceived similarity and wishful identification. Spe
cifically, individuals responded to three questions 
about how similar they perceived themselves to be 
to their favorite character's personality, life experi
ences, and physical appearance .... 

Body Mass Index. Participants reported their 
height and weight at the end of the survey, along 
with other demographic information (e.g., age, eth
nicity) so that BMI could be calculated.3 ••• 

/ 
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DISCUSSION 

The present study is the first to examine relation
ships among media ideals, self-worth, and body 
concerns for Black and White women by using 
participants' own favorite female media figures as 
targets. Although Black and White women reported 
equivalent levels of perceived similar to a favorite 
female media figure, Black women showed lower 
stake in others' approval, lower wishful identifica
tion with a favorite female television persona, and 
lower body surveillance than did White women. 
Interestingly, our analyses showed that ethnicity 
did not, in fact, moderate the links between char
acter affinities or concern with others' approval 
and body surveillance. Women with greater dis
crepancies between how similar they felt to their 
chosen character and how much they wanted to be 
like that character reported the highest level of body 
surveillance. These findings are consistent with 
other research in which Black women show lower 
levels of media internalization and/or body con
cerns but do not differ from White women when it 
comes to the links among these variables (Jefferson 
& Stake, 2000; Shaw et al., 2004). 

... Larger gaps between one's actual and ideal 
selves result in more emotional distress and dissatis
faction. Importantly, we found this interaction effect 
after controlling for self-reported BMI. This sug
gests that the perceived discrepancy is not driven by 
"objective" body size but rather a subjective posi
tioning of the self relative to media ideals. 

Our study is the first to demonstrate that to the 
extent that Black women do report approval con
cerns, they share the same vigilance re: body sur
veillance as White women do. Thus, women whose 
favorite media characters represented an as yet unat
tained ideal, and who were preoccupied with other 
people's evaluations, showed the greatest body 
monitoring tendencies. The study suggests that in 
attempting to understand women's thoughts and 
concerns about their bodies, not only is it important 
to understand how they feel about the real people in 
their every day life, but also to understand how they 
feel about the media icons who populate a more dis
tant and often distorted (if emotionally compelling) 
landscape. 

The fact that concern with others' approval 
was strongly associated with body concerns, after 
accounting for all other study variables, suggests 
that young women continue to conflate concern 
about being valued by others with physical appear
ance concerns. Moreover, findings suggest that 
women also continue to view the self from a third
party perspective, which takes its toll on mental 
health and happiness (Fredrickson & Roberts, 
1997). Body surveillance tendencies signify a 
degree of (normative) preoccupation and worry 
over whether one's body is being approved by 
others. As noted earlier, although body surveil
lance itself does not necessarily imply chronic 
negative evaluations of the body, it has been found 
to correlate with lower levels of body esteem and 
higher levels of body shame. More work is needed 
to clarify the role that approval concerns play in 
young women's body image. 

Our more fine-grained character analyses, con
trolling for both self-esteem and BMI, suggest 
there may be ethnic differences that matter when 
it comes to understanding how women select and 
relate to favorite female media characters. Specifi
cally, although White women, compared with Black 
women, were not significantly more likely to have 
a favorite character who was thin, those who did 
choose thin characters showed increased wishful 
identification and body surveillance relative to Black 
women. A reverse trend emerged within-ethnicity 
for Black women: those with average/heavy (vs. 
thin) favorite characters reported increased body 
surveillance. 

It is important to note that being average-size 
by television standards is not typically at odds 
with being glamorous (or, for that matter having a 
"normal" BMI. e.g., Katherine Heigl, Tyra Banks). 
More work is also needed to continue probing the 
qualities in media characters that attract young 
women's admiration, and potentially interfere with 
a healthy body image. Interestingly, recent work 
shows that Black women may experience body dis
satisfaction and surveillance when deviating from 
a more curvaceous (vs. thin) standard compared 
with White women (Overstreet, Quinn, & Agocha, 
2010). Additional research is needed to continue 
clarifying these important details. 
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Although favorite character body types were 
not meaningfully related to young women's eth
nicity, they were meaningfully linked to charac
ter ethnicity (White vs. non-White). Our findings 
are consistent with previous scholarship suggest
ing that body norms for women of color are more 
diverse than the body norms for White women (e.g., 
Schooler et al., 2004). In the present study, popular 
non-White characters (e.g., America Ferrera, Tyra 
Banks) were more likely to have average or heavy 
body types than White characters (e.g., Jennifer 
Aniston, Lauren Conrad). Character ethnicity was 
also relevant to young women's choices and affini
ties. Specifically, White women were more likely to 
choose White versus non-White characters and to 
report greater wishful identification with those char
acters (and greater similarity to White characters 
than White women choosing non-White characters). 
Black women were more evenly split with respect 
to favorite character ethnicity and reported greater 
perceived similarity to non-White characters com
pared with White women. Finally, wishful identi
fication was heightened among Black women with 
non-White (vs. White) favorite characters. 

Taken together, the character analyses suggest 
that White women show increased affinity for White/ 
thin characters with associated heightened body 
surveillance, whereas Black show increased affin
ity for non-White/average weight characters with 
associated heightened body surveillance. Rather 
than providing a protective assimilative buffer, as 
some work on Black women and body image has 
suggested (e.g., Jefferson & Stake, 2000; Schooler 
et al., 2004 ), affinity for self-relevant characters 
appears to be more versus less implicated in young 
women's body image concerns. Our results are thus 
more in line with experimental findings regarding 
exposure to particular media images (Frisby, 2004; 
Harrison & Fredrickson, 2003) .... 

Future research is needed to tease apart the impact 
and extent to which media figures' ethnicity and body 
type may be conflated with other variables (e.g., asser
tiveness, comedic talent). The ways in which various 
media icons explicitly reference and/or resist body 
image concerns would also be important to study. 
For example, what is the impact of Tyra Banks' now 
infamous response to allegedly unflattering tabloid 

bathing suit pictures, in which she donned the same 
bathing suit on her show and tearfully and defiantly 
dared anyone who disparages women for not fitting 
into a thin ideal to "kiss [her] fat ass"? Are such role 
models more prevalent among non-White than White 
media icons? Do powerful media figures like Tyra 
Banks ultimately send a mixed message regarding 
the importance of physical appearance by insisting on 
glamour and endorsing the modeling industry, despite 
her appropriate outrage at social pressures to be thin? 
Will Jennifer Hudson's recent, dramatic weight loss 
and role as a Weight Watchers spokeswoman make 
the thin ideal all the more compelling for women of 
color? These would all be important questions to con
tinue asking and answering empirically. 

A final key variable to consider for future research 
would be the extent to which Black women feel eth
nically identified with their in-group (e.g., feeling 
good about belonging to one's ethnic group, seek
ing information about one's ethnic group). This con
struct has been found to be relevant to how Black 
women engage with both themselves and the media 
(e.g., Rogers Wood & Petrie, 2010; Schooler et al., 
2004 ). Once again the picture is complex at best; 
some research has found that high ethnic identity 
is inversely linked to internalization of a thin ideal 
(Rogers Wood & Petrie, 2010). However, Schooler 
et al., (2004) found that young women with lower 
scores on ethnic identity show more positive self
image with respect to Black-oriented television 
exposure than women with higher ethnic identities 
(no association emerged for those with higher eth
nic identity scores). The authors reason that Black 
women with less certain ingroup affiliations may be 
more likely to view Black television characters as 
positive role models. Clearly, there is great diversity 
with respect to how all women, irrespective of ethnic 
identity, engage with media figures. However, under
standing the role of ethnic identity would help clarify 
when and for whom specific media figures function 
to boost versus deflate self and body image .... 
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NOTES 
I. The present article uses the White and Black sub

sample (n = 80 White American participants; n = 13 
African American participants) from an earlier article 
by the first author (Greenwood, 2009) but enables a 
more meaningful inspection of the role of ethnicity by 
adding participants (n = 24 White American partici
pants: n = 25 African American participants). 

2. Participants also responded to Body Shame subscale 
items but they were not the focus of inquiry for the 
present study. 

3. BMI was calculated according to the Center for 
Disease Control and Prevention Website: (Height 
[inches]/Weight [lbs]2) X 703 
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What We Do for Love 
Rose Weitz (2004) 

Rapunzel's life turned around the day a prince 
climbed up her hair and into her stairless tower. 
The rest of us sometimes suspect that, as was true 
for Rapunzel, our hair offers us the key to finding 
a prince who'll bring us love and happiness. Yet 
surprisingly often, when we talk about hair and 
romance, we talk not only about love but also about 
power-the ability to obtain desired goals through 
controlling or influencing others. Power exists not 
only when a politician fixes an election or an army 
conquers a country, but also when we style our hair 
to get boyfriends or to keep men away, and when 
our boyfriends browbeat us into cutting our hair or 
growing it longer. 

CATCHING A MAN 

Hair plays a central role in romantic relationships, 
from start to finish. If we're in the mood for love 
(or sex), from the moment we meet someone, we 
begin an internal calculus, reckoning how attractive 
we find him and how attractive he seems to find us. 

If he finds us attractive, our power will increase, for 
in any relationship, whoever wants the relationship 
most holds the least power. 1 

Attractiveness, of course, means many different 
things. A man might be attracted to a woman because 
of her income, interest in sports, or good sense of 
humor. But when it comes to dating-especially 
first dates-pretty women, like pretty girls, usually 
come out ahead. In a recent experiment, research
ers placed bogus personal ads for two women, one a 
"beautiful waitress," the other an "average looking, 
successful lawyer." The waitress received almost 
three times more responses than the lawyer. (The 
reverse was true for men: the "successful lawyer" 
received four times more responses from women 
than did the "handsome cabdriver.") Other studies 
also have found that men choose their dates based 
more on women's looks than on women's earning 
potential, personality, or other factors.2 

In a world where beautiful waitresses get more 
dates than do successful women lawyers, it makes 
perfect sense for women to use their looks to catch 
and keep men. Although some writers imply that 
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women who do so are merely blindly obeying cul
tural rules for feminine appearance and behavior
acting as "docile bodies," in the words of the French 
philosopher Michel Foucault-most women are 
acutely aware of those rules and know exactly what 
they are doing and why.3 

The first step in getting a man is catching his 
eye. A classic way to do so is with the "hair flip." 
Of course, the flip can be an innocent gesture, 
intended only to get the hair out of our eyes or 
move a tickling strand off our cheeks. But often 
it's consciously used to get men's attention while 
on dates, in classes, stopped at red lights, and else
where. If you want to see it in action, sit at any bar. 
Sooner or later a woman will look around the room, 
find a man who interests her, wait until he turns 
toward her, and then-ever so nonchalantly-flip 
her hair. 

Hair flipping can be an amazingly studied act. In 
response to an e-mail query on the subject that I sent 
to students at my university, a white undergraduate 
female replied, 

I have very long hair and do use the hair flip, both 
consciously and unconsciously. When I do it [con
sciously], I check the room to see if anyone is look
ing in my direction, but never catch a guy's eye 
first. I just do it in his line of vision. [I] bend over 
slightly (pretending to get something from a bag or 
pick something up) so that some of my hair falls in 
front of my shoulders. Then I lean back and flip my 
hair out, and then shake my head so my hair sways 
a little. I make sure that the hair on the opposite 
side ends up in front of my shoulder. I keep that 
shoulder a little bit up with my head tilted and lean 
on the hand that I used to flip my hair. 

Similarly, in the film Legally Blonde, the lead char
acter, Elle, instructs her dumpy friend Paulette how 
to "bend and snap"-bending over so her hair will 
fall forward, then standing up while snapping her 
head and hair back to catch men's attention. 

Other times the hair flip is less studied, but the 
motivation is the same. A Mexican-American stu
dent writes: 

I tend to flip my hair when I see an attractive male, 
but I do it unconsciously. I don't think, "Okay, here 

he comes, so now I have to flip my hair." It's more 
of a nervous, attention-getting thing. When I see a 
good-looking guy and get that uneasy feeling in my 
stomach, I run my fingers through my hair and flip 
it to make it look fuller and to attract his eye as he 
passes. If there isn't enough room to flip my hair, 
I'll play with a strand of hair instead. 

Whether conscious or unconscious, hair flipping 
works. In a world that expects women to speak in a 
low tone, keep eyes down, and sit quietly with legs 
together and elbows tucked in, the hair flip says, 
"Look at me." ... 

Even when a man finds neither long hair nor the 
flip inherently attractive, flipping hair can whet his 
interest. The gesture itself draws the eyes by taking 
up space and causing motion. Perhaps more impor
tant, men know the flip can be a form of flirtation. 
As a result, they pay close attention to any woman 
who flips her hair to see whether she's flirting with 
them, flirting with someone else, or simply getting 
the hair out of her eyes. 

This use of the hair flip doesn't escape notice by 
women w.ith short hair. An undergraduate writes: 

In Hispanic culture hair is very important for a 
woman. It defines our beauty and gives us power 
over men. Now that I cut my hair short, I miss the 
feeling of moving my hair around and the power 
it gave me .... It is kind of a challenge [to other 
women] when a woman flips her hair. [She's] 
telling me that she has beautiful healthy hair and 
is moving it to get attention from a male or envy 
from me. 

The hair flip is especially aggravating for those 
black women whose hair will not grow long. As one 
black graduate student explains, 

As an African-American woman, I am very aware 
of non-African-American women "flipping" their 
hair. ... I will speak only for myself here (but I 
think it's a pretty global feeling for many African
American women), but I often look at women who 
can flip their hair with envy, wishfulness, perhaps 
regret? ... With my "natural'' hair, if I run my fin
gers through it, it's going to be a mess [and won't] 
gracefully fall back into place. 



She now wears long braided extensions and, she 
says, flips her hair "constantly." 

In the same way that women use their hair's 
motion to catch men, they use its style and color. 
Cecilia told how she dyed her hair Kool-Aid bright 
to horrify others in her small Southern town. 
These days her hair decisions serve very different 
purposes: 

I can think of an occasion where I changed my hair 
while I was dating this guy. I had this feeling that 
he was losing attraction for me and I'd just been 
feeling the need to do something to my appear
ance. And my hair is always the easiest way to go. 
It's too expensive to buy a new wardrobe. There's 
nothing you can do about your face. So your hair, 
you can go and have something radically done to it 
and you'll look like a different person. 

With this in mind, Cecilia cut off about seven inches 
of her hair: 

It was kind of a radical haircut, shaved, kind of 
asymmetrical, and [dyed] a reddish maroon color. 
When he saw me, [he] was like, "Whoa! ... Oh, 
my God, look at it!" He just couldn't stop talking 
about it. ... He said, "I don't know, there's just 
something about you. I really want to be with you." 

When I ask how she felt about his rekindled inter
est in her, she replies, "I was pretty pleased with 
myself." 

Few women would cut their hair asymmetrically 
and dye it maroon to capture a man's interest, but 
millions try to do so by dyeing their hair blonde. 
Of the 51 percent of women who dye their hair, 
about 40 percent dye it blonde.4 (Most of the rest 
dye it brunette shades simply to cover any gray.) 
Several women I've talked to, when asked why 
they dye their hair blonde, responded by singing the 
old advertising ditty: "Is it true blondes have more 
fun?" These women, like many others, have found 
blonde hair a sure way to spark men's interest. 

But being a blonde can be a mixed blessing: 
Remember Marilyn Monroe. To catch men's atten
tion without being labeled dumb, passive, or "easy" 
(stereotypes that haunt all blondes, dyed or natural), 
about 20 percent of women who dye their hair 
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instead choose shades of red. Red hair, they believe, 
draws men's interest while calling on a different set 
of stereotypes, telling men that they are smart, wild, 
and passionate.5 Brenda, a quiet, petite twenty-eight
year-old, for many years envied her golden-blonde 
sister's popularity. A few years ago she began dye
ing her hair red to "let people know I'm a competent 
person, independent, maybe a little hotheaded-or 
maybe a lot hotheaded, [even] fiery." Dyeing her 
hair red, she believes, 

made people see me .... Before I dyed my hair, my 
sister and I would go out and all these guys would 
ask her to dance and talk to her and ask for her num
ber and I would just be standing there. And after I 
started dyeing my hair, I started getting noticed a 
little bit more. I also stopped waiting to be asked. 

Brenda credits her marriage in part to her red hair; 
her husband approached her initially because he 
"always wanted to date a redhead." 

Using our hair to look attractive is particularly 
. important for those of us whose femininity is some
times questioned. Since Jane Fonda began selling her 
fitness videos in 1982, women (or at least middle
class women) have been expected to look as though 
they "work out." Yet those whose broad shoulders 
and muscular arms and legs announce them as dedi
cated athletes are still often stigmatized as unfemi
nine, or denigrated as suspected lesbians. Since most 
true athletes can't have manicured nails (which can 
break during sports) or wear makeup (which can 
smear from sweat), those who want to look attrac
tively feminine often rely on their hair. The tennis
playing Williams sisters and the U.S. women's soccer 
team won the hearts of Americans not only through 
their athletic skills but also because their beaded 
braids and ponytails, respectively, told us they were 
still feminine and heterosexual (an image bolstered 
by constant news coverage about the Williamses' 
fashion sense and the soccer players' boyfriends 
and husbands). Similarly, most professional female 
bodybuilders counterbalance their startlingly muscu
lar bodies with long, curled, and dyed blonde hair. 
Those who don't do so risk losing contests, no matter 
how large and well-sculpted their muscles.6 

Similar pressures weigh on black women. 
Although it is far less true today than in the 

/ 
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past, many people-whites and blacks, men and 
women-still regard black women as less feminine 
and less attractive than white women .... 

As a result of such attitudes, black women often 
feel especially obligated to do what they can to 
increase their attractiveness. Within the black com
munity attractiveness still primarily centers on hav
ing light skin and long, straight hair.7 Since there's 
little one can do about one's skin color, much of 
black women's attention to their looks focuses on 
their hair. Norma explains, 

If you are an African-American woman and you 
have long hair, you are automatically assumed to 
be pretty, unless your face is just awful! [But if you 
have short, tightly curled hair like mine,] African
American males [will] say "I'm not going out with 
her, her head is as bald as mine!" Or they will call 
[you] "nappy head." 

To avoid such treatment without subjecting herself 
to the difficulties and expense of straightening her 
hair, Norma now wears a wig with shoulder-length 
straight hair. Her husband approves. Many other 
black women do the same, creating a substantial 
market in the black community for wigs (ads for 
which appear regularly in the major black maga
zines), while many others rely on purchased hair 
extensions. 

But each of these options carries a price. In choos
ing straightened hair, wigs, or extensions over natu
ral hair, black women obtain hair that looks good 
in exchange for hair that feels gqod to the touch. If 
your lover starts stroking your wig, it might fall off 
or come askew. If he strokes your extensions, expen
sive hair that took hours to attach may come out. If 
you've got a weave, his fingers will hit upon the web 
of thread holding the hair in. And if he tries to stroke 
your carefully coiffed straightened hair, not only will 
it lose its style, but it will feel stiff and oily or, if it 
hasn't been moisturized in a while, like brittle straw. 
Or it might just break off. To avoid these problems, 
black women teach the men and boys around them 
never to touch a woman's hair. Stephen, a twenty
three-year-old black student, told me: 

The same way you learn as a kid not to touch that 
cookie in the cookie jar, you learn not to touch that 

hair. I remember once trying to touch my mother's 
hair and having her slap my hands away .... 

You learn at beauty parlors, too. When I was a 
kid, my mom would go to the beauty parlor every 
two weeks. And it would take six hours to do her 
hair sometimes, and we would have to sit around 
the whole time. So we saw how long it took and 
how important it was for them. And then you'd 
hear the stylists tell the little girls not to touch their 
hair afterwards. And you'd hear all the women 
talking about their own hair, and how they would 
have to sleep sitting up to keep from messing it. Or 
they'd say, "That man better not try to touch my 
head, I just paid $200 for this hair!" 

When black women date either white men or the 
rare black man who hasn't been properly trained, 
the women keep the men's hands away by cover
ing their hair before coming to bed, relying on quick 
maneuvers to keep their hair out of harm's way, say
ing they need to get their hair done and it's not fit to 
be touched, or saying they just had their hair done 
and don't want it ruined.8 

Like black women, disabled women also can rely 
on their hair to make themselves seem more femi
nine and attractive .... In contemporary America 
disabled women are often ridiculed as unattractive 
and asexual, leaving them more likely than either 
disabled men or nondisabled women to remain 
single, to marry at later ages, and to get divorced.9 

When I interviewed Debra, who became quad
riplegic in a car accident when she was twenty, she 
was sitting in her kitchen. Her hair was immacu
lately styled: dyed and frosted shades of blonde, 
with perfectly placed bangs and neat waves falling 
below her shoulders. 

Although Debra always cared about her appear
ance, her disability has heightened its importance 
for her. As she explains, 

When.people first see someone in a wheelchair, the 
image they have [is] like a "bag of bones" or some
thing toting urine. They expect the person to not 
have a high level of hygiene .... People will actu
ally say things to me like "You are so much cleaner 
than I expected," and will give me shampoo as gifts 
because they assume I need the help. I'm trying to 
beat that image. 



For Debra, keeping her hair nicely styled is 
a point of pride. It also offers her the pleasure of 
feeling more feminine and feeling at least partly in 
control of her body. Like other disabled and over
weight women, this is particularly important for 
her because in other ways she can't make her body 
do what she wants. Controlling her hair also takes 
on special significance because it's difficult for her 
to find attractive, nicely fitting clothes suitable for 
someone who spends her days in a wheelchair and 
who can't dress herself. 

But even able-bodied, slender white women 
take risks when they rely on their appearance to 
bolster their self-confidence and their attractive
ness. Attractiveness offers only a fragile sort of 
power, achieved one day at a time through concen
trated effort and expenditures of time and money. 
As a result, the occasional "bad hair day" can seem 
a catastrophe. From the moment we realize our 
hair just isn't going to cooperate, things start going 
badly. We spend extra time trying to style our hair in 
the morning, then have to run out the door because 
we're late. By the time we get to work or school, 
we're feeling both frazzled and self-conscious 
about our appearance. Throughout the day, a small 
voice in the back of our head may nag, berating us 
either for not having our act together or for worry
ing what others are thinking. As a result, we lose 
self-confidence and the ability to concentrate, as 
well as prospects for male approval. In the long 
run, too, if a man is interested in us only because 
of our looks, his interest likely won't last. (It may 
not even survive the morning after, when we awake 
with bleary eyes, no makeup, and "bed head.") 
And attractiveness must decline with age, as more 
than one middle-aged society woman dumped for a 
younger "trophy wife" has discovered. 

HAIR IN RELATIONSHIPS 

Once we are in a relationship, hair can bring pleas
ure to our partners and ourselves. If our hair is long 
enough, we can drape it over our partner's chest to 
form a silky curtain, or swing it from side to side to 
tease and caress him. And whether our hair is long 
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or short, our partner can enjoy the pleasure of brush
ing it, washing it, smoothing his hands over it, or 
weaving his fingers through it. In addition, caring 
for our hair enables the men in our lives to show 
their love and affection without having to put their 
feelings into words. 

Eva's relationship with her husband, Stanley, 
epitomizes this dynamic. After more than forty 
years of marriage, it's clear that he's still smitten. 
While I am interviewing Eva, Stanley seems unable 
to stay out of the room. Once in the room, his eyes 
linger on her. His hand grazes her hair and keeps 
drifting to her shoulder. Although to me Eva's hair 
seems ordinary, he makes more than one comment 
about its beauty. 

Ever since he retired, Stanley has dyed Eva's hair 
for her. They describe this as a way to save time 
and money, and I'm sure it does. But they're retired 
and wealthy, so I'm convinced that Stanley cares for 
Eva's hair primarily as a way of caring for Eva. 

Sometimes, though, the pleasures of hair tum 
to perils if our partners come to view our hair as 
an object for their own pleasure. Learning to do so 
begins early, when boys realize they can pull girls' 
braids in schoolyards and classes and touch girls' 
hair against their will, with few if any repercus
sions. Once in relationships, some boys and men 
will come to think of their girlfriend's or wife's hair 
as their property or as a reflection on them. When 
this happens, our hair becomes an object for a man 
to critique or control. For example, when Debra 
met her first boyfriend, a couple of years before her 
accident, her hair was waist-length. The boyfriend 
had previously dated a hairstylist who taught him 
how to style hair and gave him his own haircutting 
equipment. Although Debra wasn't happy about it, 
he quickly took charge of her hair and began cut
ting it shorter and shorter with each passing month. 
"It ended up being a control feature in our relation
ship," she says. "He always wanted it worn very 
spiky and short, and I hated that look." He also took 
control of dyeing her hair. "It ended up being a trust 
game," she recalls, "where he'd say, Tm going to 
go get a hair color, and you're not going to know 
what color it is. So you have to trust me that I will 
not make you ugly.' ... In retrospect, the relation
ship really was very controlling." 

L 
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At the extreme, men's control of women's hair 
can become violent. In a recent study, the soci
ologist Kathryn Farr looked at thirty consecutive 
reported cases of woman-battering that escalated 
to attempted homicides. In three of those cases, the 
police noted in the record that the man had cut the 
woman's hair by force during the attack. (The men 
may well have done so in additional cases with
out the police noting it.) The attitude of these men 
toward their wives and girlfriends comes through 
clearly in a fourth case that did not quite meet Farr's 
definition of attempted homicide. After the man in 
that case finished punching and kicking his girl
friend, he forced her to kneel on the floor and began 
cutting her hair. When she asked why he was doing 
this, he replied, "You belong to me and I can do 
anything I want."10 

CELEBRATING INDEPENDENCE FROM MEN 

In the same way we sometimes use our hair to 
attract men, we also can use our hair to proclaim 
our independence from a particular man or from 
men in general. Darla first met her husband on a 
blind date in 1949, when she was fifteen. Normally 
before a date Darla would wash her hair, set it, 
and leave it to dry in curlers for three hours before 
combing it out and styling it. This time, though, to 
show that she "was not the kind of girl who went 
out on blind dates, [and] was just not impressed 
with that idea at all," she didn't set her hair until 
right before he arrived. 

When the doorbell rang, Darla went to greet 
her date with her hair in curlers and wrapped in a 
bandanna. She immediately realized she'd made a 
big mistake: 

Here was this young god standing there. Black 
wavy hair, way better [looking] than James Dean. 
And not only that, he was all dressed up. He had on 
a white shirt and tie. And there was nothing I could 
do about my hair. 

To compensate for her hair faux pas, Darla excused 
herself so she could triple-check her makeup and 

swap her pedal-pushers for a pretty skirt. Then they 
went out, as if there were nothing unusual about 
going on a date wearing curlers: 

He did not say anything [about my hair]. And he 
didn't seem to be turned off .... I think he found 
me attractive .... The fact that I had my hair up 
in curlers didn't seem to bother him at all, which 
impressed me. 

When he called for a second date, Darla made sure 
her hair looked great. They've now been married 
more than fifty years. 

Although few of us would, like Darla, use our 
hair to signal our lack of interest in a man at the 
beginning of a relationship, many of us do so when a 
relationship breaks up. After Roxanne got divorced, 
she dated a man who loved her hair and who took 
great pleasure in braiding, brushing, and especially 
washing it. But they had "a very bad breakup," lead
ing Roxanne to decide to cut her hair. When I ask 
her why, she replies by singing the lyric from South 
Pacific: "I'm gonna wash that man right out of my 
hair." As she explains, "I had to get rid of every
thing that he liked, and I started with my hair." She 
"felt great" afterward. 

Although Roxanne used her hair to reject her 
former partners, she didn't want to reject men 
in general and continued to use her hair to attract 
men's attention. But other women use their hair 
at least occasionally, to reduce men's interest i~ 
them. For example, LaDonna, a black woman who 
[has] described the attention her hair brought her 
as a child, usually enjoys the power her naturally 
long and wavy hair now gives her over black men. 
Nonetheless, her hair is a mixed blessing, because 
she can't control who will be attracted to it (her 
handsome neighbor or her married boss?) or why 
(because he simply likes long hair or because he 
thinks hair that looks "white" is superior?). As a 
result, she says, "It's kind of funny, because I know 
it [my hair] will get me attention, and I do things to 
make it look nice that I know will get me attention, 
but sometimes I don't wear my hair down because 
I don't want the attention. I don't feel like dealing 
with this." 



Susan goes to even greater lengths to avoid 
male attention. She's probably the prettiest woman 
I interviewed, with the prettiest hair. Her blue eyes 
and cascade of naturally curling dark hair contrast 
attractively with her pale skin, giving her a girl
next-door sort of appeal that matches her outgoing 
nature. Susan met her husband, who is an Egyptian 
Muslim, when they were both studying in England. 
Once she began dating him, the other Arab men in 
the school seemed to consider her "fair game." So 
long as her boyfriend was around she felt safe, but 
her fears grew when he left the school six weeks 
before she did. During those weeks, she recalled, 
"The Arab men were all over me, constantly bug
ging me .... I was afraid I would get raped by one 
of them one night." 

After they returned to the United States, Susan 
and her boyfriend married. As she began to learn 
more about Islam, her interest in it grew, and she 
decided to convert. A few months later they went to 
visit her husband's family home. Expecting the men 
there to treat her as they would any Muslim woman, 
she was appalled when they instead treated her as a 
"loose" American. To convince others that she was 
a chaste Muslim and to protect herself from sexual 
harassment or worse when her husband was absent, 
she began wearing a hijab (a traditional robe) and 
covering her hair in Muslim fashion. Her husband, 
aghast, told her that if he'd wanted a traditional 
Muslim bride, he would have married one. More
over, in his city only the oldest women still wore 
head coverings, which were now considered old
fashioned, ugly, and "backward." It's not surprising, 
then, that, as Susan describes, "He flipped out. He 
got so upset. He wants my hair to show, because ... 
he wants to show me off." 

Still, feeling that her physical safety was at risk, 
Susan ignored his wishes and began covering her 
head. Her strategy succeeded: 

If you are not born Muslim and you are American, 
[and] you're not dressed the way they [Arab men] 
think is best for a Muslim women, and covering 
your head, ... they'll think you're loose [and] treat 
you disrespectfully .... But when I put the hijab on 
and covered my head, ... everybody changed how 
they treated me. 
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After they got back to the United States, Susan 
decided to continue veiling. Like other Muslim
American women who veil, she enjoyed the sense 
of empowerment the veil brought her by reminding 
her of her religion and her God. 11 And, even though 
she no longer felt physically at risk, she continued to 
appreciate the protection from men's eyes that the veil 
afforded her. Without the veil, she says, "You feel like 
you're naked .... Men would look at me and smile 
and I'd know that they thought I was beautiful. I don't 
want that. I just want my husband to think that." 

Susan's husband objected even more vocifer
ously to her desire to veil herself once they returned 
to the United States. After a series of fights, they 
compromised and agreed that she could cover most 
of her hair with a turban if he was with her in public, 
and could veil more completely ifhe wasn't. 

For Susan, the fights and the eventual compro
mise were worth it. She recognizes that women gain 
rewards for displaying attractive hair, but feels that 
the power she gets from covering her hair is greater: 

Men open doors for you. Not just Arabic men but, 
even more, American men. What must be going 
through their heads is exactly what you are trying 
to put across: that I am ... a person of God, some
one who is chaste. And they're very helpful, very 
respectful. And I don't think it's that they think you 
are submissive, because I don't appear submissive. 
I talk, I stand tall. I'm by myself. It's not like I'm 
with my husband and I don't say anything. 

Most tellingly, she notes, "It's hard for Americans 
to think that a woman could be empowered without 
using her body and beauty to do it. [But] my power 
comes from within." 

At the same time, Susan has paid a price for her 
choice. Her husband remains unhappy about her 
veiling, which strains their marriage. She's also 
sentenced herself to a hot, uncomfortable head 
covering, given up the pleasure of playing with 
personal ornamentation, and foresworn the myr
iad benefits-in addition to those that occur within 
intimate relationships-that come to those who look 
attractive to the world in general. 

Still, because Susan is married and doesn't 
work outside the home, she can afford to make this 
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choice. Women who have paid jobs, on the other 
hand, must style their hair in ways that balance rela
tionship issues with career requirements-or pay 
the consequences. 

NO MORE BAD HAIR DAYS 

There's no getting around it: As it was for Rapun
zel, hair is central to our identities and our prospects. 
Whenever we cut our hair short or grow it long, 
cover the gray or leave it alone, dye it blonde or 
dye it turquoise, curl it or straighten it, we decide 
what image we want to present to the world. And 
the world responds in kind, deciding who we are and 
how to treat us based in part on what our hair looks 
like. 

At one level, this is perfectly natural. Whenever 
we first meet someone, we need to figure out what 
sort of person he or she is (a threat? a potential 
friend? a new boss? a new client?), and often need to 
do so quickly. As a result, we use any clues available 
to decipher whether that person is wealthy, middle
class, or poor; friendly or aloof; athletic or bookish; 
and so on. Hair offers one of the most visible clues. 
This is why people who have no hair typically look 
less individualistic; although their bald heads are 
distinctive, their faces often seem vaguely alike. 

But for all its naturalness, this process of defining 
ourselves and others through hair is also a product 
of culture. As we've seen, girls have to be taught 
to consider their hair central to their identities 
and to use their hair to manipulate both their self
identity and the image they project to others. And 
although it's probably true that humans are innately 
attracted to beauty, the definition of beautiful hair 
varies across time and culture-how many beautiful 
women these days sport six-inch-high beehives?
and so girls must learn how beauty is defined in their 
particular social world. Once they do, they quickly 
also learn that a wide variety of rewards accrue to 
those who most closely meet beauty norms. 

In part because our hair plays such a large role in 
how we view ourselves and are viewed by others, 
it offers us many opportunities for pleasure. Each 
day our hair provides us with the means to create 

ourselves anew-at least until our perm, relaxer, 
or hair dye grows out. And in comparison to los
ing weight, affording a better-looking wardrobe, or 
finding true love, changing our lives by changing 
our hair seems downright easy. Styling our hair also 
offers the artistic and, at times, intellectual pleasure 
of sculpting a highly malleable substance. Often, 
too, hairstyling is a community affair, involving 
friends, relatives, or stylists and bringing us the 
pleasures of laughing, joking, working, talking, and 
sharing our lives with other women. What's more, 
the results of our efforts bring sensual and sexual 
pleasures to us and to our lovers, be they male or 
female. 

But each of these pleasures of hair also carries 
dangers. As girls learn the importance of attractive 
hair (and of attractiveness in general); start spending 
time, energy, and money on their appearance; and 
come to evaluate both themselves and other girls 
on their appearance and on their ability to attract 
the opposite sex, they help perpetuate the idea that 
only a limited range of female appearance is accept
able. More insidiously, their actions make it seem as 
if focusing on appearance is something that girls do 
naturally, rather than something girls must learn to 
do. This in turn limits the life chances both of girls 
who succeed at attractiveness and of those who don't, 
for those who succeed sometimes must struggle to be 
seen as more than just a pretty image and those who 
fail are often denigrated not only as unattractive but 
also as lazy, unintelligent, and incompetent. At the 
same time, the focus on appearance teaches girls to 
view each other as competitors and limits the poten
tial for true friendship between them. 

By the time we reach adulthood, all of us have, 
at least to some extent, absorbed these lessons. Yet 
this does not mean that we docilely internalize them 
and blindly seek male approval for our appearance, 
as some writers seem to suggest. 12 Rather, each of 
us chooses daily how far she will go to meet beauty 
expectations. As we've seen, some of us choose hair
styles for convenience, some to project a professional 
image, some to reject notions of proper femininity 
or to reject male approval altogether. Moreover, 
those of us whose main goal in styling our hair is 
to attract men typically know perfectly well what 
we're doing. Far from meekly and unconsciously 



following cultural scripts, we actively use our 
appearance to get what we want: wearing long 
extensions, dyeing our hair blonde or red, flipping 
it off our shoulders to catch men's eyes, spiking it 
with gel to suggest sexy rebelliousness, and so on. 
In a world that still all too often holds women back 
and expects them to accept passively whatever life 
brings, those of us who manipulate our appearance 
to manipulate men and to create opportunities that 
might otherwise be denied us-whether getting a 
promotion or marrying well---can sometimes seem 
like rebels, resisting the narrow role in which others 
would place us. 

That said, it would be equally wrong to overstate 
the extent to which, in manipulating our appear
ance, we manipulate our social position and so resist 
those who would constrain our lives and options. 13 

Whether we wear our hair in blonde curls to attract 
men's interest or in short, professional styles to 
move ahead in the corporate world, we' re still 
limited by social stereotypes regarding women's 
nature and capabilities. Although our hair can help 
us achieve our personal goals, it cannot change 
those stereotypes. Rather, such strategies reinforce 
stereotypes by reinforcing the idea that appearance 
is central to female identity. In the long run, there
fore, they limit all girls' and women's opportunities. 
Even those hair strategies that seem most to embody 
resistance, like "lesbian power cuts" and voluntary 
baldness, have limited ability to change women's 
position since, like Afros, they either stigmatize their 
wearers and reduce their ability to achieve their goals 
or evolve into mere fashions that lack political effect. 

The truth, then, lies somewhere in between these 
two positions. In our decisions about hair, we actively 
and rationally make choices based on a realistic 
assessment of how we can best obtain our goals, 
given cultural expectations regarding female appear
ance and given our personal resources. As this sug
gests, girls and women are far from free agents. If 
we ignore cultural expectations for female appear
ance we pay a price in lost wages, diminished marital 
prospects, lowered status, and so on. If we attempt 
to follow cultural expectations, we pay a price in 
time, money, and energy when we obsess about our 
hair; in low self-esteem when our hair fails us; and 
in low esteem from others when we are considered 
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little more than the sum total of our hair and our 
appearance. 

Only when all girls and women are freed from 
stereotypical expectations about our natures and 
abilities will we also be freed from the bonds of 
the beauty culture. Again, we can see those effects 
already. Girls whose athletic, creative, or aca
demic interests are nurtured, taking into account 
and valuing all levels of abilities; whose special 
talents are rewarded with approval from parents 
and teachers; who attend schools and universities 
where their particular skills and talents are appre
ciated; and who believe that their futures hold 
myriad intriguing possibilities are far less likely 
than other girls to center their identities on their 
appearance. In such environments, too, others are 
more likely to evaluate girls on their personality 
and achievements and less likely to evaluate them 
on their looks. By the same token, women whose 
social and economic positions are based not on 
their looks but on their intellect, personality, skills, 
talents, and achievements can afford to regard their 
hair as a personal pleasure rather than as a tool for 
pleasing or manipulating others. 

Rapunzel had only one way to change her life: 
attracting a prince through her hair and her beauty. 
All of us these days have more options than that. 
Still, as it was for Rapunzel, our hair remains an 
almost magical substance: both uniquely public, 
open to others' interpretations, and uniquely per
sonal, growing out of our bodies and molded (if 
imperfectly) to our individual desires. For this rea
son, hair will continue to serve as a marker of our 
individual identity throughout our lives. Yet our hair 
can also be simply fun: an idle amusement, a sensu
ous pleasure, an outlet for creativity, a means for 
bonding with others, and a way of playing with who 
we are and who we might become. The more control 
we gain over our lives as girls and women, the more 
freedom we will have to truly enjoy and celebrate 
our hair. 
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Hold That Nose 
Lisa Miya-Jervis (2003) 

I'm a Jew. I'm not even slightly religious. Aside from 
attending friends' bat mitzvahs, I've been to temple 
maybe twice. I don't know Hebrew; my junior-high 
self, given the option of religious education, easily 
chose to sleep in on Sunday mornings. My family 
skips around the Passover Haggadah to get to the 
food faster. Before I dated someone from an obser
vant family, I wouldn't have known a mezuzah if it 
bit me on the butt. I was born assimilated. 

But still, I'm a Jew, an ethnic Jew ofa very specific 
variety: a godless, New York City-raised, neurotic 
middle-class girl from a solidly liberal-Democratic 
family, who attended largely Jewish, "progressive" 

schools. When I was growing up, almost everyone 
around me was Jewish; I was stunned when I found 
out that Jews make up only 2 percent of the American 
population. For me, being Jewish meant that on 
Christmas Day my family went out for Chinese food 
and took in the new Woody Allen movie. It also 
meant that I had a big honkin' nose. 

And I still do. By virtue of my class and its socio
political trappings, I always knew I had the option to 
have my nose surgically altered. From adolescence 
on, I've had a standing offer from my mother to pay 
for a nose job. 

"It's not such a big deal." 
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"Doctors do such individual-looking noses these 
days, it'll look really natural." 

"It's not too late, you know," she would say to 
me for years after I flat-out refused to let someone 
break my nose, scrape part of it out, and reposition 
it into a smaller, less obtrusive shape. "I'll still pay." 
As if money were the reason I was resisting. 

My mother thought a nose job was a good idea. 
See, she hadn't wanted one either. But when she was 
16, her parents demanded that she get that honker 
"fixed," and they didn't take no for an answer. She 
insists that she's been glad ever since, although she 
usually rationalizes that it was good for her social 
life. (She even briefly dated a guy she met in the 
surgeon's waiting room, a boxer having his deviated 
septum corrected.) 

Even my father is a believer. He says that without 
my mother's nose job, my sister and I wouldn't exist, 
because he never would have gone out with Mom. 
I take this with an entire salt lick. My father thinks 
that dressing up means wearing dark sneakers; that 
pants should be purchased every 20 years-and then 
only if the old ones are literally falling apart; and that 
haircuts should cost $10 and take as many minutes. 
The only thing he says about appearances is, "You 
have some crud ... " as he picks a piece of lint off 
your sleeve. But he cared about the nose? Whatever. 

Even though my mother is happy with her tidy 
little surgically altered nose, she wasn't going to 
put me through the same thing, and for that I am 
truly grateful. I'm also unspeakably glad that her 
comments stayed far from the "you'd be so pretty 
if you did" angle. I know a few people who weren't 
so lucky. Not that they were dragged kicking and 
screaming to the doctor's office; no, they were 
coerced and shamed into it. Seems it was their fam
ily's decision more than their own-usually older 
female relatives: mothers, grandmothers, aunts. 

What's the motivation for that kind of pressure? 
Can it be that for all the strides made against racism 
and anti-Semitism, Americans still want to expunge 
their ethnicity from their looks? Were these mothers 
and grandmothers trying to fit their offspring into 
a more white, gentile mode? Possibly. Well, defi
nitely. But on purpose? Probably not. Their lust for 
the button nose is probably more a desire for a typi
cal femininity than for any specific de-ethnicizing. 

But given the society in which we live, the proxim
ity of W ASPy white features to the ideal of beauty 
is no coincidence. I think that anyone who opts for 
a nose job today (or who pressures her daughter to 
get one) would say that the reason for the surgery is 
to look "better" or "prettier." But when we scratch 
the surface of what "prettier" means, we find that 
we might as well be saying "whiter" or "more gen
tile" (I would add "bland," but that's my personal 
opinion). 

Or perhaps the reason is to become unobtru
sive. The stereotypical Jewish woman is loud and 
pushy-qualities girls really aren't supposed to 
have. So is it possible that the nose job is supposed 
to usher in not only physical femininity but a psy
chological, traditional femininity as well? Bob your 
nose, and become feminine in both mind and body. 
(This certainly seems to be the way it has worked 
with Courtney Love, although her issue is class 
more than ethnicity. But it's undeniable that her new 
nose comes with a Versace-shilling, tamed persona, 
in stark contrast to her old messy, outspoken self.) 

Even though I know plenty of women with their 
genetically determined schnozzes still intact, some
times I still feel like an oddity. From what my mother 
tells me, nose jobs were as compulsory a rite of pas
sage for her peers as multiple ear-pier_cings were for 
mine. Once, when I was still in high school, I went 
with my mother to a Planned Parenthood fund
raiser, a cocktail party in a lovely apartment, with 
lovely food and drink, and a lovely short speech by 
Wendy Wasserstein. But I was confused: We were 
at a lefty charity event in Manhattan, and all the 
women had little WASP noses. (Most of them were 
blond, too, but that didn't really register. I guess hair 
dye is a more universal ritual.) 

"Why are there no Jewish women here?" I whis
pered to my mother. She laughed, but I think she 
was genuinely shocked. "What do you mean?" she 
asked. "All of these women are Jewish." And then 
it hit me: It was wall-to-wall rhinoplasties. And 
worse, there was no reason to be surprised. These 
were women my mother's age or older who came of 
age in the late '50s or before, when anti-Semitism in 
this country was much more overt than it is today. 
Surface assimilation was practically the norm back 
then, and those honkers were way too, ahem, big a 
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liability on the dating and social scenes. Nose jobs 
have declined since then. They're no longer among 
the top five plastic surgeries, edged out by liposuc
tion and laser skin resurfacing. 

I don't think it's a coincidence that, growing up 
in New York, I didn't consider my nose an "ethnic" 
feature. Almost everyone around me had that eth
nicity, too. It wasn't until I graduated from college 
and moved to California that I realized how marked 
I was. I also realized how much I like being instantly 
recognizable to anyone who knows how to look. 
I once met another Jewish woman at a conference 
in California. In the middle of our conversation, she 
randomly asked, "You're Jewish, right?" I replied, 
"With this nose and this hair, you gotta ask?" We 
both laughed. The question was just a formality, and 
we both knew it. 

Only once did I feel uneasy about being "identi
fied." At my first job out of college, my boss asked, 
after I mentioned an upcoming trip to see my fam
ily, "So, are your parents just like people in Woody 

Allen movies?" I wondered if I had a sign on my 
forehead reading "Big Yid Here." His comment 
brought up all those insecurities American Jews 
have that, not coincidentally, Woody Allen loves 
to emphasize for comic effect: Am I that Jewish? 
I felt conspicuous, exposed. Still, I'm glad I have 
the sign on my face, even if it's located a tad lower 
than my forehead. 

Judaism is the only identity in which culture and 
religion are supposedly bound closely: If you're 
Irish and not a practicing Catholic, you can still be 
fully Irish; being Buddhist doesn't specify race or 
ethnicity. To me, being a Jew is cultural, but it's 
tied only marginally-even hypothetically-to reli
gion, and mostly to geography (New York Jews are 
different from California Jews, lemme tell ya). So 
what happens when identity becomes untied from 
religion? I don't know for sure. And that means I'll 
grab onto anything I need to keep that identity
including my nose. 

R E A D N G 35 

Is Fat a Feminist Issue? Exploring the Gendered 
Nature of Weight Bias 

Janna L. Fikkan and Esther D. Rothblum (2011) 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, feminists began 
to draw increasing attention to the gendered nature 
of weight preoccupation and disordered eating, 
with Orbach's self-help book, Fat Is a Feminist 
Issue (1978), perhaps the best known of this genre. 
Helping women to see their private struggles with 
compulsive eating and hatred of their bodies as 
rooted in the social constraints placed on women's 
autonomy and patriarchal devaluation of all things 
feminine (including fat bodies) had a major impact 
on the field of psychotherapy and has spawned sub
sequent generations of feminist writing on the topic 
of women and weight. However, as critics noted 
then (e.g., Diamond 1985), the assumption that 

"fat" was indicative of pathology and, in Orbach's 
formulation, unconscious drives to defend against 
unwanted experiences (such as intimacy), was left 
largely intact. Additionally, the resolution of these 
psychological issues was seen as the pathway to 
permanent weight loss, thus also leaving unques
tioned the assumption that thinness should still be 
a woman's goal. 

By contrast, other writers at this time (e.g., 
Wooley et al. 1979) were starting to question the 
assumptions about fat as a medical or psychologi
cal problem to be solved. Wooley et al. (1979), fol
lowed by others (e.g., Brown 1985, 1989; Chrisler 
1989), asserted that fat is a feminist issue because 
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the culture at large allows for much less devia
tion from aesthetic ideals for women than it does 
for men, meaning that many more women than 
men end up feeling badly about their (normal and 
healthy) bodies, and thus engage their energies in 
all manner of corrective action, from restrictive 
dieting to eating disorders. Wooley et al. ( 1979) 
also noted that the "price paid" by women for hav
ing deviant bodies is more than psychological and 
emotional, and went on to cite some of the early 
research on weight bias. It is this "price," in the 
form of discrimination experienced by women 
due to weight, which is the point of departure for 
the current article. 

The purpose of our review is to pool evidence 
from several disciplines and across multiple 
domains that demonstrates the disparate impact of 
weight bias on women. We conducted an internet 
search on gender and weight stigma, and also found 
additional references within those articles. We focus 
our review on studies of women or studies in which 
gender is examined as an independent variable .... 

EMPLOYMENT AND INCOME 

As we will review in this section, the literature on 
weight-based employment discrimination spans 
several disciplines and includes both experimen
tal studies and analyses of trends in occupational 
attainment and compensation within large data 
sets. Common to most of the studies exploring this 
phenomenon is that fat women are more adversely 
impacted by weight-based employment discrimi
nation than are men in a number of ways (Fikkan 
and Rothblum 2005; Griffin 2007) and are over 16 
times more likely than men to perceive such dis
crimination, according to results from a large U.S. 
sample (Roehling et al. 2007). As detailed below, 
discrimination against fat women in the employ
ment sphere occurs at multiple levels, including 
hiring, promotion, performance evaluation, and 
compensation. 

Rothblum et al. (1988) assessed the impact of 
weight on job candidate desirability in an all-female 
college student sample and found that when raters 
read written descriptions of candidates' appearance, 

fat women were rated more negatively than non-fat 
women on supervisory potential, self-discipline, 
professional appearance, personal hygiene, and 
ability to perform a physically strenuous job. When 
level of attractiveness was controlled, however, the 
negative stereotyping of fat applicants was consid
erably reduced, indicating that the bias against fat 
women may be mostly due to the presumed negative 
effect on physical attractiveness. 

A recent study by Miller and Lundgren (2010), 
which also used a college student sample, exam
ined whether a double standard existed for female 
political candidates based on weight. Consistent 
with the investigators' hypotheses, "obese" female 
candidates were evaluated more negatively overall 
and assessed more negatively in terms of reliability, 
dependability, honesty, ability to inspire, and abil
ity to perform a strenuous job than were non-obese 
female applicants. Strikingly, not only was there an 
absence of the same penalty for obese male can
didates, obese men were actually rated more posi
tively than non-obese male candidates. 

The stigma of being a fat woman is so pro
nounced that, in one study sample, non-fat men 
who were merely associated with a fat woman 
appeared to experience stigmatizing effects. Hebl 
and Mannix (2003) found in a sample of adult 
raters that non-fat male job applicants were judged 
more harshly when seen with a fat woman prior to 
being interviewed than were men seated next to a 
non-fat woman. 

Given the differential treatment of fat women in 
the job market, it is not surprising that evidence con
tinues to accumulate about the long-term effects of 
this discrimination. Longitudinal studies using large 
national data sets . . . have demonstrated trends of 
lower occupational attainment and lower hourly and 
lifetime earnings for fat women, even after control
ling for other relevant variables, such as education 
and family socioeconomic status .... 

Cawley (2004) ... examined the relationship 
between weight and wages and found that the nega
tive relationship between body weight and wages 
is most consistently found for "significantly over
weight" White women, whom he estimates are paid 
on average 9% less than women of median weight. 
He proposes this wage difference is equal to that 



Is Fat a Feminist Issue? I JANNA L. FIKKAN AND ESTHER D. ROTH BLUM 235 

associated with roughly 3 years of prior work expe
rience, 2 years of job tenure, or 1 year of education. 

Baum and Ford (2004) ... found a weight pen
alty for both men and women, with that for women 
roughly twice as large as that for men. Additionally, 
they found that being "overweight or obese" has a 
significant impact on women's wages, while only 
"obesity" negatively impacts the wages of men. 

Finally, analysis ... by Han and colleagues (Han, 
Norton and Stearns 2009) also found that "obesity" 
reduces the likelihood of employment among White 
women and reduces hourly wages for both White 
and Black women, whereas no effect is observed 
for men when other variables are controlled. They 
found this wage effect for women to increase with 
age (particularly after age 30) and to be larger in 
occupations requiring more social interactions 
than in other occupations. A second investigation 
by these authors (Han, Norton and Powell 2009) 
was conducted to examine both the direct effect of 
weight on wages and indirect effects through edu
cational attainment and occupational sorting. . . . 
The authors concluded, in fact, that the total wage 
penalty for women's BMI is underestimated in other 
samples by approximately 19% without the inclu
sion of these indirect effects. 

Given these collective findings of lower occu
pational attainment and lower earnings among fat 
women, we should also expect their lifetime earn
ings to reflect such discrimination. A study by 
Fonda and colleagues (Fonda et al. 2004) ... indeed 
showed that "overweight" and "obese" women have 
a lower logged net worth at retirement-age than 
do their non-fat counterparts. This difference was 
attenuated to a non-significant level once potential 
covariates were controlled (e.g., sociodemograph
ics, health, work, and marital status). For men, how
ever, "overweight" and "obesity" were associated 
with higher logged net worth at retirement. 

In addition to the main findings of employment
related discrimination against fat women, a few 
notable trends are worth highlighting. The first is 
that women, predominantly White women, tend to 
experience decreasing wages at much lower weights 
than do men, as found in the aforementioned analy
sis by Gregory and Ruhm (2009). For example, 
Maranto and Stenoien (2000), using data from the 

NLSY, found the negative effect of weight on sala
ries to be highly significant for White women in the 
"overweight" range and only marginally significant 
for Black women. White and Black men, on the 
other hand, experienced wage premiums for being 
"overweight" or "mildly obese" and only experi
enced wage penalties at the very highest weight lev
els (100% above standard weight for their height). 
In fact, White women in this sample were found 
to suffer a greater wage penalty for "mild obesity" 
(20% over standard weight for their height) than 
Black men did for weight that is 100% over standard 
weight. 

Another consistent finding is that the penalties 
for fatness in women vary by occupational level 
and appear to most significantly impact a women 
attempting to move into higher prestige (and more 
highly compensated) occupations .... 

A . . . absence of fat women was found by 
Roehling et al. (2009) in their study of top U.S. 
CEOs at Fortune 1000 companies. Women in gen
eral are underrepresented in this stratum of the 
corporate world, but fat women remarkably so. 
Whereas roughly two thirds of adult women in the 
U.S. are classified as "overweight" or "obese," only 
10% of top US female CEOs fall into these weight 
categories. And though obese men are also quite 
rare among top CEOs, overweight men are actually 
overrepresented among them (61 % of top US male 
CEOs are overweight, compared to 31 % of an age" 
matched population sample). 

In summary, there is ample evidence that 
weight-based employment discrimination is dispro
portionately experienced by women and that such 
discriminatory practices have a significant impact 
on their work experiences, occupational attain
ment and financial compensation. Recent findings 
that women may be experiencing the greatest wage 
penalty when they move from "below-average" in 
weight to just slightly over "ideal weight" high
lights the extremely narrow range of body weights 
deemed acceptable for women and the pervasive 
emphasis placed on appearance in the evaluation 
of women in professional settings. Additionally, 
it appears that a woman's weight is even more 
of a liability as she attempts to move into higher
ranking professions. 

.. 



236 CHAPTER 4 I Inscribing Gender on the Body 

EDUCATION 

Given the disparities that have been documented 
between fat and non-fat women in the labor market, 
researchers have also examined whether these dif
ferences begin to emerge prior to entering the work
force. There is cross-sectional evidence that body 
weight and educational attainment are inversely 
related among White women, whereas the relation
ship is less consistent among men and women of 
color (Leigh et al. 1992). Although the direction 
of effect has often been presumed to be that lower 
levels of education lead to increases in weight, evi
dence from longitudinal studies has demonstrated 
that the educational outcomes of young women 
are also negatively impacted by prior weight status 
(Glass et al. 2010; Gortmaker et al. 1993). 

Studies highlighting the impact of weight on edu
cational outcomes began nearly 40 years ago with 
work by Canning and Mayer (1966) demonstrating 
that, among elite universities in the Northeastern 
U.S., students classified as "obese" were signifi
cantly more likely to be denied acceptance, and this 
was especially true for women. Based on additional 
research by these investigators (Canning and Mayer 
1967) showing that, among high school students, 
there were no significant differences between those 
classified as obese and non-obese on standardized 
intelligence scores, grades, involvement in extra
curricular activities, or interest and intent in pur
suing higher education, they concluded that obese 
students were being discriminated against during 
in-person interviews by college admission boards 
primarily based on their weight status. This seminal 
work has since inspired additional research on how 
body weight plays a role in both the high school 
experiences of adolescents and college enrollment 
rates. 

Falkner et al. (2001) conducted a cross-sectional 
study in a population-based sample of public school 
students in 7th, 9th, and 11th grades. They found 
that "obese" status was associated with adverse 
social and educational outcomes for both boys and 
girls, but that these associations were both greater in 
number and worse in severity for girls. After adjust
ing for the possible influence of confounding vari
ables, they found that "obese" girls, in addition to 

having greater odds of reporting adverse social and 
emotional outcomes, were over two times as likely 
to perceive themselves as being below-average stu
dents and one-and-a-half times more likely to report 
having been held back a year in school. Despite this, 
these girls did not report lower educational aspira
tions or less confidence in expecting to be profes
sionally successful in adulthood. 

A series of more recent longitudinal studies by 
Crosnoe and colleagues (Crosnoe 2007; Crosnoe 
and Muller 2004; Crosnoe et al. 2008) found that 
the negative impact of body weight on educational 
outcomes for girls may be partly attributable to the 
social stigma they experience and the emotional 
consequences of this stigma. Using data from the 
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 
(Add Health), a nationally representative study of 
U.S. adolescents in grades 7-12, these researchers 
found that adolescents of both genders who were 
"at risk of obesity" (those in the 85th percentile or 
above in BMI for their age group and gender) had 
lower academic achievement than other students. 
This was particularly true in schools where the aver
age BMI of the student body was lower and where 
there were higher rates of dating, contexts in which 
a heavier body might be both more noticeable and 
more of a social liability in the context of roman
tic activity. This led the authors to conclude that 
the impact of body weight on achievement may be 
mediated through lower self-appraisals in the con
text of higher stigma (Crosnoe and Muller 2004). 

... Crosnoe (2007) found that adolescent girls 
classified as "obese" (at or above the 95th percen
tile of BMI for their age-gender group) were less 
likely to enter college after high school than their 
non-obese peers, especially when they attended 
schools in which obesity was relatively uncommon 
and even when controlling for numerous other fac
tors (e.g., parental education, academic ability, etc.) 
that could conceivably be related to both obesity 
and educational attainment. Obesity was not related 
to boys' rates of college matriculation. Additionally, 
body weight for young women predicted an increase 
in internalizing symptoms, more alcohol and drug 
use, and academic disengagement. These psychoso
cial factors explained about one third of obese girls' 
lower odds of enrolling in college. 
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Finally, several other recent studies have rep
licated the general findings of the negative impact 
of women's weight on educational outcomes while 
also considering the role of race. Merten et al. (2008) 
examined the relationships between weight status 
... and depressive symptoms and status attainment 
(indexed by college enrollment, employment and job 
satisfaction) .... They found that "obesity" among 
adolescent girls was associated with more depres
sive symptoms and lower status attainment in young 
adulthood when compared with girls with weight in 
the normative range, whereas obesity status among 
males was not associated with either outcome. These 
researchers found no difference in these relation
ships between White and Black adolescents. 

However, two other studies did find that the 
impact of adolescent girls' weight on academic out
comes differs by race .... Sabia (2007) found evi
dence of a significant negative relationship between 
BMI and grade point average for White females 
between the ages of 14 and 17. He also found, while 
controlling for other relevant variables, that White 
females who perceived themselves to be overweight 
had lower grade point averages than those who 
did not perceive themselves to be overweight. The 
results for White females were consistent across 
statistical estimates, whereas evidence for a sig
nificant relationship between weight and academic 
achievement for nonwhite females and males was 
not consistent. 

Collectively, these data point to yet another 
domain in which a higher body weight is more of 
a liability for females than for males, perhaps par
ticularly so for certain ethnic groups. Additionally, 
understanding the discrepancies between fat and 
non-fat women in the labor market may be better 
understood by an appreciation for the different tra
jectories that begin in earlier stages of development 
and impact employment prospects. 

ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS 

Another area in which females are more heavily 
penalized for their weight than males is in the con
text of romantic relationships. The vast majority of 
this research has been conducted on heterosexual 

relationships, which we will review first, followed 
by a discussion about what is known about women's 
weight in same-sex relationships. 

Starting in early adolescence, young women who 
are at the higher end of the weight spectrum report 
fewer opportunities to date and less involvement in 
romantic relationships, relative to their thinner peers. 
... Halpern et al. 2005 ... found that, after control
ling for potential confounding variables (e.g., physi
cal maturity, demographic characteristics, and prior 
relationship history), for each one-point increase 
in BMI, the likelihood of being in a romantic rela
tionship decreased by 6-7%. Widerman and Hurst 
(1998) found a similar pattern among college-aged 
women, where being heavier was related to lower 
probability of being involved in a romantic relation
ship and less sexual experience, despite the women 
having similarly positive attitudes toward, and inter
est in, sexual relationships. 

Whereas the preceding three studies only exam
ined these relationships among females, studies 
that compare the experiences of males and females 
consistently find that having a heavier body weight 
is not as detrimental to the dating and sexual rela
tionships of young men. Pearce et al. (2002), for 
example, found that, among students in grades 
9-12, 50% of girls classified as "obese" reported 
having never dated, compared to only 20% of their 
average-weight peers. For boys, however, the per
centage reporting no dating experience was virtually 
identical between "obese" boys (29%) and average
weight boys (30% ). 

A similar pattern of results is found for college 
students. In a study by Sheets and Ajmere (2005), 
women who were a standard deviation or more 
above the mean BMI for the women in their sample 
were half as likely to be dating as women one stand
ard deviation or more below the mean BMI, with 
no significant differences in dating status observed 
between men in various weight categories. Among 
those in the sample who were coupled, weight was 
also inversely related to relationship satisfaction 
among women, but positively correlated with rela
tionships satisfaction among men, indicating that 
the negative feedback women receive about their 
weight may both determine the likelihood of being 
in a relationship and the quality of relationships. 
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... Chen and Brown (2005) asked college stu
dents to rate the attractiveness of prospective part
ners and found that men were more likely to choose 
sexual partners on the basis of weight than were 
women. Male study participants rated "obese" 
women as less attractive than women who were 
missing a limb, in a wheelchair, mentally ill or had 
a sexually transmitted disease. 

The finding that women's weight is more of a 
liability than men's in the sphere of romantic rela
tionships has probably received the most attention 
in studies of so-called "marriage market" outcomes. 
This research has largely been done by economists 
using data from the National Longitudinal Study 
of Youth (NLSY) and the Panel Study on Income 
Dynamics (PSID). Findings consistently show 
that women who are fat have lower rates of both 
cohabitation (Mukhopadhyay 2008) and marriage 
(Averett and Korenman 1996; Averett et al. 2008; 
Conley and Glauber 2007; Fu and Goldman 1996) 
than thinner women and that, when they do marry, 
tend to marry partners with lower levels of educa
tion (Garn et al. 1989a; b ), lower earnings (Averett 
and Korenman 1996; Conley and Glauber 2007;), 
of shorter stature (Oreffice and Quintana-Domeque 
2010) and less physical attractiveness (Carmalt 
et al. 2008) than do thinner women, whereas these 
effects are either less or not observed at all for 
men's weight. 

Thus, for fat women, heterosexual romantic rela
tionships are yet another domain in which they fare 
worse, primarily because men are both more focused 
on, and critical of, the weight of their female part
ners, which may stem, in part, from the negative 
social judgment leveled at men who are associ
ated with fat women (Hehl and Mannix 2003). The 
potential outcomes for fat women range from being 
excluded entirely from desired relationships, to 
forming relationships with less desirable partners, to 
the extreme case of being targeted as "easy marks" 
for sexual conquest (Gailey and Prohaska 2006; 
Prohaska and Gailey 2009). 

There has been no research to date on the impact 
of body weight on the frequency or quality of rela
tionships among lesbians. Yet this would be an inter
esting area to investigate, since studies have found 
lesbians to be ... more satisfied with their bodies, 

diet less, and score lower on measures related to eat
ing disorders than heterosexual women (Bergeron 
and Senn 1998; Gettelman and Thompson 1993; 
Herzog et al. 1992; Moore and Keel 2003; Owens 
et al. 2003; Share and Mintz 2002; Schneider et al. 
1995; Siever 1994 ). This is despite the fact that some 
studies have found lesbians to weigh more than het
erosexual women (e.g., Boehmer et al. 2007; Guille 
and Chrisler 1999; Herzog et al. 1992; Owens et al. 
2003), even when compared with their heterosexual 
sisters (Rothblum and Factor 2001) .... 

MEDIA 

Although a sizable body of research in the field 
of eating disorders has examined the impact of 
the ever-present thin female body in the media on 
both standards of attractiveness and eating disorder 
symptoms (see Greenberg and Worrell 2005, for a 
review), far fewer studies have explored the roles 
assigned to fat women in mass media. Indeed, one 
of the main challenges in analyzing the characteri
zation of fat women in the media is that they are 
largely absent. One of the first studies examining 
prevalence of body types in prime time television 
was conducted by Kaufman in 1980, who found that 
88% of the individuals shown in prime time televi
sion programming had thin or average body types 
and only 12% were "overweight or obese." Men 
with larger body sizes were depicted roughly twice 
as frequently (15% of the sample) as were women 
with larger bodies (8% of the sample). 

More recent studies have replicated both the 
under-representation of all fat bodies, as compared 
with statistics from the general population, and the 
discrepancy between men and women .... 

A study that examined both the distribution and 
associated characteristics of various body types 
on prime-time television found that only 14% of 
females and 24% of males were in the "overweight 
or obese" category, less than half the percentages in 
the general population. Although a number of unfa
vorable characteristics were associated with large 
body size for both genders (e.g., reduced likelihood 
of interacting with romantic partners), fat women 
were also less likely than their thinner counterparts 
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to be judged as attractive, less likely to show physi
cal affection, and more likely to be the object of 
humor, whereas these differences were not signifi
cant between weight categories for male characters 
(Greenberg et al. 2003). 

The tendency for fat women, when they are 
included in mass media, to be cast primarily as foils 
for thinner characters has also been studied. Fouts 
and colleagues (Fouts and Burggraf 1999; 2000; 
Fouts and Vaughan 2002) have shown in studies 
of situation comedies shown on prime time televi
sion in the late 1990s that below-average weight 
women are over-represented, compared with the 
general population, and receive significantly more 
positive verbal comments from male characters with 
regards to body weight and shape than do heavier 
women (Fouts and Burggraf 1999). Conversely, 
heavier female characters receive significantly more 
derogatory comments from male characters and the 
majority of the time these comments are followed 
by audience reactions of laughter, "oohs," or gig
gles, implying that male commentary on fat female 
bodies is a socially acceptable behavior (Fouts and 
Burggraf 2000). 

When they explored whether the same would be 
true for heavy male characters they found that, while 
fat men were also underrepresented compared to the 
population, there was a smaller discrepancy than 
that for women, and that it was the heavy male char
acters themselves who made comments about their 
own weight (again, followed by audience laughter) 
rather than a dynamic in which either females or 
other males made reference to their weight (Fouts 
and Vaughan 2002). Similar findings were also 
reported by Himes and Thompson (2007), who 
examined fat stigmatization messages presented in 
both television shows and movies between 1984 and 
2004 and found that, although men and women were 
almost equally likely to be the targets of fat stig
matization, men were about three times more likely 
to make comments about someone's weight than 
were women. 

In addition to often being the butt of jokes, as 
noted above, fat women are less likely to be portrayed 
as being the object of romantic interest. In a more 
in-depth analysis of two particular television situ
ation comedies that featured fat female characters, 

Giovanelli and Ostertag (2009) found that the fat 
women characters, although often present during dis
cussions of the romantic or sexual adventures of other 
(thin) characters, either did not participate in these 
conversations by referring to their own sexual or 
romantic interests, or were depicted as pursuing love 
interests who had already been judged by others as 
clearly flawed and/or who were also the butt of jokes. 
Analysis of other media (i.e., popular movies and so
called "Chick Lit," a genre of fiction written by and 
for women) find that even when a fat woman is por
trayed as a romantic lead, her weight is often as much 
of interest (comically, or otherwise) as any other 
aspect of the plot line (Frater 2009; Mendoza 2009). 

In summary, the media contribute to the mar
ginalization of fat woman either by rendering 
them invisible when presenting a "norm" of pre-' 
dominantly underweight women and/or by making 
fat women's weight the most salient characteris
tic about them as people and a target for remedy. 
(through weight loss), pity, or comedy .. Aside from 
the deleterious effect on consumers of the media, it 
can also be inferred that, given their scarcity in the 
industry, fat women likely face steep challenges to 
obtaining employment in this domain. 

RACE AND ETHNICITY 

Research has generally found some racial and eth
nic minority groups in the U.S. to weigh more than 
White people but also to be more satisfied with their 
weight and body size .... 

... Puhl et al. (2008) used data ... which asked 
participants about daily or lifetime discrimination 
in interpersonal relationships based on age, gen
der, race, height or weight, ethnicity or nationality, 
physical disability, appearance other than height or 
weight, sexual orientation, religion, or other rea
son. Women (10.3%) were twice as likely as men 
(4.9%) to report weight-based discrimination, and 
weight discrimination was reported more frequently 
by Black women (23.9%) and Black men (12.7%), 
who also weighed more. In regression analyses, 
being younger, female, and having high BMI were 
predictors of weight discrimination, but there was 
no effect for race. 
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Wade and DiMaria (2003) found an interaction 
of race and weight when White college students 
were asked to rate vignettes of women that were 
accompanied by a photograph depicting the woman 
as either Black or White, and either fat or thin. The 
thinner White woman was rated more positively 
than the fatter White woman on attractiveness, 
friendliness, enthusiasm, occupational success, and 
mate potential, whereas there was no difference on 
trustworthiness or parenting skills. In contrast, the 
heavier Black woman was rated more positively 
than the thinner Black woman on friendliness, trust
worthiness, parenting skills, and mate potential, 
while there was no difference on attractiveness, 
enthusiasm, or occupational success. 

Latner et al. (2005) asked male and female col
lege students to rate figure drawings of adults (men 
rated male targets and women rated female targets) 
who were depicted as average weight with no vis
ible disability, holding crutches with braces on one 
leg, sitting in a wheelchair, missing a hand, having 
a facial disfigurement, or fat. Overall the fat figure 
drawing received the second-to-lowest rating, above 
the drawing of the adult missing a hand, and men 
gave the fat drawing lower ratings than did women. 
Black and Asian students rated the fat drawing more 
positively than did White students; there was no 
difference between Hispanic students and White 
students. In a gender by race/ethnicity interaction, 
Black women rated the fat drawing more positively 
than did White women. 

A study by Hehl and Turchin (2005) examined 
differences in weight stigma between White and 
Black male college students by having them rate 
targets on seven dimensions. In addition to the male 
students stigmatizing heavy White men more than 
heavy Black men, there were also ethnic differences 
in the ratings given to female targets. Specifically, 
White men appeared to have a narrower range of 
acceptable weight for White women, rating both 
heavy and medium-sized women more negatively 
than thin women whereas Black men gave more 
positive ratings to both thin and medium-sized Black 
women than they gave to heavy Black women. Inter
estingly, body size did not influence men's evalua
tions of women of a different race, only their ratings 
of women within their own racial group. 

In sum, Black and Hispanic women may weigh 
more than White women and in that regard be 
subjected more often to weight-related discrimi
nation. On the other hand, research on Black and 
White women and men shows Black people to be 
more accepting of heavier weight. Reasons for this 
could include the greater prevalence of large body 
size among these groups, or a tendency among 
people of color to reject mainstream White val
ues, including White standards of bodily attrac
tiveness. Moreover, even if lower body weight is 
preferred for the sake of attractiveness, fatness is 
not necessarily associated with negative personal 
qualities .... 

We caution against an overly optimistic read
ing of this phenomenon for two reasons. The first 
is that other sources of discrimination against Black 
women may simply overshadow those attributable 
to body size. The venues in which fat White women 
are most likely to be discriminated against, namely 
high status jobs and marriage to earners of high 
income, may be venues from which many women 
of color have been excluded due to other factors, 
making additional effects due to weight impossible 
to detect (Averett and Korenman 1999). 

Second, some scholars have interpreted the appar
ent lack of size discrimination against Black women 
in particular as fitting with the racial stereotype of 
Black women as being large, strong, independent 
and nurturing of others (Beauboeuf-Lafontant 2003; 
Bowen et al. 1991). Such a stereotype, however, 
often masks the very real powerlessness and mar
ginalization of Black women, as well as potentially 
invalidating the experiences of Black women who 
do experience body image distress, as well as dis
crimination due to body size (Neumark-Sztainer 
et al.1998). 

CONCLUSION 

The price paid by women as a result of weight
based discrimination is significant, cuts across mul
tiple domains, and yet has received relatively little 
attention by feminist scholars when compared with 
other topics relating to weight (e.g., eating disorders 
and body image disturbance) or with other sources 
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of discrimination impacting women. Although 
research on weight stigma has increased significantly 
in recent years, few researchers have addressed or 
attempted to assess the gendered nature of this bias 
(Griffin 2007 being a notable exception). As can be 
surmised from this review, however, there is sub
stantial and consistent evidence that women suffer 
disproportionately from weight bias in a number of 
domains. 

Given how extensively anti-fat bias impacts the 
lives of women, we question why feminist schol
ars have not paid more attention, why, as Hartley 
(2001) writes, " ... the fat body has largely been 
ignored in feminist studies that attempt to theorize 
the female body" (p. 61). Whereas anorexic bodies 
have been conceptualized as a metaphor for cul
tural proscriptions on women, fat bodies too often 
get interpreted in terms of poor health, with blame 
placed squarely on the individual (LeBesco 2009). 
This discrepant treatment in the feminist literature 
parallels the treatment of eating disorders and fat
ness in the popular media. Saguy and Gruys (2010) 
have examined how news media (specifically, the 
New York Times and Newsweek) described anorexia 
versus "overweight" in the years 1995-2005. They 
state:" ... the news media treats anorexics as victims 
of a terrible illness beyond their and their parents' 
control, while obesity is caused by bad individual 
behavior, including, in the case of children, parental 
neglect" (p. 232). They also point out that girls with 
anorexia are portrayed as White and from affluent 
families whereas fatness is associated with poor 
girls of color. 

Since the publication of Fat is a Feminist Issue 
in the late 1970s, much of the writing by feminists 
on the subject of women's weight has concerned 
itself primarily with the question of whether fatness 
(often conflated with disordered eating or other 
forms of psychopathology) should be "treated" by 
feminist therapists (e.g., Chrisler 1989) and, much 
more often, with the subject of how thinness came 
to be prized as highly as it is in a patriarchal cul
ture (e.g., Bordo 1993). We propose that it is not 
enough to note that the ever thinner cultural ideal 
means that practically every woman will feel badly 
about her body. Feminists also need to tum our col
lective attention to the reality that, because of the 

pervasiveness and gendered nature of weight-based 
stigma, a majority of women stand to suffer signifi
cant discrimination because they do not conform to 
this ever-narrower standard. 

Although the feminist movement has mobilized 
women to organize in opposition to other forms 
of discrimination that disproportionately impact 
women, there seems to be an exception when it 
comes to weight-based discrimination (Rothblum 
1994). That a fat woman's experience would not 
receive the same level of attention, critique, and 
organized action only serves to further devalue her. 
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Bodies and Bathrooms 
Dan Frosch (2013) 

Coy Mathis was born a boy. But after just a few 
years, biology succumbed to a more powerful force. 
A buzz cut grew into long hair. Jeans gave way to 
pink dresses. And the child's big cheeks trembled 
with tears when anyone referred to Coy as male. 
Halfway through kindergarten, after consulting with 
doctors, Coy's parents informed their child's school 
that Coy identified as a girl and should be treated as 
one-whether that meant using feminine pronouns 
to describe her or letting Coy wear her favorite 
dresses. 

"It became really clear that it wasn't just about 
liking pink or feminine things," said Kathryn 
Mathis, Coy's mother, recounting how Coy had 
anxiety attacks when people treated her as a boy. "It 
was that she was trying so hard to show us that she 
was a girl." 

In December, however, when Coy, 6, was a few 
months into the first grade, the Mathises angrily 
pulled her out of school after being told that she 
could no longer use the girls' bathroom but could 
instead use a gender-neutral restroom. A letter from 
a lawyer for the Fountain-Fort Carson school district 
explained that "as Coy grows older and his male 
genitals develop along with the rest of his body, at 
least some parents and students are likely to become 
uncomfortable with his continued use of the girls' 
restroom." 

Now, Coy's case is at the heart of legal dispute 
that is likely to test Colorado's anti-discrimination 

law, which expanded protections for transgen
der people in 2008. The case is unfolding in this 
small town just south of Colorado Springs, as other 
states across the country seek to clarify their poli
cies relating to transgender students. It is an issue 
that has become more commonplace in recent years 
as advocacy groups push to ensure that school dis
tricts are more attuned to the needs of transgender 
children. 

According to the Transgender Legal Defense and 
Education Fund, which has filed a complaint with 
Colorado's civil rights division on the Mathises' 
behalf, 16 states and the District of Columbia offer 
some form of legal protections for transgender peo
ple. In many instances, those protections extend to 
schools, where the most mundane rituals like going 
to the bathroom and using a locker room can be 
especially traumatic for transgender students. 

These days, even in states where no protections 
exist, school districts have become more amena
ble to meting out a solution when a dispute arises, 
said Michael D. Silverman, the group's executive 
director. Mr. Silverman cited a recent Kansas case 
handled by his group, in which a 10-year-old bio
logically male student wanted to be known by a 
female name and dress like a girl. The school, he 
said, ultimately agreed. 

"In most cases, when you're dealing with chil
dren this age, nobody is usually fussing about this 
sort of thing," Mr. Silverman said. "The schools are 
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much more willing to work with families to ensure 
that their child is successfully integrated." 

Nonetheless, conflicts over gender identity are, 
understandably, sensitive territory for administrators, 
transgender students and their families. Last month 
in Batesville, Miss., a group of high school students 
protested after a transgender classmate was permitted 
to wear women's clothing. The students felt that their 
classmate was being given preferential treatment 
given the school district's gender-specific dress code, 
according to local news reports. The Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Educa
tion recently issued guidelines on the treatment of 
transgender students, two years after the legislature 
passed a law banning discrimination based on gen
der identity. The guidelines explain the new law and 
lay out scenarios that schools might encounter. "Our 
primary concern is to make sure that every child has 
a safe and supportive learning environment," said 
Jonathan Considine, a spokesman for the depart
ment. The guidelines point out that deciding how 
best to handle bathroom access for transgender stu
dents can be especially challenging. The department 
recommended that students be permitted to use 
bathrooms that conform to the gender they identify 
with and also suggested that schools create gender
neutral restrooms. 

"I have been stunned over the last three years by 
the explosion of concerns and interest and outreach 
coming from educational professionals around 
transgender issues," said Eliza Byard, the executive 
director of the Gay, Lesbian and Straight Education 
Network. 

Still, gay and trans gender advocates say transgen
der students, while typically a small minority, are 
particularly vulnerable to bullying and harassment. 
In a 2012 study by Dr. Byard's organization, many 
elementary school students reported hearing com
ments from fellow students about how both boys 
and girls should act and look. About a third of teach
ers surveyed said that elementary school students 
who did not conform to gender norms would feel 
uncomfortable at their schools. 

The Mathis case has drawn particular attention, 
advocates said, because Coy is so young and the 

Colorado school district had clashed with her par
ents over what was best. In that case, the state's civil 
rights division is looking into whether the district 
violated Colorado law by prohibiting Coy from 
using the girls' bathroom. A lawyer for the district, 
Kelly Dude, declined to comment. In recent public 
statements, the school district criticized the Mathises 
for widely publicizing Coy's situation while it was 
under review and said it had acted "reasonably and 
fairly" in the matter. 

In a letter to Mr. Silverman, Mr. Dude wrote that 
Coy was allowed to wear girls' clothing to school 
and was referred to as female, as the Mathises had 
requested. Though Coy could no longer use the 
girls' restroom at her elementary school, Mr. Dude 
said she still had access to staff bathrooms and a 
gender-neutral restroom in the school's "health 
room." Mr. Silverman countered that the school dis
trict was, he said, "punishing a little girl for what 
may or may not happen down the road." 

At the Mathises' home along a stretch of rolling 
hills, Coy's parents said they were still mystified 
over what prompted the school district to change 
its mind, especially because school administrators 
seemed so supportive at first. "It didn't make any 
sense to me," said Jeremy Mathis, a stocky Marine 
veteran and Coy's father, noting that Coy had made 
plenty offriends and grown noticeably happier since 
identifying as a girl. "This is elementary school, and 
you're singling out this one kid and saying she has to 
use a special bathroom?" In the meantime, Coy and 
her sister and brother-they are triplets-are being 
home-schooled. While tom about it, the Mathises 
said they would not return them to school until Coy 
is allowed to use the girls' bathroom again. 

In the backyard, Coy played happily with her 
bike, dirt dusting her face and her pink, sparkly 
boots. She said she would rather be back in school 
with her friends but knows why she is not. "They're 
being mean to me," she said. "And they're telling 
me that I'm a boy when I'm really a girl." 

Postscript: In June 2013 the Colorado Civil 
Rights Division ruled in favor of Coy. She can now 
use the girls' bathroom in public schools. 
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If the Clothes Fit: A Feminist Take on Fashion 
Minh-Ha T. Pham (2011) 

"My passion for fashion can sometimes seem a 
shameful secret life," wrote Princeton University 
English professor Elaine Showalter in 1997. 

And indeed, after these words appeared in 
Vogue, more shame was heaped on her. Surely she 
must have "better things to do," said one colleague. 

Fashion, like so many other things associated pri
marily with women, may be dismissed as trivial, but 
it shapes how we're read by others, especially on the 
levels of gender, class and race. In tum, how we're 
read determines how we are treated, especially in 
the workforce-whether we are hired, promoted 
and respected, and how well we are paid. That most 
ordinary and intimate of acts, getting dressed, has 
very real political and economic consequences. 

If feminists ignore fashion, we are ceding our 
power to influence it. Fortunately, history has shown 
that feminists can, instead, harness fashion and use 
it for our own political purposes. 

When the rhetoric of equality fell on deaf ears, 
suffragists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries 
made quite literal fashion statements. Green, white 
and violet jewelry was a favored suffragist acces
sory, but not because of any aesthetic imperative: 
The first letters of each color-G, W, V-was short
hand for give women votes. 

A century later, in the 1980s, women appropri
ated men's styles of dress in an attempt to access the 
social and economic capital that lay on the other side 
of the glass ceiling. So-called career women prac- . 
ticed power dressing, wearing tailored skirt suits 
with huge shoulder pads, approximating the style 
and silhouette of the professional male executive. 

Yet such adaptations of men's fashion and styles 
are rarely without small feminine touches. Sociolo
gist Jan Felshin coined the term feminine apologetic 
to describe how the pearls or ruffles on a woman's 
professional attire serve as disclaimers: I may 
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be powerful but I'm not masculine. Or (gasp!) a 
lesbian. 

The fact that even the most politically and cul
turally commanding women must walk a razor's 
edge between looking powerful and still appear
ing "appropriately feminine" underscores visual 
theorist John Berger's concise description of main
stream society: "Men act and women appear." In 
other words, men are judged by their deeds; women, 
by their looks. 

In U.S. politics, Hillary Clinton has experienced 
the damned-if-you-do, damned-if-you-don't double 
bind for strong women. If she wears a power pant
suit, it's a "desexualized uniform," but if she shows 
a hint of cleavage-as she famously did in 2007-it 
can ignite a media firestorm that eclipses her politi
cal platform. 

While all women's fashion choices are more 
carefully policed than men's, women of color 
endure heightened scrutiny. Racist stereotypes 
that cast some women of color as "out of control" 
(the angry black woman, the hypersexual Latina) 
and others as easily controllable (the traditional 
Asian woman, the sexually available Indian squaw) 
serve women poorly in the workplace. Professional 
women of color thus consciously and unconsciously 
fashion themselves in ways that diminish their racial 
difference. One Asian woman interviewed by soci
ologist Rose Weitz for the academic journal Gen
der & Society admitted that she permed her hair for 
work "because she felt that she looked 'too Asian' 
with her naturally straight hair." A black woman 
interviewed by Charisse Jones and Kumea Shorter
Gooden for their book Shifting: The Double Lives of 
Black Women in America explains that "she never 
goes into an interview or a new job experience with
out first straightening her hair .... 'I don't want to 
be prejudged."' 
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Away from the workplace, in everyday life, 
fashion policing of women is also racially strati
fied. Women of color who wear "ethnic dress" are 
often read as traditional, unmodern and, in some 
instances, conservative. When similar garments are 
worn by white women, they signify global cosmo
politanism, a multicultural coolness. 

Fashion's cultural appropriation is nothing new. 
Sally Roesch Wagner uncovered an earlier moment 
of appropriation in her book, Sisters in Spirit, 
recounting the little-known history of the bloomer: 
the long baggy pants that narrowed at the ankles, 
usually associated with dress reformers in the mid-
19th century. While prevailing fashion histories 
credit white New Yorker Elizabeth Smith (second 
cousin to Elizabeth Cady Stanton) with inventing 
the billowy pants and Amelia Bloomer with popu
larizing them, Wagner finds that Smith was influ
enced by Native Haudenosaunee women. 

If fashion has been used to introduce new ways 
of expressing womanhood, it has also been a tether 
that keeps women's social, economic and political 
opportunities permanently attached to their appear
ances. At a time when makeover reality TV shows 
suggest that self-reinvention is not only desir
able but almost required, and the ubiquity of social 
media encourages everyone to develop a "personal 
brand," the pressure on women to be fashionable has 
never been more pervasive. Even as the Internet has 
intensified the desire to be fashion-forward, it has 
also given outsiders unprecedented influence on the 

industry. In 2008, a fashion blog by an 11-year-old 
Midwestern girl named Tavi Gevinson went viral. 
Within two years, her reviews of new clothing lines 
were being closely followed by fashion movers and 
shakers, and famously aloof designers and editors 
invited Gevinson to their offices, runway shows and 
parties. Now a ripe old 15, she has used fashion as a 
springboard to her latest venture: editing an online 
teen magazine with a feminist point of view. 

Today, fash_ion blogs that celebrate an array of 
non-normatively raced, gendered, sexed and sized 
bodies have emerged to challenge the dominant 
messages of gender, beauty and style. And bloggers 
are using their clout to speak out against offensive 
fashion and beauty products. 

A blog-initiated campaign in 2010 convinced the 
cosmetics company MAC and the Rodarte design 
team to abandon their collection of nail polish and 
lipstick with names such as "Ghost Town," "Fac
tory" and '.'Juarez" (referencing the Mexican border 
town notorious for the serial murders of women 
working in local factories). Similar online cam
paigns have also been waged against designers and 
magazines that employ blackfacing and yellowfac
ing, as well as against retailers like Abercrombie & 
Fitch and American Apparel that perpetuate racist, 
sexist and sizeist beauty ideals. In the age of interac
tive social media, consumers have at least one ear 
of the fashion establishment; we should continue to 
speak up. Wearing fashion does not have to mean 
that we allow it to wear us down. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 4 

1. How is gender inscribed on the body? How are bodies shaped to conform to gendered expectations? 
What are the connections between gendered and racialized bodies? 

2. How are power relations reflected and reinforced in beauty norms? 

3. How do beauty norms affect women and men differently? How does a focus on beauty for women serve 
to maintain women's subordinate status? 

4. How do disabled bodies challenge dominant notions of beauty and desirability? 

5. How are fat bodies stigmatized in ways that are gendered? 

6. How do practices of body modification reinforce gendered bodies and gendered patterns of personal and 
social behavior? 
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Media and Culture 

Although literature and the arts remain important cultural forms, popular culture
television, movies, music, print media, and the Internet-also plays a significant role in 
reflecting, reinforcing, and sometimes subverting the dominant systems and ideologies that 
help shape gender. Popular culture is very seductive; it reflects and creates societal needs, 
desires, anxieties, and hopes through consumption and participation. Popular culture also 
provides stories and narratives that shape our lives and identities. It gives us pleasure at 
the end of a long day and enables us to take our minds off work or other anxieties. In this 
regard, some scholars have suggested that popular culture regulates society by "soothing 
the masses," meaning that energy and opposition to the status quo are redirected in pursuit 
of the latest in athletic shoes or electronic gadgets. 

Of course, popular culture creates huge multi-billion-dollar industries that themselves 
regulate society by providing markets for consumption, consolidating power and status 
among certain groups and individuals. Media conglomerates have merged technologies 
and fortunes, consolidating resources and forming powerful corporations that control the 
flow of information to the public. Over the last few decades globalization (those forces 
integrating communities and economies into a global marketplace) has created global 
media with powerful mass media corporations that both dominate domestic markets and 
influence national governments. The Walt Disney Company, for example, is the largest 
media conglomerate in the world with almost U.S. $50 billion in revenue and $5 billion in 
profits in 2012. Disney is closely followed by Comcast with more than $4 billion in profits 
and then Time Warner with almost $3 billion. 

At the same time, corporations such as Disney spark resistance as women of color 
and LGBTQ individuals, for example, respond to their absence and misrepresentation in 
contemporary media. The FAAN (Fostering Activism and Alternatives Now!) Project is a 
media literacy and media activism project formed by young women of color in Philadelphia. 
They seek to critique and create media, with the goal of social change. Another organiza
tion is the Queer Women of Color Media Arts Project that creates, exhibits, and distributes 
new films that reflect the lives of queer women of color and address vital social justice 
issues that concern them. Biogs and zines, discussed below, and various online communi
ties also provide feminist media activism, including cyberactivism, that seeks to empower 
and change society. The reading "Cyberactivism and the Role of Women in the Arab 
Uprisings" by Courtney Radsch is an example of this. 

As emphasized in Chapter 4, popular culture plays a huge role in setting stand
ards of beauty and encouraging certain bodily disciplinary practices. Popular culture is 
culture for many people; the various forms pop culture takes help shape identity and 
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guide people's understandings of themselves and one another. This chapter addresses 
such issues by focusing on the Internet and cell/mobile phone technology and their rela
tionship to television, movies, the music industry, and print media. In this discussion 
we emphasize issues of power and access, gender stereotyping, and obstacles to active 
participation in contemporary media that include both technological (obtaining the hard
ware) and social aspects (knowledge and relationship to cultural norms about technol
ogy and who should use it, as well as literacy skills). The final section of this chapter 
addresses literature and the arts. 

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES 

The Internet is a global system of interconnected private, public, academic, business, and 
governmental computer networks that serve billions of users worldwide. These are linked 
by electronic, wireless, and optical networking technologies and carry a wide range of 
information resources and services, such as the World Wide Web and infrastructure to 
support email. The Internet is central in enabling and accelerating interactions through 
Internet forums, instant messaging, and especially social networking and the use of person
alized services tailored to users. Most traditional communications media, including music, 
film, and television, are being reshaped or redefined by the Internet, as are newspaper and 
other print media, by blogging and web feed features, for example, often accessed through 
mobile wireless technologies. Of course pornography and gambling industries have also 
taken advantage of the Internet and provide a significant source of advertising revenue for 

MAKING THE NEWS A Guide to Getting the Media's Attention 

1. Have a clear message. Decide what you are calling for and keep repeating it 
clearly and concisely. Don't dilute strong arguments by going off on tangents 
or harping on trivialities. Relate your cause to everyday concerns. For example, 
if you're campaigning for ethical investment, point out that it is financially 
viable and has a positive effect on the world. If you speak calmly and appeal to 
common understandings, radical ideas can appear not only sensible but even 
obvious. 

2. Make media a priority. Effective campaigning means making media engage
ment a priority. I have often seen activists organize an event and then think 
about promoting it to the media. Put media at the center of your planning from 
the beginning. 

3. Offer news. Something is news only if it is new. Discussions of opinions are 
not news-but you can make them news. When the University of London Union 
campaigned on fair trade, they couldn't make headlines simply by repeating its 
benefits. But by conducting a survey that showed that London students were 
among Britain's most enthusiastic fair trade buyers, they made a good news 
story. Don't forget to be imaginative! 

(continued) 
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4. Watch your timing. If you are aiming for a weekly paper that goes to print on 
Tuesday afternoon, don't hold an event on Tuesday evening. Be where journal
ists are, both literally and metaphorically. It's difficult to get journalists to come 
to a protest outside a company's offices, but if you demonstrate outside the 
company's big annual meeting, business correspondents will already be there. 
Contact them in advance and there's a good chance they'll come over to speak 
with you. 

5. Talk to journalists. It sounds obvious, but it is often overlooked. Issue a news 
release when you act or respond to events, but don't rely on the release alone. Get 
on the phone with the journalists who have received it. Be concise and brace your
self for disappointments-most of them will not be interested. But chances are 
you will find someone who wants to know more eventually. 

6. Build contacts. Go back to journalists every time you have a story, especially 
those who seemed interested earlier. If you're concise and reliable, and give 
them good stories, they will soon be phoning you for comments. When this 
happens, make sure that someone is available. A good relationship with a few 
journalists is worth a thousand press releases. 

7. Choose the right media. Who are you trying to influence? If you're aiming to 
shift local public opinion, the local press is, of course, vital. When the UK student 
group People and Planet launched their Green Education Declaration, they tar
geted specialist education media. The news was read by fewer people than if it 
had been in mainstream media, but that audience included the decision makers 
whom the initiative was targeting. 

8. Keep it human. A single death is a tragedy; a million deaths is a statistic. For 
example, Disarm UCL is a group of students campaigning for an end to their 
university's arms investments. They discovered that a University College London 
graduate named Richard Wilson had written a book about his sister's death as a 
result of the arms trade. By involving Wilson in their campaign, they made the 
story more human and made it harder for their opponents to dismiss them as 
inexperienced and unrealistic. 

9. Make it visual. A good image can make or break your chances of coverage. 
Photo stunts should be original and meaningful but not too complicated. A great 
example is students who dressed in military jackets and mortarboards to illus
trate military influence on universities. With photos of protests, be careful about 
the background. I'm amazed how often people protest outside a shop or com
pany without ensuring that the company's name is visible in shots of the demon
stration. Specialist media will often use photos provided by campaigners, so it's 
worth finding someone who's good with a camera. 

10. Keep going. Media liaison is hard work, especially when you are new to it. 
But don't give up! The more you do, the more contacts you will acquire and the 
more coverage you will get. Keep your press releases and your phone calls regu
lar. It will all be worth it when you see the coverage making a difference to your 
campaign. 

Source: Symon Hill, Utne, March-April 2009. Reprinted from Red Pepper. 
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other websites. Although many governments have attempted to restrict both industries' use 
of the Internet, in general, this has failed to stop their widespread popularity. 

As of this writing (and of all the chapters in this book, this is the one where knowledge 
most quickly goes out of date), more than a third of the world's approximate 7 billion people 
have used the services of the Internet. Despite this scope, accessibility (to the Internet and other 
media) is one focus of this chapter, as is the relationship of new technologies to imperialism and 
global capitalist development. New media both support traditional imperialist practices as well 
as provide opportunities for subversion and resistance through online communities organized 
to improve the lives of marginalized people. Indeed, over the last couple of decades there have 
been several global policy directives like the World Summits on Information Society (WSIS) 
by, for example, the United Nations, the World Bank, and various nongovernmental organiza
tions to improve women's access to information and communication technologies generally. 

In terms of expansion of global capitalist development, online shopping opportunities are 
now challenging and in many cases surpassing traditional consumer behaviors with staggering 
profits for major corporations. Much of this commerce relies upon the cheap labor of millions, 
especially women, worldwide. Data mining allows companies to improve sales and profitability 
by creating customer profiles that contain information about demographics and online behav
iors. Cloud computing merges business with social networking concepts by developing inter
active communities that connect individuals based on shared business needs or experiences. 
Many provide specialized networking tools and applications that can be accessed via their web
sites, such as business directory and reviewing services. However, the Internet also provides 
market opportunities for artisans and craftspeople (through websites such as etsy.com). 

It is also important to note the environmental consequences of the marketing of these 
technologies worldwide-especially in terms of "e-waste" and its relationship to global 
climate change. Consequences of electronic production and use include: (1) raw material 
extraction of nonrenewable natural resources, including coltan, a rare metal that is mostly 
found in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where its mining is currently helping finance 
a war; (2) material manufacturing that involves greater use of fossil fuels than other tradi
tional manufacturing; (3) computer and accessory manufacturing, packaging, and transport 
that involve extensive use of plastics and Styrofoam; (4) energy use to deal with the explo
sion of e-data generated, transmitted, and stored; and (5) despite recycling efforts, prob
lems associated with the rapid obsolescence of electronic products containing toxic metals 
that end up in landfills and pollute the earth and its water sources. A concern is that large 
amounts of e-waste are sent to China, India, and Africa, where many unprotected work
ers are exposed to hazardous materials such as mercury and lead in the process of burning 
electronics in search of copper and aluminum to resell. 

An important feature of the Internet is that it allows greater flexibility in working hours 
and location, especially with the spread of unmetered high-speed connections and tools 
such as virtual private networks, Skype, and videoconferencing. The relatively low cost 
and nearly instantaneous sharing of ideas, knowledge, and skills has increased opportuni
ties for collaborative work nationally and transnationally. Such collaboration occurs in 
a wide variety of areas, including scientific research, software development, conference 
planning, political activism, and creative writing. Publishing a web page or a blog or build
ing a website involves little initial cost and many cost-free services are available. How
ever, "cyberslacking" has been identified as a drain on business and other organizational 
resources. A 2013 report suggests the average employee who uses a computer at work 
spends about an hour a day surfing the Web. 
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The term Web 2.0 is commonly associated with web applications that facilitate interactive 
information sharing, user-centered design, and collaboration. Web 2.0 sites provide opportuni
ties for users to collaborate and interact as initiators of user-generated content in virtual com
munities. This can be compared to websites where users consume online content created for 
them. Web 2.0 innovations include applications such as mashups, which use or combine data 
from several sources to create new services, and folksonomies, or collaborative tagging or index
ing, which allow users to collectively classify and find information. Most familiar applications 
include blogs, wikis, video-sharing sites, hosted services, and social networking sites. Face
book, for example, the most popular social network service and website, has more than 1 billion 
monthly active users (about one person for every 7 in the world) as well as 50 million pages and 
10 million apps. Similarly Twitter and Tumblr offer social networking and microblogging with 
millions of users. Linkedln is a business-oriented site offering opportunities for professional net
working with 200 million active users, Yelp is a business directory service and review site with 
social networking features, and Flickr provides image and video hosting, creating an online com
munity allowing users to embed images in blogs and social media. These technologies not only 
rely on expensive hardware, but also, ultimately, on literacy, a key issue worldwide as women 
are less likely than men to be able to access education, and thus are more likely to be illiterate. 

Increasingly people access the Internet through mobile devices such as cell phones and 
tablets. Currently about 90 percent of U.S. adults have cell phones and 55 percent of these 
access the Internet through mobile smartphones (double the number just three years ago). 
Overall, about a fifth of all people with cell phones use their phones as the primary or only 
way they connect with the Internet. There are very few significant differences in terms of 
cell and smartphone usage by gender or ethnicity, although older (older than 65-year-olds) 
have lower rates. Of U.S. adults using smartphones, more than two-thirds access news and 
social networking sites, and about a third upload photos, listen to online personalized radio 
or other music, and play games. About 15 percent watch movies on their smartphones. 

A 2013 study by the Pew Research Center found 78 percent of U.S. teenagers (younger 
than 18 years) have cell phones and of those, almost half have smartphones. In addition, 
three-quarters of teenagers (a significantly higher number than adults) access the Internet 
using mobile devices. Teenagers and young adults represent the leading edge of mobile 
connectivity, and the patterns of their technology signal future changes in the adult popu
lation. It is interesting, and frightening, to note that more people on earth have access to 
mobile or cell phones than toilets. A recent study estimated that out of the world's approxi
mated 7 billion people, 6 billion have access to mobile phones. Far fewer-only 4.5 billion 
people-have access to working toilets. Of the 2.5 billion who don't have proper sanita
tion, more than 1 billion defecate in the open. Worldwide there are about a billion Google 
searches and 2 billion videos viewed on Y ouTube daily. 

Certainly these technologies are changing the ways we interact with each other 
and how we anticipate friendship and community. A 2012 poll of multiple nations (that 
included Brazil, South Korea, China, India, the United Kingdom, and the United States), 
for example, revealed 84 percent of respondents saying they could not go a single day 
without their cell phones and a fifth admitting they check their phone every 10 minutes. 
Fifty percent of U.S. smartphone users in this sample said they slept with their phone 
next to them like a teddy bear or a spouse (a number that includes more than 80 percent 
of 18- to 24-year-olds). Is unlimited access to information and communication always 
beneficial? Is the opportunity to have hundreds of friends on social networking sites help
ing us build community? The answers to such questions are complex and the case can be 
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made that these devices are providing more knowledge at our fingertips, yet knowledge 
that is unfiltered as well as voluminous and therefore more easily forgettable. Social net
working sites provide opportunities for us to keep in touch with a broad range of people 
in important ways, yet the case can be made that these are "faux friendships" without the 
interpersonal intimacies of "real" face-to-face friendship. What are your thoughts on this? 

Sherry Turkle, founder and director of the MIT Initiative on Technology and Self and 
someone at the forefront of technological innovation, recently gave her opinion on the 
future of social life in this rapidly changing time. We are "networked and we are together," 
she said. "But so lessened are our expectations of each othefihat we feel utterly alone. And 
there is the fiSICtilat we come to see others as objects to be accessed-and onlyfurmeparts 
we find useful, comforting, or amusing." Scholars and clinicians have underscored her res
ervations with identification of various forms of Internet addiction disorder whereby exces
sive computer use interferes with daily life in relatively serious ways. Although Internet 
users are more efficient at finding information and have developed strong visual acuity and 
eye-hand coordination, these practices appear to interfere with deeper level thought related 
to creativity. And, although cell phones are usually considered devices that connect people, 
a 2012 study at the University of Maryland found that cell phone use for both women and 
men reduced empathic and pro-social behavior (measured via willingness to aid a charity). 
Researchers suggested that cell phone use evokes perceptions of connectivity to others, 
thereby fulfilling the basic human need to belong and reducing the desire to indulge in pro
social behavior. The ultimate risk of heavy technology use is that it not only fragments our 
life though multiple, diverse, and often superficial stimulation, but that it also diminishes 
empathy by limiting how much people really engage (off-line) with one another. 

More significantly, how are digital technologies changing our brains? What does it 
mean for someone who has spent since birth, large portions of her or his day in front of 
screens, interrupted constantly, and encouraged to juggle various streams of information? 
Some scientists say without hesitation that juggling multiple sources of information and 
responding to ongoing communication is changing how we think and behave. It appears 
that the technology is actually rewiring the brain as neural networks continue to develop 
through life. Scientists say our ability to focus is undermined by bursts of information 
that stimulate (through a dopamine surge) the primitive impulse to respond to immediate 
opportunities and threats. This is why people experience digital technologies as addictive 
and feel bored or anxious when they are not "connected" to their devices. Along with 
this surge comes stress hormones that also have powerful effects on the body. Educators 
explain children have reduced attention span, difficulties focusing, and increased problems 
with obesity as a direct consequence of the ways we structure life around digital devices. 

Originally the Web was imagined as utopian spaces where gender, race, class, and sex
uality were neutral forces or where alternative subjectivities could be performed. Although 
this potential still remains, virtual realities tend to reinforce current social standards about 
gender and other identities. This occurs in two ways. First, traditional standards are scripted 
through gendered and racialized content supported by advertising, entertainment, and por
nography. This "content" is saturated with traditional ideas about gender, downloading 
music and videos, watching television shows and reading narratives about other people's 
lives and activities on social networking sites. 

Advertisements accompany most websites and a large percentage of Internet traffic 
is pornography related. Currently the worldwide pornography industry revenue is more 
than U.S. $100 billion with about $14 billion in U.S. revenue (although these numbers 
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are notoriously difficult to estimate). The pornography industry has larger revenues than 
Microsoft, Google, Amazon, eBay, Yahoo, Apple, and Netflix combined. In addition, 
pornography is often credited as fuel behind technological innovation and adoption. 
For example, pornography companies were attempting to perfect video streaming long 
before mainstream media in order to offer live sex performers that could be streamed 
directly to consumers. Live chat rooms between pornography consumers and performers 
also innovated much of the technology used today in other arenas. Today about a quarter 
of all search engine requests and more than a third of all Internet downloads are porno
graphic in nature. Estimates include about 30,000 viewers of Internet pornography every 
second with peak Internet pornography traffic during the work day between 9 am and 
5 pm. Approximately a fifth of U.S. men admit to watching online pornography at work 
and between two-thirds and three-quarters of men aged 18 to 24 years visit pornography 
sites in a typical month. 

Finally, of course, it is important to mention the levels of violence in online entertain
ment. Of particular concern are violent video games marketed to adolescent boys and the 
relationship between these activities and teen violence. This concern has precipitated hear
ings in the U.S. House of Representatives to discuss the regulation of certain games that 
depict the death, maiming, and harassment of people and animals. Violent video games 
tend to glorify violence, desensitize individuals to suffering, and may legitimize and trivi
alize violence and hate crimes against marginalized groups. 

Second, desp~faet-tbat--Inwmet-tech!!Q!Qgies P!~artunities and 
_help people connect across wide geographical expanses, these technologies are not 
avafl~ciarcliiSlimttDICcesSforunnfOfJ:llaffon and communica
tion technologies, irrespective of gender. The speed with which technology evolves 
or becomes obsolete (the "technology turnover" that pushes new gadget accessories 
through the marketplace at astonishing speeds) exacerbates these issues of equity asso
ciated with Internet technologies. According to a study published in 2013, there are few 
gender differences in Internet access in the United States, although in terms of usage 
women are more likely to use it for communication (email, biogs, and fan following) 
and participate in social networking sites. Men are more likely to use the Internet for 
recreation. Women participate in more streaming content, whereas men downloaded 
more. Men also have a higher use of Internet pornography and violent gaming, as dis
cussed above. In this way, although in the global north a majority of women have access 
to the Internet, it is still a contested site where girls and women may experience mar
ginalization, discrimination, abuse, and/or disempowerment. Online predation of girls 
and young women is an increasingly important problem as computers are installed in 
children's bedrooms and phones with Internet capabilities are owned by younger and 
younger individuals, making th,e Internet a central feature of teen and preteen life. It is 
estimated that one in five children is approached by an Internet predator, mostly through 
social networking sites. 

Although a global perspective on women's access to the Internet reveals similar 
gendered usage, there are important gender and class differences associated with access. 
Where resources are scarce, the gap between those with resources, access, and skills, and 
those without, grows. This means that because women as a group are limited by poverty 
and lack of education, they are less likely to be able to access digital technologies. In addi
tion, cultural differences also come into play as some communities encourage women's 
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access to the Internet and some do not. In this way, women's access to media is limited by 
socioeconomic factors as well as literacy and numeracy skills, and "user" characteristics 
such as time constraints associated with family obligations. 

Finally, at the same time that the Internet reinscribes power issues on multiple lev
els, as already mentioned, it provides opportunities for subversion and resistance. Its rel
evance as a political tool facilitating various forms of cyberactivism is now well known. 
For example, recent U.S. presidential campaigns have been notable for their success in 
organizing voters and soliciting donations through the Internet. Digital technologies are 
also increasingly employed in resistance against standing regimes outside the United 
States, as in the case of the 2012 Arab Spring uprisings. In particular, social networking 
sites such as Facebook and Twitter helped citizens organize protests, communicate griev
ances, and share information. The reading "Cyberactivism and the Role of Women in the 
Arab Uprisings" by Courtney Radsch focuses on Egypt, Tunisia, Bahrain, and Yemen and 
explores how women used such media and employed citizen journalism to counter state
dominated media. China's attempts to censor and filter material on the Internet also reflect 
the growing civic potential of online communities and cyberactivism generally. Indeed, 
this activism is responding to the explosion of mass media globally that have grown with 
the expansion of markets on local, national, and global scales. Media corporations have 
grown stronger in their reach of audiences and in their ability to shape production and 
distribution processes worldwide. 

The content and organization of the Web also provides opp~and 
~e. Many women have fought to make a place for themselves in the 
technological world, developing their own activist websites, biogs, and computer games. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Analyzing Social Media 

1. Become a Twitter follower of a celebrity for a few days. Then complete a 
gender analysis of her/his tweets: What issues are important to this celeb
rity? Who is the audience for the tweets? What is s/he trying to accomplish 
with these tweets? How does this celebrity perform gender in these tweets? 
Does s/he address gender issues in her/his tweets? Do the tweets reinforce or 
challenge gender norms? Do you think tweeting can be an effective form of 
feminist activism? 

2. Search for YouTube videos on a topic related to feminism. Watch a selection 
of these videos and analyze them: Who is the intended audience? How does 
the video frame feminist issues? What is the goal of the video? How does 
the video make its argument? How would you assess the video's contribution 
to feminist dialogue? Can YouTube videos be an effective form of feminist 
activism? 

3. Identify three feminist bloggers and read a selection of their biogs on femi
nist issues. Who is their audience? How do they construct their arguments 
to reach this audience? What kinds of comments get posted in response to 
their biogs? How effective do you think these biogs are as a form of feminist 
activism? 
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The reading in Chapter 13 by Moya Bailey and Alexis Pauline Gumbs on black feminist 
blogging (''.We Are the Ones We've Been Waiting For") is also a case in point. Biogs 
allow opportunities for citizen journalism that allows people to critique and provide social 
commentary on their lives or the world around them. Blogging has also changed the face 
of publishing. Although bloggers are not usually formally trained and may not have profes
sional credentials, they have been able to publish their opinions or beliefs about any number 
of subjects, appearing in school projects, on activism websites, and on political web pages, 
often with accompanying video. Similarly, wikis are knowledge databanks in which any 
user can add, edit, and create definitions for common words, concepts, histories, or biogra
phies. It is important to note that though wikis can be good sources of common information, 
they are not always accurate and should not be confused with academic databases! These 
sites reflect a democratic construction of knowledge to which individuals can contribute (the 
website Wikipedia is one example). 

TELEVISION 

Television is one of the most influential forms of media because it is so pervasive and its 
p~s taken for granted m most households in the Umted States. Telev~s 
family life because lf encouragespass1ve interaction, often replacing alternative family 
interaction. In addition, television is a visual medium that broadcasts multiple images on 
a continual basis in digitized, high-density formats. The ways people watch television, 
however, are changing as viewers increasingly record shows rather than watch them in real 
time, watch parts of shows in other formats (for example, YouTube), and view television 
shows through computers and other mobile devices. However, although television view
ing habits are increasingly diverse and fragmented, still these images come to be seen as 
representing the real world and influence people's understanding of others and the world 
around them. This is especially significant for children because it is estimated that most 
children, on the average, watch far more television than is good for them. Of course, the 
range and quality of television shows vary, and a case can be made for the benefits of edu
cational television. Unfortunately, educational programming is only a small percentage of 
television viewing. 

The explosion of cable and satellite availability has resulted in an unlimited number of 
television channels. Such choice, however, has not meant greater access to a wide range of 
alternative images of gender. Reality shows, and makeover shows, in particular, reinforce 
dominant notions of gender and standards of beauty, as do entertainment shows such as 
American Idol and The Voice. In addition, a host of shows such as Teen Mom and Pregnant 
and Dating provide sometimes contradictory messages about the challenges and benefits 
of unplanned pregnancies (although recent research suggests these shows may increase 
contraceptive usage). Shows incorporating shame and humiliation can be said to "disci
pline" an audience even while they present other people's misfortune as entertainment. 
Ultimately they are engaged in the selling of products. 

Advertising sponsors control the content of most commercial television. During male 
sporting events, for example, the commercials are for beer, cars, electronic products, Inter
net commerce, and other products targeted at a male audience. During daytime soap operas 
or evening family sitcoms, on the other hand, the commercials are aimed at women and 
focus on beauty and household products. As a result, commercial sponsors have enormous 
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influence over the content of television programming. If they want to sell a certain product, 
they are unlikely to air the commercial during a feature that could be interpreted as criti
cizing such products or consumerism generally. In this way, commercial sponsors shape 
television content. 

Television messages about gender are often very traditional, even when they are 
attempting to capitalize on new trends. The popular show Modem Family is case in point. 
Although it depicts a secure, loving gay couple, for example, it reinscribes many stereo
types about gay men. Similarly, while it also presents a very likeable Latina struggling to 
cope with life in the United States, it supports stereotypes of the ditsy Latin woman in most 
episodes. In fact, the assumed differences between the genders very often drive the plot of 
television programming. The format of shows is also gendered. For example, daytime soap 
operas focus on relationships and family and employ rather fragmented narratives with 
plots weaving around without closure or resolution, enabling women to tune in and out as 
they go about multiple tasks. Daytime soaps are only part of the story. Shows with drama 
and overt sexuality such as the long-running Grey's Anatomy target an evening audience, 
as do crime and thriller shows such as Persons of Interest and NCIS. The popularity of the 
historical drama Downton Abbey represents not only the interest in romance and intrigue, 
fashion and stately homes, but a nostalgia for the past. Cable networks such as HBO and 
AMC feature dramatic series such as Mad Men, another show set in the past, that garner 
popular acclaim and then become profitable as boxed-set DVDs. Mad Men provides a 
critique of corporate masculinity through its focus on men employed in a 1960s advertis
ing agency. Similarly, popular series like Game of Thrones offer sexualized violence and 
misogynous male characters alongside some dynamic female characters. Even Breaking 
Bad, a show with high hopes from a feminist perspective, provided fodder for debate about 
contradictory messages about gender. Scholars have pointed out that these shows reconcile 
women to male-dominated interpersonal relationships and help enforce gendered social 
relations. Others argue that these shows enable women viewers to actively critique blatant 
male-dominated situations in ways that help them reflect on their own lives. 

A similar analysis can be made of evening family sitcoms. Shows such as Modem 
Family and The Good Wife are funny and entertaining because they are relatively predict
able. The family or work group (as in The Office) is made up of characters with distinct 
personalities and recognizable habits; each week this "family" is thrown into some kind of 
crisis, and the plot of the show is to resolve that crisis back to situation as u,sual. Sometimes 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Talking About Talk Shows 

Watch several television talk shows. Keep a journal describing the topic of the 
show, the guests, and the commercial sponsors. How would you characterize 
the host? What do you notice about the interactions among host, guests, and 
audience? In what ways does gender operate in the shows? Do you think the 
shows are in any way empowering for the guests, audience members, or televi
sion viewers? How do you think these shows reflect either dominant or subor
dinate American cultures? How do you think these shows contribute to public 
discourse? 
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it involves a group of roommates or neighbors as in the classics Friends, Seinfeld, The Big 
Bang Theory, or New Girl. For the most part, the messages are typical in terms of gender, 
race, class, and other differences, and they often involve humor that denigrates certain 
groups of people and ultimately maintains the status quo. As already mentioned, reality 
television is especially influential. The appeal of "reality" shows such as The Bachelor, 
Survivor, The Biggest Loser, Hell's Kitchen, and Jersey Shore rely on creative casting, 
scripting, and editing to make the shows seem spontaneous, incorporating character traits 
and personalities that viewers love to hate and adore. These shows also rely on a cult of the 
celebrity, rampant in popular culture. 

The Ellen DeGeneres Show and gay-themed decorating and personal styling shows 
may have helped normalize gay life for the broader society even while they often relied on 
traditional stereotypes. Some television specifically feature empowered LGBTQ charac
ters such as Pam De Beaufort and Tara Thornton in True Blood, Callie Torres and Arizona 
Robbins in Grey's Anatomy, and other LQBTQ mainstays in such shows as The Good 
Wife, The New Normal, Lost Girl, and Lip Service. 

Increasingly, we are seeing shows and advertisements that resist traditional representa
tions, or at least show them with a new twist. Empowering roles for women are actually 
more likely to appear in television than in the movies because the former expects a female 
audience, whereas the latter relies on young male viewers. In addition, changes in society's 
views of gender and other differences have made sponsors realize that they have a new mar
keting niche. Susan Douglas writes about the proliferation of empowered female characters 
in the reading "Enlightened Sexism." She points to such characters as Miranda Bailey, the 
strong African American surgeon on Grey's Anatomy; agent Scully on The X-Files, a white, 
no-nonsense, smart character out to solve crime; and one of the most influential people in 
the entertainment industry, Oprah Winfrey. Douglas makes the case for these representations 
as fantasies of power that are especially seductive for girls and young women in that they 
provide the illusion and post-feminist message that "all has been won." Douglas explains 
that such "enlightened sexism" embeds feminism into its representations and insists that 
because women are now equal to men, it is okay and merely entertainment to present the old, 
tired stereotypes under new glitter. Often, unfortunately, these new representations involve 
the same old package tied up in new ways; typically they involve women and men resisting 
some of the old norms while keeping most intact. 

For example, although women are starting to be shown as competent, strong, athletic, 
and in control of their lives rather than ditsy housewives or sex symbols, they still are v~ 
~ysicalJy attn!.f!ive and_ ar~_ofte~ ~ighly_sexualized_.~~ading, ''Don't Act Crazy, 
Mindy," Heather Havrilesky discusses the trend for smart leading women in television 
sitcoms to act like "volcanoes that could blow at any minute." She recognizes this is televi
sionland's shorthand for complicated, strong-willed women and makes the case for saner, 
more authentic characters. 

Glee is still a relatively popular evening television show that provides a gay-friendly 
script and some empowering roles and messages about femininity while at the same time 
featuring young women who are again physically attractive and often highly sexualized 
even though they often portray high schools students. Other examples abound in crime 
drama such as Law & Order: SVU and CS!. These shows provide strong, intelligent women 
as primary characters, but at the same time these women fulfill the stereotypical standards 
of beauty. They can track down criminals using forensic science and look gorgeous while 
doing it. Unfortunately, most of the victims are female, too. Despite some empowered 
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characters in shows like CS/, the focus on sexy female corpses ultimately associates 
women, queer cultures, and sexual subcultures with traditional and shallow stereotypes, 
negativity, and death. 

Finally, ne ms play an im ortant role in shaping public opinion. Fox News, 
for example, is own or its support of conservative po itlcal opm10n. Media schol
ars are particularly interested in the relationship between political ideologies and news 
media and especially the role of organizations like Fox News in supporting a conservative 
Republican agenda. One of the most influential pundits shaping popular opinion is Rush 
Limbaugh. With an estimated net worth of $350 million, Limbaugh is the outspoken, 
ultra-conservative host of The Rush Limbaugh Show, an A.M. radio show about U.S. poli
tics, although he is a personality with cross-over appeal to television. The reading, "The 
New Networked Feminism," by Tom Watson discusses the organized feminist response 
to one of Limbaugh's misogynous outbursts that resulted in a dozen advertisers and two 
radio stations canceling his show. Satire news shows such as Jon Stewart's The Daily 
Show and Stephen Colbert's The Colbert Report provide alternative, more liberal takes on 
domestic and international news. 

MOVIES 

In her groundbreaking work on cinema, feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey identifies the 
"male gaze" as a primary motif for understanding gender in filmmaking. Mulvey argues 
that movies are essentially made through and for the male gaze and fulfill a voyeuristic 
desire for men to look at women as objects. Viewers are encouraged to "see" the movie 
through the eyes of the male protagonist who carries the plot forward. In other words, the 
focus is on the production of meaning in a film (including television and digital media), 
how it imagines a viewing subject, and the ways the mechanisms of cinematic production 
shape the representation of women and marginalized others, reinforcing intersecting sys
tems of inequality and privilege. Mulvey makes the point that traditional feminine subjects 
in film are bearers of meaning not meaning making. Meaning making in Hollywood tends 
to incorporate heteronormative (centering of heterosexuality) themes that reinforce gender 
ranking through such genres as gangster films, action films, and westerns that celebrate 
heterosexual masculine power (with exceptions, of course, such as Brokeback Mountain). 
In other words, these films portray heterosexuality as the dominant theme representing 
masculinities. 

Some feminist scholars have suggested the possibility for "subversive gazing" by 
viewers who refuse to gaze the way filmmakers expect and by making different kinds of 
movies. A key aspect of this criticism is recognizing the way identities are constructed and 
performed (in everyday life as well as in the movies) rather than essentialist and intrinsic 
to people. Coming from a black feminist perspective, bell hooks writes about the "oppo
sitional gaze," encouraging women of color in film to reject stereotypical representations 
in film and actively critique them. In addition, film theorists are increasingly taking global 
or transnational perspectives, responding to critiques of Eurocentrism or the centering of a 
white, European, as well as straight and economically privileged perspective that has tra
ditionally excluded disparate approaches across class, racial, and ethnic groups through
out the world. The Bollywood film genre, for example, a Hindi-language film industry in 
India, demonstrates the popularity ofnon-"Western" consciousness. Feminist film theorists 
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such as Claire Johnson, hooks, and Mulvey emphasize that alternative (to traditional 
Hollywood) films can function as "counter cinema" by integrating alternative cinematic forms 
and images and by putting women and other marginalized people in charge of directing and 
producing films. Finally, the integration of lesbian/gay/queer politics in film attempts to 
destabilize traditional Hollywood themes. For example, the Queer Film Society, a consor
tium of LGBT film critics, historians, artists, and scholars, focuses on the production and 
celebration of queer images in world cinema. One of their mottos is "We're here, we're 
queer, we're watching movies." 

Probably the best genre of film in which to observe gender is the romantic comedy or 
rQ___mantic drama. Romantic comedies have become the de facto film pr~uced for female 
audiences that shape notions of multifaceted femininities. Their heteronormative formula 
reinforces myths about romantic love and marriage as the most important keys to women's 
happiness. This popular and seductive genre sometimes contains glimpses challenging 
heteropatriarchy (such as the blockbuster film He's Just Not That Into You). These films 
are packed with subtle and not-so-subtle notions of gender. For example, the now clas
sic movie Pretty Woman is a contemporary retelling of the Cinderella story, in which a 
young woman waits for her Prince Charming to rescue her from her undesirable situation. 
In this case, the prostitute-with-a-heart-of-gold is swept away in a white limousine by the 
older rich man who procured her services and then fell in love with her. Some films like 
Enchanted are trying to challenge the idea that all women need to be saved by a handsome 
prince. The Shrek series of movies satirizes traditional fairy tale elements, with the princess 
choosing to become an ogre and exhibiting her own sense of self and agency. Yet even 
these films that seem to challenge masculinist assumptions still often reproduce patriarchal 
understandings. So while Fiona in Shrek forsakes traditional femininity, she still embraces 
the roles of wife and mother as the ultimate goals for women. 

Other genres of films are also revealing in terms of norms about gender. Slasher films 
and horror movies are often spectacular in terms of their victimization of women. The kill
ers in these movies, such as Norman Bates in the classic Psycho (a spin-off television show 
in 2013, Bates Motel, capitalizes on this plot and reveals his ambiguous childhood psyche), 
are often sexually disturbed and hound and kill women who arouse them. This is also the 
subtext of other old films such as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre movies and Prom Night. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Women Make Movies 

Very often the subjects that are important to women are ignored in popular 
filmmaking or are distorted by stereotypes or the male gaze. Despite lack of 
funding and major studio backing, independent women filmmakers worldwide 
persist in documenting the wide range of women's lives and experiences. 

Visit the website of Women Make Movies at www.wmm.com. Browse the catalog 
and identify movies made by filmmakers outside the United States. What themes 
do they pursue? Are these themes also common in American women filmmakers' 
movies? Jn what ways do they also express cultural distinctions? How do these 
films differ from mainstream box office releases? Why is an organization like 
Women Make Movies important? 
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Often it is sexually active couples who are killed, either after sex or in anticipation of it. 
Another plot of horror movies is the crazed and demanding mother who drives her off
spring to psychosis, as in Carrie, where the mother gives birth to the spawn of Satan. The 
"final girl" trope is also a staple of slasher films. She is the last girl left alive, the one who 
confronts the killer and presumably lives to tell the story. She's seen in classic films such 
as Halloween, Friday the 13th, Scream, A Nightmare on Elm Street, and Hatchet. Although 
both women and men claim to be entertained by these films, it is important to talk about the 
messages they portray about men, about women, and about the normalization of violence. 
Po~hy is an.._extrem~ample of the male gaze and the normalization of vio

lence against ~men, (discussed in Chapter 10). With its print media counterpart, pornog
raphy extends the sexualization and objectification of women's bodies for entertainment. In 
pornographic representations, women are often reduced to body parts and are shown deriv
ing pleasure from being violated and dominated. Additionally, racism intersects with sexism 
in pornography when women of color are portrayed as the "exotic other" and are fetishized 
and portrayed in especially demeaning and animalistic ways. Although many feminists, our
selves included, oppose pornography, others, especially those described as "sex radicals," 
feel that pornography can be a form of sexual self-expression for women. They argue that 
women who participate in the production of pornography are taking control of their own 
sexuality and are profiting from control of their own bodies. 

Advertisers have targeted young girls with stripper and porn-inspired merchandise 
-----~:-=:::-=-==::=:':-:i;::c~T::"-:~T::=-::-.-::-::-::~~:::-::-~:-:-;::~-::--,:::-=-~:-:::--=-~=oi~ that creates a very ~ow definition of wha onstitntes s~ for women. Such pres-

sures encourage young women to identify with this objectification and sexualization and 
confuse it with notions of self-empowerment. As already discussed, young people often 
follow celebrity blogs that feature gossip and photos about their favorite movie and 
music celebrities. Although this "cult of the celebrity" is not something new in popular 
culture, the growth of the Internet has facilitated public fascination with famous people 
and also encourages young people to seek their few minutes of fame. It has been sug
gested that this celebration of fame not only shapes young people's ideas about self and 
body with unrealistic expectations, but has also facilitated the growth and interest in 
reality television. 

Some of the more pervasive and lasting gender images in U.S. culture derive from 
W~lt Disney~e fil~s. As mentioned, Disney Corporation is the number one media 
conglomerate in t e wor d in terms of revenue created. A key source of their profits lies in 
the fact that Disney heroines live not only on the big screen, but also as dolls in little girls' 
rooms, on their sheets and curtains, and on their lunchboxes and clothes. On the whole, 
Disney characters reflect white, middle-class, heteropatriarchal, and imperialist norms. 
More recent representations in Disney movies have attempted to be more inclusive, but 
still rely largely on these traditional norms. For example, new Disney heroines are empow
ered to make choices for themselves, but still tend to be represented in sexualized ways 
with Anglo features. 

As women have made societal gains, Hollywood filmmaking has changed and become 
more inclusive of new norms about gender and other forms of social difference. Indeed, 
as Susan Douglas explains in the reading "Enlightened Sexism," film media contain mul
tiple images of female empowerment and gay-friendly narratives. Douglas asks why these 
images of female empowerment are not aligned with the realities of most women's lives 
and makes the case for a seductive appropriation of feminism for corporate gain. These 
empowered characters are more likely to be white and economically privileged at the same 
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time that narratives about them tend to rely on heterosexual romance. Notice also the dearth 
of people of color or LGBQT characters in leading roles in most films. Bringing a critical 
eye to the movies we watch helps us notice how films play a role in maintaining privilege 
and moves us from being passive recipients of the movies' message to active viewers who 
can offer informed analysis. 

One of the biggest contemporary movie hits is the Twilight Saga: screenplays based 
upon novels by Stephanie Meyer. A case can be made that the movies provide examples of 
subversions of traditional gender and complex messages about female power and agency. 
However, as Alison Happel and Jennifer Esposito suggest in the reading "Y ampires and 
Vixens," the movies sexualize violence with potentially negative consequences for teenage 
girls. The major theme of the movies, for example, concerns a girl's love for a boy who 
wants to kill her. Even though he tells her to avoid him, the main character, Bella, repeat
edly risks violence through her pursuit of him. Happel and Esposito emphasize that Bella's 
body language is especially sexual in violent scenes. Another very popular young-adult 
novel turned movie is Suzanne Collins's book The Hunger Games. Declared a feminist 
narrative in its representation of a strong black girl in pursuit of social justice, the movie 
also shows the main character, Katniss, clever and competent with qualities usually given 
to boys, who risks death to save her sister and another girl child. She appears as the oppo
site to Bella of Twilight in that she is not love-obsessed, and unlike Hermione of the Harry 
Potter series, she is the lead character and not the sidekick. Still, despite these credentials, 
it is noted that Katniss makes few decisions of her own, is still protected by men, and 
blessed with lucky accidents; and when things get impossible, there are packages from 
the sky. Some critics have also noted that it is a prime example of a cultural product that 
should not be assumed to be feminist simply because it has a female creator and female 
protagonist. If you have read or watched The Hunger Games, what do you think? 

CONTEMPORARY MUSIC AND MUSIC VIDEOS 

Popular music genres such as rock, grunge, punk, metal, techno, and hip-hop are contem
porary cultural forms targeted at youth. Often this music offers resistance to traditional 
cultural forms and contains a lot of teenage angst attractive to young people who are figur
ing out who they are in relation to their parents and other adults in positions of authority 
in their lives. In this way, such music serves as contemporary resistance and can work to 
mobilize people politically. Certainly music functions to help youth shape notions of iden
tity. The various musical forms offer different kinds of identities from which people can 
pick and choose to sculpt their own sense of self. In this way, music has played, and con
tinues to play, a key role in the consolidation of youth cultures in society. There is a huge 
music industry in the United States, and it works in tandem with television, film, video, 
radio, and, of course, advertising. The Internet and personalized music devices like the 
iPod and iTunes allow people to download music and create their own personalized collec
tions rather than purchasing complete CDs. Similarly, personalized radio like Pandora and 
Slacker allows individuals to indicate and provide feedback on a song or artist they like and 
the service responds by playing selections that are musically similar. These technologies 
have changed industries and listening practices. 

Just as rock music was an essential part of mobilizing the youth of the 1960s to rebel 
against d work for civil rights, hip-hop music and 
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culture has been influential in recent decades as a critique of racial cultural politics. Origi
nating in African American urban street culture of the late 1970s, rap was influenced by 
rhythm and blues and rock and quickly spread beyond its roots into television, fashion, 
film, and, in particular, music videos. At the same time that the rap music industry has been 
able to raise the issue of racism, poverty, and social violence in the context of its endorse
ment of black nationalism, rap has also perpetuated misogyny and violence in its orienta
tion and musical lyrics. There are women performers in hip-hop and new female rappers 
are receiving much more attention, but their status in the industry is far below that of male 
bands. Aya de Leon reflects on this in her poem "If Women Ran Hip Hop." Women's suc
cess in hip-hop is illustrated by the success of such artists as Queen Latifah, Lil' Kim, and 
Missy Elliot. Elliott in particular is known not only as a writer and performer but also as a 
producer of other artists' music. These women continue in the footsteps of blues and soul 
artists such as Billie Holiday, Aretha Franklin, and Etta James. 

About 30 years after the advent of rock music, the combination of music with visual 
images gave rise to the music video genre, which gained immense popularity in the 1980s 
with the prominence of MTV, a music video station that has now branched into special
ized programming. Music videos are unique in blending television programming with 
commercials such that while the viewer is actually watching a commercial, the illusion 
is of programmatic entertainment. Music videos are essentially advertisements for record 
company products and focus on standard rock music, although different musical genres 
like country-western also have their own video formatting. Most music videos are fairly 
predictable in the ways they sexualize women, sometimes in violent ways. As in movies, 
women are generally present in music videos to be looked at. In fact, music videos featur
ing male musicians are aired in greater numbers than those featuring female musicians. 

Nonetheless, we could also argue that the music video industry has allowed women 
performers to find their voice (literally) and to script music videos from their perspec
tive. This opportunity gave women audience recognition and industry backing. Music 
videos also helped produce a feminine voice with the potential to disrupt traditional 
gendered perspectives. At its peak in the mid- l 980s, MTV helped such women as Tina 
Turner, Cyndi Lauper, and Madonna find success. Madonna is especially interesting 
because she was cast simultaneously as both a feminist nightmare perpetuating gendered 

IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Write letters to encourage networks to air television shows that depict the 
broad diversity of women. 

• Write letters to sponsors to complain about programs that degrade or stereo-
type women. 

• Form a reading group to study novels by female authors. 
• Create your own zine about a feminist issue that's important to you. 
• Sponsor a media awareness event on campus to encourage other students to 

be aware of media portrayals of women. Use social media to promote aware
ness of women's issues. 

• Create a YouTube video to promote your women and gender studies 
program. 
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stereotypes about sexualized women and an important role model for women who want 
to be active agents in their lives. Lady Gaga (Stefani Germanotta) is similarly posi
tioned as an icon who simultaneously supports and resists female sexualization. Both 
Madonna and Lady Gaga have been regarded as returning the male gaze by staring right 
back at the patriarchy. Similarly, Beyonce, for example, has declared her feminism with 
empowering songs like "Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It)" and Destiny's Child's classic 
"Independent Women." Sophie Weiner makes the case for Beyonce as a celebrity who 
furthers the cause of social justice in "Beyonce: Feminist Icon?" Other artists like Chris
tina Aguilera and Pink are also celebrated for being both sexual and assertively feminist 
in much the same way. 

Performing rock music has generally been seen as a male activity, despite the presence 
of women rockers from the genre's beginnings in the 1950s. The male-dominated record 
industry has tended to exclude women rockers and tried to force women musicians into 
stereotypical roles as singers and sex objects. But the advent of new, accessible technolo
gies has allowed women greater control of their own music. Now, instead of needing a 
recording contract with one of the big labels, an aspiring rocker can write, record, produce, 
and distribute her own music. For years, independent artists sold most of their music out 
of the back of a van, but now the Internet has made global distribution possible for just 
about every musician-without a large budget, agent, manager, or record label. New tech
nologies both inside and outside the music industry have provided more ways for women 
to express themselves. Opportunities for self-promotion on YouTube and various social 
networking sites have encouraged a new generation of women musicians. Musicians can 
display their music and image for free with minimal effort. This allows them to break out 
of expected norms and potentially avoid industry stereotyping. Online communities such 
as GoGirlsMusic and Women in Music also support and help launch new artists. 

Other strategies for independence include "indie" artists and bands whose music is 
produced within networks of independent record labels and underground music venues that 
emerged in the United States and elsewhere in the 1980s and 1990s. Indie is also seen as 
a distinct genre of rock music with a specific artistic aesthetic that includes many female 
artists. Singer-songwriters such as Ani Difranco, the Indigo Girls, Tracy Chapman, and 
Tori Amos were important in providing feminist music as also were the "riot grrl" feminist 
punk artists and bands of the 1980s. Many of these artists continue to serve as role models 
for young women seeking to gain a more independent place in contemporary music. 

PRINT MEDIA 

No discussion of popular culture is complete without a discussion of print media. These 
mass media forms include magazines, newspapers, comic books, and other periodicals that 
are usually simultaneously available online. Like other media, they are a mix of entertain
ment, education, and advertising. Fashion magazines are heavy on advertising, whereas 
comic books tend to be geared toward entertainment and rely more on product sales of the 
comic books themselves. Newspapers fall somewhere in between. 

Women's magazines are an especially fruitful subject of study for examining how 
gender works in contemporary U.S. society. As discussed in Chapter 4, women's maga
zines are a central part of the multi-billion-dollar industries that produce cosmetics and 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Looking Good, Feeling Sexy, Getting a Man 

Collect a number of women's magazines, such as Cosmopolitan, Vogue, Elle, Glamor, Redhook, 
and Woman's Day. Read through the magazines and fill in the chart listing the number of articles 
you find about each topic. What do you observe from your analysis? What messages about gender 
are these magazines presenting? 

Magazine 
Title Makeup Clothes Hair 

Sex/ 
Dating Dieting 

Food/ Home 
Recipes Decoration Work Politics 

fashion and help shape the social construction of "beauty." Alongside these advertis
ing campaigns are bodily standards against which women are encouraged to measure 
themselves. Because almost no one measures up to these artificially created and often 
computer-generated standards, the message is to buy these products and your life will 
improve. 

Generally, women's magazines can be divided into three distinct types. First are the 
&iShion magazines that focus on beauty, attracting and satisfying men, self-improvement, 
and (occasionally) work and politics. Examples are ~(emphasizing fashion and 
makeup), ~olitart (emphasizing sexuality and relationships with nien), and Self 
(emphasizing self-improvement and employment), although the latter two are also heavy on 
beauty and fashion and the former is also preoccupied with sex. Most of these magazines 
have a white audience in mind; Ebony is one similar kind of magazine aimed at African 
American women. Note that there are also a number of junior magazines in this genre, such 
as Seventeen, aimed at teenage women. However, although its title suggests the magazine 
might be oriented toward 17-year-olds, it is mostly read by younger teenagers and even 
preadolescent girls. Given the focus of teen magazines on dating, fashion, and makeup, the 
effects of such copy and advertisements on young girls are significant. ~. 

The second genre of women's magazines includes those oriented toward the\fun:Qly, 
cooking, household maintenance and decoI"_ation, and ~th~_!Ilany.o~ .. 
Examples mcluae-Good Housekeeping, Redhook, and Better Homes and Gardens. These 
magazines (especially those like Good Housekeeping) also include articles and advertis
ing on fashion and cosmetics, although the representations of these products are different. 
Instead of the seductive model dressed in a shiny, revealing garment (as is usually featured 
on the cover of Cosmo or Glamor), Redhook, for example, usually features a less glamor
ous woman (although still very normatively beautiful) in more conservative clothes, sur
rounded by other graphics or captions featuring various desserts, crafts, and so forth. The 
focus is off sex and onto the home. 

The third genre of women's magazines is the issue periodical that focuses oh~e 
issue or ~ppeals_to_JJl~n. Parents magazine is an example of an issue 
periodical aimed at women (although not exclusively). Ms. magazine is one aimed at 
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HISTORICAL MOMENT SI for Women 

By Lindsay Schnell 

Featuring a variety of male 
athletes, marketed to men and 
written (mostly} by men, Sports 
Illustrated (SI) magazine has 
never done a consistent job of 
covering and featuring female 
athletes. It's easy to see why: 
SI primarily covers professional 
sports, and a small percent
age of professional athletes 
are women. For years, female 
athletes struggled to get a fair 
shake in media coverage, often 
being touted more for their 
looks than their abilities on the 
playing field. 

That all changed in the spring of 
1999 with the debut of Sports 
ll/ustrated for Women. Featur
ing teen basketball phenom 
Seimone Augustus-who went 
on to star at Louisiana State Uni

versity and become the number-one pick of the 2006 WNBA draft-on its first cover, 
SI for Women catered to female athletes of all ages and skill levels. The magazine 
offered tips on eating like a professional athlete, previews of college and profes
sional teams, in-depth features on known and unknown females making an impact 
in the world of sport, and much more. One issue even had a sports horoscope for its 
readers! SI for Women also had an answer to its parent magazine's hottest-selling 
issue annually: a swimsuit issue of its own, with male athletes showing off the bod
ies they had worked so hard for. Finally, women had a sports magazine just for 
them that celebrated their athletic accomplishments instead of just their looks. 

One of the earliest covers featured Julie Foudy, a member of the 1999 Women's 
World Cup soccer team. Foudy and her teammates became known across the 
nation after a thrilling 5-4 shootout victory over China in the Rose Bowl for the 
'99 Cup title. Brandi Chastain's "shot heard 'round the world" and subsequent 
act of ripping off her shirt and falling to her knees in ecstasy became one of the 
most iconic sports images of the twentieth century. 

Coupled with the success of the '99 World Cup team, SI for Women helped 
athletes like soccer great Mia Hamm and basketball superstar Sheryl Swoopes 
become household names. Unfortunately, SI for Women wasn't a hot seller on 
the newsstands, and lasted just 18 issues. It folded in 20021 but in the two-and
a-half years that SI for Women was in print it helped give a face-or faces-to a 
generation hungry for strong female role models. 
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In 2008 Winter X Games star Gretchen Bleiler told ESPN The Magazine, "It sucks. 
When you're a woman in sports, people want you to show some skin." Though 
it's no longer in print, SI for Women helped prove female athletes didn't have to 
show skin to get some pub. And with female athletic participation at an all-time 
high since Title IX was passed in 1972, is there any better news we can give to 
our friends, teammates, sisters, and daughters? 

feminists, as are Bitch and Bust. Examples of hobby-type periodicals include craft maga
zines on needlework or crochet and fitness magazines. There are many specialized issue 
periodicals aimed at men (such as hunting and fishing and outdoor activities periodicals, 
computer and other electronic-focused magazines, car and motorcycle magazines, and var
ious sports periodicals). The best known of the latter is Sports Illustrated, famous also for 
its "swimsuit edition," which always produces record sales in its sexualization of female 
athletes' bodies (see the sidebar "SI for Women"). That there are more issue periodicals 
for men reflects the fact that this group is assumed to work and have specialized interests, 
and women are assumed to be preoccupied with looking good, working on relationships, 
and keeping a beautiful home. 

Again, as in music, technology has also provided a way for women to express their 
voices through publishing. "Zines" are quick, cheap, cut-and-paste publications that have 
sprung up both in print and online formats in recent years. These publications, which 
range in quality, often provide a forum for alternative views on a wide variety of subjects, 

WOMEN IN PRINT 

by Nancy Barbour 

Feminist consciousness-raising efforts in the late 1960s and early 1970s increased 
women's awareness that their personal experiences needed articulation in wider 
sociopolitical contexts. Like their first wave sisters before them, second wave 
feminists worked to spread their critical knowledge to greater numbers of 
women by distributing newsletters and pamphlets. The now famous book Our 
Bodies, Ourselves (1973}, by the Boston Women's Health Book Collective, began 
as a 35-cent feminist pamphlet that aimed to demystify women's health and sex
uality. But the women's movement faced resistance from mainstream publishers. 

High-circulation magazines for "ladies" rejected feminist articles that addressed 
issues of real concern to women. Instead, they often published advertising 
"puffs"-articles that appear to be informative but are designed to sell an adver
tiser's product. Feminists understood that these publications, while marketed 
directly to women, were controlled and edited almost entirely by men. In 1970, 
more than 100 feminists descended upon the offices of Ladies' Home Journal and 
staged an 11-hour sit-in. They demanded that the magazine hire women to 
fill all editorial and advertising positions, that it hire a proportionate number of 

(continued} 
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non-white women at all levels, and that it cease publishing advertisements that 
were degrading to women. The editor did not capitulate, but the August 1970 
issue included an eight-page insert on "The New Feminism," written by protest
ers. In 1973, LHJ hired a woman as editor-in-chief. 

Feminists recognized that they could not rely upon the traditional publishing 
industry to represent women's interests and experiences. In the 1970s, a num
ber of small, independent feminist presses were established across the United 
States, some first operating out of homes and garages. Shameless Hussy Press, 
The Women's Press Collective, Out & Out Books, New Victoria Publishers, and 
CALYX Press were among the first feminist and lesbian publishers that special
ized in poetry, art, fiction, and nonfiction, predominantly by and for women. 
Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, started in 1980, was the first to be man
aged and run exclusively by women of color. Many well-known and widely pub
lished women writers were first discovered by independent feminist publishers. 
Some of these presses are still operating. Others have disappeared in the wake of 
domination by conglomerate corporate publishers. 

Today, a handful of conglomerates controls 80% of the U.S. book market. Femi
nist publishers once relied upon independent women's and lesbian bookstores 
as their major retailers, but many of these stores were driven out of business by 
chain sellers. Big chain bookstores collaborate with the publishing giants to dic
tate which books will be prominently featured and which are destined for obscu
rity. High-visibility spaces-at the ends of shelves and on tables near the entrance 
and cash registers-are purchased by publishers to increase their books' visibility 
and sales. Small, independent, and nonprofit publishers rarely have the marketing 
budgets to participate in these pay-to-display schemes. Their books are typically 
relegated to bottom shelves in the far corners of chain bookstores-if the stores 
carry them at all. 

Feminist presses continue to strive toward strengthening the presence of women 
writers in the literary canon. Visit these independent feminist publishers online, 
join their mailing lists, and ask your favorite bookstores to carry their titles. 

CALYX Press: Independent, nonprofit publisher of fine art and literature by 
women from diverse backgrounds. www.calyxpress.org 

The Feminist Press: Independent, nonprofit literary publisher that promotes free
dom of expression and social justice. www.feministpress.org 

Seal Press: Independent publisher of books about women's health, parenting, 
popular culture, sexuality, gender and transgender life, and much more. 
www.sealpress.com 

Cleis Press: The largest independent queer publisher in the United States. 
www.cleispress.com 

Aunt Lute Books: Multicultural women's press, publishing literature by tradition
ally underrepresented women, especially women of color. www.auntlute.com 

Spinifex Press: Independent Australian feminist publisher of feminist books with 
an optimistic edge. Eighty percent of titles are also available as eBooks. 
www.spinifexpress.com 
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especially pop culture. As Alison Piepmeier notes in the reading "Bad Girl, Good Girl," 
zines provide an opportunity for young feminists to resist ideas in mainstream publications 
that sustain women's subordination. Piepmeier explores the ways zines have allowed girls 
and young women to both critique and embrace girlishness and femininity. She suggests 
zine authors focus on the pleasures of girlhood even while they critique racist, heteropa
triarchal social structures. She discusses Bust magazine as an example. 

LITERATURE AND THE ARTS 

In the reading "Thinking About Shakespeare's Sister," Virginia Woolf responds to the 
question "Why has there been no female Shakespeare?" Similarly, in the early 1970s, 
Linda Nochlin wrote a feminist critique of art history that sought to answer the question 
"Why have there been no great women artists?" Woolf and Nochlin reached very similar 
conclusions. According to Nochlin, the reason there had been no great women artists was 
not that no woman had been capable of producing great art but that the social conditions of 
women's lives prevented such artistic endeavors. 

Woolf wrote her essay in the late 1920s, but still today many critics and professors of 
literature raise the same questions about women's abilities to create great literature. Rarely, 
for example, does a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century British literature course give more 
than a passing nod to women authors of the periods. Quite often, literature majors graduate 
having read perhaps only Virginia Woolf, George Eliot, Jane Austen, or Emily Dickinson. 
The usual justification is that women simply have not written the great literature that men 
have or that to include women would mean leaving out the truly important works of the 
literary canon (those written by white men). 

In her essay, Woolf argues that it would have been impossible due to social constraints 
for a woman to write the works of Shakespeare in the age of Shakespeare. Although women 
did write, even in the time of Shakespeare, their works were often neglected by the arbiters 
of the literary canon because they fell outside the narrowly constructed definitions of great 
literature. For example, women's novels often dealt with the subjects of women's lives
family, home, love-subjects not deemed lofty enough for the canon of literature. Addition
ally, women often did not follow accepted forms, writing in fragments rather than unified 
texts. As the canon was defined according to white male norms, women's writing and much 
of the writing of both women and men of color were omitted. Jane Austen is still a popular 
novelist despite having written her books two centuries ago. Her current popularity is based 
in part on the dramatization of her work in a series of blockbuster movies as well as the fact 
that Austen was both a romantic and a feminist. The still-relevant romantic plots in Austen's 
novels provide a foundation for her strong critique of sexism and classism. We include in 
this chapter Emily Dickinson's short poem "The Wife," with its lament about the wife who 
"rose to his requirement, dropped/The playthings of her life/To take the honorable work/Of 
woman and of wife." Writing in the mid-nineteenth century, Dickinson was very aware, as 
women still are today, of the duties and expectations of women as they become wives. 

Yet, toward the end of the twentieth century, more women began to publish novels 
and poetry, and these have been slowly introduced into the canon. These works have dealt 
with the realities of women's lives and have received wide acclaim. For example, writers 
such as Toni Morrison (who received the Nobel Prize for literature), Alice Walker, and 
Maya Angelou have written about the dilemmas and triumphs faced by black women in 
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a white, male-dominated culture. Annie Dillard won a Pulitzer Prize at the age of 29 for 
her nature essays about a year spent living by Tinker Creek. Feminist playwrights such 
as Wendy Wasserstein, Suzan Lori-Parks, Lynn Nottage, Migdalia Cruz, and Eve Ensler; 
performance artists such as Lily Tomlin and Lori Anderson; and feminist comedians such 
as Suzanne Westenhoffer, Tracey Ullman, Wanda Sykes, and Margaret Cho have also been 
very influential in providing new scripts for women's lives. Audre Lorde talks about the 
importance of literature in "Poetry Is Not a Luxury." She describes poetry as opportunity 
to bring forth dreams, longings, and all that we dare make real. She implores us to speak 
and write the truths of our lives. 

Just as female writers have been ignored, misrepresented, and trivialized, so too 
female · ts and musicians have faced similar struggles. Women's art has often been 
labeled 'craft "rather than art. This is because women, who were often barred from enter
ing the artistic establishment, ave tended to create works of art that were useful and were 
excluded from the category of art. Often, female artists, like their sisters who were writing 
novels and poetry, used a male pen name and disguised their identity in order to have their 
work published or shown. With the influence of the women's movement, women's art is 
being reclaimed and introduced into the art history curriculum, although it is often taught 
in the context of "women's art." This emphasizes the ways the academy remains andro
centric, with the contributions of "others" in separate courses. Female artists such as Frida 
Kahlo, Georgia O'Keeffe, and Judy Chicago have revitalized the art world by creating 
women-centered art and feminist critiques of masculine art forms. Similarly, graphic artists 
such as Barbara Kruger and mixed-media artists such as Jennifer Linton have incorporated 
feminist critiques of consumerism and desire. Photographers such as Cindy Sherman and 
Loma Simpson have also raised important questions about the representation of women 
and other marginalized people in media and society. Joyce Wieland has famously created 
quilted art pieces using a traditionally feminine art form and Kiki Smith has sculpted femi
nist imagery focusing on bodily secretions such as blood and sweat. Finally, the "Guerilla 
Girls," an anonymous feminist group wearing gorilla masks, use the names of dead female 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Maxine Hong Kingston 

As a young girl, Maxine Hong 
Kingston could not find herself 
in the images in the books 
she read. The public library in 
her hometown of Stockton, 
California, had no stories of 
Chinese Americans and very few 
that featured girls. For King
ston, this meant a significant 
need and open space for the 
telling of her stories. 

Kingston was born in Stockton 
in 1940 to Chinese immigrant 
parents. Her mother was 
trained as a midwife in China, 
and her father was a scholar 
and teacher. Arriving in the 
United States, Tom Hong could 
not find work and eventually 
ended up working in a gam
bling business. Maxine was 
named after a successful blonde 
gambler who frequented her 
father's establishment. 

Growing up in a Chinese American community, Kingston heard the stories of her 
culture that would later influence her own storytelling. By earning 11 scholar
ships, she was able to attend the University of California at Berkeley, where she 
earned a B.A. in literature. She married in 1962, and she and her new husband 
moved to Hawaii, where they both taught for the next 10 years. 

In 1976 Kingston published her first book, The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a 
Girlhood Among Ghosts. This story of a young Chinese American girl who finds 
her own voice won the National Book Critics Circle Award. Kingston's portrayal of 
the girl's struggle with silence was met with a great deal of criticism from many 
Chinese men who attacked Kingston's exploration of critical gender and race 
issues among Chinese Americans. 

Kingston followed Woman Warrior with China Men in 1980, which also won the 
National Book Critics Circle Award. This book explored the lives of the men in 
Kingston's family who came to the United States, celebrating their achievements 
and documenting the prejudices and exploitation they faced. Her 1989 novel, 
Tripmaster Monkey: His Fake Book, continued her explorations of racism and 
oppression of Chinese Americans. Although some critics have accused Kingston 
of selling out because her stories have not reflected traditional notions of 
Chinese culture, she has maintained her right to tell her story in her own words 
with her own voice. 

(continued) 
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The Fifth Book of Peace, published in 2003, uses her personal tragedy of losing 
her house, possessions, and an unfinished novel in the Oakland-Berkeley fire of 
1991 as a metaphor for war. She asks repeatedly the questions "Why war? Why 
not peace?" In 2006, she edited Veterans of War, Veterans of Piece, a collection of 
essays written by survivors of war who participated in her healing workshops. She 
published her memoir, I Love a Broad Margin to My Life, in 2012. 

artists to highlight the ways women and people of color are disproportionately excluded 
from the art world through posters, postcards, and public appearances. 

The works of female composers and musicians (such as by Fanny Mendelssohn 
Hensel and Clara Schumann) have also been ignored as barriers to female achievement in 
this arena prevented recognition of their talents. Women of color faced almost insurmount
able obstacles f both ra r discrimination as well as the effects of 
~s. was mostly economically privileged women who were a e to evo e t emselves 

to music. In 1893 Margaret Ruthven Lang was the first female composer in the United 
States to compose a piece performed by a major American symphony orchestra. Contem
porary women composers still face challenges despite achievements by such women as 
Cynthia Wong, Yu-Hiu Chang, and Paola Prestini. Similarly, very few women have been 
given the opportunity to conduct orchestras until recently with the debut of contemporary 
female composers such as Marin Alsop, Emmanuelle HaYm, Julia Jones, Anu Tali, and 
Xian Zhang. Nadia Boulanger was the first woman to conduct a symphony orchestra in 
the early twentieth century and was known as one of the best music teachers of her time. 
Women were limited in music by the gendered nature of certain musical instruments that 
rendered them inappropriate for women. In fact, through the nineteenth century, only cer
tain instruments such as the keyboard and harp were considered appropriate for women to 
play, and, even today, women are still directed away from some instruments and toward 
others. Despite these obstacles, they continue to produce literature and art and to redefine 
the canon. As in other male-dominated arenas, however, women have had to struggle to 
create a place for themselves. This place is ever-changing, providing women with opportu
nities for fame, empowerment, self-validation, and respect. 

HISTORICAL MOMENT The NEA Four 

Chartered by the U.S. Congress in 1965, the National Endowment for the Arts 
(NEA) provides funding for artists to develop their work. In 1990 Congress passed 
legislation that forced the NEA to consider "standards of decency" in award-
ing grants. Four performance artists-Karen Finley, Holly Hughes, John Fleck, 
and Tim Miller-had been selected to receive NEA grants, but following charges 
by conservatives, particularly Senator Jesse Helms (R-North Carolina), that the 
artists' works were obscene, the NEA denied their grants. All but Finley are gay, 
and Finley herself is an outspoken feminist. 
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Finley's work deals with raw themes of women's lives. She gained notoriety for a 
performance in which she smeared herself with chocolate to represent the abuse 
of women. Latching onto this image, conservatives referred to Finley as "the 
chocolate-smeared woman." Her work is shocking, but she uses the shocking 
images to explore women's horrific experiences of misogyny, and she uses her 
body in her performances in ways that reflect how society uses her body against 
her will. 

Hughes's work explores lesbian sexuality, and, in revoking her NEA grant, then
NEA chairman John Frohnmeyer specifically referenced Hughes's lesbianism 
as one of the reasons she had lost her grant. Some of her performances have 
included "Well of Horniness," "Lady Dick," and "Dress Suits to Hire." 

Following the revocation of their grants, the four sued the U.S. government, 
and in 1992 a lower court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs, reinstating the grants. 
The government appealed in 1994 and lost again. Then, in a surprise move, the 
Clinton administration appealed the decision to the U.S. Supreme Court. In 1998 
the Supreme Court overturned the lower court rulings and held that the "stand
ards of decency" clause is constitutional. Since the ruling, the budget and staff of 
the NEA have been slashed, and artists like Finley and Hughes must seek funding 
from other sources to continue their performances. 

If you're interested in finding out more about feminism and censorship, visit the 
website of Feminists for Free Expression at www.ffeusa.org. 
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Thinking About Shakespeare's Sister 
Virginia Woolf (1929) 

... [I]t is a perennial puzzle why no woman wrote 
a word of extraordinary literature when every other 
man, it seemed, was capable of song or sonnet. 
What were the conditions in which women lived, 
I asked myself; for fiction, imaginative work that is, 
is not dropped like a pebble upon the ground, as sci
ence may be; fiction is like a spider's web, attached 
ever so lightly perhaps, but still attached to life at all 
four comers. Often the attachment is scarcely per
ceptible; Shakespeare's plays, for instance, seem to 
hang there complete by themselves. But when the 
web is pulled askew, hooked up at the edge, tom in 
the middle, one remembers that these webs are not 
spun in midair by incorporeal creatures, but are the 
work of suffering human beings, and are attached to 
grossly material things, like health and money and 
the houses we live in. 

I went therefore, to the shelf where the stories 
stand and took down one of the latest, Profes
sor Trevelyan's History of England. Once more 
I looked up Women, found "position of," and turned 
to the pages indicated. "Wifebeating," I read "was 
a recognized right of man, and was practiced with
out shame by high as well as low .... Similarly," 
this historian goes on, "the daughter who refused 
to marry the gentleman of her parents' choice was 
liable to be locked up, beaten and flung about the 
room, without any shock being inflicted on public 
opinion. Marriage was not an affair of personal 
affection, but of family avarice, particularly in the 
'chivalrous' upper classes .... Betrothal often took 
place while one or both of the parties was in the 
cradle, and marriage when they were scarcely out 
of the nurses' charge." That was about 1470, soon 
after Chaucer's time. The next reference to the posi
tion of women is some two hundred years later, in 
the time of the Stuarts. "It was still the exception 
for women of the upper and middle class to choose 
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their own husbands, and when the husband had been 
assigned, he was lord and master, so far at least as 
law and custom could make him. Yet even so," Pro
fessor Trevelyan concludes, "neither Shakespeare's 
women nor those of authentic seventeenth-century 
memoirs, like the Vemeys and the Hutchinsons, 
seem wanting in personality and character." Cer
tainly, if we consider it, Cleopatra must have had a 
way with her; Lady Macbeth, one would suppose, 
had a will of her own; Rosalind, one might con
clude, was an attractive girl. Professor Trevelyan is 
speaking no more than the truth when he remarks 
that Shakespeare's women do not seem wanting 
in personality and character. Not being a historian, 
one might go even further and say that women have 
burnt like beacons in all the works of all the poets 
from the beginning of time-Clytemnestra, Anti
gone, Cleopatra, Lady Macbeth, Phedre, Cressida, 
Rosalind, Desdemona, the Duchess of Malfi, among 
the dramatists; then among the prose writers: Milla
mant, Clarissa, Becky Sharp, Anna Karenina, Emma 
Bovary, Madame de Guermantes-the names flock 
to mind, nor do they recall women "lacking in per
sonality and character." Indeed, if woman had no 
existence save in fiction written by men, one would 
imagine her a person of the utmost importance, very 
various; heroic and mean; splendid and sordid; infi
nitely beautiful and hideous in the extreme; as great 
as a man, some think even greater. But this is woman 
in fiction. In fact, as Professor Trevelyan points out, 
she was locked up, beaten and flung about the room. 

A very queer, composite being thus emerges. 
Imaginatively she is of the highest importance; prac
tically she is completely insignificant. She pervades 
poetry from cover to cover; she is all but absent 
from history. She dominates the lives of kings and 
conquerors in fiction; in fact she was the slave of 
any boy whose parents forced a ring upon her finger. 
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Some of the most inspired words, some of the most 
profound thoughts in literature fall from her lips; in 
real life she could hardly read, could scarcely spell, 
and was the property of her husband. 

Be that as it may, I could not help thinking, as 
I looked at the works of Shakespeare on the shelf ... 
it would have been impossible, completely and 
entirely, for any woman to have written the plays 
of Shakespeare in the age of Shakespeare. Let me 
imagine, since facts are so hard to come by, what 
would have happened had Shakespeare had a won
derfully gifted sister, called Judith, let us say. Shake
speare himself went, very probably-his mother 
was an heiress-to the grammar school, where he 
may have learnt Latin-Ovid, Virgil and Horace
and the elements of grammar and logic. He was, 
it is well known, a wild boy who poached rabbits, 
perhaps shot a deer, and had, rather sooner than he 
should have done, to marry a woman in the neigh
bourhood, who bore him a child rather quicker than 
was right. That escapade sent him to seek his fortune 
in London. He had, it seemed, a taste for the theatre; 
he began by holding horses at the stage door. Very 
soon he got work in the theatre, became a successful 
actor, and lived at the hub of the universe, meeting 
everybody, knowing everybody, practising his art 
on the boards, exercising his wits in the streets, and 
even getting access to the palace of the queen. Mean
while his extraordinarily gifted sister, let us suppose, 
remained at home. She was as adventurous, as imag
inative, as agog to see the world as he was. But she 
was not sent to school. She had no chance of learn
ing grammar and logic, let alone of reading Horace 
and Virgil. She picked up a book now and then, one 
of her brother's perhaps, and read a few pages. But 
then her parents came in and told her to mend the 
stockings or mind the stew and not moon about with 
books and papers. They would have spoken sharply 
but kindly, for they were substantial people who 
knew the conditions of life for a woman and loved 
their daughter-indeed, more likely than not she was 
the apple of her father's eye. Perhaps she scribbled 
some pages up in an apple loft on the sly, but was 
careful to hide them or set fire to them. Soon, how
ever, before she was out of her teens, she was to be 
betrothed to the son of a neighbouring wool-stapler. 

She cried out that marriage was hateful to her, and 
for that she was severely beaten by her father. Then 
he ceased to scold her. He begged her instead not to 
hurt him, not to shame him in this matter of her mar
riage. He would give her a chain of beads or a fine 
petticoat, he said; and there were tears in his eyes. 
How could she disobey him? How could she break 
his heart? The force of her own gift alone drove her 
to it. She made up a small parcel of her belongings, 
let herself down by a rope one summer's night and 
took the road to London. She was not seventeen. The 
birds that sang in the hedge were not more musical 
than she was. She had the quickest fancy, a gift like 
her brother's, for the tune of words. Like him, she 
had a taste for the theatre. She stood at the stage 
door; she wanted to act, she said. Men laughed in 
her face. The manager-a fat, loose-lipped man
guffawed. He bellowed something about poodles 
dancing and women acting-no woman, he said, 
could possibly be an actress. He hinted-you can 
imagine what. She could get no training in her craft. 
Could she even seek her dinner in a tavern or roam 
the streets at midnight? Yet her genius was for fiction 
and lusted to feed abundantly upon the lives of men 
and women and the study of their ways. At last-for 
she was very young, oddly like Shakespeare the poet 
in her face, with the same grey eyes and rounded 
brows-at last Nick Greene the actor-manager took 
pity on her; she found herself with child by that gen
tleman and so-who shall measure the heat and vio
lence of the poet's heart when caught and tangled in 
a woman's body?-killed herself one winter's night 
and lies buried at some cross-roads where the omni
buses now stop outside the Elephant and Castle. 

That, more or less, is how the story would run, 
I think, if a woman in Shakespeare's day had had 
Shakespeare's genius .... 

This may be true or it may be false-who can 
say?-but what is true in it, so it seemed to me, 
reviewing the story of Shakespeare's sister as I had 
made it, is that any woman born with a great gift 
in the sixteenth century would certainly have gone 
crazed, shot herself, or ended her days in some lonely 
cottage outside the village, half witch, half wizard, 
feared and mocked at. For it needs little skill in psy
chology to be sure that a highly gifted girl who had 
tried to use her gift for poetry would have been so 
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thwarted and hindered by other people, so tortured 
and pulled asunder by her own contrary instincts, 
that she must have lost her health and sanity to a 
certainty. No girl could have walked to London 
and stood at a stage door and forced her way into 
the presence of actor-managers without doing her
self a violence and suffering an anguish which may 
have been irrational-for chastity may be a fetish 
invented by certain societies for unknown reasons
but were none the less inevitable .... 

But for women, I thought, looking at the empty 
shelves, these difficulties were infinitely more formi
dable. In the first place, to have a room of her own, let 
alone a quiet room or a sound-proof room, was out 
of the question, unless her parents were exception
ally rich or very noble, even up to the beginning of 

the nineteenth century. Since her pin money, which 
depended on the good will of her father, was only 
enough to keep her clothed, she was debarred from 
such alleviations as came even to Keats or Tennyson 
or Carlyle, all poor men, from a walking tour, a lit
tle journey to France, from the separate lodging 
which, even if it were miserable enough, sheltered 
them from the claims and tyrannies of their families. 
Such material difficulties were formidable; but much 
worse were the immaterial. The indifference of the 
world which Keats and Flaubert and other men of 
genius have found so hard to bear was in her case not 
indifference but hostility. The world did not say to 
her as it said to them, Write if you choose; it makes 
no difference to me. The world said with a guffaw, 
Write? What's the good of your writing? ... 
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She rose to his requirement, dropped 

The playthings of her life 

To take the honorable work 

Of woman and of wife. 

If aught she missed in her new day 

Of amplitude, or awe, 

R E A D 

The Wife 
Emily Dickinson (c. 1860) 

N G 

Or first prospective, or the gold 

In using wore away. 

It lay unmentioned, as the sea 

Develops pearl and weed, 

But only to himself is known 

The fathoms they abide. 

Rush Limbaugh and the New Networked Feminism 
Tom Watson (2012) 

So much for post-feminism. 
The world of networked hurt that descended on 

the spiteful media enterprise that is Rush Limbaugh 

revealed a tenacious, super-wired coalition of active 
feminists prepared at a moment's notice to blow 
the lid off sexist attacks or regressive health policy. 
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When Limbaugh called Georgetown University law 
student Sandra Fluke a "slut" and "prostitute" in 
response to her testimony before Congress on contra
ception costs, he may well have been surprised by the 
strength of the response. But he shouldn't have been. 

At latest count, 12 advertisers and two radio 
stations have pulled the plug on Limbaugh. Each 
was effectively targeted on Facebook and Twitter 
by an angry and vocal storm of thousands of peo
ple calling for direct action. The campaign was 
almost instantaneous, coordinated by no individual 
or organization, and entirely free of cost. Promi
nent feminist organizers told Forbes that it was 
social media's terrible swift sword, led once again 
by Twitter and Facebook-savvy women, that dealt 
Limbaugh the worst humiliation of his controver
sial career, and in many ways, revealed the most 
potent "non-organized" organization to take the 
field on the social commons in the age of Occupy 
Wall Street and Anonymous. 

"Given that much of the increased vocabulary 
and awareness about gender in the national discus
sion comes through social media and from young 
people, I think that instances like this one should 
give those who claim that young people don't care 
about feminism pause!" says Rebecca Traister, a 
contributor to Salon and author of the important 
feminist history of the 2008 Presidential race, Big 
Girls Don't Cry. "Young people are the ones who 
know how to use social media in this way, and look 
at the kind of impact it's having." 

"What's most interesting to me is that in the 
last two years or so specifically, women have been 
leading the charge online to campaign for them
selves against this kind of abuse, largely thanks to 
advances in social networking," said media technol
ogist Deanna Zandt, author of Share This! How You 
Will Change the World with Social Networking. "In 
the past, we'd have to wait for some organization 
to take up the cause-create a petition, launch an 
email campaign-and outside of traditional feminist 
movement types, those campaigns rarely reached 
widespread acceptance." 

"Women aren't waiting to be told what to do or 
which petition to sign, they're just doing what we do 
best: talking and connecting," agreed Allison Fine, 
senior fellow for progressive think tank Demos. 

It's the next chapter in many ways to the story that 
hit the public consciousness with the strong, active 
online reaction to the Susan G. Komen Foundation's 
decision to cut funding to Planned Parenthood a month 
ago. The response was quick, massive, and targeted. 
My own social graph (on both Facebook and Twitter) 
lit up like a summer fireworks display after sundown
stirring conversation, concentration around hashtags 
and shared media, and truly crowdsourced action. 

"What we're seeing right now is a continuation 
of the networked response to the right-wing war on 
women's health that began with the Komen reaction 
a few weeks ago," said Fine. "It is across generations 
and extra-organizational with individual women 
using a variety of social media channels to connect 
with other women and create their own protests." 

Yet it would also be a mistake to view the semi
organized reaction to Limbaugh as purely another 
battle between left and right on the American politi
cal spectrum. While Limbaugh's sexist words have 
to been seen in the light of a Republican Presiden
tial race that has, inexplicably, placed an opposition 
to contraception and women's health at the center of 
its increasingly nasty public debate, the roots of El 
Rushbo's humiliation also run deeper than spectrum 
ideology and political parties. 

You can see those roots, for instance, in the 
brilliantly-organized campaign in late 2010 against 
two prominent liberal voices: filmmaker Michael 
Moore and talk show host Keith Olbermann. 
Feminist blogger Sady Doyle took Moore to task 
for posting bail on behalf of WikiLeaks founder 
Julian Assange after rape accusations brought by 
two women in Sweden confined him to custody in 
England, and her supporters battled both Moore 
and Olbermann for being dismissive of those accu
sations and implying they were a set-up to derail 
Assange's exposure of U.S. government secrets. 

Wrote Doyle in December, 2010 in a post that 
ignited a firestorm: "We are the progressive commu
nity. We are the left wing. We are women and men, 
we are from every sector of this community, and 
we believe that every rape accusation must be taken 
seriously, regardless of the accused rapist's connec
tions, power, influence, status, fame, or politics." 

Thousands of activists then used the#mooreandme 
tag on Twitter to (successfully) demand apologies 
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from Moore and Olbermann. That campaign dis
proves the assertion by Fox News political analyst 
Kirsten Powers in the Daily Beast that "the real fury 
seems reserved only for conservatives, while the 
men on the left get a wink and a nod as long as they 
are carrying water for the liberal cause." 

But Powers does indeed have a point that cas
ual misogyny among men in the media rather easily 
crosses ideological lines-and just as clearly, the 
new feminist moment online is in part a strong and 
serious pushback against a culture that divines a 
narrow, almost forgiving attitude toward violence 
and sexual assault against women. Among the 
feminist bloggers from more recent generations, 
tactics like the Slutwalk-and a strong effort to 
expose a culture of violence to the light of day
point to a renewed and yes, combative new stance. 
On the left, when prominent figures like Assange 
and Dominique Strauss-Kahn were accused of 
sexual violence, a new network of women stood 
ready to push back on political commentary that 
seemed to excuse or invalidate the charges. Femi
nist blogger Lindsay Beyerstein wrote that the 
target of these new protests was "the inaccurate 
stereotype that rape is an uncontrollable frenzy 
of lust that women provoke in men. That's like 
imagining all theft as an uncontrolled frenzy of 
consumerism." 

When he used the word "slut" to describe Sandra 
Fluke-linking the need for contraceptives to a kind 
of rampant (and distasteful) sexual desire in women 
that society shouldn't pay for-Limbaugh casually 
played the flip side of the classic "she asked for it" 
defense of sexual assault. The Republican Party's 
most potent media figure may well have reckoned 
that talk radio's legendary reach and loyal conserva
tive audience would easily sustain a few harmless 
raindrops of outrage on the roof. 

But he was (perhaps fatally) wrong. 
There was a powerful, decentralized social ven

ture lurking on the digital network-totally empow
ered and working with a toolset as potent as Clear 
Channel's microphones. 

"I think the feminists were always out there, but 
often isolated from one another or overwhelmed 
by the amount of work to be done and lack of 
time in a day," says feminist writer Kate Harding. 

"Social media allows us to work together quickly 
and publicly for something like a boycott or twitter 
campaign-(mostly) without the distractions of 
in-group politics or disagreement on any number 
of other issues-and that creates an energy that 
makes it feel so much more like a unified move
ment, even when people are still quite loosely 
connected." 

Philanthropy measurement guru and social 
ventures blogger Lucy Bemholz believes that the 
immediate feedback loop of the social networks 
drove both the Limbaugh and Komen protests
even without visible leadership or a budget. 

"The dynamics of the media are such that if 
you're engaged about something, be it Komen 
or Limbaugh you can drive your action, measure 
it, and add it into a larger effort," said Bemholz. 
"If something resonates, you pass it on. If it 
doesn't, you try something else. It's like the sup
posed Facebook mantra 'code wins.' Everyone 
who participates in these networked action can 
see-and measure-immediately, what resonates 
with others and they can work fromt here." 

Adds Kate Harding: "I think the public aspect 
is really important. #mooreandme, the Limbaugh 
boycott, the Komen/Planned Parenthood uproar 
all worked because there was somewhere to 
express ourselves visibly. Who knows how many 
feminists were sending letters and making phone 
calls over similar instances in the past? But with
out any way for an outside observer to measure 
it, the target of a boycott or letter-writing cam
paign was never forced to acknowledge that criti
cism publicly. When your brand's Facebook wall 
is overtaken by feminist outrage, you can't just 
write it off as a few man-hating cranks and con
tinue on as usual." 

After the 2008 campaign, Traister' s book painted 
a rosy path for feminist organizing that seemed a 
stretch at the time, at least to me. In Hillary Clinton's 
failed campaign, she wrote, "women's liberation 
movement found thrilling new life." 

Yet her words now seem prophetic-and indeed, 
the sheer breadth and strength of the wired feminist 
network is impressive. 

"Some of what we're seeing now feels more 
coordinated in a way that fits with a maturation and 



increased confidence of online activism and with a 
media that, post-2008, is better trained to hear and 
report on this kind of response," says Traister. "That 
last part really matters, and is really relevant coming 
out of 2008: There is an increased sensitivity around 
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gender and around race and around sexuality that I 
think was not part of the national conversation ten or 
even five years ago. 

"That makes a difference when Rush Limbaugh 
calls someone a slut in 2012." 

Poetry Is Not a Luxury 
Audre Lorde (1982) 

The quality of light by which we scrutinize our 
lives has direct bearing upon the product which we 
live, and upon the changes which we hope to bring 
about through those lives. It is within this light that 
we form those ideas by which we pursue our magic 
and make it realized. This is poetry as illumination, 
for it is through poetry that we give name to those 
ideas which are-until the poem-nameless and 
formless, about to be birthed, but already felt. That 
distillation of experience from which true poetry 
springs births thought as dream births concept, as 
feeling births idea, as knowledge births (precedes) 
understanding. 

As we learn to bear the intimacy of scrutiny and 
to flourish within it, as we learn to use the products 
of that scrutiny for power within our living, those 
fears which rule our lives and form our silences 
begin to lose their control over us. 

For each of us as women, there is a dark place 
within, where hidden and growing our true spirit 
rises, "beautiful/and tough as chestnut/stanchions 
against (y)our nightmare of weakness/"1 and of 
impotence. 

These places of possibility within ourselves are 
dark because they are ancient and hidden; they have 
survived and grown strong through that darkness. 
Within these deep places, each one of us holds an 
incredible reserve of creativity and power, of unex
amined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. The 
woman's place of power within each of us is neither 
white nor surface; it is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep. 

When we view living in the european mode only 
as a problem to be solved, we rely solely upon our 
ideas to make us free, for these were what the white 
fathers told us were precious. 

But as we come more into touch with our own 
ancient, noneuropean consciousness of living as a sit
uation to be experienced and interacted with, we learn 
more and more to cherish our feelings, and to respect 
those hidden sources of our power from where true 
knowledge and, therefore, lasting action comes. 

At this point in time, I believe that women carry 
within ourselves the possibility for fusion of these 
two approaches so necessary for survival, and we 
come closest to this combination in our poetry. 
I speak here of poetry as a revelatory distillation 
of experience, not the sterile word play that, too 
often, the white fathers distorted the word poetry to 
mean-in order to cover a desperate wish for imagi
nation without insight. 

For women, then, poetry is not a luxury. It is a 
vital necessity of our existence. It forms the quality 
of the light within which we predicate our hopes and 
dreams toward survival and change, first made into 
language, then into idea, then into more tangible 
action. Poetry is the way we help give name to the 
nameless so it can be thought. The farthest horizons 
of our hopes and fears are cobbled by our poems, 
carved from the rock experiences of our daily lives. 

As they become known to and accepted by us, our 
feelings and the honest exploration of them become 
sanctuaries and spawning grounds for the most radical 
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and daring of ideas. They become a safe-house for 
that difference so necessary to change and the con
ceptualization of any meaningful action. Right now, 
I could name at least ten ideas I would have found 
intolerable or incomprehensible and frightening, 
except as they came after dreams and poems. This is 
not idle fantasy, but a disciplined attention to the true 
meaning of "it feels right to me." We can train our
selves to respect our feelings and to transpose them 
into a language so they can be shared. And where that 
language does not yet exist, it is our poetry which 
helps to fashion it. Poetry is not only dream and 
vision; it is the skeleton architecture of our lives. It 
lays the foundations for a future of change, a bridge 
across our fears of what has never been before. 

Possibility is neither forever nor instant. It is not 
easy to sustain belief in its efficacy. We can some
times work long and hard to establish one beachhead 
of real resistance to the deaths we are expected to live, 
only to have that beachhead assaulted or threatened 
by those canards we have been socialized to fear, or 
by the withdrawal of those approvals that we have 
been warned to seek for safety. Women see ourselves 
diminished or softened by the falsely benign accusa
tions of childishness, of nonuniversality, of change
ability, of sensuality. And who asks the question: 
Am I altering your aura, your ideas, your dreams, or 
am I merely moving you to temporary and reactive 
action? And even though the latter is no mean task, it 
is one that must be seen within the context of a need 
for true alteration of the very foundations of our lives. 

The white fathers told us: I think, therefore I am. 
The Black mother within each of us-the poet
whispers in our dreams: I feel, therefore I can be 
free. Poetry coins the language to express and char
ter this revolutionary demand, the implementation 
of that freedom. 

However, experience has taught us that action in 
the now is also necessary, always. Our children can
not dream unless they live, they cannot live unless 
they are nourished, and who else will feed them 
the real food without which their dreams will be no 
different from ours? "If you want us to change the 
world someday, we at least have to live long enough 
to grow up!" shouts the child. 

Sometimes we drug ourselves with dreams of 
new ideas. The head will save us. The brain alone 

will set us free. But there are no new ideas still wait
ing in the wings to save us as women, as human. 
There are only old and forgotten ones, new combi
nations, extrapolations and recognitions from within 
ourselves-along with the renewed courage to try 
them out. And we must constantly encourage our
selves and each other to attempt the heretical actions 
that our dreams imply, and so many of our old ideas 
disparage. In the forefront of our move toward 
change, there is only poetry to hint at possibility 
made real. Our poems formulate the implications of 
ourselves, what we feel within and dare make real 
(or bring action into accordance with), our fears, our 
hopes, our most cherished terrors. 

For within living structures defined by profit, by 
linear power, by institutional dehumanization, our 
feelings were not meant to survive. Kept around as 
unavoidable adjuncts or pleasant pastimes, feelings 
were expected to kneel to thought as women were 
expected to kneel to men. But women have survived. 
As poets. And there are no new pains. We have felt 
them all already. We have hidden that fact in the 
same place where we have hidden our power. They 
surface in our dreams, and it is our dreams that point 
the way to freedom. Those dreams are made realiz
able through our poems that give us the strength and 
courage to see, to feel, to speak, and to dare. 

If what we need to dream, to move our spirits 
most deeply and directly toward and through prom
ise, is discounted as a luxury, then we give up the 
core-the fountain--of our power, our womanness; 
we give up the future of our worlds. 

For there are no new ideas. There are only new 
ways of making them felt--of examining what 
those ideas feel like being lived on Sunday morn
ing at 7 A.M., after brunch, during wild love, mak
ing war, giving birth, mourning our dead-while we 
suffer the old longings, battle the old warnings and 
fears of being silent and impotent and alone, while 
we taste new possibilities and strengths. 

NOTE 
1. From "Black Mother Woman," first published in From 

a Land Where Other People Live (Broadside Press, 
Detroit, 1973), and collected in Chosen Poems: Old 
and New (W.W. Norton and Company, New York, 
1982), p. 53. 
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Enlightened Sexism 
Susan Douglas (201 O) 

How do we square the persistence offemale inequal
ity with all those images of female power we have 
seen in the media-the hands-on-her-hips, don't
even-think-about-messing-with-me Dr. Bailey on 
Grey's Anatomy, or S. Epatha Merkerson as the 
take-no-prisoners Lieutenant Anita Van Buren on 
Law & Order, Agent Scully on The X-Files, Brenda 
Leigh Johnson as "the chief' on The Closer, C.C.H. 
Pounder on The Shield, or even Geena Davis as 
the first female president in the short-lived series 
Commander in Chief? Advertisements tell women 
that they have achieved so much they should cel
ebrate by buying themselves their own diamond 
ring for their right hand and urge their poor, flaccid 
husbands, crippled by an epidemic of emasculation 
and erectile dysfunction, to start mainlining Viagra 
or Cialis. Indeed, in films from Dumb and Dumber 
(1994) to Superbad (2007), guys are hopeless losers. 
In Sex and the City, with its characters who were 
successful professionals by day and Kama Sutra 
masters by night, there was no such thing as the dou
ble standard: women had as much sexual freedom, 
and maybe even more kinky sex, than men. Cosmo 
isn't for passive girls waiting for the right guy to 
find them; it's the magazine for the "Fun, Fearless 
Female" who is also proud to be, as one cover put 
it, a "Sex Genius." Have a look at Of The magazine 
is one giant, all-encompassing, throbbing zone of 
self-fulfillment for women where everything from 
pillows to celadon-colored notebooks (but only if 
purchased and used properly) are empowering and 
everything is possible. And why not? One of the 
most influential and successful moguls in the enter
tainment industry is none other than Oprah Winfrey 
herself. 

Something's out of whack here. If you immerse 
yourself in the media fare of the past ten to fifteen 
years, what you see is a rather large gap between 
how the vast majority of girls and women live their 
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lives, the choices they are forced to make, and what 
they see-and don't see-in the media. Ironically, 
it is just the opposite of the gap in the 1950s and 
'60s, when images of women as Watusi-dancing 
bimbettes on the beach or stay-at-home housewives 
who needed advice from Mr. Clean about how to 
wash a floor obscured the exploding number of 
women entering the workforce, joining the Peace 
Corps, and becoming involved in politics. Back 
then the media illusion was that the aspirations of 
girls and women weren't changing at all when they 
were. Now, the media illusion is that equality for 
girls and women is an accomplished fact when it 
isn't. Then the media were behind the curve; now, 
ironically, they're ahead. Have girls and women 
made a lot of progress since the 1970s? You bet. 
Women's college basketball, for example-its 
existence completely unimaginable when I was in 
school-is now nationally televised, and vulgar, 
boneheaded remarks about the players can get even 
a money machine like Don Imus fired, if only tem
porarily. But now we're all district attorneys, medi
cal residents, chiefs of police, or rich, blond, So-Cal 
heiresses? Not so much. 

Since the early 1990s, much of the media have 
come to overrepresent women as having made it
completely-in the professions, as having gained 
sexual equality with men, and having achieved a level 
of financial success and comfort enjoyed primar
ily by the Tiffany's-encrusted doyennes of Laguna 
Beach. At the same time, there has been a resurgence 
of retrograde dreck clogging our cultural arteries
The Man Show, Maxim, Girls Gone Wild. 1 But even 
this fare, which insists that young women should 
dress like strippers and have the mental capacities 
of a vole, was presented as empowering, because 
while the scantily clad or bare-breasted women may 
have seemed to be objectified, they were really on 
top, because now they had chosen to be sex objects 
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and men were supposedly nothing more than their 
helpless, ogling, crotch-driven slaves. 

What the media have been giving us, then, are 
little more than fantasies of power. They assure girls 
and women, repeatedly, that women's liberation is a 
fait accompli and that we are stronger, more success
ful, more sexually in control, more fearless, and more 
held in awe than we actually are. We can believe 
that any woman can become a CEO (or president), 
that women have achieved economic, professional, 
and political parity with men, and we can expunge 
any suggestions that there might be some of us who 
actually have to live on the national median income, 
which for women in 2008 was $36,000 a year, 
23 percent less than that of their male counterparts. 
Yet the images we see on television, in the mov
ies, and in advertising also insist that purchasing 
power and sexual power are much more gratifying 
than political or economic power. Buying stuff-the 
right stuff, a lot of stuff-emerged as the dominant 
way to empower ourselves. 2 Of course women in fic
tional TV shows can be in the highest positions of 
authority, but in real life-maybe not such a good 
idea. Instead, the wheedling, seductive message to 
young women is that being decorative is the high
est form of power-when, of course, if it were, Dick 
Cheney would have gone to work every day in a 
sequined tutu. 

So what's the matter with fantasies of female 
power? Haven't the media always provided escap
ist fantasies; isn't that, like, their job? And aren't 
many in the media-however belatedly-simply 
addressing women's demands for more represen
tations of female achievement and control? Well, 
yes. But here's the odd, somewhat unintended con
sequence: under the guise of escapism and pleas
ure, we are getting images of imagined power that 
mask, and even erase, how much still remains to be 
done for girls and women, images that make sexism 
seem fine, even fun, and insist that feminism is now 
utterly pointless-even bad for you. And if we look 
at what is often being said about girls and women in 
these fantasies-what we can and should do, what 
we can and can't be-we will see that slithering just 
below the shiny mirage of power is the dark, sneaky 
serpent of sexism. 

There has been a bit of a generational divide in 
how these fantasies are presented. Older women-
1 prefer the term "Vintage Females"-like myself 
have been given all those iron-clad women in the 
10:00 P.M. strip: the lawyers, cops, and district attor
neys on the entire Law & Order franchise; the senior 
partner Shirley Schmidt on Boston Legal; the steely 
(and busty) forensic scientists on the various CS/s; 
the ubiquitous female judges; and Brenda Leigh 
Johnson who, with her big hair and southern drawl, 
whipped her male chauvinist colleagues into shape 
ASAP on The Closer. 

But many of us, especially mothers, have been 
less thrilled about the fantasies on offer for girls and 
younger women. For "millennials"-those young 
women and girls born in the late 1980s and 1990s who 
are the most attractive demographic for advertisers
the fantasies and appeals have been much more 
commercial and, not surprisingly, more retrograde. 
While they are the "girl power" generation, the bill 
of goods they are repeatedly sold is that true power 
comes from shopping, having the right logos, and 
being "hot." Power also comes from judging, diss
ing, and competing with other girls, especially over 
guys. I have watched these fantasies-often the 
opposite of the "role model" imagery presented to 
me-swirl around my daughter and, well, I have not 
been amused. 

Things seemed okay back in the 1990s when 
she could watch shows like Alex Mack, featuring 
a girl with superhuman powers who morphed into 
something that looked like a blob of mercury and 
conducted industrial espionage, or Shelby Wu, a 
girl detective. But then she graduated to MTV: by 
this time, the network had stopped showing Talk
ing Heads videos and, instead, offered up fare like 
Sorority Life. Here viewers got to track the pro
gress of college girls pledging to a sorority, and to 
see which traits, behaviors, and hairdos got them in 
("nice," "pretty," ponytails) and which ones kept 
them out ("like so bossy," "like so phony," any 
hairstyle that resembled a mullet). Even though the 
show was allegedly about college life, no books, 
newspapers, novels, debates about the existence of 
God, or discussion of any recent classroom lectures 
cluttered the scene or troubled the dialogue. These 
college girls were way too shallow for any of that. 



My sympathetic response to my teenage daughter on 
the sofa, wrapped in a quilt, escaping for a bit into 
this drivel-filled world? A simple bellow: "Shut that 
crap off!" 

As I stewed about the fantasies of power laid 
before my daughter and those laid before me, I was, 
of course, most struck at first by their generational 
differences, and how they pitted us against each 
other, especially around the issues of sexual dis
play and rampant consumerism as alleged sources 
of power and control. But if you think about it, they 
simply buy us off in different ways, because both 
approaches contribute to the false assumption that 
for women, all has been won. The notion that there 
might, indeed, still be an urgency to feminist poli
tics? You have totally got to be kidding. 

... While these fantasies have been driven in 
part by girls' and women's desires, and have often 
provided a great deal of vicarious pleasure, they 
have also been driven by marketing-especially 
niche, target marketing-and the use of that heady 
mix of flattery and denigration to sell us everything 
from skin cream to running shoes. So it's time to 
take these fantasies to the interrogation room and 
shine a little light on them .... We need to under
stand, and unravel, the various forces that have 
given us, say, the fearless computer geek Chloe 
on 24, without whom Jack Bauer would have been 
toast twenty-five times over, versus Jessica Simpson 
on Newlyweds, who didn't know how to tum on a 
stove (ha! ha! get it?). 

One force is embedded feminism: the way in 
which women's achievements, or their desire for 
achievement, are simply part of the cultural land
scape. Feminism is no longer "outside" of the media 
as it was in 1970, when women staged a sit-in at the 
stereotype-perpetuating Ladies' Home Journal or 
gave awards for the most sexist, offensive ads like 
those of National Airlines, which featured steward
esses purring, "I'm Cheryl. Fly Me" (and required 
flight attendants to wear "Fly Me" buttons). Today, 
feminist gains, attitudes, and achievements are 
woven into our cultural fabric. 3 ••• Joss Whedon cre
ated Buffy the Vampire Slayer because he embraced 
feminism and was tired of seeing all the girls in 
horror films as victims, instead of possible heroes. 
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But women whose kung fu skills are more awesome 
than Jackie Chan's? Or who tell a male coworker 
(or boss) to his face that he's less evolved than a 
junior in high school? This is a level of command
and-control barely enjoyed by four-star generals, let 
alone the nation's actual female population. 

But the media's fantasies of power are also the 
product of another force that has gained considerable 
momentum since the early and mid-1990s: enlight
ened sexism.4 Enlightened sexism is a response, 
deliberate or not, to the perceived threat of a new 
gender regime. It insists that women have made 
plenty of progress because of feminism-indeed, 
full equality has allegedly been achieved-so now 
it's okay, even amusing, to resurrect sexist stereo
types of girls and women. 5 After all, these images 
(think Pussycat Dolls, The Bachelor, Are You Hot?, 
the hour-and-a-half catfight in Bride Wars) can't 
possibly undermine women's equality at this late 
date, right? More to the point, enlightened sexism 
sells the line that it is precisely through women's 
calculated deployment of their faces, bodies, attire, 
and sexuality that they gain and enjoy true power
power that is fun, that men will not resent, and 
indeed will embrace. True power here has nothing 
to do with economic independence or professional 
achievement (that's a given): it has to do with getting 
men to lust after you and other women to envy you. 
Enlightened sexism is especially targeted to girls and 
young women and emphasizes that now that they 
"have it all," they should focus the bulk of their time 
and energy on their appearance, pleasing men, being 
hot, competing with other women, and shopping. 

Enlightened sexism is a manufacturing process that 
is produced, week in and week out, by the media .... 
Enlightened sexism is feminist in its outward appear
ance (of course you can be or do anything you want) 
but sexist in its intent (hold on, girls, only up to a 
certain point, and not in any way that discomfits men 
or pushes feminist goals one more centimeter for
ward). While enlightened sexism seems to support 
women's equality, it is dedicated to the undoing of 
feminism.6 In fact, because this equality might lead 
to "sameness"-way too scary-girls and women 
need to be reminded that they are still fundamentally 
female, and so must be emphatically feminine. Thus 
enlightened sexism takes the gains of the women's 
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movement as a given, and then uses them as per
mission to resurrect retrograde images of girls and 
women as sex objects, bimbos, and hootchie mamas 
still defined by their appearance and their biological 
destiny. So in the age of enlightened sexism there has 
been an explosion in makeover, matchmaking, and 
modeling shows, a renewed emphasis on women's 
breasts (and a massive surge in the promotion of 
breast augmentation), an obsession with babies and 
motherhood in celebrity journalism (the rise of the 
creepy "bump patrol"), and a celebration of stay-at
home moms and "opting out" of the workforce. 

But girls and women are not dupes, simply saying 
"whatever" to the sexism of The Real World or The 
Swan (in which contestants underwent up to fourteen 
often heroic cosmetic surgeries so they could com
pete in a beauty contest), as we could see in the out
pouring of fury against the media coverage of Hillary 
Clinton's campaign, or as the ridicule my students 
heap on most MTV fare suggests. We enter into TV 
shows, movies, magazines, or Web sites and chat 
rooms to escape, to transport ourselves into another 
realm, yet we don't want to feel like we're totally 
suckered in either. This is where most of us are, in the 
complicated and contradictory terrain of negotiation. 7 

Thus, despite my own love of escaping into worlds 
in which women solve crimes, are good bosses, live 
in huge houses, can buy whatever they want, perform 
lifesaving surgeries, and find love, I am here to argue, 
forcefully, for the importance of Wariness, with a 
cap~tal W. The media have played an important role 
in enabling us to have female cabinet members, in 
raising awareness about and condemning domestic 
violence, in helping Americans accept very different 
family formations than the one on Leave It to Beaver, 
even in imagining a woman president. 

With The Closer, the surgeons on Grey's Anatomy, 
Dr. House's female boss, and all those technically 
savvy forensic scientists on the various CS/s, might 
we be tempted to think such political rollbacks are 
irrelevant and can't really touch us? Or, conversely, 
do the female obsessions with extreme makeovers 
and being the one to get the bachelor suggest that, 
at the end of the day, women really are best confined 

to the kitchen and bedroom? A 2009 poll revealed 
that 60 percent of men and 50 percent of women 
"are convinced that there are no longer any barriers 
to women's advancement in the workplace."8 The 
media may convey this, but data about the real jobs 
most women hold, and the persistence of discrimina
tion against them, belie this happy illusion. 

It is only through tracing the origins of these 
images of female power that we can begin to untangle 
how they have offered empowerment at the cost of 
eroding our self-esteem, and keeping millions in their 
place. Because still, despite everything, what courses 
through our culture is the belief-and fear-that once 
women have power, they tum into Cruella De Vil or 
Miranda Priestly in The Devil Wears Prada-evil, 
tyrannical, hated, unloved. And the great irony is that 
if some media fare is actually ahead of where most 
women are in society, it may be thwarting the very 
advances for women that it seeks to achieve. 

But still we watch. There is plenty here to love, 
and even more to talk back to and make fun of. 
Because, while it's only a start, laughter-especially 
derisive laughter-may be the most empowering 
act of all. This is part of the ongoing, never-ending 
project of consciousness-raising. Then we can get 
down to business. And girls, there is plenty of unfin
ished business at hand. 

NOTES 
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indebted to Angela McRobbie's pathbreaking work on 
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Language, ed. Stuart Hall (New York: Routledge, 
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If Women Ran Hip Hop 
Aya de Leon (2007) 

If women ran hip hop 
the beats & rhymes would be just as dope, 
but there would never be a bad vibe when you walked 

in the place 

& the clubs would be beautiful & smell good 
& the music would never be too loud 

but there would be free earplugs available anyway 

& venues would have skylights and phat patios 
and shows would run all day not just late at night 

cuz if women ran hip-hop we would have nothing to 
be ashamed of 

& there would be an African marketplace 

with big shrines to Oya 
Yoruba deity of the female warrior & entrepreneur 

and women would sell & barter & prosper 

If women ran hip hop 

there would never be shootings 
cuz there would be onsite conflict mediators 

to help you work through all that negativity & 
hostility 

& there would also be free condoms & dental dams 

in pretty baskets throughout the place 
as well as counselors to help you make the decision: 
do I really want to have sex with him or her? 
& there would be safe, reliable, low-cost 24 hour 

transportation home 
& every venue would have on-site quality child care 
where kids could sleep while grown folks danced 
& all shows would be all ages 

cause the economy of hip-hop wouldn't revolve 

around the sale of alcohol 
If women ran hip hop 

same gender-loving & transgender emcees 

would be proportionally represented 
& get mad love from everybody 

& females would dress sexy if we wanted to celebrate 

our bodies 
but it wouldn't be that important because 
everyone would be paying attention to our minds, 

anyway 
If women ran hip hop 
men would be relieved because it's so draining 

to keep up that front of toughness & power & control 
24-7 

If women ran hip hop 
the only folks dancing in cages would be dogs & cats 

from the local animal shelter 
excited about getting adopted by pet lovers in the crowd 
If women ran hip-hop 
there would be social workers available to refer gang

sta rappers 
to 21-day detox programs where they could get clean 

& sober 
from violence & misogyny 
but best of all, if women ran hip hop 
we would have the dopest female emcees ever 
because all the young women afraid to bust 
would unleash their brilliance on the world 
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Vampires and Vixens 
Alison Happel and Jennifer Esposito (2010) 

The movie Twilight, first in the Twilight Saga and 
directed by Catherine Hardwicke and produced by 
Summit Entertainment, was released in November 
of 2008. The screenplay was based on the 2005 
novel of the same name, which was the first of 
four novels in a series written by Stephanie Meyer. 
Meyer's book series has sold more than 42 million 
copies worldwide, and it has been translated into 
37 languages. The novel was adapted for the screen 
by Melissa Rosenburg in 2007. The popularity of 
the book series led to the overwhelmingly positive 
reception of the film. Following the books, the film 
was an immediate success; it grossed 70.5 mil
lion dollars on its opening weekend, and has since 
grossed over 310 million in box office sales (http:// 
en. wikipedia.org/wiki/Twilight_(2008_film) ). 

The film has been very popular with young 
adults, and it has been marketed heavily to preteens 
and teenagers. Besides the usual movie market
ing strategies, the marketers of Twilight invested 
heavily in online marketing that specifically tar
geted young adults. The advertising for Twilight 
was Web savvy, and it included easily accessible 
trailers of the movie, along with advertisements in 
heavily trafficked young adult online spaces such as 
Myspace, iTunes stores, Facebook, and YouTube. 
The age-specific marketing strategies, along with 
the popularity of the book series, have facilitated 
the tremendous popularity of the film. Indicative 
of its popularity among young adults, the film was 
nominated for seven MTV movie awards and won 
five of the awards in June of 2009. Given the film's 
popularity, and also its spawn of material goods 
and related products, we view the film as an impor
tant part of youth's lives and, thus, a site in need of 
critique. We need to understand the ways the film 
speaks to, for, and about youth. It is for these rea
sons we have chosen to review the film. We argue 
that, although this movie works to interrupt some 
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stereotypical notions of gender, overall, it sexual
izes violence. We see the movie as one way in 
which young girls are taught to romanticize sexu
alized violence and, as feminists within the field 
of Education, we believe it is vital for those of us 
working with youth to critically engage patriarchal 
messages being sold to young girls. In what follows, 
we articulate how popular culture is a site of educa
tion that has social and material consequences on 
youth's lives and how this film specifically bears 
dangerous lessons upon the lives of girls. 

FILM SYNOPSIS 

The Twilight Web site advertises the film as an 
"action-packed, modem day love story." It is the 
story of a 17-year-old White girl, Bella (played 
by Kristen Stewart), who moves to a small town 
in Washington to live with her dad (Billy Burke), 
who is the chief of police. She is immediately wel
comed in her new high school by a diverse group of 
students who include her in a range of high school 
activities. Although she hangs out with her newly 
acquired friends, she is intrigued by the Cullen sib
lings, four White students who are mysterious and 
aloof. She meets Edward (Robert Pattinson), one of 
the brothers, in science class and she immediately 
feels an unexplainable attraction to him. Although 
Bella is captivated by Edward, he seems repulsed 
by her and avoids her. One morning before school, 
Bella is almost hit by a van in the parking lot, and 
Edward crosses the entire parking lot in seconds 
and, with his hand as a shield, stops the van from 
hitting her. Edward plays the classic hypermas
culine hero in this scene and Bella is increasingly 
obsessed with him. In spite of his warnings to keep 
her distance, Bella starts to investigate how he saved 
her life. After much research, she discovers that 
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he is a vampire. Bella confronts Edward with her 
newly found knowledge and he opens up to her by 
disclosing details about his life as a vampire. They 
start to fall in love. 

Edward introduces Bella to his family. His fam
ily is unique in that, as vegetarians, they refuse to 
drink the blood of humans; rather, they satisfy their 
need for blood by only consuming the blood of 
animals. Although Edward has committed himself 
to not hunting and killing humans, Bella's scent is 
very tempting to him and he has to forcibly resist 
his instincts to kill her. After Bella meets Edward's 
family, three nomadic vampires arrive on the scene, 
and one of them, James (Cam Gigandet), smells 
Bella's scent and immediately wants to kill her and 
drink her blood. The three vampires leave because 
they are outnumbered, and the rest of the film 
chronicles how Edward's family protects Bella from 
James. In the final scene, James lures Bella into an 
old building, where he proceeds to bite her wrist 
in an attempt to kill her. Before he can inflict any 
more injuries, Edward saves her by fighting and kill
ing James. For Bella to survive, Edward must suck 
Bella's blood to remove James' venom. It is very 
hard for him to stop once he tastes human blood, but 
he does because of his love for her. Bella is taken 
to the hospital once Edward saves her, and after her 
release from the hospital, Edward and Bella attend 
prom together. The movie ends with Bella telling 
Edward that she wants to become a vampire to be 
with him forever, but he refuses her request. 

POPULAR CULTURE AS A SITE OF EDUCATION 

Popular culture texts are important sites that teach 
people about themselves and others (Kellner 1995; 
Lipsitz 1998; Esposito and Love 2008). It is often 
through popular culture that people gain knowl
edge about groups to which they do not normally 
have access. This is especially true for marginalized 
groups who may not be often represented in main
stream popular culture. For example, representations 
of Native Americans in Hollywood films are sparse. 
Exceptions include Dances with Wolves ( 1990), The 
Last of the Mohicans (1992), and Disney's Pocahon
tas (1995). Because of the lack of representation of 

Native Americans, the representations in existence 
become that much more powerful as they educate 
viewers who may not have direct experience with 
particular marginalized populations. Popular culture, 
thus, serves as a source of information about things 
we may not learn about elsewhere. 

From consumption of popular culture texts, 
we learn what it means to live particular identities 
like gender or race (Kellner 1995). These texts are 
crucial sites of education and, therefore, must be 
continually critiqued. Popular culture texts are con
stitutive (Hall 1988). These texts do not just reflect 
current understandings about the world. Instead, 
the texts help create the world. Consequently, as 
an institution, popular culture can exert tremendous 
power on creating particular versions of the world 
by privileging certain ideologies. It is, thus, impera
tive to continually critique films that have mass 
appeal especially to youth. 

The popular culture text and its meaning do not 
stand alone (Fiske 1989). Thus, viewers are not pas
sive in their consumption and interpretation of texts. 
The relationship between viewers and texts is an 
active process (Hall 1981) of negotiating one's view 
of the world with the text's views. We approach our 
reading of the film Twilight as feminist identified 
women. One author is White; one is Latina. Both 
are academics. We list these identities not to essen
tialize or fix meanings. For example, what exactly 
does it mean to live as a White feminist academic? 
Our identities are not stable, nor do they denote con
sistently particular ways of viewing the world. We 
divulge this information, however, to assert that our 
reading of the film is but one. In fact, youth may 
make entirely different interpretations of the text, 
thus, as Buckingham (1998) suggests, there are 
limitations to adult readings of youth culture. We 
recognize, however, that this reading is still crucial 
in an attempt to understand the power of popular 
culture texts. 

POSTFEMINISM AND POPULAR CULTURE 

There has always been contention within the 
feminist movement. When feminism is discussed 
in terms of a historical perspective, the movement 
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is often simplistically divided into 3 waves. Sheila 
Tobias (1998) distinguishes first wave feminism as 
the time period 1850-1919 which culminated in 
women gaining the right to vote. The second wave is 
often marked by the publication of Betty Friedan's 
Feminine Mystique in 1963, and this wave has been 
deemed in popular culture as the bra-burning time of 
fighting against the objectification of women ( 1960s 
and 1970s ). The third wave made claims to be a new 
generation of feminists. These women had benefited 
from their grandmother's and mother's activism and 
maintained that, because the political and social cli
mate was different in the 1980s and 1990s than what 
it was during the 1960s and 1970s, their feminism 
espoused different goals and expectations. McRob
bie (2004) articulates the 1990s as a period where 
feminists recognized the body as a site of politi
cal struggle. There was less focus on institutional 
apparatuses of power as feminists made claims to 
body politics. This turn away from political power 
structures (including patriarchy) has created what 
has been termed postfeminism. Although this term 
has wide variation depending upon discipline (and 
even within discipline), McRobbie (2004) defines 
postfeminism as: 

An active process by which feminist gains of the 
1970s and 80s come to be undennined. It proposes 
that through an array of machinations, elements 
of contemporary popular culture are perniciously 
effective in regard to this undoing of feminism, 
while simultaneously appearing to be engaging in a 
well-informed and even well-intended response to 
feminism. (258) 

Postfeminism suggests that the goals of femi
nism have been attained and, thus, there is no need 
for further collective mobilization around gender 
(Modleski 1991). Women are presumed to be free 
to articulate our desires for sex, power, and money 
without fear of retribution. The notion of choice 
discussed in terms of postfeminism takes the stance 
that women are free agents in their lives, thus, they 
are able to make choices free from sexist constraints 
and institutionalized oppression. The focus remains 
on the individual (the personal as split from the polit
ical), instead of how the individual is located within 
a heteropatriarchal culture (the personal is political). 

It is the institution of popular culture that helps dis
seminate the proliferation of postfeminism's ideolo
gies (McRobbie 2004). Some popular culture texts 
deliberately examine the issue of feminism to only 
illustrate how it is no longer a useful concept and 
that, instead, women have moved beyond a feminist 
critique of woman as object to celebrate the notion 
of choice or of woman as subject (McRobbie 2004 ). 
Kinser (2004) claims that a postfeminist discourse is 
seductive to young women because they can simul
taneously acknowledge feminism while express
ing relief that the feminist movement is no longer 
necessary. We must be cognizant of the ways that 
postfeminism "co-opts the motivating discourse 
of feminism but accepts a sense of empowerment 
as a substitute for the work toward and evidence 
of authentic empowerment" (Kinser 2004, 134). 
We utilize this cautionary lens in our analysis of 
Twilight as we examine and critique its post-feminist 
messages. 

SEXUALIZED VIOLENCE AS EMPOWERMENT?: 
FEMINIST ANALYSIS OF TWILIGHT 

Regardless of the quality of representation, Twilight 
includes a variety of people of different races/eth
nicities. We do not intend to operate from within 
a binary of good versus bad representations. Issues 
of representation are more complicated than such 
a binary allows. Instead, we posit that representa
tions of race and gender should be complicated as 
those identities do not denote static states of being. 
Instead, race and gender are shaped, constructed, 
and performed in specific social contexts and his
torical moments. Although Twilight is problematic 
in its representation of gender roles, it does try to 
be transgressive in terms of destabilizing stereotypi
cal (or nonexistent) Hollywood representations of 
marginalized populations. For example, although 
Bella, the main character, attends high school in a 
small town (population 3,000) in Washington State, 
subcharacters include a Native American (Jacob) 
who attends school on a reservation, as well as 
an Asian American (Eric). Native Americans and 
Asian Americans are rarely included in Hollywood 
productions or, if included, are represented in ways 
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that perpetuate stereotypes. Twilight also tried to 
destabilize the ways race is often coded as good 
versus evil. The "vegetarian" vampires (Edward 
and his family) are all White. The evil vampires are 
comprised of two White characters and one Black 
character. Although the Black man is hypersexual
ized (the only character shown with his shirt open 
to reveal his muscular body), he ultimately reveals 
a good side as he decides his two White vampire 
friends are just too evil to continue hanging around. 
He refuses to participate in the tracking of Bella and 
the fighting with Edward's family. 

Twilight also is transgressive to a degree with its 
feminist messages. For example, a female friend of 
Bella's says, "I'm thinking Eric will ask me to the 
prom but he never does." Bella tells the girl to ask 
Eric herself, "Take control. You are a strong inde
pendent woman." The female friend asks incredu
lously, "I am?" A few weeks later, she tells Bella, 
"I'm going to the prom with Eric. I just asked him. I 
took control." Here, in true postfeminist fashion, the 
notion that a woman can choose to take control and 
be an agent of her own life is taken for granted. It 
is something Bella reminds us to do yet it is framed 
as if women should already know this and be taking 
charge of their own Ii ves in this way. Yet, in one of 
the next scenes, viewers witness the girls shopping 
for prom dresses as the boys view them through the 
store window. The girls are being objectified, but 
it is only Bella who recognizes the problem with it 
as she says, "That's disgusting." Her friends, on the 
other hand, do not seem to mind being objectified. 
The lack of discussion of male privilege helps posi
tion Bella as a feminist who is taking things all too 
seriously. This is an excellent example of popular 
culture contributing to the postfeminist message that 
equality has already been achieved, so women really 
do not need to mobilize anymore least of all com
plain about being looked at by men. 

However, the film shows us the sometimes brutal 
cost of unequal gendered relations in the next scene. 
Bella walks back from a bookstore by herself that 
night while her friends still shop for prom dresses. 
It appears there is a price to pay for her being smart 
and seeking knowledge. She happens upon four 
drunk boys who circle around her. Viewers brace 
themselves for what appears will be a rape. Bella is 

stunned and voiceless at first. Then she yells, "Don't 
touch me!" Before she starts to fight off the boys, 
Edward comes to her rescue. He tells her to get into 
the car and then shows his fangs to the boys, who 
instantly cower and back away. Bella's friends are 
genuinely concerned about her and believe some
thing might have happened to her. When she and 
Edward pull up in his car, he takes responsibility 
for Bella and tells her friends it was his fault Bella 
is late. Her friends giggle and tell him, "It happens." 
Although it is implied by her friends' fears that 
something terrible might have happened to Bella, 
her friends seem jovial that Bella was spending time 
with Edward instead of them. Here, it seems as if it 
is okay for girls to give up their female friends to 
spend time with a boy. 

Although there are, arguably, complicated 
messages concerning female power and agency 
within the movie, we argue that its basic premise 
upholds patriarchal ideology while employing cer
tain assumptions of postfeminism. Twilight's main 
theme, Bella's love for a boy who wants to kill her, 
sexualizes violence. Throughout the movie, Edward 
warns Bella about the dangers of being around both 
him and his family, yet she continues to put her 
life in jeopardy because of her love for him. The 
movie is consistently sensual, and the eroticism 
seems to be heightened during scenes involving vio
lence. Bella's body language during violent scenes 
throughout the movie is noticeably sexual; she often 
appears breathing heavily with her mouth open and 
her cheeks flushed. Also, the movie suggests that 
there is a correlation between her love for Edward, 
and how dangerous he is to her. This sexualization of 
violence is related to postfeminism in that postfemi
nism claims that women have the power and agency 
to choose any kind of relationship for themselves, 
even relationships that have the potential for danger 
and/or violence. Postfeminism's insistence on indi
vidualism and assumed equality is the foundation 
for the audience to view Bella's relationship with 
Edward as an innocuous choice that does not need 
to be contextualized in histories of violence against 
women. This ahistorical and decontextualized pres
entation of sexualized violence through the employ
ment of postfeminism actually serves to uphold 
and perpetuate patriarchal (and highly dangerous) 
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notions about love, sexuality, and gender roles. 
Because postfeminism assumes that women have 
already fought for equality and won, Bella's choice 
to be with Edward is seen as a personal choice that 
was made autonomously, and therefore should be 
respected and not challenged. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR YOUTH 

Twilight was released on November 21, 2008, only 
months before two popular hip hop/R&B artists, 
Chris Brown and Rihanna, were part of a domestic 
dispute that led to Brown threatening Rihanna with 
death and beating her almost unconscious. Brown's 
attack caused multiple contusions and bruises on 
Rihanna' s body. Rumors circulated in the media 
that Rihanna ultimately forgave Brown, went back 
to the relationship, and even asked a judge to not 
issue a "No contact" order against Brown. Whether 
this is true or not does not matter. What matters is 
what young girls believed about the outcome of 
the incident. The media examined this case from a 
variety of different angles, including the fact that, 
given that Rihanna was a role model to so many 
young girls, some were concerned about what the 
incident might have taught them (and young boys) 
about domestic violence. Sadly, we think that the 
Chris Brown and Rihanna incident teaches girls the 
old adage that "boys will be boys." Like Belle in 
Disney's Beauty and the Beast, the incident encour
ages girls to help tame their beast, to make him into 
a better man. We believe Twilight encourages a 
similar message. 

Within the United States, there are alarming 
rates of physical and sexual violence against both 
women and girls. According to the Rape, Abuse, 
and Incest National Network, the largest antisexual 
assault organization in the United States, one in six 
women will be a victim of sexual assault, and some
one is sexually assaulted every two minutes within 
the United States (http://www.rainn.org/statistics). 
Although the producers of movies such as Twilight 
assumedly seek to provide harmless entertainment 
while also providing a seemingly innocuous mes
sage of girl power, we argue that the movie, instead, 
perpetuates notions of feminized helplessness 

and sexualized violence. Bella is tough and smart 
when she is not in danger, but when her life is in 
jeopardy, Edward intervenes on multiple occasions 
for the classic masculine rescue. Also, throughout 
the movie, Bella is obsessed with a boy who wants 
to literally kill her, and the audience is encouraged 
to romanticize this. Instead of raising concern about 
domestic and sexual violence through a feminist 
storyline, the movie instead sexualizes violence by 
making Edward's killer instincts sexy and Bella's 
irrational intrigue understandable and even con
doned by friends and family. 

Because we understand education as broadly 
conceived, we believe that it is important to engage 
with messages that youth are receiving both inside 
and outside of the actual school walls. We believe 
that it is important for educators and parents to 
understand what is happening in students' lives, and 
popular culture is an important educative site for 
many students of all ages. The walls of the school 
building are porous, and there is a dialectical rela
tionship between what is learned inside of the class
room, and what lessons are learned outside of the 
classroom. To reach and connect with students, edu
cators must be critically engaged with various mes
sages and texts that students are consuming (Kellner 
and Share 2006), and we believe it is crucial for 
adults to critically engage with potentially prob
lematic texts that promote harmful messages and 
ideologies. Critical engagement with and through 
popular culture is an important way for educators to 
better understand and relate to their students. 
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Don't Act Crazy, Mindy 
Heather Havrilesky (2013) 

At first glance, this looks like a great moment for 
women on television. Many smart and confident 
female characters have paraded onto the small 
screen over the past few years. But I'm bothered by 
one persistent caveat: that the more astute and capa
ble many of these women are, the more likely it is 
that they're also completely nuts. 

I don't mean complicated, difficult, thorny or 
complex. I mean that these women are portrayed as 
volcanoes that could blow at any minute. Worse, the 
very abilities and skills that make them singular and 
interesting come coupled with some hideous psy
chic deficiency. 

On "Nurse Jackie," for example, the main char
acter is an excellent R.N. in part because she's 
self-medicated into a state of extreme calm. On 
"The Killing," Detective Linden, the world-weary, 
cold-souled cop, is a tenacious investigator in part 
because she's obsessive and damaged and a pretty 
terrible mother. And then there's "Homeland," 
on which Carrie Mathison, the nearly clairvoyant 
C.I.A. agent, is bipolar, unhinged and has proved, 
in her pursuit of an undercover terrorist, to be reck
lessly promiscuous. 

These aren't just complicating characteristics 
like, say, Don Draper's narcissism. The suggestion 
in all of these shows is that a female character's 
flaws are inextricably linked to her strengths. Take 
away this pill problem or that personality disorder, 
and the exceptional qualities vanish as well. And 
this is not always viewed as a tragedy-when Carrie 
undergoes electroconvulsive therapy, we breathe a 
sigh of relief and draw closer. Look how restful it 
is for her, enjoying a nice sandwich and sleeping 
peacefully in her childhood bed. 

You'd think the outlook would be sunnier on 
some of the lighter TV dramas and comedies, which 
have also lately offered several strong and inspiring 
(if neurotic) female protagonists, from Annie Edison 
of "Community" to Leslie Knope of "Parks and 
Recreation." Yet here, too, an alarming number of 
accomplished women are also portrayed as spend
ing most of their waking hours swooning like love
sick tweens -whether it's Emily on "Emily Owens, 
M.D." (a knowledgeable doctor who loses focus 
whenever her super-dreamy crush enters the room), 
the title character of "Whitney" (a garrulous photog
rapher who is nonetheless fixated on her looks and 
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her ability to keep attractive romantic rivals away 
from her man), or Mindy of "The Mindy Project" 
(a highly paid ob-gyn who's obsessed with being 
too old and not pretty enough to land a husband). 
Even a classical comedic heroine like Liz Lemon 
on "30 Rock" is frequently reduced to flailing and 
squirming like an overcaffeinated adolescent. The 
moral of many of these shows doesn't seem so far off 
from that of those fatalistic female-centric magazine 
features that seem to run every few months; some
thing along the lines of, "You can't have it all, ladies, 
and you'll run yourself ragged if you even try." 

We could take heart that at least women are 
depicted as being just as reckless and promiscuous 
and demanding and intense as their male counter
parts, if their bad behavior weren't so often accom
panied by a horror soundtrack and dizzying camera 
angles that encourage us to view them as unhinged. 
The crazed antics of male characters like Don 
Draper, Walter White or Dr. Gregory House are 
reliably treated as bold, fearless and even ultimately 
heroic (a daring remark saves the big account; a 
lunatic gesture scares off a murderous thug; an abra
sive approach miraculously yields the answer that 
saves a young girl's life). Female characters rarely 
enjoy such romantic spin. 

Their flaws are fatal, or at least obviously self
destructive, and they seem designed to invite cen
sure. Time and again, we, the audience, are cast in 
the role of morally superior observers to these nut 
jobs. At times we might relate to a flash of anger, 
a fit of tears, a sudden urge to seduce a stranger in 
a bar, but we're constantly being warned that these 
behaviors aren't normal. They render these women 
out of step with the sane world. 

When Nurse Jackie chokes down pills and 
cavorts with the pharmacist while her perfectly good 
husband waits around at home with the kids, we can 
see clearly where too much sass and independence 
might lead. When Detective Linden dumps her son 
in a hotel room for the umpteenth time and then he 
goes missing, or Dr. Yang's emotional frigidity on 
"Grey's Anatomy" leaves her stranded at the altar, 
or Nancy Botwin of"Weeds" sleeps with (and even
tually marries) a Mexican drug boss, thereby endan
gering her kids, we're cued to shake our heads at 
the woeful choices of these otherwise-impressive 

women. When Carrie on "Homeland" chugs a 
tumbler of white wine, then fetches one of her black 
sequined tops out of the closet, we're meant to 
lament her knee-jerk lasciviousness. Her mania is 
something she needs to be cured of, or freed from 
-unlike, say, Monk, whose psychological tics are 
portrayed as the adorable kernel of his genius. 

So why should instability in men and women be 
treated so differently? "If you don't pull it together, 
no one will ever love you," a talking Barbie doll 
tells Mindy during a fantasy on "The Mindy Pro
ject," reminding us exactly what's on the line here. 

Don't act crazy, Mindy. Men don't like crazy. 

Some would argue that we've come a long 
way since Desi treated Lucy like a petulant child 
or June Cleaver smiled beatifically at her plucky 
spawn. "Mary Tyler Moore," "Murphy Brown" and 
"Roseanne" all demonstrated that a smart woman 
can have a life outside of cooking, cleaning and 
begging to be put in her husband's show. They 
offered us female characters who failed to blend 
seamlessly with their surroundings-because they 
were willing to voice their doubts, confess their 
crushes, seek out sex and openly confront others. 

But right around the time "Ally McBeal" hit the 
air, the attempts to unveil the truth of the female expe
rience started to sail far past the intended mark. The 
independent woman took on a hysterical edge; she 
was not only opinionated but also wildly insecure, 
sexually ravenous or panic-stricken over her waning 
fertility. Surprising as it was that McBeal was once 
heralded as a post-feminist hero on the cover of Time 
in 1998, what's more surprising is that since then, we 
haven't come all that much further, baby. 

Sure, there are lots of exceptions, like 
Tami Taylor, the self-possessed working mom of 
"Friday Night Lights," or Hannah Horvath, the 
outspoken memoirist of "Girls," or the intelligent 
women of "Mad Men," whose struggles and flaws 
at least parallel those of the men swarming around 
them. But alongside every coolheaded Peggy Olson, 
we get hotheaded train-wreck characters like Ivy 
Lynn of "Smash"-women who, like the ballerinas 
with lead weights around their ankles in Kurt 
Vonnegut Jr.' s short story "Harrison Bergeron," 
can show no strength without an accompanying 



impediment to weigh them down, whether it's 
self-destructive urges, tittering self-consciousness 
or compulsive pill-popping. Where Roseanne and 
Mary and Murphy matter-of-factly admitted and 
often even flaunted their flaws, these characters 
are too ashamed and apologetic (and repeatedly 
demeaned) to be taken seriously. 

"Women have often felt insane when cleaving 
to the truth of our experience," Adrienne Rich once 
wrote. There's truth in these images of women, from 
the neurotic ob-gyn fixated on finding Mr. Right to 
the workaholic C.l.A. agent who feels adrift when 
she isn't obsessing about issues of national secu
rity 18 hours a day. But why must these characters 
also be certifiable? Give Mindy a tiny slice of Louis 
C.K.' s poker-faced smugness. Give Carrie Mathison 
one-tenth of Jack Bauer's overconfidence and irre
proachability. Where's the taboo in that? 

Women, with their tendency to "ask uncomfort
able questions and make uncomfortable connec
tions," as Rich puts it, are pathologized for the very 
traits that make them so formidable. Or as Emily 
Dickinson wrote: 

Much Madness is divinest Sense-

To a discerning Eye-

Much Sense-the starkest Madness-

'Tis the Majority 

In this, as All, prevail-

Assent-and you are sane-

Demur-you 're straightway dangerous-

And handled with a Chain-

"All smart women are crazy," I once told an 
ex-boyfriend in a heated moment, in an attempt to 
depict his future options as split down the middle 
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between easygoing dimwits and sharp women who 
were basically just me with different hairstyles. By 
"crazy," I only meant "opinionated" and "moody" 
and "not always as pliant as one might hope." I was 
translating my personality into language he might 
understand-he who used "psycho-chick" as a 
stand-in for "noncompliant female" and he whose 
idea of helpful counsel was "You're too smart for 
your own good," "my own good" presumably being 
some semivegetative state of acceptance which 
precluded uncomfortable discussions about our 
relationship. 

Over the years, "crazy" became my own reduc
tive shorthand for every complicated, strong-willed 
woman I met. "Crazy" summed up the good and the 
bad in me and in all of my friends. Whereas I might 
have started to recognize that we were no more 
crazy than anyone else in the world, instead I simply 
drew a larger and larger circle of crazy around us, 
lumping together anyone unafraid of confrontation, 
anyone who openly admitted her weaknesses, any
one who pursued agendas that might be out of step 
with the dominant cultural noise of the moment. 
"Crazy" became code for "interesting" and "coura
geous" and "worth knowing." I was trying to have a 
sense of humor about myself and those around me, 
trying to make room for stubbornness and vulner
ability and uncomfortable questions. 

But I realize now, after watching these crazy 
characters parade across my TV screen, that there's 
self-hatred in this act of self-subterfuge. "Our future 
depends on the sanity of each of us," Rich writes, 
"and we have a profound stake, beyond the per
sonal, in the project of describing our reality as can
didly and fully as we can to each other." 

Maybe this era of "crazy" women on TV is 
an unfortunate way-station on the road from 
placid compliance to something more complex
something more like real life. Many so-called crazy 
women are just smart, that's all. They're not too 
smart for their own good, or for ours. 



R E A D N G 

Beyonce: Feminist Icon? 
Sophie Weiner (2013) 

Beyonce has ecome an icon, and in no small part 
this is due to er willingness to use her gender as a 
creati e too . The argument ov~?smger 
is a ona fi feminist or just a pop star cashing 
in on "girl power" has raged for years, but what
ever side of the debate you land on, her message of 
empowerment, commitment to her craft, and control 
over her image and performance are undeniable. In 
celebration of her latest feat-that flawless half
time performance in which she was backed by an 
all-female band-here's a collection of Beyonce's 
most feminist moments to date. 

BEYONCE'S SUPER BOWL HALFTIME SHOW 

The most recent and relevant example of Beyonce' s 
feminism was her performance at the all-American 
spectacle of Sunday's Super Bowl. With its massive 
budget and Beyonce' s overpowering stage pres
ence, the show delivered. Along with her solo songs, 
the reunion of her original group, Destiny's Child, 
highlighted the progress she's made as an artist. The 
foregrounding of female musicians was incredible 
as a symbol of resistance against an industry where 
male musicians are still the norm. At the paean to 
male achievement that is the Super Bowl, it was 
impossible to see the performance and not feel 
Beyonce had somehow won the whole thing. 

BEYONCE IN GQ 

Beyonce' s recent GQ feature and cover are a great 
example of the dichotomy of her public existence. 
While the sexy cover agitated many by-the-book 
feminists, the article itself complicated her image 
and demonstrated her in-depth understanding of gen
der inequality, particularly within the music indus
try. The most on-point quote in the article addresses 
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the economic inequality that affects women at every 
socio-economic level (and even more so for African 
American women): 

You know, equality is a myth, and for some reason, 
everyone accepts the fact that women don't make 
as much money as men do. I don't understand that. 

Why ~ave to take a backseat?" she says in 
her film, which begins with her 2011 decision to 
sever her business relationship with her father. "I 
truly believe that women should be financially inde
pendent from their men. And let's face it, money 
gives men the power to run the show. It gives men 
the power to define value. They define what's sexy. 
And men define what's feminine. It's ridiculous. 

"INDEPENDENT WOMAN PART 1" 

Possibly the most obvious musical example of 
Beyonce' s support of female empowerment is the 
song her former girl group D stin)" s ~ · corded 
for the 2000 film version of Ch r Le_yAng'els, "Inde
pendent Woman Part 1." In a matter-of-fact manner, 
the song states the benefits of being a woman who 
isn't beholden to a male ~~r-a theme that 
repeats itself throughout Beyonce' s work. In a remake 
of a TV show that originally glorified female submis
siveness, this was a great fuck-you to the misogynist 
subject matter, and a pop song that has endured. 

TELEPHONE 

A frequently noted and frustrating tendency of our 
patriarchal society is its tendency to encourage 
women, or any minority in a competitive field, to 
undermine each other in order to be the example 
of their demographic in the American mainstream. 
Though "Telephone" is neither Beyonce's nor Lady 



Gaga's best song, it's a great example of two female 
artists refusing to accept that women in the cutthroat 
world of pop stardom cannot work together. The 
allusions to both Thelma & Louise and a gender
inverted Pulp Fiction reinforce the video's premise 
that girl power can reign supreme. 

RUN THE WORLD (GIRLS) 

Another on the list of feminist-Beyonce contro
versies is her song that proclaims that girls run the 
world. Though she herself acknowledges in her GQ 
article and other places that this isn't our reality, art 
has its own impact, and releasing a song that carries 
this message, with the intention of having it played 
on every dance floor around the world, is a ballsy 
political step. 

BEYONCE ACCEPTS THE FEMINIST LABEL 

"I think I am a feminist, in a way," Beyonce told 
The Daily Mail in 2010. "It's not something I con
sciously decided I was going to be; perhaps it's 
because I grew up in a singing group with other 
women, and that was so helpful to me," she told 
the magazine. "It kept me out of so much trouble 
and out of bad relationships. My friendships with 
my girls are just so much a part of me that there are 
things I am never going to do that would upset that 
bond. I never want to betray that friendship, because 
I love being a woman and I love being a friend to 
other women." 

Beyonce: Feminist Icon? I SOPHIE WEINER 297 

Feminist actions speak louder than la~s, so 
to us, this quote says it all: Beyonce arrived at her 
definition of feminism out of genuine concern for 
the situation of herself and the women around her. 
If living by her own morals is what has defined 
Beyonce' s feminism, we are all for it. 

SURVIVOR 

A rock-solid breakup jam and feminist anthem, 
"Survivor," the title track off Destiny's Child's 2001 
album, gave hope to a generation that was growing 
up in an era with few alternatives to the simplistic 
and stereotypical p_ender ~()!es presented by B~y 
Spears and N*Sy11c.. The lyncssliowab~lief in 
wome-lfSabillty-to solve their own problems, assur
ing us that whatever rough situation we're in, we'll 
get through it-something we could all stand to be 
reminded of from time to time. 

JAY-Z TOOK BEYONCE'S NAME, TOO 

Finally, and most confoundingly, Beyonce has just 
announced that her next world tour will be called 
the "Mrs. Carter Show," taking its name from her 
husband, Jay-Z. Though seen as a step backward by 
many feminist fans, others interpreted this decision 
as one of marketing savvy, pooling the massive fan 
base that both artists possess, or just as a winking 
dedication to the husband she very publicly loves
and who has taken her name as she has taken his. 

'-
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Cyberactivism and the Role of Women in the 
Arab Uprisings 

Courtney C. Radsch (2012) 

"/, a girl, am going down to Tahrir Square, and I 
will stand alone. And I'll hold up a banner. Perhaps 
people will show some honor. I even wrote my num
ber so maybe people will come down with me. No 
one came except ... three guys and three armored 
cars of riot police ... I'm making this video to give 
you one simply message: We want to go down to 
Tahrir Square on January 25. If we still have honor 
and want to live with dignity on this land, we have to 
go down on January 25. We'll go down and demand 
our rights, our fundamental human rights ... If you 
think yourself a man, come with me on January 
25th. Whoever says a women shouldn't go to pro
tests because they will get beaten, let him have some 
honor and manhood and come with me on January 
25th ... Sitting at home and just following us on 
news or Facebook leads to our humiliation, leads to 
my own humiliation. If you have honor and dignity 
as a man, come ... If you stay home, you deserve 
what will happen to you . . . and you'll be guilty, 
before your nation and your people . . . Go down 
to the street, send SMSs, post it post it on the 'net. 
Make people aware ... It will make a difference, a 
big difference ... never say there's no hope ... so 
long you come down with us, there will be hope ... 
don't think you can be safe any more! None of us 
are! Come down with us and demand your rights my 
rights, your family's rights." 

Thus was the call to action that 26-year-old 
Asmaa Mahfouz made in a video she posted to 
YouTube on January 18, 2011, which went viral 
and turned her into a symbol of the Egyptian revo
lution. A day later, 32-year-old Tawakkol Karman 
organized a protest in solidarity with the Tunisian 
people in downtown Sana'a that drew thousands to 
the streets in an unprecedented public demonstra
tion by women. Young women have been at the 
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forefront of the revolutionary uprisings that have 
toppled regimes in Egypt, Tunisia, and Yemen, 
along with the more protracted struggles in Bah
rain, Saudi Arabia, and Syria. They were among 
the Twitterati and citizen journalists who became 
leading news sources-the protesters who took to 
the streets and the cybersphere to demand that their 
entrenched leaders step down, and the citizens who 
paid the ultimate price, being beaten to death and 
murdered in those regimes' desperate attempts to 
cling to power. 

This research . . . explores how young women 
used social media and cyberactivism to help shape 
the "Arab Spring" and its aftermath. The engage
ment of women with social media has coincided 
with a shift in the political landscape of the Middle 
East, and it is unlikely that they will ever retreat from 
the new arenas they have carved out for themselves. 
Throughout the region, women have taken to the 
streets in unprecedented numbers, translating digital 
advocacy and organization into physical mobiliza
tion and occupation of public spaces in a dialectic of 
online and offline activism that is particular to this 
era. They have used citizen journalism and social 
networking to counter the state-dominated media 
in their countries and influence mainstream media 
around the world. In the process, they are reconfig
uring the public sphere in their countries, as well as 
the expectations of the public about the role women 
can and should play in the political lives of their 
countries. 

Several of the women who participated in and led 
the Arab uprisings were cyberactivists prior to the 
convulsions of 2011, but many more were inspired 
to become activists by the events happening around 
them. Although women young and old took part, it 
was the younger generation that led the way online. 
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They helped organize virtual protests as well as 
street demonstrations and played bridging roles 
with the mainstream media, helping to ensure that 
the 24-hour news cycle always had a source at the 
ready. Twitter became a real-time newsfeed, con
nectingjournalists directly with activists and becom
ing a key tool in the battle to frame the protests and 
set the news agenda, particularly in the international 
media like Al Jazeera and elite Western outlets. 
Media outlets repurposed citizen-generated videos 
on YouTube and photos on Flikr, while Facebook 
provided a platform for aggregating, organizing, 
disseminating, and building solidarity. 

Women have played a central role in the creation 
of a virtual public sphere online via social media 
and biogs, but have also demanded greater access, 
representation, and participation in the physical 
public sphere, epitomized by the physical squares 
that represent the imaginary center of political life 
in their countries: Tahrir Square in Egypt and Beng
hazi, Libya; Taghir Square in Yemen; and the Pearl 
Roundabout in Bahrain. They tore down physical 
and social barriers between men and women, chal
lenging cultural and religious norms and taboos and 
putting women's empowerment at the center of the 
struggle for political change. As one blogger put 
it, "The most encouraging feature of the current 
upheaval is the massive participation of women; 
not only the young educated women who uses (sic) 
the Internet but also the grassroots uneducated older 
women from rural cities."* 

Among the iconic figures of these Arab revolu
tionary uprisings are several women who are inex
tricably linked with the new media platforms that 
have fundamentally shifted the balance of power. 
Not only have cyberactivism and social media plat
forms shifted the power dynamics of authoritar
ian Arab governments and their citizenry, but they 
have also reconfigured power relations between the 
youth who make up the majority of the population 
and the older generation of political elites who were 

'Dalia Ziada, "Egypt's Revolution-How Does It All Start?" 
Dalia Ziada (blog), February 3, 2011, http://daliaziada.blogspot. 
com/20 l l/02/jan25-egypts-revolution-how-does-it-all.html. 

overwhelmingly male and often implicated in the 
perpetuation of the status quo. 

While women and men struggle valiantly to bring 
about political change, the cyberactivists stand out 
for their use of new media technologies and access to 
platforms that transcended national boundaries and 
created bridges with transnational media and activ
ists groups. The importance of these cyberactivist 
platforms could be seen in the way they became part 
of the lexicon of dissent. Esraa Abdel Fattah was 
known as "Facebook girl" for her role in launching 
one of the most important opposition youth groups 
in Egypt, the April 6 Movement. Egypt's Mona Elt
ahawy, Libya's Danya Bashir, Bahrain's Zeinab al
Khawaja and Maryam al-Khawaja, and many others 
became known as the "Twitterrati" as influential 
media and pundits dubbed their Twitter accounts as 
"must-follows." ... 

CITIZEN JOURNALISM AND SYMBIOSIS WITH 
MAINSTREAM MEDIA 

Many of these women cyberactivists chose citi
zen journalism as the primary mode of contesta
tion in their battles with entrenched regimes. One 
young woman named Fatima, but better known by 
her blog name Arabicca, labeled 2011 the "Year 
of Citizen Journalism." 1 Citizen journalists radi
cally shifted the media ecosystem and informa
tional status quo by witnessing, putting on record, 
and imbuing political meaning to symbolic strug
gles to define quotidian resistance against social 
injustice, harassment, and censorship as part of a 
broader movement for political reform. As soci
ologist Pierre Bourdieu aptly observed, "The sim
ple report, the very fact of reporting, of putting 
on record as a reporter, always implies a social 
construction of reality that can mobilize (or demo
bilize) individuals or groups."2 Information and 
events do not inherently have political meaning or 
importance, but rather must be interpreted, framed, 
and contextualized before becoming imbued with 
significance and import, a process in which journal
ists play a central role. As one of Egypt's leading 
cyberactivists and citizen journalists astutely notes 
on the front page of his blog: "In a dictatorship, 
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independent journalism by default becomes a form 
of activism, and the spread of information is essen
tially an act of agitation."3 

Cyberactivists sought to influence domestic 
media and counter the pro-regime framing of the 
uprisings. Indeed, one of the primary goals and suc
cesses of citizen journalism in the lead-up to the 
Arab uprisings was creating awareness among peo
ple about their rights and the excesses of the Arab 
regimes. In Egypt, the state-run media refused to 
even cover the uprising in the early days or would 
blatantly misreport information, while in Bahrain the 
lack of independent media meant that the regime's 
framing of the conflict as sectarian in nature had no 
counterpoint except for citizen media. Because of 
lingering distrust of the mainstream media in Libya, 
cultivated over the 42 years of Ghaddafi's rule in 
which he controlled and manipulated the media, 
people rely on personal connections and relation
ships in assessing the trustworthiness of news and 
information. "Facebook is more trustworthy than 
the media," one young Libyan woman told me. Bah
raini writer Lamees Dhaif embodies this shifting 
typology of journalism, blurring the lines between 
professional and citizen journalist as she contin
ues to speak out in the media against the abuses of 
her government, even as she blogs and tweets to 
an audience far bigger than the largest circulation 
newspaper in her home country. She dismissed the 
Bahraini authorities' attempts to silence her, noting 
that she has almost 60,000 followers on Twitter and 
43,000 subscribers to her blog, whereas the largest 
circulation newspaper in Bahrain prints only 12,000 
copies daily. "So if they don't want me to write in 
newspapers, who cares," said Dhaif. 

In Tunisia, bloggers like 27-year-old Lina Ben 
Mhenni played a critical role in breaking the main
stream media blackout on the protests that erupted 
around the country after the self-immolation of 
a fruit vendor in the southern city of Sidi Bouzid. 
She was one of the first people to write about the 
incident and turned her blog, Twitter, and Facebook 
page into a virtual newsroom. 

On December 17, 2010, tweets about Tunisia 
started appearing following the death of 26-year
old Mohamed Bouazizi, who had set himself on fire 
in protest against the humiliation and harassment he 

suffered at the hands of police as he tended to his 
stand; his story was familiar to many young men 
and women who heard about it via social media net
works. Ben Mhenni, who blogs in Arabic, English, 
French, and German at A Tunisian Girl, called her 
friends for updates she then posted on social media 
and ended up deciding to go there herself to report. 
"I decided to share the grief of the inhabitants of 
Sidi Bouzid," she wrote on her blog.4 Over the next 
several weeks she travelled the country, posting pic
tures and reports about the outbreak of street dem
onstrations and the violent responses by the regime. 
She relied on Twitter, Facebook, and her blog 
because, as she noted, only citizen media was cov
ering the protests since the mainstream media only 
concerned itself with such uncontroversial news as 
the activities of the president and sports.5 

Several Facebook pages were created in the 
wake of Bouazizi' s suicide, such as the Arabic page 
"Mr. President, Tunisians are Setting Themselves 
on Fire," which garnered 2,500 fans within a day of 
its creation and 10,000 more a week later, helping to 
spread information about protests and providing an 
outlet for young Tunisians to express their anger.6 

There were few foreign media in Tunisia at that 
time: Al Jazeera had one foreign correspondent on 
the ground, as did France24, while the U.S. media 
were completely absent. There were no American 
channels, and even the Arab and French channels 
heavily depended on social media content and You
Tube video. There were reports that Al Jazeera 
relied on citizen-generated videos for more than 
60 percent of its content during the weeks leading 
up to President Zine al-Abedine Ben Ali's ouster 
on January 14, 2011, although one senior media 
executive told me that in fact the station was 100 
percent dependent on such content in the first cou
ple of weeks of the uprising. Citizen journalists and 
bloggers like Ben Mhenni, therefore, played a criti
cal role in reporting on the uprising and providing 
content to mainstream media. 

As the uprising gathered strength, the regime 
engaged in a counter-information campaign and 
sought to discredit citizen media. Ben Mhenni, 
whose father was also a political activist, started 
blogging in 2007 and had already earned a reputa
tion covering human rights issues and freedom of 
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expression, so her credibility was established. She 
also knew how to bypass the censorship that ren
dered key social media sites, including Y ouTube 
and Flikr, inaccessible to those who were not as 
adroit at using circumvention tools. "The Tunisian 
government did not find another solution but to cen
sor the websites disseminating the story and impos
ing a blockade on the city of Sidi Bouzid, where 
people are expressing their anger by protesting in 
the streets," she wrote on the activist blog Global 
Voices.7 Tunisia was among the most sophisti
cated Internet censors in the world, leading Report
ers without Borders to put the country on its list of 
"Internet Enemies" and Freedom House8 to charac
terize its multilayered Internet censorship apparatus 
as "one of the world's most repressive."9 

By 2011, 3.6 million Tunisians had Internet 
access and more than 1.8 million of them had a 
Facebook account. As one Tunisan bloguese10 put 
it: "Everything happened on Facebook."11 Twitter 
was also an important tool; the Tunisian share-of
voice among MENA Twitter users rose significantly 
as protests erupted throughout the country, rising 
from about five percent on December 17, 2010, to 
more than 70 percent the day before Ben Ali fled 
the country. 12 That is, everything that happened in 
the streets was recorded and posted online, which 
flooded social media networks with news of the 
uprising. "Women were present in every stage and 
each action of the uprising," Ben Mhenni told me. 
"They were present on the street [and] behind their 
screens." 

Linking Cyberactivism with the Street 

Cyberactivists recognize that their activism does not 
end at the computer screen, but must go hand-in
hand with other forms of political engagement and 
be translated into physical manifestations of politi
cal protest. "Cyberactivism is not just work behind 
the screen, it is also smelling the tear gas and fac
ing the security forces live ammunition," noted Ben 
Mhenni in an interview. Many explicitly credited 
social media with changing the dynamics in authori
tarian countries throughout the region, but acknowl
edged the offline work that must also go into human 

rights and political reform work. Throughout the 
region people took to the streets to demand change 
in unprecedented numbers, and in each case women 
figured prominently. 

According to reports about previous protests in 
Egypt, women only accounted for about 10 percent 
of the protesters, whereas they accounted for about 
40 to 50 percent in Tahrir Square in the days leading 
up to the fall of Mubarak. 13 Since 2004, Egyptian 
women have actively staked a claim in cyberspace, 
even as they took to the streets as part of the Kefaya 
movement in 2004-2006, the April 6 Youth Move
ment in 2008, and others-but never in the num
bers that participated in the revolution. The 18-day 
uprising included women on a scale not seen before, 
and in many ways the cyberactivist movement 
helped lay the groundwork and change the mindset 
of a new generation of Egyptian youth. Veiled and 
unveiled women participated in the protests, pro
vided support to the hungry and the wounded, led 
chants against the regime and more recently against 
the ruling military Supreme Council of the Armed 
Forces (SCAF), opened their homes to protesters and 
cyberactivists, and slept in Tahrir Square together 
with their male compatriots. These women were not 
only secularists or liberals; the Muslim Sisters, the 
female wing of the lkhwan Muslimeen (The Muslim 
Brotherhood), were also active. Muslim Sisters 
joined in the protests, discussing their ideas and 
leading collective actions, using their social media 
accounts to communicate their experiences and fight 
for their political ideals. As one activist noted: "The 
women of the Muslim Brotherhood, who are tradi
tionally a silent group walking behind the chanting 
men, were joining with other people, discussing and 
exchanging with them-they were even up there, 
right at the front, leading cheers and chants. That is 
a radical shift."14 

Inspiration and Mobilization 

Women played a pivotal role in inspiring their fel
low citizens to take part in the uprisings, whether 
through admiration or confrontation. In her You
Tube message (quoted at the beginning of this 
paper), for example, Egypt's Asmaa Mahfouz 
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played on the male sense of honor in calling for men 
to join her in the street, deriding men who stayed at 
home while "the more vulnerable sex" took to the 
streets and faced the riot police. 

As they watched the fall of regimes in Tunisia 
and Egypt, Libyan youth started talking on Face
book about the need for revolution in their country. 
They wrote on each other's walls and started groups 
to inspire each other and build support for collec
tive action. On February 17, 2011, a video of the 
protest in Benghazi spread like wildfire among the 
connected youth of Libya, who made sure it also got 
to the international media. "I must say that without 
Facebook and social media, there would not have 
been a revolution," one 23-year-old blogger from 
Misrata told me. "It was a revolution started on 
Facebook." Others inspired their fellow citizens 
with their fearlessness in the face of repression and 
willingness to traverse red lines. 

SEXUAL VIOLENCE AS A FORM OF 
INTIMIDATION 

Women face specific threats and violence that their 
male counterparts for the most part do not, and they 
have paid a steep price as regime defenders and 
authorities have used sexual violence in an attempt 
to silence and intimidate them. Gender-specific 
threats and sexual violence-including brutal beat
ings during protests, so-called "virginity tests,"15 

degrading and brutal treatment including torture 
during detainment, and character assassination
specifically exploit cultural taboos in which female 
victims are seen as having brought dishonor upon 
themselves. Sexual assault, including rape, has 
become a defining feature of the uprisings in Egypt 
and Libya, but has also been used by regimes 
throughout the region as a tactic against the women 
who participate in protests and seek to break down 
gender barriers and cultural taboos. Cyberactivists 
also face intimidation and sexual harassment in the 
virtual public sphere, as they become the subject of 
virulent reputation assassinations and defamation 
campaigns, and receive threats on their social media 
profiles and biogs. Online defamation campaigns 

against women cyberactivists have been seen in 
Bahrain and Tunisia as well as Egypt. As women 
have come to play a central role in the uprisings, 
they have also become a target of the regime, which 
seeks to delegitimize their participation and calls for 
political reform by disparaging them and raising the 
potential costs of involvement. 

In Egypt, for example, the police, security forces, 
and thugs harassed and assaulted women during the 
uprising, continuing the trend of targeting women 
that goes back to at least 2005, when there was a 
marked tum by the Egyptian government toward 
the use of violence against women. During the 
2005 demonstrations against a proposed constitu
tional amendment, gangs of men allegedly hired by 
a member of the ruling National Democratic Party 
(NDP) attacked women journalists, including cyber
activists like Nora Younis, and female journalists, 
specifically targeting them in what Younis called a 
"sexist approach." 16 

"A woman is just a body and [the regime] felt 
that a woman, she will never go back to the streets 
and men would feel humiliated and not go out," she 
explained. But women stayed in the streets from 
2005 onward, and during the protests were beaten 
and tear-gassed just like everyone else. One woman 
said the police were "particularly vicious to women. 
They target us. I've had my veil pulled off by one 
of them. In my own town of Menoufeya, a certain 
police officer would tell women who got arrested, 
'You come in as virgins, and I'll make sure you 
leave as real women.'"17 Thugs attacked, beat, and 
ripped the clothes off of professor Noha Radwan 
during a mass demonstration in Cairo and killed 
protester Sally Zahran by clubbing her with a base
ball bat; police killed a woman named Amira and 
ran over Liza Mohamed Hasan. 18 Samira Ibrahim, 
25, was the only one of at least seven women sub
jected to "virginity tests" by the military in spring 
2011 who filed a case against her perpetrators. 19 

In December 2011, amateur mobile phone videos 
captured the beating of a woman by Egyptian secu
rity forces, who tore off her abaya and exposed her 
blue bra. Video and photos of the assault quickly 
went viral and the "blue bra" girl became a symbol 
of the continuing military repression and violence 
against women as people tweeted and Facebooked 
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the attack. U.S. journalist Lara Logan was sexually 
assaulted while covering the protests in Tahrir, and 
during the November 2011 parliamentary elec
tions, Egyptian commentator Mona Eltahawy was 
arrested and sexually assaulted by police. But rather 
than remain silent, these women and their compatri
ots who lived to bear witness have taken to the air
waves and cyberspace to tell their stories, refusing 
to back down. "Oppression begets solidarity," one 
woman in Tahrir astutely observed. 

In Egypt, a group of volunteers created Harass
map,20 a crowdsource mapping project launched in 
2010 to track incidents of sexual harassment in the 
streets of Cairo by location, type, and frequency and 
provide real-time information about areas women 
should avoid, and to change attitudes toward the 
problem in local communities.21 Many people used 
this platform in the months following the upris
ing as sexual assaults became more common with 
the breakdown in security. In 2010, draft legisla
tion that would criminalize sexual harassment was 
put in front of the Egyptian Parliament, but it was 
dissolved and replaced in the post-Mubarak era. 
Without the concerted effort by citizen journalists, 
cyberactivists, and women's rights organizations 
to document these cases and bring attention to the 
issue while building alliances with other concerned 
groups in the human rights community, it seems 
unlikely that Egypt would have made much progress 
in either changing mindsets or legal frameworks. 

PUBLIC SPHERE 

The Middle East is highly patriarchal, although the 
region varies in terms of women's formal partici
pation in the public sphere. In Egypt, Bahrain, and 
Tunisia, women held parliamentary seats prior to 
the revolution and participated in economic life. In 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia, and Libya, however, women 
were largely relegated to the home and not visible in 
the public sphere. Mass participation by women in 
street protests and political demonstrations was rare 
if not unheard of prior to the 2011 uprisings, when 
women young and old took to the streets across the 
region, slept in the squares, and climbed atop of 

the shoulders of men to rally the public. Pictures of 
middle-aged women tending their children in tents 
and stories of older women refusing the youth's 
protestations to go inside where they would be safer 
have become part of the revolutions' story. 

But while women were relatively less visible 
in the streets and public squares prior to the Arab 
uprisings, over the past several years, young women 
have carved out a robust, participatory, and lead
ership role for themselves in cyberspace. In more 
conservative societies, women were able to "leave 
the confines of the four walls of her home," as one 
young Libyan put it, by going online, where they 
could access information, communicate with peo
ple outside of their physical social circles (they 
were often constrained by social mores and famil
ial expectations from intermixing with men), and 
engage in collective action, from "liking" a Face
book post to coordinating donations among friends. 
"Cyberactivism has made activism on the street 
more acceptable," explained Yemeni activist Maria 
al-Masani. 

It also enabled young women in the more con
servative countries of Libya and Yemen to par
ticipate in the revolutions because there are fewer 
strictures on gender mixing and female comport
ment online, and anonymity is an option-whereas 
it is not in most cities and villages, where extended 
family ties mean that it can be difficult to escape 
prying eyes and ears. Several Libyan and Yemeni 
women said that cyberactivism empowered them to 
be active in a way they could not be in the physi
cal world. "Women are equal on the Internet," 
more than one person told me. "In cyberactivism, 
men don't get in physical contact with women, so 
a lot of women are in cyberactivism because their 
father says he would not want his daughter to go 
to a demonstration, but if she's anonymously online 
then no one's going to object to that," explained 
Mansani, in an observation echoed by several other 
young women. An activist who wished to remain 
anonymous said her cousins would object to her 
cyberactivism, so she used a pseudonym; another 
explained that they would use codes to discuss what 
was happening on the ground in Libya because cer
tain words like "NATO" were under surveillance. 
Libyan activist Sarah al-Firgani said new media 
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pushed women to get involved more. "They were at 
home using Internet, they can speak freely and ... it 
changed the look of women in their community, the 
men respect them more and see they have a role to 
play to beyond family and children," explained Fir
gani. "Women proved they can do what men can do, 
some women did more than what many men did." 

The role of women in the public sphere has 
inalterably shifted over the past several months as 
women translated gains made in the virtual sphere to 
the embodied public sphere, of which squares in the 
capital cities were emblematic. Women participated 
in the Arab uprisings and reconstituted the role and 
position women occupy in the public sphere. While 
some countries, like Bahrain, Egypt, and Tunisia, 
had a handful of women parliamentarians prior to 
the revolutionary uprisings, others like Yemen and 
Saudi Arabia were virtual black holes in terms of 
women's public participation in the public sphere. 
Similarly, in Bahrain, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia, 
the virtual instantiations of contentious politics
as well as the dialectic of the embodied and virtual 
public spheres that reconstituted women's role and 
image in Arab politics and society-provided new 
mechanisms for the articulation of their identi
ties and brought new issues to the public agenda. 
Although Arab states have highly variable rates of 
Internet connectivity, social media-particularly 
Facebook, Twitter, and Y ouTube-have become 
central facets of young women's daily lives. Even in 
Yemen, where Internet penetration is a mere 10 per
cent, youth have clamored to join Facebook. "Eve
ryone knows everyone else through Facebook," 
according to Yemeni blogger Afrah Nasser, noting 
that it helped connect youth in various provinces so 
that they could unite in the revolution. 

Cyberactivism is both reflexive and reactive. For 
many women, posting on Facebook or blogging 
was the first time they had ever expressed their per
sonal feelings publicly. Cyberactivism was a form 
of empowerment, a way to exert control over one's 
personhood and identity, while gaining a sense of 
being able to do something in the face of a patri
archal hierarchy and an authoritarian state. "People 
are starting to say their views openly and freely 

because of social media, it has changed their men
tality," according to Afrah Nasser. As a blogger 
named Israa explained in an interview prior to the 
Egyptian uprising, blogging was "a way to spread 
our ideas and concepts to people and make things 
that can change our facts and conditions." This sen
timent was expressed by many women before, dur
ing, and after the revolutions. "The power of women 
is in their stories. They are not theories, they are real 
lives that, thanks to social networks, we are able 
to share and exchange," said Egyptian-American 
activist Mona Eltahawy. 

New and alternative media have given women 
new tools for articulating their identity in the public 
sphere, putting issues that were of particular con
cern to them onto the public agenda, and making 
their opinions heard, from straightforward online 
blogging platforms in the mid-2000s to mobile and 
microblogging in 2007, to the explosive popular
ity of the social networking site Facebook by 2008. 
Women have even made gains within the conserva
tive Muslim Brotherhood, as evidenced by the recent 
comments of Supreme Guide Mohamed Badie at an 
lkhwan press conference entitled "Woman: From 
the Revolution to the Prosperity." "No one can deny 
the vital role the women played during the Janu
ary 25 Revolution, whether as activists, mothers, or 
wives," he said in his opening speech, noting that 
they "partook with men in everything." Women, 
he said, "made history, and with their success they 
gave the whole world a lesson about how to fight 
injustice and tyranny." 

POST-REVOLUTION: ORGANIZING, ELECTING, 
AND PARTICIPATING 

Zeinab al-Khawaja, best known by her Twitter han
dle @Angry Arabi ya, is another iconic figure who 
has been active from the start of the uprising and 
continues to push the limits of political expression 
in Bahrain, earning her the wrath of the authorities 
and the admiration of people around the world who 
interact with her on Twitter. Her sister, Maryam 
al-Khawaja, went into exile and shuttles between 
Europe and Washington, D.C., as advocacy director 
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of the Bahrain Centre for Human Rights, the lead
ing human rights monitoring group in the country. 
Their father was beaten, tortured, and sentenced to 
life in prison at a sham military trial and eventually 
went on a hunger strike that at this writing had been 
going on for more than a month. Yet they both con
tinue their advocacy, one from inside the country 
and one from outside, using cyberactivism to ensure 
the world does not forget about the ongoing protest 
movement in Bahrain. 

In Libya, women seem to be more active than 
men in building civil society and, in particular, 
using social media to do so. New nongovernmental 
organizations, coalitions, and Facebook groups are 
sprouting up everywhere to deal with problems as 
local as the sewage in Lake Benghazi to those as 
complicated as the issue of federalism and elections. 
In many cases, young women said their organiza
tions grew out of Facebook pages or groups they 
started with friends. 

Ibtihad, a 26-year-old activist from Tripoli who 
was forced to leave Libya during the war, created 
a Facebook page with her friends because she felt 
she could not just sit and do nothing-she needed to 
take action. They began to lay the groundwork for an 
organization so that when she and her friends were 
able to return to Libya, they would have the foun
dation for a registered NGO. The Facebook group, 
which was open only to friends, adopted a policy of 
complete transparency and democracy. The 100 or 
so members of the group voted on everything, from 
the name to the logo to the program of work. They 
wrote a mission statement and bylaws, and when 
she returned in August 2011 they registered their 
new organization, which they named Phoenix, after 
the bird that rises again from the ashes, and the Ara
bic term that refers to beauty. They raised money 
from friends and acquaintances and posted an 
accounting online with pictures of everything they 
purchased with donated funds. After Ghaddafi' s 
fall, as the country entered the transitional phase, 
Phoenix created a fan page that was open to all and 
took its online activism offline, holding informa
tion sessions and establishing a women's resource 
center. Such examples are common in Libya, where 
the youth have been inspired to lead their country to 
a better future in the post-Ghaddafi era. "We started 

Phoenix because our parents didn't let us interact 
with anyone, and we were just trying to help, so 
we started this Facebook group and we started add
ing trusted friends" who had gone abroad to collect 
donations of money and clothes, Ibtihad said. 

Young women throughout the region agree that 
a fundamental mind shift must take place in order 
for women to make real gains, as for some women, 
authoritarianism is experienced in the private as 
well as the public sphere. Dalia Ziada underscored 
the challenges that still remain in Egypt, noting that 
a poll of more than 1400 people she helped con
duct revealed that not a single one wanted to see a 
woman president one day. In their personal lives, 
young women must juggle their studies and fam
ily responsibilities (some of them are mothers and 
wives), and negotiate cultural expectations about 
women's roles. Carving out time for cyberactivism 
seems to have taken on more importance as social 
media use expanded, and as the uprisings spread .... 

The diminutive 15-year-old Arwa al-Taweel was 
among the first lkhwan sisters to create a blog in 
2005, and helped pave the way for its members to 
participate in the blogosphere, having encouraged 
and trained dozens, if not hundreds, of her fellow 
Ikhwan to blog, including several who participated 
in the revolution. Her blog, Ana Keda-an expres
sion that she translated as meaning something to the 
effect of "That's How I Am" or "I Am Enough"
and later her tweets and Facebook updates became 
a venue for political activism and articulation of 
her Islamic faith and in many ways defined her, 
she told me. She became known as a blogger and 
cyberactivist, recognizable to strangers because 
she posted a photo on her blog. Blogging was both 
personal and political, but she shied away from the 
public critique of the Ikhwan 's 2007 party platform 
in favor of more personal reflections on life, love, 
and poetry. But given her father's reputation and her 
own activism as a citizen journalist for Al Jazeera 
Talk and Al Destor and her active support for Gaza, 
the former could hardly be separated from the lat
ter. In 2008 she told me she would refuse to stop 
being a cyberactivist if and when she got married, a 
promise she ended up keeping when she broke off 
her engagement with a man who wanted her to stay 
at home more often. Defying the traditional role of 
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Muslim Sister as stay-at-home wife, she vowed to 
travel and remain politically active, and last year 
found a husband who would support her. In the 
wake of the revolution she even professed an inter
est in running for parliament when she turned 30. 22 

The translation of online experiences and rela
tionships into the "real world" blurred the lines 
between public and private life, and provided new 
and varied opportunities for women to expand their 
circles and interact with people they never could 
have otherwise. Such translation also contributed 
to attempts to claim control over the articulation 
of the female identity. Feminist reinterpretations 
clashed with conservative traditionalists seeking to 
maintain hegemonic control over the representation 
of women and their proper roles in society. Blogs 
and social media made the invisible visible, gave 
voice to the voiceless, and embodied a commitment 
to free expression and itjihad, or independent judg
ment. "This is a revolution of making our voice 
heard," said Afrah Nasser, noting that half of Yem
en's population is under 18. "We are now creating 
a new form of political awareness in Yemen that 
has never been talked about before, [a] new form of 
politics," she added, pointing out that the fact she 
had been invited to speak at an international confer
ence on Arab women and cyberactivism was proof 
of such change. In her country, women played an 
unprecedented leadership role in the uprisings, rec
ognized by the awarding of the 2011 Nobel Peace 
Prize to Yemeni journalist and human rights activ
ist Tawakkol Karman for her role in inspiring the 
democratic uprising in her country, which grew 
from 20 women journalists who gathered to protest 
the day Tunisia's president Ben Ali fled the country 
to tens of thousands in the weeks and months that 
followed. 

Women have carved out new spaces for 
debate and discussion in the public sphere, both 
physically and rhetorically, through activism on 
the streets and online through agenda-setting and 
framing as they erased red lines that had previ
ously kept topics like torture, political succession, 
and sexual harassment off limits. They are unlikely 
to retreat from the public sphere no matter the out
come of the revolutions .... 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

Despite the region's democratic uprisings, many 
countries-including Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, Syria, 
and Yemen-experienced backsliding in Freedom 
House's 2012 annual survey of political rights and 
civil liberties because of crackdowns on pro-reform 
activists. Tunisia was a bright spot in a region that 
continues to rank among the least free in the world, 
moving from "Not Free" to "Partly Free" on the 
Freedom House 2012 survey amid the successful 
democratic consolidation that took place in the 
wake of Ben Ali's ouster last year. Egypt contin
ued to rank as "Not Free" amid continued repres
sion by the ruling military power. Thus the struggle 
to consolidate revolution and enact meaningful 
reforms remains a challenge that young women will 
continue to be involved in; they will undoubtedly 
continue to use new media technologies to partici
pate in and influence the future trajectory of their 
countries. 

The Arab Spring is not just a political revolution; 
it is a social, sexual, and potentially religious one as 
well. Women cyberactivists are upending traditional 
hierarchies, reinterpreting religious dogma, break
ing taboos, and bringing new issues into the pub
lic sphere even as they push to redefine the cultural 
mores between public and private spheres. 

The tension between privacy versus publicity, 
activism versus journalism, professional versus 
amateur, physical versus virtual, and conformity ver
sus itjihad are at the epicenter of the revolutionary 
transformations underway throughout the region. 
Social media and the Internet enabled young women 
to play a central role in the revolutionary struggles 
underway in their countries, whether as revolution
aries, citizen journalists, or organizers. As Internet 
access increases, as mobile phones are increasingly 
able to connect online, and as social networking 
expands, cyberactivism will continue to be a cen
tral form of contestation even as new platforms and 
strategies develop. Ensuring that women receive 
education and training, as well as expanding their 
legal and political rights, will help consolidate the 
sociopolitical gains of the Arab uprisings. With the 
widespread recognition of the role young women 
played in the uprisings, there is little doubt they will 
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work to secure their role in the post-authoritarian 
order that is in the process of emerging in the region. 
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Bad Girl, Good Girl: lines Doing Feminism 
Alison Piepmeier {2009) 

Grrrl zines don't simply expose the dangers of 
being a girl or woman in a patriarchal culture. They 
also often engage with familiar configurations of 
girlishness and femininity-playfully reclaiming 
and reworking them. To a certain extent, this has 
become an identifiable grrrl zine visual style: the 
kinderwhore or "kitten with a whip" aesthetic, in 
which girlish images are given a twist or are recon
textualized in ways that change their meaning, mak
ing them tough or resistant. 1 For example, Sarah 
Dyer's famous anarchist Hello Kitty became an 
almost ubiquitous image in grrrl zines in the 1990s. 
There are countless examples of this phenomenon, 
from the celebration of children's book protago
nist Pippi Longstocking in numerous grrrl zines to 
Cindy Crabb's use of girlish doodles, such as hearts, 
stars, and flowers, in conjunction with discussions 
of weighty subjects such as sexual assault. ... 

These reframings of femininity are examples of 
zines' "insubordinate creativity," and they function 
as challenges to corporate culture industries that posi
tion girlhood in terms of passivity and consumption. 

To be sure, many grrrl zines are fronting these 
challenges in ways that embrace certain aspects 
of femininity. Rather than simply rejecting sexist 
culture, many zines are engaged in the project of 
identifying the pleasures of femininity. This work 
is sometimes seen as "not feminist enough" because 
it can be understood as complicit with patriarchal 
gender roles and, indeed, corporate culture; during 
the early 1990s heyday of the Riot Grrrl movement, 
"girl power" quickly became a marketing strategy, 
even while it was being developed as a tool ofresist
ance. Although I understand this sort of skepticism 
about reclaiming femininity, I contend that this 
skepticism can quickly lead to a flattening of femi
nist resistance. According to this approach, the only 
appropriate feminist response to patriarchal tropes 
of femininity is outright rejection. Bell hooks asks, 
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"How do we create an oppositional worldview, a 
consciousness, an identity, a standpoint that exists 
not only as that struggle which also opposes dehu
manization but as that movement which enables 
creative, expansive self-actualization?" She warns 
that in these efforts, "Opposition is not enough."2 

Like hooks, these zines and their creators suggest 
that a dichotomous framing of feminism's gender 
interventions, in which feminists are supposed to 
voice monolithic opposition to corporate culture, 
is inadequate. These zines are playing in the spaces 
between resistance and complicity and as such are 
creating third wave tactics. 

One publication committed to the pleasures of 
femininity is Bust which began as a zine but is now a 
full-fledged professional magazine. Debbie Stoller, 
Laurie Henzel, and Marcelle Karp started the zine 
in 1993 because, as Stoller explained to me, they 
wanted a publication that was like Sassy for adult 
women. In particular, Stoller admired Sassy's fram
ing of girlhood as a positive space: "Whereas other 
teen girl magazines were saying things like, you're 
gonna get breasts and boys are gonna want to touch 
them and make sure they don't. You know, Sassy 
was kind of like, you' re gonna get breasts and if 
someone touches them it's gonna feel really good, 
so pick a cute guy to do it, you know, just sort of 
embracing, trying to really show the positive things 
about being a teen girl and all the great new things 
you could do as a teen girl ... rather than pretend
ing it was always in such a negative light." She 
was well aware of the dangers and vulnerabilities 
that zines such as Mend My Dress (and magazines 
such as Ms.) documented, but she was searching for 
something different. She wanted Bust to create "an 
embraceable feminist culture that's positive, that 
gives us stuff that we can relate to, to talk about how 
difficult it is to be a woman and about how much 
culture is misogynist, but I wanna just try to present 
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an alternative, just try to create an alternative that 
you can read and be happy and feel good about."3 

The pleasures of girlhood and womanhood have 
been a theme in Bust since its inception. The pub
lication has featured articles that celebrate such 
stereotypically feminine acts as flirting, shopping, 
developing your own sense of style, and lipstick. 
However, Bust also tries to broaden the terrain of 
fun for women, emphasizing the pleasures of more 
stereotypically male activities such as nonmonoga
mous sex, physical aggression, and swearing. As 
Bust demands pleasure for women, it also docu
ments the cultural tension between appropriately 
performed womanhood and female pleasure. For 
instance, the second issue focused on fun, and the 
editors' letter offered the question, "As women, is it 
even acceptable for us to want to have fun? ... we 
are expected to undergo a kind of pleasure-ectomy so 
that we may become the selfless keepers of compas
sion, moderation, serenity, and responsibility that is 
the definition of 'womanhood. '"4 A few years later, 
the editors upped the ante in the "Bad Girl" issue of 
Bust, an issue that came to set the thematic course 
for the publication. This issue discussed the pursuit 
of pleasure, and the editors argued that what really 
makes a bad girl bad is "simply doing the one thing 
that is truly un-feminine: acting on your desires."5 

Bust leverages two available cultural categories
the bad girl and the good girl-against each other, 
and the good girl, the one who has experienced the 
"pleasure-ectomy," gets pushed off the page. The 
bad girl becomes the primary iconographic terrain 
for the publication. 

The bad girl is an agent rather than simply an 
object of desire, and Bust's covers often highlight 
this social identity. In so doing, however, they often 
illustrate the tension between competing notions 
of femininity, the fact that, as they noted in the 
"Bad Girl" issue, "female badness seems to only be 
acceptable as long as it remains attractive-as long 
as it benefits someone else.6 The cover of the zine's 
second issue challenges this emphasis on the bad 
girl as attractive. This cover features a cartoon of 
a giant female dog (note: bitch) with bared breasts, 
carrying a stereo, a beer, sex toys, movies, comics, 
and junk food. She is stomping through a theme park 
called "Fun City," her booming feet crushing some 

of the tiny cartoon creatures below her who run for 
cover. She is not particularly attractive-she is, in 
fact, google-eyed, drooling, and dangerous-and 
this is at least partly the point. She is not the typi
cal woman's magazine cover model, and therefore 
she doesn't function as an easily assimilable image 
for women to aspire to become. The discomfort this 
cover might produce in a reader is part of how zines 
work, keeping the reader from the passive consump
tion mindset produced by mainstream capitalist 
media.7 It functions more specifically in this case 
to interrupt assumptions about femininity and force 
the reader to consider how femininity and pleasure 
interface. 

Many other Bust covers enhance this tension, 
as well, such as the cover of the first "Sex" issue, 
which features a woman's enormous pregnant stom
ach with the word "SEX" scrawled across it, in Riot 
Gml fashion. 8 This is the pregnant woman not as 
beatific, sanitized symbol of maternal instinct but 
as sexy, bikini-wearing, defiant girl, insurgent and 
owning up to the act that led to the pregnancy in 
the first place. Again, Bust celebrates the bad girl 
as a figure who is so colorful and dramatic-even 
uncomfortably so-that she completely overshad
ows and upstages the more familiar, palatable 
models of appropriate femininity. 

The Bust editors see celebrating femininity and 
the pleasures of femininity as a tactical political 
move. Stoller explained: 

When men's magazines were starting to come out, 
like Details (there was no Maxim yet), there was 
always emphasis in those magazines about men's 
pleasure and how fun it is to be a guy and all the 
great things you can do as a guy, and so that was 
very consciously an important part of what shaped 
our ideas for how to do Bust, that we wanted it to 
keep emphasizing the pleasures of being female 
and feminist and making it feel like it was a great, 
cool club to be a part of.9 

Pleasure is an energy, a generative force and 
a connective one. . . . Pleasure helps create the 
embodied community of gml zines, and Bust is 
using it intentionally, as a way to mobilize their 
community of readers. Certainly, there are ben
efits for the publication: Bust grew from a zine to 
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a magazine, in part, because the zine was fun to 
read and it promoted consumer culture as part of the 
enjoyment of being a woman. By the second year, 
the publication was running with glossy color cov
ers, and by the time I spoke with Stoller and Henzel 
in 2006, they were selling nearly 100,000 copies per 
issue, with around 22,000 going to subscribers and 
the rest being sold in bookstores (the magazine is for 
sale in major retailers such as Barnes and Noble and 
Borders) and on newsstands. Even as it moved from 
zine to magazine status, Bust maintained much of its 
thematic focus-its celebration of the bad girl and 
of female pleasures in general. 

Its magazine format is necessarily less intimate 
and inviting than the scruffy, informal publications 
that readers identify as "a present in the mail," and 
this has had consequences for the way the publication 
is perceived. One complication from Bust's success 
came in 1999, when the publication was bought out 
by an Internet company that planned to grow the 
magazine but, as it turned out, "they weren't really 
that interested in running a magazine so the maga
zine was losing money with them even though it 
was looking great." When the stock market began 
to fall, the magazine's owners decided to find other 
investors to help grow Bust, but their big push for 
investment began with an article in the New York 
Times, which came out on September 10, 2001, 
the day before the terrorist attacks in New York 
City, Washington, D.C., and Pennsylvania. Stoller 
explained, "and then that was really kind of the end 
of it. Within a month, they closed the entire com
pany down basically. 10 

Stoller, Henzel, and Karp were able to buy Bust 
back from its owners, a move they decided to make 
because they started receiving so many letters from 
readers expressing their love for the publication and 
asking what they could do to help. Stoller and Hen
zel explained what a frightening time that was: "We 
had nothing except for [the rights to publish a maga
zine called Bust]. We had no money in the bank, no 
money to publish the next magazine with," but their 
understanding of the publication and of their read
ership was so solid that, Stoller explained, "within 
six months we were able to start paying ourselves 
and our staff. Not very much at first, but it grew 
and grew." 11 It's worth noting here that, although 

Bust struggled financially due to their magazine sta
tus, they benefited from an embodied community of 
readers who felt such attachment to the publication 
that they helped bring it back from ruin. 

Another complication the publication has faced 
is that, as a successful, visible publication, Bust 
has been a lightning rod for both praise and criti
cism from feminists and others in a way that seems 
less likely within the smaller zine community. This, 
however, is part of what Stoller was striving for 
with Bust. She explained to me, "I never wanted it 
to be some well-kept secret, some little underground 
thing, cause that wasn't the function, the function 
was to reach as many people as possible and to have, 
to try to have an actual cultural influence."12 The 
pleasures of womanhood became a successful mar
keting strategy for Bust as the pleasures of "being a 
guy" were for men's magazines like Maxim. 

More than this, though, Bust's deployment of 
pleasure also helps alter the terrain of femininity, 
not to mention feminism. Stoller explicitly identi
fies this intervention in the terrain of femininity as a 
form of feminist activism: "I really believe that the 
thing that is incredibly influential to the way we live 
our lives and what restricts us and what we think 
about ourselves is our culture and our values, and 
that if you can change, those are the things that really 
need to change."13 It may be worth noting here that 
one of the ways in which self-identified third wave 
feminists have sought to distinguish themselves 
from the second wave is via this emphasis on pleas
ure. Several gml zine creators said, on conditions of 
anonymity, that reading more mainstream feminist 
publications identified with the second wave, nota
bly Ms. magazine, was akin to "eating your green 
vegetables" or "doing your homework"-in other 
words, not fun. 14 Bust has made tactical interven
tions into mainstream notions of girlhood and wom
anhood using pleasure-the idea that it should be 
fun to be a girl or a woman-as their barometer for 
accepting or rejecting the parts of the culture with 
which they come into contact. 

Zines that reclaim femininity are sometimes iden
tified as enacting a version of cultural feminism, but I 
don't think it's useful to frame them in these terms. 15 

Cultural feminism, usually defined as a feminism 
that celebrates women's unique perspective, is a 



Bad Girl, Good Girl: Zines Doing Feminism I ALISON PIEPMEIER 311 

somewhat outmoded category that doesn't capture 
the complexity of these zines' gender interventions. 
What these zines are doing is offering a contradic
tory stance: yes, girlhood and womanhood are dan
gerous, and, yes, they are culturally constructed for 
particular political ends, but I can do something dif
ferent with them and enjoy them. On the one hand, 
this approach can be seen as politically suspect; 
indeed, in earlier writing I myself have labeled it "the 
feminist free-for-all" and have suggested that these 
sorts of actions represent the bankrupting of femi
nist politics. 16 But I question that stance now. Just 
because these zines don't offer a coherent political 
standpoint, just because they don't fully undermine 
mainstream gender performances, doesn't mean 
that they are complicit with cultures of domination. 
Again, I stress that the binary of resistant/complicit 
is inadequate to the task of assessing these zines (or 
texts more generally). In fact, I think the incomplete
ness I see in these zines, their "yes, but" approach to 
feminism and femininity, represents a valid theoreti
cal stance, a tactical subjectivity that's keyed to this 
cultural moment and is characteristically third wave. 

This "yes, but" approach encodes resistance 
and attempts to move the feminist discussion of 
female subjectivities beyond opposition. Johnson 
suggests that many young feminist scholars-and 
I would extend her insight to many gml zinesters 
as well-are so familiar with the discourses critical 
of racism, sexism, and homophobia that they do not 
mention them. She argues: "Our redirection does not 
constitute a turning away from ... skepticism and cri
tique ... but a thoroughgoing acceptance of skepti
cism and critique as the givens of our approach, 
joined with a desire to go beyond them." 17 This is 
obviously not to say that young feminists or gml 
zinesters see racism, sexism, homophobia, or other 
oppressive systems as being gone; in fact, just the 
opposite. The cultural critique of these systems 
is the foundation on which they are building, but 
they don't necessarily stay in that space of critique, 
choosing, rather, to generate alternative subject 
positions and to tap into the pleasures of creation 
and cultural intervention. 

There are potential problems with this approach, 
of course. One of the concerns regularly raised 
about third wave feminists is that, having come to 

consciousness in a hyperindividualistic backlash cul
ture, they often don't recognize pervasive problems 
or know how to address them. A related concern is 
that white zinesters, who make up the majority of 
those producing zines, often give only lip service to 
racism, ultimately replicating societal hierarchies 
around race and ethnicity. Ultimately, though, I think 
it would be reductive (and condescending) to under
stand the celebration of femininity and pleasure as 
merely a form of false consciousness or denial. Bet
ter to take seriously the desire to create what Stoller 
calls "an embraceable feminist culture that's posi
tive," a desire that helps animate a community. 

NOTES 
1. Lily Burana, "Gmls, Gmls, Gmls," Entertainment 

Weekly 429 (May 1, 1998), 76. 
2. bell hooks, Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Pol-

itics (Boston: South End Press, 1990), 15. 
3. Debbie Stoller, personal interview. 
4. Letter to the Editor, Bust, 1.2 (fall 1993), 2. 
5. Editorial, Bust 7 (spring/summer 1996), 2. 
6. Ibid. 
7. Duncombe, Notes from Underground, 123. 
8. Bust 1.4 (summer/fall 1994). 
9. Stoller, personal interview. 

10. Ibid. 
11. Ibid. 
12. Ibid. Circulation information from personal corre

spondence and Bust media kit, http://www.bust.com/ 
2008mediakit.pdf. Interestingly, while Stoller always 
envisioned Bust as a magazine, Henzel, who has been 
the publication's creative director from the begin
ning, explained to me, "for the design part, I wasn't 
looking at real magazines as inspiration, I was really 
looking at zines. I was a big zine reader, so it had that 
feel because that's what I like. Obviously the early 
issues didn't look kind of the way they do now, and 
I wasn't looking at Vanity Fair and saying 'oooh,' it 
was a zine in my mind" (Henzel, personal interview). 

13. Stoller, personal interview. 
14. Personal interviews with four zine creators who asked 

not to be identified. 
15. Kearney (Girls Make Media), in particular, labels 

gm! zines in terms of cultural feminism. 
16. Rory Dicker and Alison Piepmeier, "Introduction" to 

Catching a Wave: Reclaiming Feminism for the 21st 
Century, ed. Dicker and Piepmeier (Boston: North
eastern University Press, 2003), 17. 



312 CHAPTER s I Media and Culture 

17. Merri Lisa Johnson, "Introduction: Ladies Love Your 
Box-The Rhetoric of Pleasure and Danger in Femi
nist Television Studies," in Third Wave Feminism 

and Television: Jane Puts It in a Box, ed. Johnson 
(New York: I. B. Tauris, 2007), 13 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 5 

1. How do you think cultural forms shape gender? How might cultural forms function subversively to 
challenge traditional gender norms? 

2. How is television an example of what Susan Douglas calls "enlightened sexism"? Give specific exam
ples from current TV shows. How do these shows focus viewers' gaze away from continuing barriers to 
women's equality? 

3. What pitfalls and possibilities do social media offer young women? How might social media be used for 
feminist activism? 

4. How does pornography as a cultural form influence gender norms in U.S. society? How does race 
intersect with gender in pornography's representation of women? 

5. Why do you think some critics suggest there has never been a female Shakespeare or a female da Vinci? 
Do you agree with this assessment? Why or why not? 
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c H A p T E R 

Sex, Power, and Intimacy 

Sexuality is a topic of great interest to most people. It entertains and intrigues and is a 
source of both personal happiness and frustration. It is also an aspect of our lives that is 
highly regulated as communities shape and control sexual desires and behaviors. Scholars 
emphasize that this control has emerged as a principal means of governing contemporary 
societies. Such regulation includes laws that condone certain relationships and sexual 
expressions. Regulation also involves "regimes of truth" discussed in earlier chapters, 
where power is more dispersed and individuals shape normative behaviors in themselves 
and others. A central aspect of such contemporary discourses on sexuality is the fundamen
tal assumption that all adults should experience sexual desire. Asexual individuals who do 
not experience desire, and have no inclination to do so, radically challenge the prevailing 
normative culture. Karli June Cerankowski and Megan Milks locate asexuality as a viable 
sexual and social identity in their article, "New Orientations: Asexuality," emphasizing 
how it challenges feminist pro-sex rhetoric. 

The ftipside of this focus on the regulatory regimes of sexuality is that sex when 
freely chosen and practiced has the potential to be a liberating force. To enjoy and be in 
control of one's sexuality and to be able to seek a mutually fulfilling sexual relationship 
can be a very empowering experience. Feminists tend to value this notion of an empow
ered female sexuality, but may disagree about the definition of, and the path to, such 
empowerment, especially among adolescents. Certainly media literacy education and 
proficient sexuality education are central to enhancing adolescent girls' sexual empow
erment. Sexual empowerment is a central theme of this chapter where we not only dis
cuss the social construction of sexuality and provide key terms, but also focus on two 
themes: first, the politics of sexuality, and second, intimacy, romance, and interpersonal 
communication. 

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF SEXUALITY 

Human sexuality involves erotic attractions, identity, and practices, and it is constructed by 
and through societal sexual scripts. In this sense, we perform sexuality just as we perform 
gender and other identities. Sexual scripts are guidelines for how we are supposed to feel 
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and act as sexual persons. They are shaped by the communities and societies in which 
we participate and therefore are socially constructed (they emerge from communities and 
societies). The focus on these scripts is meant to emphasize the ways they create our under
standing of "normal." People are not naturally anything, individuals' sexual desires and 
identities change over the course of their lives, and "normal" is a historically specific, 
constructed concept emerging out of human communities. In this way social scripts are 
socially produced and part of the discourses and broader regimes of truth that reflect social 
norms and practices; in other words, they provide frameworks and guidelines for sexual 
feelings and behaviors in particular communities at a particular time. Foundational in these 
scripts is the oppositional binary of heterosexuality and homosexuality that constructs nor
mative sexuality and shapes sexual feelings and expression. By opposing heterosexuality 
to homosexuality, the former gains its credibility. 

Sometimes there is embarrassment, shame, and confusion associated with sexual 
scripts, and they may easily become fraught with potential misunderstandings. As Jessica 
Valenti explains in "The Cult of Virginity," an excerpt from her book The Purity Myth, 
the contemporary focus on virginity as an indicator of female moral worth (the "good 
girl") is both problematic and confusing in an era when girls and young women are 
increasingly sexualized and yet simultaneously faced with abstinence movements aim
ing to control sexual activity. Surveys show that more than half of participating teens in 
"virginity pledges" become sexually active anyway, and the numbers who take precau
tions against pregnancy and STis (sexually transmitted infections) was significantly lower 
than non-pledgers. 

Sexual scripts, contextualized in specific communities and nations, shape how 
individuals come to develop a sense of their own sexual lives. We learn these subjective 
understandings by assimilating, rejecting, and ultimately negotiating the sexual scripts 
available to us. These subjective understandings are called sexual self-schemas. They 
can be defined as ideas and beliefs about sexual aspects of the self that are established 
from past and present experiences and which act to guide sexual feelings and behavior. 
What is desirable or acceptable to one person may be unacceptable or even disgusting to 
another. 

Sexual identity is one aspect of sexual self-schemas t1!fil_gmJ}e-d~n's 
a traction to, or preference for, people of a certam gender. It is an individual's romantic 
and/or sexua a so ca e erotic 1 en 1 y an e avior toward other people. Note that 
sexual identity does not necessarily require sexual experience or behavior. Heterosexual
ity is a sexual identity where romantic and/or sexual attachments are between people of 
the "opposite sex" (popularly termed straight). Homosexuality is a sexual identity where 
romantic and/or sexual attachments are between people of the "same sex." Because the 
term homosexual is stigmatized and because the term seems to emphasize sexual behav
ior, many communities have preferred the term gay. Gay and homosexual are terms 
inclusive of women, although they are used mainly to describe men. The term lesbian 
means the romantic and/or sexual attachment and identification between women, specifi
cally. You might also hear the terms dyke, butch, and femme. Dyke is synonymous with 
lesbian, although it connotes a masculine or mannish lesbian. Like queer, dyke is a word 
that is used against lesbians as an insult and has been appropriated or reclaimed by lesbi
ans with pride. This means that if you are not a member of the lesbian, gay, or queer com
munities, you should use these terms with care. Butch and femme are roles associated 
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with gender that have been adopted by some lesbians, especially in the past. Butch means 
acting as the masculine partner, and femme means acting in a feminine role. Although 
today many lesbians avoid these role types because there is little incentive to mimic tra
ditional heterosexual relationships, others enjoy these identities and appropriate them to 
suit themselves. 

Bisexuality implies a sexual identification with both women and men. There are 
derogatory social connotations of bisexuality as hypersexualized that not only do these 
people have sex all the time, but they are doing it with both women and with men, simul
taneously. Of course, to be bisexual does not imply this at all; it just means the choice 
of lover can be either a woman or a man. Nonetheless, these connotations reflect the fact 
that there are many stigmas associated with bisexuality from both the straight and the 
lesbian and gay communities. Although these identities are experienced and enjoyed by 
individuals, and therefore pragmatic for our understandings of sexuality, such definitions 
rely on fixed notions of "woman" or "man." In response, the term polysexual, defined 
as the attraction to multiple genders and sexual identities, is used intentionally to dis
rupt the binary implied in the above definitions. In other words, polysexual people are 
attracted to individuals from the full range of sexual identities. Importantly, however, the 
gendering of "people" is broader than the "woman" and "man" used above. Polysexuals 
are attracted to diverse sexual identities performed by a broad array of gender identities. 
In particular, this term critiques the heterosexual/homosexual binary implicit in the term 
bisexuality. Individuals who identify as polysexual may be attracted to transgender, two 
spirit, or those who identify as "genderqueer." They may also, however, still be attracted 
to cisgendered people of all sexual identities. Polysexuality as a sexual identity is differ
ent from polyamory (discussed below), defined as the desire to be intimately involved 
with more than one person at once. Polyamory does not imply that a person is attracted 
to a diversity of sexual identities, only that a person seeks multiple and simultaneous 
romantic encounters. 

The word queer, traditionally meaning out of the ordinary or unusual, and historically 
an insult when used in the context of sexualities (most often as a derogatory term for effem
inate and/or gay boys and men), has in recent times taken on new meaning. As already 
discussed in previous chapters, it has been reclaimed as a source of self-empowerment 
by those who reject the categories of straight, gay, lesbian, and bisexual, and who seek to 
live alternative sexual identities that are more fluid and less rigidly put into binary boxes. 
It is important, however, to emphasize that queer is not a synonym for LGBT (lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, trans) identity. It is a critique of "all things oppressively normal," especially 
conventional ideas about sex. In this sense, it embraces both gender and sexual difference. 
Nowadays this distinction is often lost and queer tends to be used as another alternative 
to lesbian and gay, thus creating a new (and perhaps more trendy) fixed category. Finally, 
asexuality, as already mentioned, involves a person who does not experience desire and 
attraction to others. As Cerankowski and Milks emphasize in their article, asexuality has 
been pathologized and medicalized and seen as a "deviance" or a "deficit." The authors 
question whether asexuality can be regarded as a "queer" orientation in its resistance to 
contemporary normative standards that expect adults to want to experience sexual desire. 
Note that asexuality is not about people who experience a decrease in sex drive and are 
distressed by it. Asexual people are those who do not experience sexual desire and are not 
distressed by this "lack." 
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Again, as emphasized in Chapter 3 and mentioned above, it is important to understand 
both the ways gender (the focus of Chapter 3) and sexuality (the focus of this chapter) are 
simultaneously distinct and intertwined. Leila Rupp's reading "A World of Difference" 
that discusses love and desire within the constraints of compulsory heterosexuality world
wide illustrates this point. She describes how some individuals who have been assigned 
female at birth cross the gender line and live as men who marry women. This occurs in 
societies where living as a lesbian in public is possible as well as in those where to do so 
is illegal. She writes that sometimes "biologically female transmen" married women and 
identified as lesbians and other times their desire to live as men in sexual relationships 
with women meant that they identified as heterosexuals. We know this is terribly con
fusing, but try to remember that gender is about femininity and masculinity, and sexual 
identity is about sexual desire and behaviors. It is possible to have multiple combinations 
of gendered individuals identifying with varying sexual scripts. 

Finally, the term coming out refers to someone adopting a gay, lesbian, bisexual, or 
queer identity. Coming out is a psychological process that tends to involve two aspects: 
first, recognizing and identifying this to oneself, and second, declaring oneself in a "pub
lic" (broadly defined) way. In terms of this second aspect, individuals usually come out 
to affirming members in their own community before they (if ever) face a general public. 
Some never come out to families or coworkers for fear of rejection, reprisals, and retaliation. 
For some, coming out means becoming part of an identifiable political community; for oth
ers, it means functioning for the most part as something of an outsider in a straight world. 
The phrase in the closet means not being out at all. In the closet can imply that a person 
understands her/himself to be lesbian or gay but is not out to others. It can also imply that 
a person is in denial about her/his own sexuality and is not comfortable claiming a nonhet
erosexual identity. Given homophobia and the potential for bullying in many communities, 
it is easy to see how individuals are encouraged to police themselves and each other. It is 
important to emphasize that homophobia (fear or hatred of homosexuals, gays, lesbians, 
bisexuals, and/or queer people) can be especially hurtful to young people identifying as 
gay, lesbian, bisexual or queer. Indeed, gay youth are especially at risk for suicide, result
ing in a relatively higher rate of suicides among these teens. Data show a higher rate of 
attempted suicides among girls and a higher rate of suicide deaths among boys. Suicidal 
behavior can be understood, in part, by examining risk factors-the conditions or experi
ences that increase the likelihood of suicide. Overall, risk factors are greater and more 
severe for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer youth, especially in situations where there is 
bullying and stigma. They experience higher rates of depression and substance abuse: fac
tors associated with increased risk of suicide. They also are more likely than teens overall 
to lack family and community support. It is homophobia and institutionalized heterosexism 
that lead gay youth to kill themselves. 

A focus on sexual scripts highlights the ways these discourses vary across cultures 
and through time and always concern issues of power (such as which groups get the 
authority to define "appropriate" sexual activity and the means to regulate it). Compul
sory heterosexuality, the expectation that everyone should be heterosexual, is a central 
component of the regulation of sexual scripts worldwide. Also implicit in this script 
is the notion of heteronormativity or the assumption of heterosexuality as the norm or 
normative behavior in any given setting that regulates at the level of social policy. For 
example, historically in the United States, anti-miscegenation laws prevented people 
from different races from engaging in sexual relationships and the "Don't Ask, Don't 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Queer Cinema 

The depictions of LGBTQ people in movies tell us a lot about how a culture 
frames non-dominant sexual relationships. The following movies were made in 
very different cultures and time periods. 

• Watch several of these movies and think about what they tell us about how 
the culture and time period understood various sexual identities and sexual 
relationships. How have depictions of LGBTQ people in film changed or not 
over time? 

• Do some research on the Web to learn about the people who produced and 
directed these films? Did these filmmakers have a political agenda? 

• Read reviews of the films. How were the films received? 
• How do you think the movement from lesbian and gay identity and politics to 

queer theory may affect how we analyze these films? 

Movies: 

• Rope (USA, 1948) 
• The Children's Hour (USA, 1961) 
• Victim (UK, 1961) 
• In a Year with Thirteen Moons 

(Germany, 1978) 
• Making love (USA, 1982) 
• Personal Best (USA, 1982) 
• The Hunger (USA, 1983) 
• My Beautiful laundrette (UK, 

1985) 
• The Color Purple (USA, 1985) 
• The Kiss of the Spider Woman 

(USA, 1985) 
• Desert Hearts (USA, 1985) 
• I've Heard the Mermaids Singing 

(Canada, 1987) 
• Torch Song Trilogy (USA, 1988) 
• Paris Is Burning (USA, 1990) 
• The Crying Game (USA, 1992) 
• longtime Companion (USA, 1999) 
• My Own Private Idaho (USA, 1991) 
• Philadelphia (USA, 1993) 

• The Sum of Us (Australia, 1994) 
• When Night Is Falling (Canada, 

1995) 
• The Incredibly True Adventures 

of Two Girls in love (USA, 1995) 
• Fire (India, 1996) 
• The Watermelon Woman (USA, 

1996) 
• Happy Together (Hong Kong, 

1997) 
• Before Night Falls (USA, 2000) 
• Hedwig and the Angry Inch 

(USA, 2001) 
• Tropical Malady (Thailand, 2004) 
• The Blossoming of Maximo 

Oliveros (Philippines, 2005) 
• Brokeback Mountain (USA, 

2005) 
• Milk (USA, 2008) 
• A Single Man (USA, 2009) 
• The Kids Are All Right (USA, 2010) 

Tell" law prevented gays and lesbians from openly serving in the military. Current 
marriage laws in many states also provide examples of the institutionalization of sexual 
scripts endorsing compulsory heterosexuality into social policy. The current battle over 
gay marriage is case in point. 

In this age of globalization, women's bodies and sexuality are increasingly the site of 
intense conflict as control of female sexuality carries symbolic value in many societies, both 
in the United States and worldwide. Imperialism and globalization have played significant 
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Rainbow History 

1. At what New York bar did the modern gay liberation movement begin? 
a. Studio 54 
b. Stonewall 
c. Club 57 
d. Scandals 

2. What were homosexuals required to wear to identify them in concentration 
camps during World War II? 
a. A yellow star 
b. A lavender H 
c. A pink star 
d. A pink triangle 

3. What Greek letter symbolizes queer activism? 
a. Lambda 
b. Alpha 
c. Delta 
d. Sigma 

4. What is the name of the religious organization that supports queer Catholics? 
a. Spirit 
b. Celebration 
c. Dignity 
d. Affirmation 

5. What is the country's largest political organization working specifically for 
queer rights? 
a. ·Human Rights Campaign 
b. ACT-UP 
c. NOW 
d. Christian Coalition 

6. In what year did the U.S. Congress vote to repeal "Don't Ask, Don't Tell," the 
military policy that prohibited gay and lesbian service members from being 
open about their sexual identity? 
a. 1968 
b. 1993 
c. 2001 
d. 2010 

7. What show made television history by having the first gay lead character? 
a. Soap 
b. Roseanne 
c. Ellen 
d. All in the Family 

8. Who was the first openly gay man elected in California (to the San Francisco 
Board of Supervisors in 1977)? 
a. Harvey Milk 
b. Barney Frank 
c. Allen Ginsburg 
d. Elton John 
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9. What was the first openly black lesbian novel published in the United States 
(1974)? 
a. Alice Walker's The Color Purple 
b. Ann Allen Shockley's Loving Her 
c. Gloria Naylor's The Women of Brewster Place 
d. Ntozake Shange's Sassafrass, Cypress, and Indigo 

10. In 2004, which became the first state to legalize gay marriage? 
a. Iowa 
b. California 
c. Vermont 
d. Massachusetts 

Answers: 1. b 2. d 3. a 4. c 5. a 6. d 7. c 8. a 9. b 10. d 

roles in shaping sexual politics worldwide, in part through colonialism that functioned to 
organize sexual power by constructing the sexual norms and morality of indigenous socie
ties as "exotic" and/or "uncivilized." Indeed, in terms of the colonization of the Americas, 
the depiction of colonized peoples as sexually perverse and/or sinful was fundamental to 
colonial projects. Colonialism tends to reorganize sexual relationships among indigenous 
communities and devalue those that are not organized around heteropatriarchy. In response 
to colonial rule, many nationalist movements in the Caribbean, Asia, and Africa after World 
War II protested and secured formal political independence. Unfortunately these gains did 
not necessarily ensure greater sexual autonomy for women who were often seen as the 
"mothers of the nation" and vital to maintaining the purity and sanctity of the nation. In addi
tion, because women are often associated with national culture, controlling women's sexual 
behaviors under the guise of morality has become a question of national concern. Efforts to 
control women's sexual lives by religiously inspired fundamentalist social groups such as the 
Taliban of Afghanistan or the Religious Right in the United States are cases in point Such 
forces have often criminalized LGBTQ issues in many regions of the world. 

The economic, social, and cultural aspects of globalization also shape sexual identities 
by constraining people's sexual expressions and practices and normalizing particular sexual 
identities, delegitimizing and sometimes destroying local culture, and making sex into a 
commodity that can be bought and sold. These processes involve new media and the rapid 
circulation of cultural representations of sexuality worldwide, including pornography. Com
modification and consumerism include increased demand for women's sexual labor, with 
growth in sex tourism and the global sex industry generally. However, globalization also 
provides opportunities for resistance and the possibilities of new sexual identities. 

Certainly analyses of sexuality focusing on the United States must be contextualized 
in a global perspective and the struggle for sexual freedom must be understood within a 
broader struggle for social justice. This is a key point in Andrea Smith's reading "Disman
tling Hierarchy, Queering Society." She emphasizes that any liberation struggle that does 
not challenge heteronormativity cannot challenge imperialism and white supremacy. This 
relationship between imperialism and sexuality is also a focus of Paula Gunn Allen's poem 
"Some Like Indians Endure." In this reading she makes connections between racism against 
native people and heterosexism. Both Indians and lesbians have endured and survived 
oppression, emphasizing the needs for social justice among these communities. Similarly, in 
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the reading "A World of Difference," Leila Rupp writes that the multiple and diverse ways 
that women are able to love women worldwide concern women's rights to social justice. The 
right of subjects to control their sexual lives is a central component of liberation movements. 

Sexual scripts vary across intersecting differences such as gender, race, class, age, 
ability, and so forth. This means that although gender is a significant dimension of 
sexual scripts, it must be understood as intersecting with other identities. Women with 
physical disabilities, for example, are often faced with stigma that asexualizes them 
and refuses to represent them as sexual beings. Kimberly Springer discusses intersec
tions in her essay on the racialized constructions of heterosexuality for black women 
("Queering Black Female Heterosexuality"). Gendered and racialized double standards 
of sexual conduct have condoned certain activities for men as opposed to women and 
for white women as opposed to black women and white men compared to black men. 
She suggests how the history of segregation and lynching and of caricaturing black 
women as asexual mammies and promiscuous 'jezebels" is reproduced today as the 
"black woman-as-whore image in a new mass-media age." These examples emphasize 
how sexual scripts are heavily informed by multifaceted notions of gender. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, feminine sexual scripts have often involved a double bind: 
To want sex is to risk being labeled promiscuous and to not want sex means potentially 

World Report 2013: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Rights 

Although the visibility of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people throughout the world 
continued to rise in 2013, their increased visibility was accompanied by attacks based on sexual 
orientation and gender identity. Human rights activists who sought to use the human rights 
framework to call to account states that participated in these rights abuses or condoned them 
also came under attack. In virtually every country in the world people suffered from de jure and 
de facto discrimination based on their actual or perceived sexual orientation. In some countries, 
sexual minorities lived with the very real threat of being deprived of their right to life and security 
of person. A small number of countries continued to impose the death penalty for private sexual 
acts between consenting adults. 

The following examples from the Human Rights Watch's 2013 Report suggest the enormity of 
discrimination faced by lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people worldwide, and highlight 
some of the progress made toward LGBT rights: 

Armenia: On May 8 2012 unidentified people threw a homemade bomb at DIY, a Yerevan bar 
frequented by LGBT and women's rights activists. Graffiti identified LGBT people as targets. 
Deputy Speaker of Parliament Eduard Sharmazanov called the attack "right and justified." Police 
arrested two suspects who were released pending trial. Unidentified attackers destroyed bar 
property and made death threats against its owners in three subsequent May incidents. Police 
were called during each attack but intervened only once. 

Honduras: Bias-motivated attacks on transgender people are a serious problem in Honduras. 
According to local rights advocates, more than 70 members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
transgender (LGBT) population were killed between September 2008 and March 2012. 
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The alleged involvement of members of the Honduran police in some of these violent abuses is of 
particular concern. Impunity for these cases has been the norm .... 

Kuwait: In May and June 2012, the Kuwaiti police arrested hundreds of young people on spurious 
grounds which included "imitating the appearance of the opposite sex," practicing satanic ritu
als, engaging in lewd behavior and immoral activities, prostitution, and homosexuality. Many of 
these arrests took place during raids on private homes. A month earlier, the Justice Bloc, a Salafi 
parliamentary group, proposed establishing "a prosecutions office and a police force to combat 
crimes against public morality," which could potentially lead to an institutionalization of such 
crackdowns. 

These crackdowns follow the arbitrary detention, ill-treatment, torture, sexual harassment, and 
sexual assault of scores of transgender women by the police since 2007. These arrests and abuses 
are a result of an amendment to article 198 of the penal code which criminalized "imitating the 
appearance of the opposite sex," imposing arbitrary restrictions upon individuals' rights to privacy 
and free expression. 

Malaysia: In 2012, discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) persons 
reached new levels of intensity. On June 25 2012, Prime Minister Najib publicly stated that LGBT 
activities do not "have a place in the country." On July 19, speaking before 11,000 imams and 
mosque committee members, he stated that "it is compulsory for us to fight" LGBT behavior. 

Two October court rulings concerning transsexuals also caused alarm: in one, a transsexual was 
refused the right to change the gender recorded on her national identity card; and in the other it 
was ruled that Muslims born as males may not dress as females. 

The government refuses to consider repeal of article 377B of the penal code which criminalizes 
adult consensual "carnal intercourse against the order of nature," or to replace article 377C on 
non-consensual sexual acts with a modern, gender-neutral law on rape. 

Nigeria: Nigeria's criminal and penal codes punish consensual homosexual conduct with up to 
14 years in prison. Sharia penal codes in many northern Nigerian states criminalize consensual 
homosexual conduct with caning, imprisonment, or death by stoning. In March (2012), a court in 
Nasarawa State sentenced two men to two-year prison terms for having sexual intercourse, and in 
September an Abuja court sentenced a man to three months in prison for sodomy. 

In November 2011, the Senate passed sweepingly discriminatory legislation that would criminal
ize anyone who enters into or assists a same-sex marriage, or supports lesbian, gay, bisexual, or 
transgender groups or meetings. At this writing, the House of Representatives had passed the 
second reading of the bill. Similar legislation has stalled at least twice in the past amid opposition 
from domestic and international human rights groups. 

Russia: By the end of 2012, legislation banning "homosexual propaganda" was in force in nine 
Russian provinces. The "propaganda" bans could be applied for such things as displaying a rain
bow flag or a gay-friendly logo. In May, prominent Russian LGBT rights activist Nikolai Alekseev 
became the first person to be fined under the new St. Petersburg law after he picketed city hall 
with a poster declaring, "Homosexuality is not a perversion." 

(continued) 
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In 2010, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) had firmly rejected the Russian 
government's argument that there is no general consensus on issues relating to the treatment of 
"sexual minorities." In spite of the court's ruling, Moscow city authorities in both 2011 and 2012 
banned the Gay Pride event. 

Uganda: The notorious c;lraft Anti-Homosexuality Bill, which proposes the death penalty for some 
consensual same-sex activities, remains tabled in parliament, threatening the rights of Uganda's 
LGBT people. 

Zimbabwe: In Zimbabwe, where gays and lesbians frequently find themselves playing the 
role of "folk devils," gay-bashing follows the election cycle all too predictably, with Presi-
dent Robert Mugabe raising the specter of homosexuality as a way to deflect attention from 
the country's more pressing social, political, and economic problems. In 1995, as his regional 
stature was diminishing, Mugabe unleashed a vitriolic attack on gays, whom he said "offend 
against the law of nature and the morals of religious beliefs espoused by our society." In 2012, 
Mulikat Akande-Adeola, the majority leader of Nigeria's House of Representatives, was equally 
unequivocal when she supported a sweeping anti-LGBT bill when it passed its second reading: 
"It is alien to our society and culture and it must not be imported," she said. "Religion abhors it 
and our culture has no place for it." 

Ukraine: On May 19 (2012), unidentified assailants defaced photographs at a Kiev exhibition 
depicting lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) families in Ukraine. 

At a May 20 press conference, LGBT Pride organizers cancelled the march scheduled for that day 
in Kiev because police claimed they could not protect participants from potential violence from 
neo-Nazi and nationalist groups planning a protest at the same time and location. 

After the press conference, five men beat Kiev Pride organizers Svyatoslav Sheremet and Maksim 
Kasyanchuk. The authorities opened a criminal investigation but failed to identify the suspects 
despite video recordings of the attack, and failed to consider the activists' sexual orientation or 
activism in the investigation. 

In June, an unidentified man approached Kiev Pride head Taras Karasiichuk near his home, asked 
his sexual orientation, and beat him, breaking his jaw and giving him concussion. Investigators 
were unable to identify the attacker. 

On July 2 and 9, nee-Nazis and nationalists verbally attacked and tore posters belonging to 
LGBT activists who were protesting in Kiev against two draft laws regarding "promotion of 
homosexuality" in the public domain and media. The first law, which imposes up to five years' 
imprisonment, was passed by parliament on October 2 in a first reading. The second law, claim
ing to "protect children," envisions administrative fines of up to US$1,500. On July 2, police 
intervened and detained one individual. On July 9, police who were present at the rally did not 
intervene .... 

Source: Excerpted from The Human Rights Watch World Report 2013, http:llwww.hrw.org/sites/defauftlfileslreports 
/wr2013.pdf. 

being labeled frigid and a prude. For many women, sexuality is shrouded in shame and 
fear, and, rather than seeing themselves as subjects in their own erotic lives, women 
may understand themselves as objects, seen through the eyes of others. Valenti makes 
this point in "The Cult of Virginity" when she writes about the "ethics of passivity" that 
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defines subjects by what they do not do. This can be compared to an ethics of autonomy 
or self-actualization involving the ability to initiate and enjoy being the center of one's 
erotic experience. Springer also advocates such autonomy and suggests black heterosexual 
women adopt the language of queer rights and make the case for enjoying sex "on our own 
terms." She advocates straight black women's refusal to acquiesce to sexist and racist rep
resentations. In addition, the relentless youth-oriented culture of contemporary U.S. society 
also sees "older" ("older than whom?" you may ask-note how this term encourages a 
mythical norm associated with young adulthood) people as less sexual, or interprets their 
sexuality as humorous or out of place. Much of these scripts are learned from the media 
and enacted in peer groups. Indeed, the increasing sexualization of young girls in media 
normalizes men's demands for younger sexual partners, teaches girls that to be acceptable 
they must be sexual, and robs children of their childhoods. 

THE POLITICS OF SEXUALITY 

The term politics used here implies issues associated with the distribution of power in 
sexual relationships. There are politics in sexual relationships because they occur in the 
context of a society that assigns power based on gender and other systems of inequality and 
privilege. As Andrea Smith emphasizes in the reading "Dismantling Hierarchy, Queering 
Society," the interconnections of systems are reflected in the concept of heteropatriarchy: 
the dominance associated with a gender binary system that presumes heterosexuality as 
a social norm. As mentioned above, this presumption is also called heteronormativity. 
Smith makes the case that heteropatriarchy "is the logic that makes social hierarchy seem 
natural." Her integration of queer politics into the analysis highlights the role of binary 
systems (such as straight versus gay or lesbian) in maintaining hierarchies and advocates 
a breaking down of these polarized categories. Smith's goal in her writing and activism is 
social transformation. 

When people get together romantically, what results is more than the mingling of two 
idiosyncratic individuals. The politics of this relationship implies that people bring the 
baggage of their gendered lives into relationships. We negotiate gender and intersecting 
identities associated with systems of inequality and privilege that inform sexual scripts 
and shape our lives through internalized self-schemas. Although much of this is so 
familiar that it is thoroughly normalized and seen as completely natural, the experiences 
of differently gendered lives implies power, just as the intersection or confluence of all 
identities involves power on multiple levels. 

As many feminists have pointed out, heterosexuality is organized in such a way that 
the power men have in society gets carried into relationships and can encourage women's 
subservience, sexually and emotionally. Practically, this might mean that a woman sees 
herself through the eyes of men, or a particular man, and strives to live up to his image 
of who she should be. It might mean that a woman feels that men, or again, a particular 
man, owns or has the right to control her body or sexuality, or that she should be the 
one to ease the emotional transitions of the household or tend to a man's daily needs
preparing his meals, cleaning his home, washing his clothes, raising his children-while 
still working outside the home. Even though a woman might choose this life and enjoy 
the role she has, feminists would argue that this is still an example of male domination in 
the private sphere where individual men benefit. They have their emotional and domestic 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Emma Goldman 

According to J. Edgar Hoover, she was one of the most 
dangerous women in America in the early twentieth 
century. Emma Goldman came to the United States 
from Russia as a teenager in 1885, but for a Jewish 
immigrant, America was not the land of opportunity 
she had envisioned. Rather, she found herself in slums 
and sweatshops, eking out a living. Goldman had 
witnessed the slaughter of idealist political anarchists 
in Russia, and in 1886 she saw the hangings of four 
Haymarket anarchists who had opposed Chicago's 
power elite. As a result of these experiences, Goldman 
was drawn to anarchism and became a revolutionary. 

Goldman moved to New York, where she met 
anarchist Johann Most, who advocated the overthrow 
of capitalism. Most encouraged Goldman's public 
speaking, although she eventually began to distance 
herself from him, recognizing the need to work for 
practical and specific improvements such as higher 
wages and shorter working hours. In 1893 she was 
arrested and imprisoned for encouraging a crowd of 
unemployed men to take bread if they were starving. 

In New York, Goldman also worked as a practical nurse in New York's ghettos where she witnessed 
the effects of lack of birth control and no access to abortion. She began a campaign to address this 
problem, and her views eventually influenced Margaret Sanger and Sanger's work to make contra
ception accessible. Goldman was even arrested for distributing birth control literature. 

Goldman was particularly concerned about sexual politics within anarchism. She recognized that 
a political solution alone would not rectify the unequal relations between the sexes. Rather, she 
called for a transformation of values, particularly by women themselves-by asserting themselves 
as persons and not sex commodities, by refusing to give the right over her body to anyone, by 
refusing to have children unless she wants them. 

Her involvement in no-conscription leagues and rallies against World War I led to her imprison
ment and subsequent deportation to Russia. There she witnessed the Russian Revolution and then 
saw the corruption of the Bolsheviks as they amassed power. Her experience led her to reassess 
her earlier approval of violence as a means to social justice. Instead, she argued that violence 
begets counterrevolution. 

Goldman remained active in Europe and continued to exercise influence in the United States. In 
1922 Nation magazine named her one of the 12 greatest living women. In 1934 she was allowed 
to lecture in the United States, and in 1936 she went to Spain to participate in the Spanish Revolu
tion. Goldman died in 1940 and was buried in Chicago near the Haymarket martyrs. 

needs filled by women and are left free to work or play at what they want. Of course, 
their part of the bargain for these services is the expectation (whether it is fulfilled or not) 
that men should provide for women economically. This is an arrangement many women 
choose rationally. 
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We know that heterosexual relationships are a source of support and strength for many 
women; it is not heterosexuality that is faulted here but the context in which heterosexual cou
pling takes place. When heterosexual intimacies are grounded in unequal power relationships, 
it becomes more and more difficult for women and men to love in healthy ways. The politics 
of sexuality also come into play in lesbian/gay, bisexual, and queer relationships. Women, for 
example, may come together with the baggage of femininity to work out and often internal
ized homophobia as well. These relationships also have fewer clear models for successful 
partnering. An example of this is the "Are we on a date?" syndrome that occurs as two women 
attempt to deal with the boundaries between being platonic girlfriends and being romantically 
interested in each other. These relationships also occur in the context of heteronormativity 
and compulsory heterosexuality. For example, various institutions support and encourage het
erosexual coupling and dating. Schools offer dances and proms, the entertainment industry 
generally assumes heterosexual dating, and there is a public holiday (Valentine's Day) that 
celebrates it. Even though gays and lesbians are thoroughly visible in popular media (although 
sometimes, as in the case of the depiction of lesbians, for the titillation of heterosexual men), 
these are overshadowed by the barrage of public displays of heterosexual intimacy on the 
Internet, on billboards, magazine covers, television shows and in the movies. 

Finally, there is marriage, an institution that historically has recognized two commit
ted people only if one is a woman and the other a man. In 2013, however, the U.S. Supreme 
Court found the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), which had made the case that marriage 
is only between a man and a woman, as unconstitutional. The ruling found that DOMA 
treated gay marriage in states where this was legal as "second-class marriages" in prevent
ing those couples from receiving the same federal benefits. The ruling clears the way for 
individuals in same-sex marriages in states where there is marriage equality to receive 
many of the benefits of marriage entitled to heterosexual couples, such as Social Security 
benefits and immigration rights. As of this writing there are 17 U.S. states plus the Dis
trict of Columbia which issue marriage licenses to lesbian and gay couples: Massachusetts, 
Connecticut, Iowa, Vermont, New Hampshire, New York, Washington, Maryland, Maine, 
Rhode Island, Delaware, Minnesota, California, New Jersey, Hawaii, New Mexico, Illinois, 
plus the Coquille Indian Tribe, the Suquamish Tribe, and the Little Traverse Bay Bands 
of Odawa Indians. In Utah and Oklahoma judges have issued rulings in favor of same sex 
marriage, but implementation has been stayed pending appeal. Same-sex marriage has been 
legalized through legislation, court ruling, and tribal council rulings and upheld by popular 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Reality TV 

Tune into some reality TV shows. As you watch, record observations about the 
behaviors, roles, and interactions of women and men. If all anyone knew about 
gender and heterosexual relationships was what she or he saw on reality TV, 
what would this person believe? How does race shape perception of these reality 
TV actors? Social class? Sexual identity? 

Work with one or two other people in your class to devise an episode of a femi
nist reality TV show. What would the premise be? Into what situation would you 
place participants? What would the rules be? Would you have a winner? What 
would you calf your show? Is feminist reality TV possible? Would anyone watch? 
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vote in a statewide referendum. Under domestic partnership laws couples usually sign a 
registry at the secretary of state's office and pay a fee for a domestic partnership contract 
that gives them similar legal rights and responsibilities as married heterosexual couples. 
Private employers are not required to offer health care and other benefits to domestic
partner couples, although state employees are usually covered in some form under this 
mandate. It is important to note that marriage equality is recognized only at the state level. 
Even though DOMA was struck down as unconstitutional in its treatment of gay couples 
legally married in a state (a violation of the Fifth Amendment), as of this writing all states 
get to define marriage for themselves and do not have to recognize gay marriages per
formed in other states. 

Nonheterosexual couples often encounter obstacles when adopting children and gain
ing custody of and raising their biological children (products of previous heterosexual 
relationships, planned heterosexual encounters with the goal of conception, or artificial 
insemination). This is because these sexual identities are often constructed by society as 
an immoral and abnormal "choice" that could have negative consequences for children. It 
has generally been assumed by the dominant culture that children of homosexual parents 
will grow up to be homosexual, although all the evidence shows that this is indeed not the 
case. Despite research that suggests that lesbians make fine mothers and lesbian couples 
fine parents, there are strong social imperatives against lesbian child rearing. A related 
prejudice is the notion that gays, lesbians, bisexuals, and queer-identified people abuse or 
recruit children. These negative and misinformed stereotypes reinforce homophobia and 
help maintain heterosexism. Research shows overwhelmingly that it is heterosexual males 
who are the major predators of children. Nonetheless, because of these societal stigmas 
LBGQT parents encounter obstacles concerning voluntary parenting, and, in addition, are 
often not welcome in occupations involving children. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Heteronormativity: It's Everywhere 

Heterosexism is maintained by the illusion that heterosexuality is the norm. 
This illusion is partly kept in place by the visibility of heterosexuality and the 
invisibility of other forms of sexuality. To begin to think about the pervasiveness 
of heterosexuality, grab a clipboard, pen, and paper and keep a tally. 

• Go to a card store and peruse the cards in the "love" and "anniversary" sec
tions. How many depict heterosexual couples? How many depict same-sex 
couples? What options are there for customers who wish to buy a card for a 
same-sex partner? 

• Look at the advertisements in one of your favorite magazines. How many 
pictures of heterosexual couples do you find? How many pictures of same-sex 
couples? If a photo is of a man or woman alone, do you automatically assume 
the person is heterosexual? Or is that assumption so deep-seated that you 
don't even think about it at all? 

• Watch the commercials during your favorite hour of television. How many 
images of heterosexual couples do you see? Of same-sex couples? 

• Go to the mall or a park and people-watch for an hour. How many hetero
sexual couples holding hands do you see? How many same-sex couples? 
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In this way, sexual self-schemas develop in a social context and are framed by the vari
ous workings of power in society. This section has emphasized how politics-the workings 
of power-influence and shape every aspect of sexual relationships. On the macro (soci
etal) level these politics are often represented in the forms of public debates about sexuality 
(like marriage equality, reproductive rights, sex education, interpersonal violence) that are 
also experienced on the individual level. This micro (individual) level analysis is the topic 
of the next section of this chapter. 

INTIMACIES 

C2urtship is _!!JLOld-fashiQ!l.ed word, but it means that period when two people are at~ed 

to each other, develop intimacy, enjQy each other's company,-~uld-itlentify_as__a.couple. 
In contemporary U.S. society this period usually involves dating, although what "dating" 
means changes across time and place and is heavily influenced by popular culture and the 
technologies of the time. Cell phones and online dating sites, for example, have influenced 
communication in relationships, altering notions of public and private conversations, and 
encouraging the accessibility of individuals to each other. An essential aspect of court
ship and dating is the development of romantic love: a mainstay of our culture and one 
of the most important mythologies of our time. Romantic love is about a couple coming 
together, sharing the excitement of an erotic relationship, and feeling united with the other 
in such a way that the object of their love is unique and irreplaceable. The cliches of love 
abound: Love is blind; love is painful; love means never having to say you're sorry; love 
conquers all; and so forth. "Gate C22," the poem by Ellen Bass, counters the idea that 
love happens only for young, "beautiful" people, and shows how expressions of love 
move us as humans. 

Romantic love is a cultural phenomenon and not necessarily a basis for marriage. 
While of course romantic love and sexual attraction have always been present in marriage 
and other domestic relationships through time, its value as a prerequisite for most con
temporary marriages in societies of the global north is a relatively modem notion. Indeed, 
there is a tight relationship between romantic love as an ideology and consumer culture 
as an industrial development. Prior to the twentieth century, dating as we know it did not 
exist. As dating developed after the tum of the twentieth century, it quickly became asso
ciated with consuming products and going places. The emerging movie industry glamor
ized romance and associated it with luxury products; the automobile industry provided 

LEARNING ACTIVITY It's in the Cards 

Go to a local card shop and browse through the cards in the "love" or 
"romance" sections. What are their messages about heterosexual relationships? 
How do cards targeted toward women differ from cards targeted toward men? 

Now get creative. Design a feminist romance greeting card. How does it differ 
from the ones you saw at the card shop? How do you think the recipient will feel 
about this card? Now, if you're really brave, send it to the one you love. 

.. 
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those who could afford it with the allure of travel, getaways, and private intimacy; and 
dance halls allowed close contact between men and women in public. Romance became a 
commodity that could be purchased, and it made great promises. Women were (and still 
are) encouraged to purchase certain products with the promise of romantic love. Fash
ion and makeup industries began revolving around the prospect of romantic love, and 
the norms associated with feminine beauty became tied to glamorous, romantic images. 
Romantic love came to be seen as women's special domain; women were encouraged to 
spend enormous emotional energy, time, and money in the pursuit and maintenance of 
romantic love. 

Romantic love is fun; it can be the spice of life and perhaps one of the most entertain
ing features of women's lives. In particular, it often contrasts starkly with our working 
lives because romance is associated with leisure, entertainment, and escape. At the same 
time, however, romantic love and its pursuit have become the means by which women are 
encouraged to form relationships and the justification for tolerating inequities in interper
sonal relationships, both straight and lesbian/queer. Many scholars suggest that romance is 
one of the key ways that sexism is maintained in society. 

When it comes to sexuality, romantic love plays a large part in feminine sexual scripts. 
Research suggests that women as a social group seem to be more likely than men to make 
sense of sexual encounters in terms of the amount of intimacy experienced so that love 
becomes a rationale for sex. If I am in love, women might reason, sex is okay. Men as a 
social group seem more easily to accept sex for its own sake, with no emotional strings nec
essarily attached. In this way, sexual scripts for men have involved more of an instrumental 
(sex for its own sake) approach, whereas for women it tends to be more expressive (sex 
involving emotional attachments). There is evidence to suggest that women are moving in 
the direction of sex as an end in itself without the normative constraints of an emotional 
relationship. By and large, however, women as a group are still more likely than men to 
engage in sex as an act of love. Polyamory is the practice, desire, or acceptance of having 
more than one intimate relationship at a time with the knowledge and consent of everyone 
involved. It is distinct from both swinging (which emphasizes sex with others as merely 
recreational) and polysexuality (discussed above). Polyamory, often abbreviated as poly, 
is often described as "consensual, ethical, and responsible non-monogamy." The practice 
emphasizes ethics, honesty, and transparency. 

As romantic relationships develop, individuals may become physically intimate and 
sexually active. These sexual practices can include kissing, hugging, petting, snuggling, 
caressing, oral sex (oral stimulation of genital area), penis in vagina sex, and anal sex 
(sexual stimulation of the anus with fingers, penis, or other object). Note how "foreplay" 
(in this case meaning heterosexual behaviors before "the act" of vaginal penetration) is 
often not defined as "sex," although, ironically, "foreplay" often is expressed as the sexual 
activity heterosexual women most enjoy. Lesbians do many of the same things as straight 
couples, although there is no penis-vagina sex. Some women, straight and lesbian, use dil
dos (penis-shaped objects that can be inserted into a bodily opening) when they are having 
sex or during masturbation (sexual self-stimulation), and some straight women use dildos 
to penetrate male partners during sexual intercourse. 

In heterosexual relationships, sexual scripts tend to encourage men to be sexual ini
tiators and sexually more dominant. Although this is not always the case, women who do 
initiate sex often run the risk of being labeled with terms that are synonymous with "slut." 
Having one person in the relationship more sexually assertive and the other more passive 



Intimacies 329 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Cybersex 

The growth of technology has created a new form for sexual expression: cyber
sex. You can create a persona, meet someone online, and have cybersex-with 
no risk of disease, no commitment, no regrets in the morning. Right? Maybe, but 
maybe not. On the one hand, cybersex does present an opportunity for a differ
ent kind of sexual exploration. On the other, cybersex may raise real problems 
of isolation, harassment, addiction, and infidelity. Spend a little time surfing the 
Web for information about cybersex. Then make a list of the pros and cons. How 
might cybersex be different for women and men? What role does gender play 
in cybersex? What role does race play? How does sexual identity come into play? 
How do you think feminists might evaluate cybersex? Would they see it as poten
tially liberating for women? Or might it reinforce male sexual dominance? 

Consider organizing a faculty panel to talk about these issues on your campus. 
Be sure to include a variety of disciplinary perspectives-women's and gender 
studies, sociology, psychology, ethnic studies, philosophy, communication, 
computer science, religion, anthropology, disability studies. 

is different from sado-masochistic sexual practices (S and M) where one person takes 
a domineering role and the other becomes dominated. There are both heterosexuals and 
homosexuals who enjoy sado-masochistic practices. Although usually consensual, S and 
M can also be coercive, in which case it functions as a form of violence. 

Emotional intimacy can be defined as sharing aspects of the self with others with 
the goal of mutual understanding. Intimacy can sometimes be a source of conflict in 
heterosexual relationships because women tend to be more skilled at intimacy than 
men. Traditionally, individuals who identify as women have been socialized to be 
emotional and emotionally expressive, and those who identify as men have been 
socialized to put their energy into shaping culture and society and to be more reserved 
about interpersonal emotional issues. As explained in Chapter 3, this does not mean, of 
course, that all women in sexual relationships demonstrate these traits or that all men 
do not. Instead these behaviors illustrate gendered sexual performances that we call 
"feminine" or "masculine" and which intersect with social learning associated with 
other identities. Although girls and women are more likely to be socialized to perform 
femininity, and boys and men masculinity (whatever that might mean in a given com
munity), anyone can act in feminine ways and/or masculine ways in intimate relation
ships. We all know of boys or men who demonstrate more feminine traits and are more 
skilled at expressing emotions than some women even though this might not be the 
norm. Gender is a learned performance that shapes the experiences of intimacy in any 
given setting. 

Some scholars have suggested that women are inherently better at connecting with 
others and that this skill is rooted in early childhood psychosexual development that 
reflects the fact that girls have a continuous relationship and identification with a maternal 
figure, unlike boys, who have to break from the mother to identify with the masculine. 
Others have focused on the social context of childhood skill acquisition. They suggest that 
the interpersonal skills girls learn at an early age are a result of social learning. Certainly 
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HISTORICAL MOMENT The Faked Orgasm 

From "Venus Observed" by Ruth Davis in Women: A Journal of Liberation, 1972, Davis, CA. 

In the early days of the second wave of the Women's Movement, women gathered in small 
consciousness-raising groups to talk about their experiences as women, and, of course, sooner 
or later, the conversation turned to sex. What surprised most women as they began to talk openly 
was that they were not the only ones ever to fake orgasm. While the sexual revolution was 
rolling on for men, opening greater and greater access to sexual exploits with lots of women, 
women were finding themselves continuing to fall into the role prescribed by their gender
pleasing men sexually even when they themselves were not being satisfied. But as the Women's 
Movement began to have an impact, women came to expect to be equal partners in the sexual 
revolution ... and that meant no longer faking orgasms. 

In 1968 Anne Koedt wrote "The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm," denouncing Freud's construction 
of the vaginal orgasm as the truly mature sexual response and denigrating the clitoral orgasm as 
"infantile." She argued that by marginalizing the clitoris, Freud and other doctors and scientists 
had controlled women's sexuality and had made women feel sexually inadequate for not achieving 
vaginal orgasm. Soon, the "faked orgasm" became a metaphor for women's sexual exploitation. 

And feminists offered a variety of solutions, from sex toys to celibacy. In 1970, Shulamith Firestone 
argued that sex, not social class, was the root of all oppression. In The Dialectic of Sex, she argued that 
reproductive technologies should be pursued to deliver women from the tyranny of their biology. 

Germaine Greer, author of The Female Eunuch, contended that all women should become sexually lib
erated, and she advocated a strike, the withdrawal of women from sexual labor. She said that women 
should have the same sexual freedom as men and, if need be, should use men for sexual pleasure. 

The debate about sexuality swirled among feminists through the 70s, encompassing issues ranging 
from pornography to rape, abortion to prostitution. And while the question of the dangers and/or 
pleasures of sex remained an open one, the raising of the question itself had made an important 
mark on the consciousness of American women. 

Source: Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open (New York: Viking, 2000). 



Intimacies 331 

these skills are useful for women in terms of intimacy generally, and in terms of their role 
as keepers of heterosexual relationships in particular. For example, girls are more likely to 
play games that involve communication: talking and listening, as well as taking the role of 
the other through imaginary role-playing games. Boys, on the other hand, are more likely 
to play rule-bound games where the "rights" and "wrongs" of the game are predetermined 
rather than negotiated. As a result, girls learn to notice and are trained to be perceptive. 
They learn to be sensitive of others' feelings, and become more willing to do emotional 
work. Boys are often raised to repress and deny their inner thoughts and ignore their fears. 
As Michael Kimmel explains in "What's Up with Boys?" (his dialogue with Christina 
Hoff Sommers) in Chapter 3, boys are taught that feelings are feminine or are for sissies. 
Girls become more comfortable with intimacy, and boys learn to shy away from it because 
intimacy is often seen as synonymous with weakness. Boys learn to camouflage feelings 
under a veneer of calm and rationality because fears are not manly. Importantly, as boys 
grow up they learn to rely on women to take care of their emotional needs, and girls learn 
that this request is part of being a woman. 

Because emotional intimacy is about self-disclosure and revealing oneself to others, 
when people are intimate with each other, they open themselves to vulnerability. In the pro
cess of becoming intimate, one person shares feelings and information about her/himself, 
and then the other person (if that person wants to maintain and develop intimacy) responds 
by sharing too. In tum each gives away little pieces of her/himself, and, in return, mutual 
trust, understanding, and friendship develop. Given the baggage of gender, however, what 
can happen is that one person does more of the giving away, and the other reveals less; one 
opens up to being vulnerable, and the other maintains personal power. The first person also 
takes on the role of helping the other share, drawing that person out, translating ordinary 
messages for their hidden emotional meanings, and investing greater amounts of energy into 
interpersonal communication. The first person has taken the role prescribed by femininity 
and the latter the role that masculinity endorses. The important point here is that intimacy is 
about power. Men who take on masculine scripts tend to be less able to open themselves up 
because of anxiety associated with being vulnerable and potentially losing personal power. 
Again, anyone can take on masculine or feminine sexual scripts. 

Central in understanding masculine sexual scripts and issues around emotional intimacy 
is the mandate against homosexuality. Because boys and men may play rough and work 
closely together-touching each other physically in sports and other masculine pursuits
there are lots of opportunities for homoeroticism (arousal of sexual feelings through con
tact with people of the same sex). In response to this, strong norms against homosexuality 
(examples of "regimes of truth") regulate masculine behavior-norms fed by homophobia 
and enforced by such institutions as education, sports, media, family, the military, and the 
state. In the United States these norms tend to discourage men from showing affection with 
each other and thus discourage intimacy between men. They also encourage male bonding 
where women may function as objects in order for men to assert sexual potency as "real" 
heterosexuals. Examples of this include women as entertainment for various kinds of stag 
parties, women as pinups in places where men live and/or work together, and, in the extreme, 
gang rape. Homophobia serves to keep women apart too, of course. In particular, women are 
encouraged to give up the love of other women in order to gain the approval of men. How
ever, compared with men, women in the United States tend to have more opportunities for 
intimacies between friends. This is also demonstrated in language about friendships: Women 
friends call each other "girlfriend" with no sexual innuendo, while men tend not to call their 
platonic male friends "boyfriend." 
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Copyright© 1992 by Nicole Hollander. Used by permission of Nicole Hollander. 

A key aspect of intimacy, and thus sexuality, is interpersonal communication. 
Again, the ways we communicate in relationships have a lot to do with gender, as 
well as membership in other communities with specific norms about social interac
tion, including verbal language spoken and nonverbal language expressed. Feminine 
and masculine speech varies in the following ways: First, in terms of speech patterns, 
feminine speech is more polite, less profane and uses more standard forms. More fill
ers like "um," hedges like "sort of' and "I guess," and intensifiers like "really" and 
"very" are used. In addition, feminine speech involves tag questions on statements 
like "It's hot today, isn't it?" and often turns an imperative into a question: "Would 
you mind opening the door?" rather than "Open the door!" All these forms of speak
ing are less authoritative. Note again that although women in U.S. society are more 
likely to use feminine speech and men to use masculine speech, anyone can learn these 
speech patterns and they also vary by membership in other identities and communities. 
Indeed, women are often trained in masculine speech to function effectively in author
ity positions or careers in which an assertive communication style is necessary or most 
productive. 

Second, feminine speech tends to use different intonations with a higher pitch that is 
recognized as less credible and assertive than a lower pitch. This speech has more emo
tional affect and is more likely to end with a raised pitch that sounds like a question and 
gives a hesitant quality to speaking. 

Third, feminine speech differs from masculine speech in that the latter involves more 
direct interruptions of other speakers. Listening to real people talking, we find that although 
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IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Work with various women's groups on your campus to develop, publish, and 
distribute a "Check Up on Your Relationship" brochure. This brochure should 
contain a checklist of signs for emotional/physical/sexual abuse and resources 
to get help. 

• Organize and present a forum on healthy dating practices. 
• Organize a clothes drive for your local women's shelter. 
• Research gay rights, such as protection against discrimination in employ

ment or housing, domestic partner benefits, or hate crimes legislation in 
your city or state. If you find that gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender 
people in your area do not enjoy full civil rights, write your government 
officials to encourage them to enact policies providing civil rights for queer 
people. 

• Organize a National Coming Out Day celebration on your campus. 
• Organize an event on your campus in recognition of World AIDS Day, which is 

December 1. 
• Become a member of the Human Rights Campaign. For more information see 

www.hrc.org. 

men and women interrupt at about the same rate in same-sex conversations (women inter
rupting women, and men interrupting men), in mixed groups men interrupt other speakers 
more than women do, and men are more likely to change the subject in the process, whereas 
women tend to interrupt to add to the story with their own experiences and thoughts. 
Although there are cultural differences around interruptions, it is clear that who interrupts 
and who gets interrupted is about power. 

Fourth, feminine speech patterns involve more confirmation and reinforcement, such 
as "Yes, go on" or "I hear you" or "uh-huh." Examples of nonverbal confirmation of the 
speaker might include leaning forward, eye contact, and nodding, although these behaviors 
may vary (as does all social interaction) across communities. 

Finally, feminine speech and masculine speech fulfill different functions. Feminine 
speech tends to work toward maintaining relationships, developing rapport, avoiding 
conflict, and maintaining cooperation. Masculine speech, on the other hand, is more 
likely oriented toward attracting and maintaining an audience, asserting power and dom
inance, and giving information. Given these gendered differences in communication, 
it is easy to see how problems might arise in interpersonal interaction generally and in 
sexual relationships in particular, and how these issues are related to the give-and-take 
of interpersonal power. 

In this way, sexual intimacy is as much about sexual scripts taught and regulated 
by society as it is about physiology. Sexuality is wound up with our understandings 
of gender as well as other intersecting identities that shape our sense of ourselves as 
sexual persons. These social constructs encourage us to feel desire and enjoy certain 
sexual practices and relationships, and they guide the meanings we associate with our 
experiences. 
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The Cult of Virginity 
Jessica Valenti (2009) 

In the moments after I first had sex, my then
boyfriend-lying down next to me over his lint
covered blanket-grabbed a pen from his nightstand 
and drew a heart on the wall molding above his bed 
with our initials and the date inside. The only way 
you could see it was by lying flat on the bed with 
your head smashed up against the wall. Crooked 
necks aside, it was a sweet gesture, one that I'd for
gotten aqout until I started writing this book. 

The date seemed so important to us at the time, 
even though the event itself was hardly awe-inspiring. 
There was the expected fumbling, a joke about his 
fish-printed boxers, and ensuing condom difficul
ties. At one point, his best friend even called to see 
how things were going. I suppose romance and dis
cretion are lost on sixteen-year-olds from Brooklyn. 
Yet we celebrated our "anniversary" every year 
until we broke up, when Josh left for college two 
years before me and met a girl with a lip ring. 

I've often wondered what that date marks-the 
day I became a woman? Considering I still bought 
underwear in cutesy three-packs, and that I certainly 
hadn't mastered the art of speaking my mind, I've 
gotta go with no. Societal standards would have me 
believe that it was the day I became morally sullied, 
but I fail to see how anything that lasts less than five 
minutes can have such an indelible ethical impact
so it's not that, either. 

Really, the only meaning it had (besides a little 
bit of pain and a lot of postcoital embarrassment) 
was the meaning that Josh and I ascribed to it. Or 
so I thought. I hadn't counted on the meaning my 
peers, my parents, and society would imbue it with 
on my behalf. 

From that date on-in the small, incestuous 
world of high school friendships, nothing is a secret 
for long-I was a "sexually active teen," a term 
often used in tandem with phrases like "at risk," 
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or alongside warnings about drug and alcohol use, 
regardless of how uncontroversial the sex itself may 
have been. Through the rest of high school, when
ever I had a date, my peers assumed that I had had 
sex because my sexuality had been defined by that 
one moment when my virginity was lost. It meant 
that I was no longer discriminating, no longer 
"good." The perceived change in my social value 
wasn't lost on my parents, either; before I graduated 
high school, my mother found an empty condom 
wrapper in my bag and remarked that if I kept hav
ing sex, no one would want to marry me. 

I realize that my experience isn't necessarily rep
resentative of most women's-everyone has their 
own story-but there are common themes in so 
many young women's sexual journeys. Sometimes 
it's shame. Sometimes its violence. Sometimes it's 
pleasure. And sometimes it's simply nothing to 
write home about. 

The idea that virginity (or loss thereof) can pro
foundly affect women's lives is certainly nothing 
new. But what virginity is, what it was, and how 
it's being used now to punish women and roll back 
their rights is at the core of the purity myth. Because 
today, in a world where porn culture and reenergized 
abstinence movements collide, the moral panic 
myth about young women's supposed promiscuity 
is diverting attention from the real problem-that 
women are still being judged (sometimes to death) 
on something that doesn't really exist: virginity. 

THE VIRGINITY MYSTERY 

Before Hanne Blank wrote her book Virgin: The 
Untouched History, she had a bit of a problem. Blank 
was answering teens' questions on Scarleteen1-

a sex education website she founded with writer 



Heather Corinna so that young people could access 
information about sex online, other than porn and 
Net Nanny-when she discovered that she kept 
hitting a roadblock when it came to the topic of 
virginity. 

"One of the questions that kept coming up was 
'I did such-and-such. Am I still a virgin?"' Blank 
told me in an interview. "They desperately wanted 
an authoritative answer." 

But she just didn't have one. So Blank decided 
to spend some time in Harvard's medical school 
library to find a definitive answer for her young web 
browsers. 

"I spent about a week looking through every
thing I could-medical dictionaries, encyclopedias, 
anatomies-trying to find some sort of diagnostic 
standard for virginity," Blank said. 

The problem was, there was no standard. Either 
a book wouldn't mention virginity at all or it 
would provide a definition that wasn't medical, 
but subjective. 

"Then it dawned on me-I'm in arguably one 
of the best medical libraries in the world, scouring 
their stacks, and I'm not finding anything close to 
a medical definition for virginity. And I thought, 
That's really weird. That's just flat-out strange. " 

Blank said she found it odd mostly because every
one, including doctors, talks about virginity as if they 
know what it is-but no one ever bothers to mention 
the truth: "People have been talking authoritatively 
about virginity for thousands of years, yet we don't 
even have a working medical definition for it!" 

Blank now refers to virginity as "the state of 
having not had partnered sex." But if virginity is 
simply the first time someone has sex, then what 
is sex? If it's just heterosexual intercourse, then 
we'd have to come to the fairly ridiculous conclu
sion that all lesbians and gay men are virgins, and 
that different kinds of intimacy, like oral sex, mean 
nothing. And even using the straight-intercourse 
model of sex as a gauge, we'd have to get into the 
down-and-dirty conversation of what constitutes 
penetration. 

Since I've become convinced that virginity is a 
sham being perpetrated against women, I decided 
to turn to other people to see how they "count" sex. 
Most say it's penetration. Some say it's oral sex. My 
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closest friend, Kate, a lesbian, has the best answer 
to date (a rule I've followed since she shared it 
with me): It isn't sex unless you've had an orgasm. 
That's a pleasure-based, non-heteronormative way 
of marking intimacy if I've ever heard one. Of 
course, this way of defining sex isn't likely to be 
very popular among the straight-male sect, given 
that some would probably end up not counting for 
many of their partners. 

But any way you cut it, virginity is just too sub
jective to pretend we can define it. 

Laura Carpenter, a professor at Vanderbilt Uni
versity and the author of Virginity Lost: An Intimate 
Portrait of First Sexual Experiences, told me that 
she wrote her book, she was loath to even use the 
word "virginity," lest she propagate the notion that 
there's one concrete definition for it.2 

"What is this thing, this social phenomenon? 
I think the emphasis put on virginity, particularly 
for women, causes a lot more harm than good," said 
Carpenter. 3 

This has much to do with the fact that "virgin" is 
almost always synonymous with "woman." Virgin 
sacrifices, popping cherries, white dresses, supposed 
vaginal tightness, you name it. Outside of the occa
sional reference to the male virgin in the form of 
a goofy movie about horny teenage boys, virginity 
is pretty much all about women. Even the diction
ary definitions of "virgin" cite an "unmarried girl or 
woman" or a "religious woman, esp. a saint."4 No 
such definition exists for men or boys. 

It's this inextricable relationship between sexual 
purity and women-how we're either virgins or not 
virgins-that makes the very concept of virginity so 
dangerous and so necessary to do away with. 

Admittedly, it would be hard to dismiss virginity 
as we know it altogether, considering the meaning 
it has in so many people's--especially women's
lives. When I suggest that virginity is a lie told to 
women, I don't aim to discount or make light of how 
important the current social idea of virginity is for 
people. Culture, religion, and social beliefs influence 
the role that virginity and sexuality play in women's 
lives-sometimes very positively. So, to be clear, 
when I argue for an end to the idea of virginity, 
it's because I believe sexual intimacy should be 
honored and respected, but that it shouldn't be 
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revered at the expense of women's well-being, or 
seen as such an integral part of female identity that 
we end up defining ourselves by our sexuality. 

I also can't discount that no matter what personal 
meaning each woman gives virginity, it's people 
who have social and political influence who ulti
mately get to decide what virginity means-at least, 
as it affects women on a large scale. 

VIRGINITY: COMMODITY, MORALITY, OR 
FARCE? 

It's hard to know when people started caring about 
virginity, but we do know that men, or male-led 
institutions, have always been the ones that get to 
define and assign value to virginity. 

Blank posits that a long-standing historical 
interest in virginity is about establishing paternity 
(if a man marries a virgin, he can be reasonably sure 
the child she bears is his) and about using women's 
sexuality as a commodity. Either way, the notion 
has always been deeply entrenched in patriarchy 
and male ownership. 

Raising daughters of quality became another 
model of production, as valuable as breeding 
healthy sheep, weaving sturdy cloth, or bringing 
in a good harvest. ... The gesture is now gener
ally symbolic in the first world, but we nonetheless 
still observe the custom of the father "giving" his 
daughter in marriage. Up until the last century or 
so, however, when laws were liberalized to allow 
women to stand as full citizens in their own right, 
this represented a literal transfer of property from a 
father's household to a husband's.5 

That's why women who had sex were (and still 
are, at times) referred to as "damaged goods"
because they were literally just that: something to be 
owned, traded, bought, and sold. 

But long gone are the days when women were 
property ... or so we'd like to think. It's not just 
wedding traditions or outdated laws that name 
women's virginity as a commodity; women's 
virginity, our sexuality, is still assigned a value 
by a movement with more power and influence in 
American society than we'd probably like to admit. 

I like to call this movement the virginity move
ment. And it is a movement, indeed-with conserv
atives and evangelical Christians at the helm, and 
our government, school systems, and social institu
tions taking orders. Composed of antiferninist think 
tanks like the Independent Women's Forum and 
Concerned Women for America; abstinence-only 
"educators" and organizations; religious leaders; 
and legislators with regressive social values, the vir
ginity movement is much more than just the same 
old sexism; it's a targeted and well-funded backlash 
that is rolling back women's rights using revamped 
and modernized definitions of purity, morality, and 
sexuality. Its goals are mired in old-school gender 
roles, and the tool it's using is young women's sexu
ality. (What better way to get people to pay attention 
to your cause than to frame it in terms of teenage 
girls' having, or not having, sex? It's salacious!) 

And, like it or not, the members of the virginity 
movement are the people who are defining virginity
and, to a large extent, sexuality-in America. Now, 
instead of women's virginity being explicitly 
bought and sold with dowries and business deals, 
it's being defined as little more than a stand-in for 
actual morality. 

It's genius, really. Shame women into being chaste 
and tell them that all they have to do to be "good" 
is not have sex. (Of course, chastity and purity, as 
defined by the virginity movement, are not just about 
abstaining sexually so much as they're about uphold
ing a specific, passive model of womanhood.) 

For women especially, virginity has become the 
easy answer-the morality quick fix. You can be 
vapid, stupid, and unethical, but so long as you've 
never had sex, you're a "good" (i.e., "moral") girl 
and therefore worthy of praise. 

Present-day American society-whether through 
pop culture, religion, or institutions-conflates sex
uality and morality constantly. Idolizing virginity as 
a stand-in for women's morality means that nothing 
else matters-not what we accomplish, not what we 
think, not what we care about and work for. Just if/ 
how/whom we have sex with. That's all. 

Just look at the women we venerate for not hav
ing sex: pageant queens who run on abstinence plat
forms, pop singers who share their virginal status, 
and religious women who "save themselves" for 



marriage. It's an interesting state of affairs when 
women have to simply do, well, nothing in order 
to be considered ethical role models. As Feministing 
.com commenter electron-Blue noted in response 
to the 2008 New York Times Magazine article, 
"Students of Virginity," on abstinence clubs at Ivy 
League colleges, "There were a WHOLE LOTTA 
us not having sex at Harvard ... but none of us 
thought that that was special enough to start a club 
about it, for pete's sake."6 

But for plenty of women across the country, it is 
special. Staying "pure" and "innocent" is touted as 
the greatest thing we can do. However, equating this 
inaction with morality not only is problematic because 
it continues to tie women's ethics to our bodies, but 
also is downright insulting because it suggests that 
women can't be moral actors. Instead, we're defined 
by what we don't do-our ethics are the ethics of pas
sivity. (This model of ethics fits in perfectly with how 
the virginity movement defines the ideal woman.) 

But it's not only abstinence education or con
servative propaganda that are perpetuating this mes
sage; you need look no further than pop culture for 
stark examples of how young people-especially 
young women-are taught to use virginity as an 
easy ethical road map. 

A 2007 episode of the MTV documentary series 
True Life featured celibate youth.7 Among the teens 
choosing to abstain because of disease concerns 
and religious commitments was nineteen-year-old 
Kristin from Nashville, Tennessee. Kristin had 
cheated on her past boyfriends, and told the cam
era she'd decided to remain celibate until she feels 
she can be faithful to her current boyfriend. Clearly, 
Kristin's problem isn't sex-it's trust. But instead 
of dealing with the actual issues behind her relation
ship woes, this young woman was able to circum
vent any real self-analysis by simply claiming to be 
abstinent. So long as she's chaste, she's good. 

Or consider singer and reality television celebrity 
Jessica Simpson, who has made her career largely by 
playing on the sexy-virgin stereotype. Simpson, the 
daughter of a Baptist youth minister, started her sing
ing career by touring Christian youth festivals and 
True Love Waits events. Even when she went main
stream, she publicly declared her virginity-stating 
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that her father had given her a promise ring when she 
was twelve years old-and spoke of her intention to 
wait to have sex until marriage. Meanwhile, not sur
prisingly, Simpson was being marketed as a major 
sex symbol-all blond hair, breasts, and giggles. 
Especially giggles. Simpson's character (and I use the 
word "character" because it's hard to know what was 
actually her and not a finely honed image) was sold as 
the archetypal dumb blond. Thoughtless moments on 
Newlyweds, the MTV show that followed her short
lived marriage to singer Nick Lachey, became nation
ally known sound bites, such as Simpson's wondering 
aloud whether tuna was chicken or fish, since the can 
read "Chicken of the Sea." 

Despite Simpson's public persona as an airhead 
(as recently as 2008, she was featured in a Macy's 
commercial as not understanding how to flick on a 
light switch), women are supposed to want to be her, 
not only because she's beautiful by conventional 
standards, but also because she adheres to the social 
structures that tell women that they exist purely for 
men: as a virgin, as a sex symbol, or, in Simpson's 
case, as both. It doesn't matter that Simpson reveals 
few of her actual thoughts or moral beliefs; it's 
enough that she's "pure," even if that purity means 
she's a bit of a dolt. 

For those women who can't keep up the front as 
well as someone like Simpson, they suffer heaps of 
judgment-especially when they fall off the pedes
tal they're posed upon so perfectly. American pop 
culture, especially, has an interesting new trend of 
venerating and fetishizing "pure" young women
whether they're celebrities, beauty queens, or just 
everyday young woman-simply to bask in their 
eventual fall. 

And no one embodies the "perfect" young Ameri
can like beauty queens. They're pretty, overwhelm
ingly white, thin, and eager to please. And, of course, 
pageant queens are supposed to be pure as pure can 
be. In fact, until 1999, the Miss America pageant 
had a "purity rule" that barred divorced women and 
those who had obtained abortions from entering the 
contest-lest they sully the competition, I suppose.8 

So in 2006, when two of those "perfect" girls 
made the news for being in scandalous photos on 
the Internet, supposed promiscuity, or a combina
tion thereof, Americans were transfixed. 
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First, twenty-year-old Miss USA Tara Conner 
was nearly stripped of her title after reports sur
faced that she frequented nightclubs, drank, and 
dated. Hardly unusual behavior for a young woman, 
regardless of how many tiaras she may have. 

The New York Daily News could barely contain 
its slut-shaming glee when it reported on the story: 
"'She really is a small-town girl. She just went 
wild when she came to the city,' one nightlife vet
eran said. 'Tara just couldn't handle herself. They 
were sneaking those [nightclub] guys in and out of 
the apartment' ... Conner still brought boyfriends 
home .... Soon she broke up with her hometown 
fiance and started dating around in the Manhattan 
nightclub world .... "9 

Instead of having her crown taken away, how
ever, Conner was publicly "forgiven" by Miss USA 
co-owner Donald Trump, who appeared at a press 
conference to publicly declare he was giving the 
young woman a second chance. 10 In case you had 
any doubts about whether this controversy was all 
tied up with male ownership and approval, consider 
the fact that Trump later reportedly considered giv
ing his permission for Conner to pose for Playboy 
magazine. He played the role of dad, pimp, and 
owner, all rolled into one. 11 

Mere days later, Miss Nevada USA, twenty
two-year-old Katie Rees, was dethroned after 
pictures of her exposing one of her breasts and 
mooning the camera were uncovered. 12 When 
you're on a pedestal, you have a long way to fall. 

Shaming young women for being sexual is 
nothing new, but it's curious to observe how the 
expectation of purity gets played out through the 
women who are supposed to epitomize the femi
nine ideal: the "desirable" virgin. After all, we 
rarely see women who aren't conventionally beau
tiful idolized for their abstinence. And no matter 
how "good" you are otherwise-even if you're an 
all-American beauty queen-if you're not virginal, 
you're shamed. 

The desirable virgin is sexy but not sexual. 
She's young, white, and skinny. She's a cheer
leader, a baby sitter; she's accessible and eager to 
please (remember those ethics of passivity!). She's 
never a woman of color. She's never a low-income 
girl or a fat girl. She's never disabled. "Virgin" is a 
designation for those who meet a certain standard of 
what women, especially younger women, are sup
posed to look like. As for how these young women 
are supposed to act? A blank slate is best. 
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Gate C22 
Ellen Bass (2007) 

At gate C22 in the Portland airport 
a man in a broad-band leather hat kissed 

a woman arriving from Orange County. 

They kissed and kissed and kissed. Long after 
the other passengers clicked the handles of their 

carry-ons 
and wheeled briskly toward short-term parking, 

the couple stood there, arms wrapped around 

each other 
like he'd just staggered off the boat at Ellis Island, 

like she'd been released at last from ICU, snapped 
out of a coma, survived bone cancer, made it down 

from Annapurna in only the clothes she was 

wearing. 
Neither of them was young. His beard was gray. 

She carried a few extra pounds you could 

imagine 
her saying she had to lose. But they kissed lavish 
kisses like the ocean in the early morning, 

the way it gathers and swells, sucking 
each rock under, swallowing it 
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again and again. We were all watching
passengers waiting for the delayed flight 

to San Jose, the stewardesses, the pilots, 
the aproned woman icing Cinnabons, the man 

selling 
sunglasses. We couldn't look away. We could 

taste the kisses crushed in our mouths. 
But the best part was his face. When he drew back 
and looked at her, his smile soft with wonder, almost 

as though he were a mother still open from 
giving birth, 

as your mother must have looked at you, no matter 

what happened after-if she beat you or left you or 

you're lonely now-you once lay there, the vamix 

not yet wiped off, and someone gazed at you 
as if you were the first sunrise seen from the Earth. 

The whole wing of the airport hushed, 
all of us trying to slip into that woman's 

middle-aged body, 
her plaid Bermuda shorts, sleeveless blouse, glasses, 

little gold hoop earnings, tilting our heads up. 

A World of Difference 
Leila J. Rupp (2009) 

LOVE AND DESIRE WITHIN THE 
CONSTRAINTS OF COMPULSORY 

HETEROSEXUALITY 

In Lesotho, a small poor country in southern Africa 
where men tend to migrate to South Africa for 
employment, young women at school routinely form 
intimate and sexual bonds. Similar relationships 

exist among schoolgirls in Kenya and among Venda 
and Zulu schoolgirls in South Africa. 1 Slightly 
younger girls take on the role of "babies" to older 
girls' "mummies."2 In a context in which bonds 
between men and women are fragile because of 
lengthy male absences and in which there is a taboo 
on discussion of sexuality between a woman who 
has borne a child and one who has not, mummy-baby 



340 CHAPTER 6 I Sex, Power, and Intimacy 

relationships provide socialization into adult roles 
of domesticity, intimacy, and sexuality. The roles 
have roots in traditional cultural forms, including 
initiation ceremonies for girls and the practice of 
labia lengthening alone or in small groups, which 
provides an opportunity for autoerotic or mutual 
stimulation. But, as suggested by the use of the Eng
lish words mummy and baby and the importance of 
schools in the formation of these relationships, they 
are also connected to the rise of a modem educa
tional system. Some women maintain their relation
ships after school when they go to work in towns, 
and some young married women form new intimate 
ties after their marriages. 

And it is not only schoolgirls who continue to 
love one another in sex-segregated spaces. Women 
in prison, women sex workers, and nuns, among 
others, have found love and sexual satisfaction in 
institutions designed for entirely other purposes. In 
examples from China, a scholar writes of meeting 
a woman in 1985 who had been repeatedly jailed 
in Shanghai for heterosexual delinquency. During 
one sentence, her cellmate, charged with lesbian 
behavior, "treated Za as her lover, touching her, 
petting her, and opening up to her the possibilities 
of sex between women. 3 Two prostitutes in Guang
zhou, hired to engage in a threesome with a male 
client, enjoyed it so much that they became lovers. 
And two nuns in a Buddhist convent, denounced 
to the authorities for their relationship, confessed 
that the older nuns had introduced them to love 
between women. In all these ways, love and sex in 
sex-segregated spaces continues. 

An Indian woman who takes the pseudonym 
Supriya, at sixteen the second wife of an alcoholic 
husband whose first wife, Lakshmi, could bear 
no children, writes of the loving relationship that 
developed between the two women. Lakshmi had 
suggested that her husband take another wife, and 
Lakshmi took care of Supriya's children while their 
mother worked as a servant to support the family. 
She also protected Supriya from their husband's 
advances, since he had sex with prostitutes and 
Supriya was afraid of contracting a venereal disease. 
The two women slept together near the children, who 

considered both women their mothers, and their lov
ing friendship became sexual as well.4 Another Indian 
woman, interviewed when she was almost seventy, 
told of her relationship with her co-wife: "Gradually 
a friendship between us started to flourish. Inside the 
four walls of the home, we would rub each other's 
back and look at each other's bodies. We slept in the 
same bed with our feet locked together.5 

An Indian lesbian living in the United States 
reports that when she was first involved with another 
girl as a teenager in India, she suggested to the other 
girl, "we should find a pair of brothers to marry so 
that we could live in the same house and continue 
our relationship. It seemed the closest thing to what 
we viewed as normal. "6 In a case reported in the 
Indian press in 1997, police arrested a young man 
and woman whom they suspected of having eloped 
under age, only to find that the young man was a 
woman. This was not the first time they had run off 
together, so their parents did not want them to come 
home. The families had already suggested that the 
girls marry two brothers, "which would ensure that 
they live in the same house"7 And a documentary 
film made in New Delhi in 2003 tells the story of 
two women, one of them masculine, who announce 
that if they have to marry, they want to marry broth
ers so they can live together.8 

Whether or not such negotiations go on in other 
societies with polygynous marriage or joint-family 
households-and there are suggestions that they do in 
the Islamic Arab world as well-it is clear that some 
women continue to make space for their love within 
the constraints of compulsory heterosexuality.9 

MARRYING WOMEN 

In 1996, the press in Malaysia reported that Azizah 
Abdul Rahman, a Malay woman, presented herself as 
a man and married another woman, Rohana. Reports 
focused on Azizah's looking "like a teenage boy" 
and wearing "a chocolate-colored pair of slacks and 
a purple t-shirt." Although it was Rohana's father 
who exposed Azizah, and Azizah claimed that they 
married only when Rohana threatened to end their 
relationship, Rohana told the press, "I did not marry 
Azizah because I am a lesbian." Although they had 



had intercourse, Rohana denied knowing that Azizah 
had a female body. While in prison for a zina, a 
sex-related crime, Azizah, according to the press, 
returned "to womanhood." She claimed that she had 
married Rohana out of love and to prevent her from 
"slipping through her hands into somebody else' s."10 

A Thai woman in her late seventies recalled a 
female couple who married in her rural village in the 
1980s. "They got married formally. They married like 
a man and a woman." Although the Thai government 
encourages people to register marriages, not every
one does so. And since weddings are not regulated 
by Buddhism either, same-sex marriages do occur. In 
this case, villagers helped with and attended the wed
ding between what they called "the woman" and "the 
woman who was a man." "The 'woman' was very 
beautiful. Both of their parents had the 'woman who 
was a man' move into the woman's family house" 
(as is customary for ethnic Thais). "Nobody said any
thing negative or mean to them." 11 

In the 1990s in a very poor rural region of India, 
Geeta, a woman from a dalit, or "untouchable," 
family who was married to an abusive husband, met 
Manju, an older woman whose masculinity had won 
her a great deal of respect and power in her village. 
They became friends at a residential school run by 
a women's organization devoted to equality and 
empowerment, and then they fell in love. As Geeta 
put it, "I do not know what happened to me when 
I met Manju but I forgot my man. I forgot that I 
had been married. We were attracted to each other 
that we immediately felt like husband and wife .... 
After that, we did not leave each other .... I knew I 
could lose my job. But I also knew it was impossible 
for me to stop .... I was in grip of magic."12 Geeta 
accepted Manju as her husband at a Shiva temple, 
Manju's family welcomed Geeta as daughter-in
law, and Manju became both a second mother and a 
father to Geeta's daughter. 

STILL CROSSING THE GENDER LINE 

We have already encountered female-bodied women 
who secretly dressed as men and married women. But 
it is important to add that, even in societies in which a 
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lesbian life in public became possible, some women 
continued to cross the gender line and marry women. 
In 1945 in New Zealand Mr. X, as the newspapers 
called him, was arrested for marrying a woman, and 
unlike in the earlier twentieth-century case of Percy 
Carcol Redwood, the question of sexual deviance 
came into play. 13 Mr. X told reporters that life as a 
woman had been difficult because of his masculin
ity and that he had successfully passed and worked 
as a man for twelve years, even having his breasts 
removed and registering for the armed forces during 
the Second World War. Since he felt and acted like 
a man, the relationship with his wife seemed normal, 
and both were happy with the situation. The media 
focused on his masculinity, not just in appearance
"tall, robust, broad-shouldered and husky-looking, 
with a mop of unruly black hair and a virile mien"
but also in behavior. His conversation was "frank 
and fearless," his room was messy, and he worked as 
a laborer and enjoyed male sports, including boxing. 14 

Yet both Mr. X and his wife admitted to the police 
during the investigation that they were "of the Lesbian 
type."15 Although Mr. X insisted that his feelings and 
actions were "natural and normal," the legal system 
and the media thought differently.16 A Methodist min
ister proclaimed that Mr. X's "sexual maladjustment" 
demanded "some form of skilled psychological treat
ment," and the judge denounced the marriage as "an 
extraordinary perversion."17 The couple was ordered 
to separate and seek psychiatric treatment. 

In the twenty-first century, in at least some places 
in the world, it is possible, if not safe, to be openly 
transgendered. Manel is a biologically female trans
man from Sri Lanka who dresses, works, behaves, 
and identifies himself as a man. Manel described 
his family's reaction to him as he was growing up 
as a masculine girl: "My family is confounded by 
my behavior. My sisters could not bring me into our 
village society as a girl because of my manner of 
speech and behavior. The society I grew up in drew 
back in fear-is this a girl, is this a boy?"18 His fam
ily explored the possibility of sex-reassignment sur
gery for him, and although Mane! was not accepted 
by the doctors, he sees this as a positive move on 
his family's part. Manel found support through the 
Women's Support Group, the only lesbian, bisexual, 
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and transgender organization in Sri Lanka. He said, 
"I only realized that homosexuality exists in Sri Lanka 
when I came here [to the Women's Support Group]. 
Because of this, the mentality I had about hospitals 
and wanting operations has gone away. I don't feel 
alone anymore." Although he was fascinated by les
bians in the Women's Support Group, he made clear 
that he could not live as a woman. "I am not homo
sexual. I don't know how to live as a homosexual, 
I don't understand it. I can't do women-with-women. 
I have my own unique method of sexual practice 
which suits the pleasures of my body."19 

In contrast, Shanthi-who also grew up in Sri 
Lanka, dressed and behaved as a boy, and recog
nized her attraction to girls-has moved from 
wanting sex-reassignment surgery to embracing a 
lesbian identity. "I was told that the process involved 
constructing a penis from flesh taken from my body. 
I was told that it would be like a piece of meat. 
They do not construct testicles. I think this would be 
more mentally troublesome than my present state. 
I wouldn't be able to enjoy sex either. I have now 
reconciled myself to my choices as Buddhism has 
taught us to do."20 Through exercise and weight 
training she developed a muscular frame with less 
body fat, and her relationship with a lesbian who 
perceives her as a woman has led her to accept that 
identity. "I will live as a lesbian and choose another 
lesbian as my partner."21 Manel and Shanthi rep
resent different possibilities for masculine female
bodied persons in the contemporary world. 

The transgender movement in the United States 
makes clear how complicated the relationship can be 
between gender identities-whether one perceives 
oneself as male or female-and sexual identities
whether one identifies as homosexual, bisexual, 
or heterosexual. Oscar, a gay-identified transman 
from the San Francisco Bay Area who has had "top 
surgery" (the removal of breasts) and takes testos
terone, explained the difference for him between his 
approach and the old model of erasing one's history 
as a woman: "So glad to have that behind us now, 
change the birth certificate, burn the photos, make 
up lies about when you were in the Boy Scouts, don't 
talk about it, don't show anybody the pictures .... 
I'm very grateful that in the last few years, a number 
of people have really seriously challenged all of the 

above: That you don't have to, necessarily, identify 
as a man."22 And his sexual identity is not based on 
the gender of the person he is involved with sexually 
or on his own body's vagina (since he has not, like 
many female-to-male transsexuals, had "bottom sur
gery," creation of a penis from the vagina). So nei
ther dating a fem woman nor having penis-in-vagina 
sex with a man would make him heterosexual. 

FEMALE MASCULINITY CONTINUED 

If we consider the "troubling" rather than just the 
crossing of the gender line, we find a whole range of 
expressions of female masculinity in the contemporary 
world. Although the emergence of lesbian feminism 
throughout the "First World" in the 1970s and 1980s 
fostered the creation of a supposedly androgynous 
aesthetic along with the celebration of female values 
and a critique of masculinity, female masculinity 
remained and remains a central feature of many of 
the worlds in which women love women. 

In a contemporary Thai nightclub, for example, 
Kot, with short hair and wearing men's pants 
and a button-down shirt over a white undershirt, 
explained what it means to be a tom (from the 
English word tomboy): "I always wanted to be a boy 
and even knew how to pee standing up."23 When 
an old girlfriend slept with Kot' s brother and then 
went back to Kot, the brother angrily called Kot a 
kathoey, a term meaning transgender or third sex. 
Kot' s mother joked that since he was not using his 
penis much, he should give it to Kot. Kot' s new 
girlfriend, adee (from the English word lady) named 
Tee, also had boyfriends. With Kot, she would have 
sex only when she wanted it and the way she wanted 
it. For Kot, that is just how women are. 

In Hong Kong, "TBs" (tomboys) go with 
"TBGs" (tomboys' girls).24 The term TB originated 
in girls' schools, where masculine girls with crushes 
on other students were an accepted part of the social 
scene. The terms spread to the lesbian community, 
which emerged in the 1990s out of private gather
ings in earlier decades. The use of TB avoided nega
tive terms in circulation and could be used in public 



without alerting others to its meaning. TBs cut their 
hair short, wear men's clothes, and take care of 
their girlfriends in ways they perceive as masculine. 
In lesbian pubs, they drink beer and sing karaoke, 
choosing male pop songs. As Yin-shing, a TB, put 
it, "A TB must take care of her girlfriend; otherwise 
what's the point for her to keep a masculine appear
ance? ... A masculine appearance means nothing if 
this TB does not take care of her girlfriend and can
not afford her girlfriend's daily expenses."25 And in 
Hong Kong there is also the identity of "pure," which 
means "pure lesbian" and not TB or TBG. Hong 
Kong's integration into global society means that 
the Western notion of a non-gender-differentiated 
lesbian identity coexists with the gendered identities 
of TB and TBG. 

In Japan, male-identified female-born onabe 
serve as sex workers in bars where they service het
erosexually identified women. Featured in a docu
mentary film, Shinjuku Boys, an onabe named Gaish 
described his/her sense of self: "I cannot make 
myself more feminine. I don't want to be a real 
man. If people think I'm in between, that's OK with 
me. I don't feel like a woman in my mind .... I've 
always been like this, it is natural to me." They dress 
and behave as men, some taking hormones to grow 
a beard and lower their voices. They make love to 
clients, keeping their clothes on. Said Tatsu, another 
onabe in the film, "I have heard lesbians take their 
clothes off, but we onabe, we hate that." 26 

And consider the story of Phakamile and Cora, 
Black South African lesbians.27 Phakamile is a 
working-class butch woman who lives in a small 
room attached to her parents' house in Soweto. 
She considers herself very masculine, despite her 
small size. She plays soccer and smokes tobacco 
and marijuana, all expressions of masculinity. 
Most lesbians in Soweto are butches who have 
relationships with women who identify as straight. 
Phakamile is in love with Cora, a middle-class 
woman who lives with her family in a house that 
has running water and electricity. Cora identifies as 
a "lesbian woman" but is not open with her fam
ily about her identity, although Phakamile spends 
the night with her often enough that her mother 
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confronted them about being lovers yet has accepted 
Phakamile as a family member. Cora is unusual in 
criticizing the butch-fem dynamic, a contentious 
issue between them. Phakamile says she proposed to 
Cora at a soccer game, where she was one of the star 
players, but Cora laughingly disagrees: "You know 
what ... Phakamile, as butch as she is, I proposed 
to her. Really, really. Well, could see that ... she 
was interested and she was afraid, and so I thought 
let me make things easier for her, you know and 
propose."28 

As all these examples suggest, there are both 
similarities and differences between toms and dees 
or TBs and TBGs, on the one hand, and butches and 
fems in Western culture, on the other. Although 
dominant Western notions of lesbian identities have 
spread through the Internet, transnational gatherings, 
and personal contact through travel, local concepts 
of gender and sexual identities have by no means 
been erased by processes of globalization. Rather, 
local ideas of what it means to love and desire some
one with a biologically alike body intertwine with 
Western concepts, and the product becomes local, 
in a metaphor developed by Tom Boellstorff, like a 
dubbed film.29 The dynamic of female masculinity 
runs through all these stories, but how it operates 
in each case is shaped by the particular historical 
and social circumstances. These possibilities put 
contemporary U.S. notions of "lipstick lesbians," 
"bois," drag kings, transmen, and "gender-queer" in 
a broader transnational perspective. 

FRIENDS IN LOVE 

Of the women who loved women whom we have 
encountered across time and place, some did not 
differentiate themselves as masculine and feminine. 
Co-wives, female monastics, romantic friends, and 
sometimes schoolgirls seem instead to have eroti
cized sameness, not difference. We find the phe
nomenon of falling in love with someone just like 
oneself in lesbian feminism as it emerged in the 
United States, in Canada, in England, in parts of 
Europe, and elsewhere in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Lesbians involved in both women's movements 
and early male-dominated gay movements, finding 
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themselves marginalized or invisible, began to form 
their own groups and alternative institutions, such 
as bookstores, publishing and recording companies, 
support groups, and coffeehouses and restaurants.30 

Lesbian feminists claimed a heritage going back to 
Sappho and the Amazons, as indicated by the promi
nence of Sappho's name in book and magazine titles 
and by the double-bladed Amazon ax that became a 
prominent lesbian feminist symbol. 

Within lesbian feminism, sexual desire for women 
and resistance to male domination almost equally 
defined what it meant to be a "woman-identified 
woman." Women who did not want to have sex 
with women but identified with the lesbian feminist 
community came to be known as "Political lesbians," 
described by an English group called the Leeds 
Revolutionary Feminists as "a woman-identified 
woman who does not fuck men. It does not mean 
compulsory sexual activity with women."31 In Mexico, 
too, as women involved in the movement explained, 
"there were also lesbians who said 'I have come to 
be a lesbian through a political decision,' textbook 
lesbians."32 Women came to lesbian feminism in 
different ways, sometimes out of their sexual desires 
and sometimes out of politics, which then led to new 
desires and a new identity. 

Ara Jones, an African American woman who 
grew up working class in the South, saw her lesbi
anism as "a changeable thing."33 Her first woman 
lover was a white woman with whom she fell 
"madly in love."34 She began to identify both as a 
lesbian and as a feminist, but not as a lesbian femi
nist, because she saw that world as mostly white. 
Bisexual in behavior if not identity, she liked the sex 
she had with men better but had deeper emotional 
commitments to women, so she defined lesbianism 
as "a relationship in which two women's strong
est emotions and affections are directed toward 
each other."35 Yet sexual passion with women was 
important to her. After marrying and divorcing a 
man, she fell in love with a woman again. She saw 
herself as choosing lesbianism but also said, "I'm 
not straight," meaning she could choose to deny her 
desire for women but did not. 36 

STILL OTHER WAYS OF LOVING WOMEN 

And all the preceding examples are just some of the 
ways that women or female-bodied individuals con
tinue to love women. 

Working-class Creole (Afro-Surinamese) women 
in Paramaribo, Suriname, form sexual relationships 
with other women while maintaining ties with men, 
sometimes husbands. This is called "mati work," 
meaning that it is not an identity but a form of activ
ity. The relationship involves emotional and financial 
support, as well as sexual obligation. A thirty-seven
year-old mother of five, married to the father of 
two of her children, explained mati this way: "love 
between two women is stronger than between a man 
and a woman .... With a woman, you know what 
you like sexually and so does she."37 Such relation
ships are accepted within the community without 
their having any special significance for women's 
sexual identities or intimate relationships with men. 

In Carriacou, the Caribbean island made famous 
by Audre Lorde's autobiographical Zami: A New 
Spelling of My Name, women who love and have 
sex with other women are called madivine or zami, 
the word Lorde adopted. Lorde wrote, "How Car
riacou women love each other is legend in Grenada, 
and so is their strength and their beauty."38 

Throughout our journey, we have seen many 
and various ways that women love other women. 
Some find spaces in which their love can flourish, 
some cross the gender line to marry their lovers, some 
form intimate friendships or marriage-like relation
ships, some embrace gender blurring, some embrace 
femininity, some express their love in passionate lan
guage, some simply make love to one another with 
hands, objects, tongues, or vulvas. 

In all these spaces, indigenous practices and 
understandings merge in a variety of ways with glo
balized concepts of what it means to be "gay" or "les
bian" or "bisexual" or "transgendered." Processes 
of development that open up the possibility of eco
nomic independence for women, increased access to 
education, urbanization and social mobility, loosen
ing of political and religious regulation of women's 
lives-all these developments have an impact on 



the ways that societies conceptualize love between 
women and the possibilities for women's lives. And 
the result is a world of difference. 
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i have it in my mind that 

dykes are indians 

they're a lot like indians 

they used to live as tribes 
they owned tribal land 

it was called the earth 

they were massacred 

lots of times 

Some Like Indians Endure 
Paula Gunn Allen (1998) 

they always came back 

like the grass 

like the clouds 
they got massacred again 

theythoughtcaringsharing 

about the earth and each other 

was a good thing 

they rode horses 



and sang to the moon 

but i don't know 

about what was so longago 

and it's now that dykes 
make me think i'm with indians 
when i'm with dykes 

because they bear 
witness bitterly 

because they reach 

and hold 

because they live every day 
with despair laughing 

in cities and country places 

because earth hides them 
because they know 
the moon 

because they gather together 
enclosing 

and spit in the eye of death 
indian is an idea 

some people have 
of themselves 

dyke is an idea some women 
have of themselves 

the place where we live now 
is idea 

because whiteman took 

all the rest 
because father 

took all the rest 
but the idea which 
once you have it 
you can't be taken 

for somebody else 

and have nowhere to go 

like indians you can be 
stubborn 

the idea might move you on, 
ponydrag behind 

taking all your loves and 
children maybe downstream 

maybe beyond the cliffs 
but it hangs in there 
anidea 
like indians 
endures 
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it might even take your 

whole village with it 

stone by stone 
or leave the stones 
and find more 

to build another village 
someplace else 

like indians 

dykes have fewer and fewer 

someplace elses to go 

so it gets important 
to know 
about ideas and 

to remember or uncover 
the past 

and how the people 
traveled 

all the while remembering 

the idea they had 

about who they were 
indians, like dykes 

do it all the time 

dykes know all about dying 
and that everything belongs 
to the wind 

like indians 

they do terrible things 
to each other 

out of sheer cussedness 
out of forgetting 

out of despair 
so dykes 

are like indians 

because everybody is related 
to everybody 

in pain 
in terror 
in guilt 
in blood 

in shame 
in disappearance 
that never quite manages 
to be disappeared 
we never go away 
even if we're always 
leaving 
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because the only home 

is each other 

they've occupied all 

the rest 

colonized it; an 

idea about ourselves is all 

we own 

and dykes remind me of indians 

like indians dykes 

are supposed to die out 

or forget 

or drink all the time 

or shatter 

go away 

to nowhere 

to remember what will happen 
if they don't 

they don't anyway-even 

though the worst happens 

they remember and they 

stay 

because the moon remembers 

because so does the sun 

because the stars 

remember 

and the persistent stubborn grass 

of the earth 
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New Orientations: Asexuality 
Karli June Cerankowski and Megan Milks (201 O) 

Feminist studies, women's studies, gender studies, 
sexuality studies, gay and lesbian studies, queer 
studies, transgender studies ... asexuality studies: 
Although asexuality may not necessarily belong 
to its own field of study (yet), and may not make 
an easy fit with any preexisting field of study, the 
emergence and proliferation of the asexual commu
nity pose interesting questions at the intersections of 
these fields that interrogate and analyze gender and 
sexuality. As we know, these fields are neither inde
pendent of one another nor are they easily conflated; 
and they are ever shifting, revising, expanding, sub
dividing, and branching off. Where, then, might we 
place the study of a "new," or at least newly enunci
ated, sexuality? How do we begin to analyze and 
contextualize a sexuality that by its very definition 
undermines perhaps the most fundamental assump
tion about human sexuality: that all people experi
ence, or should experience, sexual desire: 

Recognizing that asexuality has a meaning 
both plural and mutable, we believe it necessary to 

expand and complicate the scant amount of scien
tific research on the topic. In that vein, we would 
like to consider asexuality as it relates to identity, 
orientation, and the politics of an asexual move
ment, which has given a name and a new under
standing to what has commonly been viewed as 
dysfunctional or repressed sexuality. As we trace 
the possibilities for the future study of asexuality, 
we would like to begin by introducing our readers 
to asexuality in general-its definition, community 
formation, and politics. Then, we briefly survey the 
literature on asexuality before turning to a few of 
the many implications, questions, and possibilities 
the study of asexuality poses for feminist and queer 
studies. 

INTRODUCING THE ASEXUAL COMMUNITY 

"Asexual: a person who does not experience sexual 
attraction." This definition is provided on the 
homepage of the Asexual Visibility and Education 
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Network (A VEN), a Web community where mem
bers from around the world communicate with each 
other via Web forums, often using these communi
cation networks to arrange in-person meetings for 
social or political action. 1 It is around this definition 
that the asexual community has organized, but that 
is not to say that it is a homogeneous group of peo
ple, nor even that all asexual individuals agree with 
this definition. As mentioned, members of A VEN 
are located around the world, coming from differ
ent backgrounds; identifying with various genders, 
races, and classes; forming different types of rela
tionships; and even variously identifying as roman
tic and aromantic, monogamous and polyamorous, 
gay, straight, bisexual, and lesbian. This variation 
is unsurprising given the community's large and 
growing membership. Since its founding in 2001, 
the online community has amassed just over 19,000 
users worldwide, with the most significant growth 
occurring between 2006 and 2008 when member
ship more than doubled from the near 6,000 users 
accounted for in January 2006. A VEN founder 
David Jay states that when he adds that number to 
the sum of members using the forums in languages 
other than English (these forums can be linked from 
the AVEN site), he accounts for nearly 30,000 mem
bers worldwide.2 Although, as with most online 
communities, it is difficult to know how many regis
tered members are unique users, and in this case, it 
is difficult to know if these unique users identify as 
asexual, we suggest that the increasing numbers of 
registered A VEN users indicate that the community 
of self-identified asexuals and their allies is indeed 
growing. 

As the A VEN community grows and becomes 
more visible, it is inevitable that asexuality will 
garner more public attention. Yet such interest is no 
longer restricted to daytime television talk shows, 
such as those represented in A VEN' s archive. For 
example, Arts Engine Inc., an independent organi
zation focused on creating "social-issue documen
taries," is currently developing a feature-length 
documentary entitled Asexuality: The Making of 
a Movement; it purports to "explore asexuality as 
a sexual identity, a lifestyle and a budding social 
movement."3 Several members of A VEN are a part 

of the film, which promises to contribute new mate
rial for discussions on asexuality and representation. 
With this expanded attention, it seems only appro
priate that asexuality is explored more extensively 
within academic discourse as well. 

LOCATING ASEXUALITY IN ACADEMIC 
DISCOURSE 

The modest attention human asexuality has received 
has come mainly from medical and psychological 
discourse, which has acknowledged asexuality only 
relatively recently, and then solely in pathologizing 
terms. In the I 980 third edition of Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-Ill), 
the American Psychiatric Association added the 
diagnostic category "inhibited sexual desire," 
later renamed Hypoactive Sexual Desire Disorder 
(HSDD) in the DSM-IV (1994) and defined as "per
sistently or recurrently deficient (or absent) sexual 
fantasies and desire for sexual activity."4 Although 
there are cases in which these diagnoses must be 
taken seriously, cases that demand psychiatric or 
medical attention, the presumption that all cases 
of disinterest in sex are pathological is what has 
contributed to the pejorative flavor of the word 
"asexual," a view that the growing asexual com
munity has been working with some success to 
change. In fact, the group has put together a small 
taskforce to "create a new definition (of HSDD) 
that's more friendly to asexual people," which they 
hope to include in the newest edition of the DSM.5 

We would like to emphasize this point: there is a 
marked difference between those who experience 
a decrease in sex drive or lack of sexual desire and 
are distressed by this and those who do not expe
rience sexual desire and are not distressed by this 
supposed "lack." We are interested in the latter 
group here and in locating asexuality as a viable 
sexual and social identity. 

The project of separating asexuality from pre
sumptive pathology has been taken up in a hand
ful of social sciences studies published in the past 
six years. Two studies by Anthony F. Bogaert, who 
works in social psychology, are groundbreaking in 
this respect. In his 2004 article based on preexisting 
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questionnaire data, Bogaert suggests that approxi
mately 1 percent of the population is asexual; this is 
the first known empirical study of asexuality. Later 
he asks in a conceptual article, published in 2006, 
whether asexuality, here defined as "a lack of any 
sexual attraction," should be viewed as a unique 
sexual orientation and argues that indeed it should. 
Bogaert' s two articles have accomplished much 
in distancing asexuality from pathology. His work 
has since been expanded by psychologists Nicole 
Prause and Cynthia A. Graham, whose 2007 study 
is the first (that we have come across) to analyze 
responses produced by individuals who self-identify 
as asexual. In 2008, Kristin S. Scherrer, working 
within sociology, furthers Prause and Graham's 
study with one that also uses responses from 
asexual-identified individuals in an attempt to more 
fully understand the identity-based (as opposed to 
behavioral and desire-based) aspects of asexuality.6 

In addition to these short studies, we note one 
book-length exploration of asexual relation
ships, published in 1993, that focuses specifically 
within the lesbian community. Boston Marriages: 
Romantic but Asexual Relationships Among Con
temporary Lesbians is a collection of theoretical 
articles and personal stories edited and compiled by 
psychologist Esther D. Rothblum and psychothera
pist Kathleen A. Brehony. Describing their research 
process, they suggest that thinking through asexual 
relationships forced them to confront their own 
biases about sex and intimacy: they write that they 
"hope that readers will be challenged to reconsider 
the very basis of what constitutes a lesbian relation
ship."7 Indeed, the selections in the book open up 
interesting possibilities for rethinking intimacy in 
relationships, and although the focus is on lesbian 
relationships, such a project resonates across many 
populations and communities. 

ASEXUAL FEMINISMS, FEMINIST 
ASEXUALITIES 

In thinking about relationships and connections 
between asexuality and feminist studies, perhaps 
the key question to address is how the recognition 

of asexuality as an identity meets and potentially 
challenges feminist conceptions of sex and female 
sexuality. Although asexuality compels us to recon
sider multiple approaches to the feminist project of 
liberating female sexuality, it is perhaps especially 
conversant with radical feminism, pro-sex femi
nism, and the oppositional discourse that character
izes both. 

Summarizing the anti-porn/pro-sex "sex wars" 
of the 1980s, Elisa Click, in "Sex-Positive: Femi
nism, Queer Theory, and the Politics of Transgres
sion," explains both radical feminism and pro-sex 
feminism in terms of their opposing, but similarly 
liberatory, views of female sexuality: where radical 
feminists sought out "a sexuality purified of male 
sexual violence and aggression," pro-sex femi
nists sought out "a politically incorrect sexuality" 
that would transgress normative boundaries. Both 
camps saw themselves as espousing transgressive, 
liberatory sexualities that, in the case of radical 
feminism, combated the repression of female sexu
ality by the patriarchy and, in the case of pro-sex 
feminism, saw "repression as produced by hetero
sexism and 'sex negativity."' Although both sides 
were engaged in conceiving sexual practices "as 
Utopian political strategies," the discourse's divi
sive rhetoric oversimplified their rival approaches 
into an "anti-sex"' versus "pro-sex" dichotomy that 
Click challenges in her critique of contemporary 
pro-sex theories.s 

The emergence of the asexual movement compels 
us to reconsider the ways in which female sexuality 
was and still is framed by the rhetoric ofliberation in 
the feminist movement. The crucial problem of the 
discourse surrounding the anti-porn/pro-sex debates 
is that it situates female sexuality as either empow
ered or repressed: the attendant assumption is that 
anti- or asexuality is inherently repressive or dys
functional. The asexual movement challenges that 
assumption, working to distance asexuality from 
pathology and in so doing challenging many of the 
basic tenets of pro-sex feminism-most obviously 
its privileging of transgressive female sexualities 
that are always already defined against repressive or 
"anti-sex" sexualities. 

Even as the asexual movement boldly challenges 
sex-positive feminism's view of asexuality as 
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repressive, however, it is not necessarily more eas
ily aligned with radical feminism. Although radical 
feminists did produce a few concepts of feminist 
asexuality, it is unclear how the asexual movement 
might reckon with their politicization of asexual
ity as a way out of phallocentric sexuality. Thus 
far, asexual individuals have not politicized their 
(a) sexual practices in the same way that radical 
feminists such as Andrea Dworkin have. 

So what might feminist theorists do with asexu
ality, and what might asexuals do with feminist 
theory? Although the distancing of asexuality from 
pathology retains political primacy for an intersec
tion of asexuality and feminist theory, at least with 
respect to the asexual movement's goals of vis
ibility and education, we want to also identify two 
impulses that we can see as potential approaches 
to a feminism that acknowledges asexuality. The 
first impulse is to look at asexuality as a way to cri
tique the liberatory rhetoric by which sex is still to 
a large extent framed within feminism. The second 
impulse is to theorize modes of asexuality that are or 
can be feminist, likely beginning by extending the 
work of radical feminists. 

One approach to thinking through asexual
ity from a feminist perspective is to consider how 
asexuality might critique the rhetoric of liberation 
in which sex is still steeped within feminism. The 
asexual movement's politicization of sex is at this 
point very basic, its nominal goal being visibility 
and education, with no gestures toward explicitly 
challenging norms. That is, asexuality thus far is 
not politicized in the same way that female sexual
ity has been. (Of course, this does not mean that the 
asexual movement is not heading in that direction.) 
Whether female sexuality is conceived of from a 
radical feminist or from a pro-sex perspective, both 
are too steeped in the rhetoric of liberation to make 
sense in a way that can be inclusive of asexual per
sons who are simply uninterested in having sex and 
who may not be actively or explicitly engaged in 
radical politics. 

As Glick argues, the liberatory rhetoric of 
the sex wars has led to rivaling erotic chauvinisms 
that still to a certain extent exist within a contem
porary sex-positive feminism that privileges sub
versive sex. In contrast, the asexual community has 

so far taken pains to strive for inclusivity, separat
ing itself from any presumptions that asexual indi
viduals are against sex or somehow "better" than 
"sexual" individuals. The asexual community thus 
may push the feminist movement to recognize 
and avoid creating hierarchies of sexual practices 
while also urging us to look carefully at the ways 
in which words such as "repressed" and "dysfunc
tional" are used rhetorically to justify such erotic 
chauvinism. 

A second approach to thinking through asexual
ity from a feminist perspective might attempt to the
orize asexuality as feminist. In doing so, we would 
do well to begin with theories of feminist asexuality 
and anti-sexuality that emerged from radical femi
nism. Dworkin, for instance, in Intercourse, holds 
up Joan of Arc as an example of someone who has, 
exercising feminist agency, dropped out of phallo
centric sex.9 In the early fifteenth century, Dworkin 
argues, Joan of Arc's anti-sexuality indicated free
dom from the inferiority of a female subjectivity. 
Dworkin' s use of the word "virginity" to describe 
Joan of Arc's sexuality is perhaps problematic 
when linked with theories of asexuality; however, 
Dworkin's virginity is understood not as pureness 
or innocence (a sexist and repressive configuration) 
but as resistance to sexism and misogyny (a feminist 
configuration). 

Can Joan of Arc be considered asexual? The 
question takes us back to the definition of asexual
ity. It seems clear that AVEN's "official" formula
tion of asexuality as not a choice, but a biologically 
determined orientation (a definition that itself opens 
up the larger ongoing nature/nurture debate in stud
ies of human sexuality), does not easily map on to a 
theory of asexuality as a chosen, feminist mode of 
resistance. In fact, A VEN repeatedly opposes asex
uality to celibacy, in its literature, in the General 
FAQ, and on the AVENwiki. For example, in an 
informational brochure, A VEN claims, "Celibacy is 
a choice to abstain from sexual activity. Asexual
ity is not a choice, but rather a sexual orientation 
describing people who do not experience sexual 
attraction. While most asexual people do not form 
sexual relationships, some asexuals participate in 
sexual behavior for the pleasure of others."10 This 
not only raises questions about choice versus fixed 
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identity but also forces us to question to what extent 
the practice of or abstention from sex acts matters to 
the definition of asexuality. 

Importantly, that definition· is not fixed; nor is it 
agreed upon by self-identified asexuals. A VEN's 
A VENwiki contains several pages devoted to com
peting formulations of asexual identity. We do not 
have the space to detail them here, but one seems 
especially of note: the Collective Identity model. 
This model constructs asexuality as a collective 
identification: someone who has no sex drive but 
does not see herself as asexual is not asexual; but 
someone who does experience a sex drive but 
sees herself as asexual is asexual. In theorizing 
feminist asexuality, then, we might look to this 
model, which proposes that those who describe 
themselves as asexual have "chosen to actively 
disidentify with sexuality" (our emphasis). 11 This 
model, which seemingly contradicts AVEN's 
more widely held essentialist formulation, is 
perhaps the most likely model to dialogue with 
radical feminism. A feminist mode of asexuality, 
accordingly, might consider as asexual someone 
who is not intrinsically/biologically asexual (i.e., 
lacking a sexual drive) but who is sexually inac
tive, whether short-term or long-term, not through 
a religious or spiritual vow of celibacy but through 
feminist agency. 

Whether we accept Dworkin's virginity as a 
feminist asexuality, it seems clear that the feminist 
movement has paid inadequate attention to asexual
ity as a viable feminist mode. The emergence of the 
asexual movement compels us to revisit feminist 
theories of sex and sexuality in ways that will likely 
complicate the politics of both the asexual and fem
inist movements. The asexual movement encour
ages the feminist movement to think further about 
how to theorize a feminist asexuality that cannot 
be dismissed as conservative, repressive, or anti
sexual. On the other side of things, revisiting femi
nist theories of sexual practice and sexuality may 
complicate AVEN's definition of "asexual" and 
bring more attention to the various ways of being 
asexual that already exist within the community. 
Further, in light of the important developments of 
feminist theorists of color, and with a nod toward 
queer scholarship, we are compelled to question the 

isolation of sexuality as a solitary category of anal
ysis to allow for the possibility of shifting mean
ings of asexuality across different racial, ethnic, 
cultural, and class contexts. 

IS ASEXUALITY QUEER? 

In the General FAQ on the AVEN Web site, this 
question is framed as such: "I think asexuality is 
inherently queer. Do you agree?" The response 
to this question provides a perfect example of 
the palpable ambivalence between queerness and 
asexuality: "This has been the subject of much 
debate and discussion. On the one hand 'queer' is 
'anything that differs from the norm,' especially 
the norm of sexuality, and there are asexual peo
ple who consider the relationships they form to be 
completely unconventional and therefore queer. 
Other asexuals consider their relationships to be 
entirely conventional and do not identify as queer 
in any way."12 This response hinges upon the defi
nition of "queer" as nonnormative, and such a defi
nition comes up against the ongoing conflicts and 
questions within queer studies: how do we define 
"queer" and can anyone be queer? Such questions 
are specifically linked to the focus on sex as part 
of the definition of queerness. There is an ongo
ing worry among queer theorists and activists 
that "queer" is becoming a blanket term for, as 
the A VEN definition suggests, any variation from 
the norm. In such a universalizing move, as Leo 
Bersani has argued, "queer" desexualizes the gay 
and lesbian movement. Building from Michael 
Warner's suggestion in his introduction to Fear 
of a Queer Planet: Queer Politics and Social 
Theory that queer struggles are able to challenge 
social institutions, Bersani suggests that such a 
challenge is impossible "unless we define how the 
sexual specificity of being queer (a specificity per
haps common to the myriad ways of being queer 
and the myriad conditions in which one is queer) 
gives queers a special aptitude for making that 
challenge." Although Bersani often returns to "an 
erotic desire for the same" as the definitive way 
of being queer, we think a more generous reading 
is possible, wherein asexuality is one of Bersani's 
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sexually specific "myriad ways of being queer." 13 

By its very definition, asexuality brings a focus to 
the presence or absence of sexual desire as a way 
to queer the normative conceptions about how sex 
is practiced and how relationships are (or are not) 
formed around that practice. 

Warner's follow-up to Bersani's critique, how
ever, raises some doubt about the happy reception of 
asexuals within queer communities. In The Trouble 
with Nonna[: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer 
Life, Warner advocates "a frank embrace of queer 
sex in all its apparent indignity" in an attempt to 
shift the politics of shame and to bring sexual speci
ficity back into queer politics. We certainly do not 
disagree with such a politics, but the worry is that 
by the end of his book, the asexual is almost posed 
as a threat to the sexualized queer movement that 
Warner imagines. 

Paradoxical as it may seem, is it possible that 
not desiring sex can be part of that radical sexual 
culture? In short, does the asexual person threaten 
to remove sex from politics all over again, or does 
she or he challenge the ways we think about sex and 
desire even within queer communities? 

We would of course argue for the latter, as we 
suggest that asexuality as a practice and a politics 
radically challenges the prevailing sex-normative 
culture. If the asexual community is indeed a part 
of a radical sexual political movement, we believe 
that it is critical to continue the conversation about 
whether queer communities can provide at least a 
coalition site for community building and social 
activism, even while challenging queer concep
tions of sex and relationships. In other words, does 
the asexual movement as a visible political entity 
require that the queer movement rethink its equiva
lence of radical sex with radical politics or, even 
more, its definition of what constitutes radical sex? 
Within this discussion of queerness, the questions 
of oppression and marginalization also arise. The 
reality is that asexuality is often pathologized and 
medicalized and also that asexual people are often 
told that they are inchoate, that they haven't yet 
fully developed and experienced their sexuality, or 
they are interrogated about past trauma and sexual 
abuse. Similarly, asexual individuals experience 

the alienation that comes from lacking sexual desire 
in a world that presumes sexual desire and that 
attaches great power to sexuality. How does this 
experience compare with that of queers living in a 
heterosexist world? The parallels to the historical 
treatment of homosexuality and other queer modes 
of being should be clear, but is that overlap enough 
to ally asexual persons with those who practice 
queer sex: 

CONCLUSION 

Admittedly, we more so raise questions here than 
provide answers. In doing so, we hope to open up 
a new field of interrogation in the study of human 
sexuality. It is with an affinity to our own academic 
interests, and with attention to the interests of the 
readers of Feminist Studies, that we have focused 
our dialogue primarily on feminist and queer 
theories. Although we do not suggest that asexu
ality is decidedly feminist or queer, we do think 
that the study of asexuality informs, and is fruit
fully informed by, both feminist and queer studies. 
Additionally, we realize that we have only touched 
on a miniscule sample of feminist and queer writ
ing and readily acknowledge the much larger realm 
of dialogic possibility that we cannot give mention 
to here. 
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Dismantling Hierarchy, Queering Society 
Andrea Smith (201 O} 

Queer politics calls us to go beyond a simple 
toleration for gay and lesbian communities to address 
how heteropatriarchy structures white supremacy, 
capitalism, and settler colonialism. By heteropatri
archy, I mean the way our society is fundamentally 
based on male dominance-a dominance inherently 
built on a gender binary system that presumes hetero
sexuality as a social norm. 

To examine how heteropatriarchy is the building 
block of U.S. empire, we can tum to the writings 
of the Christian Right. For example, Prison Fellow
ship founder Charles Colson makes a connection 
between homosexuality and the nation-state in his 
analysis of the war on terror, claiming that one of 
the causes of terrorism is same-sex mairiage: 

Marriage is the traditional building block of 
human society, intended both to unite couples 
and bring children into the world .... There is a 
natural moral order for the family .... The fam-
ily, led by a married mother and father, is the best 
available structure for both child-rearing and cul
tural health. Marriage is not a private institution 

designed solely for the individual gratification of 
its participants. If we fail to enact a Federal Mar
riage Amendment, we can expect not just more 
family breakdown, but also more criminals behind 
bars and more chaos in our streets. It's like hand
ing moral weapons of mass destruction to those 
who would use America's depravity to recruit 
more snipers, more highjackers, and more suicide 
bombers. When radical Islamists see American 
women abusing Muslim men, as they did in the 

Abu Ghraib prison, and when they see news cover
age of same-sex couples being "married" in U.S. 
towns, we make our kind of freedom abhorrent
the kind they see as a blot on Allah's creation. [We 
must preserve traditional marriage in order to] pro
tect the United States from those who would use 
our depravity to destroy us. 

The implicit assumption in this analysis is that 
the traditional heterosexual family is the building 
block of empire. Colson is linking the well-being of 
U.S. empire to the well-being of the heteropatriar
chal family. 
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Heteropatriarchy is the logic that makes social 
hierarchy seem natural. Just as the patriarchs rule 
the family, the elites of the nation-state rule their 
citizens. For instance, prior to colonization many 
Native communities were not only nonpatriar
chal, they were not socially hierarchical, generally 
speaking. Consequently, when colonists first came 
to this land they saw the necessity of instilling 
patriarchy in Native communities because they 
realized that indigenous peoples would not accept 
colonial domination if their own indigenous soci
eties were not structured on the basis of social 
hierarchy. 

Patriarchy in tum rests on a gender-binary 
system; hence it is not a coincidence that coloniz
ers also targeted indigenous peoples who did not fit 
within this binary model. Many Native communi
ties had multiple genders-some Native scholars 
are now even arguing that their communities may 
not have been gendered at all prior to colonization
although gender systems among Native communi
ties varied. 

Gender violence is a primary tool of colonialism 
and white supremacy. Colonizers did not just kill 
off indigenous peoples in this land-Native mas
sacres were also accompanied by sexual mutila
tion and rape. The goal of colonialism is not just 
to kill colonized peoples-it's also to destroy their 
sense of being people. It is through sexual vio
lence that a colonizing group attempts to render a 
colonized people as inherently rapable, their lands 
inherently invadable, and their resources inherently 
extractable. A queer analytic highlights the fact that 
colonialism operates through patriarchy. 

Another reality that a queer activist approach 
reveals is that even social justice groups often 
rely on a politics of normalization. Queer politics 
has expanded our understanding of identity poli
tics by not presuming fixed categories of people, 
but rather looking at how these identity categories 
can normalize who is acceptable and who is unac
ceptable, even within social justice movements. 
It has also demonstrated that many peoples can 
become "queered" in our society-that is, regard
less of sexual/gender identity, they can become 
marked as inherently perverse and hence unworthy 
of social concern (such as sex workers, prisoners, 

"terrorists," etc.). We often organize around those 
peoples who seem most "normal" or acceptable to 
the mainstream. Or we engage in an identity poli
tics that is based on a vision of racial, cultural, or 
political purity that sidelines all those who deviate 
from the revolutionary "norm." 

Because we have not challenged our society's 
sexist hierarchy (which, as I have explained, funda
mentally privileges maleness and presumes hetero
sexuality), we have deeply internalized the notion 
that social hierarchy is natural and inevitable, thus 
undermining our ability to create movements for 
social change that do not replicate the structures of 
domination that we seek to eradicate. Whether it is 
the neocolonial middle managers of the nonprofit 
industrial complex or the revolutionary vanguard 
elite, the assumption is that patriarchs of any gen
der are required to manage and police the revolu
tionary family. Any liberation struggle that does not 
challenge heteronormativity cannot substantially 
challenge colonialism or white supremacy. Rather, 
as political scientist Cathy Cohen contends, such 
struggles will maintain colonialism based on a poli
tics of secondary marginalization in which the most 
elite members of these groups will further their 
aspirations on the backs of those most marginalized 
within the community. 

Fortunately, many indigenous and racial justice 
movements are beginning to see that addressing 
heteropatriarchy is essential to dismantling set
tler colonialism and white supremacy. The Native 
Youth Sexual Health Network, led by Jessica Yee, 
integrates queer analysis, indigenous feminism, and 
decolonization into its organizing praxis. Incite!, 
a national activist group led by radical feminists 
of color, similarly addresses the linkages between 
gender violence, heteropatriarchy, and state vio
lence. And queer-of-color organizations such as the 
Audre Lorde Project have rejected centrist political 
approaches that demand accommodation from the 
state; rather, they seek to "queer" the state itself. 

This queer interrogation of the "normal" is also 
present in more conservative communities. I see 
one such thread in evangelical circles-the emer
gent movement (or perhaps more broadly, the new 
evangelical movement). By describing the emer
gent movement as a queering of evangelicalism, 



356 CHAPTER 6 I Sex, Power, and Intimacy 

I don't necessarily mean that it offers an open 
critique ofhomophobia (although some emergent 
church leaders such as Brian McClaren have spoken 
out against homophobia). Rather, I see this move
ment as challenging of normalizing logics within 
evangelicalism. This movement has sought to chal
lenge the meaning of evangelicalism as being based 
on doctrinal correctness, and instead to imagine it 
a more open-ended ongoing theological conversa
tion. Certainly the Obama presidential campaign 
has inspired many evangelicals-even though 
they may hold conservative positions on homo
sexuality or abortion-to call for a politics that is 
more open-ended and engaged with larger social 
justice struggles. Perhaps because of this trend, 
evangelical leader John Stackhouse recently com
plained that the biggest change in evangelicalism 

is "the collapse of the Christian consensus against 
homosexual marriage." Unfortunately, many leftist 
organizers tend to dismiss or ignore these openings 
within evangelicalism, but at their own peril. Social 
transformation happens only through sustained dia
logue with people across social, cultural, and politi
cal divides. 

As I have shown here, I believe queer politics 
offers both a politics and a method for furthering 
social transformation. It is a politics that addresses 
how heteropatriarchy serves to naturalize all other 
social hierarchies, such as white supremacy and 
settler colonialism. It is also a method that organ
izes around a critique of the "normal" (in society 
as a whole or in social movements) and engages in 
open-ended, flexible, and ever-changing strategies 
for liberation. 
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Queering Black Female Heterosexuality 
Kimberly Springer (2008) 

How can black women say yes to sex when our 
religious institutions, public policy, home lives, 
media, musical forms, schools, and parents discuss 
black women's sexuality only as a set of negative 
consequences? When mentioned at all, the words 
I recall most associated with black female sexual
ity were edicts against being "too fast.'' "Oooh, 
that girl know she fas'!" my aunty would tut as the 
neighborhood "bad girl" swished on by. Just look
ing too long at a boy could provoke the reprimand 
"Girl, stop being so fas'." Notably, it was only us 
girls who were in danger of being labeled "fast." 
Women in church, passing through the hairdressers, 
and riding by in cars with known playas were sim
ply dismissed. They were already gone; "respect
able" women uttered "jezebel" in their wake. The 
culture that's embedded in these subtle and not-so
subtle passing judgments tries to take away my right 
to say yes to sex by making me feel like if I do, I'm 

giving in to centuries of stereotypes of the sexually 
lascivious black woman. 

Public assumptions about black female sexuality 
mirror the contradiction we deal with daily: hyper
sexual or asexual. We use silence as a strategy to 
combat negative talk. Perhaps if we do not speak 
about black women and sex, the whole issue will go 
away? After all, for centuries black women tried to 
escape sexual scrutiny by passing unnoticed through 
white America as nurturing mammies. It's the nasty 
jezebels who give black people a bad name, and it's 
Mammy's duty to keep those fast women in check. 
The mammy and jezebel caricatures were forged 
in the complex and perverse race relations of the 
post-Civil War South. 

After slavery, though black women were no 
longer needed to supply offspring for sale, per
sistent racial and economic segregation required 
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the jezebel image. Perpetuating the myth of black 
women as hypersexual served to set white women 
on a pedestal and excuse white men's rape of black 
women. If black women were always ready and 
willing sexual partners, it was impossible to have 
sex with them against their will. ... 

Black female sexuality in pop culture has not 
moved very far from these stereotypes. What better 
place to see this continued history of the asexual 
mammy than in the films of Queen Latif ah? Whether 
she's Bringin' Down the House or having a Last 
Holiday, she's the queen of teaching white people 
how to be more human at the expense of her own 
sexuality, save the improbably chaste and deferred 
romance with a hottie like LL Cool J. 

As sociologist Patricia Hill Collins points out 
in her book Black Sexual Politics, the more things 
change, the more they remain the same. Collins 
describes the continuous link between the mammy 
and a contemporary image of the "black lady." Ste
reotypes about black women's sexuality have met 
with resistance, particularly among middle-class 
blacks in the nineteenth century who advocated 
racial uplift and self-determination. Proving that 
blacks could be good citizens required silence about 
sexuality and sexual pleasure. Between respectabil
ity and silence, black women found little space to 
determine who they were as sexual beings. Black 
women might never be "true ladies" capable of 
withdrawing from the workplace and into the home 
and motherhood. The realities of racism and sexism 
in terms of wages and employment meant that black 
families needed two incomes long before white 
Americans needed or wanted double paychecks. 
Still, though most black women had to work, they 
could endeavor to be respectable and asexual. 
Respectable black women were professionals, good 
mothers, dutiful daughters, and loyal wives. Each 
role depended on their being traditionally married 
and in a nuclear family. Most certainly, one was not 
a loose woman. 

Just as nineteenth-century black leaders advo
cated respectability, modem-day public policies that 
belittle black women as "welfare queens," "hoochie 
mamas," and "black bitches" work to control and 
define the parameters of black women's sexuality. 

If black women's sexuality-particularly poor 
and working-class black women's sexuality-is 
routinely described as the root of social ills, then 
once again black women are left with little room to 
maneuver if they want respect in America's class
rooms, boardrooms, and religious sanctuaries. Col
lins claims that the ideal of the "black lady" is what 
black women have to achieve if they want to avoid 
undesirable labels like "bitchy," "promiscuous," 
and "overly fertile." 

The nonsexual black lady has become a staple in 
television and film. She wears judicial robes (Judges 
Mablean Ephriam and Lynn Toler of Divorce 
Court), litigates with stem looks (district attorney 
Renee Radick in Ally McBeal), is a supermom who 
seems to rarely go to the office (Claire Huxtable on 
The Cosby Show), delegates homicides (Lieutenant 
Anita Van Buren in Law and Order), and ministers 
to a predominantly white, middle-class female audi
ence (Oprah Winfrey). 

Today in black communities, women's commu
nities, the hiphop community, and popular culture, 
the main way of viewing black female sexuality is 
as victimized or deviant. No one could have antici
pated the proliferation of the black woman-as-whore 
image in a new mass-media age that is increasingly 
the product of black decision makers. Fans and 
detractors these days uncritically call women who 
perform in music videos "hoes," "ho's," or "hoez." 
No matter how it's spelled, the intent is still the 
same: to malign black women who use their bod
ies in sexual ways. An equal-opportunity sexist 
might claim, "Video hoes aren't only black-there 
are Asian hoes, white hoes, Latin hoes, all kinds of 
hoes!" How very exciting and magnanimous-an 
age of racial equality when little girls of any race 
can be called hoes. 

They wear very little clothing (it might be gener
ous to call a thong "clothing"). The camera shots 
are either from above (for the best view of silicone 
breasts) or zoomed in (for a close-up on butts). And 
the butts! They jiggle! They quake! They make the 
beat go boom, papi ! 

Jezebel has become a video ho, video honey, 
or video vixen-depending on your consumer 
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relationship to the women who participate in mak
ing music videos. 

There are also female rappers willing to play the 
jezebel role to get ahead in the game. As Collins 
and others observe, they have added another stereo
type to the mix: the Sapphire. Sapphire is loud and 
bitchy. She is abusive to black men and authority 
figures, especially her employer. Embodied in 
raunchy rappers like Lil' Kim, Trina, and Foxy 
Brown, this combination Jezebel/Sapphire is hot 
and always ready for sex ... but she just might rip 
your dick off in the process. Is this empowerment? 

Listening to people debate black women's sexu
alized participation in rap music videos, but seeing 
asexual black women only on film and television, 
what's a girl to do? Young black girls and teenag
ers are aspiring to be well-paid pole dancers. Black 
women, such as Melanie in the CW' s sitcom The 
Game, think that the only way to attract and keep 
their man is to adopt a position of "stripper chic," 
which means clinging coinically to a newly installed 
pole in the living room. Black female heterosexual
ity seems to move deeper and deeper into unhealthy 
territory that is less about personal satisfaction and 
more about men's satisfaction. 

This acquiescence is akin to a nationwide black 
don't ask/don't tell poliCy. In her documentary 
film Silence: {n Search of Black Female Sexual
ity in America (2004), director Mya ~asks young 
black women how they learned about sex. They all 
give a similar, familiar answer: not in my parents' 
house. 

There is, of course, an intergenerational aspect 
to silence "around discussions of sexuality that cuts 
across race and ethnicity. Puritanical views on 
sexuality are not confined by race. In the case of 
the black community, however, our silence is further 
enforced by traumatic intersections of race, sexual
ity, and often violence. In other words, there are 
nuances to silence that will take more than merely 
urging openness in dialogue between mothers and 
daughters to address. Ending this silence around sex
uality needs to be .more than telling girls how not to 
get pregnant or catch STDs. Speaking about black 
women's sexuality today should be as much about 
pleasure as it is about resistance to denigration. 

This "damned if you do, damned if you don't" 
approach to black women's sexuality is a crisis situ
ation. It might not have Beyonce ringin' the alarm, 
but until black women find a way to talk openly and 
honestly about our private sexual practices, the terms 
of black female sexuality will always be determined by 
everyone but black women. The women in the videos 
are merely the emissaries delivering a skewed message. 

Also of urgent concern is black women's accept
ance of negative representations of our sexuality. Is 
the disavowal that we are not like the video hoes on 
our screens any better than silence? Is even accept
ing the term "video ho" resignation that the insult is 
here to stay? Postmodern sexuality theorist Michel 
Foucault wrote about how people will serve as their 
own surveillance by policing their own thoughts and 
actions. Our silence about our sexuality becomes the 
border that we must not cross if we too want to assume 
the role of the black lady. Racism, sexism, classism, 
and heterosexism are the sentinels on that border, but 
there is very little for these guardians to do when we 
keep ourselves within the designated zone with our 
own silence or condemnation of other women. There 
are women, increasingly young women, who believe 
that if they do not behave in sexually promiscuous 
ways, they will be exempt from public scorn. Unfor
tunately, that is not the case. Just as we can all take 
a bit of pride in Oprah's achievements, we also are 
all implicated in the mockery and contempt heaped 
upon Janet Jackson. Clearly, the strategies we've 
used since the end of slavery have not worked. What 
have we been doing? Being silent in an effort to resist 
the normalization of deviant representations of black 
female sexuality is a failed tactic. 

In 1982 at Barnard College, a controversial 
conference, "Towards a Politics of Sexuality," 
exposed the tensions and anxieties inherent in wres
tling with sexuality. Coming out of the conference 
was a key book, Pleasure and Danger: Exploring 
Female Sexuality, edited by Carol Vance. Vance 
asks questions in her introduction that remain~ for 
me, unanswered: "Can women be sexual actors? 
Can we act on our own behalf? Or are we purely 
victims?" When applied to women of color, these 
questions become even more pressing, given that 
our sexuality is what is used as the dark specter to 
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keep white women in line. Can black women be 
sexual actors in a drama of our own construction? 
Will black women act on our own behalf ... even 
if doing so includes fantasies that incorporate racist 
or sexist scenarios? Or are black women destined to 
always be victims of a racial and sexual history that 
overwhelms hope for transformation and liberation? 

We need new visions and new ways of talking 
about black female sexuality. 

Historically, white women parlayed their expe
riences working with blacks for the abolition of 
slavery into the drive for women's voting rights. In 
the early 1970s, many social-change groups adopted 
the language of the Black Power movement. Why? 
Because the notion of power was potent and, dare I 
say, virile language. The notion of pride and refus
ing to be ashamed had a confrontational edge to it 
that Chicanos, women's libbers, Asians, American 
Indians, and gays recognized as a new direction: 
Rather than ask for integration into a corrupt sys
tem, why not demand the resources to build a new 
world according to one's own agenda? 

In developing that vision, gays, lesbians, bisexuals, 
and transgender (LGBT) activists not only declared a 
form of gay pride, but also later would even co-opt the 
language of civil rights. We see it today in demands for 
same-sex marriage as a right. And while LGBT uses of 
civil rights language might rub some African Ameri
cans the wrong way, I would say it is time for blacks
specifically, black women-to take something back. 
Isn't it time for heterosexual black women to adopt the 
language of queerness to free us from Mammy's apron 
strings? Wouldn't the idea of coming out of the closet 
as enjoying sex on our own terms make Jezebel stop 
in her tracks to think about getting herself off, rather 
than being focused on getting her man off? It is time to 
queer black female heterosexuality. As it stands, black 
women acquiesce to certain representations as if taking 
crumbs from the table of sexual oppression. Our butts 
are in vogue, we're nastier than white women in the 
bedroom, we're wilder than Asian women-all stereo
types derived in a male fantasy land of ')ungle" porn 
and no-strings-attached personal ads. A queer black 
female heterosexuality isn't about being a freak in the 
bedroom; it's about being a sexual person whose wants 
and needs are self-defined. 

Queerness, then, is not an identity, but a posi
tion or stance. We can use "queer" as a verb instead 
of a noun. Queer is not someone or something to 
be treated. Queer is something that we can do:-The 
black woman is the original Other, the figure against 
which white women's sexuality is defined. Aren't we 
already queer? To queer black female sexuality means 
to do what would be contrary, eccentric, strange, or 
unexpected. To be silent is, yes, unexpected in a 
world whose stereotype is of black women as loud 
and hypersexual. However, silence merely stifles us. 
Silence does not change the status quo. 

Queering black female sexuality would mean 
straight black women need to: 

1. Come out as black women who enjoy sex and 
find it pleasurable. 

2. Protest the stereotypes of black female sexuality 
that do not reflect our experience. 

3. Allow all black women-across class, sexual 
orientation, and physical ability-to express 
what we enjoy. 

4. Know the difference between making love and 
fucking-and be willing to express our desires for 
both despite what the news, music videos, social 
mores, or any other source says we should want. 

5. Know what it is to play with sexuality. What 
turns us on? Is it something taboo? Does our 
playfulness come from within? 

6. Know that our bodies are our own-our bodies 
do not belong to the church, the state, our par
ents, our lovers, our husbands, and certainly not 
Black Entertainment Television (BET). 

Queering black female heterosexuality goes 
beyond language. Black communities go 'round and 
'round about the use of "nigger" with one another. 
Is it a revolutionary act of reclaiming an oppressive 
word? Or does it make us merely minstrels perform
ing in the white man's show? Older and younger 
feminists debate the merits of embracing the labels 
of "bitch" and "dyke" as a bid for taking the mal
ice out of the words. There are some black women 
who say, "Yes, I am a black bitch" or, "Yes, I am a 
ho." These claims do little to shift attitudes. If noth
ing else, we merely give our enemies artillery to 
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continue to shoot us down or plaster our asses across 
cars in rap videos. How does the saying go? You 
act like a trick, you get played like a trick. Claiming 
queerness is linguistic, but ultimately about action 
that does not reinforce the stereotypes. 

I am not suggesting a form of political lesbian
ism, which was a popular stance for some femi
nists who struggled against male domination in the 
1970s. In addition to adopting a political position, 
queering black female sexuality means listening to 
transformative things that have already been said 
about black sexuality. Black lesbians and gay men 
have something to tell straight black women about 
sexuality if we care to listen. Poets such as Audre 
Lorde, writer/activists such as Keith Boykin, and 
cultural theorists such as Cathy Cohen and Dwight 
McBride offer insights about African American 
sexuality that move beyond boundaries of sexual 
orientation and that we would do well to heed. 
Cohen, for example, challenges queer politics for 
lacking an intersectional analysis. That is, queer 
theory largely ignores questions of race and class 
when those categories in particular are the straw 
men against which marginalization is defined, con
structed, and maintained. 
~ theory isn't just for q~s anymorf1_ but 

calling on the wisdom of my T>lack, gay sisters and 
br~ers runs the nsk of reduCT!!i._theiiisoleI)'. to 
~ality. Thus, the challenge for me in bring
ing an intersectional perspective to queering black 
female heterosexuality is to remain mindful of my 
own heterosexual privilege and the pitfalls of appro
priating queerness as identity and not as a political 
position. 

What I must also claim and declare.I@ all the fr~aky 
tendeocies that I consider sexy and sexual. Sexual 
encounters mined from Craigslist' s Casual Encoun
ters, where I both defy and play with stereotypes 
about black women's sexuality. Speaking frankly 
about sex with friends-gay, straight, bisexual, trans, 
male, and female. Enjoying the music and words of 
black women, such as Jill Scott, who are unabashed 
about their sexual desire and the complexity of defin
ing nontraditional relationships-monogamous 
and otherwise. All of these sexual interventions/ 
adventures in daily existence play against my own 
conditioning to be a respectable, middle-class 

young lady destined to become an asexual black 
lady. That biology is not my destiny. 

There is no guarantee that straight black women 
adopting queerness will change how the dominant 
culture perceives black female sexuality. I do not 
think black women embracing our sexuality and 
being vocal about that will change how politicians 
attempt to use our sexuality as a scapegoat for soci
ety's ills, as they did with the "welfare queen" in the 
1980s and 1990s. However, I do believe that queer
ing black female sexuality, if enough of us partici
pate in the project, will ~ove us collectively toward 
a more enlightened way of being sexual beings 
unconstrained by racialized sexism. Instead of try
ing to enact a developmental approach (we were 
asexual mammies or hot-to-trot jezebels, but now 
we are ladies), claiming queerness will give us the 
latitude we need to explore who we want to be on a 
continuum. It is a choice that both black women as a 
group and black women as individuals must make. 

It may not seem like much, but overcoming centu
ries of historical silence will create different percep
tions about black women and sex that will reshape 
our culture, society, and public policies. In calling 
for heterosexual black women to queer their sexual
ity, I am expressing the fierce belief that ... we can 
dramatically change how black female sexuality is 
viewed in America. More important, though, I believe 
we can change how black girls and women live and 
experience their sexuality: on their own terms and free 
from a past of exploitation. Historians often refer to 
the "long shadow" that slavery has cast over African 
Americans. While it is important to acknowledge the 
reverberations of this human atrocity in black fam
ily structure, economic disadvantage, and especially 
black sexuality, it is just as critical that we push along 
a dialogue that reinvents black sex in ways that do 
not merely reinstate the sexual exploitation that was 
inflicted and that some of us now freely adopt. 

Can black women achieve a truJy liberated bJlick 
female sexualicy? Yes. If we continue to say no 
to negative imagery-but that alone has not been 
effecili'._e. In addition, we must create and maintain 
black female sexuality queerly. Only then can we 
say, and only then will society hear, both yes and no 
freely and on our own terms. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 6 

1. How does an emphasis on purity and virginity serve to control women's sexuality and 
maintain patriarchy? 

2. How is the personal political in heterosexual relationships generally? 

3. How does socialization into gender affect intimacy in relationships? 

4. How is contemporary culture's construction of female sexuality a perversion of 
feminist notions of a truly liberated female sexuality? How has contemporary culture 
coopted feminist rhetoric about sexuality in ways that actually reinforce male domi
nance and male-centered sexuality? What might liberated female sexuality mean for 
adolescent girls? For asexual people? 

5. How would you describe women's and men's different ways of communicating? How 
do women's and men's different ways of communicating affect relationships? 

6. How is romantic love related to consumerism? Give some examples. 

SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

Ascencio, Marysol. Latina/o Sexualities: Probing Powers, Passions, Practices, and Policies. Piscataway, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2009. 

Blank, Hanne. Straight: The Surprisingly Short History of Heterosexuality. Boston: Beacon Press, 2012. 

Faderman, Lillian. Surpassing the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between Women from the 
Renaissance to the Present, Third Edition. New York: Alyson Books, 2010. 

Gray, Mary. Out in the Country: Youth, Media, and Queer Visibility in Rural America. New York: 
New York University Press, 2009. 

Hockey, Jenny, Angela Meah, and Victoria Robinson. Mundane Heterosexualities: From Theory to 
Practices. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 

Lee, Shayne. Erotic Revolutionaries: Black Women, Sexuality, and Popular Culture. Lanham, MD: 
Hamilton Books, 2010. 

Shildrick, Margrit. Dangerous Discourses of Disability, Subjectivity and Sexuality. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009. 



c H A p T E R 

Health and Reproductive 
Justice 

HEAL TH AND WELLNESS 

Health is a central issue in women's lives. Ask parents what they wish for their newborns 
and they speak first about hoping the baby is healthy; quiz people about their hopes for the 
new year and they speak about staying healthy; listen to politicians debate their positions 
before an election and health care is almost always a key issue. In contemporary U.S. soci
ety, good health is generally understood as a requirement for happy and productive living. 
Because women are prominent as both providers and consumers of health care, health 
issues and the health care system affect us on many levels. To make sense of the complexi
ties of women's relationships to health care systems, we discuss five themes: equity, andro
centrism, medicalization, stereotyping, and corporate responsibility. After this discussion 
we address reproductive justice and focus specifically on contraceptive technologies and 
abortion debates in the United States. 

First, despite the passage of President Barack Obama's health care reform in 2010, 
described below, medical institutions in the United States provide different levels of ser
vice based on health insurance status and the general ability to pay. This issue of equity 
affects all aspects of health care, including access to fertility, contraceptive, and abortion 
facilities. Poor women are less healthy than those who are better off, whether the bench
mark is mortality, the prevalence of acute or chronic diseases, or mental health. This is the 
issue of equity. Some people have better health care than others because of a two-tiered 
system that has different outcomes for those who can pay or who have health insurance 
and those who cannot afford to pay and do not have health insurance through their jobs or 
are not covered by welfare programs. This is a special problem as health care costs con
tinue to rise. Some states are providing less coverage for low-income people, a problem 
because the United States, unlike most industrialized societies in the global north, does 
not yet have a nationalized health care system. 

The health care reform that we do have in the United States at the time of this writing is 
the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA), commonly called the "Affordable 
Care Act," or simply "Obamacare." Together with the Health Care Education Reconcilia
tion Act, it represents the most significant government expansion and regulatory overhaul 
of the health care system in the United States since the passage of Medicare and Medicaid 
in 1965. PPACA is aimed at increasing health insurance coverage and reducing the overall 
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costs of health care. It provides a number of mechanisms, including individual mandates, 
subsidies, and tax credits, to employers and individuals in order to increase the coverage 
rate. Additional reforms aim to improve health care outcomes and streamline the delivery of 
health care. The U.S. Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of this law in 2012. 

In particular, the PPACA stated that, with a few exceptions, an individual cannot "be 
excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination 
under any health program or activity, any part of which is receiving federal financial assis
tance." This means that public or private entities receiving federal funds (private insurance 
companies often receive federal funds) can not discriminate against women on the basis 
of national origin, ethnicity, age, or disability. "Gender rating," charging women more 
than men/or health insurance, is disallowed for individual and employer plans with more 
than 100 employees. It is estimated that women with individual health insurance plans 
have been paying up to 48 percent higher premiums. The legislation also requires insurers 
to provide maternity coverage (about three-quarters of plans have not included this) and 
that companies with more than 50 employees provide breast-feeding mothers with breaks 
and room to express milk. In addition, midwives and birth centers are covered. Other key 
aspects of the health care reform important for women's health include promises for P!even
tive care provisions, mental health coverage, increased coverage for Medicaid and SCHIP 
(State Children's Health Insurance Program), and increased access for individuals to group 
rates. In addition, young people can stay on parents' health insurance policies until age 26, 
Medicare patients get better coverage, preexisting conditions and lifetime caps on coverage 
are eliminated, and employers are not able to give lesser plans to lower-paid workers. 

Despite these gains, extreme opposition to President Obama's health care reform 
efforts resulted in the absence of a public option and limits on abortion coverage. Still, these 
changes in health care make sure that everyone in the United States has some kind of health 
insurance coverage. This legislation is especially important for women because growth in 
health costs over the last decade have had a disproportionate effect due to women's lower 
incomes, higher rates of chronic health problems, and greater need for reproductive health 
services. As discussed above, discriminatory practices charging women higher rates than 
men and refusing to cover essential service associated with reproductive health have had 
important consequences for women's health and well-being. Not surprisingly given the 
divisiveness of health care dialogue in the United States, enactment of health care reform 
has been slow, and more than half of respondents in a recent survey reported neglecting 
health care needs because of cost. 

Back in 2013 approximately 19 million women were uninsured. Such women were 
more likely to have inadequate access to care, get a lower standard of care in the health 
system, and have poorer health outcomes. They were more likely to postpone care and 
to forgo filling prescriptions than their insured counterparts and often delayed or skipped 
important preventive care such as mammograms and Pap tests. One study attributed nearly 
45,000 excess annual deaths to lack of health care coverage. For example, a 2013 study 
found that insurance, or the lack of it, proved to be the most powerful predictor of women's 
late-stage cancer. The study showed that being uninsured raises a woman's risk of late 
diagnosis by 80 percent. In addition, uninsured children are at greater risk of experiencing 
health problems such as obesity, heart disease, and asthma that continue to affect them as 
(potentially uninsured) adults, resulting in increased costs for public health care services. 
Such adverse effects of health care inequity carry long-term implications for families and 
society. 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Women, Heart Disease, and Cancer in Your State 

• To learn more about the prevalence of heart disease among women in your 
state, visit the CDC's website at http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/giscvh2/ and click on 
your state. 

• To learn about the prevalence of cancer in your state, go to http://apps.nccd 
.cdc.gov/DCPC_INCA/DCPC_INCA.aspx and select your state. 

Women are more likely to be employed in part-time work or full-time work with
out health insurance benefits and, compared to men, are more likely to be covered as a 
"dependent" by another adult's employer-based insurance. As a result, women are more 
vulnerable to losing their insurance coverage if they divorce or become widowed, or if a 
spouse or partner loses a job, or the spouse or partner's employer drops family coverage 
or increases premium and out-of-pocket costs. In addition, of course, employment has 
not necessarily ensured access to health insurance as more than two-thirds of uninsured 
women live in families in which they or a partner are working full time. As discussed, 
these obstacles cause low-income women (who are disproportionately women of color) to 
postpone care and delay preventive procedures. 

Health club memberships and healthy foods are outside the reach of many low
income people, who also are more likely to live in neighborhoods that provide unhealthy 
environments with unsafe water because of the presence of hazardous waste associated 
with industrial production and the dumping of toxic chemicals in neighborhoods with 
little economic and political power. As discussed in Chapter 2, environmental racism 
has fostered an environmental justice movement. Low-income women are more sus
ceptible to chronic conditions as well as acute problems that might have been avoided 
had preventive care been available. This costs the state millions of dollars annually 
and is not a fiscally-responsible way to provide health care services. Women of color 
are especially at risk for not having health care coverage and for receiving substandard 
care when they enter the system. They have higher maternal and infant mortality rates, 
higher rates of HIV infection, and their reproductive health is threatened by limited 
access to basic reproductive health care, including family planning services and abor
tion care. Services such as these can be understood as human rights, emphasizing the 
importance of such rights for social justice. In the reading "From Rights to Justice," 
Zakiya Luna expands understandings of uses of human rights in the United States and 
illustrates how race and gender identities contribute to social movement organizing 
around reproductive issues. In particular, she discusses the ways collective action by 
women of color has changed the face of reproductive rights organizing in the United 
States. 

Professional health-related organizations (such as the American Medical Asso
ciation [AMA]), health maintenance organizations (HMOs), insurance companies, 
pharmaceutical companies, and corporations representing other medical products and 
practices have enormous influence over health politics. In addition, health is not just 
about medical services. Health conditions, including incidence and mortality rates, are 
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related to such socioeconomic factors as poverty, poor nutrition, interpersonal violence, 
substandard housing, and lack of education. Many of the social issues that affect women 
on a daily basis and that contribute to increased tobacco use, chemical addictions, stress, 
and poor nutrition among women have their consequences in increased rates of heart 
disease, cancer, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, diabetes, and obesity, to name 
just a few. Health problems are compounded by the aging of the population, such that 
by the year 2030, women (who are likely to have fewer economic resources than men) 
will represent approximately 81 percent of people who are older than 85. 

Globally, women's health access is one of the most important issues determining 
justice and equity for women. The reading by Nancy Fugate Woods titled "A Global 
Health Imperative" makes this claim through a focus on the effects of globalization 

HIV Among Women: Fact Sheet 

FAST FACTS 

• At the end of 2010, an estimated 25% of adults and adolescents aged 13 years or older living 
with a diagnosis of HIV in the United States were women.a But not all women are equally at 
risk for HIV infection. Women of color, especially black/African American women, are dispro
portionately affected by HIV infection compared with women of other races/ethnicities. 

• New HIV infections among black/African American women decreased in 2010. 

THE NUMBERS 

While black/African American women continue to be far more affected by HIV than women of 
other races/ethnicities, recent data show early signs of an encouraging decrease in new HIV infec
tions. CDC is cautiously optimistic that this is the beginning of a longer-term trend. CDC recom
mends that all people aged 13 to 64 get tested for HIV. Yet, 15% of women who are HIV-positive 
are unaware of their status. 

NEW HIV INFECTIONSb 

• In 2010, women accounted for an estimated 9,500, or 20%, of the estimated 47,500 new HIV 
infections in the United States. Most of these (8,000, or 84%) were from heterosexual contact 
with a person known to have, or to be a high risk for, HIV infection. 

• In 2010, the fourth largest number of all new HIV infections among all people in the United 
States occurred among black/African American women with heterosexual contact (5,300 infec
tions)' (see bar graph). Of the total number of new HIV infections among women in the United 
States in 2010, 64% occurred in blacks/African Americans, 18% were in whites, and 15% were 
in Hispanics/Latinas.cl 

• At some point in their lifetimes, an estimated 1 in 32 black/African American women will be 
diagnosed with HIV infection, compared with 1 in 106 Hispanidlatino women and 1 in 526 
white women. 

(continued) 
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• In 2010, the rate of new HIV infections (per 100,000 population} among black/African American 
women was 20 times that of white women, and the rate among Hispanidlatino women was 
4 times the rate of white women. However, the number of new infections among black/African 
American women in 2010(6,100} represented a decrease of 21 % since 2008. 

• Young women aged 25 to 44 accounted for the majority of new HIV infections among women 
in 2010. 

HIV AND AIDS DIAGNOSESe AND DEATHS 

• In 2011, an estimated 10,257 women aged 13 years or older received a diagnosis of HIV 
infection in the United States, down from 12, 146 in 2008. 

• Women accounted for 25% (7,949} of the estimated 32,052 AIDS diagnoses in 2011 and 
represent 20% (232,902} of the 1, 155,792 cumulative AIDS diagnoses (including children} in 
the United States from the beginning of the epidemic through the end of 2011. 

• In 2010, HIV was among the top 10 leading causes of death for black/African American women 
aged 15 to 64 and Hispanidlatino women aged 25 to 44. 

PREVENTION CHALLENGES 

The following risk factors contribute to prevention challenges for women: 

• Women may be unaware of their partner's risk factors for HIV (such as injection drug use or 
unprotected sex with men, with multiple partners, or with anyone who has, or is at a high risk 
for, HIV}. Some women may not insist on condom use because they fear that their partner will 
leave them or even physically abuse them. 

• Unprotected vaginal sex is a much higher risk for HIV for women than for men, and 
unprotected anal sex is riskier for women than unprotected vaginal sex. Abstaining from sex 
or having sex with only a mutually monogamous partner who does not have HIV, and using 
condoms correctly and consistently, reduce the risk for HIV transmission. 

• Women who have experienced sexual abuse may be more likely than women with no 
abuse history to engage in high-risk sexual behaviors like exchanging sex for drugs, having 
multiple partners, or having sex with a partner who is physically abusive when asked to use 
a condom. 

• A substantial number of HIV infections among women are attributable to injection drug and 
other substance use-either directly, through sharing drug injection equipment contaminated 
with HIV, or indirectly, through engaging in high-risk behaviors like unprotected sex, while 
under the influence of drugs or alcohol. 

• Some sexually transmitted diseases greatly increase the likelihood of acquiring or transmit
ting HIV. Rates of gonorrhea and syphilis are higher among women of color than among white 
women. 

• Unless otherwise noted, this fact sheet defines women as adult and adolescent females aged 13 and older. 
b "New HIV infections" refers to HIV incidence, or the number of people who are newly infected with HIV within a given 

period of time, whether they are aware of their infection or not. 
<Heterosexual contact with a person known to have, or to be at high risk for, HIV infection. 
d Can be any race. 
• HIV and AIDS diagnoses indicate that a person is diagnosed, but not when the person was infected. 
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on the status of girl children. As already discussed in previous chapters, globalization 
refers to the processes by which regional economies, societies, and cultures have 
become integrated through an interconnected global network of communication, trans
portation, and trade. Woods addresses the health status of girls in Sub-Saharan Africa 
and explores interventions at the level of social and health policy and health care deliv
ery. The HIV I AIDS global pandemic is also an important illustration of issues of gender 
and racial/ethnic equity in this region of Africa and other parts of the world as well as 
in the United States. 

By the end of 2010, according to the most recent data published by the U.S. Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, an estimated 25 percent of adolescents and adults 
living with an HIV diagnosis in the United States were women. In addition, women 
accounted for 20 percent of the new HIV infections. See the box "HIV Among Women" 
for more information. However, not all women are equally at risk for HIV infection. 
Women of color, especially African American women, were disproportionately affected. 
Indeed, the rate of new HIV infection for African American women was nearly 20 times 
that of white women and nearly 5 times that of Latinas. Even though new HIV infections 
among African American women fell in 2010 for the first time in many years, compared 
with members of other races and ethnicities they continue to account for a higher propor
tion of cases at all stages of HIV from new infections to deaths. Both African American 
women and men are at higher risk because of higher rates of poverty and less access 
to HIV-prevention education and affordable health care. These socioeconomic issues 
directly and indirectly increase the risk for HIV infection and affect the health of peo
ple living with, and at risk for, HIV. Late diagnosis of HIV infection, in particular, 
results in lack of early medical care and facilitates transmission to others. High preva
lence means increased transmission and more rapid acceleration of a problem than in 
communities with low prevalence. Also the fact that African Americans tend to have 
sexual relations with partners of the same race/ethnicity means the smaller population 
encourages an increased risk of HIV infection. 

In addition, all communities share consequences of the stigma, fear, discrimination, 
homophobia, and negative perceptions associated with HIV testing. This is especially 
problematic if people fear stigma more than infection, and choose to hide high-risk behav
ior rather than seek counseling and testing. Stigma and discrimination are key points in 
"Southern Discomfort," the reading by Carl Gaines. He explains that poverty and lack of 
access to preventative care and services are not the only explanations for the HIV epidemic. 
Conservative attitudes toward sexuality and lack of sex education, along with language and 
immigration barriers, are also important obstacles to controlling HIV infection, especially 
in the southern states of the United States. 

Risk factors for all women, both in the United States and globally, include lack of 
power in relationships (as reflected by sexual violence against women; their lack of input 
into decisions such as whether a male partner wears a condom, visits a prostitute, or has 
multiple sexual partners, etc.), inadequate health care and HIV-prevention education, lack 
of education about body and sexuality, and the biological vulnerability of women during 
sexual intercourse that provides more sources of entry for the virus. Scholars suggest that 
many students in the United States are at risk for HIV infection when they have multiple 
sex partners, use condoms inconsistently, and combine alcohol and/or other drugs with 
their sexual experiences. Although students tend to be knowledgeable about HIV, this does 
not always lead to condom use. 
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For Better or For Worse® by Lynn Johnston 

Copyright© Lynn Johnston Productions, lnc./Distributed by United Features Syndicate, Inc. 

Although there has been increased funding for HIV I AIDS prevention, treatment, and 
care in Africa and the Caribbean, a U.S. "global gag rule" on the U.S. Agency for Inter
national Development (USAID) population-control program under Presidents Reagan, 
George H. W. Bush, and George W. Bush restricted foreign nongovernmental organiza
tions (NGOs) that received USAID family-planning funds from using their own, non
U.S. funds to provide legal abortion services, lobby their own governments for abortion 
law reform, or even provide accurate medical counseling or referrals regarding abortion. 
It coincided with another U.S. policy that blocked contributions to the United Nations 
Population Fund. This fund supports programs in some 150 countries to improve poor 
women's reproductive health, reduce infant mortality, address sex trafficking, and pre
vent the spread of HIV/AIDS. Such policies undermine funding for other related health 
issues (as well as health and infant screening, nutritional programs, and health education) 
and encourage narrow, often religious, and abstinence-based approaches to HIV/AIDS 
prevention that exclude condom use. Officially known a,s the "Mexico City Policy," the 
global gag rule is an indirect method of targeting reproductive justice worldwide. Under 
the rule, organizations that even so much as mention abortion services to their clients, 
even for purely educational purposes as part of comprehensive sexual health instruction, 
are totally ineligible for funding from the United States. Health clinics have been forced 
to choose between censoring the health programs they have developed to serve women's 
needs or being denied the funding they need to keep their doors open at all. This global 
gag rule was lifted by President Obama in 2009, although it can be reinstated by another 
President at a later date. It is important to consider the ways anti-choice policies in the 
United States are threatening the quality of women's lives around the world. 

The second theme of this chapter is androcentrism or male centeredness (see Chapter 1). 
The male body is constructed as normative and medical research has tended to focus on 
men (mostly white men), overgeneralizing the results of this research to others. Baseline 
data for heart monitors, for example, were based on middle-aged white men, causing seri
ous complications for patients who did not fit this description. Until recently, women often 
were not included in clinical trials to determine the safety and effectiveness of drugs and 
other medical devices because it was thought that women's hormonal cycling or other fac
tors peculiar to being female might constitute variables that could skew trial results. It was 
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declared that excluding women protected them, because a woman might be pregnant or the 
drug might prevent future fertility. Drug companies did not want to get sued. Recently it 
has become increasingly clear that research from male-only trials may not apply equally 
to women, or may not provide data on important effects of drugs on women. Originally, 
researchers believed most sex differences in terms of reactions to drugs were most likely 
a result of differences in hormones, height, and/or weight. Scientists now know that these 
differences are more complex. Differences in the livers of men and women may explain 
why most women seem to metabolize drugs differently than men, for example. There may 
also be sex differences in pain tolerance and the ways individuals respond to pain medica
tions. Laurie Edward's reading "The Gender Gap in Pain" discusses the ways men and 
women respond differently to drugs as well as pain, both acute and chronic. Today the 
National Science Foundation (NSF) and National Institutes of Health (NIH) have imple
mented regulations to ensure researchers receiving funds are free of gender discrimina
tion and other kinds of bias, although as Edwards emphasizes, the application of medical 
research to clinical practice moves slowly, and "changes in assumptions about gender 
evolve even more slowly." 

More money is spent on diseases that are more likely to afflict men. Related to this 
is the notion of "anatomy is destiny" (an example of biological determinism, already 
discussed in other chapters) whereby female physiology, and especially reproductive 
anatomy, is seen as central in understanding women's behavior. These trends.have a long 
history. Social norms about femininity, for instance, have guided medical and scientific 
ideas about women's health, and female reproductive organs have long been perceived 
as sources of some kind of special emotional as well as physical health. "Female hyste
ria," for example, was a once-common nineteenth-century medical diagnosis of women 
in the United States and Europe that was "treated" by various practices that included 
hysterectomy (surgical removal of the uterus). Women thought to be suffering from 
it exhibited a wide array of symptoms, including nervousness, sexual desire or lack of 
desire, anxiety, and irritability. Basically women who transgressed cultural notions of 
femininity and had a tendency to cause trouble were suspected of suffering from the 
condition. 

Third, medicalization is the process whereby normal functions of the body come to 
be se~e.o£di;eas~Tliis affects women in two ways. One, because women 
have more episodic changes in their bodies as a result of childbearing (for example, 
menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, lactation, and menopause), they are more at risk 
for medical personnel interpreting these natural processes as problematic. Note how this 
tends to reinforce the argument that biology is destiny. Two, medicalization supports 
business and medical technologies. It tends to work against preventive medicine and 
encourages sophisticated medical technologies to "fix" problems after they occur. 
Medical services are dominated by drug treatments and surgery, and controlled by phar
maceutical companies, HMOs, and such professional organizations as the American 
Medical Association. 

Fourth, the practices of gender and ethnic profiling encompass how notions about 
gender, race/ethnicity, and other identities inform everyday understanding of health care 
occupations and influence how medical practitioners treat their patients. For example, 
patients still often assume that white-coated white male orderlies are doctors and call 
women doctors "nurse." Women patients tend to interact differently with the health 
.care system and are treated differently, often to the detriment of health outcomes. 
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Such differential treatment may occur as a result of provider bias. Provider bias con
cerns the ways stereotypes about people influence how providers interpret identical 
behaviors and clinical findings. Research in provider bias suggests several key interre
lated factors about ways stereotypes influence how providers interpret identical behav
iors and clinical findings. First, providers' conscious beliefs may be inconsistent with 
their automatic, unconscious reactions to low-income and/or minority patients. Sec
ond, when providers make complex judgments quickly, with insufficient and imperfect 
information or little time to gather information, they may "fill in the gaps" with beliefs 
associated with patients' social categories. Third, providers tend to be more likely to 
rely on stereotypes for "outgroup members" or people that do not act or look like them; 
and finally, providers may unconsciously favor those they feel to be similar to them
selves, regardless of their conscious beliefs and politics. 

For example, research suggests that physicians generally are more likely to con
sider emotional factors when diagnosing women's problems, and they are more likely 
to assume that the cause of illness is psychosomatic when the patient involved is female, 
prescribing more anxiety-mediating and mood-altering medication for women than 
for men. Although overall about 1 in 10 people in the United States older than age 12 
takes antidepressant medication, the rate varies with about 6 percent of men and more 
than 15 percent of women, with white women having the highest rate. It is also inter
esting to note that the rate of antidepressant use in the United States has increased 
nearly 400 percent in the last 25 years and, according to the Centers for Disease 
Control, it is the most frequently used medication by persons aged 18 to 44 years. 
In addition, a recent study found that blacks, Latinas/os, and women generally waited 
longer for care. Whites waited an average of 24 minutes, while blacks had to wait an aver
age of 31 minutes and Latinas/os had to wait 33 minutes on average. Homophobia and 
transphobia prevent LGBQT individuals from receiving fully informed care that affects 
their options and access. 

Finally, a focus on women's health must discuss the issue of corporate responsibility 
and the role of the state in guiding and establishing that responsibility. This relates to how 
national and transnational corporations with strong profit motives affect our lives in terms 
of environmental degradation and toxic exposure, food additives, and problematic medical 
practices, and the ways decisions at national and international levels affect these practices. 
Examples include concern with greenhouse gases and global climate change, use of pesti
cides and herbicides, genetically modified food and corporate control of bioresources, and 
growth hormones in beef and dairy food products. All these issues are related to the corpo
ratization of life and the global economy, the stresses of life in postindustrial societies, and 
ultimately the quality of life on the planet. 

There is increasing interest in exploring the role of stress in our lives, as well as the 
connections between mind and body in terms of illness. Scientists have long known about 
these connections and have emphasized that it is less stress per se (of work, relationships, 
trauma, etc.) that affects the immune system, but more how individuals interpret or make 
meaning of that stress. It seems that stresses we choose evoke different responses from 
those we cannot control, with feelings of helplessness being worse than the stressor itself. 
While stress affects everyone, there is differential impact based on where a person lives, 
the kind of work s/he performs, the food s/he can afford to eat, and so forth. These stresses 
and the discriminations associated with being a target group member are examples of 
what scholars call structural violence, discussed later in Chapter 10. 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Breast Science 

Go to the web page of the Breast Cancer Fund at www.breastcancerfund.org. 
Follow the "Clear Science" link. What does science tell us about the complex 
causes of breast cancer? Which chemicals are linked to breast cancer? Which 
populations are most vulnerable to breast cancer? Now go to the website of the 
National Cancer Institute at www.cancer.gov/cancertopicsltypeslbreast. What are 
the incidences and death rates of breast cancer in the United States? Identify five 
facts about breast cancer that are new to you. 

As mentioned above, differential exposure to environmental problems on the part 
of marginalized peoples has fostered an environmental justice movement to resist these 
inequities that occur as a result of lack of economic, social, and political power. In par
ticular, environmental racism reflects the fact that people of color in the United States 
are disproportionately exposed to toxic environments due to the dumping of chemical 
and other waste on Native American lands and in urban areas where more people of 
color live. Environmental waste tends not to be dumped in areas populated by people of 
high socioeconomic status or where property values are high. The dumping of radioactive 
waste at Yucca Mountain, Nevada, despite the impact of this on the Western Shoshone 
tribe that considers the mountain sacred, is a case in point. People in developing coun
tries who work in factories and sweatshops within the global economy (especially young 
women, who are often hired because they are cheap, dispensable, and easily controlled 
workers) are particularly at risk for occupational disease. See, for example, the reading in 
Chapter 9 by Momo Chang on the occupational hazards to health endured by workers in 
the nail salon industry. 

Breast cancer is one important health issue closely tied to environmental problems 
and therefore to corporate responsibility. According to a 2013 National Cancer Institute 
fact sheet, 1 in 8 women will be diagnosed with breast cancer over a lifetime (compared 
to 1 in 20 in 1960). The relative increase in women living longer does not explain this 
increase in breast cancer incidence. It is the most common form of cancer in women and 
the number-two cause of cancer death (lung and bronchial cancer causes the most deaths), 
except in the case of Latinas, for whom breast cancer is the number-one cause of cancer 
death. Approximately 40,000 women die from breast cancer every year; men also can have 
the disease. Although African American women are not more susceptible to breast cancer, 
African American women aged 35 to 44 years are more than twice as likely to die from it. 
This is because they tend to have more advanced tumors as a result of poorer screening and 
reduced access to health care services. 

Breast cancer research works to find a "cure," despite the fact that a focus on envi
ronmental contributors could work effectively to prevent breast cancer. The pink rib
bon campaign for the cure, while a formidable support for breast cancer research and the 
empowerment of survivors, inadequately addresses environmental links to breast cancer. 
This is especially important because less than 10 percent of breast cancer cases have a 
genetic cause. About half of all breast cancer cases cannot be explained by known risk fac
tors, encouraging scientists to suspect toxic chemicals in the environment playing a role in 
breast cancer risk. In particular, it has been hypothesized that environmental estrogens may 
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play a role in the increasing incidence of breast cancer, testicular cancer, and other problems 
of the human reproductive system. 

Environmental estrogens (also known as xenoestrogens) mimic the effects of 
human estrogen or affect its level in the body indirectly by disrupting the ways human 
estrogen is produced or used. Although some are naturally occurring (for example, 
phytoestrogens in plants such as soybeans), the greatest concern is synthetic estrogens 
that are not easily broken down and can be stored in the body's fat cells. More than 
30 years ago researchers showed that organochlorines, a family of compounds includ
ing the pesticide DDT and the industrial chemicals known as polychlorinated biphenyls 
(PCBs), could mimic human estrogen and induce mammary tumors in laboratory ani
mals. Organochlorines are organic compounds containing chlorine bonded to carbon. 
Virtually unknown in nature, they are primarily products or by-products of the chemi
cal industry. Their largest single use is in the manufacture of polyvinyl chloride (PVC) 
plastics, but they are also used in bleaching, disinfection, dry cleaning, fire prevention, 
refrigeration, and such pesticides as DDT and atrazine. Although PCBs and DDT were 
banned years ago, they are still with us because they persist in the environment. An 
EPA (Environmental Protection Agency) report on dioxin, another highly toxic organo
chlorine, reports that North Americans have far higher levels of dioxin in their systems 
than was previously thought, raising new questions about the chemical's relationship 
to breast cancer and other health problems. It is also known that the plastic chemical 
BPA (Bisphenol A) (present in cash register receipts, the lining of canned goods, and in 
sporting equipment and medical supplies) is carcinogenic (cancer-promoting) and can 
cause lowered male sperm count. 

Focusing on environmental issues necessarily involves addressing the effects of U.S. 
corporations and businesses on environmental quality. Even if exposure to toxic chemi
cals in the environment was shown to be associated with only I 0 to 20 percent of breast 
cancer cases (a very conservative estimate, because, as already mentioned, about half of 
all breast cancer cases cannot be explained by known risk factors), policy enforced by the 
U.S. government to control individual and corporate use of toxic chemicals could prevent 
between 9,000 and 36,000 women and men from contracting the disease every year. In 
this way the "cure" is much more within reach than is acknowledged. See the sidebar 
"Breast Science" for links to help you explore the complex causes of breast cancer in the 
United States. 

These environmental toxins are also affecting men's health, of course, and not only 
because men are also diagnosed with breast cancer. In particular, as well as other cancer 
risks, environmental estrogens are linked to the decrease in testosterone levels among men 
today (other causes include increased weight and decreased smoking). In 2006, researchers 
reported that the average 50-year-old man has almost 20 percent less testosterone than his 
father did 20 years ago. 

REPRODUCTIVE JUSTICE 

Reproductive justice involves being able to have safe and affordable birthing and parent
ing options; reliable, safe, and affordable birth control technologies; freedom from forced 
sterilization; and the availability of abortion. In other words, a key aspect of reproductive 
justice is the extent to which people can control their reproduction and therefore shape the 
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"All I really want is control over my own body!" 

Copyright© The New Yorker Collection 2001 Edward Koren from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved. 

quality and character of their lives. Worldwide, some 215 million women have an "unmet 
need" for family planning, meaning that they want to either space or limit births but do 
not have access or lack consistent access to reliable methods of birth control that fit their 
personal needs. Women with unmet need make up 82 percent of the estimated 75 million 
unintended pregnancies that occur each year. The remaining 18 percent are due to incon
sistent method use or method failure. Providing all women with basic family planning 
services is first and foremost a matter of basic human rights and bodily integrity. However, 
despite the importance of reproductive freedom in the United States and worldwide, it is 
increasingly under attack. For women of color in the United States in particular, as the 
reading "From Rights to Justice" by Zakiya Luna emphasizes, resisting population control 
while simultaneously claiming the right to bodily self-determination, including the right 
to contraception and abortion or the right to have children, is at the heart of the struggle 
for reproductive justice. Finally, another key aspect of reproductive choice is the right to 
assisted reproductive technologies for infertile couples who want children. Jennifer Parks 
discusses these technologies in the reading "Rethinking Radical Politics in the Context of 
Assisted Reproductive Technology." In response to debates about whether these technolo
gies are ultimately good or bad for women, she makes the case that they are neither inher
ently liberating nor entirely oppressive. Rather, the consequences of these technologies 
can be understood only by considering how they are actually taken up within specific com
munities. In the sections that follow, we discuss the politics of sterilization, contraceptive 
technologies, and issues surrounding abortion. 
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Sterilization Practices 

Female sterilization includes tubal ligation, a surgical procedure in which the fallopian 
tubes are blocked ("having the tubes tied"), and hysterectomy, in which the uterus is 
removed. A less invasive alternative to tubal ligation is a springlike device called Essure 
that blocks the fallopian tubes. Although hysterectomy (the removal of the uterus) is usually 
performed for medical reasons not associated with a desire for sterilization, this procedure 
results in sterilization. Vasectomy is permanent birth control for men, or male sterilization. 
It is effective and safe and does not limit male sexual pleasure. Countless women freely 
choose sterilization as a form of permanent birth control, and it is a useful method of fam
ily planning for many. "Freely choose," however, assumes a range of options not available 
to some women. In other words, "freely choose" is difficult in a racist, class-based, and 
sexist society that does not provide all people with the same options from which to choose. 

HISTORICAL MOMENT The Women's Health Movement 

From the beginnings of the medical industry, women often suffered from the 
humiliation and degradation of medical practitioners who treated women as 
hysterical and as hypochondriacs, who medicalized normal female body func
tions, and who prevented women from controlling their own health. In 1969, as 
the women's movement heightened consciousness about other issues, women 
also began to examine the ways they had been treated and the ways women's 
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biology and health had been largely unexplored. In the spring of that year, 
several women participated in a workshop on "women and their bodies" at a 
Boston conference. As they vented their anger at the medical establishment, they 
also began to make plans to take action. Although most of them had no medical 
training, they spent the summer studying all facets of women's health and the 
health care system. Then they began giving courses on women's bodies wher
ever they could find an audience. These women became known as the Boston 
Women's Health Collective and published their notes and lectures in what would 
eventually be known as Our Bodies, Ourselves. 

Their efforts resulted in a national women's health movement. In March 1971 
800 women gathered for the first women's health conference in New York. 
Women patients began to question doctors' authority and to bring patient 
advocates to their medical appointments to take notes on their treatment by 
medical professionals. Feminists questioned established medical practices such 
as the gendered diagnosis and treatment of depression, the recommendation for 
radical mastectomies whenever breast cancer was found, and the high incidence 
of cesarean deliveries and hysterectomies. 

Although the original members of the women's health movement tended to be 
well-educated, middle-class white women, the movement quickly expanded to 
work with poor women and women of color to address the inequities caused by 
the intersections of gender with race and social class. Together, these women 
worked on reproductive rights, recognizing that for many poor women and 
women of color, the right to abortion was not as paramount as the right to be 
free from forced sterilization. Their work shaped the agenda of the National 
Women's Health Network, founded in 1975 and dedicated to advancing the 
health of women of all races and social classes. 

Source: Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open: How the Modern Women's Movement Changed America 
(New York: Viking, 2000). 

As a result, women on welfare are more likely to be sterilized than women who are not 
on welfare, and women of color and women in nonindustrialized countries are dispropor
tionately more likely to receive this procedure rather than being offered more expensive 
contraceptive options. Lingering here is the racist and classist idea that certain groups have 
more right to reproduce than others: a belief and social practice called eugenics. Policies 
providing support for sterilization that make it free or very accessible obviously no longer 
force women to be sterilized. Rather, policies like these make the option attractive at a time 
when other options are limited. 

One of the unfortunate legacies of reproductive history is that some women have 
been sterilized against their will, usually articulated as "against their full, informed con
sent." In the 1970s it was learned that many poor women-especially women of color, 
and Native American women in particular, as well as women who were mentally disabled 
or incarcerated-had undergone forced sterilization. Situations varied, but often they 
included women not giving consent at all, not knowing what was happening, believing they 
were having a different procedure, being strongly pressured to consent, or being unable to 
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read or to understand the options told to them. The latter was especially true for women 
who did not speak or read English. Forced sterilization is now against the law, although 
problems remain. One consequence of forced sterilization for women of color in the United 
States was suspicion of birth control technologies as another potential tool of genocide. 
For example, when the contraceptive pill was available in the 1960s, some women of color 
remembered this history of forced sterilization and resisted its marketing, fearing the pill 
was another way to limit the non-white population. This was especially significant since 
the pill was originally tested on women in Puerto Rico. 

Parenting Options and Contraceptive Technologies 

In considering reproductive choice, it is important to think about the motivations for hav
ing children as well as the motivations for limiting fertility. Most people, women and men, 
assume they will have children at some point in their lives, and, for some, reproduction and 
parenting are less of a choice than something that people just do. Although in many non
industrial societies children can be economic assets, in contemporary U.S. society, for the 
most part, children consume much more than they produce. Some women do see children 
as insurance in their old age, but generally today we have children for emotional reasons 
such as personal and marital fulfillment, and for social reasons such as carrying on the 
family name and fulfilling religious mandates. 

Childbirth is an experience that has been shared by millions of women the world 
over. Women have historically helped other women at this time, strengthening family 
and kinship bonds and the ties of friendship. As the medical profession gained power and 
status and developed various technologies (forceps, for example), women's traditional 
authority associated with birthing was eclipsed by an increasing medicalization of birth
ing. Again, the medicalization of childbirth regards birthing as an irregular episode that 
requires medical procedures, often including invasive forms of "treatment." As these 
trends gained social power, women who could afford it started going to hospitals to 
birth their children instead of being attended at home by relatives, friends, or midwives. 
Unfortunately, in these early days, hospitals were relatively dangerous places where san
itation was questionable and women in childbirth were attended by doctors who knew far 
less about birthing than did midwives. As the twentieth century progressed and birthing 
in hospitals became routine, women gave birth lying down in the pelvic exam position 
with their feet in stirrups, sometimes with their arms strapped down; they were given 
drugs and episiotomies (an incision from the vagina toward the anus to prevent tearing) 
and were routinely shaved in the pubic area. By the late twentieth century, thanks to a 
strong consumer movement, women were giving birth under more humane conditions. 
Birthing centers now predominate in most hospitals, and doctors no longer perform and 
administer the routine procedures and drugs they used to. Nonetheless, a large number of 
pregnant women (especially women of color) do not receive any health care at all, and 
a larger number still receive inadequate health care, some resorting to emergency rooms 
to deliver babies and having their first contact with the medical establishment at this 
time. As you can imagine, this scenario results in increased complications and potential 
unhealthy babies, and costs society much more financially than if routine health screen
ing and preventive health care had been available. 

Why might women want to control their fertility? The first and obvious answer con
cerns health. Over a woman's reproductive life, she could potentially birth many children 
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and be in a constant state of pregnancy and lactation. Such a regimen compromises maxi
mum health. Second, birthing large numbers of children might be seen as irresponsible 
in the context of world population and a planet with finite resources. Third, birthing is 
expensive and the raising of children even more expensive. Fourth, given that women have 
primary responsibility for childcare and that in the global north and many other regions the 
organization of mothering tends to isolate women in their homes, it is important to con
sider the emotional effects of constant child rearing. And, finally, if women had unlimited 
children, the constant caretaking of these children would preempt women's ability to be 
involved in other productive work outside the home. This "indirect cost" concept involves 
the loss or limitation of financial autonomy, work-related or professional identity, and 
creative and ego development. 

Although today women are as likely to have children as they ever were, three facts 
stand out. First, the average family size decreased as the twentieth century progressed. 
Second, women are having children later in life than they did in earlier times in our 
society. Both of these trends are related to changes in health care technologies that have 
raised health care standards and encouraged parenting at later ages, the availability of 
birth control and abortion, and the increase in women's education and participation in 
paid labor with subsequent postponement of marriage and child rearing. Third, there 
has been a significant increase in the number of children born to single women, espe
cially among non-white populations since the 1970s. Specifically, according to the 
most recent U.S. Census data, about a third of all children live in a single-parent home 
and approximately 85 percent of single-parent households are headed by women. The 
percentage of U.S. households headed by a single parent has nearly doubled since 1970. 
Approximately 40 percent of all babies are born to unmarried women who may or may 
not be partnered. One in 10 babies is born to a teenage mother, although these rates have 
been falling since 1991 with the exception of a two-year increase between 2005 and 2007 
(which coincided with increased funding for abstinence-only sex education programs). 
Half of young women who have babies in their teens do not earn a high school diploma 
by age 22. A third of their children will go on to become teen parents and are also more 
likely to do poorly in school and drop out. Teens of color are especially susceptible to 
early pregnancy. 

Unwanted unwed births, especially among teenagers, may result from lack of 
knowledge and support about reproduction and contraception in the context of an 
increasing sexually active population, poverty and lack of opportunities for education 
and employment, failure of family and school systems to keep young people in school, 
the increased use of alcohol and other drugs, and increasing restrictions on access to 
abortion services. Some girls see motherhood as a rite of passage into adulthood, as 
a way to escape families of origin, or as a way to connect with another human being 
whom they may believe will love them unconditionally. Because the largest increase in 
unmarried births has been among women aged 25 years and older, these changes also 
reflect changing norms about raising a child out of wedlock, either alone or in a het
erosexual or lesbian cohabiting, or living together, arrangement, and the fact that some 
women are wary of marriage and/or choose and have the resources to maintain families 
outside of legal marriage. 

Birth control technologies have been around for a long time. Many preindustrial 
societies used suppositories coated in various substances that blocked the cervix or func
tioned as spermicides; the condom was used originally to prevent the spread of syphilis, 

\ 
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although it was discovered that it functioned as a contraceptive; and the concept of the 
intrauterine device was first used by Bedouins who hoped to prevent camels from con
ceiving during long treks across the desert by inserting small pebbles into the uterus. 
Nineteenth-century couples in the United States used "coitus interruptus" (withdrawal 
before ejaculation), the rhythm method (sexual intercourse only during nonfertile times), 
condoms, and abstinence. Although technologies of one kind or another have been 
around for generations, the issue for women has been the control of, and access to, these 
technologies. Patriarchal societies have long understood that to control women's lives 
it is necessary to control women's reproductive options. In this way, information about, 
access to, and denial of birth control technologies are central aspects of women's role 
and status in society. 

In 1873 the Comstock Act made it illegal to send any "obscene, lewd, and/or lascivi
ous" materials through the mail, including contraceptive devices and information. In addi
tion to banning contraceptives and "quack" medicines, this act also banned the distribution 
of information on abortion. The state and federal restrictions became known as the Com
stock Laws. Women understood that the denial of contraception kept them in the domestic 
sphere and, more importantly, exposed them to repetitive and often dangerous pregnancies. 
In response, a social movement emerged that was organized around reproductive choice. 
Called "voluntary motherhood," this movement not only involved giving women access 
to birth control, but also worked to facilitate reproduction and parenting under the most 
safe, humane, and dignified conditions. Many of its followers sought to control male sexual 
behaviors and advocated a social purity politics that saw male "vice" (prostitution, sexually 
transmitted infections, and sexual abuse) as the problem. Margaret Sanger was a leader of 
this movement and in 1931 wrote My Fight for Birth Control about her decision to become 
involved in the struggle for reproductive choice. 

One unfortunate aspect, however, was the early birth control movement's affiliation 
with an emerging eugenics movement that argued only the "fit" should be encouraged 
to reproduce. Birth control was therefore necessary to prevent the "unfit" from unlim
ited reproduction. The "unfit" included poor and immigrant populations, the "feeble
minded," and criminals. Using a rationale grounded in eugenics, birth control proponents 
were able to argue their case while receiving the support of those in power in society. 
Nonetheless, although contraceptive availability varied from state to state, it was not 
until a Supreme Court decision (Griswold v. Connecticut) in 1965 that married couples 
were allowed legal rights to birth control. The Court's ruling said that the prohibition of 
contraceptive use by married people was unconstitutional in that it violated the consti
tutional right to privacy. This legal right was extended to single people in 1972 and to 
minors in 1977. 

Today there are a variety of contraceptive methods available. Their accessibility is 
limited by the availability of information about them, by cost, and by health care provid
ers' sponsorship. As you read about these technologies, consider the following questions: 
Whose body is being affected? Who gets to deal with the side effects? Who is paying for 
these methods? Who will pay if these methods fail? Who will be hurt if these side effects 
become more serious? These questions are framed by racialized gender relations and the 
context of the U.S. economy and its health organizations. 

Other than tubal ligation where women are surgically sterilized and vasectomy where 
men are surgically sterilized, birth control methods include, first, the intrauterine device 
(IUD), a small, t-shaped device made of flexible plastic that is inserted into the uterus 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Sisterlove 

The beginnings of SisterLove can be traced to a small group of women in Atlanta 
who organized to educate women about HIV/AIDS, self-help, and safer sex. 
Founded in 1989, SisterLove "is on a mission to eradicate the adverse impact of 
HIV/AIDS and other reproductive health challenges upon women and their fami
lies through education, prevention, support and human rights advocacy in the 
United States and around the world. " 1 A part of the reproductive justice move
ment, which centers the reproductive health needs of women of color, SisterLove 
focuses on HIV prevention and outreach to women of color in Atlanta. 

The organization's "Healthy Love" workshop provides prevention strategies. The 
facilitators take their programs into communities and offer them in spaces where 
participants feel safe and comfortable. SisterLove's website explains, "The work
shop encourages participants to be confident in approaching their own sexuality 
and to demand safe behaviors from themselves and their partners. It also pro
vides the opportunity for women to explore, discuss and dispel the barriers to 
practicing safer sex. The HLW respects the cultural traditions of African-American 
women who, throughout time, have gathered to support one another in times of 
crisis and growth."2 Another outreach program focuses on HIV prevention educa
tion with women attending historically black colleges and universities. 

SisterLove also offers a "Bridge Leadership" program that connects the group to a 
variety of other reproductive justice organizations, including SisterSong, and sup
ports collaborative projects. The organization also has a capacity-building project 
in South Africa to enhance the capacity and leadership capabilities of NGOs and 
community-based organizations working with women and youth to prevent HIV. 

As staff member Omisegun Pennick reminds us, "Indeed, 30 years into the epi
demic we still have to drive the conversation around the absolute inclusion of 
women, especially women of color, in the movement to eradicate HIV/AIDS 
throughout the globe. We have to actively engage researchers in remembering 
to include women of color when talking about Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis (PreP) 
and other clinical treatments. We must support the critical work of campaigns 
such as the 30 for 30 to ensure that a minimum of 30% of the national resources 
for HIV/AIDS are given to organizations that directly serve women. We have to 
rally at the local, regional, and national level to ensure that policies and plans 
such as the National AIDS Strategy directly include women. " 3 

1 http://sisterlove.org/about-usl. 
2 http://sisterlove.org/our-worklhealth-education-prevention/. 
3 http:llsisterloveinc.b/ogspot.com/. 

and prevents the implantation of a fertilized egg. IUDs are available only by prescription, 
must be inserted by a clinician, and are a popular form of reversible birth control. Trade 
names include ParaGard and Mirena (the latter is an IUD that contains hormones). IUDs 
generally last up to 10 years, can result in heavier periods (although IUDs with hormones 
claim to reduce menstrual cramping and flow), and may increase the risk of pelvic inflam
matory disease among women with multiple sexual partners. It is important to remember 
that IUDs do not protect against HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections. 
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Second are hormone regulation contraceptive methods. The combined oral contra
ceptive pill (COCP), often referred to as the birth control pill or colloquially as "the 
pill," is an oral contraceptive that contains a combination of two hormones: progestin 
and estrogen. It became widely available in the United States in the 1960s and quickly 
became the most popular means of contraception despite such side effects as nausea, 
weight gain, breast tenderness, and headaches. Combination pills usually work by pre
venting a woman's ovaries from releasing eggs (ovulation). They also thicken the cervi
cal mucus, which keeps sperm from joining with an egg. Extended cycle pills are COCPs 
designed to reduce or eliminate menstrual bleeding. They usually produce a period every 
three months. The progestin-only or "mini pill" contains no estrogen and has fewer side 
effects than the regular pill, and it works by thickening cervical mucus and/or preventing 
ovulation. Taking the pill daily maintains the level of hormone that is needed to prevent 
pregnancy and it is important that this pill is taken at exactly the same time every day. The 
birth control pill trademarked as YAZ was marketed to appeal to young women through its 
claims to treat emotional and physical premenstrual symptoms and control moderate acne. 
YAZ is currently involved in lawsuits worldwide with alleged health problems including 
blood clots, pulmonary embolism, stroke, gallbladder complications, and heart attacks 
caused by the medication. 

Contraception options also include implants such as Norplant, a contraceptive device 
implanted under the skin of the upper arm that releases a small amount of the hormone 
progestin through the inserted capsules for up to 5 years. As a result of lawsuits associated 
with unanticipated side effects, the maker of Norplant no longer markets this device in the 
United States, although it is available worldwide. Depo-Provera also uses progestin that is 
injected into the muscle every 11 weeks. It inhibits the secretion of hormones that stimulate 
the ovaries and prevents ovulation. It also thickens cervical mucus to prevent the entrance 
of sperm into the uterus. Risks include loss of bone density and side effects generally 
associated with the pill, such as weight gain, irregular, heavy, or no bleeding, headaches, 
depression, and mood changes. In addition, it may take up to a year after discontinuing use 
of Depo-Provera before a woman is fertile again. Alongside implants and injections are 
contraceptive patches, such as Ortho Evra, placed on the arm, buttocks, or abdomen, that 
releases hormones. Since its introduction in 2002, there have been a substantial number of 
lawsuits by plaintiffs citing serious blood clot-related injuries associated with Ortho Evra. 
This resulted in a warning from the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for Ortho Evra 
in 2005. 

Vaginal rings are also relatively popular contraceptives in the United States. One device 
marketed under the name NuvaRing was approved in 200 I. It is a flexible, transparent ring 
about 2 inches in diameter that women insert vaginally once a month. The ring releases 
a continuous dose of estrogen and progestin. The ring remains in the vagina for 21 days 
and is then removed, discarded, and a new ring inserted. None of these hormone methods 
protect against HIV I AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections. 

Next are the barrier methods. The diaphragm, cervical cap, and shield are barrier 
devices that are inserted into the vagina before sexual intercourse, fit over the cervix, and 
prevent sperm from entering the uterus. These methods work in conjunction with spermi
cidal jelly that is placed along the rim of the device. Some women use them in conjunction 
with spermicidal foam that is inserted into the vagina with a small plunger. Unlike the 
other methods, spermicides are available at any drugstore, but the diaphragm or cervical 
cap must be obtained from a physician or clinic. Also available at drugstores are vaginal 
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Sexually Transmitted Infections 

Every year more than 12 million cases of sexually transmitted infections (STls) 
are reported in the United States. The health impact of STls is particularly severe 
for women. Because the infections often cause few or no symptoms and may 
go untreated, women are at risk for complications from STls, including ectopic 
(tubal) pregnancy, infertility, chronic pelvic pain, and poor pregnancy outcomes. 

CHLAMYDIA 

Chlamydia is the most common bacterial sexually transmitted disease in the 
United States. It causes an estimated 4 million infections annually, primarily 
among adolescents and young adults. In women, untreated infections can pro
gress to involve the upper reproductive tract and may result in serious compli
cations. About 75 percent of women infected with chlamydia have few or no 
symptoms, and without testing and treatment the infection may persist for as 
long as 15 months. Without treatment, 2~0 percent of women with chlamydia 
may develop pelvic inflammatory disease (PID). 

PELVIC INFLAMMATORY DISEASE 

PID refers to upper reproductive tract infection in women, which often develops 
when STls go untreated or are inadequately treated. Each year, PID and its complica
tions affect more than 750,000 women. PID can cause chronic pelvic pain or harm to 
the reproductive organs. Permanent damage to the fallopian tubes can result from a 
single episode of PID and is even more common after a second or third episode. 

One potentially fatal complication of PID is ectopic pregnancy, an abnormal 
condition that occurs when a fertilized egg implants in a location other than 
the uterus, often in a fallopian tube. It is estimated that ectopic pregnancy has 
increased about fivefold over a 20-year period. Among African American women, 
ectopic pregnancy is the leading cause of pregnancy-related deaths. 

GONORRHEA 

Gonorrhea is a common bacterial STI that can be treated with antibiotics. 
Although gonorrhea rates among adults have declined, rates among adolescents 
have risen or remained unchanged. Adolescent females aged 15-19 have the 
highest rates of gonorrhea. 

HUMAN IMMUNODEFICIENCY VIRUS 

Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) is the virus that causes AIDS. The risk of a 
woman acquiring or transmitting HIV is increased by the presence of other STls. 
In particular, the presence of genital ulcers, such as those produced by syphilis 

(continued) 
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and herpes, or the presence of an inflammatory STI, such as chlamydia or gonor
rhea, may make HIV transmission easier. 

HERPES SIMPLEX VIRUS (HSV) 

Genital herpes is a disease caused by herpes simplex virus (HSV). The disease may 
recur periodically and has no cure. Scientists have estimated that about 30 mil
lion persons in the United States may have genital HSV infection. Most infected 
persons never recognize the symptoms of genital herpes; some will have symp
toms shortly after infection and never again. A minority of those infected will 
have recurrent episodes of genital sores. Many cases of genital herpes are 
acquired from people who do not know they are infected or who had no symp
toms at the time of the sexual contact. 

HUMAN PAPILLOMA VIRUS (HPV) 

HPV is a virus that sometimes causes genital warts but in many cases infects peo
ple without causing noticeable symptoms. Concern about HPV has increased in 
recent years after several studies showed that HPV infection is associated with the 
development of cervical cancer. Infection with a high-risk type of HPV is one risk 
factor for cervical cancer, which causes 4,500 deaths among women each year. 

SYPHILIS 

Syphilis is a bacterial infection that can be cured with antibiotics. Female adoles
cents are twice as likely to have syphilis as male adolescents. African American 
women have syphilis rates that are seven times greater than the female popula
tion as a whole. 

Such infections among infants are largely preventable if women receive appropri
ate diagnosis and treatment during prenatal care. Death of the fetus or newborn 
infant occurs in up to 40 percent of pregnant women who have untreated syphilis. 

CONDOM EFFECTIVENESS AND RELIABILITY 

When used consistently and correctly, latex condoms are very effective in pre
venting a variety of STDs, including HIV infection. Multiple studies have demon
strated a strong protective effect of condom use. Condom breakage rates are 
low in the United States-no higher than 2 per 100 condoms used. Most cases of 
condom failure result from incorrect or inconsistent use. 

For further information, contact the Office of Women's Health, Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 1600 Clifton Road, Atlanta, GA 30033; 
phone: 800-232-4636. 

Source: www.cdc.gov/od/owhlwhstd.htm. 
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sponges that are coated with spermicide, inserted into the vagina, and work to block the 
cervix and absorb sperm. All these barrier methods work best when used in conjunction 
with a condom and are much less effective when used alone. The male condom is a latex 
rubber tube that comes rolled up and is unrolled on the penis. The female condom is a 
floppy polyurethane tube with an inner ring at the closed end that fits over the cervix and 
an outer ring at the open end that hangs outside the vagina. Condoms block sperm from 
entering the vagina and, when used properly in conjunction with other barrier methods, are 
highly effective in preventing pregnancy. Another very important aspect of condoms is that 
they are the only form of contraception that offers prevention against sexually transmitted 
diseases (STDs) generally and HIV/AIDS in particular. All health care providers empha
size that individuals not in a mutually monogamous sexual relationship should always use 
condoms in conjunction with other methods. 

Finally, emergency contraception (EC), commonly known as the "morning-after pill" 
or by the trade-name Plan B, used after unprotected heterosexual intercourse is now avail
able. Plan B and its generic, Next Choice, were approved by the FDA in 1997. Plan B is 
most effective if taken within 12 hours, although it offers protection for 3 days with some 
protection for up to 5 days. EC provides a high dose of the same hormones as are in birth 
control pills to prevent ovulation and fertilization. A New England Journal of Medicine 
study reported that almost 2 million of the approximately 3 million unintended pregnan
cies a year might be prevented if EC was more readily available. In addition, a study in 
the Journal of the American Medical Association reported that women with easy access 
to EC were not more likely to engage in unprotected heterosexual contact or abandon 
the use of other forms of birth control. The FDA has approved Plan B for over-the-counter 
sales for individuals aged 17 years and older, but women still face barriers when trying to 
obtain the medication in some communities. Plan B is expensive and current prices make 
it too expensive for some women. A new EC, EllaOne (ulipristal acetate), is more effective 
than Plan B in being able to work effectively for 5 days after unprotected sex rather than 3, 
and to provide less than 2 percent chance of pregnancy, a fail rate nearly half that of Plan B. 
Note that EC is different from the drug mifeprex (the U.S. trade name for rnifepristone), also 
known as RU-486 and discussed in the following section, that works by terminating an early 
pregnancy and is known as a "medical abortion." Emergency contraception does not terminate 
a pregnancy but prevents one from occurring. It is important to understand the ways these two 
medications serve two different purposes and work completely differently from one another. 
As mentioned, RU-486 results in a termination of a pregnancy and is used only after preg
nancy is established (and no more than 49 days since a woman's last menstrual period). On the 
other hand, EC or Plan B is used to prevent pregnancy. It will not harm an existing pregnancy 
and does not cause an abortion. 

Current debate on EC concerns "refusal clauses" or the rights of medical personnel to 
deny medication such as Plan B based on their personal ideology. Currently 47 states and 
the District of Columbia allow certain individuals or entities to refuse to provide women 
specific reproductive-health services, information, or referrals. Nine states have adopted 
restrictions on EC specifically. In addition, the 2013 position statement of the Ameri
can College of Clinical Pharmacy "supports the prerogative of a pharmacist to decline 
to personally participate in situations involving the legally sanctioned provision and/or 
use of medical and related devices or services that conflict with that pharmacist's moral, 
ethical, or religious beliefs." As of this writing, six states (Arkansas, California, Georgia, 
Idaho, Mississippi, South Dakota) have passed laws allowing a pharmacist the right to 
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refuse to dispense EC and other contraception drugs and contraceptives and five (Illinois, 
Massachusetts, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Washington) have passed legislation 
requiring pharmacists to fill or transfer certain prescriptions. 

Many (including pharmacists) are opposed to such a stance, especially when it 
denies rape victims access to medication that is legally their right. The National Abor
tion Federation reports that approximately 13,000 women in the United States become 
pregnant as a result of rape every year. Timely access to EC ensures rape survivors 
the right to avoid additional trauma associated with pregnancy. Polls also show that 
nearly 80 percent of U.S. women want hospitals, whether religiously affiliated or not, 
to offer EC to rape survivors. Critics of pharmacists' ability to refuse dispensing EC 
and other medication emphasize that although these health workers have the right to 
consider their own religious or political beliefs in determining what medical decisions 
they make for their own care, these beliefs should not determine the care they provide 
customers and patients. In addition, the State Pharmacy Boards of some states have pro
fessional guidelines requiring pharmacists to fill prescriptions without recourse to their 
personal beliefs. Currently, 16 states and the District of Columbia require emergency 
rooms to provide information about EC and most of these also require EC-related ser
vices to sexual assault victims. 

Abortion 

Although induced abortion, the removal of the fertilized ovum or fetus from the uterus, is only 
one aspect of reproductive justice, it has dominated discussion of this topic. This is unfortu
nate because reproductive rights are about much more than abortion. Nonetheless, this is one 
topic that generates unease and often heated discussion. Pro-choice advocates believe that 
abortion is women's choice, women should not be forced to have children against their will, 
a fertilized ovum should not have all the legal and moral rights of personhood, and all chil
dren should be wanted children. Pro-choice advocates tend to believe in a woman's right 
to have an abortion even though they might not make that decision for themselves. Pro-life 
advocates believe that human personhood begins at conception and a fertilized ovum or 
fetus has the right to full moral and legal rights of personhood. They believe that rights 
about the sanctity of human life outweigh the rights of mothers. Some pro-life advocates 
see abortion as murder and doctors and other health care workers who assist in providing 
abortion services as accomplices to a crime. 

According to the most recent Gallup poll published in 2013, and 40 years after the 
Supreme Court issued its opinion in Roe v. Wade that legalized abortion, significantly 
more people want the landmark abortion decision kept in place rather than overturned 
(53 percent to 29 percent with 18 percent having no opinion). The poll also showed that 
48 percent of Americans consider themselves "pro-choice" (defined as in favor of wom
en's choice to access abortion facilities), 44 percent "pro-life" (against abortion under 
varying circumstances), and the rest uncertain. The Rasmussen poll conducted at a similar 
time showed 54 percent pro-choice and 38 percent pro-life. Rasmussen polls tend to show 
higher pro-choice sentiment than Gallup polls, most likely because they survey likely vot
ers, whereas Gallup surveys the population as a whole. However, these are two of several 
consecutive polls since May 2009 showing more people in the United States are pro-life 
than pro-choice, with more women than men advocating pro-choice views. Gallup shows 
50 percent of women and 47 percent of men identify as pro-choice. People's support 
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for pro-choice policies varies by political party, but also by demographic characteristics. 
People in the United States with no religious affiliation and self-described liberals are the 
most likely to call themselves pro-choice, with roughly 8 in 10 choosing this label. Those 
with a college education and high-income earners are also nearly as oriented to the pro
choice position as are Democrats, followed by those who live in the eastern part of the 
United States, those who live in cities, and young adults generally. On the other end of the 
spectrum, religiously-affiliated individuals, low-income individuals, adults with no col
lege education, and those who live in the southern part of the United States are more likely 
to join Republicans and conservatives as the least pro-choice. Overall, a solid majority of 
Americans (61 percent) believe abortion should generally be legal in the first three months 
of pregnancy, while 31 percent disagree. However, support for abortions after the first 
trimester drops off sharply. Gallup has found this pattern each time it has asked this ques
tion since 1996, indicating that people in the United States attach much greater value to 
the fetus as it approaches viability, starting in the second trimester. These data show that 
relatively few Americans are positioned at either extreme of the spectrum of beliefs-that 
abortion should be legal in all circumstances or illegal in all circumstances. Despite this 
"middle ground" position among most people, the public debate on abortion tends to be 
highly polarized. 

Issues associated with feminist pro-choice politics include moral responsibilities 
associated with requiring the birth of unwanted children, because the forces attempting 
to deny women safe and legal abortions are the very same ones that call for reductions in 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Framing the Debate 

The words we choose to talk about issues matter, and the frames we create for 
understanding reproductive rights shape the conversation. Below are some of 
the ways anti-choice activists frame the debate. Search on the Web, newspapers, 
TV, or social media to find examples of these frames. How do you think these 
frames shape the debate? How do advocates of reproductive justice frame the 
debate? What differences do these frames make? 

"Abortion as murder" 

"Fetal personhood" 

"Partial-birth abortion" 

"Abortion as holocaust/genocide" 

"Rape exemptions" 

"Abortion as harm to women" 

"Sexual morality" 

"Abstinence-only until marriage" 

"The right to conscience" 1 

1 These frames are identified in http://www.politicalresearch.org/wp-contentluploads/ 
down/oads/2013104/Defending-Reproductive-Justice-ARK-Final.pdf. 
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the social, medical, educational, and economic support of poor children. Does "pro-life" 
include being "for life" of these children once they are born? "Pro-life" politicians often 
tend to vote against increased spending for services for women and families. The second 
issue raised includes the moral responsibilities involved in requiring women to be mothers 
against their will. If you do grant full personhood rights to a fertilized ovum or fetus, then at 
what point do these rights take priority over the rights of another fully established person, 
the mother? What of fathers' rights? Third, several studies have shown that between two
thirds and three-quarters of all women accessing abortions would have an illegal abortion if 
abortion were illegal. Illegal abortions have high mortality rates; issues do not go away just 
by making them illegal. Although most feminists consider themselves pro-choice, there 
are exceptions, most notably the Feminists for Life of America organization. Their motto 
is "Pro Woman Pro Life" and they advocate opposition to all forms of violence, character
izing abortion as violence against women as well as against the fetus. 

In the years since Roe v. Wade, the Supreme Court ruling legalizing abortion in the 
United States, thousands of women's lives have been saved by access to legal abortion. It 
is estimated that before 1973, 1.2 million U.S. women resorted to illegal abortions each 
year and that botched illegal abortions caused as many as 5,000 annual deaths. Barriers to 
abortion endanger women's health by forcing women to delay the procedure, compelling 
them to carry unwanted pregnancies to term, and leading them to seek unsafe and illegal 
abortions. 

About half of U.S. pregnancies-more than 3 million each year-are unintended and 
about 4 in 10 of these are terminated by abortion. By age 45, at least half of all American 
women will have experienced an unintended pregnancy and about one-third will have had 
an abortion. Almost 9 in 10 abortions occur in the first 12 weeks of pregnancy (the first 
trimester) and 62 percent of all abortions take place in the first 9 weeks. About 1.5 percent 
occur at 21 weeks or later. Women who have abortions come from all racial, ethnic, socio
economic, and religious backgrounds and their motivations vary. Among women obtaining 
abortions, approximately half of these are younger than 25 years and 18 percent are teenag
ers. About 61 percent of abortions are obtained by women who have one or more children. 
The abortion rate is highest among women who are 20 to 24 years old (33 percent of all 
abortions). African American women are three times more likely to have an abortion than 
white women, and Latinas are two and a half times as likely, reflecting in part socioeco
nomic issues associated with raising children and, possibly, reduced adoption opportuni
ties for children of color compared with white children. Approximately two-thirds of all 
abortions are obtained by never-married women (although many may be cohabiting), and 
the same number (although not necessarily the same women) intend to have children in 
the future. See box "Facts About Abortion, Choice, and Women's Health" for more details. 

In the United States, abortion was not limited by law or even opposed by the church 
until the nineteenth century. In 1800 there were no states with anti-abortion laws and abor
tion was a relatively common occurrence through the use of pills, powders, and mechanical 
devices. Generally, abortion was allowed before "quickening," understood as that time 
when the fetus's movements could be felt by the mother (usually between 3 and 4 months). 
Between 1821 and 1840, 10 states enacted laws that included provisions on abortion, 
although in five these applied only to abortions after quickening. Between 1840 and 1860 
the numbers of abortions increased such that some scholars estimate one abortion for every 
five or six live births. According to James Mohr's Abortion in America, abortion became 
more popular with married women and those of the middle and upper classes. This alarmed 
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physicians in the rapidly growing medical profession. Mohr explains that physicians' con
cerns centered on ethical issues, scientific reasons to question the importance of quicken
ing, the dangers of abortion for women, and the desire of physicians to rid themselves of 
some competitors such as midwives and others who helped provide abortions. He sug
gests that physicians were the major force in the enactment of laws against abortion in 
the nineteenth century, working through the American Medical Association to campaign 
to get state legislatures to further restrict abortion. Between 1860 and 1880 more than 40 
laws restricted abortion and remained largely intact for a century. Abortion became less 
visible and the Comstock Laws prevented information about them. Abortions continued 
by performing the procedure but calling it something else, and in some states they were 
performed to save a mother's health and life. Not surprisingly, illegal abortions were ram
pant and often unsafe. By 1860 the Catholic Church officially had ruled against abortion 
despite the fact that, as explained, religious objections were not at the root of anti-abortion 
legislation. By the mid-twentieth century resistance to abortion laws had increased such 
that in 1959 the American Law Institute proposed revisions used by a number of states. It 
is important to understand that the Supreme Court decisions of the 1970s were not a mod
em "weakening" of moral standards, but a return to what many Americans believed and 
practiced in the past. 

In 1969 Planned Parenthood supported the repeal of anti-abortion laws. Then in 
1970 Hawaii and New York repealed their abortion legislation, but a 1972 referendum in 
Michigan to do so was defeated. Change came in 1973 when the United States Supreme 
Court ruled in Roe v. Wade that a Texas anti-abortion statute was unconstitutional and 
overturned all states' bans on abortion. The ruling used the Griswold v. Connecticut 
decision in arguing that abortion must be considered part of privacy rights in deciding 
whether to have children. It did not, however, attempt to decide the religious or philo
sophical issue about when life begins. The Court did agree that, under the law, a fetus 
is not treated as a legal person with civil rights. The ruling went on to divide pregnancy 
into three equal stages, or trimesters, and explained the differential interventions that 
the state could make during these different periods. The Roe v. Wade ruling held that the 
U.S. Constitution protects a woman's decision to terminate her pregnancy and allowed 
first-trimester abortions on demand. It declared that only after the fetus is viable, capa
ble of sustained survival outside the woman's body with or without artificial aid, may the 
states control abortion. Abortions necessary to preserve the life or health of the mother 
must be allowed, however, even after fetal viability. Prior to viability, states can regulate 
abortion, but only if the regulation does not impose a "substantial obstacle" in the path 
of women. 

There has been a general chipping away of women's rights to abortion since Roe 
v. Wade. Subsequent legislative and legal challenges have made abortion access more dif
ficult and dangerous, but there has been no ruling yet that says life begins at conception 
and therefore no overturning of Roe v. Wade. Activities limiting legal rights to abortion 
currently include laws restricting poor and young women's access, refusal clauses (like 
those discussed previously that allow pharmacists to choose not to dispense medication if 
such practices offend their religious or political beliefs), bans on rarely-occurring late term 
abortion methods that protect women's health, violent tactics that intimidate doctors and 
patients, and pregnancy crisis centers that mislead women by purporting to offer full ser
vices but work to mislead and dissuade women from accessing an abortion. These restric
tions on safe, legal abortions are discussed below. If the Supreme Court were to overturn 
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Roe v. Wade, abortion policy would revert to the states. Currently four states (Louisiana, 
Mississippi, North Dakota, South Dakota) have laws imposing near-total criminal bans on 
abortion (sometimes known as "trigger" bans) if Roe v. Wade were to be overturned. 

One of the first restrictions on abortion rights was the Hyde Amendment, sponsored by 
Henry Hyde, a Republican senator from Illinois. It was an amendment to the 1977 Health, 
Education, and Welfare Appropriations Act and gave states the right to prohibit the use of 
Medicaid funds for abortion, thus limiting abortion to those women who could afford to 
pay and restricting abortion for poor women. Note that this was accompanied by Supreme 
Court rulings (Beal v. Doe, 1977) that said that states could refuse to use Medicaid funds 
to pay for abortions and that Congress could forbid states to use federal funds (including 
Medicaid) to pay for abortion services (Harris v. McRae, 1980). The latter ruling also 
allowed states to deny funds even for medically necessary abortions. 

Second, the 1989 Webster v. Reproductive Health Services, sponsored by Missouri 
State Attorney William Webster, upheld a state's right to prevent public facilities or pub
lic employees from assisting with abortions, to prevent counseling concerning abortion if 
public funds were involved, and to allow parental notification rights. The latter restricts 
abortion for young women as parental involvement laws require young women who 
seek abortion care to tell their parents or get their permission, regardless of their family 
circumstances. 

Third, Planned Parenthood v. Casey, although upholding Roe v. Wade in 1992, also 
upheld the state's right to restrict abortion in various ways: parental notification, man
datory counseling and waiting periods, and limitations on public spending for abortion 
services. Refusal clauses and counseling bans limit women's access to honest informa
tion and medical care, making it virtually impossible for some women to access abor
tion services altogether. Refusal clauses permit a broad range of individuals and/or 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Debating Reproductive Rights 

Select one of the following topics to research from various perspectives. Be sure 
to represent perspectives that both support and oppose the topic, and be sure 
to examine various feminist analyses of the topic. Present your findings to your 
classmates. You may want to present your findings in the form of a debate, 
a Q & A session, or a pros and cons list. 

TOPICS 

1. The morning-after pill 
2. The right to have children (particularly for lesbians, women with disabilities, 

single women, and older women) 
3. Assisted reproductive technologies 
4. Abstinence-only education 
5. Distributing condoms in public schools 
6. Selective reduction (abortion of one or more fetuses when pregnancy results in 

multiple fetuses) 
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Facts About Abortion, Choice, and Women's Health 

• Between 1973, when abortion was made legal in the United States, and 1990, 
the number of deaths per 100,000 legal abortion procedures declined tenfold. 
By 1990, the risk of death from legal abortion had declined to 0.3 death per 
100,000. (This rate is half the risk of a tonsillectomy and one-hundredth the 
risk of an appendectomy.) 

• The mortality rate associated with childbirth is 10 times higher than for legal 
abortion. 

• Worldwide, 125,000 to 200,000 women die each year from complications 
related to unsafe and illegal abortions. 

• In 87 percent of the counties in the United States, no physicians are willing 
or able to provide abortions. 

• Only 12 percent of ob-gyn residency programs in the United States offer 
routine training in abortion procedures. 

• Eighty-eight percent of abortions are performed before the end of the first 
trimester of pregnancy. 

• Sixty-four percent of states prohibit most government funding for abortion, 
making access to the procedure impossible for many poor women. 

• Thirty-eight states have enacted parental consent or notice requirements for 
minors seeking abortions. 

• Abortion has no overall effect on the risk of breast cancer. 
• Abortion does not increase the risk of complications during future pregnan

cies or deliveries. 
• Emergency contraceptives reduce a woman's chance of becoming pregnant by 

75 percent when taken within 72 hours of unprotected sex with a second dose 
12 hours after the first. 

• Emergency contraceptives do not cause abortions; they inhibit ovulation, 
fertilization, or implantation before a pregnancy occurs. 

• Use of emergency contraceptives could reduce the number of unintended 
pregnancies and abortions by half annually. 

• Eighty-nine percent of women aged 18 to 44 have not heard of or do not 
know the key facts critical to the use of emergency contraceptives. 

Sources: NARAL Publications: www.naral.org; Reproductive Health and Rights Center: www.choice.org. 

institutions-hospitals, hospital employees, health care providers, pharmacists, employ
ers, and insurers-to refuse to provide, pay for, counsel, or even give referrals for medi
cal treatment that they personally oppose. Counseling bans, also known as "gag rules," 
prohibit health care providers, including individuals, under certain circumstances, from 
counseling or referring women for abortion care, preventing doctors from treating their 
patients responsibly, and severely limiting women's ability to make informed decisions. 
In 2013 there were 21 states with laws prohibiting some or all state organizations that 
receive state funds from providing counseling or referring women for abortion services. 
There have also been state rulings that require pregnant women to be offered ultrasound 
images of her fetus before she can have an abortion (even in the case of pregnancy due 
to rape or incest) and shield physicians from lawsuits if they choose not to tell a pregnant 
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patient that her fetus has a birth defect for fear she might opt for abortion. Other bills 
in Mississippi and Virginia have been debated that require women to have ultrasounds 
before abortions can be performed. 

Congress has also imposed restrictions on abortion care for women who depend on 
the government for their health care needs, including women serving in the military. 
With very rare exceptions, almost all women who obtain health care through federal 
programs are subject to additional restrictions on their right to choose. Unlike women 
who can use their own funds or private health insurance to pay for abortion care, women 
insured by federal health plans often lack the means to pay for an abortion. These 
include low-income women who receive health care through Medicare or Medicaid, 
federal employees and military personnel and their dependents, and women in federal 
prisons. 

Webster v. Reproductive Health Services and Planned Parenthood v. Casey both 
gave states the right to impose parental involvement laws. Attempts to mandate paren
tal involvement often seem reasonable, but unfortunately may endanger vulnerable 
teenagers. Some young women cannot involve their parents because they come from 
homes where physical violence or emotional abuse is prevalent, because their pregnan
cies are the result of incest, or because they fear parental anger and disappointment. In 
these circumstances, some young women feel they cannot involve their parents in the 
decision to terminate a crisis pregnancy. Mandatory parental involvement laws (both 
notice and consent: "notice" requires notification of intent to terminate a pregnancy; 
"consent" requires the permission of one or both biological parents) do not solve the 
problem of troubled family communication; they only exacerbate a potentially dan
gerous situation. In other words, although in a perfect world it would be positive for 
parents to provide guidance at this time, we do not live in a perfect world and instead 
of protecting young women, these laws have been shown to have serious consequences 
such as illegal and self-induced abortion, family violence, and suicide. Most states 
have laws that make it harder for teens to make a responsible and safe decision in a 
difficult situation. For example, 23 states currently require parental consent, 15 require 
parental notice, and 11 have parental notice and/or consent laws but permit other adults 
to stand in for a parent. 

The fourth "chipping away" of Roe v. Wade occurred in September 2000 when the 
FDA approved mifepristone (mifeprex), formerly known as RU-486, an antiprogesterone 
drug that blocks receptors of progesterone, a key hormone in the establishment and 
maintenance of human pregnancy. Used in conjunction with a prostaglandin such as 
misoprostol, mifepristone induces abortion when administered early in a pregnancy, 
providing women with a medical alternative to traditional aspiration (suction) abortion. 
This drug has proven to be a safe and effective option for women seeking an abortion 
during the first few weeks of pregnancy since its approval in France in 1988. FDA 
approval of RU-486 in the United States requires a doctor administer and supervise the 
use of the drug as an abortifacient. Research in Europe suggests that the availability 
of this drug has not increased abortion rates generally. In the United States, however, 
RU-486 has been the target for anti-choice lobbying and activism to block access to the 
drug. Such efforts resulted in the "RU-486 Suspension and Review Act" of 2003, 2005, 
and 2007, which failed to advance in each session. Again, refusal clauses concerning 
pharmacists' rights to deny medication based on their personal ideology are a central 
aspect of this debate. 
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IDEAS FOR ACT1v1sM Ten Things You Can Do to Protect Choice 

1. Volunteer for a pro-choice organization. Pro-choice organizations need vol
unteers. There are dozens of organizations working in various ways to help 
women get the services they need. For pro-choice organizations nationwide, 
check www.choice.org. 

2. Write a letter to a local clinic or abortion provider thanking them for putting 
themselves on the line for women. Doctors and clinic workers hear vocifer
ously from those opposed to abortion. Hearing a few words of thanks goes a 
long way. 

3. Monitor your local paper for articles about abortion. Write a letter to the 
editor thanking them for accurate coverage or correcting them if coverage is 
biased. 

4. Find out how your elected representatives have voted on abortion. Call and 
ask for their voting records, not just on bills relating to legality of abortion, 
but also on related issues such as funding for poor women, restrictions 
meant to impede a woman's access to services {such as waiting periods and 
informed consent), and contraceptives funding and/or insurance coverage. 
Whether or not you agree with the votes of your elected officials, write and 
let them know that this is an issue on which you make voting decisions. Anti
choice activists don't hesitate to do this; you should do it too. 

5. Talk to your children now about abortion. Explain why you believe it's a 
decision only a woman can make for herself. 

6. If you have had an abortion, legal or illegal, consider discussing it with peo
ple in your life. More than 40 percent of American women will have at least 
one abortion sometime during their lives. More openness about the subject 
might lead to less judgment, more understanding, and fewer attempts to 
make it illegal. 

7. Volunteer for a candidate whom you know to be pro-choice. 
8. Be an escort at a clinic that provides abortions. 
9. Vote! 

10. Hold a house meeting to discuss choice with your friends. You could show 
one or all of Dorothy Fadiman's excellent documentaries from the trilogy 
From the Back Alleys to the Supreme Court and Beyond. When Abortion Was 
Jllegal is a good conversation starter. For information on obtaining these 
videos, contact the CARAL ProChoice Education Fund or Concentric Media. 

Source: www.choice.org. 

Fifth, in 2003, the U.S. Congress passed the Federal Abortion Ban, and President 
George W. Bush signed it into law. The ban outlaws certain second trimester abortions that 
leading medical and health organizations, doctors, medical school professors, and other 
experts have repeatedly declared under oath as necessary to protect women's health. These 
are performed when the life or health of the mother is at risk or when the baby is too mal
formed (for example, in severe cases of hydrocephalus where the baby cannot live and a 
normal delivery would kill the mother). In 2007 the U.S. Supreme Court upheld this first 
ever federal ban on an abortion procedure. Surprisingly, and reversing three decades of 
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legal rulings, the federal ban does not allow an exception when women's health is in danger. 
The court's decision gives the go-ahead to the states to restrict abortion services (discussed 
below) and paves the way for new legislation to enact additional bans on abortion, including 
those that doctors say are safe and medically necessary. 

Following this federal ban on abortion is the restriction of rare, late-term abortions at 
the state level. In 2010, for example, Nebraska passed the country's most restrictive abor
tion law that barred abortions after 20 weeks. In 2011, Alabama, Idaho, Indiana, Kansas, 
and Oklahoma followed suit; and in 2012, Arizona, Georgia, and Louisiana passed curbs 
of their own. If laws provide exceptions for the life or health of the woman, they may be 
considered constitutional under Roe v. Wade. Many scholars, however, have emphasized 
that the movement to limit rare, late-term abortions is a "straw-man" argument in which 
a perceived opponent is misrepresented in order to create the illusion of having refuted 
the argument by replacing it with a superficially similar, yet unequivalent, position (the 
"straw man"). The misrepresentation is the notion that late-term abortions occur frequently 
and willingly by women rather than rarely and usually as a result of a medical emergency. 
Such tactics have been used throughout history in polemical debates, particularly in cases 
of highly charged, emotional issues. With the exception of laws in Arizona, Idaho, and 
Georgia, many of these cases have not been challenged as unconstitutional (Idaho's law was 
found to be unconstitutional as of this writing). This is due in part because they do not really 
have a serious effect: As already discussed, less than 2 percent of abortions occur after 20 
weeks. Still, their real effect is two-fold: misrepresentation and the energizing of a move
ment to limit women's reproductive freedom, and the hope among anti-choice activists to 
force these laws for consideration by the U.S. Supreme Court with the goal of overturning 
Roe v. Wade. As of this writing, the latter may occur as states moved to pass earlier bans. 
For example, in 2013 Arkansas passed a ban on all abortions after 12 weeks (despite the 
veto of its governor), and North Dakota proceeded to pass the most restrictive law on all 
abortions after 6 weeks. While the Arkansas law still does not affect many procedures, the 
North Dakota law, although seemingly unconstitutional, basically bans all abortions in the 
state. Again the goal is to put abortion back in front of the Supreme Court, get Roe v. Wade 
overturned, and return abortion policymaking power to the states. 

The sixth "chipping away" of abortion rights occurred in April 2004 when President 
George W. Bush signed the Unborn Victims of Violence Act into law, giving the zygote, 
embryo, or fetus the same legal rights as a person and preparing the groundwork for further 
restrictions on abortion access. Also known as the Laci Peterson Law, in reference to the 
murder of a woman and her unborn child, this law creates the notion of double homicide 
in the case of the murder of a pregnant woman, although the law has jurisdiction only for 
homicides committed on federal property. This law is somewhat controversial for women's 
rights supporters. Though written to support survivors of violence by establishing that a 
fetus of any gestational age has equal personhood with a woman, it jeopardizes women's 
rights to safe and legal abortions. 

Seventh, versions of the Child Interstate Abortion Notification Act passed the House 
of Representatives between 1998 and 2007, but none yet (as of this writing) has been sent 
to the President for signing. It seeks to make it a crime to take a minor woman (under 
18 years of age) residing in a state with parental notification and/or consent laws across 
state lines to access an abortion. It also seeks to create a national requirement for paren
tal notification for underage women wanting to terminate a pregnancy and requires a 
24-hour waiting period for a minor's abortion. Doctors and others could be prosecuted 
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under the legislation. Supporters of the bill declare it necessary to protect young women 
because an adult predator could impregnate a girl and then force her to have an abortion to 
hide the crime. Opponents say the bill is too far-reaching, explaining that it sets up more 
roadblocks for women who have the right to safe and legal abortion, and could further iso
late young women by making it a crime for a family member or other caring adult to provide 
assistance. Major medical and public health organizations, including the American Medical 
Association and the American Academy of Pediatrics, oppose such efforts to prevent young 
women from receiving confidential health services. 

Finally, restrictions on abortion occur as a result of requirements such as those 
passed in Michigan in 2012 where clinics providing a certain number of surgical abor
tions per year and publicly advertising outpatient abortion services be licensed as free
standing outpatient surgical facilities. Restrictions also include violence and harassment 
of medical personnel who provide legal abortion services. These violent tactics intimi
date medical personnel and patients seeking reproductive health care. In May 2009, for 
example, Dr. George Tiller was murdered inside his church in Wichita, Kansas. He was 
killed because he was a doctor who provided abortion services. Such medical personnel 
providing legal services face ongoing threats of murder, violence, and intimidation. They 
continue to face harassment, bombings and arson, death threats, kidnapping, assault, and 
stalking. Patients visiting clinics may also be targeted, as anti-abortion extremists often 
use such tactics to block patients' access to medical care. 

Abortion in the United States remains legal, but its availability and accessibility 
is limited. As "The Only Good Abortion Is My Abortion," the first essay by Maggie 
Koerth-Baker in the reading "Freedom to Choose: Four Essays on Abortion Rights," 
emphasizes, there is less resistance to "good" abortions (meaning acceptable, as in her 
case because of fetal damage and the inevitability of miscarriage). She makes the case 
that there is no reason to treat the decision she has to make any differently than the 
decisions made by other women. Such resistance to women's right to choose, however, 
varies by state. At the moment there are three states in the United States that have only 
one abortion clinic and almost 90 percent of counties have no abortion provider at all. In 
addition, approximately one in six hospital patients are treated at Catholic hospitals that 
adhere to religious directives restricting certain procedures. The second essay in "Free
dom to Choose?," this time an article titled "Treatment Denied" by Molly M. Ginty, 
addresses this issue. Despite its legality, abortion is heavily restricted in many states. 

One piece of legislation, however, was passed in 1994 to safeguard women's right 
to access their legal rights. After the public outcry associated with the public harassment, 
wounding, and death of abortion services providers, and the vandalism and bombing of 
various clinics, the Supreme Court ruled in Madsen et al. v. Women's Health Center, Inc. 
to allow a buffer zone around clinics to allow patients and employees access and to 
control noise around the premises. The same year, the Freedom of Access to Clinic 
Entrances (FACE) Act made it a federal crime to block access, harass, or incite violence 
in the context of abortion services. FACE provides federal protection against unlawful 
tactics used by abortion opponents. It provides civil remedies and criminal penalties for a 
range of violent, obstructive, or threatening conduct directed at reproductive-health pro
viders or patients. Courts repeatedly have upheld the law as constitutional, and scholars 
describe FACE as a significant factor in reducing clinic violence. In addition, 16 states 
and the District of Columbia have laws that protect health care facilities, providers, and/ 
or patients from blockades, harassment, and/or other violence. Finally, seven states have 
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passed Freedom of Choice Acts that codify a woman's right to choose, making the pro
tections of Roe v. Wade part of state law. These states include California, Connecticut, 
Hawaii, Maine, Maryland, Nevada, and Washington. The latter three states passed this 
through ballot initiatives. 

In closing this chapter it is important to emphasize that only 12 percent of ob-gyn 
medical residency programs offer routine training in abortion procedures. There has also 
been a significant increase in Crisis Pregnancy Centers (CPCs) that claim to offer compre
hensive services but are actually focused on reducing abortions. Currently it is estimated 
there are between 2,300 and 4,000 CPCs in the United States. Many of these are unregu
lated and unlicensed and may not be required to follow privacy-protection laws required of 
physicians and comprehensive health clinics. They have been well documented as operat
ing in close proximity to health clinics, mimicking the style or names of clinics that offer 
abortion services, and functioning to actively dissuade women from seeking an abortion. 
They use deceptive tactics to mislead women about pregnancy-related issues, making false 
claims such as abortion causes breast cancer or mental illness or can lead to sterility. Many 
CPCs receive state and federal funding and a recent study found that 87 percent of CPCs 
that receive federal funding provide false and unscientific information about abortion. The 
last essay in "Freedom to Choose?," titled "The Anti-Abortion Clinic Across the Street," 
discusses the current proliferation of CPCs. In this article the author, Kathryn Joyce, also 
addresses the relationship between CPCs and the violent anti-choice movement that advo
cates clinic violence. Such problems have prompted several cities including Baltimore and 
Austin to propose legislation to prevent such activities and a federal bill (Stop Deceptive 
Advertising Women's Services Act) was reintroduced to Congress in 2010. Under this act 
it would be illegal for CPCs to falsely advertise their services. Such legislation is important 
in addressing the obstacles to and limitations of access that disproportionately affect poor 
women, women of color, and young women. 
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The Gender Gap in Pain 
Laurie Edwards (2013) 

To the list of differences between men and women, 
we can add one more: the drug-dose gender gap. 
Doctors and researchers increasingly understand 
that there can be striking variations in the way men 
and women respond to drugs, many of which are 
tested almost exclusively on males. Early this year, 
for instance, the Food and Drug Administration 
announced that it was cutting in half the prescribed 
dose of Ambien for women, who remained drowsy 
for longer than men after talcing the drug. 

Women have hormonal cycles, smaller organs, 
higher body fat composition-all of which are 
thought to play a role in how drugs affect our bodies. 
We also have basic differences in gene expression, 
which can malce differences in the way we metabo
lize drugs. For example, men metabolize caffeine 
more quickly, while women metabolize certain anti
biotics and anxiety medications more quickly. In 
some cases, drugs work less effectively depending 
on sex; women are less responsive to anesthesia and 
ibuprofen for instance. In other cases, women are at 
more risk for adverse-even lethal-side effects. 

These differences are particularly important for 
the millions of women living with chronic pain. 
An estimated 25 percent of Americans experience 
chronic pain, and a disproportionate number of 
them are women. A review published in the Jour
nal of Pain in 2009 found that women faced a sub
stantially greater risk of developing pain conditions. 
They are twice as likely to have multiple sclerosis, 
two to three times more likely to develop rheuma
toid arthritis and four times more likely to have 
chronic fatigue syndrome than men. As a whole, 
autoimmune diseases, which often include debilitat
ing pain, strike women three times more frequently 
than men. 

While hormonal, genetic and even environmen
tal factors might influence the manifestation and 
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progression of autoimmune diseases, we don't yet 
know the reason for this high prevalence in women. 

Pain conditions are a particularly good example of 
the interplay between sex (our biological and chro
mosomal differences) and gender (the cultural roles 
and expectations attributed to a person). In 2011, the 
Institute of Medicine published a report on the pub
lic health impact of chronic pain, called "Relieving 
Pain in America." It found that not only did women 
appear to suffer more from pain, but that women's 
reports of pain were more likely to be dismissed. 

This is a serious problem, because pain is subjec
tive and self-reported, and diagnosis and treatment 
depend on the assumption that the person reporting 
symptoms is beyond doubt. 

The oft-cited study "The Girl Who Cried Pain: A 
Bias Against Women in the Treatment of Pain" found 
that women were less likely to receive aggressive 
treatment when diagnosed, and were more likely to 
have their pain characterized as "emotional," "psy
chogenic" and therefore "not real." 

Instead of appropriate care for physical pain, 
this can lead to treatment for mental health issues 
that might not even exist. The situation is further 
complicated by the fact that antidepressants are 
absorbed differently in women and vary in effec
tiveness, depending on hormonal cycles. 

The routine attribution of abdominal pain from 
conditions like appendicitis or gastrointestinal dis
ease to gynecological problems can also delay or 
complicate the diagnostic process. A 2008 study 
published in the Journal Academic Emergency 
Medicine, designed to gauge gender disparities 
among emergency room patients complaining of 
abdominal pain, found that even after adjusting 
for race, class and triage assessment, women were 
still 13 to 25 percent less likely than men to receive 
high-strength "opioid" pain medication. Those who 
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did get opioid pain relievers waited an average of 
16 minutes longer to receive them. 

Conditions like fibromyalgia or chronic fatigue 
syndrome, for which definitive causes have not 
been identified and concrete diagnostic tests are 
not available, illustrate the problems associated 
with the perceived reliability of the female patient 
as narrator of her pain. Women are more likely to 
receive diagnoses of many of these more nebulous 
conditions-fibromyalgia, which affects about 
six million patients in the United States, is nine 
times more likely to be diagnosed in women than 
in men-and this discrepancy surely contributes to 
the widespread skepticism that still exists over the 
legitimacy of these disorders. 

I am a sufferer of pain and chronic disease. Like 
many, I've had physical symptoms (in my case, res
piratory problems and infections) explained away as 
emotional. My freshman year in college, I was in the 
emergency room, flanked by machines and struggling 
to breathe while doctors lobbed questions at me: Why 
wasn't I responding to the medication the way they 
expected I would? Was I just too anxious? Could I not 
handle stress, and was that making me sick? 

I was 23 before I was given a correct diagno
sis of a rare genetic lung disease called primary 
ciliary dyskinesia. I'd been sick since birth, but 
long diagnostic journeys are occupational hazards 
of living with conditions doctors don't often see. 
Still, my journey was unnecessarily protracted by 

my doctors' dismissal of my symptoms as those of a 
neurotic young woman. 

For all the medical advances of the past few dec
ades, we still know shockingly little about pain and 
how to control it. Sex-based research is a crucial 
part of understanding not just the underlying mecha
nisms of pain, but the most effective ways to treat it 
for men and women alike. The Institute of Medicine 
report found gaps in research, particularly in terms 
of effective treatments, as well as in the oversight of 
pain research. The report recommended that these 
problems be addressed and that strategies to resolve 
them be implemented by 2015. 

Among those improvements must be a renewed 
focus on discovering why women respond differently 
to some drugs and diseases, as well as an emphasis 
on training physicians to better diagnose and man
age women's pain. A report by the Campaign to End 
Chronic Pain in Women found that inadequate physi
cian training in diagnosing and treating just six pain 
disorders that affect women either exclusively or 
predominantly, including fibromyalgia and chronic 
fatigue syndrome, added as much as $80 billion a 
year to America's health care bills. 

Part of the reason the diagnosis and treatment 
of women's pain lag so much is simply the pace 
of medical research itself, which is slow to move 
from publication to clinical practice. Unfortunately, 
if anything, changes in assumptions about gender 
evolve even more slowly. 
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Southern Discomfort 
Carl Gaines (2011) 

When Juanita Davis, director of HIV prevention and 
education for the state of Mississippi, visits church 
or school groups to teach about the virus, she arrives 
armed with Mounds bars, 5th A venue bars, and lots 
of Sugar Babies. 

She brings the sweets not to bribe her audiences 
to pay attention, but rather to help illustrate, with 

physical analogies, the things she is not allowed to 
say in the places she visits. Imagine trying to teach 
HIV prevention without being able to say "penis," 
"condom," or "semen." 

That's where the candy bars come in. 
The fact that Davis must use candy as euphe

misms for body parts, contraceptives, and bodily 



fluids says much about the environment in which 
she-and others-are trying to fight the next big 
wave of HIV I AIDS in America. 

Like her peers battling the virus in a region 
cinched tight by the Bible Belt, Davis has to use 
ingenuity. By the time anyone changes the system, 
or age-old beliefs, too many more will get sick, and 
even die. That's why Davis is willing to try to break 
down barriers--one chocolate bar at a time. 

"If we can give just a little information--once 
we talk about the statistics, for instance-people 
are more open [to the idea of learning how to avoid 
HIV]," Davis says. "If we can [talk through] that 
crack, they'll open the door." 

The challenges specific to the Southern United 
States have made people in this area uniquely at risk 
for HIV and have resulted in the disproportionately 
high rates of infection, as well as the high percent 
of people living with HIV who are unaware of their 
status or who know they have it but who are too 
afraid to seek care. 

Although only 36 percent of the U.S. population 
lives in the South, about half of all people living 
with HIV/AIDS in the country live in the region. 
The South has the highest rates of new HIV cases, 
almost half of new AIDS diagnoses, the largest 
numbers of adults and adolescents living with HIV/ 
AIDS, the most people with AIDS diagnoses, and 
the most AIDS deaths. 

The HIV I AIDS epidemic is raging across the 
Southern United States like an out-of-control fire. 

Conservative attitudes about sex and sexuality 
are just one hurdle HIV fighters face in the South. 
Extreme poverty is another. Kathie Hiers, chief 
executive officer of AIDS Alabama, says, "[The 
South has] the most people living with HIV/AIDS, 
the most rural areas, the most people without health 
insurance, and the highest [overall] death rate." 

She cites poverty as a key element in the spread of 
HIV across the South, pointing out that as the econ
omy tanked across the country, people in the region 
had less distance to fall before hitting rock bottom. 

Of the 17 states considered "Southern" [including 
Washington, D.C.] by the U.S. Census Bureau, 
13 have poverty rates of 16 percent or more. In 
Mississippi, the poorest of the poor states, the 
poverty rate is 21 percent. 

Southern Discomfort I CARL GAINES 397 

To witness what that life below the poverty line 
looks like, you only need to travel a short distance 
out of Jackson, the state capital. 

Two hours northwest of Jackson you hit Green
ville. As you drive to Greenville, the terrain dips 
down and flattens out into a seemingly endless sea 
of cotton fields that flow down to the Mississippi 
delta. Located smack inside the delta, Greenville is 
one of the poorest cities in the state. 

Located in Washington County, the town has a 
population of 35,355 and is famous for its cotton 
and catfish, but many people have left the area in 
recent years. As a result, there is a sense of real iso
lation in this predominantly rural area. Several peo
ple don't have cars or access to the Internet. 

Poverty not only keeps expensive medications 
out of the reach of people diagnosed with HIV in 
Greenville, it even keeps people from getting to a 
doctor in the first place. 

"I was diagnosed in 1990 when the health depart
ment told me I had contracted HIV," says Dorothy 
Davis, a longtime Greenville resident. After inform
ing Davis of her status, the health department sent 
her home. "I walked home from the health depart
ment not knowing how I got there-I was in a 
daze," she says. Due to her low income and lack 
of transportation, she had trouble getting care and 
treatment. 

Over the years, Davis has tried to organize 
support groups for other people in the area who 
are HIV-positive. But even though there has 
been interest, it has been too hard to get people 
together. 

Another woman living with HIV, in Cleve
land, Mississippi-about an hour's drive from 
Greenville-wanted to attend Davis' support group, 
but she didn't have access to a car and she couldn't 
get there via public transportation. As far as Davis 
knows, the woman still hasn't been linked to any 
support network. 

Robin T. Webb, executive director of A Brave 
New Day, a Jackson-based HIV/AIDS advocacy 
group, says lack of transportation is a major issue 
when it comes to fighting and living with the dis
ease in the South. "Peer networking is not valued 
[in Mississippi]," Webb says. "If it were valued, 
there would be transportation." 
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Webb also points out another critical barrier: lack 
of understanding about support programs designed 
to help low-income people get care and treatment. 
This is true, he says, of both people living with HIV 
and the medical providers who treat them. 

"People don't know what HOPWA and ADAP 
are," he says, referring to Housing Opportunities for 
Persons with AIDS and the AIDS Drug Assistance 
Program. Our country, he continues, has a habit of 
offering services but not educating people that they 
are available. 

Davis is a case in point. When she was asked, 
she didn't know who paid for her HIV medications. 
She suspected that their cost was covered by her 
Social Security Disability Insurance. All she knew 
for sure was that when she went to the pharmacy, 
her prescriptions were there. She had never heard 
of ADAP. 

Even if Dorothy Davis knew about ADAP, 
she might not be able to receive benefits from the 
program. 

Another complicating factor when it comes to 
fighting HIV in the South is that even federal funds 
specifically allocated to help people with HIV may 
not be reaching those most in need. The distribu
tion of special funds was set up when the epidemic 
was concentrated on the coasts and in the north. The 
disease has moved faster than the systems set up to 
tackle it have evolved. 

For example, in 2008, Part A of the Ryan White 
HIV/AIDS Treatment Modernization Act provided 
$627 million nationwide for emergency assistance 
for people living with HIV. The bulk of this federal 
funding was directed to EMAs, or "eligible metro
politan areas." 

To qualify, according to the Department of Health 
and Human Services, an area must have reported 
more than 2,000 AIDS cases in the most recent 
five years and have a population of at least 50,000. 
Under these constraints, many of the South's rural 
areas cannot secure funding. 

As a result of the structure for distributing 
Ryan White funding, the bulk of money for HIV I 
AIDS care in the South comes from Medicaid, the 
U.S. government's health care program for low
income Americans. (This is true in many other 
parts of the country, including those also covered 

by Ryan White funding.) To date, Medicare covers 
the health care of four in ten Americans with HIV I 
AIDS. In an effort to bring down costs and shorten 
budget deficits, however, Southern states in par
ticular are limiting their Medicaid contributions and 
the services that the program covers. For example, 
in 2010 the U.S. Congress allocated $127 million 
in supplemental Medicaid to Mississippi, but the 
state's governor, Haley Barbour, won't distribute 
the money until fiscal year 2012. 

"I appreciate the leadership of both houses for 
agreeing that these additional funds should be saved 
and spent in fiscal year 2012 when we face a budget 
shortfall of more than $600 million," Barbour said 
in an August 2010 statement. 

Meanwhile, in December 2010, there were 
837 people on AIDS Drug Assistance Program 
wait lists in Georgia and 511 people waiting in 
Louisiana. There were no wait lists in Mississippi. 

Southern states already have relatively low Med
icaid expenditures given their population sizes. In 
2008, Alabama, with a population of 4.7 million 
people, paid $4.1 billion for the program, and 
Mississippi, with a population of 2.9 million, paid 
$3.8 billion. By comparison, New York, with a 
population of 19.2 million, paid more than any other 
state-$47.6 billion. 

Many see the Patient Protection and Affordable 
Care Act, a.k.a. the nation's new health reform law, 
as a bright spot, widening the net of HIV-positive 
people eligible for services. 

"I think that health care reform is going to help 
a lot," Hiers says. "When health care reform kicks 
in, we figure that about 80 percent of HIV-positive 
people [in the South] are going to get Medicaid." 

Personal poverty, tight-fisted and impoverished 
state governments, and conservative attitudes 
toward sex have created a perfect storm of inade
quate HIV care for many Southerners, but Mother 
Nature herself has also played a big role. Hurri
canes Katrina and Rita slammed into Louisiana and 
Mississippi in 2005, and the fallout continues to 
undermine both prevention and treatment efforts. 

The storms destroyed infrastructure, much of 
which has yet to be rebuilt, and this continues to 
make getting around difficult. Many people who 
were dislocated from their homes are still not settled 
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into new ones. Medical records for countless people 
were washed away. 

The BP oil spill in 2010 further wrecked the Gulf 
Coast economy, making addressing the needs of 
those in the area even more challenging. 

Sergio Farfan, cochair of the Louisiana Latino 
Health Coalition for HIV I AIDS Awareness, who 
lives in Baton Rouge, was one of the first to return 
to New Orleans after Katrina. As the chaos sur
rounding the hurricane subsided, he says, Latinos 
streamed in to help clean up the devastation. 

According to a 2006 study by Tulane University 
in New Orleans and the University of California at 
Berkeley, almost half of all reconstruction work
ers who came to New Orleans after Katrina were 
Latino-a quarter of them undocumented. "The 
health needs for the Latino community, [including 
the people with HIV], increased tremendously [after 
the hurricane]," Farfan says. The Mexican Consu
late in New Orleans closed in 2002, but it reopened 
after Katrina to deal with the increased need. 

Farfan says that it's hard to reach the Latino 
population due to the stigma surrounding HIV. 
Too few outreach and prevention programs have 
workers who can speak Spanish. And the clients 
come from different countries, so there are small 
cultural differences that need to be accounted for, 
but often aren't. 

He also cites current immigration laws: When 
undocumented people go into hiding to avoid detec
tion, they also become ineligible for free services 
from the state. 

But for all these factors-poverty, lack of funds 
and services, squeamishness about sex, language 
and immigration barriers, walls of water and oil 
washing over parts of the region-the largest obsta
cles in the South to fighting HIV I AIDS remain 
stigma and discrimination. 

Kathie Hiers of AIDS Alabama tells the story of 
a board president at an AIDS service organization 
she ran in Mobile years ago. When he found out 
he was HIV-positive, the man drove several hours 
to Birmingham for medical care in order to avoid 
being seen in his neighborhood seeking treatment. 
His care lapsed, and he died. 

"There is religiously driven stigma," says Webb 
of A Brave New Day. "[As a result,] across the board 
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people aren't getting tested [for HIV]." They're also 
not getting educated about the virus. 

The lack of participation by many religious groups, 
especially black churches, in the fight against AIDS 
is a source of frustration for Ruby Gray, a social 
worker for the past two years in Canton, Mississippi, 
who has worked in HIV prevention services for more 
than 20 years. 

Despite the fact that through 2008, 70 percent of 
AIDS diagnoses in Mississippi occurred in the black 
community, Gray says, black churches often don't 
want to even acknowledge that the HIV/AIDS epi
demic exists. "It's like everyone's turning their heads 
and it's not happening-but it is happening," she says. 

Black churches often are unwilling to get involved 
in HIV I AIDS education, prevention, and treatment 
because of the connection between the disease and 
people's sexual orientation. "The [stigma] is tied to 
the idea ofMSMs," says Gray, referring to men who 
have sex with men. 

In the United States, HIV is associated with gay 
people, sex workers, and drug users. Webb says 
churches are eager to do HIV I AIDS outreach in 
Africa, but they are unwilling to broach the topic at 
home. 

Gray spent five years trying to convince her pas
tor to incorporate some mention of HIV into his ser
mons and to have someone come in to speak. He 
finally said yes, and since then she hasn't had any 
further problems getting HIV I AIDS materials into 
her church. 

Greenville resident Dorothy Davis also knows 
how difficult it can be to get black churches to talk 
about HIV/AIDS. She does peer-to-peer outreach, 
speaking at churches and schools about HIV when 
they'll let her in the door, which isn't often. 

"Churches don't want to participate," she says. 
Davis recalls once being invited by a congregant to 
speak at a nondenominational church, only to show 
up and have the pastor, who had approved the pres
entation, tell her there wasn't time in the service for 
her talk. 

That Davis, a vocal advocate for prevention, has 
her own prejudices about homosexuality is testa
ment to how deeply rooted the stigma surrounding 
AIDS is. She says she contracted HIV from a boy
friend who, unknown to her, also had sex with men. 
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"If a person wants to be gay, then be gay," Davis 
says. "You get caught up in it, and it's a hard habit 
to break-like cigarettes or drug addiction." To 
underscore her point, Davis recounts the years she 
has spent trying, to no avail, to quit her own smok
ing habit. 

She says that women like her "didn't have a 
choice, because we didn't know," which is why 
she's made it her mission to educate Southern 
women, and men, about risk factors. Though her 
views on gay sex are controversial (and may ulti
mately harm many gay men), the fact is that she's 
trying, in her own way, to move beyond issues of 
sexual orientation to help save lives. 

It's a step more people need to take. 

Davis proves that we don't have to support 
or agree with people in regard to sexual orienta
tion, immigration status, or religious and political 
beliefs to fight for the right to stay healthy. Pro
gress requires heightened awareness, better health 
education, and access to care and services. And 
people from all political backgrounds must bring 
that message to the public. In schools. In churches. 
At home. 

Dorothy Davis, educator Juanita Davis, and 
advocates Kathie Hiers and Sergio Farfan are mod
els of the positive change that can happen when citi
zens take matters into their own hands: even in the 
most challenging environments; even if they have to 
use a candy bar to sugarcoat the bittersweet truth. 
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A Global Health Imperative 
Nancy Fugate Woods (2009) 

Without a lifespan view of women's health as 
affected by globalization and economic develop
ment in the world, we are unlikely to be successful 
in advancing women's health. The purposes of my 
presentation are to review what we know about the 
health status and chances for health for girl-children 
in the world, with a particular emphasis on what we 
are learning about their health in parts of the world 
in varying stages of economic development and to 
suggest policy lenses that allow us to see how to 
improve the health of girl-children .... 

SEX AND GENDER DISPARITIES IN HEALTH 

In the United States, increasing attention to women's 
health over the past three decades has brought agree
ment that women's health issues or problems include 
those that occur predominantly or solely in women, 
for example, breast cancer, menopause; those that 
occur disproportionately in women, for example, 

domestic violence/abuse, osteoporosis, depression, 
irritable bowel disorder; and those conditions that 
reflect unequal health outcomes in women com
pared to men, for example, heart disease, lung 
cancer, AIDS (Institute of Medicine [IOM], 2001). 
Although sex, gender, and health disparities are not 
typically conjoined in the discourse about gender in 
the United States, I use the notion of sex and gender 
disparities in health as a lens for viewing the health 
and safety of the girl-child in this article .... 

The origins of sex and gender disparities in 
health are multiple. In addition to the influence 
of biological sex (genetic and endocrine factors 
linked to females having two X chromosomes and 
males only one), a variety of social, cultural, and 
environmental conditions have been implicated 
in gender-related health disparities. Among these 
are social conditions associated with poverty, low 
social and socioeconomic status, racism, sexism, 
heterosexism; exposure to toxins from the physi
cal and chemical environment; sociocultural and 
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political stressors such as those related to margin
alization; and personal behavior patterns includ
ing tobacco, alcohol, and other substance use and 
abuse. Critical intersections of sex, gender, race, 
ethnicity, class, and age shape the environments 
that influence girls' chances for health. Consid
eration of these intersections is essential when 
assessing the differential effects of proposed and/ 
or existing policies, programs, and legislation on 
women and men (Canadian Institutes of Health 
Research, 2006). 

GLOBALIZATION AND ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT: FRAMEWORKS FOR UNDER
STANDING GENDER DISPARITIES IN HEALTH 

Globalization can be defined as interactive coevolu
tion of technological, economic, institutional, social, 
and environmental trends. The intensification of 
cross-national cultural, economic, political, social 
and technological, and health interactions stimu
lates transnational and local changes and integration 
of cultural, economic, environmental, political, and 
social processes. These, in tum, affect the proximal 
determinants of health, in some cases amplifying 
health disparities. 

Globalization provides a context for understand
ing health in countries undergoing changes related 
to economic development. Huynen and colleagues 
(2005) have proposed a conceptual framework for 
viewing the influence of globalization and popula
tion health in which globalization processes of new 
global governance structures, global markets, global 
communication and diffusion of information, global 
mobility, cross-cultural interaction, and global envi
ronmental change affect the more distal determinants 
of health: health policy, economic development and 
trade, knowledge, social interactions, and ecosystem 
goods and services. In tum, these affect the proximal 
determinants of health, including health services; 
social, environmental, and lifestyle factors; and the 
physical environment, including food and water 
(Huynen et al., 2005). Some of the most important 
health effects at stake as proximal determinants of 
health are diet, inactivity, smoking, alcohol use, and 
illicit drugs. Equally important for the girl-child's 

development, however, are the changes in lifestyle 
that affect their gender-related socialization and 
roles. 

SOCIOCULTURAL FACTORS INFLUENCING 
THE HEALTH OF THE GIRL-CHILD 

Gender disparities in health and mortality are, in 
part, a function of globalization and its effects on 
the distal and proximal determinants of health. In 
countries with developing economies, the chal
lenges of debt repayment constrain governments' 
abilities to invest in infrastructure for health and 
education. Changing role expectations for women 
as well as for men and the migration to centers of 
employment may contribute to the dislocation of 
families and their girl-children. Although forces 
of globalization are operative, gender disparities in 
health are deeply rooted in the gender values of the 
culture, especially those in which males are valued 
more highly than females. 

From the time of birth, the meaning of being 
born female shapes the remainder of the life of a 
girl-child. In societies in which women and girls 
are perceived as equal to men and boys, the imagery 
of the genders may be different, but similarly posi
tive. Parents may be as thrilled to learn they have 
a daughter as to have a son. In contrast, in some 
countries, gender preference determines the birth 
rates for female versus male infants. One expects 
to see a slightly higher ratio of female to male 
births in any country (IOM, 200 I). When this ratio 
is reversed, it may indicate that gender preference 
accorded to male children is enacted through selec
tive abortion .... As many as 60 million and up to 
100 million females are missing in the world's pop
ulation owing to gender preference (Coale, 1991; 
United Nations, 1994) .... 

In addition to a sex difference in numbers of live 
births, one expects to see a population distribution 
in which female infants' more robust immune sys
tem affords them a better chance at survival as neo
nates and infants. When this ratio is tipped in favor 
of males, it may signify that infanticide-either 
active or passive-may be occurring. Evidence from 
the World Fertility Survey conducted in the 1980s 
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in 24 developing countries revealed that for infants 
(up to one year), the female mortality rate was lower 
in all countries except two. When considering tod
dlers, 12 out of 24 countries had higher mortality 
rates for females. When considering 2- to 5-year-old 
children, 15 of the 24 countries showed a reversal 
of the mortality ratio in favor of males (Royston & 
Armstrong, 1989) .... 

Data suggest that the typical female biological 
advantage "may be eroded by the social disadvan
tage of being female," especially in poor resource 
settings in which children must compete for scarce 
resources (Fatallah, 2000). Thus poverty may con
tribute to the enactment of gender preference both 
before and after birth. 

In addition to gender (son) preference of parents, 
girl-children's health is shaped profoundly by gen
der role socialization, as the imagery of girls and 
women and their value in their cultures is reflected 
in role expectations of them. The status of women in 
the society is at the heart of the matter for the health 
of girl-children. 

A reflection of the value accorded to girls and 
women is observation of cultural practices that rein
force the low social status of women. Some young 
girls may be used as prostitutes or become victims 
of trafficking. Alternatively, puberty rites, including 
the use of genital mutilation (excision and infibula
tion) to control girls' sexual activity and secure their 
purity are an extreme reflection of the differential 
gender role socialization and objectification of girls 
as property. 

The value accorded to and expectations of girls 
are reflected in behaviors within families. Nutritional 
disparity in some cultures in which girl-children or 
their mothers or both eat last may be operative. Also 
lack of access to health care or preferential treat
ment of male children in response to sickness may 
be implicated. Neglect or frank discrimination may 
occur. 

Health of young girls and women is affected by 
culture, including their social status, level of edu
cation, socioeconomic level, reproductive roles 
and marriage, employment opportunities, owner
ship privileges, economic power, exposure to vio
lence, environmental factors, and access to quality 

health services. Each of these is shaped, in part, by 
the imagery the culture has of the girl-child and 
the meaning of her eventual womanhood. These 
meanings are codified in laws that govern the own
ership of property, opportunities for employment, 
ability to establish credit, purchase goods and ser
vices, and so on. 

It is no accident that 70% of people living in 
poverty in the world are women and girls. Although 
women perform two-thirds of the world's working 
hours, they earn only 10% of the world's income 
(PLAN, 2008). Inheritance laws and the treatment 
of widows reflect restriction of property ownership 
to men in some societies. 

Poverty has dramatic associations with gender: 
One-sixth of the world's young people live on less 
than $2 per day, and 122 million girls in Sub-Saharan 
Africa live on less than $1 per day. Poverty is 
associated with girls' employment in the informal 
sector in which low-skilled jobs, minimal pay, 
long working hours, and unequal power relations 
lead to exploitation of their labor (Levine, Lloyd, 
Greene, & Grown, 2008). 

Nearly two-thirds of the out-of-school children 
of the world are girls. When girls are allowed to 
attend schools, they often are required to spend 
more time on domestic chores than their brothers, 
leading to their having limited time for study and 
play. Only 17% of Sub-Saharan African girls enroll 
in secondary school (Levine et al., 2008). 

One in seven girls in developing countries mar
ries before age 15, with nearly half expected to 
marry by age 20 in some countries of South Asia 
and Sub-Saharan Africa. Unwanted pregnancy and 
lack of abortion services harm the health of these 
young girls. As a result, one-quarter to one-half of 
births in some countries are attributable to girls less 
than 18 years of age. Early childbearing is asso
ciated with poverty and limited opportunity, thus 
perpetuating the cycle of poverty and threatening 
adolescent and young women's lives. South Asia 
and Sub-Saharan Africa account for more than 
90% of all maternal deaths in the world (Levine 
et al., 2008). 

In addition to poverty, violence against girls and 
young women poses significant health risks for them. 
Estimates that are up to 14,000 15- to 19-year-olds 
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have been raped, with many as an act of war. Half of 
sexual assaults are perpetrated on 15- to 19-year-old 
girls. An estimated 75% of Sub-Saharan African youth 
(15 to 19) with HIV are women (Garcia-Moreno, 
Jansen, Ellsberg, Heise, & Watts, 2006). 

Joyce Beebe Thompson (2005) pointed out that 
"women, through reproduction, carry the most 
important society-maintaining and enhancing roles, 
often with the least attention given to their health 
and well-being" (p. 476). Paradoxically, the female 
child is socialized to become the custodian of the 
family and its health, but in many societies, girls 
are not allowed to go to school or have only limited 
access to education. 

At the heart of the matter is whether the girl-child 
is viewed as fully human-and as having inherent 
value and human rights. At the extreme is the prac
tice of son preference with selective abortion and 
infibulation and nonresponse to women's allegations 
of violence toward them. Nonetheless, the view of 
the girl-child and her inherent humanness shapes the 
opportunities for girls' safety and health throughout 
her early years and the remainder of her lifespan. 

HEALTH STATUS OF THE GIRL-CHILD: 
A LIFESPAN VIEW 

Consideration of the health status of the girl-child 
in the world is significant because the lives of these 
young girls are inherently valuable. Moreover, the 
potential intergenerational effects of their health on 
that of subsequent generations, as well as the burden 
of disease in their own lives as they age, amplify 
the effects of their well-being as children (Save the 
Children, 2007). 

During infancy and early childhood (birth through 
age 4), many of the sources of morbidity and mor
tality are linked to malnutrition, including low birth 
weights and growth faltering (Lartey, 2008). Protein
energy malnutrition in very young girl-children also 
leaves them with greater susceptibility to infection. 
During childhood (ages 5 through 14), stunting and 
problems with pelvic development may occur, lead
ing to obstructed labor, structural damage to a young 
woman's pelvic organs, sepsis, and hemorrhage 

when she gives birth during adolescence (ages 15 
through 19). During adolescence, delayed menarche 
may reflect malnutrition. In young girl-children, a 
variety of micronutrient deficiencies in iron, iodine, 
and zinc can result in growth faltering as well as 
congenital anomalies, which have lifespan and inter
generational consequences. Iron-deficiency anemia 
compromises the adolescent or young woman's ability 
to tolerate hemorrhage. Iodine deficiency results in 
impaired school performance and impaired preg
nancy outcomes and zinc in impaired immune func
tion (IOM, 1996; Lartey, 2008). 

Obstetric morbidity and mortality can produce 
birth trauma, with obstructed labor of very young 
mothers resulting in epilepsy or other neurologi
cal complications for infants. Obstructed labor is 
more commonly experienced as a consequence 
of pregnancy in very young girls (Mayor, 2004). 
Often early pregnancies occur as a result of rape, 
economically coerced sex, or very early marriage 
(IOM, 1996). 

The lifelong consequence of obstructed labor 
can include fistulae (rectovaginal and vesicovagi
nal), with urinary or fecal incontinence or both as 
well as structural damage to reproductive organs. 
Often fistulae-linked incontinence leads to ostra
cism and social isolation for these young women 
(Fayoyin, 1993; Miller, Lester, Webster, & Cowan, 
2005; Muleta, 2006) .... Complications of preg
nancy are the leading cause of death in women 15 to 
19 years of age in the poorest countries of the world 
(Mayor, 2004) .... Approximately 70,000 adoles
cents die each year in childbirth .... 

Another source of gender disparities in health for 
the girl-child is genital cutting (mutilation), which 
can result in hemorrhage, sepsis, and death, as well 
as structural trauma associated with obstructed labor, 
urinary and lower and upper genital traction infec
tions, and stenosis (Almroth et al., 2005; Ekenze, 
Exegwui, & Adiri, 2007; IOM, 1996; Satti et al., 
2006). Genital mutilation is most prevalent in Sub
Saharan Africa, especially East African countries. 
Practices may vary from incisions made in the skin 
covering the clitoris to excision of the clitoris and 
labia and infibulation, in which the introitus is sutured 
together with only a small opening remaining for 
excretion of urine and menstrual blood (IOM, 1996). 
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An estimated 130 million women have undergone 
some form of genital mutilation, and up to 2 million 
women remain at risk of genital mutilation despite 
the passage of laws forbidding the practice in 15 of 
28 African countries by mid-2006 (Levine et al., 
2008; Satti et al., 2006). Young girls' experience 
following genital cutting/mutilation includes being 
confined to bed for a week or more. 

HIV/AIDS among girl-children is a significant 
health challenge, with 73% of the world's people 
with AIDS living in Sub-Saharan Africa. Regions 
of the world with a high prevalence of heterosexual 
spread of AIDS is associated with a low status of 
women. Southern and Eastern African countries have 
the highest concentration. The proportion of people 
with HIV who are women varies across Africa, with 
58% vs. 55% in North Africa and the Middle East. 
In contrast, 25% in Europe and 20% living in Sub
Saharan Africa are women. High HIV prevalence 
rates have significant implications for girl-children, 
as they influence experiences of orphans, stress on 
health care systems, availability of care and drug 
therapy against the background of limited agriculture, 
famine, and national economies (Yeboah, 2007). 

Yeboah (2007) cautions that the web of gender 
construction, Eurocentrism and racism, government 
attitude, globalization and poverty, culture, environ
ment, and natural resources and history all converge 
to stifle development in Sub-Saharan Africa because 
it is losing human capital, and scarce resources are 
being dedicated to AIDS care. Economic and social 
gains will be eroded by falling life expectancy as 
has been experienced in Botswana. At the heart of 
AIDS control are roles and expectations related to 
valuing gender (women), sexuality, economic and 
power relationships that in turn influence condom 
use, sexual partnerships, and general empowerment 
of women. 

In addition to the reproductive health problems 
encountered by girls, the IOM Committee to Study 
Female Morbidity and Mortality in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (1996) also emphasized nonreproductive 
causes of morbidity for girl-children. Among these 
were mental health, and nervous system problems, 
chronic diseases, injuries, occupational and envi
ronmental health issues, and infectious diseases. 

Exposure to war has significant effects on the 
mental health of displaced children as evident in 
a recent study of children in southern Darfur. 
Seventy-five percent of children met criteria for 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and 38% met 
criteria for clinical depression. Twenty percent had 
significant symptoms of grief. Of the war experi
ences, abduction, hiding to protect oneself, being 
raped, and being forced to kill or hurt family mem
bers were most predictive of traumatic reactions. 
Being raped, seeing others raped, the death of a 
parent, being forced to fight, and having to hide to 
protect oneself were strongest predictors of depres
sive symptoms. War experiences such as abduction, 
death of parents, being forced to fight, and having 
to hide to protect oneself were strongest predictors 
of grief. Exposure to atrocities of war have signifi
cant impact on the mental health of children in gen
eral, including girl-children (Morgos, Worden, & 
Gupta, 2008). 

Injuries, including falls, bums, drownings, and 
unintentional poisonings, constitute major sources 
of mortality and morbidity during early childhood, 
Sexual abuse, partner violence, and rape become 
more prominent during childhood and adolescence. 
Rape persists as a major source of morbidity for 
adolescent women, and suicide and motor vehicle 
deaths join other injuries during this period of the 
lifespan (IOM, 1996). 

Occupational and environmental health issues 
for very young children include indoor air pollution 
from domestic sources such as cooking fires. Child 
labor joins the list of hazards for 5- to 14-year-olds, 
and economically coerced sex becomes a major 
occupational hazard for adolescents (IOM, 1996). 

In addition to infectious diseases linked to heart 
disease, many of the tropical infection diseases such 
as malaria, chistosomiasis, dracunculiasis, oncho
cerciasis, trypansomiasis, trachoa, leishmaniasis, 
and leprosy are prevalent among some countries. 
They may be more prevalent among young girls 
due to their added risk of infection owing to mal
nutrition and their early occupational exposures, 
for example, to schistosomiasis. Not surprisingly, 
sexually transmitted diseases join the list of haz
ards for girl-children, with congenital transmission 
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of HIV I AIDS, perinatal and neonatal transmission 
preceding transmission via sexual abuse for girls 
aged 5 to 14 and adolescents. Transmission through 
unprotected sexual activity, and especially through 
forced prostitution and rape, remains a threat 
throughout the remainder of the girl-child's life
span (IOM, 1996). 

HEALTH POLICY AND HEALTH SERVICES 
FOR THE GIRL-CHILD 

A lifespan view of the health of the girl-child 
emphasizes the importance of the long view: healthy 
infants mature as healthy adults as reflected in their 
lifespan. Health policy for the girl-children of the 
world begins with attention to gender disparities 
from the time of birth .... 

Health services for the girl-child begin with 
access to prenatal care and nutrition during preg
nancy and early in life. Advocacy for safe moth
erhood is advocacy for the health of girl-children, 
particularly when coupled with family planning pro
grams and social policy that support healthy preg
nancy with adequate nutrition for pregnant women 
and that discourage early pregnancies. Preschool
aged children's health is critical to their ability to 
benefit from education, as illustrated by the success 
of Head Start programs in the United States. 

Increasingly, the transition to puberty and ado
lescence is identified as a critical turning point for 
girl-children. This is a risky time for dropping out 
of school, becoming pregnant, being victimized 
by rape or sexual assault, and foreshortening pos
sibilities for future development as a woman. Pro
grams focused on this transitional period should 
include education about health, including fertil
ity management, HIV I AIDS prevention, healthy 
nutrition, prevention of or coping with genital 
cutting/mutilation and its consequences, manag
ing unwanted sexual advances, building equitable 
relationships, and other life skills that are direct 
and proximal determinants of health. Awareness 
of basic rights, such as voting, inheriting land, 
avoiding unwanted sexual advances and genital 
cutting/mutilation, and the right to gain justice 

is essential. These social policies are health 
policies. 

Finally, the physical environment, including safe 
and adequate sources of food and water, will be fos
tered by development in the area of sanitation and 
agricultural practices that assure sustainable food 
and water sources. Given the nature of girl-children's 
domestic and agricultural work, these are significant 
and have the potential to reduce the burden of dis
eases linked to infectious agents. 

International efforts must include peacekeeping 
protections, post-trauma attention, reshaping social 
underpinnings of stigma in post-conflict areas, and 
increased attention to eliminating rape as a common 
atrocity of war. Eradication of poverty of nations is 
at the heart of the challenges to assuring the health 
and safety of the girl-child. Without investing in 
girls-in the home, educational systems, work
places, communities, and societies-the future for 
the next generations will remain bleak. 

Given the complexity of the challenges for 
advancing the health of girl-children, particularly 
those in parts of the world that are most challenged, 
what can one person do? How can we create a global 
imperative to advance the health of girls everywhere? 

We can begin by linking to one other woman 
or man in our commitment to an activity we can 
undertake together, for example, research about 
girls' health, practice models or projects related to 
girls, or education of future health professionals 
or girls, themselves, about their health. Daily, in a 
small but meaningful way, we can inquire of men 
about their daughters and wives, reminding them 
of the significance of their health. We can work for 
legislation in our own countries with sensitivity to 
its global impact on girls, for example, laws regulat
ing trafficking and marital rape. We can engage with 
and in government and global efforts to advance the 
health of girls in the world. We can engage girls in 
planning for their health and health care, for exam
ple, through engaging them in advisory groups to 
health care systems (Tlou, 2002). 

Margaret Mead once was asked if one person's 
actions could transform the world. She answered 
that it was the only thing that ever has! 
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Rethinking Radical Politics in the Context of Assisted 
Reproductive Technology 

Jennifer Parks (2009) 

In 1970, radical feminist Shulamith Firestone pub
lished The Dialectic of Sex: The Case for Feminist 
Revolution. In this manifesto, Firestone reconsiders 
from a feminist perspective Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels' materialist theory of history. She claims that 
while they rightly identify class struggles as funda
mental to history, they overlook the significance of 
what she calls "sex class." For Firestone, this most 
basic form of class oppression derives from men and 
women's differing reproductive roles. She argues 
that, just as the proletariat must seize the means of 
production in order to eliminate the oppressive eco
nomic class system, so must women seize the means 
of reproduction in order to eliminate the sexual class 
system, and to break the "tyranny of the biological 
family." As she envisions it: "The reproduction of 
the species by one sex for the benefit of both would 
be replaced by ... artificial reproduction."' 

In the 1980s, radical feminist critiques of repro
ductive technologies conversely argued for a mora
torium on all reproductive technologies. Gena Corea 
and Janice Raymond2 have argued that reproduc
tive technologies serve to oppress and subordinate 
women, that they are the final frontier for the patri
archal usurpation of women's reproductive role, 
and that these technologies have turned women's 
bodies into sites for dangerous experimentation and 
research. As Raymond claims, "I contend that the 
best legal approach to reproductive technology and 
contracts that violate women's bodily integrity
such as IVF and its offshoots ... is abolition, not 
regulation. "3 

This paper will explore this question of repro
ductive technology and radical politics. For, as Fire
stone indicated more than thirty years ago, practices 
of childbearing and rearing are fundamental to wom
en's social and political status.4 Taking Firestone, 
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Raymond, and Corea to have important insights 
into the benefits and harms of assisted reproduc
tive technology (ART), I will argue that whether it 
is emancipatory or oppressive for women cannot be 
determined outside the context of its actual and cur
rent practice .... 

I choose these particular radical feminists 
because their accounts-now several decades old
are touchstones for feminists who write on repro
duction and assisted reproductive technologies. 
More contemporary feminist accounts of ART have 
continued to press this question of whether to under
stand the technologies as emancipatory for women, 
or as new ways for governments to intervene in, leg
islate, and control women's lives.5 By appealing to 
the particular radical accounts offered by Firestone, 
Corea, and Raymond, however, one can better his
torically situate feminist approaches to ART and its 
implications for women's lives. It also helps one to 
appreciate better the degree to which what counts 
as "radical" has shifted, along with the circum
stances that condition women's reproductive lives. 
For example, critics like Corea and Raymond could 
not have foreseen how ART would serve radically 
to alter some family formations or that material 
changes in women's work lives would so quickly 
raise the average age of women's reproduction. 6 

Consider the contemporary use of IVF or artificial 
insemination by donor (AID) by lesbians and disa
bled, single, minority, and post-menopausal women. 
The use of reproductive technologies by these groups 
has extended reproduction to women who have his
torically been denied access because of their "differ
ence." Here, ART has radical potential, and has been 
used to radical purposes (that is, by perverting our 
traditional conceptions of motherhood and family). 
Conversely, these technologies have also been used 
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to privilege the white, heterosexual, married, middle 
class family (as evidenced by Bobbi Mccaughey, 
the now-famous woman from Iowa whom the media 
glorified for being the first successfully to gestate 
and birth septuplets). 

Thus, any account of ART must consider both 
the radical and conservative agendas it is likely to 
serve (or has served), as well as the liberating and 
oppressive outcomes that may result. While over 
time it may become clear that a practice is over
whelmingly oppressive or dangerous for women, 
for the most part the dialectical nature of ART will 
make it fairly difficult to determine that a practice 
should be banned outright. For example, the prac
tice of contract motherhood has both oppressive 
and liberating implications. Gay couples and peo
ple with disabilities have contracted with women 
to carry pregnancies for them, thus allowing for 
family formations that might not otherwise be 
achieved. At the same time, however, the practice 
may result in the exploitation and commodification 
of women and children, a serious problem that must 
not be overlooked .... 

SHULAMITH FIRESTONE ON REPRODUCTION 
AND RADICAL POLITICS 

Firestone begins The Dialectic of Sex by stating that 
"Sex class is so deep as to be indivisible."7 Here she 
appropriates Marx and Engels' notion of class divi
sion to argue that there is another class division
sex class-that was not properly addressed by these 
radical thinkers. Indeed, she argues that nature pro
duced women's fundamental inequality to men: 
women are biologically distinguished from men, and 
culturally distinguished from human. Women's role 
as those who bear and rear children for the human 
race has been "consolidated" and "institutionalized 
in the interests of men." 8 From an historical mate
rialist perspective, reproduction of the species has 
carried great costs to women, not only emotionally, 
spiritually and culturally, but also in strictly mate
rial/physical terms: repeated and successive child
birth has resulted in women's constant "female 
troubles," early aging, and even death. Women have 
thus been the slave class that has maintained the 

species so that men are free to go about their busi
ness in the public realm, while women themselves 
have been largely relegated to the private sphere of 
the home. 

Firestone argues that band-aid fixes to this 
deep division of labor are not enough: her radical 
approach argues for a sexual revolution of the sort 
headed by women, owned by women, and empow
ering for women. Integral to her sexual revolution 
is what she refers to as "the freeing of women from 
the tyranny of their reproductive biology by every 
means available"9; that is, the development of tech
nologies like ectogenesis to remove reproduction 
entirely from women's bodies. 

Firestone is not na"ive about the possibility 
that this sexual revolution may be co-opted by a 
masculinist capitalist system as yet another way 
to control women; but she claims that we cannot 
speculate about post-revolutionary systems and 
that "we shall assume flexibility and good inten
tions in those working out the change." 10 She 
bluntly notes the following regarding women's 
reproduction: 

Pregnancy is barbaric. I do not believe, as many 
women are now saying, that the reason pregnancy 
is viewed as not beautiful is due strictly to cultural 
perversion. The child's first response, "What's 
wrong with the Fat Lady?"; the husband's guilty 
waning of sexual desire; the woman's tears in 
front of the mirror at eight months-all are gut 
reactions, not to be dismissed as cultural habits. 
Pregnancy is the temporary deformation of the 
body of the individual for the sake of the species. 
Moreover, childbirth hurts. And it isn't good for 
you. 

Ultimately, Firestone claims, giving birth is like 
"shitting a pumpkin. " 11 

Firestone's call for a feminist revolution focuses 
on reproductive and familial change. As part of her 
call to radical change, she argues (in a Marxist vein) 
for the death of the traditional nuclear family and a 
radical restructuring of our social world. Thus, she 
is not simply na"ive in her assertions that ART will 
liberate women, for she places it within the context 
of a revolution that includes sweeping social and 
political change. 12 
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GENA COREA AND JANICE RAYMOND 
ON WOMEN AS BREEDERS 

Not for another fifteen years would radical feminists 
take up this issue again, this time (in the mid-1980s) 
adopting a very different perspective from Fire
stone's. Corea, radical feminist theorist and activist 
for FINNRAGE (Feminist International Network on 
the New Reproductive and Genetic Technologies) 
argues that ART results in the oppression, subordina
tion, and control of women and their bodies: the new 
reproductive and genetic technologies are nothing 
more than the arm of patriarchy. Furthermore, Corea 
sees no emancipatory possibilities in the various tech
nologies given that they are created "in the interests 
of patriarchy, reducing women to Matter."13 She criti
cizes liberal approaches to ART for asking the wrong 
questions, such as: "How can the maturation quality 
of eggs be improved before they are suctioned out of 
women's ovaries during surgery?" and "Does the fee 
paid to the surrogate mother constitute, for federal tax 
purposes, compensation or rental income?"14 These 
are what she calls foreground questions, and they fail 
to address the background questions to which femi
nists must be sensitive. These include: 

At what costs to women are we channeled into 
biomedically manipulated reproduction? What are 
the implications for women as a social group when 
our numbers are reduced through sex predetermi
nation technology? What is the real meaning of 
a woman's "consent" to in vitro fertilization in a 
society in which men as a social group control not 
just the choices open to women but also women's 
motivation to choose?15 

Likewise, in Women as Wombs, Raymond argues 
that ART renders banal the very notion of choice, 
reducing it to the right to consume. She claims 
that: 

It is time to examine what choices men, and some 
women, defend as our right and what choices these 
same men and women will not defend as our right. 
Why is women's right to choose surrogacy widely 
defended at the same time that women's more sub
stantive human, civil, and economic rights are being 
suppressed, at the same time that affirmative action 

is being gutted, at the same time that there is still no 
Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution? The 
choice to become a surrogate is hardly the freedom 
for which most women have been fighting. 16 

Firestone's call for a feminist revolution never 
came to fruition: the technological advances in 
reproduction occurred without corresponding cul
tural change. But it is still an open question whether 
ART will eventually bring about radical change 
or whether radical change is required before ART 
can be liberating. Indeed, it is not even clear as we 
practice these technologies whether they will lead 
to radical change in the way we view reproduction 
and the family unit or whether the technologies will 
only serve to strengthen the cultural norm of the tra
ditional, heterosexual, male-headed nuclear family. 

I argue, however, that this "either/or" ques
tion is an incorrect starting-point for any radical 
feminist account of ART. For these technologies 
are taking place within cultures that are not static 
and unchanging: cultural norms change, are in 
flux, such that ART is taking place within what 
Valerie Hartouni calls a "shifting reproductive 
landscape."17 There is a dialectical nature to ART 
insofar as it simultaneously produces two contra
dictory images of what families are and can be: on 
one hand, it promotes a radical conception of fam
ily as unbounded by traditional, "age-appropriate," 
heterosexual limits; on the other hand, it reinforces 
the primacy of reproductive functioning that one 
typically associates with traditional heterosexual 
families. In what follows I will use the example of 
post-menopausal motherhood to argue for the dia
lectic of assisted reproductive technology. I choose 
this example because it is one application of ART 
against which many critics have expressed seri
ous ethical concern, and because post-menopausal 
mothering directly challenges the traditional con
ception of motherhood. 

THE APPLICATION OF ART TO 
POST-MENOPAUSAL WOMEN 

The use of ART by post-menopausal women exem
plifies the kind of reproductive dialectic to which 
I am referring. That older women have used (and are 
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using) in vitro fertilization and egg donation to 
have children beyond the normal reproductive age 
means that there is both a strengthening and an 
eroding of the received (western) view of mother
hood. I claim that there is a strengthening because 
opposition to this practice has been voiced in terms 
of its "unnaturalness" and "abnormality": post
menopausal reproduction tests our social norms con
cerning who can mother, and who (morally) ought to 
mother, and in direct response some critics charac
terize it as monstrous. 18 But at the same time, older 
women are becoming mothers: they appear, along 
with their younger counterparts, in clinics for prena
tal checkups, in the shops buying baby clothes and 
baby furniture, and in the workplace. But beyond 
post-menopausal gestation, grandmothers-women 
well beyond the typical age of mothering-are rais
ing their grandchildren, thus further normalizing the 
raising of children by older women. 

Post-menopausal motherhood, and other non
traditional mothering practices, is quietly causing a 
cultural revolution of sorts: for as these "abnormal" 
mothering practices take hold, cultural conceptions 
of "the mother" will be forced to change. Further
more, the norm of the traditional nuclear family must 
change in order to accommodate these women, since 
women of advanced age may require other women 
to aid in and take over the parental role should they 
die or become ill or frail, or their (often younger) 
spouses may have to take up that role. 19 If the num
ber of same-sex couples raising children also con
tinues to increase, our conception of "mother" may 
require radical redefinition. 

Yet with the advent of ART we have seen legal 
developments that serve to strengthen our cultural 
norm of the heterosexual nuclear family: that is, 
one father, one mother, and their genetic offspring. 
A series of court cases over the last twenty years 
has been decided in favor of biological parents, so 
that our legal understanding of what it means to be a 
parent comes down to one's genetic connection to a 
child and/or one's marital status. 

In a recent case, a two-year-old boy known as "Dan
iel B." was deemed to be the legal child of both the sin
gle woman who birthed him and the married genetic 
father whose embryo was mistakenly implanted in her. 

The single woman "Susan B." went to the same clinic 
where married couple "Robert and Denise" had cre
ated thirteen embryos using Robert's sperm and donor 
eggs; Denise had no biological connection with the 
resulting embryos. Susan B. was seeking donor sperm 
and egg in order to create embryos anonymously so 
that "there would be no paternity case against her, 
ever." Ten months after the birth of Daniel B., the 
clinic informed the married couple of the error, and 
they sought contact with Daniel. Despite the many 
complications associated with this case, the court 
ruled that Susan B. could be the only "real" mother, 
that Denise had no claim on Daniel because she has no 
biological relation to him, and that Robert had pater
nity rights because of his biological connection to the 
child. An appeal of this case is likely, and it is antici
pated that there will be court hearings regarding the 
custody and visitation of Daniel. 20 

Here again we see the negative side of the dia
lectic: the attempt by law to maintain the traditional 
concept of the nuclear family. The courts continue to 
impose patriarchal rule: that is, the father's right to 
his offspring, the importance of one's genetic con
nection, and the moral rightness of the heterosexual, 
two parent norm. The question is: how should femi
nists respond to this unfolding and dynamic nature 
of ART? Where do we go from here? 

The practice of ART is so deeply entrenched in 
western culture that it is unrealistic and unproduc
tive to simply wish it away; and in any case, con
tra Corea and Raymond, it is not clear that women 
should want to eradicate it. Rather, we should do 
what we can to encourage the most radical (but least 
harmful) uses of ART so that its practice continues 
to chip away at the suffocating norm of the hetero
sexual, married, biologically related family unit. 
We should continue to get more women, minorities, 
gays, lesbians, and other marginalized people to par
ticipate in ART as physicians, lawyers, politicians, 
lawmakers, and clients.21 While women should 
attempt to diversify ART, we need, of course, to be 
concerned about some of the reproductive practices 
that may pose unnecessary risks to women (like egg 
selling, for example) or that serve to further threaten 
individuals already marginalized by the technolo
gies, such as persons with disabilities.22 
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Such changes are slowly and steadily occurring. 
As Lisa Jean Moore indicates in Sperm Counts: 
Overcome by Man's Most Precious Fluid, a cultural 
anxiety about fatherhood is increasingly expressed 
in the media given the rise in the use of sperm 
donors by single women. These women, single moth
ers by choice, in their thirties or forties, desire fami
lies and seek their pregnancies through sperm banks 
rather than waiting for "Mr. Right" to appear. As 
Moore points out, "The growth of single mothers by 
choice leads to some men fearing that participation in 
reproduction is being reduced to the anonymous and 
disembodied use of their sperm with no further rights 
to the baby once it is conceived."23 Yet, as Moore 
points out, this anxiety is unfounded given the his
torical understanding of the father as absent provider; 
and it returns us to the notion that "real" (that is, bio
logical) fathers are superior to other parent types.24 

Furthermore, as a recent article in Mother Jones 
indicates,25 ART has brought about new problems 
through the creation and cryopreservation of human 
embryos. The process of in vitro fertilization (IVF) 
is invasive and expensive for women, and involves 
some degree of physical risk. To access as many 
eggs as possible, the IVF client is given fertility drugs 
that cause hyperstimulation so that she will produce 
an unusually large number of eggs during her cycle; 
those eggs are fertilized in a petri dish and then acer
tain number of the resulting embryos are returned to 
the client's uterus in the hopes that at least one will 
implant. 26 Those embryos not required for the first 
IVF cycle are usually frozen and stored for future use, 
saving the female client a good deal of discomfort and 
risk, and lowering the cost of successive IVF cycles. 

The number of cryopreserved human embryos in 
the United States has reached close to half a rnillion
mostly because couples store them and then, if the 
embryos are not needed for successive IVF cycles, 
they are uncertain what to do with them. This is 
where the tensions surface. As one study indicates, 

Parents variously conceptualized frozen embryos 
as biological tissue, living entities, "virtual" chil
dren having interests that must be considered and 
protected, siblings of their living children, genetic 
or psychological insurance policies, and symbolic 
reminders of their past infertility .... Many seemed 

afflicted by a kind of Chinatown syndrome, think
ing of them simultaneously as: Children! Tissue! 
Children! Tissue!27 

Clearly there is inconsistency and tension in the 
current thinking surrounding these cryopreserved 
human embryos. The confusion and uncertainty 
expressed by clients, whether anti-abortion or not, 
who are storing their embryos indicates the dialecti
cal nature of this problem. On one hand, the fact of 
the embryos' existence establishes-at least in some 
minds-their claim on a right to life; on the other 
hand, the glut of human embryos reminds us of the 
pressing need to develop treatments and therapies 
that may be advanced through the use of embryonic 
stem cell research. As one researcher notes, 

... [the embryos'] presence is perhaps an unan
ticipated side effect of the use of advanced repro
ductive technology. But there is nothing inherently 
negative or wrong about their existence, and as we 
tum our attention to them, we may find that indeed 
they could be a tremendous resource for science, the 
country, and for mankind [sic] for that matter.28 

Like many other procedures occurring within the 
arena of ART, the practice of embryo cryopreser
vation brings out its dialectical nature, and resists 
any simple reading as lending itself to either radical 
or conservative politics. The very existence of these 
embryos points us toward both radical and conserv
ative possibilities at the same time; what we will end 
up with as a result is yet to be determined. 

As I have indicated thus far, we cannot objec
tively establish the radical or conservative nature of 
ART outside the context of its practice. Furthermore, 
I am arguing, these technologies are dialectical: they 
are producing contradictory effects-tensions-by 
their very practice. In this case, the tension lies 
between the uses of ART to maintain the norm of 
the heterosexual, nuclear, two-parent family while 
at the same time being used to create radical family 
formations. 

In arguing for "radical" approaches and "radical" 
politics, I mean to claim that we should use ART to 
extend the concept of family so that it is more inclu
sive and better reflects the broad range of lifestyles 
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and close relationships chosen by a broad range of 
citizens. I do not mean to suggest that we should 
embrace any and all technologies: radical politics 
should not be pursued at the cost of harm to off
spring, serious threats to the dignity of persons 
with disabilities, or physical harm to women. But 
some interventions, like artificial insemination by 
donor, are relatively low risk for women and (as 
Lisa Jean Moore notes) serve, when they are used 
by marginalized women living in non-traditional 
family situations, to turn our notion of family on 
its head. 

Additionally, one must understand that what gets 
defined as "radical" is not fixed or given-as I pre
viously indicated, Valerie Hartouni claims that we 
reside within a "shifting reproductive landscape" 
where our cultural meanings and practices are con
stantly undergoing construction and revision. In 
talking about a new body politics, Cynthia Daniels 
similarly points out that 

Women's relation to the state remains deeply 
contradictory ... although ·at times the courts and 

legislatures have been used to affirm masculine 

control over the female body, at other moments 
they have clearly stood as women's last, best 

defense against social coercion. Women's ability 

to resist efforts to restrict, regulate, or criminal
ize their behavior has depended on their ability to 

use the power of the state in their own defense
a state which is clearly divided between its sup
port for fetal rights and its need to affirm women's 

formal rights to citizenship.29 

Political, legal, and social contexts condition 
women's reproductive lives, but women's choices 
and actions have an impact upon those contexts. 
Women are not just affected by those conditions, 
but can also affect them. Thus, we cannot accu
rately predict the meaning or implications of ART 
absent an understanding of and appreciation for its 
dialectical nature. 

With regard to the proliferation of ART, Hartouni 
prophetically claims that "it is necessary and inevi
table and suggests that the issue with respect to the 
panoply of new reproductive practices and processes 
is not whether there new practices are good or bad; 
[but] rather, how we should think them and how they 

will think us." 30 If a reproductive revolution is to 
occur, it will happen quietly and dialectically, not 
through the kind of total revolution that Firestone had 
envisioned. Indeed, the "revolution" may be happen
ing as we speak, despite attempts to stem the tide of 
political, cultural, and familial change. 
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INTRODUCTION 

During the 2008 presidential election, an independ
ent funding organization released a television adver
tisement criticizing Democratic nominee Senator 
Barack Obama's refusal to sign the Illinois Born 
Alive Infants Protection Act. 1 In the television ad, 
images of babies from different racial backgrounds 
fill the screen. Then a young woman comes onto the 
screen and asks the viewer "Can you imagine not 
giving babies their basic human rights, no matter 
how they entered our world?"2 

In both this contemporary example, and histori
cally, the United States (US) government has acted 
ambivalent, if n.ot hostile, toward the idea of human 
rights instead focusing on narrower civil rights. 
Additionally, US social movement organizations 
not explicitly engaged in international human rights 
activities have resisted integrating human rights 
into their work. 3 Yet, the aforementioned presiden
tial election advertisement provides but one recent 
example of how "human rights" has entered the 
mainstream US discourse. Activists perceive that 
the concept of human rights can mobilize US audi
ences on domestic issues. Gaining wider interest in 
organizing around human rights, however, remains 
a challenge for organizers. This is primarily because 
many people outside (and even within) the respec
tive US social movements believe that human rights 
are what people need in other countries. 

Reproductive and sexual health rights within 
the US context remain an area of rights that even 
recent reflections on human rights in the US have 
not explored adequately.4 This article focuses on 
the reproductive justice movement, focusing on 
a unique US organization, SisterSong Women of 
Color Reproductive Collective (SisterSong), has 
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utilized a human rights framework in their work. 
Specifically, this project assesses how SisterSong 
moves beyond the narrower focus on civil and 
political rights (dominant in US social movements) 
to emphasize other aspects of human rights when 
organizing for women's sexual and reproductive 
rights .... 

SEXUALITY AND REPRODUCTION 
AS SITES FOR HUMAN RIGHTS 

Recent activism by feminists has focused on the idea 
of "women's rights as human rights." In this debate, 
multiple authors have challenged the private/public 
distinction.5 They argue that placing the issues 
women face in the realm of the private sphere leads 
to them not being taken seriously as "real" human 
rights violations that result from explicit state action 
(such as imprisonment due to political views). 
Therefore, son preference, employment discrimi
nation, domestic abuse and other violation occur 
with the state's tacit permission.6 Additionally, by 
attributing these violations to culture, states absolve 
themselves of their responsibility in stopping 
these acts. Bunch argues, "Sex discrimination kills 
women daily. When combined with race, class, and 
other forms of oppression, it constitutes a deadly 
denial of women's right to life and liberty on a large 
scale throughout the world."7 These scholars go so 
far as to question whether women are even human 
when they continue to face human rights violations 
prohibited by the UDHR in 1948.8 

Reproduction is an important area of inquiry when 
analyzing human rights debates because "the physi
cal territory of this political struggle over what con
stitutes women's human rights is women's bodies."9 



Sociologist Bryan Turner proposes that debates over 
these rights emerge due to changing economic con
ditions in which women have led to women gaining 
more economic and social power. Changing social 
contracts have provided most people the right to 
choose partners without family and state interference 
but this freedom has led to heated contests around 
rights. 10 As people become more aware of their vul
nerability, social groups attempt to control some of 
the most personal aspects of people's lives. What 
scholars such as Turner do not address is that, histor
ically, women of racial minority backgrounds have 
had to endure disproportionate consequences result
ing from these attempts at control. Thus, efforts by 
these groups to gain human rights may not look like 
those of people who face oppression based on only 
one oppressed status. 

Historically, intersectional analyses offered by 
women of color have challenged feminist theory and 
activism that assumed that the shared oppression 
of women should take precedence over organizing 
against racism, classism, homophobia, or these mul
tiple oppressions simultaneously. 11 This resulted in 
conflicts within the women's movement of the "sec
ond wave" of feminism, but also set the stage for 
a shift toward more holistic analyses of oppression 
and varied organizational approaches such as that 
of SisterSong's. Thus, part of the appeal of human 
rights for marginalized groups is the opportunity 
these ideas pose to restructure society while also 
allowing for recognition of multiple identities. 

SISTERSONG: WORKING AT THE 
INTERSECTION OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

SisterSong's network of organizations frames the 
concern around women's control of their bodies in 
terms of needing reproductive justice rather than 
only reproductive rights. SisterSong explicitly inte
grates human rights discourse into its literature. 
Its work represents a shift for women advocating 
for control of their bodies, from a narrower focus 
on legal access and individual choice (the focus 
of mainstream reproductive women's organiza
tion such the National Organization for Women), 
to a broader analysis of structural constraints 
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on agency. SisterSong explains: "The intersec
tional theory of Reproductive Justice is described 
as the complete physical, mental, spiritual, politi
cal, social, environmental and economic well-being 
of women and girls, based on the full achievement 
and protection of women's human rights." 12 Of 
note is that achievement of reproductive justice is 
imagined as happening specifically through attain
ing human rights. The lack of widespread human 
rights law in the US should result in fewer oppor
tunities to mobilize human rights discourse, which 
would result in weakened belief in the utility of 
human rights. This way of framing reproduction 
resonates and is leading to changes in reproductive 
rights organizing nationwide, despite activists hav
ing fewer common cultural references on which to 
draw to construct an effective frame. Thus, Sister
Song offers an ideal case to extend scholarly under
standings about social movements engaging with 
human rights discourses. 

Earlier social movements such as the Black 
Power movement have been criticized for their sex
ist tendencies. In addition, among social movements 
that explicitly address sexism and gender, such as 
the "second wave" of feminism, criticisms of unex
amined racism emerged. 13 Women of color contin
ued to work in these movements, but also founded 
autonomous organizations that sought to address 
both racism and sexism. These autonomous organi
zations provided a foundation for multilayered anal
ysis of how multiple oppressions result in different 
experiences for different groups of women. In addi
tion to tension around race, class differences were 
another site of tension, as demonstrated by analy
sis emphasized by two different groups organizing 
around reproductive rights middle-class-supported 
National Abortion Rights Action League (now 
NARAL Pro-Choice America) and the more diverse 
Committee for Abortion Rights and Against Steri
lization Abuse (CARASA). NARAL Pro-Choice 
America focused on access to abortion while some 
of their literature on poor women criticized their 
fertility by focusing on the "social costs of uncon
trolled childbearing.'* In contrast, the more diverse 
CARASA focused on abortion rights but vocally 
challenged the forced sterilization of poor women, 
which denied them the right to have children. 
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Decades before the creation of SisterSong, poor 
women, who were disproportionately of racial 
minority groups, launched a critique of the main
stream reproductive rights framework because it did 
not address how these women lacked control over 
their reproduction. Abortion, as a legal right, was 
(and is) emphasized by mainstream groups as a mat
ter of individual choice whereas alternative groups 
focus on a range of reproductive rights that were 
dependent on structural support that human rights 
emphasize. Many of the autonomous reproduction
related organizations, like CARASA, no longer 
exist. Their successors, however, are now moving 
into the relatively unexpected direction of integrat
ing human rights. 

DATA AND METHODS 

Influenced by activism for gender equality, civil 
rights and international human rights, SisterSong 
was founded in 1997 with 16 organizations and cur
rently has over 80 member and affiliate organizations 
and hundreds of individual members. These organi
zations are primarily based in the contiguous US, 
although a few are based in Puerto Rico and Hawaii 
or have links with international organizations. The 
founding organizations were four organizations 
from each of the original "mini-communities" of 
SisterSong: Asian/Pacific Islander, Black/ African 
American, Latina and Native American/Indigenous. 
Organizations included larger organizations such 
as the National Asian Women's Health Organiza
tion to local organizations such as Project Azuka 
Women's AIDS Project, which served African
American women. Later, SisterSong added a Middle 
Eastern/Arab American mini-community, a caucus 
for white allies and a caucus for men of color. These 
caucuses exist to support SisterSong's primary focus 
on organizing around women of color's reproduc
tive health concerns. The collective is composed of 
member organizations and individual members from 
across the country. To join, members agree to Sister
Song's nine Principles of Unity, which stresses coa
lition work with other organizations and protection 
of various types of rights (including reproductive 
and sexual rights) as part of human rights. 

Currently, there are six people who staff the 
national office in Atlanta, including the National 
Coordinator, Loretta Ross, who used to direct 
the National Center for Human Rights Education. 
Working Committees address areas such as organiz
ing, mobilizing, research and publicity. SisterSong 
holds a national membership meeting or confer
ence every year with hundreds of attendees, some 
of whom attend with the aid of scholarships, which 
are provided with the aid of thousands of dollars 
in grants to SisterSong. Speakers include members 
from local organizations as well as nationally known 
experts such as former Attorney General Jocelyn 
Elders. SisterSong staff also provide trainings (e.g. 
"What is reproductive justice?") and consult with 
member organizations on how to incorporate repro
ductive justice into their projects. Funding comes 
from foundations, membership fees, and organiza
tions including mainstream organization[s] such as 
Planned Parenthood, which has provided sponsor
ship for [the] conference. 

This article draws on publicly available docu
ments and interviews. Since 2004, SisterSong has 
published a newsletter (Collective Voices) on an 
annual or bi-annual basis. Current circulation stands 
at 18,000. The newsletter highlights multiple types 
of stories: news articles provide statistics on rele
vant topics, personal narratives reflect on involve
ment with member organizations or reproductive 
justice activism, and others explain the history of 
the collective. Some pieces are written by people 
identified as SisterSong staff or committee mem
bers, although many list the author as a member or 
remain unidentified. 

The analysis focuses on the first eight newsletters 
distributed 2004-2007, which averaged 21 pages. 
Focusing on the formal documents explicitly pro
duced for consumption by members and potential 
supporters allows an assessment of how activists 
construct the discourse of civil rights and human 
rights. I augment my analysis with data I have col
lected over two years through interviewing Sister
Song members, archival research, and conducting 
participant observation at local and national events 
(a national conference, a workshop at the US Social 
Forum, a Reproductive Justice 101 training, and a 
national membership meeting). 



RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Choosing Human Rights 
With civil rights and women's rights being domi
nant and somewhat successful separate movements, 
trying to combine these efforts into one movement 
that then integrates human rights is a challenge both 
financially and strategically. Nonprofits, which 
often rely on foundation funding, have to over
come misconceptions to convince funding bodies 
these ideas are valid. With a rights discourse based 
on Constitutional values dominant in the US, pro
viding funding to groups challenging the limits of 
that model would seem risky if not counter to the 
mission of the funders. Reflecting on its history of 
confronting resistance by funding agencies, a Sister
Song founder writes, 

[A] decade ago the concept of funding human rights 
work in the United States was novel to the founda
tion world because human rights meant only inter
national funding, while "civil rights" was stretched 
to cover human rights abuses in the U.S .... a 
sizable number of foundations are raising more than 
$10 million to support U.S.- focused human rights 
work, an idea scorned a mere decade ago. 15 

This quote educates members less familiar with the 
history of human rights in the US on how human 
rights was a stigmatized discourse even in the early 
1990s. Human rights was not unknown but, instead, 
scorned and therefore perceived negatively. 

One interviewee, who oversees part of the legal 
program for a reproductive rights organization that 
often argues Supreme Court cases, noted the dis
juncture between different groups: 

... The two groups can really work together ... the 
rights-based groups have a strong understanding 
of how to get things going within the legal system, 
and I think that what we need to be more creative 
about is expanding that to include international 
bodies and human rights ... using human rights 
mechanisms (Katherine Grainger, Center for 
Reproductive Rights, 2007 Personal Interview). 

While there are benefits to a human-rights analy
sis, there are potential strategic drawbacks due to 
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its marginalized position in the United States. An 
article in SisterSong's newsletter from a linked 
organization illuminates the logic of focusing on 
human rights despite a hostile climate faced by 
reproductive justice activists: 

A human rights framework both speaks to the 
need to demand rights, not ask for privileges and 
the need to connect with other women and struggles 
worldwide through using a universal, internation
ally agreed upon framework .... Limitations on 
ratification and when the U.S. government fails to 
ratify human rights treaties (as it has failed to do 
so on most treaties) prevent individuals in the 
United States from securing these human rights 
through legal claims. Nonetheless, as activists 
we continue to use the human rights framework 
as our standard which should hold governments 
accountable. 16 

Since members may be unfamiliar with human 
rights, stories such as this provide a context for the 
concept (international recognition), how the US 
government limits human rights within the US (fail
ure to ratify treaties) and, most importantly, why 
SisterSong continues to use this framework despite 
what appears to be a futile battle. Part of what the 
organization does is educate its members on human 
rights, which, for many readers, may be a foreign 
idea. Alternatively, they may only think of human 
rights as a synonym for civil rights, which is how 
the US government has traditionally engaged with 
human rights. Additionally, these rights are to be 
understood as entitlements rather than privileges. 
Pieces such as this emphasize how human rights fits 
into the work of activism in the US and perhaps just 
as importantly, women's activism throughout the 
world. Recognition of the validity of international 
rights provides the ability to make rights claims, 
but US social movements are still able to engage 
with discourse and deploy it for their own purposes, 
namely holding up an ideal toward which to work. 

Educating on Global-Local Rights 
SisterSong wants people to gain rights, but recog
nizes that traditional legislation can work against 
marginalized members of society. In a front-page 
story about how reproductive justice relates to 
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immigrant rights, SisterSong notes that the height
ened legal consciousness of opposing groups can 
have an effect on communities to which some mem
bers of the wider membership belong: 

It is critical to understand that, as this legislation 
is pending approval, the amount of public debate 
that is created by these proposals also trigger dif
ferent types of behaviors from different groups of 
people ... US citizens who work in institutions 
such as schools, hospitals, and banks among others, 
feel empowered to request immigration documents 
inappropriately, without guidelines and without 
legal authorization. This was the case immediately 
after California voters authorized the passage of 
Proposition 187 in 1994 (a law that denied social 
services, health care and public education to illegal 
immigrants and was subsequently struck down by 
the federal court). 17 

SisterSong cautions members to recognize how, 
even if there is no legal authority, opposition may 
attempt to overstep legal boundaries. Scholarly 
literature on legal consciousness assumes such 
consciousness is a positive development, but here 
SisterSong shows negative impacts of a group using 
this consciousness to deprive other people of their 
human rights. 

Another important point within this specific 
example is that even though citizens who oppose 
immigration felt empowered, they did not have 
legal standing to take these actions. Also important 
is that a court stepped in to limit the effect of legis
lation. This shows that the organization recognizes 
that local defeats to its movement in the legal sys
tem are part of a larger process in which success can 
happen at other levels of that same legal system. 

Because this organization recognizes that women 
are part of multiple communities, it overtly links 
reproduction to multiple movements rather than 
having it be only a "women's issue." Some ways 
SisterSong does this are by having member organi
zations write updates on their own work that might, 
at first glance, seem unrelated but connect with 
reproduction. Additionally, in each issue of the col
lective's newsletter, there are updates on women's 
reproductive rights in other countries. Still, since 
the organization is based in the US, one of its most 

important activities is to educate readers on how 
to apply a human rights lens to multiple problems 
within the US. 

The following excerpt provides an example of 
how SisterSong's inclusion of human rights in its 
analysis of reproduction allows it to critically exam
ine additional social issues than are found in mate
rial from organization focused on legal access to 
abortion services. A piece that looks at Hurricane 
Katrina as a feminist issue also connects Katrina 
to global problems. Specifically, one column links 
what many people still see as a natural disaster to the 
conflict between Palestine and Israel: 

We also witnessed the incredible violations of the 
human rights of the Katrina survivors. Not only 
was their right to survive threatened by the pain
fully slow response of local, state and federal gov
ernments, but their right to stay united as families, 
their right to adequate and safe shelter, their right 
to social services, their right to accurate informa
tion, their right to health care and freedom from 
violence. All of these are human rights violations 
but the one that brings the Middle East most force
fully to mind is the violation of the right to return to 
one's home. For those of us with short-term memo
ries, keep in mind that the Supreme Court ruled this 
year that governments have expanded powers of 
eminent domain that may be used to prevent some 
survivors from ever returning to their communities 
as land is turned over to corporate developers. 18 

The quote above demonstrates how the organiza
tion takes familiar contemporary issues (such as 
Katrina) links them to specific articles of human 
rights documents, and relates them to the US legal 
system's role in the violation of human rights of 
its own citizens. At first glance, Katrina appears 
unrelated to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, but this 
piece highlights the role of powerful governments 
in both the US and Israel to underscore the simi
larities between a "natural" situation and a situation 
that people understand as a product of human rela
tions. Since the government's handling of Katrina 
continued to frustrate people (particularly of color), 
readers would be able to empathize with people 
across the world with whom they would otherwise 
feel disconnected. 



Even if rights are of limited use, activists rec
ognize the mobilizing potential of rights and the 
positive consequences of having a right recog
nized. To encourage a broader view, the organiza
tion highlights human rights documents to explain 
gaps in the US legal system. Starting with the title, 
"Reproductive Rights are Human Rights," one piece 
is clearly linking reproductive rights to international 
human rights. Then it discusses the US' position on 
multiple UN treaties: 

Presently there is an important set of treaties the 
United States has failed to ratify which include the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (better known as 
the Women's Human Rights Treaty or CEDA W), 
and the Convention on Violence Against Women. 
Since the United States has not ratified either of 
these treaties, an important goal of the U.S. repro
ductive justice movement should be to pressure 
Congress to ratify these treaties, bringing the 
United States into compliance with the rest of the 
industrialized world. 19 

Despite the limits of the US' rights system, Sister
Song encourages its readers to pressure Congress, 
which is embedded within the traditional rights sys
tem that often produces the problems against which 
members fight (e.g., prison policies or punitive wel
fare laws that disproportionately impact women of 
color). Activists who recognize the complexity and 
limits of gaining rights retain hope for, and work 
toward, rights. Since members understand them
selves as specifically engaged in a social justice pro
ject, they have to focus on shifting the institutions 
that make up our society (including the legal system 
that confers rights). They do not foresee a problem 
with rights even though the current legal system is 
flawed. Despite egregious violations of their dignity, 
both individually and collectively, these activists 
retain a belief in the ability to rectify past wrongs 
through using some aspects of legal institutions 
(e.g. courts, formal complaint processes) as they 
challenge the nation within which that system sits. 

Intersecting Identities: Beyond Race or Gender 
Overall, SisterSong engages rights as a concept 
that mobilizes people but believes that rights are 
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ultimately important for marginalized groups. How
ever, codification of rights into law is not the only 
concern. The group was partially founded because 
of members' frustration with the mainstream pro
choice movement that operates assuming protecting 
Roe v. Wade should be the movement's principal 
concern. The problem with doing so is that focusing 
on this one piece of legislation can ignore how some 
policies, that disproportionately impact minority 
women (such as welfare reform), are about repro
duction if examined through a broader human-rights 
lens. Thus, SisterSong knows about the role of laws 
and courts in affecting women's lives, but under
stands the limits of achieving narrow rights. 

As previously noted, laws can shape identities 
and shift community relationships. Merry observes 
that "grassroots individuals take on human rights dis
course through a double subjectivity as rights-bearers 
and injured kinsmen and survivors. There is not a 
merging and a blending, but two somewhat distinct 
sets of ideas and meanings that coexist."20 Multiple 
writings by women of color activists document how, 
in previous social movements, they felt pressured to 
choose a racial or gender community for which to 
seekjustice.21 Keeping in mind the need to gain rights 
for multiple groups, but recognizing that it is these 
very groups that have "injured" members by insisting 
they only address one identity, SisterSong has found 
a workable solution in human rights. It describes con
nections between the types of rights for which human 
rights provide: 

Reproductive Justice stresses both individuality 
and group rights. We all have the same human 
rights, but may need different things to achieve 
them based on our intersectional location in 
life---0ur race, class, gender, sexual orientation 
and immigration status. The ability of a woman to 
determine her reproductive destiny is directly tied 
to conditions in her community. The emphasis is 
on individuality without sacrificing collective or 
group identity. As with the human rights frame
work, it does not grant privileges to some at the 
expense of others.22 

Emphasizing the "intersectional location in life" 
is also where SisterSong is doing something dif
ferent from organizations that only emphasize the 
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legal right to abortion. SisterSong emphasizes links 
between oppressions that affect women who need 
protection from the injustices, but consider these 
women in relation to groups that need protection. 

SisterSong's emphasis on US communities 
linked to a global community beyond the US poses 
a challenge to women's movement activists who 
largely rely on ideas of individual autonomy when 
discussing women's rights. Here, the article's author 
observes that the US women's movement is cri
tiqued for having narrow focus that does not benefit 
all women, thus human rights brings the possibility 
of building a "true" women's movement in which 
all women are included. One article, describing 
SisterSong's impact on a coalition of mainstream 
pro-choice organizers, explains the organization's 
approach: 

By promoting the more inclusive human rights 
framework in reproductive justice organizing, 
SisterSong also helps the mainstream movement 
recognize the limits of the "choice" rhetoric, and 
truly build a movement to transform women's 
lives. This human rights-based framework is based 
on the early recognition among women of color 
organizers that we have the right to control our own 
bodies simply because we are human, and as social 
justice activists we have the obligation to ensure 
that those rights be protected. 23 

This excerpt demonstrates recognition of the impor
tance of the rights gained by the "second wave" of 
feminism, but also the limits of solely focusing on 
the legal right to abortion. As Mark Tushnet and 
others discuss, rights framed in such individualistic 
terms do not reflect the complex interrelationships 
between groups. A critique of choice does just that by 
pointing out that a right to abortion does not change 
the reasons why many women get abortion[s], why 
some women's reproduction is encouraged and oth
ers discouraged, or the other rights women do not 
have that could make accessing this right easier
a right to economic stability; for example. 

Abortion is one example of a right for which a 
social movement fought (and continues to) across 
multiple realms to maintain its legal status. As 
embattled as the right to abortion is, groups fight 
for and against its existence, buttressed by the 

knowledge they are fighting for or against some
thing that exists in practice and on the legal books, 
unlike a more idealistic or esoteric concept such as 
economic justice. Multiple authors in support of 
rights discuss how these rights are linked to con
crete policy gain and legislation. Yet, SisterSong 
activists recognize the limits to such gains: 

[E]ven with Roe on the books, many women cur
rently have limited, if any access to abortion 
services. The majority of poor and low-income 
women in the United States are denied access for a 
variety of reasons including abortion funding bans, 
bans on the provision of abortion services by gov
ernment health care facilities, a shortage of abor
tion providers, and parental involvement laws.24 

Cleary, being "on the books" is not enough for a 
law to be effective as the state may end up violated 
or curtailing it, even thought the state is ostensibly 
supposed to protect the human right of bodily integ
rity. Therefore, social movements have to fight for 
more than protection of existing laws. They have to 
encourage new ways of thinking that challenge cur
rent popular discourses. 

An example of how SisterSong's embrace of 
human rights translates into grassroots organizing 
is the 2004 March for Women's Lives. The 2004 
March initially focused on established ideas around 
which the National Organization for [Women] (and 
other major co-sponsors) had organized previous 
marches, namely access to abortion. NOW noted 
that its 1989 and 1992 "mass marches forced the 
issue of abortion rights into the forefront of polit
ical debate."25 After planning for the 2004 March 
began, a representative from NOW approached 
SisterSong members at a membership meeting to 
seek its endorsement. After the plenary session at 
which members debated the proposal, SisterSong 
members agreed to endorse the March but with cer
tain stipulations, the first of which was to change the 
name of the March to reflect their concerns: 

The March for Freedom of Choice was not a big 
enough thing for what we're talking about. Because 
I'd talked about [how] abortion or not to abort is 
not how women of color organize, because we feel 
that not only do we have to fight for the right to 



have a child, but we have to fight for the right to 
parent the children that we have .... So, the March 
for Freedom of Choice wasn't working as a title. 26 

The original March co-sponsors complied with the 
request and changed the name to the March for 
Women's Lives. Ross' comment demonstrates that 
the abortion rights/reproductive choice frame the 
March organizers were using to mobilize support 
for the protest did not resonate with SisterSong 
members because it was experientially incommen
surate. While abortion was a concern, another part 
of members' experiences not felt by middle-class 
white women was that the media has continually 
represented their choices to become mothers as 
irresponsible and pathological, as seen in debates 
around welfare reform and other controversial 
issues. Even though abortion and choice remained 
focal points, later material produced for the March 
began to highlight social justice and the variety 
of issues around which different groups support
ing the March worked. For SisterSong, this meant 
engagement with the concept of "reproductive 
justice," which focuses on achievement of human 
rights. 

Weeks later, the first email sent from the NOW 
listserve that gave updates on the March announced 
the name was changed 

To convey the sense of urgency before us and to 
explain in no uncertain terms that this March is 
about reproductive justice and freedom; access to 
reproductive health services, and family planning, 
which includes the right to practice birth control 
and the right to have children and determine one's 
family formation. 27 

Subsequent messages emphasized diversity of 
coalition support (including the NAACP) and 
the many ways that the march went beyond pro
tection of the landmark Roe legislation. Organ
izers emphasized social justice and the linkages 
between identities and access to justice. After 
SisterSong joined the coalition, NOW's publicity 
material reflected a shift in framing, which was the 
result of SisterSong bringing in an analysis that 
considered race, gender and class within a context 
of human rights. 
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CONCLUSION 

As civil rights operate in the US, they are limited 
because they do not require protection in the areas 
that other citizens do not have legal rights. In addi
tion, those rights can be on the books but not achieved 
in practice. For example, all racial minorities have 
the same legal right to vote as whites and can sue 
a state if they are kept from exercising this right. 
Yet, since whites do not have economic stability 
protected (or even mentioned) in the Constitution, 
minorities cannot claim they are being denied their 
economic rights due to their racial identity because 
no one of any race has right to those rights. In the 
cases of the women with less class and/or racial 
privilege, achievement of specific rights around 
reproduction cannot be achieved until other human 
rights (such as economic rights) are achieved. They 
argue these concerns have not been taken up by 
the pro-choice movement fighting for reproductive 
rights, but are matters of reproductive justice when 
analyzed through a human rights lens. Immigration 
is not a traditional "women's issue" if gender is the 
only lens to analyze this contentious issue. Yet, it 
becomes a concern for reproductive justice advo
cates who consider how the specific social location 
and experience of immigrant (women) leads to par
ticular experiences of violation of their reproductive 
rights that goes beyond inability to access abortion. 

Examples such as these may fall outside the line 
of vision of many activists and scholars, but deeper 
analysis can contribute to our growing understand
ing of how the language of human rights is deployed 
in different local settings. This explains why an 
organization like SisterSong, which is focused on 
a long-term strategy of organizing a new movement 
for reproductive justice rather than specific legisla
tive gains, could still perceive going against main
stream movement convention as a logical move. 
Because the rights for which SisterSong advocates 
do not currently exist within the US legal system, it 
advocates for a new system. 

Problems with relying on the state for protection 
notwithstanding, rights codified into law remain 
conceptually and practically important for people, 
including the activists working to increase them. 
Evidence of flaws in the Constitutionally-based 
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rights regime surrounds us daily; and eventually, 
even if adopted in full, we may find that human 
rights may not fare better in the US context. Yet, 
doing away with rights (as some suggest) cannot 
address the concrete problems oppressed groups 
face on a day-to-day basis. Thus, rights will retain 
their inspirational quality, but activists will con
tinue to find ways to ensure individuals and states 
begin to take human rights seriously, creating the 
revolution for which earlier activists could only 
begin to hope. 

Emphasizing the importance of human rights for 
achieving social justice in the US is not all-or-nothing 
for activists. In the case of SisterSong, the organi
zation acknowledges the previous gains achieved 
through the narrower civil rights approaches of 
other movements, but also integrates a human rights 
analysis while balancing the rhetoric that both indi
vidual and group identities are in need of protection. 
This rectifies the limits of earlier movements that 
focused on racial justice at the expense of women 
on color's gender identities or that focused on gen
der at the expense of women of color's racial identi
ties. To do this, the organization must also educate 
its members (and coalition collaborates who work 
in various movements) about those limitations and 
the relevance of human rights. Doing so moves the 
larger social movement sector toward creating the 
conditions of possibility that may allow for progress 
in human rights standards within the US. 

To advance our understanding of social move
ments for human rights, we have to consider the 
multiple ways they operationalize human rights 
and how limits of other analyses encourage this 
embrace. Finally, we would be wise to avoid the 
same mistakes that these activists seek to avoid
namely a singular focus on identity or group status 
that does not resonate with the lived complexity of 
multifaceted identities. 
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Freedom to Choose? Three Essays on Abortion Rights 
The Only Good Abortion Is My Abortion 

Maggie Koerth-Baker (2012) 

As I write this, it is 1:17 a.m. on Wednesday, June 
20th, 2012. 

I am lying awake in bed, trying to decide whether 
or not to have an abortion. 

Of course, we don't call it an abortion. We call it 
"a procedure" or a D&C. See, my potential abortion 
is one of the good abortions. I'm 31 years old. I'm 
married. These days, I'm pretty well off. I would very 
much like to stay pregnant right now. In fact, I have 
just spent the last year-following an earlier miscar
riage-trying rather desperately to get pregnant. 

Unfortunately, the doctors tell me that what I 
am now pregnant with is not going to survive. Last 
week, I had an ultrasound, I was almost six weeks 
along and looked okay. The only thing was that the 
heartbeat was slow. It wasn't a huge deal. Heart
beats start slow, usually around the sixth week, and 
then they speed up. But my doctor asked me to come 
back in this week for a follow up, just to be sure. 
That was Tuesday, yesterday. Still my today. The 
heart hasn't sped up. The fetus hasn't grown. The 
egg yolk is now bigger than the fetus, which usually 
indicates a chromosomal abnormality. Basically, 
this fetus is going to die. I am going to have a mis
carriage. It's just a matter of when. 

Because of these facts-all these facts-I get 
special privileges, compared to other women seek
ing abortion in the state of Minnesota. 

Nobody has to tell my parents. I am not subject 
to a 24-hour waiting period. I do not have to sit pas
sively while someone describes the gestational stage 
that my fetus is at, presents me with a laundry list 
of possible side-effects (some medically legit, some 
not), lectures me on all the other options that must 
have just slipped my mind, or forces me to look at 
enlarged, color photographs of healthy fetuses. 
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Because I have health insurance, I can afford a 
very nice OB/GYN whom I chose and who does not 
exercise her right to deny me this option. Thank
fully, I don't live in a state where she can legally lie 
to me about the status of my fetus, to dissuade me 
from having an abortion. 

Most importantly, from my perspective, I have 
the privilege of a private abortion in a nondescript 
medical office. I will not have to go to an abortion 
clinic. I will not have to walk by any protesters
not even Charlie, the one guy who is paid to pro
test every day outside Minneapolis' abortion clinic, 
where I have volunteered as an escort in the past. 

Most of these privileges boil down to the fact 
that, as far as my doctor and my medical billing are 
concerned, this is not an elective procedure. 

But here's the thing. It is elective. 
I don't have to do this. I am making a decision. 

Plain and simple. An incredibly awful, heart
wrenching decision with positives and negatives no 
matter which option I choose. 

Having an abortion would get this miscarriage over 
with quickly. Most likely, there would be less pain and 
less bleeding. That's a big deal. My last miscarriage 
happened at four weeks along. I woke up in the mid
dle of the night wanting to scream and almost vomit
ing from the pain. I bled for nearly two weeks after 
that. My guess is that these effects are not weaker for 
a seven-week miscarriage. Finally, even if I wait this 
out, there's still a pretty decent chance that I end up 
having to get an abortion after all. It's not uncommon 
for miscarriages like this to take too long to start, or not 
finish completely on their own. With just enough bad 
luck, I might get to experience both options. 

On the other hand, I'm scared. This is surgery. 
Surgery is scary. There are small but very real-feeling 



risks involved: reaction to anesthesia, infections, and 
in rare cases some women develop scar tissue in their 
uterus that can make it hard to get pregnant again. 
That might be the biggest fear for me, honestly. It 
took five months to get pregnant the first time. It 
was a year after that miscarriage before this preg
nancy happened. I know that, for the most part, this 
is random chance. I have bad luck. But part of me 
is terrified of anything that might make this process 
harder than it already is. Also, psychologically, I'm 
still clinging to this pregnancy. I want the doctors to 
be wrong. I want to have one of those miracles where 
everything turns out to be okay and I am relieved to 
find that I haven't actually lost everything. 

Right now, at 2:06 a.m., I'm leaning towards a com
promise. I think I probably want the abortion. I don't 
think I want to have to jump from thinking I had a 
viable pregnancy to having an abortion in a span of 
two days. I have a list of questions to ask my doctor in 
the morning. This decision is entirely dependent upon 
her answers, but I think it's the right one for me. 

That was a lot of TMI, I know. But I am telling 
you this to press a point. 

I am making a decision. 
The only thing that makes my abortion decision 

different from anyone else's abortion decision is 
that some people who are against abortion will think 
that my abortion is acceptable. 
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Some. Not all. Maybe not even most. I honestly 
have no idea. My life is not in danger, after all. 
I have not been raped. I merely think that I might not 
want to sit around, feeling the symptoms of preg
nancy, for god knows how long, until a heartbeat 
stops and the ripping pain kicks in and the blood 
starts flowing on its own. 

Let me be clear. I have options. It's just that they 
all suck. That's kind of how bad news related to 
pregnancy works. 

If you are pregnant, and do not want to be, all of 
your options suck. 

If you cannot seem to get pregnant, and want to 
be, all of your options suck. 

If you are pregnant, and won't be soon, all of 
your options suck. 

There is no universal good option. There is no 
universal bad option. But for each individual there is 
an option that is the least bad. Here is why I am pro
choice. If someone has to make a decision and the 
best they can hope for is the least-bad option, I don't 
believe I have any business making that choice for 
them. 

My abortion is not a good abortion. It's just an 
abortion. And there's no reason to treat the decision 
I have to make any differently than the decisions 
made by any other woman. 

Treatment Denied 
Molly M. Ginty (2011) 

Kathleen Prieskorn gasped in shock as her medical 
nightmare began. Still reeling from the heartbreak of 
an earlier miscarriage, Prieskorn was three months 
pregnant and working as a waitress when she felt a 
twinge, felt a trickle down her leg and realized she 
was miscarrying again. 

She rushed to her doctor's office, "where I 
learned my amniotic sac had torn," says Prieskorn, 
who lives with her husband in Manchester, N.H. 
"But the nearest hospital had recently merged with 
a Catholic hospital-and because my doctor could 
still detect a fetal heartbeat, he wasn't allowed to 

give me a uterine evacuation that would help me 
complete my miscarriage." 

To get treatment, Prieskorn, who has no car, had 
to instead travel 80 miles to the nearest hospital that 
would perform the procedure--expensive to do in 
an ambulance, because she had no health insurance. 
Her doctor handed her $400 of his own cash and she 
bundled into the back of a cab. 

"During that trip, which seemed endless, I was 
not only devastated, but terrified," Prieskorn 
remembers. "I knew that if there were complications 
I could lose my uterus-and maybe even my life." 
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Ordeals like the one Prieskom suffered are not 
isolated incidents: They could happen to a woman 
of any income level, religion or state now that 
Catholic institutions have become the largest not
for-profit source of health-care in the U.S., treating 
1 in 6 hospital patients. And that's because Catholic 
hospitals are required to adhere to the Ethical and 
Religious Directives for Catholic Health Care Ser
vices-archconservative restrictions issued by the 
258-member U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops. 

Because of the directives, doctors and nurses at 
Catholic-affiliated facilities are not allowed to per
form procedures that the Catholic Church deems 
"intrinsically immoral, such as abortion and direct 
sterilization." Those medical personnel also cannot 
give rape survivors drugs to prevent pregnancy unless 
there is "no evidence that conception has already 
occurred." The only birth control they can dispense 
is advice about "natural family planning"-laborious 
daily charting of a woman's basal temperature and 
cervical mucus in order to abstain from sex when she 
is ovulating-which only 0.1 percent of women use. 

The Catholic directives involve not just abortion 
and birth control but ectopic pregnancies, embryonic 
stem cell research, in-vitro fertilization, steriliza
tions and more. "The problem with [the directives]," 
says Susan Berke Fogel, an attorney at the National 
Health Law Program in Los Angeles, "is about sub
standard care becoming rampant in the U.S., threat
ening women's health and women's lives." 

Catastrophe was only narrowly averted in 2009 
when a 27-year-old, 11-weeks-pregnant patient 
in Arizona staggered into the emergency room of 
St. Joseph's Hospital and Medical Center in Phoe
nix with such severe pulmonary hypertension that 
her doctors determined she would die without an 
immediate abortion. The ethics committee voted to 
break hospital policy and advise the woman of her 
option of a lifesaving abortion. The woman chose to 
have doctors terminate the pregnancy. 

But when the bishop overseeing the Phoenix dio
cese heard about this, he declared that St. Joseph's 
could no longer be a Catholic institution unless 
it agreed to follow Catholic "moral teachings." 
The Bishop forbade Catholic Mass in the hospi
tal's chapel and excommunicated Sister Margaret 
McBride-the only nun on the ethics committee. 

The Phoenix story drew national outrage, but 
lesser-known cases of religious doctrine affecting 
medical care are rampant. In Oregon, a bishop threw 
out a medical-center director from his diocese for 
refusing to stop sterilizing patients. In Arizona, a 
couple raced to a Catholic hospital ER after the wife 
miscarried one of a pair of fetuses, only to be sent 
to a secular facility after doctors determined that 
the twin fetus was still alive-though not viable. 
And in New York, doctors at a Catholic institution 
neglected to terminate an ectopic pregnancy (in 
which the fertilized egg begins to develop outside 
the uterus) even though the embryo could not pos
sibly survive and the patient faced a potentially fatal 
rupture of her fallopian tube. 

How did we get to the point where 258 right-wing 
bishops-all (supposedly) celibate male clerics
are prohibiting doctors from practicing medicine 
and denying women essential reproductive care? 
The debacle starts with anti-choice legislation. The 
U.S. Congress started to pass "conscience clauses" 
pushed by the Roman Catholic Church and anti
abortion forces in the immediate wake of the Roe 
v. Wade Supreme Court decision that legalized 
abortion in 1973. Today, these laws apply not only 
to physicians and nurses who oppose abortion, but to 
entire institutions whose "consciences" allow them 
to withhold medically indicated care. 

Even as recently as 2008, the George W. Bush 
administration issued sweeping regulations to give 
health-care workers the right to refuse to take part in 
any procedure that "violates" their religious beliefs. 
The Obama administration moved to reverse this 
policy in February (making it explicit that contra
ception is not covered by conscience provisions), 
but 47 states and the District of Columbia now allow 
individuals or entities to refuse women reproductive 
health services, information or referrals. 

You don't have to be a Catholic to end up at a Catho
lic hospital that refuses you lifesaving care. A Catholic 
facility might be the only one in your area, and when 
you expect treatment you may get dogma instead. 
"Religion in America should mean that the church 
runs the church," says Barry Lynn, the executive direc
tor of Washington, D.C.-based Americans United for 
Separation of Church and State. "It shouldn't mean the 
bishops are running your reproductive life." 
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The Anti-Abortion Clinic Across the Street 
Kathryn Joyce (201 O) 

In 20 I 0, when Scott Roeder stood trial for the 
murder of abortion provider Dr. George Tiller, he 
described his preparations for the crime. For years, 
Roeder had gathered information about Tiller's 
schedule and habits, not just by looking for his 
home in a gated community or through surrepti
tious attendance at his church, but also by showing 
up outside Tiller's Wichita, Kan., clinic, Women's 
Health Care Services, as a "sidewalk counselor." 

At the same time that Roeder was "counseling" 
on the sidewalk-trying to talk women out of having 
abortions-he was beginning to determine if there 
was a "window of opportunity" that would leave the 
doctor exposed. He testified that for years he had 
been mulling over how and where Tiller could be 
murdered-at the clinic, could the doctor be hit with 
a car, or shot "sniper" style from a rooftop? 

Just next door to Tiller's clinic is the crisis 
pregnancy center (CPC) Choices Medical Clinic. 
Choices, like many CPCs, appears to be a medical 
facility, but its main mission is dissuading women 
from having abortions. As a sidewalk counselor, 
Roeder tried to steer abortion patients away from 
Tiller's clinic and over to Choices-if he did, he 
explained in his testimony, that was considered a 
"success." 

The deceptive tactics of many of the country's 
CPCs-which are estimated to total between 2,300 
and 4,000 centers nationwide-have been well
documented: They often mislead women about 
whether they perform abortions, mimicking the 
style or names of abortion clinics and operating 
in close proximity to them. Some provide misin
formation about women's pregnancy status or due 
date, or suggest unproven links between abortion 
and cancer, infertility or suicide. A 2006 congres
sional report requested by Rep. Henry Waxman 
(D-Calif.) found that 87 percent of CPCs that 
receive federal funding provide false informa
tion-prompting both local and proposed federal 
legislation to mandate truth-in-advertising stand
ards for CPCs. 

Despite these fraudulent practices, CPCs have 
received millions in funding from both federal and 
state coffers and enjoy support from certain poli
ticians and churches. CPCs present a public per
sona that is woman-friendly, compassionate and 
"empowering"-a love-bombing alternative to 
public images of angry protestors berating women 
entering abortion clinics. 

However, this image is belied by the reality at 
a number of the nation's most heavily-targeted 
abortion clinics, where neighboring CPCs have 
close ties with extremists and sidewalk counselors, 
who function as an outreach arm that works, with 
or without acknowledgement, to draw CPC clients 
in. In Roeder' s testimony linking the work of anti
abortion sidewalk counselors-the unofficial foot 
soldiers of the CPC movement-with his own vio
lent vigilantism, he bared the troubling intersection 
of some of these seemingly innocuous centers with 
a number of the anti-abortion movement's most 
notorious members. 

CPCS have long had connections with the most 
extremist anti-abortion cohorts. The zealous anti
abortion group Operation Rescue, which doggedly 
pursued Dr. Tiller, has long urged its supporters to 
get involved with CPCs and sidewalk counseling. 
In its 1990s guide "How to Stop Abortion in Your 
Community," Operation Rescue of California 
(which later moved to Wichita and changed its name 
to simply Operation Rescue) recommended volun
teering at the local CPC and sidewalk counseling 
"right at the doors of the abortion mill" -along with 
picketing at abortion doctors' homes, filing lawsuits 
and conducting clinic blockades (called "rescues" in 
anti-abortion parlance). The latter, they wrote, 
"helps buy time for the sidewalk counselors." 

Just the presence of a CPC in the vicinity of an 
abortion clinic ups the potential for violence. A 
recent survey by the Feminist Majority Founda
tion of women's reproductive health clinics nation
wide found 32.7 percent of clinics located near a 
CPC experienced one or more incidents of severe 
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violence, compared to only 11.3 percent of clinics 
not near a CPC. (Severe violence includes clinic 
blockades and invasions, bombings, arson, bombing 
and arson threats, death threats, chemical attacks, 
stalking, physical violence and gunfire.) 

A who's who of anti-abortion extremists have 
been involved with the CPC movement: 

• Cheryl Sullenger, Operation Rescue's "senior 
policy director" in Wichita, who served two 
years in prison for conspiring to blow up an 
abortion clinic in California in 1988, began 
her path to radical activism at a CPC. As she 
told anti-abortion activists gathered in Omaha, 
Neb., for a training during Operation Rescue
organized protests in August 2009, "Very soon 
I realized that there were so many women that 
fell through the crisis pregnancy center safety 
net and never approached those places; they 
went straight to the abortion clinics. And I 
thought, 'Who is gonna go to the abortion clinic 
to help them?'" (Sullenger's phone number was 
found in Scott Roeder' s car after he fled the 
Tiller murder scene.) 

• Michael Bray, a convicted abortion-clinic 
bomber and author of the 'justifiable homicide" 
tome A Time to Kill, cofounded the Bowie 
Crofton Pregnancy Clinic (a CPC) in 1982 in 
Bowie, Md. Bray is "lifetime chaplain" of the 
extremist group Army of God, whose adherents 
have been responsible for the murders of abor
tion doctors and for clinic bombings, including a 
fatal 1998 bombing in Birmingham, Ala. 

• Chet Gallagher, a former police officer who 
has been arrested dozens of times for trespass
ing and abortion-clinic blockades organized 
by Operation Rescue, lent his anti-abortion 
star power to a fundraising benefit this past 
April for Gabriel's Corner, a Council Bluffs, 
Iowa, CPC. It was a brotherly act: The CPC 
is run by his sister, Christine Wilson. Wil-
son herself draws no lines between sidewalk 
counseling and CPCs, saying that CPCs exist 
as a resource to bolster the effectiveness of the 
counselors, who can intercept abortion-bound 
women and then take them across the street to 
close the sale. 

• Joan Andrews Bell, a 'justifiable homicide" 
supporter who spent five years in a Florida 
state prison for invading and vandalizing the 
Ladies Center clinic in Pensacola, Fla., and who 
has been arrested repeatedly since for clinic 
blockades, has long been involved with CPCs. 
Her husband, Chris, founded Good Counsel 
Homes, a string of five homes for unwed preg
nant women in New York that also "responds to 
crisis pregnancy situations." 

• James Kopp, the convicted murderer of abor
tion provider Dr. Barnett Slepian in 1998 (and 
the prime suspect in the attempted murders of 
four other doctors in Canada and New York), 
founded a CPC in San Francisco and worked for 
Chris Bell's Good Counsel Homes. Kopp has 
been affiliated with several of the most extrem
ist groups in the country, including Operation 
Rescue and the Lambs of Christ, and is believed 
to be a member of the Army of God. 

Vicki Saporta, president of the National Abortion 
Federation (NAF), argues that Kopp's escalation of 
tactics-from starting a CPC to engaging in block
ades to making attempts on the lives of four abor
tion doctors to finally murdering Slepian-is not an 
uncommon progression. "Some of the anti-abortion 
extremists got their start in establishing CPCs," she 
says. "And one of the best examples is James Kopp. 
His evolution mirrored the evolution of the anti
choice movement." 

Aid for Women, an abortion clinic in Kansas 
City, Kan., is where Scott Roeder got his start in 
anti-abortion extremism, repeatedly super-gluing 
the clinic locks and being part of the group of regu
lar clinic protesters/sidewalk counselors. 

Across the street is the Your Choice Pregnancy 
Resource Center, a CPC once owned by Eugene 
Frye-an anti-abortion veteran who was one of 
Roeder's most frequent visitors in prison and who 
told The Kansas City Star he was helping Tiller's 
assassin consider a "justifiable homicide" defense. 

Frye, a 66-year-old contractor who has been 
arrested repeatedly since 1991 for various unlaw
ful anti-abortion actions, including clinic block
ades, can be found outside the Aid For Women 
clinic most Saturday mornings, including one in 
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early August, leaning on a table-sized poster of a 
dismembered fetus and calling through a bullhorn 
to women entering the clinic, his voice audible for 
blocks around, "Mommy, I don't want to die .... 
Please don't let them kill me, Mommy. I'll be a 
good child." 

Although Frye-whom clinic manager M. Jeffrey 
Pederson calls "the number one guy around here"
no longer owns Your Choice, there are still discern
ible ties between the center and clinic protesters. 
For years, Pederson has butted heads with Frye over 
property lines and harassment tactics, but the new 
owners of Your Choice-apartment lessors James, 
Gordon and Ruth Peterson-seem to want to dis
tance themselves from protesters like Frye or other 
extremist faces outside the clinic. (Those include 
Army of God member and convicted conspirator in 
clinic arson attacks Jennifer McCoy, formerly a reg
ular protester at Dr. Tiller's clinic, who now travels 
cross-state to protest at Aid For Women.) 

"I'm not really supposed to be involved in [side
walk counseling] as an employee here," says Robin 
Marriott, Your Choice's current director, who tells 
me she takes issue with "the screamers and yellers," 
and claims ignorance of the tenor of the Saturday 
protests put forth by Frye and others. "But I've tried 
to encourage churches .... to be [involved in side
walk counseling]. I've said what we really need is 
sidewalk counselors." 

Frye understands their reticence. "I think they'd 
like to see themselves as autonomous," says Frye. 
"They don't want to be associated with any vio
lence. Scott Roeder used to come over here with us. 
He was here two weeks before he shot Dr. Tiller, 
and obviously they can see the connection: that he 
was from here." 

Since Dr. Tiller's murder, extremists' activities 
have escalated at a number of abortion clinics nation
wide. In Bellevue, Neb., the clinic of Dr. LeRoy 
Carhart has become the chief target of Wichita
based Operation Rescue, the group that conducted a 
seven-year campaign against Dr. Tiller (and in whose 
activities Scott Roeder claimed to have participated). 
In the heated atmosphere there, the involvement of 
extremists with the local CPC is laid bare. 

In August 2009, Operation Rescue and Nebraska 
anti-choice group Rescue the Heartland staged a 

well-publicized "Keep It Closed" demonstration 
at Carhart's Abortion and Contraception Clinic of 
Nebraska (ACCON) to protest Carhart's plans to 
keep Tiller's clinic open. The neighboring CPC, 
A Woman's Touch Pregnancy Counseling Center, 
played a leading role in an Operation Rescue salva
tion story that has reached the level of anti-abortion 
mythology. 

In the story, which I heard five versions of 
between Kansas City and Bellevue, a woman 
coming for her abortion appointment at Carhart's 
clinic was frightened off by clinic defenders shout
ing her name through a bullhorn. She was gen
tly diverted by sidewalk counselors to the CPC, 
where she viewed an ultrasound picture and fell in 
love with her unborn child. (Free ultrasounds are 
one of CPCs' main lures these days.) The woman 
then requested that dozens of copies of the ultra
sound be printed and distributed to the media and 
pro-choice clinic defenders. When Operation Res
cue president Troy Newman waved the photos, 
pro-choicers shrunk from the picture like vam
pires from a cross, claimed Rescue the Heartland 
founder Larry Donlan. In some versions of the 
story, the woman has twins. 

"It was a total set up," says Mary Carhart, Dr. 
Carhart's wife and colleague, of the tale. She says 
the woman didn't even have an appointment at 
the abortion clinic that day, and clinic defenders 
weren't carrying bullhorns. Reporters on the scene 
also expressed skepticism at the tale when they were 
denied an interview with the woman, or even her 
name. But the ease of Operation Rescue's coordi
nated publicity with A Woman's Touch is more 
proof to the Carharts of the connection between 
CPCs and anti-abortion protestors-something 
they've believed for years as they've watched their 
chief antagonists go in and out of the CPC, some
times through the backdoor. Many routinely park 
their cars at A Woman's Touch and seem to use it as 
base camp for demonstrations. 

Similar tactics were used in Wichita, says 
Carhart, who, for many years, traveled to Wichita 
monthly to work at Tiller's clinic. He noticed that 
those participating in demonstrations went in and 
out of the Wichita CPC next door to Dr. Tiller's 
clinic. "In fact, [protestors] would stand on the 
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porch of the CPC and use a megaphone to yell at 
patients over the fence," he says. "And when we 
worked in Ohio, the protesters we had in Dayton 
bought the old gas station next to the clinic and con
verted it into a CPC. It's just an extension of their 
ways to try to deny women access to the services 
that are available." 

The Bellevue CPC was started, in fact, by 
stalwart anti-abortion protester Liz Miller, whom 
the Carharts report has reappeared on the sidewalk 
in front of their clinic since ceasing full-time man
agement of the center. Miller is still on its board of 
directors, though, along with attorney Matt Heffron, 
who glides smoothly between representing the CPC 
on property tax matters and representing one of 
ACCON' s longtime chief protestors: Father Norman 
Weslin. A Catholic priest who founded a number 
of unwed mothers' homes and heads extremist 
anti-abortion "rescue" group the Lambs of Christ, 
Weslin is known for traveling around the country 
with Kopp, Donlan and other anti-abortion extrem
ists to blockade abortion clinics. He was arrested in 
2007 when he invaded Dr. Carhart' s clinic for the 
second time. 

Joan Aylor, the peer-counselor director for A 
Woman's Touch, further adds that the center was 
founded in 2002 "by a group of women ... who had 
on their hearts to do something for abortion-minded 
women and to perhaps provide a little shelter for those 
sidewalk counselors-those brave people who are out 
there at all hours of the day, in whatever weather." 

One of the other frequent protestors outside 
Carhart' s clinic is Rescue the Heartland founder 
Donlan, a longtime anti-abortion extremist who 
drove one of Operation Rescue's raucous and 
graphic "Truth Trucks" through neighborhoods 
where Carhart's employees live-prompting the 
establishment of a nuisance law in Bellevue, trans
parently aimed at him. He also has written threat
ening letters to Carhart' s employees, warning them 
that unless they resign their positions, he and his 
Rescue the Heartland group will begin a "cam
paign of exposure"-including circulating flyers 
with their photos and holding vigils in front of their 
houses and throughout their neighborhoods. 

Meeting me outside ACCON one day, Donlan 
underscores the casual connection he has with 

A Woman's Touch, referring to it in terms of "we," 
"us" and "our"-an affiliation that he doesn't offi
cially acknowledge, even as he was able to produce 
a client of A Woman's Touch to meet with me on 
short notice. At one point he notes, "It's not unrea
sonable to think that [abortion clinics] look at us 
[CPCs] as competition that's more successful." 

But he demurs when asked about his official ties 
to A Woman's Touch. "I'm one of those people who 
will talk to a gal and if I can bring her over here [to 
the CPC]," he adds, "I'll do that, but that's as far as 
my affiliation goes." 

Some anti-abortion leaders admit the partnership 
between themselves and CPCs is sometimes seam
less, but sometimes strained. 

"We, the church of Jesus Christ, are an army, 
and CPCs are triage, the Red Cross. They're 
always in the back of the lines, and they help 
the wounded to get well," explains Flip Benham, 
director of Operation Save America/Operation 
Rescue (not to be confused with the Opera
tion Rescue in Wichita). Benham, who has been 
arrested many times for blockading clinics and is 
currently facing criminal charges for stalking an 
abortion doctor, himself began working with the 
Dallas CPC network Last Harvest Ministries in 
1984. 

He explains how Operation Save America (and 
its Las Vegas coordinator, Chet Gallagher) worked 
"hand in hand" with a local CPC, First Choice Preg
nancy Center, to host Operation Save America's 
2009 National Event in Las Vegas. He complains, 
however, that other CPCs try to keep the connec
tion fuzzy-perhaps out of fear of lawsuits or loss 
of stature and funding. 

A lot of "churches don't want to go further 
than the back lines," he tells me over the phone 
from the sidewalk outside an abortion clinic in 
Charlotte, N.C. The city is where, since Tiller's 
murder, Benham and Operation Save America 
have escalated protests against the three local 
abortion clinics and held a "siege." They've set up 
ladders to peer over the privacy fence and amplify 
their protests at the Family Reproductive Health 
abortion clinic. They also stand in the driveway, 
holding STOP signs up to entering patients, whom 
they attempt to direct to the local CPC, Pregnancy 



Resource Center-often driving patients there 
themselves. 

Benham and Operation Rescue have also printed 
and distributed WANTED posters with abortion 
doctors' photos at the doctors' homes and offices 
and in their neighborhoods-a terrorizing tactic 
that, when carried out in Pensacola, Fla. in the 
1990s, preceded the earlier murders of two other 
abortion providers and a clinic volunteer. Those 
posters were ruled as true threats in a civil lawsuit, 
under the FACE Act (Freedom of Access to Clinic 
Entrances). 

Meanwhile, the back lines-the CPCs-remain 
untainted by such activities. The back lines are 
"clean," says Benham. "So you'll see great finan
cial support for CPCs. We, the people who are out 
front of the abortion mills, are the 'ugly,' 'dirty' 
pro-lifers .... You look at the reports in the media 
and you'll see that we are the people who blow up 
abortion mills, kill abortionists; we're the Timothy 
McVeighs .... When all arguments fail, they resort 
to ad hominem." 
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However, the borders between extremist side
walk counselors and even CPCs seeking to keep dis
tance from them might not be that solid. As NAF's 
Saporta notes, while CPCs likely seek to "maintain 
a fa~ade of some kind of legitimate medical facility" 
to keep receiving federal funds, abortion-clinic staff 
have recognized the faces of their regular protesters 
as CPC employees. 

It's a demonstration of the labyrinthine connec
tions in the anti-abortion world that seem to prove 
Dr. Carhart right when he argues that the camps are 
one and the same. "They have two different spheres. 
The underlying theory of both is never let the truth 
stand in the way of getting your point across. If you 
distort facts to women, there is no difference." 

And if you distort facts to the public, which is 
providing funding for some of your activities, the 
public deserves to scrutinize both your activities and 
the company you keep. 

What such scrutiny will uncover, Carhart pre
dicts, is that "There is no difference. It's the same 
people." 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 7 

1. How do patriarchal norms constitute a threat to women's health? 

2. How are women treated differently in the health care system? What is the effect of this differential 
treatment? How does racism have an impact on the gendered experiences of women of color in the 
health care system? Have you ever had a negative experience based on gender in the health care 
system? 

3. Why is a reproductive justice framework important, especially for women of color? 

4. What have been the consequences of women's loss of control of their reproductive processes? 

5. How does the chipping away of abortion rights threaten the achievements of Roe v. Wade? 
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Family Systems, 
Family Lives 

The title of this chapter reflects the reality of the family as both a major societal institution 
and a place where individuals experience intimate relationships. Using the definition of 
institution as established patterns of social behavior organized around particular purposes, 

_ "\.. the family is constituted through general patterns of behavior that emerge because of the 
-~specific needs and desires of human beings and because of the societal conditions of our 

lives. At the institutional level, the family maintains patterns of privilege and inequity and 
is intimately connected to other inAfitutions in society such as the economy, the pohhcal 
system, rehg10n, and education, which together produce social discourses or''regimes of 
truth" that create meaning associated with family and its relationship to these institutions. 
At the level of experience, the family fulfills basic human needs and provides most of us 
with our first experiences of love and relationship as well as power and conflict. Families 
are complex entities, as the poem "My Grandmother Washes Her Feet in the Sink of 
the Bathroom at Sears" by Mohja Kahf illustrates. This poem demonstrates relationships 
among families, religion, and culture, emphasizing how young family members often 
serve as a bridge or translator between traditional cultures within families and contempo
rary institutions and practices. 

Scholarship on the family has demonstrated that family forms are historically and 
culturally constructed in global context and that family is a place for the reproduction of 
power relations both nationally and transnationally. Families worldwide are increasingly 
shaped not only by social structures within each society, but also by uniquely global forces, 
including worldwide demographic shifts, transnational employment across national and 

d
olitical borders, regional and international violence, and worldwide culture systems. In 
his way, families are primary social units that maintain other institutions and reinforce 
xisting patterns of domination. At the same time, however, family networks provide sup

port systems that can reduce the indignities and/or challenge the inequities produced by 
various systems of inequality in society. 

433 
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DEFINITIONS OF FAMILY 

Families are part of what social scientists call kinship systems, or patterns of relationships 
that define family forms. In most societies worldwide peo le Ii e t ether on the basis of 
~nd responsibilities for raising children. Suc~volve rules about who has 
sexual access to 'Z'.!1om~at labor should be do~and by whom, and~ower should_ 
bea1stnbuted. In \71.rtually alI societies there 1s a publicly announced contract and/or ritual 
tfiat makes sexual and economic ties legitimate. Kinship systems vary widely around the 
world and determine matters such as family descent or claims to common ancestry (for 
example, through the line of the father [patrilineal], mother [matrilineal], both parents 
[bilateral], or either parent [unilateral] line) and distribution of wealth. Kinship rules 
also gpvern noru!s about the meanings of marriage and the numbers of marriage part
ners allowed. Monogamy involves one wife and one husband, polygamy means multiple 
spouses, and cenogamy, group marriage. Polygyny, mu~le wives, is a more common 
form of polygamy than polyandry, or multiple husbands.\In this way, families are central 
organizing principles among humans around the world and, as a result, the status and role 

....,2bYomen in families are not only dependent on women's access to powerti'society gener
ally, but also related to the status of families within a society-especially their access to 
economic resourc§l 

In the United States, there is no "normal" family, though such tends to be constnlcted 
as the nuclear family of the middle-class, white, married, heterosexual couple with chil
dren. Nuclear family implies a married couple residing together with their children, and it 
can be distinguished from an extended family in which a group of related kin, in addition 
to parents and children, live together in the same household. U.S. Census Bureau data show 
nuclear families dropping below a quarter of all households and that multiple family forms 

The World's Women: Women and Families 

The world's population tripled in the period 1950-2010 to reach almost 7 billion. 

• There are approximately 57 million more men than women in the world, yet 
in most countries there are more women than men. 

• There is a "gender spiral," with more boys and men in younger age groups 
and more women in the older age groups. 

• Fertility is steadily declining in all regions of the world, though it still remains 
high in some regions of Africa. 

• Life expectancy is steadily rising, with women living longer than men. 

• International migration is increasing. There are more and more women 
migrants, and in certain areas they outnumber men. 

• The age at marriage for women continues to rise-and it remains high for men. 

• In family life women overwhelmingly carry the workload, although in some 
countries the gap has narrowed significantly. 

Source: http:llunstats.un.org/unsd!demographic!products/Worldswomen!WW_ful/%20report_co/or.pdf. 
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are now the rule in U.S. society rather than the exception. Instead, frequently occurring) 
family forms in the United States today include single-parent, blended families, families 
headed by lesbian and gay domestic partners, and other cohabiting couples with children. 
In addition, there has been an increase in multi-generational families over the last decades 
(now 16 percent of all families) that reflects economic forces, especially the job losses and 
home foreclosures of recent years, and the rise in numbers of immigrants, who, like their 
European counterparts from earlier centuries, are far more likely than native-born North 
Americans to live in multi-generational family households. 

This diversity of family forms also more closely parallels U.S. families of the nineteenth 
century rather than in the recent past. In the premodem era before industrialization house
holds were made up of various kin and unrelated adults and children, reflecting the ways an 
agricultural way of life meant that households contained many people-not just kin, but 
others who came to help work the land or maintain the household. These social, economic, 
and demographic facts underscore the myth of the nuclear family in the United States, 
either currently or in the distant past. J lt\Allt c LlA I 'Ji. ('J. l IJJ 1\.... 

In other words, traditional "regimes of tru!h'..' about ili~";;Ormativ~'ta~Ty~~de the 
reality of the wide diversity of family life in the United States. For example, there has been 
a significant drop in the number of legally married heterosexual couples in the last few 
decades, with more women never marrying, delaying marriage, cohabiting in heterosexual 
and gay relationships, and raising families alone. In addition, currently about 2 million 
children are raised by lesbian and gay parents, and one-third of lesbian and one-fifth of 
gay male households have children. Barely half of all U.S. adults are married (compared 
to almost three-quarters of all adults in the 1960s) and 40 to 50 percent of all marriages 
end in divorce. The median age of first marriage is 28 years for men and 26 years for 
women, up from 23 and 21 years, respectively, in 1980. The reading "Singled Out" by 
Tamara Winfrey Harris addresses marriage trends in the United States through a focus 

LEARNING ACTIVITY What Makes a Family? 

Conduct an informal survey of the people on your dorm floor or in an organiza
tion to which you belong about the structure of their family of origin. Whom do 
they consider to be in their family? What relation do these people have to them? 
Did all of these people live in the same house? Who had primary responsibility 
for caring for them as children? Who was primarily responsible for the financial 
well-being of the family? For the emotional well-being of the family? Was 
the family closely connected to extended family? If so, which extended family 
members and in what ways? 

Compare your findings with those of your classmates. What do your findings lead 
you to surmise about what makes a family? How closely do the families of your 
interviewees resemble the dominant notion of the nuclear family-a husband 
and wife (in their first marriage) and their two or three children? What do you 
think is the impact of our stereotype of the nuclear family on social policy? How 
do you think this stereotype affects real families dealing with the real problems 
of everyday family life? 
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Myths and Facts About Lesbian Families 

Myth 1: Lesbians don't have lasting relationships. 
Fact: Many lesbians are in long-term partnerships. Unfortunately, social supports 
and civil rights are not accorded to lesbian partnerships as they are to hetero
sexual marriages. As of this writing, 17 states (Massachusetts, Connecticut, Iowa, 
Vermont, New Hampshire, New York, Washington, Maryland, Maine, Rhode 
island, Delaware, Minnesota, California, New Jersey, Hawaii, New Mexico, 
Illinois) and the District of Columbia issue marriage licenses to gay couples. A 
number of other states recognize gay and lesbian relationships through civil 
unions or domestic partnerships that provide some or most of the benefits 
afforded married heterosexual couples. The federal government began recog
nizing same sex marriages in 2013. 
Myth 2: Lesbians don't have children. 
Fact: Between 8 and 10 million American children are being raised by lesbian or 
gay parents. Many lesbians have children from previous heterosexual relation
ships before they came out. Others have children through artificial insemina
tion, and others adopt children. Unfortunately, because the courts may believe 
stereotypes about lesbians, lesbian mothers still sometimes lose custody of their 
children in a divorce, despite research indicating the fitness of lesbian mothers. 
In some states, adoption is difficult for lesbians, and rarely can both partners in 
a lesbian relationship legally adopt a child together. 
Myth 3: Children of lesbian parents develop psychological disorders. 
Fact: Research indicates that there is no difference in the development or fre
quency of pathologies between children of heterosexual parents and children of 
homosexual parents. In fact, study after study suggests that children in lesbian 
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families are more similar to than different from children in heterosexual families. 
Studies of separation-individuation, behavior problems, self-concept, locus of 
control, moral judgment, and intelligence have revealed no major differences 
between children of lesbian mothers and children of heterosexual mothers. 
Myth 4: Children of lesbian parents become gay themselves. 
Fact: Research indicates nodifference between children raised in lesbian families 
and children raised in heterosexual families with respect to gender identity, gen
der role behavior, and sexual orientation. Studies suggest that children in lesbian 
families develop along the same lines as children in heterosexual families; they 
are as likely to be happy with their gender, exhibit gender role behaviors, and be 
heterosexual as children of heterosexual mothers. 

on black women who marry at lower rates than whites (even though most eventually do 
marry). Harris discusses how these figures support problematic stereotypes of the sassy 
independent black woman whom media have singled out to be blamed or pitied. In real
ity, educated black women are more likely to marry than their less-educated counterparts. 
As of 2008, 70 percent of black female college graduates were married, compared to 
60 percent of high school graduates, and just 53 percent of black women who did not 
complete high school. Indeed, while African American women are less likely to marry 
than whites, their rates are higher for educated women. And, although marriage rates have 
decreased since 1980, they have decreased less for educated women than for anyone else. 
Furthermore, college-educated women of all races, once they do marry, are less likely to 
divorce. As a result, by age 30, and especially at ages 35 and 40, college-educated women 
are significantly more likely to be married than any other group. This represents a his
toric reversal of what has been called the "success" penalty for educated women writes 
sociologist Stephanie Coontz in American Families. 

U.S. census data also show a dramatic increase of almost 15 percent in the last few 
years among cohabiting couples. Demographers believe the increase involves individuals 
delaying marriage because of the cost, avoiding marriage altogether, or moving in without 
a long-term plan because of short-term financial pressures. At the same time, the increase 
in the number of women not marrying, and the age of those who do, reflects the improved 
status of women in these countries where they have relative control over their reproduc
tive and economic lives. Such data illustrate the complex role of economic factors in mar
riage trends.rfhis is true, of course, for families worldwide where poverty often increases 
the incidence of marriage, especially among young women. It is the lack of opportuni
ties, extreme poverty, and the importance placed upon female virginity that encourages 
girls to be married as childre1!:.JAnd, even though countries may enact marriage laws to 
limit marriage to a minimum age such as 16 years, depending upon jurisdiction, tradi
tional marriages of girls of younger ages are widespread in Sub-Saharan Africa as well as 
many regions of South Asia. Goods that may include livestock, cash, or other valuables 
received from the bride price of a daughter are often essential for sustaining the rest of the 
family. Child brides are also subject to interpersonal violence and health problems such as 
obstetric fistula. Organizations such as Human Rights Watch advocate for the end of these 
practices, as does Girls Not Brides, a global partnership of almost 200 nongovernmental 
organizations committed to addressing child marriage. 
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A 2013 Pew Research Center report based on U.S. census data shows that 40 percent 
of households with children youngei; than the age of 18 included mothers who provided 
the sole or primary source of income for the family (up from 11 percent in 1960). They 
attribute this growth to the increasing number of women in the workforce. In addi
tion, the report emphasizes that the majority of these breadwinning mothers are single 
parents: 63 percent-or 8.6 million-are single mothers. Half of all U.S. children will live 
in a single-parent household at some point during their childfi&d. The Pew report also 
shows that 37 percent of their breadwinning mothers (about 5.1 million women) are mar
ried mothers who earn more than their husbands and are thus the primary breadwinners. It 
is important to note that the two groups in the Pew report (single and married mothers) dif
fer greatly in income with the median total family income for homes with married mother 
breadwinners about $80,000, compared to $23,000 for families headed by single moth
ers. Not surprisingly, Pew also found that married mothers who outearn their husbands 
tend to be older, white, and college educated, while single mothers are more likely to be 
younger, black or Latina, and less likely to have a college degree. An increasingly large 
number of poor children live in single female-headed households. As the chart "Fami
lies and Poverty" shows, these families are approximately five times more likely to be in 
poverty than marrried couples, with 28 percent of single female-headed households living 
in poverty compared to 5 percent of married couples. 

In this way, the diversity of families includes single parents, extended and multi
generational families, lesbian and gay families with and without children, people (single 
or not and with or without children) living in community with other adults, grandpar
ents raising grandchildren or nieces and nephews, and so forth. These families represent 
all social classes, sexualities, and racial and ethnic groups, and one in five children in 
the United States speak a language other than English in their homes. Globally, family 
structure is affected by the consequences of the global economy as well as by militarism 
and colonial expansion. Examples include the effects on family life as a result of immi
gration patterns associated with exportation and consolidation of global capital and the 
consequences for women in families as a result of their labor in industries such as textiles 
or electronic components worldwide. 

Despite such diversity among U.S. families, legislation has restricted the legality of 
unions beyond the male/husband and female/wife relationship, although as discussed in 
Chapter 6, in 2013 the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) was found unconstitutional in 
treating gay marriage in states where there is marriage equality as "second-class marriages," 
thus violating the Fifth Amendment. The U.S. Supreme Court set the stage for gay couples 
to receive the same federal benefits as straight couples in these states. The ruling clears 
the way for individuals in same-sex marriages in states where there is marriage equality to 
receive many of the benefits of marriage entitled to heterosexual couples, such as Social 
Security benefits and immigration rights. However, as of'this writing, states are still able 
to define marriage for themselves and do not have to recognize gay marriages performed 
in other states. The first essay by Audrey Bilger in the reading "Marriage Equality: Three 
Essays" discusses this development. She makes the case that the opposition to gay marriage 
at this point in time is dying. Indeed, more than 50 percent of the U.S. population endorse 
marriage equality. It is estimated that a greater number of people in the United States 
currently support marriage equality than believe in evolution as a scientific principle. Gay 
and lesbian rights activists make the case that the values of gay couples are indistinguish
able from those of their straight neighbors. They are no less loyal to their partners, they 
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"You just wait until your other mother gets home, young man!" 

Copyright© The New Yorker Collection 1994 Mick Stevens from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved. 

value and participate in family life, and they are just as committed to their neighborhoods 
and communities. They also pay the same taxes. As such the case is made for their right 
as citizens to the right that all straight people have: the right to legal marriage. Still, as 
already discussed in Chapter 6, gay marriage is restricted in the United States, although 
as of this writing there are currently 17 states plus the District of Columbia that provide 
marriage equality. (Massachusetts, Connecticut, Iowa, Vermont, New Hampshire, New 
York, Washington, Maryland, Maine, Rhode Island, Delaware, Minnesota, California, 
New Jersey, Hawaii, New Mexico, Illinois, and the District of Columbia, with, Colorado, 
Nevada, Oregon, and Wisconsin providing legal or "civil unions" for same-sex couples). 
Under domestic partnership laws couples usually sign a registry at the secretary of state's 
office and pay a fee for a domestic partnership contract that gives them similar legal rights 
and responsibilities as married heterosexual couples. 

The reading "Marriage Equality: Three Essays" discusses these issues in the con
text of gay parenting, adoption, and custody legislation. The ongoing political debate 
concerning "family values" illustrates how supporters of the status quo (or existing 
power relations) in society have made the term family values synonymous with tra
ditional definitions of the family and its role in society. This includes seeing women 
defined in terms of their domestic and reproductive roles, men as the rightful sources of 
power and authority, and married heterosexual families as the only legitimate family. 
Many people are offended by this narrow construction of family and its association with 
a repressive political agenda, and reject such values as their family values. Determin
ing what kinds of families get to be counted as "real" families and determining whose 
"family values" are used as standards for judging others are heated topics of debate in 
the United States. 

It is also important to note, however, that not all lesbian/gay/queer committed 
couples advocate marriage for themselves or necessarily endorse the legal recognition of 
gay marriage as a primary goal of the lesbian/gay/queer movements. They recognize the 
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right to equal domestic partnerships and the basic economic benefits that come with that, 
but understand marriage as a key feature of a heterosexist culture that underpins the 
very discrimination they experience as non-heterosexual people. In other words, they 
resist legal marriage because of its role in maintaining the heteropatriarchy that justi
fies homophobia. They ask why mimic practices associated with an institution central 
to supporting heterosexism (the discrimination against non-heterosexual people)? The 
second essay by Daniel D' Addario in the reading "Marriage Equality: Three Essays" 
addresses this issue. He discusses the work of queer academics and activists who believe 
that gay marriage is the wrong fight. Their critique centers on the problems with marriage 
as an institution and suggests there should be options for couples other than marriage that 
he defines as "an institution that [problematically] blends church and state." In addition, 
as Gowri Vijayakumar in the final essay in this reading explains, often people in more 
affluent developed countries focus on gay marriage to the detriment of addressing issues 
such as violence, discrimination, and social exclusion. She emphasizes that often LGBQT 
equality gets positioned as "one of the great civilizational gifts the U.S. has to offer the 
seemingly poor, backward countries like India," even though India has a long history of 
sexual minority issues. 

The notion of family-with all its connotations of love, security, connectedness, 
and nurturing-is a prime target for nostalgia in the twenty-first century. This is especially 
pertinent as economic forces transform the ways families function and we yearn for a return 
to the "traditional" family, with its unco · · d acceptance t sea e from the 
complexities and harsh realities of society. Although many families do provide this respite, 
dominant ideologies abOiirnleTamily have idealized and sometimes glorified the family, and 
women's roles in the family, in ways that hide underlying conflict and violence. In addition, 
these ideologies present a false dichotomization between public (society) and private (family) 
spheres. Poor and non-white families have rarely enjoyed the security and privacy assumed 
in this split between family and society. For example, the state, in terms of both social welfare 
policies and criminal justice statutes, has a stronger impact on and more consequences for 
poor families than middle-class families. This is the topic of the next section: the connections 
between the family and other social institutions. 

INSTITUTIONAL CONNECTIONS 

The family interacts with other institutions in society and provides various experiences for 
family members. For example, economic forces shape women's family roles and help con
struct the balance between work and family responsibilities. As discussed in Chapter 9, 
women perform more than two-thirds of household labor-labor that is constructed as 
family work and often not seen as work. In addition, the family work that women do in the 
home is used to justify the kinds of work women are expected to perform in the labor force. 
It is no coincidence that women are congregated in a small number of occupations known 
for their caretaking, educating, and servicing responsibilities. In addition, the boundaries 
are more fluid between women's paid work and home life than between men's. This is 
structured into the very kinds of jobs women tend to perform, as well as part of the expec
tations associated with hiring women. These assumptions can be used against women very 
easily as they attempt to advance in careers. At the same time, the more rigid boundaries 
between work and home for male-dominated jobs mean that men have a more difficult time 
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negotiating parenting responsibilities when they want to be more actively involved in their 
children's lives. 

The economic system impacts families in many ways; in turn, families support and 
impact economic systems. Women care for and maintain male workers as well as socialize 
future generations of workers, thus supporting economic institutions that rely on workers 
to be fed, serviced, and able to fulfill certain work roles. Although in contemporary U.S. 
society some families are still productive units in that they produce goods directly for 
family consumption or for exchange on the market, most families are consumptive units in 
that they participate in the market economy through goods purchased for family consump
tion. As a result, advertisers target women as family shoppers. The family is a consumptive 
unit that provides the context for advertising, media, and other forms of entertainment. 
In these ways family systems are intimately connected to economic forces in society. 
Some scholars and activists are making the case for a return to the family as a productive, 
ecologically mindful unit that consumes local goods and supports local businesses. 

The impact of shifting economies and changing technologies on families varies con
siderably by gender, class, sexuality, and race, such that a family's placement in the larger 
political economy directly influences diverse patterns of family organization. The ways 
economic systems affect family organization and life is demonstrated by the fact that 
African American children are twice as likely to enter U.S. foster care systems because of 
the conditions of poverty in their lives. This is the focus of the Gaylynn Burroughs reading 
in Chapter 11 titled "Too Poor to Parent?" Economic factors impact single-headed families 
such that households headed by women have about half the income and less than a third 
of the wealth (assets) of other U.S. households and are about three times as likely to be at 
or below the poverty level. Most recent census data show that the poverty rate for single 
mothers is twice as high as the rate for single fathers. As already mentioned, almost half 
of children living in single-headed households live in poverty. Race impacts this economic 
situation such that households headed by women of color are the most likely to experience 
poverty. It is well known that the most effective antipoverty program for families is one 
that includes educational opportunities, a living wage with benefits, and quality childcare. 

In this way families are shaped by their relationship to systems of inequality in society. 
This means, for example, that working-class women's lack of flexible work scheduling 
affects how families are able to meet their needs, as does the lower pay of working-class 
women, making them less able to afford quality daycare. Similarly, higher unemployment 
among men of color as compared to white men impacts families and pushes women in fam
ily relationships with unemployed men to work outside the home full time while also taking 
care of young children. Jobs with different incomes and levels of authority and seniority 
affect access to such family-friendly benefits as flextime, on-site childcare, and company
sponsored tax breaks for childcare. For example, although unpaid parenting leave is a 
legal right of all U.S. employees, many companies provide better family benefits for their 
higher level and better-paid employees than they do for their lower level employees. 

Around the world 169 countries guarantee paid maternity leave with 98 of these 
providing 14 or more weeks. The United States provides no paid parenting leave. In 
addition, almost half of employed private sector women workers lack a single paid sick 
day that they could use in a medical or family emergency. Institutional support for healthy 
parenting is a focus of the reading by Judith Warner titled "Family Way." She reviews 
books on mothering, comes to the conclusion that family-friendly policies are a necessity 
for effective child rearing, and makes suggestions for achieving these goals. 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Families and Poverty 

To learn more about poverty and families in your area, go to the factfinder tool of the 
U.S. Census Bureau website at www.factfinder2.census.gov. Use the site's features to find 
out the median income of your area or the number of families in your state living 
in poverty. 

Imagine that you are a single parent, the head of a family of four living in your area, and 
your take-home income is $1,500 per month. Create a budget for your family. Be sure to 
include rent, utilities, transportation, food, clothes, medical needs, school supplies, childcare, 
and other essentials. Find out what assistance you might qualify to receive and include that in 
your calculations. What does this activity suggest to you about the difficulties of living in 
poverty? 

Families Below Poverty Level by Selected Characteristics 

Number below poverty level (1,000) Percent below poverty level 

All White Black Asian His- All White Black Asian His-
Characteristic races1 alone alone alone panic2 races1 alone alone alone panic2 

Total families ............ 8,792 5,994 2,125 337 2,369 11 .1 9.3 22.7 9.4 22.7 

Age of householder: 
15 to 24 years old 1,096 708 328 26 283 34.2 30.1 52.6 21.7 36.2 
25 to 34 years old 2,476 1,649 635 69 756 18.9 16.3 33.1 10.2 29.8 
35 to 44 years old 2,072 1,437 491 76 681 12.1 10.7 21.9 7.9 23.5 
45 to 54 years old 1,454 998 322 73 370 8.0 6.7 15.4 8.8 17.6 
55 to 64 years old 894 644 192 31 154 6.5 5.6 14.2 5.5 13.4 
65 years old and over 757 536 141 58 114 5.6 4.6 12.9 13.4 12.6 

Region: 
Northeast 1,314 866 329 92 335 9.3 7.4 21.2 11.8 22.5 
Midwest 1,827 1,227 485 55 208 10.5 8.1 28.6 12.7 25.7 
South 3,717 2,432 1, 127 71 892 12.5 10.5 21.4 8.7 22.4 
West 1,934 1,470 184 120 935 11.0 10.2 21.7 7.7 22.5 

Type of family: 
Married couple 3,409 2,694 366 230 1,054 5.8 5.4 8.6 7.9 16.0 
Male householder, 
no spouse present 942 629 234 32 249 16.9 15.0 25.0 12.6 23.0 

Female householder, 
not spouse present 4,441 2,671 1,524 76 1,066 29.9 27.3 36.7 16.9 38.8 

1 Includes other races, not shown separately. 
2 Hispanic persons may be any race. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2009, Current Population 
Reports, PG0--238, and Detailed Tables-Tables POV04 and POV44, September 2010. See also <http://www.census.gov/hhes 
/www/cpstables/03201 O/pov/toc.htm>. 
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The family experience is also affected by the state and its legal and political systems. 
As the reading "Lullabies Behind Bars" by Beth Schwartzapfel explains, prison systems 
shape experiences of family by incarcerated mothers who are disproportionately women 
of color. She discusses new programs that attempt to provide prison nurseries for mothers 
behind bars to encourage effective bonds between mothers and babies. More generally 
the government closely regulates families and provides certain benefits to legally mar
ried couples. Couples need a license from the state to marry, and the government says 
they may file a joint tax return, for instance. Lesbian and gay couples who jointly own 
property and share income and expenses may not have the privileges of marriage, joint 
tax filing, and domestic partner benefits. Benefits accrue to certain family members and 
not to people who, even though they might see themselves as family, are not recognized 
as such by the state. Lisa Miya-Jervis makes this very clear in the reading "Who Wants to 
Marry a Feminist?" She makes the case that in choosing marriage, feminists must under
stand the oppressive roots of marriage as an institution and actively work to "forge a new 
vision of what marriage is." Although an advanced industrial society, the United States 
has no national funding of daycare centers. This lack affects the social organization of the 
family and the experience of parenting. Federal and state policies also impact the family 
through legal statutes that regulate marriage and divorce legislation, reproductive choice, 
and violence in families. 

Indeed, the family has connections to all societal institutions, and these connections 
help shape the kind and quality of experiences that we have as family members. Religion 
and the family are closely tied as social institutions. Religious socialization of children 
occurs in the family through religious and moral teachings, and religious institutions often 
shape societal understandings of families as well as provide rituals that help symbolize 
family and kin relations (such as baptisms, weddings, and funerals). Educational institu
tions rely on the family as a foundation for the socialization, care, and maintenance of 
children. Health systems rely on parents (and women in particular) to nurse and care for 
sick and elderly family members, as well as provide adequate nutrition and cleanliness 
to prevent disease. Military institutions need the family as a foundation for ideologies of 
combat and for socialization and support of military personnel. Sports and athletics are tied 
to the family through gender socialization, the purchase of certain equipment and opportu
nities, and the consumption and viewing of professional sports in the home. Although we 
might like to think of the family as an "oasis" apart from society, nothing could be further 
from the truth. 

POWER AND FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS 

At the direct level of experience, the family is the social unit where most people are raised, 
learn systems of belief, experience love and perhaps abuse and neglect, and generally 
grow to be a part of social communities.fit is in the family where most of us internalize 
messages about ourselves, about others, and about our place in the worldgome learn that 

..!Qve comes with an abuse of power as large people hit little people, all in the name of lovi:l 
l Some also learn that Jove means getting our own way without responsibility-a lesson 

that may detract from the hopes of a civil society where individuals care about one another 
and the communities of which they are a part. Others learn that love is about trust, care, 
compassion, and responsibility. 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Hannah Solomon 

Hannah Greenbaum Solomon believed that "woman's 
sphere is the whole wide world" and her first respon
sibility was to her family. Solomon worked tirelessly in 
turn-of-the-century Chicago for social reform. Laboring 
alongside Jane Addams at Hull House, Solomon worked 
to improve child welfare. She reformed the Illinois 
Industrial School for Girls, established penny lunch 
stations in the public schools, and led efforts for slum 
clearance, low-cost housing, child labor laws, mothers' 
pensions, and public health measures. 

In 1876 Solomon became the first Jewish member of the 
Chicago Woman's Club, where she developed a sense 
of women's ability to work together for social good. In 
1893 she organized the Jewish Women's Congress at the 

Chicago World's Fair, which led to her founding the National Council of Jewish 
Women (NOW) to enhance social welfare and justice. Solomon saw her commit
ment to justice as a part of her responsibility as a Jew, a woman, and an American. 

Under Solomon's leadership, the NOW sponsored programs for the blind, 
formed the Port and Dock Department to assist immigrant women in finding 
housing and jobs, established a permanent immigrant aid station on Ellis Island, 
supported Margaret Sanger's National Birth Control League, raised relief dollars 
during World War I, and participated in the presidential effort to create jobs dur
ing the Depression. 

Solomon's legacy has continued in the NOW since her death in 1942. Following 
World War II, the NOW provided assistance to Holocaust survivors in Europe and 
Israel. During the McCarthy era, the NOW organized the Freedom Campaign to 
protect civil liberties. Additionally, the organization was the first national group 
to sponsor Meals on Wheels, built the Hebrew University High School in Jerusa
lem, helped establish the Court Appointed Advocate Project (CASA) to protect 
the rights of children in court cases, and launched a national campaign to try to 
ensure that children were not harmed by changes in welfare law. 

Currently, the National Council of Jewish Women has 90,000 members and 
continues the work of Hannah Solomon by bringing her vision of justice. to 
bear in the world. 

Family is where many of us first experience gender because societal understandings 
of the differences between girls and boys are transferred through early teachings by family 
members. Parents bring home baby girls and boys, dress them in gender-"appropriate" 
colors, give them different toys, and decorate their bedrooms in different ways that tend 
to facilitate and enforce cisgendered behaviors. As Chapter 3 emphasizes, the family is a 
primary institution for teaching about gender. In addition, experiences of gender are very 
much shaped by the gender composition of family members. A girl growing up in a family 
of brothers and a boy growing up with only women and girls in his family have different 
experiences of gender. 
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Central in any discussion of family is a focus on power. Power in families can 
be understood as access to resources (tangible or intangible) that allows certain fam
ily members to define the reality of others, have their needs met, and access more 
resources. In most U.S. families today, power is distributed according to age and 
gender. Older family members (although not always the aged, who often lose power 
in late life) tend to have more power than children and young people, who are often 
defined as "dependents." Men tend to have more power in the family than women do if 
this is measured in resource management and allocation and decision-making authority. 
Women, however, do have power if this is defined as day-to-day decisions about the 
running of the household and how certain household chores get done. Sociologists tend 
to emphasize that this latter sort of "power" is vulnerable to changes in broader family 
dynamics and subject to decisions by men in positions as major economic providers or 
heads of household. 

The United States has among the highest marriage and the highest divorce rates of any 
industrialized country. Although a large number of people get divorced, this does not seem 
to indicate disillusionment with marriage because large numbers of people also remarry. 
Marriage traditionally has been based on gender relations that prescribe authority of hus
bands over wives and that entail certain norms and expectations that are sanctioned by the 
state. The traditional marriage contract assumes the husband will be the head of household 
with responsibilities to provide a family wage and the wife will take primary responsibility 
for the home and the raising of children and integrate her personal identity with that of her 
husband. As in "Mrs. John Smith" and "Dr. and Mrs. John Smith," Mrs. Smith easily can 
become someone who loses her identity to her husband. The declaration of "man and wife" 
in the traditional marriage ceremony illustrates how men continue to be men under this 
contract and women become wives. 

As Lisa Miya-Jervis writes in "Who Wants to Marry a Feminist?" these norms 
are increasingly being challenged by contemporary couples who have moved from 
this traditional contract to one whereby women are expected to contribute financially 
and men are expected to fulfill family roles. Despite these modifications, husbands 
still tend to hold more power in families and women do the majority of physical and 
emotional family work. The rituals of marriage ceremonies illustrate these normative 
gender relations: the father "giving away" his daughter, representing the passage of the 
woman from one man's house to another; the wearing of white to symbolize purity and 
virginity; the engagement ring representing a woman already spoken for; and the throw
ing of rice to symbolize fertility and the woman's obligation to bear and raise children. 
Finally, as already mentioned, the traditions of naming are illustrative of power in fami
lies: Approximately 9 out of 10 women take the name of their husband and among those 
who keep their name, most give their children their husband's name and not their own. 
Indeed, among college-educated women in their 30s, the number keeping their names 
has dropped significantly since 1990 when almost a quarter of such women kept their 
own "maiden" names. 

It is especially in the family where many girls and women experience gender 
oppression; in close relationship with men, they often experience gender domination. 
In other words, it is in the home and family where many girls and women feel the con
sequences of masculine power and privilege. Writing in 1910, socialist anarchist Emma 
Goldman saw marriage as an economic transaction that binds women into subservience 
to men (through love and personal and sexual services) and society (through unpaid 
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housework). In the reading "Marriage and Love," she advocated "free love" that is 
unconstrained by marriage and relations with the state. Goldman believed love found in 
marriages occurred in spite of the institution of marriage and not because of it. 

f'Sexism in interpersonal relationships among family members reduces female 
autonomy and lowers women's and girls' self-esteemJ Consequences of masculine 
privilege in families can mean that men dominate women in relationships in subtle or 
not-so-subtle ways, expecting or taking for granted personal and sexual services, making 
and/or vetoing important family decisions, controlling money and expenditures, and so 
fortijn addition, power in family and marital relationships may lead to psychological, 
sexual, and/or physical abuse against women and children. Often the double standard of 
sexual conduct allows boys more freedom and autonomy compared to girls. Also, girls 
are very foften expected to perform more household duties than boys, duties that may 
include cleaning up after their brothers or fathesf tudies have shown that boys spend 
about a third less time doing chores than their sisters and are more likely than girls to 
get paid or receive an allowance for doing the work. Mirroring the housework data for 
adults (see Chapter 9), chores such as dishwashing and cooking, often regarded as rou
tine and performed for free, are more likely to be done by girls than boys. This sets up 
gender inequities in the family, impacts the amount of free time girls can enjoy, and sets 
a precedence for adult behavior. 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Divorce Law: Who Benefits in My State? 

Research your state's divorce laws. How is property divided in a divorce? How is 
custody determined? How are alimony and child support determined? How do 
these laws affect women and children in actuality in your state? What are the pov
erty rates for divorced women and their children in your state? How many fathers 
do not pay child support as ordered by the court? How does your state deal with 
nonpaying fathers? What can you do to challenge the legal system in your state to 
be more responsive to women's and children's needs following divorce? 

IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Become a Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA} for children. 
• Offer to babysit for free for a single mother one evening a month. 
• If your state has not approved same-sex marriage, lobby your state lawmakers. 
• If you are planning your wedding, include a reading that supports marriage 

equality; 
• Find out your university's family leave policies and childcare support for 

faculty/staff. Organize a campus campaign to improve these if needed. 
• Become a Big Brother or Big Sister. To learn more: www.bbbs.org. 
• Organize an educational activity on your campus around alternative family 

models. 



Power and Family Relationships 447 

In particular, the balance of power in marriage (or any domestic partnership) depends 
in part on how couples negotiate paid labor and family work in their relationships. 
Marriages or domestic partnerships can be structured according to different models that 
promote various ways that couples live and work together. These models include "head
complement," "junior partner/senior partner," and "equal partners"-relationships that 
each have different ways of negotiating paid work and family work, and, as a result, 
provide different balances of power within these relationships. 

HISTORICAL MOMENT The Feminine Mystique 

In 1963 Betty Friedan, a housewife and former labor activist, published the 
results of a series of interviews she had conducted with women who had been 
educated at Smith College. Despite their picture-perfect lives, these women 
reported extreme despair and unhappiness and, unaware that others shared 
this experience, blamed themselves. To deal with this "problem that has no 
name," these women turned to a variety of strategies, ranging from using 
tranquilizers to having affairs to volunteering with church, school, and charitable 
organizations. 

What had happened to these educated women? Following World War II, when 
women had found a prominent role in the workforce, a national myth emerged 
that the place for (middle-class, white) women was in the home. To conform to 
this ideal, women sublimated their dreams and desires and fell in line with "the 
feminine mystique." 

When Friedan's book, The Feminine Mystique, appeared in 1963, it spoke loudly 
to the unspoken misery of millions of American housewives. In its first year, it 
sold 3 million copies. Unfortunately, during the era immediately following the 
repressive, anti-Communist McCarthy years, Friedan feared that were she to push 
the envelope in her book to include an analysis of race and social class, her work 
would be discredited. So, rather than choosing to address the more complex 
problems of working-class women and women of color and likely be dismissed, 
she chose to be heard and addressed the safer topic of middle-class housewives. 

Despite its shortcomings, The Feminine Mystique found a readership that needed 
to know that they were not alone in believing that something was seriously 
wrong with their lives. Friedan suggested that that something wrong was a 
conspiracy of social institutions and culture that limited the lives of women. She 
challenged women to find meaningful and purposeful ways of living, particularly 
through careers. 

While Friedan did not go so far as to question the need for men to move into 
equitable work in the home as she was encouraging women to move out into 
the workforce or to examine the social and economic, as well as psychological, 
forces at work in limiting women's lives, she did bring to national attention the 
problem of women's circumscribed existence and offered a call for women to 
begin to examine the limitations imposed on them. 
Source: Ruth Rosen, The World Split Open: How the Modern Women's Movement Changed America 
(New York: Viking, 2000). 
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The "head-complement" model reflects the traditional marriage contract as discussed 
previously whereby the head/husband has responsibilities to provide a family wage and the 
complement/wife talces primary responsibility for the home and the raising of children. In 
addition the complement sees (usually her) role as complementing the head's role by being 
supportive and encouraging in both emotional and material ways. The balance of power in 
this family system is definitely tilted in the direction of the "head" of the head-complement 
couple. Power for the complement is to a large extent based on the goodwill of the head as 
well as the resources (educational and financial in particular) that the complement brings 
into the relationship. Although the complement does tend to have control over the day
to-day running of the household, this power may disappear with divorce or other internal 
family disruption. 

As already mentioned, the percentage of married-couple households with children 
younger than 18 has declined to about a fifth of all households. Less than 5 percent of stay
at-home parents in the United States are fathers, although this number has tripled in the 
last decade. However, there is a trend in educated women choosing to give up their careers 
and live the head-complement lifestyle. This does not contradict the longitudinal trend of 
an increasing number of women with children entering the workplace since 1950; rather, 
it points to the slight decrease in this trend in the last 5 years specifically among affluent 
couples. These choices, addressed in the reading by Judith Warner, reflect the difficulties 
in juggling the demands of work and home and the fact that these families can afford for 
wives not to work outside the home. 

The "junior partner/senior partner" model is one in which the traditional marriage 
contract has been modified. Both members of the couple work outside the home, although 
one member (usually the wife or female domestic partner), considers her work to be 
secondary to the senior partner's job. She also talces primary responsibility for the home 
and childcare. This means that the junior partner has talcen on some of the provider role 

"Son, your mother is a remarkable woman." 

Reprinted with permission from Carol Simpson Labor Cartoons. 
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while still maintaining responsibility for the domestic role. In practice this might mean 
that if the senior partner is transferred or relocated because of (usually his) work, the jun
ior partner experiences a disruption in her work to follow. If someone is contacted when 
the children come home from school sick, it is the junior partner. She might enter and 
leave the labor force based on the needs of the children and family. This model, the most 
frequently occurring structure for marriage or domestic partnerships today in the United 
States, encourages the double day of work for women, in which they work both inside and 
outside the home. 

In terms of power, there is a more equitable sharing in this model than in the head
complement model because the junior partner is bringing resources into the family and has 
control over the day-to-day running of the household. Note in both models described here, 
the head and senior partner loses out to a greater or lesser degree on the joys associated 
with household work-especially the raising of children. Junior partners tend to fare better 
after divorce than the "complements" of the head-complement model. But junior partners 
do have the emotional stress and physical burdens of working two jobs. These stresses and 
burdens are affected by how much the senior partner helps out in the home. 

The "equal partners" model is one in which the traditional marriage contract is com
pletely disrupted. Neither partner is more likely to perform provider or domestic roles. In 
practice this might mean both jobs or careers are valued equally such that one does not take 
priority over the other and domestic responsibilities are shared equally. Alternatively, it 
might mean an intentional sharing of responsibilities such that one partner agrees to be the 
economic provider for a period of time and the other agrees to take on domestic responsi
bilities, although neither is valued more than the other, and this is negotiated rather than 
implied. In this model financial power is shared, and the burdens and joys of domestic work 
and childcare are also shared. Although this arrangement gives women the most power in 
marriage or domestic partnerships, not surprisingly it is a relatively infrequent arrangement 
among contemporary couples. This is because, first, most men in domestic relationships 
have been socialized to expect the privileges associated with having women service their 
everyday needs or raise their children, and most women expect to take on these respon
sibilities. Both men and women rarely question this taken-for-granted gendered division 
of labor. Second, men's jobs are more likely to involve a separation of home and work, 
and it is more difficult for them to integrate these aspects of their lives. Third, men tend 
to earn more money than women do on the average, and although it might be relatively 
easy to value women's paid work equally in theory, it is difficult to do so in practice if one 
job brings in a much higher salary than the other. For example, imagine an equal partner 
relationship between a dentist and a dental hygienist. These occupations are very gen
der segregated, with the majority of dentists being men and dental hygienists women. On 
average among dual-career families generally, wives contribute about one-third of family 
income. Although the couple may value each other's work equally, it might be difficult for 
a family to make decisions concerning relocation and so forth in favor of the one partner 
who works as the dental hygienist because she makes a small percentage of her partner's 
salary as a dentist. 

It is important to emphasize that despite these various arrangements and the 
differential balance of power in marriage or domestic partnerships, for many women 
the family is where they feel most empowered. Many women find the responsibilities 
of maintaining a household or the challenges of child rearing fulfilling and come to 
see the family as a source of their competency and happiness. Sometimes this involves 
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living in traditional family forms, and sometimes it means devising new ways of living 
in families. In this way the family is a positive source of connection, community, and/ 
or productive labor. These diverse experiences associated with family life suggest how 
family relationships are a complex tangle of compliance with and resistance against 
various forms of inequities. Mothering, in particular, is one experience that often brings 
women great joy and shapes their experiences of family relations at the very same time 
that in patriarchal societies it may function as a form of behavioral constraint. This is the 
topic to which we now turn. 

MOTHERING 

Scholars who research the family identify three types of childcare associated with 
mothering: activities to meet children's basic physical needs; work that attends to 
children's emotional, cognitive, and recreational needs; and activities for maintaining 
children's general well-being. Mothers tend to be involved with children more than fathers 
in all these ways except being involved with their recreational activities. The latter is 
especially true for fathers with male children, illustrating how gender informs parenting 
behaviors. Indeed, our understanding of motherhood is conflated with notions of innate, 
biologically programmed behavior and expectations of unconditional love and nurturance. 
In other words, even though the meanings associated with motherhood vary historically 
and culturally, women are expected to want to be mothers, and mothers are expected to 
take primary responsibility for the nurturing of children. Unlike the assumptions associated 
with "to father," "to mother" implies nurturing, comforting, and caretaking. You might 
mother a kitten or a friend without the assumption of having given birth to them. To have 
fathered a kitten implies paternity: You are its parent; you did not cuddle and take care of it. 
Similarly, to father a friend makes no sense in this context. In contemporary U.S. society, 
there is a cultural construction of "normal motherhood" that is class and race based, and 
sees mothers as devoted to, and sacrificing for, their children. These issues are addressed 
in Warner's reading, "Family Way." In addition, as global societies have developed and 
the expectations associated with the role of motherhood have been framed- by patterns of 
consumption in postindustrial societies of the global north, the role of the "perfect" middle
class mother has transformed to include managing a child's life and providing social and 
educational opportunities as well as managing their own careers. This scenario may cause 
stress for both mothers and children. 
~This primary association between women and the nurturing aspects of mothering 
has brought joys and opportunities for empowerment as well as problems and hardships. 
It has justified the enormous amount of work women do in the home and encouraged 
girls to set their sights on babies rather than on other forms of productive work, or, more 
likely today, on both babies and jobs, without enough conversation about the sharing of 
responsibilities or an understanding of the often exhausting consequences of attempting 
to fuggle the needs of families and careers. It has justified the types of labor women have 
traditionally done in the labor force as well as women's lower pay, it has kept women 
out of specific positions such as in the military where they might be involved in taking 
life rather than giving life, and it has encouraged all kinds of explanations for why men 
are, and should be, in control in society. For example, research published by sociologist 
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Shelley Correll asked volunteers to evaluate a pool of equally qualified job applicants and 
found that mothers were consistently viewed as less competent and less committed, and 
they were held to higher performance and punctuality standards than other female or male 
candidates. Mothers were 79 percent less likely to be hired and, if hired, would be offered a 
starting salary $11,000 lower than nonmothers. Fathers, by contrast, were offered the high
est salaries of all. In addition, the nonmothers were more than twice as likely as equally 
qualified mothers to be called back for interviews. 

The close relationship between womanhood and mothering has caused pain for women 
who are not able to have children as well as for those who have intentionally chosen to 
not have any. Mothering a disabled child brings its own challenges and joys: Ableism and 
the normatively abled notion of childhood construct institutional responses that affect the 
experience of mothering. 

In this way, contemporary constructions of mothering, like the family, tend to be 
created around a mythical norm that reflects a white, abled, middle-class, heterosexual, 
and young adult experience. But, of course, mothers come in all types, shapes, and sizes, 
and reflect the wide diversity of women in the United States. Their understandings of their 
roles and their position within systems of inequality and privilege are such that mothering 
is a diverse experience. This is because society has varied expectations of mothers depend
ing on class and culture and other differences at the same time that these differences create 
diverse attitudes toward the experience of mothering. For example, although society often 
expects poor mothers to work outside the home rather than accept welfare, middle-class 
mothers might be made to feel guilty for "abandoning" their babies to daycare centers. 
Because of class, ethnicity, and/or religious orientation, some women experience more 
ambivalence than others when it comes to combining work and family roles. About a third 
of all births in the United States are to single mothers, and many more women become 
single in the process of raising children. Motherhood for single mothers is often constructed 
through societal notions of stigma. Further, as the reading by Beth Schwartzapfel "Lullabies 
Behind Bars" explains, there are thousands of mothers in the United States who attempt to 
parent while they are incarcerated. These women experience stigma on an ongoing basis. 
According to Schwartzapfel, there are nearly 2 million U.S. children who have one or more 
parents in prison. 

Interracial or LGBTQ couples or people who adopt a child of another race are often 
accused of not taking into account the best interests of their children. Of course, it is society 
that has these problems and the families are doing their best to cope. Lesbian mothers in 
particular have to deal with two mutually exclusive categories that have been constructed 
as contradictory: mother and lesbian. This illustrates the narrow understandings of 
motherhood as well as the stereotypes associated with being a mother and with being a 
lesbian. In addition, in most states lesbian mothers (although often mothering with a female 
partner who also parents) are legally understood as single mothers: women parenting with 
an absent father. As a result, they must deal with that stigma too. 

In this way, North American families are increasingly diverse forms of social organi
zation that are intricately connected to other institutions in society. The family is a basic 
social unit around which much of society is built; it is fundamental to the processes of 
meeting individual and social needs. The centrality of the family in U.S. society encour
ages us to think about the way the family reproduces and resists gender relations and what 
it means to each of us in our everyday lives. 
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Marriage and Love 
Emma Goldman (1910) 

The popular notion about marriage and love is that 
they are synonymous, that they spring from the 
same motives, and cover the same human needs. 
Like most popular notions this also rests not on 
actual facts, but on superstition. 

Marriage and love have nothing in common; they 
are as far apart as the poles; are, in fact, antagonistic 
to each other. No doubt some marriages have been 
the result of love. Not, however, because love could 
assert itself only in marriage; much rather is it 
because few people can completely outgrow a con
vention. There are today large numbers of men and 
women to whom marriage is naught but a farce, but 
who submit to it for the sake of public opinion. At any 
rate, while it is true that some marriages are based on 
love, and while it is equally true that in some cases 
love continues in married life, I maintain that it does 
so regardless of marriage, and not because of it. 

On the other hand, it is utterly false that love 
results from marriage. On rare occasions one does 
hear of a miraculous case of a married couple fall
ing in love after marriage, but on close examination 
it will be found that it is a mere adjustment to the 
inevitable. Certainly the growing-used to each other 
is far away from the spontaneity, the intensity, and 
beauty of love, without which the intimacy of mar
riage must prove degrading to both the woman and 
the man. 

Marriage is primarily an economic arrangement, 
an insurance pact. It differs from the ordinary life 
insurance agreement only in that it is more bind
ing, more exacting. Its returns are insignificantly 
small compared with the investments. In taking out 
an insurance policy one pays for it in dollars and 
cents, always at liberty to discontinue payments. If, 
however, woman's premium is a husband, she pays 
for it with her name, her privacy, her self-respect, 
her very life, "until death doth part." Moreover, 
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the marriage insurance condemns her to life-long 
dependency, to parasitism, to complete uselessness, 
individual as well as social. Man, too, pays his toll, 
but as his sphere is wider, marriage does not limit 
him as much as woman. He feels his chains more in 
an economic sense. 

Thus Dante's motto over Inferno applies with 
equal force to marriage. "Ye who enter here leave 
all hope behind." 

From infancy, almost, the average girl is told that 
marriage is her ultimate goal; therefore her training 
and education must be directed towards that end. 
Like the mute beast fattened for slaughter, she is 
prepared for that. Yet, strange to say, she is allowed 
to know much less about her function as wife and 
mother than the ordinary artisan of his trade. It is 
indecent and filthy for a respectable girl to know 
anything of the marital relation. Oh, for the incon
sistency of respectability, that needs the marriage 
vow to tum something which is filthy into the purest 
and most sacred arrangement that none dare ques
tion or criticize. Yet that is exactly the attitude of the 
average upholder of marriage. The prospective wife 
and mother is kept in complete ignorance of her only 
asset in the competitive field-sex. Thus she enters 
into life-long relations with a man only to find her
self shocked, repelled, outraged beyond measure by 
the most natural and healthy instinct, sex. It is safe to 
say that a large percentage of the unhappiness, mis
ery, distress, and physical suffering of matrimony is 
due to the criminal ignorance in sex matters that is 
being extolled as a great virtue. Nor is it at all an 
exaggeration when I say that more than one home 
has been broken up because of this deplorable fact. 

If, however, woman is free and big enough to learn 
the mystery of sex without the sanction of State or 



Church, she will stand condemned as utterly unfit 
to become the wife of a "good" man, his goodness 
consisting of an empty brain and plenty of money. 
Can there be anything more outrageous than the 
idea that a healthy, grown woman, full of life and 
passion, must deny nature's demand, must subdue 
her most intense craving, undermine her health and 
break her spirit, must stunt her vision, abstain from 
the depth and glory of sex experience until a "good" 
man comes along to take her unto himself as a wife? 
That is precisely what marriage means. How can 
such an arrangement end except in failure? This is 
one, though not the least important, factor of mar
riage, which differentiates it from love. 

Ours is a practical age. The time when Romeo 
and Juliet risked the wrath of their fathers for love, 
when Gretchen exposed herself to the gossip of her 
neighbors for love, is no more. If, on rare occa
sions, young people allow themselves the luxury of 
romance, they are taken in care by the elders, drilled 
and pounded until they become "sensible." 

The moral lesson instilled in the girl is not 
whether the man has aroused her love, but rather it 
is, "How much?" The important and only God of 
practical American life: Can the man make a living? 
Can he support a wife? That is the only thing that 
justifies marriage. Gradually this saturates every 
thought of the girl; her dreams are not of moon
light and kisses, of laughter and tears; she dreams 
of shopping tours and bargain counters. This soul 
poverty and sordidness are the elements inherent in 
the marriage institution. The State and the Church 
approve of no other ideal, simply because it is the 
one that necessitates the State and Church control of 
men and women. 

Doubtless there are people who continue to con
sider love above dollars and cents. Particularly is 
this true of that class whom economic necessity has 
forced to become self-supporting. The tremendous 
change in woman's position, wrought by that mighty 
factor, is indeed phenomenal when we reflect that it 
is but a short time since she has entered the indus
trial arena. Six million women wage workers; six 
million women, who have the equal right with men 
to be exploited, to be robbed, to go on strike; aye, 
to starve even. Anything more, my lord? Yes, six 
million wage workers in every walk of life, from 
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the highest brain work to the mines and railroad 
tracks; yes, even detectives and policemen. Surely 
the emancipation is complete. 

Yet with all that, but a very small number of the 
vast army of women wage workers look upon work 
as a permanent issue, in the same light as does man. 
No matter how decrepit the latter, he has been taught 
to be independent, self-supporting. Oh, I know that 
no one is really independent in our economic tread
mill; still, the poorest specimen of a man hates to be 
a parasite; to be known as such, at any rate. 

The woman considers her position as worker tran
sitory, to be thrown aside for the first bidder. That 
is why it is infinitely harder to organize women than 
men. "Why should I join a union? I am going to get 
married, to have a home." Has she not been taught 
from infancy to look upon that as her ultimate call
ing? She learns soon enough that the home, though 
not so large a prison as the factory, has more solid 
doors and bars. It has a keeper so faithful that naught 
can escape him. The most tragic part, however, is 
that the home no longer frees her from wage slav
ery; it only increases her task. 

According to the latest statistics submitted before 
a Committee "on labor and wages, and congestion 
of population," ten percent of the wage workers in 
New York City alone are married, yet they must 
continue to work at the most poorly paid labor in 
the world. Add to this horrible aspect the drudgery 
of housework, and what remains of the protection 
and glory of the home? As a matter of fact, even the 
middle-class girl in marriage can not speak of her 
home, since it is the man who creates her sphere. 
It is not important whether the husband is a brute 
or a darling. What I wish to prove is that marriage 
guarantees woman a home only by the grace of her 
husband. There she moves about in his home, year 
after year, until her aspect of life and human affairs 
becomes as flat, narrow, and drab as her surround
ings. Small wonder if she becomes a nag, petty, 
quarrelsome, gossipy, unbearable, thus driving the 
man from the house. She could not go, if she wanted 
to; there is no place to go. Besides, a short period of 
married life, of complete surrender of all faculties, 
absolutely incapacitates the average woman for the 
outside world. She becomes reckless in appear
ance, clumsy in her movements, dependent in her 
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decisions, cowardly in her judgment, a weight and a 
bore, which most men grow to hate and despise .... 

The institution of marriage makes a parasite of 
woman, an absolute dependent. It incapacitates her 

for life's struggle, annihilates her social conscious
ness, paralyzes her imagination, and then imposes 
its gracious protection, which is in reality a snare, a 
travesty on human character. 
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Who Wants to Marry a Feminist? 
Lisa Miya-Jervis (2000) 

The winter I got engaged, a college friend was using 
some of my essays as course material for a Rhetoric 
101 class she was teaching at a large Midwestern 
university. She couldn't wait to alert her students to 
my impending marriage. "They all think you're a 
lesbian," she told me. "One of them even asked if 
you hate men." I was blown over by the cliche of 
it all-how had we come to the end of the twentieth 
century with such ridiculous, outmoded notions even 
partially intact? But I was, at least, pleased that my 
friend was able to use my story to banish the ste
reotype once and (I hoped) for all in the minds of 
30 com-fed first-years. "To a man?" they reportedly 
gasped when told the news. 

I'd been married less than a year when a customer 
at the bookstore where my husband works approached 
the counter to buy a copy of the feminist magazine I 
edit. "You know," a staffer told her while ringing up 
the purchase, "the woman who does this magazine 
is married to a guy who works here." The customer, 
supposedly a longtime reader, was outraged at the 
news-I believe the phrase "betrayal of feminism" 
was uttered-and vowed never to buy the magazine 
again. These two incidents may be extreme, but they 
are nonetheless indicative. Although we are far from 
rare, young married feminists are still, for some, 
something of a novelty-like a dressed-up dog. We 
can cause a surprised "Oh, would you look at that" 
or a disappointed "Take that damned hat off the dog, 
it's just not right." 

Let's take the disappointment first. Marriage's 
bad reputation among feminists is certainly not 

without reason. We all know the institution's 
tarnished history: women as property passed from 
father to husband; monogamy as the simplest way 
to assure paternity and thus produce "legitimate" 
children; a husband's legal entitlement to his wife's 
domestic and sexual services. With marriage rates 
falling and social sanctions against cohabitation 
falling away, why would a feminist choose to take 
part in such a retro, potentially oppressive, bigotedly 
exclusive institution? 

Well, there are a lot of reasons, actually. Foremost 
are the emotional ones: love, companionship, the 
pure joy that meeting your match brings with it. But, 
because I'm wary of the kind of muddled roman
ticizing that has ill-served women in their hetero
sexual dealings for most of recorded history, I have 
plenty of other reasons. To reject marriage simply 
because of its history is to give in to that history; to 
argue against marriage by saying that a wife's iden
tity is necessarily subsumed by her husband's is to 
do nothing more than second the notion. 

And wasn't it feminists who fought so hard to 
procure the basic rights that used to be obliterated 
by marriage? Because of the women's rights move
ment, we can maintain our own bank accounts; 
we can make our own health care choices; we can 
refuse sex with our husbands and prosecute them 
if they don't comply. In the feminist imagination, 
"wife" can still conjure up images of cookie-baking, 
cookie-cutter Donna Reeds whose own desires have 
been forced to take a backseat to their stultifying 
helpmate duties. But it's neither 1750 nor 1950, and 
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Donna Reed was a mythical figure even in her own 
time. Marriage, now, is potentially what we make it. 

Which brings me to the "surprise" portion of 
our program. As long as the yeti of the antifeminist 
world-the hairy-legged man-hater (everyone claims 
to have seen her but actual evidence is sparse)
roams the earth, we need to counteract her image. 
And as long as wives are assumed-by anyone-to 
be obedient little women with no lives of their own, 
those of us who give the lie to this straw bride need to 
make ourselves as conspicuous as possible. 

I want to take the good from marriage and leave 
the rest. I know it's not for everyone, but the "for as 
long as we both shall live" love and support thang 
really works for me. Sure, I didn't need the wed
ding to get that love and support, but neither does 
the fact of marriage automatically consign me and 
my man to traditional man-and-wife roles. Like 
so many relationships, married and un-, ours is a 
complex weave of support, independence, and sex. 
We achieve this privately-from the mundanities 
of you-have-to-cook-tonight-because-1-have-this
deadline-tomorrow to sleepy late-night discussions 
on more profound matters, like the meaning of life or 
how many steps it takes to link Kevin Bacon to John 
Gielgud by way of at least one vampire movie. But 
also publicly-with our name change, for example 
(explaining to folks like the Social Security Adminis
tration and whoever hands out passports that, yes, we 
both need new papers, because we each have added 
the other's name was, and I mean this quite seriously, 
a thrill). And it's this public nature of marriage that 
appeals. It's what allows me to take a stab at all this 
change I've been yammering about. 

I won't pretend I meet with success all the time. 
Disrupting other people's expectations is hard, and 
sometimes it's neither possible nor desirable to wear 
the workings of one's relationship on one's sleeve. 
An appropriate cocktail party introduction is not, 
"This is my husband, Christopher, who knows how 
to truss a turkey, which I don't, and who, by the 
way, doesn't mind at all that I make more money 
than him. Oh, and did I mention that the last time 
our toilet got scrubbed, it wasn't by me?" 

Plus, some people's perceptions can only change 
so much. My 90-year-old grandfather, who has been 
nothing but open-minded and incredibly supportive 

of my feminist work, persists in asking what my 
husband is going to do for food whenever I leave 
town on my own. Each time, I say the same thing: 
"Christopher knows perfectly well how to feed him
self. In fact, he's cooking dinner for me right now." 
And then my grandfather gives a little surprised 
chuckle: those crazy kids, what will they think 
of next? And my accountant, who's been doing 
my taxes for years and knows my husband only as 
a Social Security number, automatically assigned 
Christopher the status of "taxpayer" and put me down 
as "spouse" on our first joint return. Yeah, it was a tad 
annoying, but so far it's the sum total of the eclipse of 
my identity by his. Not so bad, really. 

By and large I do believe that we're culturally 
ready to accept changes in the way marriages are 
viewed. Increasing rates of cohabitation and the 
growing visibility of long-term same-sex partner
ships are changing popular notions of relation
ships. Even trash TV holds promise: Fox's Who 
Wants to Marry a Multi-Millionaire? debacle laid 
bare many ugly things about American capitalism 
and media spectacle, but there was one fairly unex
pected result. The show was presented as a display, 
however crass, of old-fashioned marital values
a trade of youth, beauty, and fecundity for wealth, 
security, and caretaking, complete with the groom's 
friends and family on hand for that lovely arranged
marriage feel. But it turned out to be nothing of the 
kind. The bride, as it happened, just wanted the lark 
of a free trip to Vegas, and the groom, a boost to 
his moribund show-biz career. That the concept saw 
the outside of a Fox conference room proves that 
modem marriage is in dire need of feminist atten
tion. But the widely expressed outrage and disgust 
that followed the show are evidence that the general 
public is more than ready to discard the notion that 
a woman's ultimate goal is the altar. 

It's true that the most important parts, the actual 
warp and weft of Christopher's and my relationship, 
could be achieved without a legal marriage (and I 
could have kept my third-wave street cred). In the 
end, though, the decision to marry or not to marry is
no matter how political the personal-an emotional 
one. I wanted to link my life to Christopher's, and, 
yes, I admit to taking advantage of the universally 
understood straight-shot-to-relationship-legitimacy 
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that marriage offers. But it is a testament to the 
feminists who came before me, who offered up all 
those arguments about marriage's oppressive roots 
and worked tirelessly to ensure that my husband 

R E A D N G 

owns neither my body nor my paycheck, that I can 
indulge my emotion without fear of being caught in 
those roots. Instead, I can carry on their struggle and 
help forge a new vision of what marriage is. 

Family Way 
Judith Warner (2012) 

Just as everyone was getting ready to throw out the 
Baby Bjoms and start practicing detachment par
enting a la franfaise comes a new book, from the 
esteemed philosopher Elisabeth Badinter, warning 
that French motherhood isn't all it's cracked up to be. 

Sure, Badinter writes in The Conflict-a polemic 
that set off heated debate when it was published in 
France in 2010-French mothers enjoy some pretty 
great work-family protections, which permit them to 
keep their public and professional selves vibrantly 
alive after they have children. They quickly get 
themselves back in the saddle physically and sexu
ally. They don't much go in for breast-feeding. 
Soundly rejecting the view that "the ideal mother is 
enmeshed with her child bodily and mentally," they 
drink and smoke throughout their pregnancies. And, 
out of fealty to the idea that "a mother cannot allow 
herself to be consumed by her baby to the point of 
destroying her desires as a woman," they make sure 
their vie de couple isn't rent asunder by the addition 
of needy children. 

Thanks to what Badinter calls this "nonchalant 
approach to motherhood"-which she dates to the 
once widespread practice in France of sending new
borns away to distant wet nurses (in whose care 
they often died)-French society, she says, has 
successfully framed motherhood, even working 
motherhood with multiple children, as an appealing 
prospect. Indeed, she notes, the country enjoys the 
highest birthrate of all European nations. 

The special French legacy of maternal free
dom and fun is now deeply threatened, however, 

Badinter warns. A new wave of ideology-a silent 
"revolution" built on the "exalted" mother figure 
and a toxic, back-to-nature "new essentialism"
is bearing down on Frenchwomen, threatening 
them with exhortations to embrace their motherly 
instincts, reject disposable diapers and breast-feed. 
If Frenchwomen don't resist, she predicts, they'll 
soon lose not only their jobs but all the advantages 
of their cool-mother exceptionalism. "The rever
ence for all things natural glorifies an old concept of 
the maternal instinct and applauds masochism and 
sacrifice, constituting a supreme threat to women's 
emancipation and sexual equality," she writes. 

Badinter doesn't point fingers across the Atlantic 
to blame us Americaines for this very un-French 
new threat to women's progress (except to note 
that the "ayatollahs of breast-feeding" associated 
with La Leche League first began their "ideological 
crusade" here), but no one who has lived through 
or witnessed American motherhood over the past 
couple of decades can read her depiction of a new 
generation of postfeminist mothers losing their 
sexuality, abandoning their adult identities and 
shelving their professional purpose in the pursuit 
of "some ideal notion of child rearing" without an 
uncomfortable shudder of self-recognition. As we 
know, Badinter's warnings about the dangers of 
excessive child-centeredness are in many ways well 
founded; it was, after all, a general exasperation 
with our hyperventilating mode of motherhood that 
led us, in the past Tiger Mother-dominated year or 
so, to start casting our eyes abroad for inspiration. 



So why is it that her book, impressively researched, 
elegantly argued and forcefully written, feels, in the 
end, so profoundly wrong? Not just intellectually 
outmoded, not just emotionally somewhat off, but 
actually, for this reader-as I suspect will be the case 
for many American readers-downright offensive? 

It isn't, I think, just a matter of what the French 
like to call our knee-jerk "puritanism," in this case 
a reluctance, perhaps, to embrace an argument that 
bashes breast-feeding on the grounds that a nurs
ing mother "is not necessarily an object of desire 
for the father watching her," and by extension con
demns the practice as one that "may well obliterate 
the woman-as-lover and endanger the couple." (As 
for Badinter's implied approval of mothers' free
dom to smoke in "moderation" during and after 
their pregnancies: having shared a maternity ward 
with women who tucked cigarette packs into their 
newborns' bassinets before wheeling them into the 
garden for air, I'm inclined to see such acts more as 
signs of enslavement than of self-expression.) 

It's rather that for Badinter, who happens to be 
a mother of three, motherhood itself-not just the 
construction or idea of motherhood, but the fact of 
childbearing and -rearing-is, in the end, women's 
greatest enemy. This is an old idea, dating to Simone 
de Beauvoir's classic The Second Sex, the book that, 
Badinter has said, turned her into a feminist. Reject
ing motherhood was undoubtedly a liberating, and 
maybe necessary, choice for women who wanted to 
lead full lives in the desperately pro-natalist period 
after World War II, when The Second Sex was pub
lished. But in today's context-and particularly in 
a country like France, where generous work-family 
policies, however imperfect, are well developed 
and prized-anti-motherhood talk (Badinter writes 
of the "despotism of an insatiable child" and the 
"tyranny of maternal duty") seems not just outdated, 
but a little weird. 

Certainly it's hard to imagine American women 
embracing Badinter' s proposed solution to what 
she sees as the unsolvable conflict of mother-child 
interests: a system of "part-time motherhood" that 
may sound great on its surface--emphasizing state 
support and freedom from the "moral or social 
pressure" of all-consuming motherhood-but 
which seems to be predicated on mothers' having 
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an emotional on/off switch, permitting them to dis
engage from their children at will. Can such a thing 
as part-time motherhood exist? In suggesting that 
it does, Badinter unwittingly reprises the argument 
made in America by the critics of working mothers, 
whose rhetoric has long put these moms' presum
ably part-time affections in opposition to the ever
on-demand attentiveness of at-home "full-time· 
mothers." 

Missing from Badinter' s philosophical schema 
is any sort of intellectual middle path that, instead 
of pitting mothers against children, might lead to 
solutions that could benefit both. The importance 
of finding that middle path has been suggested for 
decades by social scientists whose research has con
sistently shown that when mothers are able to carry 
on satisfying lives, their children tend to do bet
ter as well. The evolutionary anthropologist Sarah 
Blaffer Hrdy, for one, has argued strongly, in her 
important book Mother Nature (the chief argument 
of which is badly misrepresented in The Conflict), 
that a life combining both nurturing and providing 
for family is not only the most satisfying, but also 
the most traditionally natural for mothers. Hrdy's 
research teaches that the split, or conflict, between 
a woman's nurturing maternal role and her out-in
the-world, family-provider role is a false one that 
flies in the face of the mothering practices of our 
primate ancestors, and that has been greatly aggra
vated by the work patterns of the modem industrial
ized world. 

This sort of argument leads to the suggestion 
that it's as much, if not more, the culture of work as 
the culture of motherhood that must change for the 
promise of the women's movement to bear full fruit. 
This idea, unsexy though it is, provides the only 
realistic starting point from which to think our way 
toward greater progress in America, where mean
ingful work-family policies are all but nonexistent. 

Thinking the way forward in a concrete, realis
tic American context is precisely what Madeleine 
M. Kunin's latest book, The New Feminist Agenda: 
Defining the Next Revolution for Women, Work, 
and Family, accomplishes. Kunin, a former Clinton 
administration ambassador to Switzerland who 
served as the first woman governor of Vermont, 
exhaustively catalogs where we are in terms of 
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work-family balance (deeply out of whack) and 
where we need to go if we want to make the idea 
of merging motherhood with all the other necessary 
aspects of a woman's life a reality. 

Kunin's is not a book of literary value, like 
Badinter' s. The writing is unremarkable, and there 
are no big, interesting philosophical ideas. Yet 
whereas Badinter's argument is beautiful and essen
tially wrong, Kunin-Pollyanna-ish faith in the 
family-friendly nature of female politicians aside
is almost unimpeachably right, as she diagnoses 
what we in America need, why we've never gotten 
it, and how we may have some hope of achieving 
change in the future. 

She notes that while many individual women 
have accomplished a great deal since the women's 
liberation movement of the 1970s, our society, col
lectively, has not adapted to acknowledge these 
accomplishments and respond to the changed 
needs of families. Despite the fact that only about 
20 percent of American families with children under 
age 15 are now constructed along the old model of 
a working father and a stay-at-home mother, the 
United States is virtually alone in the world-or, 
more precisely, it's in the exclusive company of 
Liberia, Papua New Guinea and Swaziland-in 
not guaranteeing any form of paid leave for fami
lies with newborns. (Since 2011, when Australia 
left us behind, we've been the only country in the 
advanced industrialized world not to offer any guar
anteed paid leave for newborn care.) 

We're the only one of the world's 21 wealthi
est nations in which paid sick days aren't required 
by law. Even Britain, our closest cultural cousin, 
now offers mothers a full year of (minimal) paid 
family leave, six months of which can be trans
ferred to fathers. (Britain also has a policy guar
anteeing employees the right to request a flexible 
work schedule; 80 percent of those requests, which 
must be denied in writing and can then be sent to 
an impartial tribunal, are granted.) And no other 
industrialized country can rival us for the Wild West 
quality of our underfunded, largely unregulated day 
care and early childhood education "system"-fully 
12 percent of which is so poor, Kunin reports, that 
experts actually deem it harmful for the children 
who endure it. 

The social cost of all this noncare: We have 
the highest rate of child poverty in the developed 
world, lagging test scores, a shameful incarceration 
rate and, Kunin adds, an American dream that's 
in decline. This is "not only an unjust waste of 
human potential," Kunin writes, "it is a dangerous 
economic policy that will impact the well-being of 
every American." 

We've heard much of this before, and Kunin's 
reiteration of the usual evidence in favor of early 
childhood education and other family supports 
(they're good for the developing brain; they're 
cheaper than the cost of later putting adults in jail) 
feels old-hat, too. Her book is most interesting when 
it moves beyond such well-charted territory to dem
onstrate how certain states-including, notably, 
a few very conservative ones-were able (at least 
before the Great Recession) to implement ambitious 
and surprisingly forward-looking family-friendly 
policies. 

California, New Jersey and Washington State 
instituted paid family leave. In the first two cases, 
lawmakers raised money through funding mecha
nisms already in place (state disability insur
ance programs, employee contributions to which 
increased so slightly that two-thirds of people sur
veyed in California subsequently didn't notice the 
change); Washington, which didn't have funding in 
place, had to delay implementation of its program 
after the economic downturn began. Conservative 
Oklahoma established universal voluntary free pre
schools by creating bipartisan support and enlisting 
the help of evangelicals. 

From all this, and from the internati9nal exam
ples she effectively details, Kunin draws some 
important lessons: First, presenting policies like 
family leave or universal preschool as a way to 
let women self-actualize is a nonstarter; for these 
ideas to have any hope of becoming a reality, they 
have to be all about the children. (Paid leave in 
Britain was achieved via arguments that centered 
not on gender equality but on keeping mothers in 
the work force as a way to end child poverty.) Sec
ond, feminists who want to fight for wide-ranging 
family-friendly policies must make far-reaching, 
sometimes unnatural-seeming alliances: join with 
groups like the AARP and the unions, and enlist 
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the disabled, religious organizations, independ
ents, political conservatives-and men. "The issue 
of accommodating both work and family has out
grown the parameters of our current perception of 
feminism," she writes. Third, language counts. Paid 
family leave passed in New Jersey, Kunin shows, in 
part because advocates called it "family leave insur
ance," not "paid family leave." "Everybody believes 
in insurance; not everybody believes you should be 
paid for not working," a New Jersey policy expert 
who worked on the law's messaging told her. 

Finally, there has to be a way to turn public 
opinion-which according to Kunin is overwhelm
ingly favorable to paid sick days and family and 
medical leave-into something like a movement. 

A movement as motivating, gut-compelling and 
passionate as the forces now arrayed for and against 
abortion rights. She acknowledges this is a tall order. 
"Could we hold a march for family/work policies 
in Washington? Would anybody come?" she asks 
shrewdly. "Or would they be too tired, too busy, too 
scared of losing their jobs to attend?" 

It's a good question. How do you get today's 
moms, and all their equally overtaxed potential 
allies, to show up for a revolution? Perhaps we 
need a 21st-century Gloria Steinem, a multitasking, 
minivan-driving, media-savvy soccer mom (or dad) 
with just enough of a hint of glamour to make pro
test as appealing a prospect as Girls' Night Out. 
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Marriage Equality: Three Essays 
Marriage Equality Is a Feminist Issue 

Audrey Bilger (2012) 

2012 was a huge year for marriage equality. In May, 
President Barack Obama declared support for the 
right of lesbians and gay men to marry-and then 
he resoundingly won re-election. Three new states 
approved gay marriage rights in ballot initiatives, 
and another defeated a constitutional ban. 

In December ... Washington state's first bride/ 
bride, groom/groom couples said "I do." Polls con
tinue to show dramatic upticks in support for this 
once deeply controversial issue, leading conserva
tive pundit George Will to tell ABC news, "There 
is something like an emerging consensus .... Quite 
literally, the opposition to gay marriage is dying." 

As we celebrate victories and anticipate upcom
ing developments, we should also step back to 
evaluate how the marriage debate has made it 
this far-and start giving a good deal of the credit 
to feminism. Take the two marriage equality 
cases that went before the Supreme Court in 
2013, Hollingsworth v. Perry, which challenged 

California's Proposition 8, and United States 
v. Windsor, which aimed to smack down the 
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA). Neither can be 
viewed apart from feminist history. 

Without everusing the word "feminism," the 2010 
Prop 8 trial repeatedly evoked feminist advances. For 
example, historian Nancy Cott testified about how 
marriage changed to give women greater autonomy 
as citizens, crediting such changes to the "Women's 
Rights revolution." 

In her testimony, Cott reviewed the history of 
marriage in the U.S. in terms of traditional ideas 
about "coverture": "Upon marriage, the wife was 
covered in effect by her husband's legal and eco
nomic identity," Cott explained. "She lost her 
independent legal and economic individuality." In 
traditional marriage, man and woman became one 
person, and that person-in the eyes of the law
was the man. Cott explained the rationale for male 
authority in marriage: 
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[It] had everything to do with the sexual division of 

labor. Because assumptions were, at the time, that 
men were suited to be providers, were suited forcer

tain sorts of work; whereas, women, the weaker sex, 
were suited to be dependent, needed a stronger hand 

to guide them, to support them and protect them. 

But, she pointed out, "Through the 20th century 
and into our era, the sexual division of labor is no 
longer necessary for the kinds of work people do in 
the world." 

Justice Vaughn Walker took the history of het
erosexual marriage into account when he ruled that 
Prop 8 is unconstitutional, emphatically declaring, 
"Gender no longer forms an essential part of mar
riage; marriage under law is a union of equals." 

Marriage equality is, of course, about equal 
rights for lesbian and gay citizens, and I'm not argu
ing that the hard work of LGBT rights activists has 
been insignificant in moving the dial on this issue; 
however, without a presumption of married unions 
as equal partnerships-a direct legacy of feminist 
activism and effort-the idea of lesbian and gay 
marriage rights would be much harder to advocate. 
For opponents of same-sex marriage, the gender 
binary rules. So those who insist that a marriage can 
only take place between one man and one woman 
are asking the state to enforce complementary gen
der roles. 

The story of 83-year-old Edie Windsor, the plaintiff 
in United States v. Windsor who sued the federal gov
ernment for discrimination under DOMA, poignantly 
illustrates the perils of marriage inequality. Together 
for 47 years, Edie and Thea Spyer were legally married 
in Canada in 2007. When Thea passed away two years 
later, the federal government disregarded their legal 
marriage and forced Edie to pay more than $360,000 
in estate taxes, thus treating Edie and Thea as legal 
"strangers." In spite of Edie's loving care of Thea, who 
battled multiple sclerosis in the last decades of her life, 
and in spite of the state of New York's willingness to 
recognize their legal marriage, DOMA enforced the 
one man/one woman definition of marriage. 

Dan Savage, who renewed vows with his husband 
in Washington state, explained the importance of 

marriage for lesbian and gay couples in an interview 
with MSNBC's Chris Hayes: 

When you marry, you get to declare your next of 
kin. You get to choose. It's empowering to say, 
'This person is my next of kin, not my parents, 

siblings or distant cousins who may be alive.' 

Being able to choose one's next of kin, the per
son who will be acknowledged as family in the eyes 
of the law, presumes equality not just with hetero
sexual citizens but within that foundational union. 
Windsor, by every account (see for yourself in the 
documentary Edie and Thea: A Very Long Engage
ment), was Spyer's next of kin. Their roles toward 
one another were not defined by gender, and if Thea 
had been a man no one would have questioned her 
marriage. (No one, for example, would have brought 
up the issue of procreation-as-essential-in-marriage 
to an octogenarian heterosexual couple). 

Even though marriage equality may still have a 
way to go, we need to acknowledge this new shift 
in acceptance as a step forward in the history of 
the institution. As Ms. Blog editor Michele Kort 
and I discovered when we collected stories for 
our anthology Here Come the Brides! Reflections 
on Lesbian Love and Marriage, lesbian wives call 
into question marriage as fundamentally patriar
chal. And in the union of two men, when there's no 
woman to subordinate, the word "husband" gets a 
positive makeover. When lesbian and gay marriage 
becomes the law of the land, the idea of comple
mentary gender roles (as opposed to chosen behav
ior) will begin to seem as outdated in personal 
relationships as feminism has long argued it ought 
to be in public life. 

What does it matter if we bring feminism into 
our discussions of marriage equality? For one thing, 
it means that this struggle is not just about the rights 
of lesbians and gay men-as big a deal as that is. 
Whether you're straight or gay, if you're committed 
to the feminist principle that marriage is a union of 
two equals, then you need to take this fight person
ally. Or else the next marriage the state tries to rede
fine in traditional terms may be yours. 
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The Wrong Fight 

Daniel D' Addario (2013) 

The sea of red "equal" signs on Facebook ... 
might lead the casual clicker to believe that all 
progressives are united in support of gay marriage. 
But there are a handful of holdouts. 

Nancy Polikoff, a professor of law at American 
University, is among a small group of queer aca
demics and activists who have opposed the grow
ing drumbeat in favor of gay marriage. The author 
of Beyond (Straight and Gay) Marriage is among 
the proponents of a critique of "marriage equality" 
hinging on the pitfalls of marriage itself-Polikoff 
argues that there should be options for couples 
other than marriage, an institution that blends 
church and state. 

Polikoff and some other academics and activists 
had hoped the conversation about marriage would 
go in a different direction, perhaps even abolishing 
the idea of "marriage" as a contract issued by the 
state. 

Once gay people are just like everyone else, many 
of these critics argue, they won't be able to fight for 
new definitions of legally recognized unions that 
are less binding, or less restrictive. They imagined 
something different than being pulled into mar
riage, an institution often tied closely to the church, 
defined conservatively by the state, and celebrated 
as the ultimate achievement of any individual. 

"What gets swept away is this interesting critique 
that came out of gay culture and the feminist move
ment. It's all been reduced to wedding cakes," said 
William Dobbs, who was active in the early years of 
ACT UP. 

Had history bent a different way, the gay 
movement might still be fighting for measures of 
equality beyond marriage and more pertinent to 
broader social justice. At least, that's what Polikoff 
and those like her believe. The sex columnist Dan 
Savage disagrees. 

"Some people took pride in that, that outlaw 
status," Savage told Salon [a liberal news and 
commentary website]. "The people who were into 
the outlaw thing, they felt like part of the tribe, but 

there were people in that tribe that felt they were 
not there by their own free choice. The minute 
that they got the option to walk away, they did. 
That's driving some of the people who identified 
as outlaws a bit crazy. They thought they were in 
a parade and they weren't; it was a forced march." 

Polikoff, however, continues to fight against 
the tide, with her recent book advocating the 
end of marriage as an institution bestowing legal 
privileges. As the Supreme Court debates gay 
marriage, Polikoff, herself a lesbian, spoke to 
Salon about how the fight for marriage got so far 
so quickly-and why she and other critics from the 
left are hoping for more sweeping and systemic 
change in how we view marriage. 

Salon: Can you talk a little about your background 
opposing marriage? Polikoff: I'd have to trace it 
to feminism in the 1970s and a critique of institu
tion of marriage. There are these two essays by 
Tom Stoddard and Paula Ettelbrick that are rela
tively short and have gotten this iconic status over 
the years. Tom was executive director of Lambda 
Legal and Paula was legal director and they wrote 
this pair of essays, published in 1989. Paula and 
I were buddies and I was one of the people who 
worked on that piece with her. [Ettelbrick took 
an anti-marriage view with an essay titled "Since 
When Is Marriage a Path to Liberation?"] 

My critique of marriage stems from the 1970s. 
As gay people began talking about this more, there 
were these questions about using the resources of 
fledgling legal groups on marriage. There was a 
significant contingent of people who identified as 
feminists who said, ''This is the wrong approach, 
this isn't what we should be doing." That viewpoint 
carried the day for a long time. My point of view 
dates back to long before where we are now. 

Solan: Are you married? Polikoff: I'm in a reg
istered domestic partnership. We have the option 
to marry. We have not. D.C. has always allowed 
same-sex couples and different-sex couples and 
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any two people living together in a committed 
familial relationship to register as domestic part
ners. D.C. did not eliminate its domestic partner
ship. Because D.C. had it as an option for more 
than same-sex couples-it wasn't a way station. 

Solan: What changed the mainstream view of 
marriage among gay people from a lost cause to 
something to which so much energy should be 
devoted? Polikoff: Logistically, what happened 
was the Hawaii case [declaring, in 1993, that ban
ning same-sex marriage violated the state Consti
tution], which was not brought by any gay rights 
organizations. It was brought by a lawyer in Hawaii. 
When that case was decided in 1993 by the Hawaii 
Supreme Court and said that state has to prove a 
really good reason for preventing gay couples from 
marrying: That was a game changer. That was the 
first time a state's highest court said this might be a 
violation of our Constitution. And gay people real
ized: We might be able to win marriage. 

From that point on, gay rights legal groups did 
start committing resources. The case was going to 
keep being litigated in Hawaii, and it was going 
to go forward with or without help. If there was 
expertise in [gay-rights] organizations, they would 
want them to be done well. The Hawaii decision 
led to state actions and federal actions in terms of 
DOMA. DOMA is passed in 1996; that wouldn't 
have happened without the Hawaii decision. 

During the same period, there was another shift 
going on about marriage. When Dan Quayle made 
the "Murphy Brown" speech [in which he decried the 
TV character's decision to become a single mother], 
the reaction was uniformly negative. People accused 
him from all sides of being out of touch with the 
times and unnecessarily disrespecting single women. 
There was universal disapproval of his statement. 
One year later, there was a cover story on the Atlantic 
magazine and the cover story was "Dan Quayle was 
right." Bill Clinton said there was a lot that was good 
about that speech. Suddenly the country is blaming 
social problems on the decline of marriage. David 
Blankenhom's "Fatherless America" said lesbians 
raising children was "radical fatherlessness." They 
were blaming every social problem on the decline of 
lifelong heterosexual marriage. 

And so the movement for same-sex marriage has 
been able to latch on to an ideology that identifies 
marriage as solution to all our social problems. That 
ideology lets off the hook income inequality, racism, 
discrimination and unemployment. It takes a look at 
all of the things many of us would identify as serious 
social problems that lead to real consequences and 
says none of those are the problem! For instance: 
"People aren't getting married before they have chil
dren." The movement for marriage equality has been 
able to piggyback onto that and say, "Let us marry, 
marriage is the bedrock institution of society and we 
want in! Can't we just agree-everyone should be 
married and everyone should be married before they 
have children." This strain from the 1990s allows 
conservatives to say this is a conservative issue. 

Solan: Do you think marriage is inherently a sexist 
institution? Polikoff: If you were to look at the 
original purposes of marriage going back numerous 
centuries when marriage was really about property, 
I would say that was true. I wouldn't say that in the 
modem context of how people talk about marriage. 

To me, the important thing is eliminating mar
riage as the dividing line between relationships 
that count in the law and relationships that don't. 
Marriage is an on-off switch for many legal con
sequences that matter to people. I'd like there to 
be more nuanced dividing lines as to who's in and 
who's out, for economically and emotionally inter
dependent units. If one person goes to work and is 
killed on the job, that unit is going to lose income 
it depended on. It shouldn't matter whether that's a 
unit based on marriage-what matters is there was 
an economically and emotionally interdependent 
household that has lost income. In many places, 
you get it if you're married, you don't get it if 
you're not. For family policy purposes, we need to 
be evaluating the areas where marriage is an on-off 
switch. 

Solan: But this is hard to sell to the American 
public-especially in comparison to something as 
easily understood as marriage equality. Polikoff: 
In the current context, it's a lot harder to talk about 
in a sound bite, but how easy it is to discuss some
thing in a sound bite has nothing to do with justice. 
I am proposing something less efficient than having 
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a single on-off switch. The Supreme Court decided 
decades ago there are higher values than speed and 
efficiency when it comes to evaluating relationships. 
Husbands used to have control of every decision in 
marriage, and that was very efficient. I want this 
bright line to change because I don't think it's just. 

Solan: Do you feel that the push for marriage 
equality has changed what it's like to be 
gay? Polikoff: In the current moment, it has come to 
stand in for full respect as a human being. Practically 

everyone wants to feel like they belong. For many 
gay people, they don't want to be outsiders. This is 
a way of demonstrating belonging to the larger com
munity. The problem is, when you read many of the 
briefs, it makes it seem like the way you show you're 
a full adult citizen belonging to the community is by 
getting married. That is not how the lives of most 
heterosexuals operate, to the chagrin of right-wing 
supporters of same-sex marriage, and it hasn't been 
how the lives of homosexuals operate. 

Marriage Equality and Beyond 

Gowri Vijayakumar (2013) 

A few days before my Facebook News Feed was 
flooded with red equal signs, I went to a short march 
in Bangalore. The Gender and Sexual Minorities 
Pride March demanded, among other things, "human 
rights and overall development" of a range of sexual 
minorities 1, focusing on the right to be included on 
the electoral rolls, access to social services for those 
below the poverty line, job skills support, low-cost 
health services, old-age pensions, loans, and hous
ing support. 

At the end of the march, I met a European woman, 
engaged in a spirited conversation with some of the 
participants. "In my country, we accept all groups," 
she told them. "You can marry whoever you want." 

It wasn't the first time I'd come across cross
cultural discussions of marriage in my research 
in India. Once, I was sitting in a drop-in center for 
sexual minorities during a visit with a group of 
Swedish students. I ended up the de facto translator 
for their conversation with the eight or nine transgen
der [Indian] women who gathered around to talk. 
After they told their stories to the [Swedish] students, 
and I stammered and struggled through translating 
all the complicated local terms for various sexuality 
categories, the conversation turned to Sweden. "Can 
you find a good man in Sweden? Here, all the men 
run away after a while." "Can we come with you?" 
they joked. Then, the real question: "What's it like 
for people like us in Sweden?" The students paused, 
and then one of them spoke up. "I don't know about 

transgender people. But in Sweden everyone has the 
right to love whoever they want. We accept any kind 
of marriage." 

This was the first time marriage had come up 
in the discussion. The trans people had been shar
ing stories of horrific violence, much of it from the 
police; political exclusion; and rejection by their 
families. They'd been talking about running away 
from home, about being raped and abused. But when 
it came to Sweden, the students seemed mainly to 
think of marriage as the overarching issue. 

In my limited time working with sexual minority 
groups in India, I've often found myself in conver
sations like these. "What's it like for people like us 
in America? Are they accepted?" It's a question that 
gives me pause. Being from the US in India means 
people often share with you their wildly romanti
cized visions of a far-off place. And it's true-in 
many ways, being queer in the US is probably safer 
than it is in India. But I'm not sure the US is the 
paradise they imagine. I usually say that there are 
many similarities between what LGBTQ people in 
the US and sexual minorities in India face. I often 
end up providing some explanation of state law and 
federal law in the US, and how some states have 
marriage equality and some don't-then confu
sion ensues. And then I hear this kind of comment: 
"They can worry about marriage because they have 
addressed all the other issues. They're a rich coun
try. Wf! haven't gotten there yet." 
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I wish they were right. I wish the reason that mar
riage dominated mainstream accounts of LGBTQ 
politics in the US were that all the other issues had 
been addressed. Yet transgender respondents in a 
recent survey in California were twice as likely than 
the general population to be living below the poverty 
line, and they faced 14% unemployment. One in five 
transgender respondents had been homeless.2 Across 
the US, same-sex couples are significantly more 
likely to be living below the poverty line than hetero
sexual couples. Poverty rates among lesbian couples 
are higher-6.9%-than poverty rates for different
sex married couples (5.4%) or gay male couples 
(4.0%). Poverty is highest among black lesbian 
couples (21.1 %), compared to 4.3% among white 
lesbian couples and 14.4% among black gay cou
ples. 3 A disproportionate twenty percent of homeless 
youth are gay or transgender.4 And then there are the 
high levels of violence.5 I wish we'd checked all of 
these things off the list, one by one, and now, with 
the bread and butter taken care of, we were turning to 
issues of marriage. 

As the Obama administration positions itself as a 
global defender of LGBTQ rights,6 there's an under
lying implication that LGBTQ equality is one of the 
great civilizational gifts the US has to offer seemingly 
poor, backward countries like India, trapped in tradi
tion and behind the curve. But Indian sexual minori
ties have a long, complex history. And in a context 
where poverty is visible and tangible and ubiquitous 
and impossible to ignore, it wouldn't make sense 
for sexual minority groups to deny the connec
tion between gender, sexuality and poverty. People 

intuitively understand that economic and political 
and social and sexual issues are all part of the same 
puzzle. That's true everywhere, not just in India. 

I'm a woman married to man, and I carry with 
me all the privileges that go with that. As an ally, 
I don't think it's my place to criticize people for 
wanting the same privilege I have access to. So 
when so many of my queer friends see marriage as 
a vehicle for their collective aspirations, I support 
them. But being in India has made it clear to me that 
marriage in rich countries has become a proxy for 
thinking through a wide range of issues like pov
erty, violence, discrimination, and social exclusion, 
particularly that facing LGBTQ people. So, while 
I hope the best for marriage equality, I hope I never 
see Americans walking around in India, telling peo
ple that now that we're getting closer to marriage 
equality, the work is complete. 

NOTES 
1. The Indian activists I've talked to prefer the term 

"sexual minorities," so I use it when referring to 
India rather than "LGBTQ" or "queer." 

2. http://transgenderlawcenter.org/archives/860 
3. http://williamsinstitute.la w. ucla.edu/wp-content/ 

uploads/ Albelda-Badgett-Schneebaum-Gates-LGB
Poverty-Report-March-2009. pdf 

4. http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/ 
uploads/issues/2012/01/pdf/black_lgbt. pdf 

5. http://www.hrc.org/files/assets/resources/ 
Hatecrimesandviolenceagainstlgbtpeople_2009. pdf 

6. http://www.state.gov/secretary/ 
rm/2011/12/178368.htm 
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Singled Out 
Tamara Winfrey Harris (2012} 

Steve Harvey is convinced you could use a few les
sons in being "a lady." So he says in his relation
ship advice tome, Act Like a Lady; Think Like a 
Man, in a chapter titled "Strong, Independent-And 

Lonely-Women." Ladies are those who let men 
take the lead in picking a dinner spot. They don't 
ask a date in for a nightcap until he has earned "the 
cookie" (i.e. sex) after a 90-day probation period. 



Ladies do not fix household items or mow the lawn. 
But "don't be afraid to make a meal or two-the 
kitchen is both your and his friend." 

Though the comedian and radio personality 
avoids mentioning race explicitly in the book, it 
has been targeted to his largely African American 
fan base .... [T]his week [it] debuts on the big 
screen as Think Like a Man, featuring a heavy
hitting black cast including Gabrielle Union, 
Kevin Hart and Chris Brown. Harvey's work is 
but the latest in a narrative that focuses on single 
black women and the alleged missteps that keep 
them from marrying, and it is emblematic of the 
sexist and racist critique and regressive advice 
bombarding black women in the era of the "black 
marriage crisis." 

According to a 2011 report by the Pew Research 
Center, barely half of U.S. adults are married-a 
record low. (In 1960, 72 percent of all adults were 
married; today, just 51 percent are.) And Americans 
are not alone. The role of marriage is evolving all 
over the world. Nevertheless, much ado is made of 
the fact that black Americans marry at lower rates 
than their white counterparts. According to 2010 
census data, 47 percent of the black population age 
15 and older have never been married, compared to 
about 26 percent of white Americans. 

We are told this is cause for alarm-that the 
dearth of "strong black families" is to blame for 
poverty, high incarceration rates, poor educa
tional performance by black children and a longer 
litany of ills. The media has embraced this notion 
of crisis, but their focus isn't so much the not
marrying of black people, but the not-marrying 
of black women. It is rare coverage that does not 
turn on the fact that black women are about half 
as likely to marry as their white counterparts. 
Experts offer a variety of explanations for this 
gap, including the lasting legacy of slavery; high 
incarceration rates of black males; demographics 
(there are simply more American black women 
than men); and the success gap: Black women 
outnumber black men in higher education more 
than 2 to 1, which often creates a wedge of oppor
tunity and class. 

But data reveal black men to be as uncoupled as 
their female counterparts and most black women do 
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wed (the percentage of black women over 35 who 
have never married is less than 39 percent); never
theless, black women are singled out by the media to 
be pitied and blamed for their marital status. There 
has emerged a sort of what's-wrong-with-sisters
and-why-aren't-they-married industrial complex. 

In 2009, ABC News' Nightline explored the 
phenomena of unmarried black women with the 
segment "Single, Black, Female-And Plenty of 
Company." The following year, the program hosted 
a panel discussion to answer the question, "Why 
Can't a Successful Black Woman Find a Man?" 
CNN has also fretted about the issue, wondering in 
2010 whether black churches or single mothers are 
to blame for rampant black female singleness, and 
in 2011 whether a dearth of good black men is the 
problem and whether black women should give up 
on their male counterparts altogether. 

Harvey's bestseller is but one of a glut of books 
aimed at setting black women on the right course. 
NPR contributor Jimi Izrael names the problem 
plaguing black women "the Denzel Principle" in 
his 2010 book by the same name. Black women 
have standards that are just too high, argues Izrael. 
They expect partners on a par with actor Denzel 
Washington or President Barack Obama. In his 2011 
book, Is Marriage for White People?, Stanford Law 
School professor Ralph Richard Banks suggests 
that black women date nonblack men to level the 
romantic playing field. 

It has also become de rigueur for R&B artists to 
weigh in on love and marriage during media tours. 
In a 2011 video interview with gossip site Necole
Bitchie.com, actor and crooner Tyrese warned black 
women not to "independent your way into loneli
ness." Barely a month later, R&B singer Robin 
Thicke weighed in on the black marriage question 
in an Essence interview, saying, "Maybe the women 
have to take better care of their men. Maybe you're 
being too stubborn. Maybe you're not saying you're 
sorry. You have to take good care of him, too. You 
have to give love to get love." 

Maybe black women want too much. Maybe they 
don't know how to treat men or choose them. Maybe 
they are too independent. Surely there must be some
thing wrong with them if they are not being chosen as 
wives. The media's eagerness to abet this narrative is 
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as frustrating as society's willingness to digest it. 
The message reveals a patriarchal view of male/ 

female relationships that positions women as 
objects of conquest rather than agents who make 
their own choices. Women should bend them
selves to be more attractive to men; they should be 
less-less educated, less independent, less discern
ing, less themselves. While it is not surprising that 
many of the most prominent voices on the issue 
are not women, but men, the hyper-focus on black 
women's marital status has its roots in a particu
lar intersection of sexism and racism. Behind the 
relationship "advice" is the specter of Sapphire
the stereotype of the black woman as unfeminine, 
emasculating and unattractive-named for an over
bearing character on Amos 'n' Andy. That black 
women are single in large numbers, that they are 
advancing in education and careers, that they head 
so many households, that they are independent is 
deemed proof of their deficiency as women. The 

trumpeting of statistics and media bias also creates 
a narrowed picture of black womanhood, effec
tively erasing married women, women who don't 
wish to marry and queer women. 

All this hand-wringing misses the point. What 
we should be focusing on-no matter what race
is how marriage's place in our culture is shifting 
and how that shift might affect public policy and 
gender roles. We miss an opportunity to discuss 
how we can remake marriage for a new century, 
just as gay couples have been doing, or learn to 
live without it as the centerpiece of our society. We 
miss a chance to talk about solving the success gap 
or reforming the criminal-justice system. Instead 
we fret about black women and encourage them 
to make concessions-to lower their standards, to 
give up claims on equality, to blame their faiths 
and their single mothers-a position that moves no 
one closer to healthy and successful relationships. 
That's the real crisis. 
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Lullabies Behind Bars 
Beth Schwartzapfel (2009) 

It's the middle of the day, and Rachael Irwin, 
27, scurries across the floor on her hands and 
knees, playing peekaboo with her 10-month-old 
daughter, Gabriella. The baby's big blue eyes dance 
with delight. Like many children her age, Gabriella 
is in day care. Unlike most children her age, though, 
Gabriella is in prison. She and her mother are par
ticipating in the Bedford Hills (N.Y.) Correctional 
Facility's nursery program, one of only nine pro
grams in the country that allow incarcerated women 
to keep their babies with them after they give birth. 

Nationwide, nearly 2 million kids have parents 
in prison. ''These children are sort of victims by 
default," says Paige Ransford, research associate at 
the Center for Women in Politics and Public Policy at 
the University of Massachusetts Boston and coauthor 

of the recent report "Parenting from Prison." Many 
of the children go live with grandparents or other 
relatives; IO percent of incarcerated mothers report 
that their children are placed in foster care. About 
half are separated from their siblings. These children 
are more likely than their peers to experience social 
developmental difficulties and to be in trouble with 
the law later in life. 

In the case of women who enter the system as 
mothers-to-be, the usual excitement of pregnancy is 
replaced with a sense of dread. The choices that, on 
the outside, are understood to be a woman's right
such as where and how to give birth, and whether or 
not to breastfeed-are transferred from the woman 
to bureaucrats and officers at the state Department 
of Corrections (DOC). 



Of the 112,459 women incarcerated in the 
United States as of 2006, about 4,300-4 percent of 
women in state custody and 3 percent in federal
were pregnant when they entered prison. In the vast 
majority of cases, babies are removed from their 
mothers immediately after birth and placed with 
relatives or in foster care. However, a small but 
growing number of states are recognizing that the 
mother-child bond formed in the first few months 
of life is crucial to the child's development, and that 
the bond need not be broken. 

"We're definitely seeing more states grapple 
with what it means to send women, some of whom 
are pregnant, to prison," says Sarah From, direc
tor of public policy and communications for the 
Women's Prison Association (WPA). Eight states 
now have programs to house female offenders 
together with their newborns, and West Virginia is 
slated to begin a program this year. 

These programs vary widely in the length of time 
babies are allowed to stay with their incarcerated 
mothers and in the services they provide. South 
Dakota allows babies to stay for just 30 days-with 
the mother in her regular cell-while Washington 
state allows children to stay for up to three years 
with their mothers in a separate wing of the prison. 
The Washington facility offers a federal Early Head 
Start program for prenatal health and infant-toddler 
development, and partners with the nonprofit Prison 
Doula Project to provide doula services to the 
women during and after their pregnancies. 

The Bedford Hills program is the oldest and largest 
in the country, with its own nursery wing and space 
for up to 29 mother-baby pairs. Women live with 
their babies in bright rooms stuffed with donated toys 
and clothes. During the day, while the women attend 
DOC-mandated drug counseling, anger management, 
vocational training, and parenting classes, their 
children attend a day care center staffed by inmates 
who have graduated from an intensive two-year early 
childhood associate training program. 
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Although the idea of babies living the first 
months of their lives behind bars is sad to 
contemplate, many experts say that separating 
them from their mothers is far worse. "If a woman 
is serving a short sentence and can look forward to 
a life with her child ... so much research addresses 
the importance of that early bonding relationship," 
says Sylvia Mignon, associate professor and direc
tor of the graduate program in human services at 
UMass Boston and coauthor, with Ransford, of the 
"Parenting from Prison" report. "The reality is, an 
infant does not know that she is in prison. All she 
knows is that she's getting the warmth and love 
and attention of this wonderful being called mom." 
Among women serving sentences of more than a 
decade, however, there is no clear consensus on 
what's best for the child; the Bedford Hills program 
generally accepts only women serving sentences of 
five years or less. "We don't want to create a bond 
that's guaranteed to be broken," says the children's 
center program director, Bobby Blanchard. 

Unlike in the general prison population, doors in 
the program's wing are never locked; inmates come 
and go freely in order to warm bottles, do laundry, 
and comfort crying children out of the earshot of 
other sleeping babies. Rooms are decorated with 
photographs and handmade posters that say things 
like "Loving yourself is something to be proud of!" 
Danielizz Negron, 23, rocks her four-month-old son, 
Jeremiah, while he naps in a stroller. She was six 
months pregnant when, after a year of fighting bur
glary charges, she accepted a plea deal and turned 
herself in. "If I had not known about this program, I 
would not have came in. I would have been in Mex
ico somewhere by now," she says, only half-joking. 

As the number of prison nurseries continues to 
grow, some caution against becoming overly san
guine. They're wonderful programs, says the WP A's 
Sarah From, but our priority should be working in 
the community to put fewer women in prison rather 
than looking to build more prison nurseries. 
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My Grandmother Washes Her Feet in 
the Sink of the Bathroom at Sears 

Mohja Kahf (2003) 

My grandmother puts her feet in the sink 

of the bathroom at Sears 
to wash them in the ritual washing for prayer, 

wudu, 

because she has to pray in the store or miss 

the mandatory prayer time for Muslims 

She does it with great poise, balancing 
herself with one plump matronly arm 

against the automated hot-air hand dryer, 
after having removed her support knee-highs 

and laid them aside, folded in thirds, 
and given me her purse and her packages to hold 
so she can accomplish this august ritual 

and get back to the ritual of shopping for housewares 

Respectable Sears matrons shake their heads and frown 
as they notice what my grandmother is doing, 

an affront to American porcelain, 
a contamination of American Standards 
by something foreign and unhygienic 

requiring civic action and possible use of disinfectant 

spray 
They fluster about and flutter their hands and I can see 

a clash of civilizations brewing in the Sears bathroom 

My grandmother, though she speaks no English, 
catches their meaning and her look in the mirror says, 
I have washed my feet over Jznik tile in Istanbul 
with water from the world's ancient irrigation systems 

I have washed my feet in the bathhouses of Damascus 

over painted bowls imported from China 

among the best families of Aleppo 

And if you Americans knew anything 

about civilization and cleanliness, 
you'd make wider washbins, anyway 

My grandmother knows one culture-the right one, 
as do these matrons of the Middle West. For them, 
my grandmother might as well have been squatting 
in the mud over a rusty tin in vaguely tropical squalor, 
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Mexican or Middle Eastern, it doesn't matter which, 
when she lifts her well-groomed foot and puts it over 

the edge. 
"You can't do that," one of the women protests, 

turning to me, "Tell her she can't do that." 
"We wash our feet five times a day," 

my grandmother declares hotly in Arabic. 

"My feet are cleaner than their sink. 
Worried about their sink, are they? 

I should worry about my feet!" 
My grandmother nudges me, "Go on, tell them." 

Standing between the door and the mirror, I can see 
at multiple angles, my grandmother and the other 

shoppers, 

all of them decent and goodhearted women, diligent 
in cleanliness, grooming, and decorum 
Even now my grandmother, not to be rushed, 

is delicately drying her pumps with tissues from her 

purse 
For my grandmother always wears well-turned pumps 
that match her purse, I think in case someone 

from one of the best families of Aleppo 
should run into her-here, in front of the Kenmore 

display 

I smile at the midwestern women 
as if my grandmother has just said something lovely 

about them 
and shrug at my grandmother as if they 
had just apologized through me 
No one is fooled, but I 

hold the door open for everyone 
and we all emerge on the sales floor 
and lose ourselves in the great common ground 
of housewares on markdown. 

Source: E-mails from Scheherazad (University Press of Florida, 
2003) 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 8 

1. What are some myths about the normative U.S. family? How do these myths help to perpetuate 
patriarchal power? How do they disadvantage most real families? 

2. How are families both places of comfort, security, and nurture and at the same time places of 
domination, conflict, and violence? 

3. How do social institutions reinforce power relations in the family? How does the family often reflect 
power relations of the dominant social order? 

4. What conflicts do women face between work and family? How do other social institutions such as 
media, religion, education, and government create and reproduce this conflict? What alternatives do 
feminist critiques of traditional marriage and traditional notions of the workplace offer? 

5. What are feminist arguments for and against marriage equality? What alternatives to marriage do some 
feminists offer and why? 
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c H A p T E R 

Work Inside and 
Outside the Home 

Worldwide, work, both paid and unpaid, and inside and outside the home, is a gendered 
phenomenon whereby certain activities are coded feminine and others masculine, and 
where the latter tends to be valued more. No matter who actually performs certain kinds 
of work like housework, it is devalued (even though when men perform household labor, 
especially child rearing, it is often noted and celebrated). But the reality is that humans 
who identify as women are much more likely to do such devalued labor, and to be paid less 
than those who identify as men for the work they do. So while work is a gendered analytic 
construct, and there are social discourses and "regimes of truth" that construct meaning 
for work activities, there are important material realities for individuals performing the 
tasks of human subsistence. Most people who identify as women work outside the home 
whether they are married or have children or not. Indeed, 40 percent of all families with 
children in the home have women as the primary breadwinner, and a major proportion of 
these are single women. If you factor in the work that women also do in the home, then 
women are working very hard. In other words, in the United States and around the world, 
women work long hours because work for them often involves unpaid domestic labor and 
care of dependent family members as well as paid labor. In addition, when they do get paid 
for their work, women tend to earn lower wages compared with men and are less likely 
to have control over the things they produce and the wages they receive. In this chapter 
we examine both domestic unpaid labor and women's employment in the labor force, the 
latter discussion focusing on the global economy and the changing nature and patterns of 
women's labor force participation, the dual economy, and the gender gap in wages. 

UNPAID LABOR IN THE HOME 
···'· g .. - ..• : ...... --·~· 

work done in the home is often not considered work at all: It is sometbirig done in the name 
of love, or because, somehow, one group of humans is better programmed to do this than 
others. The humorist Dave Barry, for example, declares that 85 percent of men in the United 
States are "cleaning impaired," satirizing the supposed ineptitude or lack of participation in 
domestic activities on the part of men, (what Terrance Heath in the reading "Will Marriage 

. ·Equality Lead to Equ<!l §h~ng-of Housetvork'?:~. calls tire ~bumbling dad" stereotype), as 
normalized or natural. The point, though; is ¢~t there is nothing natural about the fact that 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Housework and Technology 

The conventional wisdom would suggest that modern household inventions have 
saved time and energy for homemakers. But is that the case? Have technological 
innovations freed women from household chores? Or have they created more 
work for women in the home? 

Take a look at Susan Strasser's Never Done: A History of American Housework 
and Ruth Schwartz Cowan's More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household 
Technologies from the Open Hearth to the Microwave. What do they suggest 
about the role of household inventions? 

Use these books and a search engine on the Web to research the following 
household appliances. Have they saved time and energy for women? 

• Vacuum cleaner 
• Stove 
• Washing machine 
• Dryer 
• Refrigerator 
• Microwave 

Watch a couple of hours of daytime television and take note of the advertisements. 
What sorts of household products are advertised? What do the ads suggest 
about how these products can make women more efficient homemakers? Do you 
think these items really improve women's lives? What do these ads imply about 
women's responsibilities in the home? Do the ads suggest that men are equally 
responsible for housework? Do they suggest household technologies can help 
men become more efficient homemakers? 

women on the average do more than two-thirds of all household work. The fact that they 
m~J:V~b~tter at it is only because of years of practice. Social discourses about gender that 
assocfate women, the home, and domesticity reinforce the assumption that housework and 
childcare are women's work. This work, often termed "reproductive labor," includes care 
and domestic-related activities such as unpaid housework, the emotional care of family 
members, and the raising of children. Such labor tends to be undervalued as women's 
formal "productive" paid labor in the workforce is prioritized. This is clearly the case 
in analyses of the effects of economic globalization, where statistics often tend to disre
gard reproductive labor. Economic globalization can be defined as processes that inte
grate economies toward a global marketplace or a single world market as illustrated by 
the rapid growth of transnational corporations and complex networks of production and 
consumption. Repr.aductive labor ts:,tarely ·inCluded :in ~ caan~S:-Rati.o~~-of 
p:.P0tl1!101!ivity,suehas :the GNP (gross national product) and GDP (g~oss ci~~-estic product). 
See the sidebar "Domestic Workers' Bill of Rights" below for more information about the 
transference of reproductive labor to the paid labor force. 

In the reading "Maid to Order," Barbara Ehrenreich focu_ses on the politics of house
work in contemporary U.S. society. She emphasizes tha(hoiisewotk is riot-<legr.adiii.g 
because it involyes. ma,ooal..ialf"m·~.~~~aus@ifi&~l!iecl~~2:mde~~'1i~~ _ 
tionsb,ip~ that have the potential to, .reprod~ae m.al<Ul(rjmmatiori ftl:lll'll'<::>ne-generatfort to 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Domestic Workers' Bill of Rights 

In 2010 New York became the first state to pass a domestic workers' bill of 
rights, giving nannies, housekeepers, and household cooks the same protec
tions as other workers. The campaign by Domestic Workers United took 6 years 
of work, lobbying, and meetings. The group discovered that only 10 percent of 
domestic workers were provided with health insurance, 26 percent made less 
than minimum wage, and 33 percent had been verbally or physically abused by 
an employer. Ninety-three percent of New York's domestic workers are women, 
and 95 percent are people of color, and so those who are already marginalized 
and vulnerable are most affected by the lack of laws protecting domestic work
ers. To learn more; visit Domestic Workers United's website at www 
.domesticworkersunited.org. 

To learn more about movements for domestic workers' rights worldwide, 
visit the website of the International Domestic Workers' Network at www 
.domesticworkerrights.org and the National Domestic Workers Alliance at www 
.nationa/domesticworkersalliance.org. What does New York's bill provide for domes
tic workers? Why are these conditions important for domestic workers? Where are 
there other campaigns for a domestic workers' bill of rights? What is the status of 
domestic workers' rights in your state? 

~~~Jt. She notes that a contemporary solution to the housework problem among those 
who can afford it is to hire someone else to do the work. That "someone" is most likely a 
woman and very often a woman of color. Paid domestic work is one occupation tradition
ally held by women of color; it is also an occupation that is usually nonunionized and has low 
pay, little power, and few or no benefits. In addition, workers who used to contract services 
directly with employers are now being replaced by corporate cleaning services that control a 
good portion of the housecleaning business. Ehrenreich emphasizes that this new relationship 
between cleaners and those who can afforq to employ them abolishes the traditional ''mistress
maid" relationship and allows middle-class people who are sensitive to the political issues 
involved with hiring servants to avoid confronting these issues and feel less guilt. 

As mentigned above, most researchers who study housdmld labor define it as all tasks 
involved in deaning ag<;l household ·maintenance, purchasing and preparing food, taking 
care of children and/or aging or sick family.members, and garden and yard work. Fam
ily work also involves "kin keeping," discussed below, that includes taking care of the 
emotional needs of family members. Two major findings emerge in the data on house
work. The first concerns the amount of time women and men spend on household work. 
A 2011 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics study shows that women on average spend about 
15 hours and 17 minutes per week on household labor compared to men who spend about 
9 hours and 34 minutes. On an average day 19 percent of men reported doing house
work-such as cleaning or doing laundry--compared with 48 percent of women. Forty 
percent of men did food preparation or cleanup versus 66 percent of women. A 2009 study 
by Joni Hersch reported similar findings with married women completing an average of 
97 minutes per day on housework broadly defined and unmarried women spending an 
average of 67 minutes a day. Hersch also f6umt'1h-aflhoil§~w.er,k:hm.anegativ~~patt'0n 
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Women and Agriculture 

• Women make up 51 percent of the agricultural labor force worldwide. 
• A study of the household division of labor in Bangladeshi villages found that 

women worked almost 12 hours a day-compared with the 8 to 10 hours 
a day worked by men in the same villages. 

• In many regions, women spend up to 5 hours a day collecting fuelwood and 
water and up to 4 hours preparing food. 

• In Africa and Asia, women work about 13 hours more than men each week. 
• In Southeast Asia, women provide up to 90 percent of the labor for rice 

cultivation. 
• In Africa, 90 percent of the work of gathering water and wood, for the house

hold and for food preparation, is done by women. 
• In Pakistan, 50 percent of rural women cultivate and harvest wheat. 
• In the world's least developed countries, 23 percent of rural households are 

headed by women. 
• In Sub-Saharan Africa, women produce up to 80 percent of basic foodstuffs 

both for household consumption and for sale. 
• Women perform from 25 to 45 percent of agricultural field tasks in Colombia 

and Peru. 
• Women constitute 53 percent of the agricultural labor in Egypt. 
• Fewer than 10 percent of women farmers in India, Nepal, and Thailand own 

land. 
• An analysis of credit schemes in five African countries found that women 

received less than 10 percent of the credit awarded to males who own small 
farms. 

• Only 15 percent of the world's agricultural extension agents are women. 

Sources: www.fao.org/genderlen!labb2-e.htm and www.fao.org/genderlenlagrib4-e.htm. 

the· salal!i~s of women, recgardless: 6fthetr e~tj:~ Interestingly, although most stud
ies find that as women's earnings increase compared· with their male partners, they gain 
more leverage over who does the housework, Australian research found that high-earning 
women completed relatively more housework than those women earning less. Wom~n w® 
contrihuted 7.0ip~iCentor:fuor~ 6ftbeweeM:y-kmi.1y income:,s~e<il""'tik.>i1!1;!UJ!0,Wj!tQ~~rk 
.tl;),1ih.e:r~ less;; putti®,g in more MJ_e d~aningiiad coelcing thft:Fi-womert who contributed 
haillf" of fafrt'aH~1" finau.ces. Researchers suggested that for these women, doing extra house
work reflected their need to balance family dynamics by compensating for husbands who 
were not fulfilling traditional masculine roles. 

In other words, although the amount of housework done by U.S. women has dropped 
considerably since the 1960s and the amount of housework done by men has increased, 
women are still doing considerably more housework than men. Married women currently 
perform about two-thirds of all household labor. As discussed in Chapter 8, daughters are 
also more likely to do household work than their brothers with consequences for their leisure 
and other activities. Couples with higher levels of education tend to have,more equitable 
divisions of household labor. Terrance Heath addresses these issues in the reading "Will 
Marriage Equality Lead to Equal Sharing of Housework?" and reports that when it comes 
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to allocating their time, men spend about an additional 40 minutes on sports and leisure 
compared to women and an additional hour and 16 minutes performing work-related activi
ties. In this reading he addresses the issue of marriage equality and explains that opponents 
to gay marriage also usually define themselves as supporters of traditional cultural norms 
endorsing a gender division of labor in the home. They are "defenders" of traditional gender 
performances, he writes, precisely because "they know same-sex marriage undermines the 
cultural norm that keeps the gender-based division oflabor in the home." As a gay man raised 
and willing to do his share of household labor, Heath suggests that "you don't have to marry 
another dude to [support an egalitarian division of labor in the home]. You just have to pick 
up a mop more often, wash a few dishes, [and] change your share of diapers, etc." 

In her 2005 reissue of The Second Shift, sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild writes 
of the "70-30" gender split associated with household work. Similarly, Chloe Bird, also a 
sociologist, suggests that once married, women do about twice the amount of work in the 
home as their spouses, increasing their stress and anxiety. Wheri · wimi~IH~tmfottti-

===!~1~~~~~:::::~~~ 
~·A study from the University of Michigan estimated this husband-created labor 
at about-7 hours a week. This cart cause 'Stre~lfileif'Ptl')blems~•:T.nwata.I, ~ieal 
exhatrslronicfOfwmoom:~toju~~~y r.espon,s-!Pil.iti~~ -pat<!l•em:~lbyffieat. Stud
ies find that couples who are most contented have the m~si flexibility regarding work and 
commitment to sharing responsibilities. According to Neil Chethik in VoiceMale, a book 
on husbands and marriage, men who do more housework and childcare report a better sex 
life with their wives, who have more energy for sexual intimacy when they have fewer 
dishes to wash and lunches to make. Importantly, women are more content with male part
ners who take an active role in the home and this encourages sexual intimacy. 

Cross-national comparisons of the gender gap in housework drawing on data in Japan, 
North America, Scandinavia, Russia, and Hungary by the Institute for Social Research 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Who Does the Work at Your School and 
in Your Home? 

Use the following charts to discover who does various kinds of work at your 
school and in your home. Discuss your findings with your classmates. What 
patterns do you notice? What do your findings suggest about how systems of 
inequality function in the institution of work, both inside and outside the home? 

WHO DOES THE WORK AT YOUR SCHOOL? 

Job Description 

Top administration 

Teaching 

Secretarial 

Groundskeeping 

Electrical/carpentry 

Janitorial 

Food preparation 

Security 

lntercolleqiate coachinq 

White 
Men 

WHO DOES THE WORK IN YOUR HOME? 

Job Description 

Laundry 

Mowing the lawn 

~ Maintai11+ngt~hr 

Person in the 
Family Who 

Generally 
Does This Job 

· .':Brtyj_ng th~~f P'eceries, · _ · •.• 
~-5:ibldTi'g•,!,.;4~: . .::-~~~ ... - - .~ 

Vacuuming 

Making beds 

Cleaning bathroom 

White 
Women 

Men 
of Color 

Women 
of Color 

Sex of Person 
Who Generally 
Does This Job 

Hours per Week 
Spent in Doing 

This Job 

.. .. ..... .. ..• 

.. ·_._;.;,_ ... ,. 

·- ... -.-·. --~ . 

(JSR) indicate that North American men are less egalitarian (meaning equally shar
ing power) than Scandinavians (Swedish men do an average of 24 hours of housework 
a week), but more egalitarian than Japanese men. Russian women do the least amount 
of housework, although they work the most total hours (employed plus domestic work), 
and Hungarian women do the most housework and have the least amount of leisure time. 
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All these comparative data must be interpreted with caution as questions are raised in 
terms of how household labor is defined, whether methods for reporting are standardized, 
and whether a discussion of "women doing less housework" means overall hours or as a 
proportion of total hours performed by women and men. 

One of the most significant issues to consider in terms of the reliability of this house
work data is that much family work is difficult to measure. This is especially true of the 
work involved in "kin keeping": remembering birthdays, sending cards, preparing for holi
days, organizing vacations, keeping in touch with relatives, and providing "spousal career 
support" by entertaining, volunteering, and networking. These tasks are time consuming 
and involve emotional work that is not easily quantified and is often invisible. Women tend 
to perform the bulk of this kin-keeping work. It is important to note that such work cannot 
easily be replaced with hired labor (which of course is usually the labor of another woman, 
often a woman of color, or poor woman). Finally, when it comes to household work, 
women seem to be better at multitasking, and, as a result, often underestimate the work 
they do because they are performing multiple tasks at the same time. As a general trend, 
however, researchers find both women and men over-report the amount of housework they 
do, with men over-reporting at almost twice the rate of women (about 150 percent com
pared to 68 percent). 

The second major finding concerns the gendered division of household labor. This 
means that women and men (and girl and boy children) do different kinds of work in the 
home. According to 2011 U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics data, on an average day women 
spend twice as much time preparing food and drink, three times as much time doing inte
rior cleaning, and almost foUF t~mes as much time doing laundry as did men. Men spend 
twice as much time doing activities related to lawn, garden, and houseplants. and twice as 
much time doing interior and exterior maintenance, repairs, and decoration as did women. 
In other words, women tend to do the repetitive, ongoing, daily kinds of tasks, and men 
are more likely to perform the less repetitive or seasonal tasks, especially if these tasks 
involve the use of tools or machines. Studies show that heterosexual couples are more 
likely to share cooking and childcare and less likely to share cleaning, the bulk of which is 
overwhelmingly performed by females (women and girl children). Some tasks are seen as 
more masculine and some as more feminine. In this way, gender plays a significant role in 
the types of housework men and women perform. 

It is important to note that the "feminine," frequently performed tasks are less optional 
for families and are also more likely to be thought of as boring by both women and men. 
Among heterosexual couples who do share household work there seems to be a focus on 
"equally shared" rather than "equally divided" tasks. Equally shared means that couples 
negotiate who does what to provide equity rather than divide up all tasks and each do an 
equal amount (equally divided). Although equal sharing takes into account personal prefer
ences, efficiency, and vested interest and often is more "workable," it can run the risk of 
replicating gender-stereotyped behaviors that ultimately lead to inequities in the division 
of labor in the home. 

Many readers are probably remembering their father doing the housework or have 
a male partner who shares equally in domestic labor. AccotiliBg to severru sfudies, men 
with ahfgli~r edueationare ;tR©r-e.~ytu:tJfolC~p~4pi~-. Although there have been 
changes over the past decades with more men taking on household responsibilities and 
"helping out," it is important to note how the term helping assumes that it is someone 
else's responsibility. Nonetheless, it is important to state that housework, although often 
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HISTORICAL MOMENT Wages for Housework 

JA'~~~<?:·~1t~4f~.s:·om~tim~·~~~11t1riivv0~~t:~f~~1~~1,t~~~~~~6'flii5~;~'; 
wpr,lq,'~ •. i.raG0m:i,gi' Worfdwide, women's~rnf)a:i~:lal!>'ot'isi:esffffia'-te't!l'a'l!!fi:\~,n~..,. 
!t~r:i. ·~arty in the women's movement, feminists made the connection between 
women's unpaid labor and the profits accumulated by the businesses that relied 
on women's household and child-rearing work to support the waged laborers 
who produced goods and capital. They argued, then, that women should be 
compensated for the domestic labor that is taken for granted and yet depended 
on to maintain capitalist economies. 

Several groups agitated for wages for housework, and in 1972 the International 
Wages for Housework (WFH) Campaign was organized by women in developing 
and industrialized countries to agitate for compensation for the unpaid work 
women do. They argued that this goal could best be reached by dismantling the 
military-industrial complex. In 1975 the International Black Women for Wages for 
Housework (IBWWFH) Campaign, an international network of women of color, 
formed to work for compensation for unwaged and low-waged work and to 
ensure that challenging racism was not separated from challenging sexism and 
other forms of discrimination. 

Few American feminists advocated this position, although it constituted a sig-
nificant position f~rpinis~illlf:EUJ'.RJ,le .• Some feminists opposed the campaign, 
arguing that ·~ ',~·; · · .. ' ~"1):'(ijf.('W~t - 1#EfAJ',§i1i!i!fle..'f.fmrlllh\'e· 
h~Q~~~~r.u:t, .~'!iro~~ ,·: '. ;;"~ geilo~::a 
Both the WFH and IBWWFH campaigns remained active into the early 2000s, 
advocating change in the ways women's work is valued and rewarded. They 
were involved in a campaign for pay equity and a global women's strike. 

dreary and repetitive, can also be creative and more interesting than some paid labor. And, 
although raising children is among the hardest work of all, it is also full of rewards. Men 
who do not participate in household work and childcare miss the joys associated with this 
work even while they have the privilege of being free to do other things. 

PAID LABOR 

Trends and Legalities 

The reading "A Brief History of Working Women" by sociologists Sharlene Hesse-Biber 
and Gregg Lee Carter overviews the changes in women's labor force participation over the 
p~t centuries for different groups of women. Briefly, as U.S. society became industrial
ized in the nineteenth century,_ the traditional subsistence economies of producing what 
families needed to survive from the home, takirig iri work (like spinning or washing), 
or working in others' homes or on their land were changed in favor of a more distinct 
separation between work and home. Factories were established, employees were congre
gated under one roof (and thus more easily controlled), and emerging technologies started 
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mass-producing goods. Instead of making products in the home for family consumption, 
people were working outside the home and spending their earnings on these mass-produced 
goods. Urban centers grew up around these sites of production, and ordinary people tended 
to work long hours in often very poor conditions. These harsh conditions associated with 
women's wage labor coincided with continuing domestic servitude in the home. This dou
ble day of work was recognized by scholars over a hundred years ago and is still a central 
aspect of women's lives today. 

At the same time that working-class women and children were working in factories, 
mines, and sweatshops, the middle-class home came to be seen as a haven from the cruel 
world, and middle-class women were increasingly associated with this sphere. From this 
developed the "cult of true womanhood"-prescriptions for white, middle-class femininity 
that included piety, purity, and domesticity. Although th¢se riotions of femininity ,could be 
achieved only by privileged white women given structural arrangements in society, such 
norms came to influence women generally. At the same time, some women were starting 
to enter higher education. With the founding of Oberlin Collegial Institute in 1833, other 
women's colleges such as Mount Holyoke, Bryn Mawr, and Wellesley were established as 
the century progressed. In addition, state universities (beginning with Utah in 1850) started 
admitting women. By the turn of the century, there were cohorts of (mostly privileged 
white) women who were educated to be full political persons and who helped shape the 
Progressive Era of the early twentieth century with a focus on reform and civic leadership. 
These women entered the labor force in relatively large numbers, and many chose a career 
over marriage and the family. 

As the twentieth century progressed, more women entered the public sphere. The 
years of the Great Depression slowed women's advancement, and it was not until World 
War II that women were seen working in traditionally male roles in unprecedented num.:: 
bers. The government encouraged this transition, and many women were, for the first time, 
enjoying decent wages. All this would end after the war as women were encouraged or 
lorced to returh to the home so that men could claim their jobs in the labor force. Childcare 
centers were dism<Ultled, and the. . , z~~,messa.ges of the l 9.5f>s en®~~ 
to;:stayM.tn<MElld partake.mthe:rapl:lJ , ~i~gcensmriet"s0ei:efy. The social and cultural 
upheavals of the 1960s and the civil rights and women's movements fought for legislation 
to help women gain more power in the workplace. 

The most important legislative gains include, first, th~ual Pa~:t~.h 

prot~~ .W-et!~d .. ~'~rll~~u~~~X·~·w.ork:ii.il;ie,~~. ~@QJis~~~ •. 
frl>m 1>ex'-based-w»;ge di:scFhni'ifation: •. "fibis is tb:e "equal pay• for eqq@l_w,~~: Jaw. Second, 
Title VII of the CWilr Righ~i:lt'.~ilrohlbirs ~cfifllfuation in-e~li'l~~eu.tJiaa~ 
race, color, religion, sex; an()/er national pri~ in establisbwen.tsi. witll4~~~empl..QY~.: 

• --a -- .... • •" •- • - Wit"•-. ---·- - -. '"··· # _#,-. 
It makes it illegal for employers to discriminate against these protected classes in terms of the 
conditions and privileges of employment (hiring, firing, pay, promotion, etc.). Title VII said 
that gender could not be used as a criterion in employment except where there is a "bona fide 
occupational qualification," meaning it is illegal unless an employer can prove that gender is 
crucial to job performance (for example, hiring male janitors in men's bathrooms). For the 
most part, the law had little influence until 1972 with the enforcement of the Equal Employ
!Jlenn1pportunity Commission that had been established fa 1965. The courts have fine-tuned 
Title VII over the years, and it remains the most important legislation that protects working 
women and people of color. For example, in 2009 the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Pay Act, the first bill 
signed into law by U.S. President Barack Obama, amends Title VII by stating that the 180-day 
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statute of limitations for filing an equal-pay lawsuit regarding pay discrimination resets with 
each new paycheck affected by that discriminatory action. This legislation overturns previous 
time limits imposed on discrimination claims. Lilly Ledbetter was a production supervisor at 
a Goodyear tire plant in Alabama who filed an equal-pay lawsuit regarding pay discrimina
tion under Title VII, 6 months before her early retirement in 1998. The courts gave opposite 
verdicts and eventually the case went to the U.S. Supreme Court in 2007, which ruled that 
Ledbetter' s complaint was null because of time limits. The 2009 Act amended this ruling. 

In 1976 the Supreme Court expanded the interpretation of Title VII to include discrimi
nation on the basis of pregnancy as sex discrimination, and in l,-,,3 &e• Ra:miliy~~atjla Medi~ 
Leave·A.'Cl was passsed. It protected all workers by guaranteeing llftp>ai~ ie"ll~e and protectfon 
of employment as a result of caring for a sick family member or the birth or adoption of a 
child. Irr 1986 the Supreme:Caurt declared sexual harassment a form of sex discrirlliil~tidn 
and in 1993 broadened this ruling by stating that people suing on the basis of sexual harass
ment did not have to prove that they had suffered "concrete psychological harm." Sexual 
harassment legislation made a distinction between quid pro quo (sexual favors are required 
in return for various conditions of employment) and hostile work environment (no explicit 
demand for an exchange of sexual acts for work-related conditions but being subjected to 
a pattern of harassment as part of the work environment). In a poll conducted by the Wall 
Street Journal and NBC, 44 percent of working women said they had been discriminated 
against because of their gender and one-third said they had experienced sexual harassment. 
Scholars emphasize that such harassment denies employment opportunities and threatens 
physical safety and integrity. It is important to note that although some states have enforced 
state- and local-level legal protections against harassment targeted at LGBTQ individuals, 
currently 30 states have no protection. Trans people are especially prone to job discrimina
tion and harassment and may have little to no recourse. 

Third, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act that was enacted in 1968, and 
amended in 1978 and 1986, outlaws mandatory retirement and prohibits employers with 
20 or more employees from g.iscri~ating on the basis of age,.proteetlliitindivi~~s;wlfu~ 
are 40 ye.ars of age ap.d oldei:. In 2005 courts restricte-d.-~is law by interpreting it narrowly. 
Generally groups suing under Title VII of the CivifRights Act of 1964 do not need to 
prove intentional discrimination and can declare "disparate impact" and claim they were 
disproportionately harmed by an employer's policy or behavior. Many courts now refuse to 
allo)Y Ql~r WOf~~:Sto bring disparate-impact claims and require them to prove intentional 
_l!arm.~FourttJ.,_t.heAme~&Wifn,~Mftfe8~ef(®:A.3;6fl99@;1)rohibits employment 
discnmination against qualified individuals with disabilities. · a · .. 

Finally, affirmative action policies that encouraged employers to take gender and race 
into account~in tenns of hiring were first initiated by President Kennedy in the 1960s. Since 
that time', affirmative action has helped diversify the workplace and encouraged the hiring 
of women and people of color. However, there is a lot of misunderstanding as well as seri
ous hostility associated with affirmative action, as evidenced by the dismantling of affirma
tive action guidelines in many states. Basically, affirmative action creates positive steps to 
increase the representation of women and people of color in areas of employ~ educa
tion, and government from which they may have been historically excluded. 'Affirmative 
action encourages the diversification of the job pool, but it does not-~~6onrag@;,1;J;ie:~ 
of unqualified women.or people of.color. It is a misunderstanding of these policies to think 
that white males now have a hard time getting jobs because they are being undercut by 
unqualified women or people of color. 
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The Dual Labor Market and the Changing Economy 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century it is important to understand the changing 
nature of the workplace in the United States and the connections between U.S. corpo
rate capitalism and the global economy. Capitalism is an economic system based on the 
pursuit of profit and the principle of private ownership. Such a system creates inequality 
because this profit comes in part from surplus value created from the labor of workers. 
In other words, workers produce more value than they receive in wages, this differ
ence or surplus being reinvested into capital accumulation and corporate profit. The 
U.S. economy is able to maintain this profit accumulation through the perpetuation of 
a "dual labor market" that provides a "primary" market, with relatively high wages and 
employee benefits and protections for workers, and a "secondary" market, where work
ers (disproportionately women and people of color) receive lower wages, fewer benefits, 
and less opportunity for advancement. For example, employees in the beauty industry 
tend to be working in the secondary market. Along with low pay and few benefits, work
ers are often exposed to occupational health risks. The reading "Color Me Nontoxic" by 
Momo Chang discusses the health risks associated with women working in nail salons. 

What Is Sexual Harassment? 

Sexual harassment is legally defined as unwelcome sexual advances or requests for 
sexual favors. It also includes any verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature 
when the following criteria are met: 

• Submission is made explicitly or implicitly a term or condition of an 
individual's employment. 

• Submission to or rejection of such conduct by an individual is used as the basis 
for employment decisions affecting that individual. 

• Such conduct has the purpose or effect of substantially interfering with an 
individual's work performance or creating an intimidating, hostile, or offen
sive working environment. 

Sexual harassment may include physical conduct, verbal conduct, or nonverbal 
conduct such as sexual gestures or pornographic pictures. 

TWO TYPES OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT 

Quid Pro Quo 
Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or 
physical conduct of a sexual nature constitute quid pro quo sexual harassment 
when: 

Submission to such conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly a term or 
condition of an individual's employment or submission to or rejection of 
such conduct by an individual is used as the basis for employment decisions 
affecting that individual. 
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Hostile Work Environment 

In determining whether or not an environment is hostile, it must be determined 
whether or not the conduct unreasonably interfered with an individual's work 
performance or created an intimidating, hostile, or offensive work environment. 

The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) suggests that the courts 
look at the following criteria: 

• Whether the conduct was verbal, physical, or both 
• How frequently the conduct was repeated 
• Whether the conduct was hostile or patently offensive 
• Whether the alleged harasser was a coworker or a supervisor 
• Whether others joined in perpetrating the harassment 
• Whether the harassment was directed at more than one individual 
• Whether the remarks were hostile and derogatory 
• Whether the harasser singled out the charging party 
• Whether the charging party participated in the exchange 
• The relationship between the charging party and alleged harasser 

The Supreme Court established a two-pronged test for determining a hostile 
environment: 

1. The conduct must "be severe or pervasive enough to create an objectively 
hostile or abusive environment that a reasonable person would find hostile or 
abusive." 

2. The victim must "subjectively perceive the environment to be abusive." 

Bernice Sandler of the National Association of Women in Education reports that 
surveys indicate that up to 30 percent of female college students and 70 percent 
of women in the workplace have been sexually harassed. 

IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Advocate with your elected representatives for an increase in the minimum 
wage. 

• Encourage your school to analyze pay equity and to make corrections where 
needed. 

• Write your elected representatives to encourage legislation and funding for 
childcare. 

• Investigate exploitative employment practices of major national and multinational 
corporations and launch boycotts to demand improved conditions for workers. 

• Encourage your elected representatives to support affirmative action. 

Workers are routinely exposed to hazardous toxins that jeopardize health. The reading 
describes an entrepreneur, Uyen Nguyen, who opened a "green" nail salon that does 
not use toxic nail products. Similarly the reading "Virtuous Valentine? Think Again" 
by Hannah Levintova addresses the problematic work experiences of those involved in 
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industries catering to products for Valentine's Day. The dual labor market also maintains 
profit through globalization strategies, discussed below. 

In terms of the changing nature of the U.S. economy, three features stand out. First, 
new technologies (especially electronic communications) have revolutionized work and, 
in some cases, replaced workers and made some jobs obsolete. In cases where technol
ogy cannot replace workers, jobs have been exported overseas to take advantage of lower 
wages. Second, there has been a huge increase in the service sector and a shift from manu
facturing to service-sector work. This has brought a change in the kinds of skills workers 
need in order to compete in this sector, reflecting the dual labor market and its distinctions 
between high-skilled service work (e.g., financial consultants, public relations) and low
paid and low-skilled service work (food service, child and elderly care). Women and peo
ple of color are more likely found in the latter part of the service sector, illustrating the 
ways the economy is a conduit for the maintenance of systems of inequality and privilege. 
Consequences of the dual labor market are discussed in the _sections below on women's 
labor force participation and issues of pay equity. 

Third, economies around the world are increasingly connected to, and positioned dif
ferently within, a global economy. As explained in other chapters, globalization refers to 
the processes by which regional economies, societies, and cultures have become integrated 
through an interconnected global network of communication, transportation, and trade. As 
mentioned above, economic globalization is a component of these processes and involves 
the integration of national economies toward a global marketplace or a single world mar
ket as illustrated by the rapid growth of transnational corporations and complex networks 
of production and consumption. Wealthy nations in the global north have more influence 
in this global !Ilarketplace; in part becau.~eof t.heir.ihfl.uen~911.ancL.with SU!Jh inswtutions 
like the World Trade Organization (WTO). and the World Bank. The WTO is an interna
tional financial institution that provides loans to developing countries for capital programs 
with certain social and economic strings attached, too complex to go into here. Basically 
the WTO supervises and regulates international trade deals by providing frameworks for 
negotiating and formalizing trade agreements. The WTO currently has 153 members and 
is governed by a general council and a conference every two years. The World Bank is 
involved with loans and foreign investment and thus has power over international trade and 
economic globalization generally. China became a member of the World Bank in 1980 and 
is rapidly becoming a powerful economic force in contributing a significant proportion of 
economic global growth each year. 

Global multinational corporations have grown in size and influence, and mergers have 
resulted in a smaller number of corporations controlling a larger part of the global market. 
They have immense power and influence and often no longer correspond to national bor
ders, functioning outside the jurisdiction of nation states. Because many U.S.-based corpo
rations rely on the cheaper, nonunionized labor force and looser environmental restrictions 
outside the United States, much manufacturing and increasingly service work is done 
overseas. As shown in the sidebar "Global Employment Trends for Women," such pro
cesses of economic globalization involve vast numbers of women traveling across state 
borders and serving as cheap labor. In addition it encourages the immigration of women 
in both the formal economy of globalization (electronics and garment work) and the infor
mal economy (childcare, sex work, street vendoring) in the United States. As discussed 
in Chapter 11, the military has close ties to globalizing economies, creating what scholars 
call the military-industrial complex. Military operations and the presence of international 
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military forces in developing countries serve in part to "stabilize" these nations and pro
tect foreign business interests such as oil or other resources, often in the name of forging 
"peace" or "democracy." 

The effects of the global economy include profound inequalities between rich and poor 
nations as well as between rich and poor citizens within individual countries. Often these ine
qualities are based on older inequities resulting from nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century 
colonization and imperialism. For individual women, although multinational corporations do 
give women a wage, they often upset subsistence economies and cause migration and cul
tural dislocation, which encourages increasing consumerism, sex trading, and the pollution 
of fragile environments. Women often work in poor and unhealthy conditions for little pay. 
In addition, many thousands of U.S. workers have lost their jobs as corporations have moved 
productive processes overseas. These events are not random but part of a broader pattern of 
global capitalist expansion. In "Virtuous Valentine? Think Again," Levintova illustrates all 
the above points in her example of the corporatization of Valentine's Day and the global 
implications of consumption during this holiday. In this short essay she examines the 
social, economic, and environmental politics associated with the production and purchase 
of flowers, chocolate, and greeting cards. 

Women's Ltzbor Force Participation 

The major change in terms of trends in women's workforce participation has been the 
increase in the number of women who were in paid employment or looking for work as the 
last c~ntury progressed. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that this number grew 
fro~ 5:~nlierr4n 1900>-to 1g:¢·1mlHon.:m,1-9.59-a.n~ mere than 7lH:nillienin2QJr3,-women 
made up 18 percent of the labor force in 1900, almost 30 percent in 1950, and almost 50 per
cent of all workers in 2013. About 58 percent of women in the United States are working in 
the labor force, and of these, about a third are women of color. Approximately 71 percent of 
U.S. mothers with children younger than age 18 and 55 percent of those with infant children 
are in the labor force. In addition, about two-thirds of mothers generally are breadwinners or 
co-breadwinners. Only approximately one in five families involves a stay-at-home mother 
who does not also work outside the home, and, as already mentioned in Chapter 8, accord
ing to a 2013 Pew Research Center study, 4 in 10 U.S. households with children younger 
than age 18 now include a mother who is either the sole or primary earner for her family. 
This means that women are not only more likely to be the primary caregivers in a family, 
but increasingly the primary breadwinners too. In terms of the latter, this reflects evolving 
family dynamics where it has become more acceptable and expected for married women 
to join the workforce, even those with young children, and especially for single women to 
raise children alone (of those 4 in 10 households mentioned above, two-thirds are headed 
by single mothers). It also reflects the economic recession in the United States with men 
disproportionately employed in industries such as construction and manufacturing that have 
been especially hard hit. Economics also shape attitudes about women working, along with 
a loosening of traditional norms about gender in recent decades. For example, about a third 
of mothers in the Pew study reported that their ideal situation would be to work full-time 
(compared to 20 percent of women who said this as recent as 2007). 

The reading, "The Triumph of the Working Mother" by Stephanie Coontz, addresses 
the contemporary situation of U.S. mothers working in both the labor force and at home. 
She discusses the benefits for mothers in terms of physical and mental health, and especially 
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Global Employment Trends for Women, 2012 

• Globally, gender gaps in the economic indicators of unemployment and 
employment trended towards convergence in the period 2002 to 2007, but 
with reversals coinciding with the period of the crisis from 2008 to 2012 in 
many regions. The gender gap in labour force participation, examined over a 
longer period of the last two decades, shows convergence in the 1990s, but lit
tle to no convergence in the 2000s, with increasing gaps in some regions like 
South Asia and Central and Eastern Europe. Demographic and behavioural 
change appears to have added to the impact of the crisis, to reverse conver
gence in regions harder hit by the crisis, such as the advanced economies and 
Central and Eastern Europe. 

• Economic indicators of job quality, such as gender gaps in vulnerability and 
occupational segregation show significant gaps for 2012. An indicator for 
sectoral segregation could be observed over a long run period of two decades, 
and showed women crowding into services sectors, in both developed and 
developing countries .... 

THE CRISIS 

• The immediate context of this summary is the financial and economic crisis. 
The policy stimulus of 2009 gave way to austerity in 2011-12, that in 2012 led 
to a double dip in GDP growth in some countries. The 29 million net jobs lost 
during the global economic crisis have not been recovered. The Eurozone crisis 
combined with the "fiscal cliff" threat in the United States, have generated 
downside risks to growth. The IMF's downgrade of global GDP growth for 
2013, from 3.8 to 3.6 per cent, has led the ILO to estimate that an additional 
2.5 million jobs could be lost in 2013 as result. 

GENDER GAPS IN UNEMPLOYMENT 

• From 2002 to 2007, the gender gap in unemployment was constant at 
around 0.5 percentage points, with the female unemployment rate higher at 
5.8 percent, compared to male unemployment at 5.3 percent (with 72 million 
women unemployed compared to their global employment of 1.2 billion in 
2007 and 98 million men unemployed compared to their global employment 
of 1.8 billion). The crisis raised this gender gap to 0.7 percentage points for 
2012 (destroying 13 million jobs for women), with projections showing no sig
nificant reduction in unemployment expected even by 2017. 

• Analysis of regional trends shows that, over 2002 to 2007, women had higher 
unemployment rates than men in Africa, South and South-East Asia, and Latin 
America, while in East Asia, Central and Eastern Europe and more recently 
the advanced economies, there were negative gender gaps in unemployment 
rates (male unemployment rates higher than female rates) .... 

• The crisis appears to have worsened gender gaps in unemployment across all 
regions, regardless of whether they were on the front lines of the crisis like 
the advanced economies, or a degree removed like Asia and Africa .... 
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GENDER GAPS IN EMPLOYMENT 

• The global gender gap in the employment-to-population ratio, between 2002 and 
2007 inched down, but remained high at 24.6 points. The reduction in the gap 
from 2002 to 2007 was particularly strong in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
the advanced economies, Africa and the Middle East. The pre-crisis gap increased 
significantly in only one region, Central and Eastern Europe. This pre-crisis reduc
tion of the gender gap in the employment-to-population ratio was based on his
torically higher employment growth rates for women of 1.8 percent, compared to 
men at 1.6 percent, from a low base for women. Again this held for all regions. 

• However, the period of the crisis saw a reversal in the historically higher 
employment growth rates for women, lowering them below those for men by 
0.1 percentage points, and with no projected return to the earlier trend even 
by 2017. 

GENDER GAPS IN LABOUR FORCE PARTICIPATION 

• The gender gap in the labour force participation rate decreased globally in 
the 1990s from 27 .9 to 26.1 percentage points, with men's rates falling faster 
than women's, in all regions. However, in the last decade, between 2002 and 
2012, this gap remained constant, with both men's and women's participation 
rates falling equally. Three broad reasons cited for the fall in participation 
rates are, most importantly education for younger age cohorts, aging, and a 
"discouraged worker" effect. 

• The labour force participation gap for women was driven by two contrasting 
developments. As women have become more and more educated, in par
ticular in developing countries, their participation rates tended to increase 
thus allowing them to reap the full benefits of their higher productivity and 
capacity to generate income. At the same time, the higher education levels for 
adult women came at the expense of longer stays in the education system for 
younger female cohorts. This tended to decrease the labour force participation 
rates for young women, which-depending on the relative size of the youth 
cohort-even decreased the overall female participation rates in some regions. 

GENDER GAPS IN VULNERABILITY 

• Women also suffer from a difference in the quality of employment in comparison 
to men. Vulnerable employment, which comprises contributing family workers 
and own account workers (as opposed to wage and salaried workers), is more 
widespread for women than for men. In 2012, there was a global gender gap of 
2.3 percentage points, with a larger share of women in vulnerable employment 
(50.4 per cent of employed women, compared to 48.1 percent of men). 

• Regional vulnerability gaps varied, with North Africa at 24 percentage points, 
the Middle East and Sub-Saharan Africa at 15 points, and the Asian regions 
lying between zero and 10 percentage points. Only in the advanced econo
mies, Central and Eastern Europe, and Latin America and the Caribbean, were 
a smaller share of women in vulnerable employment as compared to men. 

(continued) 
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Within the category of the vulnerable, a larger share of men are own 
account workers, while a larger share of women are contributing family 
workers. The higher share of women in contributing family labour over
rode the higher share of men in own account work, resulting in the gender 
gap in vulnerability. 

GENDER GAPS IN SECTORAL SEGREGATION 

• Women are more limited in their choices for employment across sectors. 
This sectoral segregation increased over time, with women moving out ._ 
of agriculture in developing economies and out of industry in developed 
economies, and into services. 

• In 2012, at the global level, a third of women were employed in agricul
ture, near half in services, and a sixth in industry. Women's industrial share 
only slightly rose over the last two decades as most women are moving out 
of agriculture and directly into services. 

• In advanced economies, women's employment in industry halved, crowd
ing more than 85 percent of them into services, primarily in education and 

·~ ,:;o:::.twalttt··.:::.,,, 

GENDER GAPS IN OCCUPATIONAL SEGR.EGATION 

• Occupational segregation has been pervasive over time, with some evi
dence of a decline in the gap in the previous decade, and a stalling in 
this convergence in the past decade. For a sample of both advanced and 

. developing countries, men were over-represented in crafts, trades, plant 
and machine operations, and managerial and legislative occupations. In 
contrast women were over-represented in mid-skill occupations, like clerks, 

- . _ . s~rvice workers, and shop and sales workers. 
•·.:.:rhe·Trii'lt~flct of th~. crisis, in the advanced economies, seemed to have 

~-:~::~ffected· m'eri fri irade•depe_ndenrseetors~fTIGl'.&.t~n women..i.r:i health aD<ic 
education. Converselywomerl'were strongly hit in developing.economies, 
in tradable sectors. 

POLICIES TO ADDRESS GENDER GAPS 

• As regards general policies, there is the need to expand social protection 
measures to reduce women's vulnerability, the need to invest in their skills 
and education, and policies to promote access to employment across the 
spectrum of sectors and occupations. In addition, these six policy guidelines 
focus on creating the right conditions to help households reduce the 
gender big~in :J:t1e..ir work decisions: 

,.:::--'{~""'r.R;duci~g the burden of house work th,mMgP.r~~r.,.lsJli?$!Jst~;;:,;co,, 
··.'··"'.~.:.:",.p.r.i~~j~~lt~~!q~i,~!!¥NY~t.er, sanitation, mobility and school access -

(b) ·Reducing the burden of unpaid care work through provision of cara;""° - · ... 
0 

.. 

services-child care (and in some demographic contexts, care for elderly). • .. 
being especially correlated to women's participation in the labour 
force 
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(c) Balancing the gender division of paid and unpaid work-mainly being 
programs to increase fathers' share of parenting 

(d) Changing the costs and benefits of gender specialisation-principally 
taxes and transfers to encourage dual earner families 

(e) Compensating for unequal employment opportunities based on 
gender-principally compensating for the adverse impact of career 
breaks through paid leave and right of return to post 

(f) Public campaigns to challenge gender stereotypes, and for proper 
implementation of legislation against discrimination. 

Source: http://www.ilo.orglwcmsp5/groupslpublic-dgreports/-dcommldocumentslpublicationl 
wcms_ 195447.pdf. 

lower rates of depression, among women who work outside the home. Wives' employ
ment also lowers couples' risk of divorce in the United States, unless wives are compelled 
to work outside the home out of economic necessity and against their wishes, in which 
case they have the least happy marriages. An interesting finding is that a1'th~l,l,gll;~p;J{ll0¥-e£1. 
motherstoday spel'ld le$s tinle wit:h theirchildren than neirrema:kers~~th~J~et" $$·:sp~ 
more time with their children than stay-at-hQme mothers did.in .1965·, This reflects the 
increasfog child-focused-aspect of contemporary families. A key point made by Coontz 
is that this kind of labor force participation by parents requires affordable, accessible, and 
good-quality childcare. The United States is unique among developed countries in leaving 
daycare almost entirely to the private market and takes last place among developed nations 
for support of working families. Many families spend a substantial portion of monthly 
income on childcare. In addition, women are more likely to work part time than men are 
(25 percent compared to 11 percent) because of their caretaking responsibilities. Because 
unemployment, retirement, and other benefits are contingent on full-time work, women., 
for example, receive lower Social Security checks than men, This fa,~~~k~~e:ne,,. ~ 
-~~~;lilculated op:JJreir 3:5.!tlghest,.,earning-years and wotnen1o§e. anav~ag~r©J; ~1'ear-s 
:hlii ~;tli-g.:P~d: labor forc;e. Scholars emphasize that ·these c11teg1'ving yearS'shoU:l:<:i:be taken 
out O"rthe·equation or gi'Venamonetary value. 

Given the large number of women working in the labor force, what kinds of work 
are they doing? The answer is everything. Women are doing all kinds of work and can 
be found in all segments of the labor force. At the same time, however, women are much 
more likely to be found in some sectors than others and are crowded into a smaller num
ber of fields than are men, many of which are characterized as secondary sector jobs in 
the dual labor market. One aspect of segregating women and men into different jobs is 
horizantal segregation (meaning segregation of women and men across different kinds 
of jobs). These jobs held by women are often called "pink-collar" and tend to reflect 
extensions of reproductive labor or unpaid work in the home. Theborizdntal se~gation 
©f wo"Meil'into· ~~~ifiine;' occupations (especially working with people, the aged, and 
the yo.ung, replicating unpaid labor in the home) that afe valued less ~han :•ima&eU!ine" 

. ' l . . ."""" 

oq~p'ati0ns (such as working with technology or machines) irt parf·expfafos the gendef" 
gap fa wages (discussed next). 

As reported in the nearby table on occupations of employed women compiled by the 
U.S. Department of Labor with most recent data available, such horizontal segregation 
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20 Leading Occupations of Employed Women, 2010 Annual Averages 
(employment in thousands) 

Women's 
Median 

Percent Weekly 
Occupation Women Earnings 

Total, 16 years and older 
(all employed women) 47.2% $669 
Secretaries and administrative assistants 96.1 657 
Registered nurses 91.1 1,039 
Elementary and middle school teachers 81.8 931 
Cashiers 73.7 366 
Retail salespersons 51.9 421 
Nursing, psychiatric, and 

home health aides 88.2 427 
Waiters and waitresses 71.1 381 
First-line supervisors/managers 

of retail sales workers 43.9 578 
Customer service representatives 66.6 586 
Maids and housekeeping cleaners 89.0 376 
Receptionists and information clerks 92.7 529 
Childcare workers 94.7 398 
Bookkeeping, accounting, and 

auditing clerks 90.9 628 
First-line supervisors/managers of 

office and administrative support 68.7 726 
Managers, all others 35.0 1,045 
Accountants and auditors 60.1 953 
Teacher assistants 92.4 485 
Personal and home care aides 86.1 405 
Office clerks, general 84.2 597 
Cooks 40.5 381 

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Annual Averages 2010. 

reveals almost 96 percent of secretaries and administrative assistants, 91 percent of reg
istered nurses, and almost 95 percent of childcare workers are women. Females congre
gate in clerical, retail, sales, and various service-sector jobs. In comparison, U.S. statistics 
show that only 1 in 7 engineers is female, between 2 and 5 percent of working women 
are employed in occupations associated with precision production, craft, and repair, and 
less than 2 percent of electricians are women.~lilpa~~~9,~ 
v3:focitt•o~ .~!·~mil!in~~·,~tr~Jilll'ti0riS ,ang ~~Y m~m0ney;ind~pendm:t!lf~~ 
ally p~Q)rms the Wll.)]jk. Despite these traditional patterns, women's presence in certain 
once-male-dominated professions has increased. As we discuss later, in 1970, 9 percent of 
practicing physicians were female, compared with about 30 percent in 2013. Numbers are 
also increasing in dentistry. About a fifth of all dentists are women and they make up 
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Selected Nontraditional Occupations of Employed Women in 2010 
(Numbers in thousands) 

Total Total 
Employed Employed Percent 

Occupation (Both Sexes) Women Female 

Sales representatives, wholesale and 
manufacturing 1,284 321 25.0 

Farmers and ranchers 713 175.4 24.6 
Detectives and criminal investigators 159 36.2 22.8 
Computer programmers 470 103.4 22 
Butchers and other meat, poultry, and 

fish processing workers 331 70.2 21.2 
Dishwashers 246 51.9 21.1 
Computer software engineers 1,026 214.4 20.9 
Chiropractors 57 11.5 20.2 
Industrial engineers 159 31.8 20 
Chefs and head cooks 337 64 19 
Farm, ranch, and other agricultural 

managers 237 42.9 18.1 
Announcers 52 9.4 18 
Barbers 96 17.2 17.9 
Grounds maintenance workers 1, 195 69.3 5.8 
Baggage porters, bellhops, and 

concierges 77 13.8 17.9 
Clergy 429 75.1 17.5 
Chemical engineers 50 8.6 17.3 
Network and computer systems 

administrators 229 37.8 16.5 
First-line supervisors/managers of 

police and detectives 103 15.9 15.4 
Taxi drivers and chauffeurs 390 56.2 14.4 
Service station attendants 77 10.4 13.5 
Police and sheriff's patrol officers 714 92.8 13 
Engineers, all other 334 43.1 12.9 
Aerospace engineers 126 13.6 10.8 
Computer hardware engineers 70 7.2 10.3 
Broadcast and sound engineering 

technicians & radio operators 102 10.1 9.9 
Civil engineers 318 30.8 9.7 
Engineering managers 113 8.7 7.7 
Electrical and electronic engineers 307 22.1 7.2 
Television, video, and motion picture 

_ c;ar:neta -operator-s -aftti.-etrfrors,... :. - . 
.. '.& radio operators · · ~"C • 54 3#9 7.'Z 

Construction managers 1,083 73.6 6.8 
Mechanical engineers 293 19.6 6.7 
Railroad conductors and yardmasters 58 3.8 6.5 

(continued) 
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Electronic home entertainment 
equipment installers and repairers 52 3.1 6 

Aircraft pilots and flight engineers 110 5.7 5.2 
Drivers/sales workers and truck drivers 3,028 139.3 4.6 
Firefighters 301 10.8 3.6 
Highway maintenance workers 110 2.7 2.5 
Locomotive engineers and operators 57 1.5 2.6 
Aircraft mechanics and service 

technicians 136 3.1 2.3 
Electricians 691 10.4 1.5 
Pipe layers, plumbers, pipe fitters, and 

steam fitters 526 7.9 1.5 
Carpenters 1,242 17.4 1.4 
Automotive body and related repairers 168 2 1.2 
Logging workers 63 0.7 1.1 
Roofers 214 2.1 1 
Carpet, floor, and tile installers 

and finishers 209 0.5 
Electrical power line installers and 

repairers 124 0.5 0.4 
Bricklayers, block masons, and stone 

masons 162 0.2 0.1 

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Annual Averages 2010. 
Women's Bureau August 2010 

approximately 45 percent of the dental school students in 2013. Women attorneys make 
up about a third of all practicing attorneys, and approximately half of all law students. 
Similarly, female pharmacists also increased from 30 percent in 1985 to more than half of 
the profession in 2013. 

One of the most female-segregated jobs is sex work such as prostitution, where 
women workers have often struggled to control the conditions of their work against the 
demoralization and abuse by customers, pimps, and police. The reading "Sex Work as a 
Test Case for African Feminism" by Marlise Richter focuses on this issue through the lens 
of sex-positive feminism. She discusses prostitution, the legalities surrounding it, and the 
history and current issues associated with the relationship between feminism, the women's 
movement, and prostitution, focusing specifically on the consequences of the decriminali
zation of sex work practices on sex workers themselves. She points out that the issue of 
sex worker rights is conspicuously absent among African feminism in particii'Iar, despite 
.the prev~l~nce~'i?f~h:~ates .9f HLY wnop.g .Afriflill .S~X w,ork~~' Jn particular, thisieading 
explores escalation of punitive prostitution policies and growing sex workers' rights move
ments worldwide. 

The .te-rri:tflue r;ollar implies working class. qr involved~ with industrial, produc
tion, and factory work and can be contrasted with white collar, which means office or 
professional work and usually refers to middle-class occupations. Note the slippage 
between industrial work and male-segregated work such that blue collar means working 
class but also implies male-segregated work with its use of the word blue as opposed 
to pink. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports the following occupations as the most 
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Dolores Huerta is one of the most 
powerful and influential labor 
leaders in the United States. 
Born in Dawson, New Mexico, in 
1930, Huerta grew up in Stock
ton, California, and eventually 
earned a teaching certificate from 
Stockton College. After one year 
of teaching, however, she quit 
to work with Community Service 
Organization (CSO). She thought 
she could do more to help the 
hungry children she saw at 
school by helping organize their 
farmworker parents. 

While with CSO, she met Cesar Chavez, and in 1962 they founded the United 
Farm Workers of America (UFW). Although Chavez was more comfortable in 
the fields organizing workers, Huerta became the voice of the union, becom
ing the first woman and first Chicana negotiator in labor history. The UFW met 
with great success in the 1965 Delano Grape Strike, which won the first collec
tive bargaining agreement for farmworkers, and Huerta was instrumental in 
the negotiations. She also became consciously involved with the feminist move
ment when she met Gloria Steinem in 1968, although she had always focused 
on issues specific to women farmworkers. 

In 1972 she co-chaired the California delegation to the Democratic Convention, 
and she led the struggle for unemployment insurance, collective bargaining 
rights, and immigration rights for farmworkers under the 1985 amnesty legaliza
tion program. She was the first Latina inducted into the National Women's Hall of 
Fame, and she received the National Organization for Women's Woman of Cour
age Award and the American Civil Liberties Union's Bill of Rights Award. She con
tinues to struggle for farmworkers through the UFW and serve as a role model for 
Chicanas in their fight against discrimination. 

male segregated: engineers, mechanics and drivers, carpenters and construc_tion trades, 
firefighter~; airline pilots and navigators, and forestry and logging work. You will:{lQJ;e 
the..,Q"~Vi:ous wayspfeminine jebs involve wprking with people; ;¢fillt<llf~ .el~'ning, atl<f 
admfoisttaiive-support, whereas masculine 'employment tends fo inv&lve working witlf 
machii:reflmoinanimate objects. There are other differences too, such a~,,that wag,es,for 
the heavily roale-segr~atedj0bsrendto be·higher:than wages0 f<'>r 1'J;terem~egated, 
pink-collar work. That is because, as already mentioned, these jobs are valued more. 
Finally, unionized women workers earned about 25 percent more than nonunion women 
workers and received better health and pension benefits: Union membership narrows the 
gender wage gap. However, currently only about 11 percent of employed women in the 
United States are union members. 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Working Women and Unions 

. -Visit.the web page .of the:AFL-"C]@ at w!Nw.aflcio.-0rg to learn moFe·about 
women in the workforte. What are so'ine of the key issu.es for workin~j women 
identified by the AFL-CIO? What legislative issues does the AFL-CIO identify 
that would be beneficial to working women? What is a union? What benefits 
do unions provide? Why are unions important for working women? What steps 
would people take to form a union at their workplace? 

Another important aspect of occupational segregation by gender is that there is gender 
segregation even within the same job type. T~is is termed verticalsegregatio1i(segiegation 
within jobs), and, like horizontal segregation, it functions as a result of sexism and racism 
and other systems of inequality and privilege. For example, although the number of women 
physicians is increasing as already mentioned, women:~.9¥erw-0~~:¥1''if~i~ 
c~~::~ll€:C~tiieL~~$.pediamies_. ,~l~1; .. and ]il,J!ib[e' heall:tlii 'W@lik.i1~~· a(t:;i~!ess 
liK"ely to be fonnd in ·S"urgical •sp.e<ii~~¢s; 9:rt:ht!Pedics, and mblie' ~tlfe~ue~_~Q~i!~~' .,~ 
And, while women's presence has increased dramatically in some specialties, in 1970 only 
5 percent of doctors in obstetrics and gynecology were female; by·2013 this number had 
risen to about 80 percent of obstetricians and 57 percent of pediatricians who are female 
(and these numbers increase if data include physician residents in training). Changes have 
occurred more slowly in other specialties where only about 7 percent of orthopedic sur
geons were women in 2013. Observers note that the growing proportion of U.S. physicians 
in patient care who are female (currently about 30 percent of all physicians, although in 
2013 they made up almost half of all first-year medical students) is improving the quality 
of medicine through more emotionally focused and patient-centered practice. The influx 
of women, however, is lowering physicians' average salaries overall. Female physicians 
on the average earn about a third less than male physicians, mostly because they enter the 

different specialties discussed ajove. . .. . . .· . :·· ,, · .. ,.,_ _ 
Similarly, "female lawyers are less 1i!k\e1y 1t<l' l~e iln.. mtiffil:a:i T<~ "Mrd1'-8it~e 

likely to practjce faniHy la'Y an,d: ml,lke abeut 8'6 percent of male. l~y~.n;' -s~es. 
Male teachers are more likely to teach sciences and are more likely tlrbe with older 
children; female professors are more typically in the humanities and the social sci
ences and found in smaller number in the physical and applied sciences and technical 
fields. Usually specialties and fields thatmen occupy are more p~estig!ous and the 
salaries are higher. In this way, w,~eiii:ain°'tl· •'!t(ilf:~·tr,ot.jibs$~d'.~g.'fe~~4ifofer
ent jo-'bs, but the j"Obs that they do ate valued differently attlti hiaw<& Jctlmt-Ut1~Y'ds 

.!\l:t,s,t~lllJ:Sc(J1,i.f!d;·;t>Ji!>9i!<eir. ~D.d .Qr4J:g oiff~~.J:11i. ipl\Oblem.§. as.S()Pia«;tj' 'W~'lltl:~fililiilf~d 
~~~~e~!:'This differentia(is related to sexism in society generally as well as to 
other systems of inequality and privilege. Not surprisingly, when you look at women 
in these professions such as law, pharmacy, human and animal medicine, and den
tistry, overwhelming! y .men are mote· l~ke-ly to o\v"n: 1l®itf 0w~pi'a~t11;es:k'Trill ffn'imtir 
ow'l'i busmesses. Women of color are the most underrepresented among these more 
entrepreneurial professionals. The reasons for this are largely economic as owning 
your own business takes wealth and capital. 
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Barriers to advancement in the labor force (what is often called the glass ceiling) 
have been challenged by individuals, the courts, and by the organized women's movement. 
And, although these barriers are beginning to come down, they are still holding strong in 
many areas. Wom~~te!l,_d_not to be,.Promoted at tl:!e;saro~r~~~~~en.~~d the;y,.:also--oon
tinue to. fac~ Q.bstm:Jes, when:tcying-to ep.ter th@ most pre:stigiOU.$ ijJ!dbes~_,paid <Jccup.at.ions. 
Nonnative gendered and racialized social discourses about women's place come into play 
in these public arenas, often in very unconscious ways as well as through institutional
ized practices that systematically provide obstacles for certain individuals. As the reading 
"The Sexist Truth About Office Romances" by Peggy Drexler suggests, there is a double 
standard of attitudes and expectations by gender at play in many occupational settings in 
the United States. Drexler emphasizes that while 4 out of 10 employees.: have d~ted ~' 
one from work, women are judge_d differently than-rneitby b@th-womeD.~d-lrte.q. M~re 
negative Judgments are directed against women, and it is often assumed that women are 
mofivatea:·by Jt~~si;ec;~ g~tahead_ in their job. 

Although U.S. women have made advancements in moving into middle-management 
business positions, data from 2013 show women's relative absence in top leadership posi
tions. Onl){,2.0 (or 4 percent) of Fortune 500 companies have women CEOs (chief executive 
officer) or presidents and only 8 of these are actually in the top Fortun~ JOO. Of the 20 high
eam_ing executives (women sti'u held only 8% of the highest-earning slots}, only 3 are 
women of color. Women make up about 17 percent of Fortune 500 boards of directors, and 
this drops to just over. 3 percent for women of color. Indeed, two thirds of all companies 
had no women of color on their board of directors at all. In addition, although women make 
up more than 60 percent of the nonprofit workforce (as opposed to the business for-profit 
workplace), they still lack access to top management positions, share of foundation dollars, 

The Glass-Ceiling Index 

If yo~ gre.a working woman, you would do well tmmove to New _Zealand-or 
fftliat is c:dittle out of the way, you could try one of the Nordic countries. 
To mark-International Women's Day, The Economist has compiled its own 
"glass-ceiling index" to show where women have the best chance of equal 
treatment at work. Based on data mainly from the OECD, it compares five 
indicators across 26 countries: the number of men and women respectively 
with tertiary education; female labour-force participation; the male-female 
wagg_gap; the propo.Ftipn of women in se_nior jobs; and net child-care costs 
relative tothe:average wage. The first four are given equal weighting, the 
fifth a-lower one, since n'ot all working women have children. New Zealand 
scores high on all the indicators. -Finland doe·s best on educatiOh;"'SWeden has 
the highest female labour-force participation rate, at 78%; and Spain has the· -
smallest wage gap, at 6%. The places not to be are South Korea and Japan, 
partly because so few women hold. qown senior jobs {though the new presi
'defrfofsolith-Xorea is a woman)~ 

Economist.com 
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"Whatever happened to a good cry in the wdies Room?" 

Reprinted with permission from Carol Simpson Labor Cartoons. 

and board positions. Women of color are relatively absent in the higher echelons of corpo
rate power in all sectors. The reading "Power Plays" by Martha Burk explains six ways the 
corporate elite keeps women down and emphasizes power dynamics in the corporate world 
that continue to maintain the status quo. 

Alongside consideration of the problems associated with the glass ceiling, it is impor
tant to recognize what researchers have called the glass escalator and the glass precipice . 

. 'll~·~1asKf$;§~~r~~s t~tb.¢ I!t~W.c¥t:w~~w;:meitew•:g'@·mtotiraj:JiJli~iii~10C:)¥~~; • 
dominated pmfes&iens such as"tea'Gmng, ~~· ·and·social work ate dispropottiO'ffat~1y' ·.:: 
advanced ~~o managefment and administta:rive· positions where they receive more ,Px&S,
iig~, pay, and powt;r.1.baB woll1en .. The gl~s pretipic.e is th~ proeess wnereoy· wome!i'~~ 
eileouiiged:.~te; katt~p:.p0.s.1tlop :r ]tiling· organfzafio11s. and .uo~p~ an.<Ilt·:11£~4is~ 
p11@portiotnite1y set. 'llll1' t~;f8;HJ ffeo:6 · ·~~ . 

Finally, it is interesting to look at how the development of certain occupations 
as female segregated has affected the status and conditions of work,._For example, 
clerical work, although low prestige, was definitely a man's job untilthe turn of the 
twentieth century, when women quickly became associated with this work. This was 
due to the following factors: There was a large pool of women with few other oppor
tunities; clerical work's low status made it easier for women to be accepted; type
writer manufacturers began promoting the typewriter as something women used; and 
the personal seti;~i~e aspect of the work fit gender norms about the feminine aspect of 
secretarial work.YAs more women entered this profession, the gap between clerical 
wages and blue~e'dllar wages generally increased, and the status of the clerical pro
fession fell. A more recent example is the field of pharmacology. Two trends-the 
increasing number of pharmacies attached to chain drugstores and the increasing 
number of female pharmacists-have been seen as the reasons why the status of 
pharmacology has fallen as a profession. It remains to be seen whether the increase 
of women in human and animal medicine, and in the sciences generally, will decrease 
the status of these professions. 
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To "Lean In" or Not to "Lean In"? 

Jessica Valenti 

Sheryl Sandberg's Lean In-a book advising women to embrace ambition-has 
been released to a backlash .... 

Sandberg has been called out of touch, her book a "vanity project." She's been 
slammed as being too interested in building her brand and for advising women 
on work and family issues while having the temerity to employ a nanny. 

What's remarkable about these criticisms is that they're not coming from the 
usual right-wing antifeminists, but from feminists themselves. 

The feminist backlash against Sandberg, Facebook's chief operating officer and a 
former vice president at Google, reveals a big and recurring problem within the 
movement: We hold leaders to impossible standards, placing perfection over pro
gress. And a movement that does more complaining than creating is bound to fail. 

There are certainly substantive critiques to be made about Sandberg's book. Lean 
In is mostly tailored for married women with children and may not resonate with 
women who aren't upper-middle-class or elite, something Sandberg acknowl
edges up front: "The vast majority of women are not looking to lead in the work
place, but are struggling to make ends meet and take care of their families." 

Critics have also knocked Sandberg for putting the onus on women to lift them
selves up, rather than blaming society for being sexist. But in her book, she fre
quently identifies how internal and external forces keep women from advancing 
in their careers. She also supports structural change, citing economic inequalities, 
discrimination, and the lack of paid maternity leave and affordable child care as 
pr<.~~lems that need to. be addressed. 

· And yet; swift and biting attacks -have become the defatilt for feminist discourse, 
~o much so that writers at Forbes, at the New Republic and in The Washington Post 

· didn't even read "Lean In" before writing about its presumed flaws. (Yes, Sand
oergTs T.ED Talk that inspired the book has been widely wat~h.ed _and publicized, but. 
eagerness to get shots in shouldn't be more important than doing your homework.} 

In this kind of culture, the snarkiest takedown wins. New York Times columnist 
Maureen Dowd has called Sandberg a "PowerPoint Pied Piper in Prada ankle 
boots." In USA Today, Joanne Bamberger wrote that Sandberg wants women to 
"pull themselves up by the Louboutin straps." (Sandberg does not discuss fash
ion or her shoe choices in the book.} Sandberg's foray into workplace inequities 
has been framed as a catfight between herself and Anne-Marie Slaughter, of 
the blockbuster Atlantic article "Why Women Can't Have It All." Melissa Gira 
Granteven implied in The Post that Sandberg wrote Lean In because of sheer 
selfishness: "She had it all-a husband, children, a beautiful home, a seat on 
the board of a billion-dollar company, a nine-figure net worth of her own. But 
there was one thing Sheryl Sandberg didn't have." Because if there's anything 
wealthy women are desperate for, it's the chance to lead a social movement. 

The detractors underestimate how radical Sandberg's messages are for a main
stream audience. When was the last time you heard someone with a platform as 
big as hers argue that women should insist that their partners do an equal share 
of domestic work and child care? 

(continued} 
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The view that Sandberg is too rich and powerful to advise working women is 
shortsighted; it assumes that any sort of success is antithetical to feminism. The 
truth is, feminism could use a powerful ally. Here's a nationally known woman 
calling herself a feminist, writing what will be a wildly popular book with femi
nist ideas, encouraging other women to be feminists. And we're worried she has 
too much influence? That she's too ... ambitious? 

It's clear that when Sandberg sat down to write Lean In, she expected some of 
this resistance. In her introduction, she acknowledges that "it is much easier for 
me to lean in since my financial resources allow me to afford any help I need." 

That's true. Few of us host dinners for Nobel Prize winners or count former Treas
ury secretaries among our mentors. But just because most women can't relate 
to Sandberg's life doesn't mean we can't learn from it. In fact, her achievements 
may make her a perfect feminist spokesperson. Sandberg's power as an evange
list and organizer of American elites is profound. Like it or not, a social justice 
movement needs power behind it-on the ground and from the boardroom. 

Part of the hesitance to embrace powerful women is embedded in feminism 
itself, says Buzzfeed's Anna North. "Feminism is a movement founded on 
women's status as a marginalized group," North writes, "and as a woman moves 
closer to the centers of corporate or government power, she can come to seem 
like, for lack of a better word, the Man." 

But shunning anything that has roots in powerful places or powerful people is a 
mistake. Will Sandberg's book or work speak to all women? No. But the last thing 
the feminist movement needs is a leader who universalizes women's experiences
this has been part of the problem with feminism in the past. No one woman can 
speak to the diversity and nuance of all women's lives. Instead of focusing on what 
Sandberg's book doesn't do, we should be thinking about what it could do. 

Sandberg is providing feminists with an incredible opportunity to add to her 
ideas about women, work and ambition. Do we really want to discard it in favor 
of unproductive ideological one-upmanship? 

I found it fitting that, toward the end of Lean In, Sandberg addresses how women cut
ting each other down can undercut our progress as individuals and as a movement. 

"Every social movement struggles with dissension among its ranks, in part 
because advocates are passionate and unlikely to agree on every position and 
solution. There are so many of us who care deeply about these matters. We 
should strive to resolve our differences quickly, and when we disagree, stay 
focused on our shared goals. This is not a plea for less debate, but for more 
constructive debate." 

I second that emotion. 

Learning Activity: Read Sheryl Sandberg's book as well as feminist biogs and 
articles supporting and critiquing it. Then make your case: Is her book good for 
feminism and women or not? 

Source: http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/dear-fellow-feminists-ripping-apart-sheryl-sandbergs
book-is-counterproductive/2013/03/01/fc71 b984-81 c0-11 e2-a350-49866afab584_story.html. 
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Wages and Comparable Worth 

The most disparate wage gap in the United States is that between those who head cor
porations and those who work for corporations. In 2014 the average CEO pay (around 
$12 million/year) was more than 200 times that of the average compensation of full-time, 
year-round workers in nonmanagerial jobs, not including the value of many perks CEOs 
receive, nor their pension benefits. A report from the Institute of Policy Studies emphasizes 
that this gap increases to 364 times when the top 20 U.S. companies are used (average CEO 
salary rises to approximately $36.4 million/year) and the average salary for all workers is 
employed (average salary falls to about $30,000/year). Such CEO compensation far exceeds 
leaders in other fields and in other countries. Top managers in the United States made three 
times more than those in similar European companies, even though the Europeans tended to 
have higher sales numbers than their U.S. counterparts. It is important to keep in mind that, 
as already discussed, only about 4 percent, or 20, of the top 500 U.S. companies are led by 
women, and almost all of these women are white. 

The gender wage gap is an index of the status of women's earnings relative to men's 
and is expressed as a percentage and is calculated by dividing the median annual earnings 
for women by the median annual earnings for men. These data include only full-time, year
round workers and exclude all part-time or seasonal workers. Because a large number of 
women work part-time jobs, the inclusion of these would lower the numbers discussed below 
because part-time work tends to be lower paid and these workers receive fewer job-related 
benefits and are less likely to be unionized. According to 2010 data from the U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, the most current on record for women's median annual earnings, the 
gender wage gap or ratio of women's and men's median annual earnings was 77 percent for 
full-time, year-round workers. This means that for every dollar a man earns, a woman earns 
77 cents. An alternative measure of the wage gap, the ratio of women's to men's median 
weekly earnings for full-time workers, was 82 percent in 2011. The difference between these 
two measures is that the former, which measures median annual earnings for full-time year
round workers, includes self-employed workers and excludes seasonal workers. The weekly 
measure excludes self-employed and includes seasonal workers. The figures are based on 
the same raw Bureau of Labor Statistics data. A 2013 report from the Institute for Women's 
Policy Research suggests that the progress in closing the gender wage gap has stalled-and 
actually backslid during 2012. They report a median weekly full-time earnings gender ratio 
of 81 and explain that this ratio declined one percentage point from 2011 figures. 

Women of color, of course, earn less than this monolithic "woman," as do older women 
generally. African American women earn just 67.5 percent of all men's earnings and 
62 percent of white men's annual median earnings. Similarly, Latinas earn 58 percent of all 
men's and 53 percent of white men's annual median income. Asian American women fare 
better with 90 percent of all men's and 82 percent of white men's annual median income. 
Figures from U.S. women's weekly earnings data in 2012 also show Asian American 
women who worked full-time with higher earnings than women of all other races and 
ethnicities, including white women. For example, Asian American women earned about 
$751 a week, white women $703, African American women $595, and Latinas $518. No 
data were available for American Indian women workers. 

Women now earn the majority of college degrees and currently 37 percent of all 
employed women have a college degree, compared to only 11 percent in 1970. Now only 
approximately 7 percent have less than a high school diploma, compared to 34 percent of 
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employed women in 1970. This education improves women's earnings as female full-time 
wage and salary workers aged 25 and older with only a high-school diploma had median 
weekly earnings of about $554 (men's median weekly earnings with the same educational 
attainment was $720). This represented 81 percent of the earnings for women with an 
associate's degree ($682) and 56 percent of those for women with a bachelor's degree 
or higher ($998). Women with Ph.D.s earned an approximate weekly salary of $1,371 
compared to men with the same educational attainment at $1,734. In this way, despite the 
important gains for women as a result of education, the returns on this training are still 
lower for women than for men. Overall median annual earnings of female high-school 
graduates are about 34 percent less, women with bachelor's degrees and graduate degrees 
about 32 percent less, and women with a doctoral degree 29 percent less than their male 
counterparts. The main reason is that women and men choose different education and train
ing that prepare them for different kinds of jobs (discussed in more detail below). 

Since the Equal Pay Act was signed in 1963, the gender wage gap has been closing 
at a very slow rate. In 1963, women who worked full-time, year-round made 59 cents on 
average for every dollar earned by men. This means that the wage gap has narrowed by 
lyss than half a cent per year. If working women earned the same as men (those who work 
the same numbe~ of hours; have the same education, age, ·and union status; and live in the 
same region of the country), their annual family incomes would rise by more than $4,000 
and poverty rates would be cut in half. The Institute for Policy Research reports that over 
a lifetime of work, the average 25-year-old woman who works full-time, year-round, until 
she retires at age 65 years will earn on the average almost a half million dollars less than 
the average working man. Currently about 15 percent of men and 5 percent of women earn 
$75,000 or more a year, whereas about a fifth of men and a tenth of women earn between 
$50,000 and $75,000 a year. Raising of the minimum wage would help all people and 
support many families whose members are employed, but still live in poverty. 

So w~y do women earn less money than men on the average? The gender wage gap is 
explainecf b)l~seV'er_aj factors. First, it..is explained by the horizontal segregation of the labor 
force: W(l)men:~artd men tend to work m difterent .J,cinc:ls,r!i>f je@s; m:u1Hhej~as1w~me:tfheldare 
valued cand rewarded less. Such differences are not covered by the Equal Pay Act because 
women and men are engaged in different kinds of work. Indeed, when you compare similarly 
qualified and positioned men and women in the same occupation, the gender gap drops con
siderably, to about 4 percent, for example, in the case of computer engineers, and to 2 percent 
in the case of registered nurses, and only 1 percent in the case of elementary school teachers. 
In other words, whether you identify as a woman or a man, if you go into elementary teaching 
in the United States, your wages will be i;:qually relatively low (although there are still differ
ences: see vertical segregation below) compared to work in technology and engineering where 
both women and men will have relatively higher wages. The reality, of course, is that many 
more women go into elementary education than men (82 percent are women) and more men 
go into computer engineering than women (14 percent of engineers generally are women), 
hence the difference in median weekly or annual salaries by gender. In addition, the jobs that 
women tend to go into experience differential wage growth over a life cycle corp.pared to those 
that men tend to enter (about 62 percent salary growth for computer engineers compared to 
32 percent growth for registered nurses). 

Second, the gap is explained by vertical segregation, or the w~~s women and men are 
in different specialties within the same occupation. Currently it i~~men 
tenB,:10.:e.am l~~ tl1:~ .Ille1i1 i!'!! f)9c,p.erG.en1t :etall OC¢~1!i:e:ntk~lfi~le 1wa'ges-:--
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are a problem in every occupational category, even in occupations in which women 
considerably outnumber men. Women in professiQnat'1m.the1ated btcupatrons~es 
and' office occnymtfoils;·<for e*a.mf,.t~ed about aquarter less than·~i't male:QOIJ.n:.. 
terparts. Female elementary and middle school teachers and registered nurses earned 
about 10 percent less than similarly employed men, despite comprising the majority 
of the field, and, as already noted, female physicians and attorneys earn less than male 
counterparts. This vertical segregation implies that women and other marginalized 
workers are in specialties or have work assignments within these professions that are 
less valued and rewarded than more "masculine" specialties and work assignments. 

Finally, the gender pay gap is explained by overt and covert discrimination against 
women and other marginalized workers. After economists control for "human capital" 
variables (such as time spent in work, education, seniority, time since receipt of degree, 
prestige of institution awarding degree, etc.), tbere':ir~tin-acprofm~f~rt~pfuhii·etf, 
variance'lfotween ·t~ W.a"Fu!me.Ii an_.fl·1vom~n ·in_;the sanie spe~:iralties·~~~;a;~i~~ 
1Jl¢nls,'aml\vhfifo the same occupational category. Social discourses about gender, race, 
age, and social class work to create patterns of institutionalized inequalities that rein
force ideas concerning certain people's worth and the kinds of work those individuals 
should do. 

Comparable worth, also known as pay equity, is one means to pay women and men 
in different occupations comparably. Basically, comparable worth works to compare dif
ferent jobs on experience, skill, training, and job C_2nditions and assigns relative points on 
these indices in order to determine their worth. There-is no federal-level comparable worth 
legi~anoif, although many states have enacted laws demanding comparable worth compar
isons in determining pay for state workers. In addition, the courts have ruled both for and 
against workers who have brought comparable worth suits against various corporations. 
When the courts have ruled in favor of plaintiffs, it has often meant a considerable amount 
of money in back pay to compensate :Female workers for years of financial inequities. 

In this way inequality in women's work lives has important consequences for ine
quality in other spheres of life. Because most women work both inside and outside the 
home and spend a co~siderable part of their lives working, it is of central importance to 
undevstand the conditions under which women work as well as to strive for equality in the 
workplace;. "' 
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Will Marriage Equality Lead to Equal Sharing of 
Housework? 

Terrance Heath (2013) 

My mom turned to me one day and said something 
I've never forgotten since. I was in my teens, and 
was probably complaining about some chore that 
she wanted me to do, when she said to me, "There 
is no excuse for a young man in your generation not 
to know how to cook his own meals, wash his own 
clothes, and clean his own house. And before you 
leave this house, you will know how to do at least 
that much." 

She meant it, and I did learn. My sister and I took 
turns doing the exact same chores. Today, I can 
cook, clean, and kiss boo-boos with the best of 'em. 
But apparently, many men from my generation on 
down can't, or just don't. 

It's something I've written about before: even 
in the most progressive families, the lion's share of 
housework and childcare still falls to women. 

Women spend a greater number of hours doing 
household and caregiving duties, which decreases 
the number of hours they can work for pay. Even for 
full-time workers, men worked on average 8.3 hours 
per day while women worked 7.8 hours per day in 
2011. 

The differences in the daily activities that men 
and women perform are captured by the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics' American Time Use 
Survey. The survey has 12 major categories of how 
we use our time, and women dominate eight of the 
12 categories. 

In 2011, the latest year available, we see the 
expected gender division in time use with women 
spending an average of two more hours per day than 
men doing the activities of personal care; household 
chores; purchasing goods and services; caring for 
and helping household and nonhousehold mem
bers; organizational, civic or religious activities; 
telephone calls, mail and email; and other activities 
not classified elsewhere in the survey. 

500 

How did men allocate their time? They spent 
an average of an additional 40 minutes per day on 
sports and leisure compared with women, four addi
tional minutes on eating and drinking, two addi
tional minutes on educational activities, and 1 hour 
and 16 minutes additional time working and per
forming work-related activities. 

The two of the areas with the largest deficits for 
men were 47 fewer minutes per day on household 
activities and 22 fewer minutes on caring for and 
helping household and nonhousehold members. 

I've got something that might help solve this 
problem: marriage equality. What's gay marriage 
got to do with this? What's the only thing that's 
keeping us defining housework as "woman's work"? 
As Anne York explains in the post quoted above: "It 
is only our cultural norm that is defining who does 
which task." 

What's one of the top arguments against mar
riage equality? Opponents of marriage equal
ity often define themselves as defenders of 
long-standing "cultural norms," because they 
know same-sex marriage undermines the cultural 
norm that keeps the gender-based division of labor 
in the home. 

The threat of legal same-sex marriage, then, 
is actually doubled. It carries one step further the 
progress that's lead to women no longer having to 
"submit to their husbands"; they might volunteer, 
a'la the "surrendered wife" model, but not many 
women have to marry and thus "submit to their hus
bands" as a necessity for survival. Social progress 
changed the status of women, and the same people 
who oppose same-sex marriage would like to undo 
that progress to whatever degree they can. Legal 
same-sex marriage further cements those social 
changes, and makes it even harder to tum back the 
clock. 
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It's no coincidence that the political forces 
opposed to same-sex marriage or marriage equality 
also oppose gender equality and advocate return
ing to more strictly enforced gender roles. The 
Institute for Progressive Christianity recently pub
lished a paper titled "The Kingdom of God and the 
Witness of Gay Marriage," which includes among 
its premises: 

Gay marriages demonstrate the possibility 
and desirability of gender equality in any mar
riage by modeling a relationship where the par
ties to the marriage do not distribute roles and 
responsibilities based on gender. This modeling 
supports the positive transformation of the curse of 
gender conflict, and subsequent patriarchal domi
nation pronounced at the Fall from Paradise into 
gender egalitarianism. 

Gay marriage's ascendancy and resilience in 
society participates in a fundamental shift of the 
culture's understanding of marriage. That is, mar
riage is being transformed from a utilitarian 
arraignment grounded in the idea that women 
are sexual property to an egalitarian life jour
ney with a partner who one chooses to develop 
and share mutual love, affection, respect, and 
support. 

... One of the most obvious issues to which 
gay marriage speaks is gender equality. One of 
the strongest and most relied upon objections to 
gay marriage from the Right is that it violates 
the concept of gender complementarity. Gender 
complementarity is the metaphysical claim that 
men's and women's social functions in the world 
are determined dichotomously by their biological 
sex, such that where men are convex women are 
concave. 

. . . Undergirding the concept of gender 
complementarity is the assumption that men are 
metaphysically meant to rule over women (ide
ally in the spirit of love, of course) and women 
are metaphysically meant to serve men[.] 

. . . Thus, from the gender complementarian 
perspective, those who act as though women and 
men gain equal spiritual, emotional, psychological, 
and existential satisfaction and dignity from lead
ing and serving, and are meant to experience both of 
these sides of the human psyche, are disordered, as 

are those who advocate this notion of equality and 
balance. 

The possibility of gay marriage invites het
erosexuals to view their intimate partners (or 
potential intimate partners) not through a lens 
of gendered otherness primarily-that is through 
the lens of gender complementarity-but through 
the lens of sameness, that is through the lens of 
sharing a common human dignity, as it was in 
the beginning. 

As much as it may seem like a tangent, the above 
both reinforces the relationship between sexism 
and homophobia, and places gay & lesbian equal
ity in general and marriage equality specifically in 
the context of earlier progressive social movements, 
all of which-from the abolitionist movement, to 
women's suffrage to the civil rights movement
had strong foundations in moral principles; progres
sive moral principles like those Pitt referenced in his 
column. 

It's a cultural norm that's both overtly and 
co-vertly reinforced. One of the ways it's reinforced 
(and the one I find most annoying) is the "incom
petent father" or "bumbling dad" stereotype. While 
we've made some progress in changing that old 
stereotype, it's still ubiquitous in our media. It's 
been an advertising staple practically forever, and 
it's still around today. 

Although he's clever at times, he's not usually 
allowed to be smart. He has no idea that Shortcuts 
Make Long Delays. He's lazy, gluttonous and has 
miscellaneous other glaring vices. His children may 
love him, but they often don't respect him. How
ever, he is still a sympathetic character; the source 
of his charm is his complete love and loyalty to his 
family, even ifthe main way he shows it is by fixing 
problems he caused himself . 

His family is made up of at least one child nearing 
or in their teenage years, and a wife (usually much 
prettier than Dad) who spends her time Parenting 
The Husband. If he has one or more teenage daugh
ters, at least one will be a Bratty Teenage Daugh
ter or a Daddy's Girl; whether they are or not, the 
dad will be an Overprotective Dad in regards to the 
girl(s). 

Often used as an enabler of several Double 
Standards. Sometimes, on the rare occasions that 
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a mom does something dumb, she's cut more slack 
than she otherwise would be, since the Bumbling 
Dad is there to make her look better by compari
son. On the other hand, if everyone just gets used 
to tolerating Dad's incompetence, they might still 
hold Mom to the standards of a competent adult
in fact, she may end up being held responsible for 
fixing his screw-ups. After all, somebody's got to 
be the grownup in a family, and you can't hold 
Dad accountable for not acting like one if he's 
just an idiot. The frustrating and stagnant sexual 
roles enforced by this trope are often pointed to 
by feminists as a sign of how sexism hurts men as 
well as women. 

This trope is still mostly seen in sitcoms and 
cartoons, along with many commercials, espe
cially ones aimed at kids. In anime, this type of 
character is taken more respectfully, since it usu
ally consists of a goofier dad, more involved with 
his family than the stereotypical Salaryman. This 
is even more common when his children have no 
visible mother. 

As gay dads, we confront this cultural norm 
on a regular basis. We confront it when someone 
sees one of us out with the boys and comments 
that "It must be mom's day off." If our kids are 
infants, we confront it even from well-meaning 
people. I'll never forget the elderly woman who 
approached me at the mall when [P]arker was a 
baby. We were shopping, and Parker was fussy, so 
I took him out of the store while the hubby contin
ued shopping. I sat down on a bench, reached in 
to the diaper back, made a bottle, took Parker out 
of the baby carriage, and gave it to him. I'd just 
finished burping him when this elderly woman 
came up to me and said with a smile, "I just 
wanted to tell you that you handle that baby just 
marvelously." 

My Southern manners kicked in, and I simply 
said "Thank you, ma'am." But as she turned and 
went on her way, in the back of my mind I thought 
"Is there some reason I shouldn't be good at this?" 
Then I realized, she was from a generation in 
which she probably never saw a man-a father
doing something as simple as taking care of his 
child. Not unless the child's mother was sick or 
dead or something. No wonder she was impressed. 

Imagine if she'd stuck around for the diaper 
change! 

My mom was undermining "cultural norms" by 
insisting on raising me to do most household tasks 
myself. She may not have realized it then, but she 
was also undermining cultural norms when she jus
tified my braiding the hair of of my sister's dolls by 
telling my dad (who expressed concern that I was 
braiding a doll's hair) that I might have a daughter 
of my own someday and I might have to know how 
to do her hair. 

It's almost like my mom was thinking of this dad. 
The point is my mom had probably confronted 

the same thing that the elderly woman in the mall 
had confronted: generations of men not only raised 
to know nothing about taking care of their own 
homes and their own children, but to believe that 
doing so wasn't in their job description. My mom 
decided she was going to raise at least one man who 
wouldn't be quite so entrenched in a gender-based 
division of labor. 

It happens that in our home there is no gender
based division of labor. We share the housework 
evenly. And if there is a deciding factor in who does 
what, its not based on gender but on who prefers 
to do it, who's better at it, or who has the time and 
flexibility. 

It's interesting, because in our house we don't 
have gender-based division of labor to fall back 
on. That doesn't mean we don't have disagree
ments about housework. But it's based more on 
personal traits than gender. (For example, as I tell 
the hubby, it's not that clutter doesn't bother me. It 
just bothers him sooner than it bothers me.) For the 
most part, who does what in our house depends on 
who's free, and who prefers to do it. (Gardening, 
for example, I cede to him. But, I usually clean the 
downstairs bathroom, etc.) 

Sometimes, it's a matter of consideration. For 
example, I'm going to come home late tomor
row, which means the hubby will have the boys by 
himself tomorrow night. Thus, before I go to bed 
tonight, I'll probably load and run the dishwasher, 
and pick up the toys, shoes, etc., scattered around 
the family room. So at least he can come home to an 
empty sink and a relatively tidy house. (It makes a 
difference when you're parenting solo.) 
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But the article reminded me of something else. 
One of the reasons for the opposition to same-sex 
marriage is the potential of marriage equality to call 
gender roles more into question. 

So, yeah. That's a "cultural norm" that we under
mine on a daily basis. It also means that our sons 
are not growing up with a gender-based division 
of labor. They see two men cooking, cleaning, tak
ing care of children, etc., and they will learn to do 

R E A D N G 

the same. And maybe their future spouses won't be 
stuck with the lion's share of housework. 

To my heterosexual brethren, I say this. You, too, 
can help change this old, tired, "cultural norm." And 
you don't have to marry another dude to do it. You 
just have to pick up a mop more often, wash a few 
dishes, change your share of diapers, etc. 

In other words, be an equal partner in your mar
riage and family. 
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A Brief History of Working Women 
Sharlene Hesse-Biber and Gregg Lee Carter ( 1999) 

WOMEN WORKERS 
IN PRE-INDUSTRIAL AMERICA 

Seven hundred and fifty thousand Europeans came 
to America between 1600 and 1700. The bulk 
of them were from Britain, but the colonies also 
saw significant numbers from Holland, France, 
and Germany. Many came as indentured servants, 
exchanging their labor for the cost of passage to 
the American colonies. Indentured servants often 
worked from five to ten years to pay back their 
creditors. As early as the 1600s, prior to the slave 
trade, some Africans also came to the colonies as 
indentured servants; they often worked side by side 
with white indentured servants. Women's lives in 
this country differed drastically, depending on their 
race, class, and marital status. 

White Women 

European women usually arrived in the New World 
with their families, as daughters and wives, under the 
auspices of fathers or husbands. In the pre-industrial 
economy of the American colonial period (from the 

seventeenth century to the early eighteenth century), 
work was closely identified with home and family 
life. The family was the primary economic unit, and 
family members were dependent on one another 
for basic sustenance. Men performed the agricul
tural work, while women's work was done chiefly 
in the home, which was a center of production in 
colonial America. In addition to cooking, cleaning, 
and caring for children, women did spinning and 
weaving, and made lace, soap, candles, and shoes. 
Indeed, they manufactured nearly all articles used 
in daily life. This work was highly valued, and the 
colonies relied on the production of these "cottage 
industries." 

Single women remained within the domestic 
sphere, living with relatives, often as "assistant 
homemakers." For married women, the nature of 
their work depended on the economic circumstances 
of their husbands: 

In cash-poor homes and among frontier families, 
women bore the burden of filling most of the fam
ily's basic needs. They worked to reduce cash 
expenditures by growing vegetables in the kitchen 
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garden and making the family's clothes, candles, 
soap and household furnishings. If a husband were 
a craftsman or the proprietor of a shop or tavern, 
his wife and children might also work in the busi
ness, in addition to all the other tasks. In contrast, 
the wife of a successful farmer, plantation owner, 
or merchant did little actual work; instead, she 
supervised household servants and slaves who 
purchased or made the goods the family needed, 
cooked the meals, and maintained the house. 

The social codes of colonial America did not 
exclude a woman from working outside the home, 
and many did so. Colonial women engaged in a 
great range of occupations, and as old documents 
are discovered and new histories of women's work 
are written, that range appears greater still. Women 
were innkeepers, shopkeepers, crafts workers, 
nurses, printers, teachers, and landholders. In the 
city of Boston during 1690, for example, women 
ran approximately 40 percent of all taverns. During 
that year, city officials also granted more than thirty 
women the right to saw lumber and manufacture 
potash. Women acted as physicians and midwives 
in all the early settlements, producing medicines, 
salves, and ointments. Many of the women who 
worked outside their homes were widows with 
dependent children, who took their husbands' 
places in family enterprises. It seems that at one 
time or another, colonial women engaged in many 
of the occupations practiced by men. Indeed, most 
models of the "patriarchal family economy" ill fit 
the historical evidence; for example, eighteenth
century diaries describe "a world in which wives as 
well as husbands traded with their neighbors" and 
"young women felt themselves responsible for their 
own support." Not surprisingly, however, women's 
wages in this period were significantly lower than 
those of men. 

For poor women, there were special incentives 
to work outside the home. Local poor laws encour
aged single poor women to work rather than become 
recipients of relief. The choice of jobs was much 
more limited, and many poor women became laun
dresses, house servants, or cooks. Again, however, 
female laborers were paid approximately 30 percent 
less than the lowest-paid unskilled, free, white male 

workers and 20 percent less than hired-out male 
slaves. 

The fact that some women worked in so-called 
"masculine fields"-that they were merchants, tav
ern owners, shopkeepers, and so on-has some
times been interpreted to mean that the colonial 
period was a "golden age of equality" for women. 
Contemporary historians argue instead, however, 
that these jobs were exceptions to the rule, and 
that in fact "colonial times were characterized by a 
strict and simple division of labor between men and 
women, which assigned them to fields and house, or 
to the public and private spheres, respectively." The 
dominant ideology was still that a woman's place 
was at home, raising children .... 

Women of Color 

Historically, the experiences of women of color 
have differed dramatically from those of white 
women. If we consider only the present time period, 
it may appear that women of color and white women 
have certain experiences in common-relatively 
low economic position, being the target of discrimi
natory practices in education and in work, and over
all marginality in the power structure. But women 
of color and white women have reached their pre
sent circumstances through very different histories. 
Although white women's status was clearly infe
rior to that of white men, they were treated with 
deference, and they shared in the status privileges 
of their husbands. African American women almost 
never had the option of choosing between work and 
leisure, as did some white women. They were not 
included in the image of the "colonial housewife." 
African American women were not considered 
"weak" females, but were treated more like beasts 
of burden. Thus these women of color suffered a 
double oppression of sexism and racism. 

Nowhere is this double oppression more clearly 
demonstrated than within the institution of slavery, 
which became established in late seventeenth- and 
early eighteenth-century colonial society-largely 
as a result of the demand for cheap agricultural 
labor, especially within the Southern plantation 
economy. Historians estimate the slave population in 
the United States, Caribbean, and Brazil consisted of 
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9.5 million blacks. More than double that number are 
estimated to have died in transit to the New World. 
Slave women in the Southern colonies were with
out doubt the most exploited of all women. They 
were exploited not only as workers but as breeders 
of slaves. The following advertisement was typical 
of the time: 

Negroes for Sale: A girl about twenty years of 
age (raised in Virginia) and her two female chil
dren, four and the other two years old-remarkably 
strong and healthy. Never having had a day's sick
ness with the exception of the smallpox in her life. 
She is prolific in her generating qualities and affords 
a rare opportunity to any person who wishes to 
raise a family of strong and healthy servants for 
their own use. 

Slave women were also sometimes exploited as sex 
objects for white men. Like male slaves, they were 
considered intrinsically inferior. Slaves were prop
erty, not people. They faced severe cultural and 
legal restrictions: their family lives were controlled 
by their owners, their children were not their own, 
and their educational opportunities were almost 
nonexistent. 

Sojourner Truth, formerly a slave and an activist 
in the abolitionist and women's rights movements, 
eloquently expressed the differences in treatment, 
under slavery, of black and white women: "That 
man over there says that women need to be helped 
into carriages and lifted over ditches, and to have 
the best place everywhere. Nobody ever helped me 
into carriages, or over mud puddles, or gives me any 
best place ... and ain't I a woman?" 

Before the Civil War, a black woman in one of 
the "cotton states," working on one of the larger 
plantations, would have been either a house 
servant or one of several million field hands who 
produced major cash crops. In the Southern plan
tation economy, we thus find a "bifurcated" con
cept of woman. The European woman became 
"the guardian of civilization," while the African 
American woman was "spared neither harsh labor 
nor harsh punishment," though the experience of 
slaves differed depending on the economic sta
tus and individual personality of the slave owner. 

Even pregnancy did not deter some slavemasters 
from cruel treatment: "One particular method of 
whipping pregnant slaves was used throughout the 
South; they were made to lie face down in a spe
cially dug depression in the ground, a practice that 
provided simultaneously for the protection of the 
fetus and the abuse of its mother." 

Some white women benefited from such slave 
labor and shared with their husbands the role of 
oppressor, although the slave-mistress relation
ship was psychologically complex: "In their role 
as labor managers, mistresses lashed out at slave 
women not only to punish them, but also to vent 
their anger on victims even more wronged than 
themselves. We may speculate that, in the female 
slave, the white woman saw the source of her own 
misery, but she also saw herself-a woman without 
rights or recourse, subject to the whims of an ego
tistical man." Conflict between white and African 
American women often resulted in violence, in which 
"mistresses were likely to attack with any weapon 
available-knitting needles, tongs, a fork, butcher 
knife, ironing board, or pan of boiling water." Yet, 
while the relationship was often filled with strife, 
white and African American women "also shared 
a world of physical and emotional intimacy that is 
uncommon among women of antagonistic classes 
and different races." 

Slavery was justified by notions of race involving 
the "biological superiority" of the colonists. It was 
assumed that Europeans in the colonies made up an 
easily identifiable and discrete biological and social 
entity-a "natural" community of class interests, 
racial attributes, political and social affinities, and 
superior culture. This was of course not exactly true, 
but given that the differences between white skin and 
black skin were more noticeable than many of the 
differences among Europeans themselves, and given 
that whites were in dominant positions politically 
and socially, it could easily seem to be true. 

Slave families often resisted the oppressive 
workloads by banding together to help one another 
in the fields and to lessen the workloads of older, 
weaker, or sicker workers. The extended fam
ily was of vital importance under the slave sys
tem. African American mothers labored most of 
the day, some of them caring for white women's 
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families, while their own children were left under 
the care of grandmothers and old or disabled 
slaves. While the two-parent, nuclear family may 
have been the most typical form of slave cohabita
tion, close relatives were often very much involved 
in family life. Stevenson's study suggests that in 
colonial and antebellum Virginia, the slave fam
ily was a "malleable extended family that, when 
possible, provided its members with nurture, edu
cation, socialization, material support, and recrea
tion in the face of the potential social chaos that the 
slaveholder imposed." 

Even though African American men were 
unable to own property, to provide protection and 
support for their children, or to work within the 
public sphere, there was a sexual division within 
the slave household. Men collected the firewood 
and made furniture-beds, tables, chairs-and 
other articles of wood, such as animal traps, butter 
paddles, and ax handles. They also wove baskets 
and made shoes. African American women grew, 
prepared, and preserved foods; spun thread, wove 
and dyed cloth, and sewed clothes; and made soap 
and candles. 

In the North, while slavery was an accepted prac
tice, it was not nearly as widespread. Many African 
American women worked as free laborers as domes
tic servants; others worked as spinners, weavers, 
and printers. 

Native American Women 

The work and family life experience of Native 
American women prior to European colonization 
differed depending on the region of the country 
and the type of tribal society. But in every Native 
American nation, women played very important 
roles in the economic life of their communities: 

They had to be resourceful in utilizing every aspect 
of the environment to sustain life and engaging in 
cultural exchanges to incorporate new productive 
techniques. They gathered wild plants for food, 
herbs for medicines and dyes, clay for pottery, bark 
and reeds for weaving cloth. In many nations, they 
also tilled the soil and sowed the seeds, cultivated 
and harvested, made cloth and clothing, dried veg
etables, and ground grains for breads. In hunting 

societies, they cured the meats and dried the skins. 
They also assisted in the hunt in some cultures. 

As a general rule, men hunted and women engaged 
in agricultural work. The more important hunting 
was to a community's survival, the more extensive 
the male power within the community; the greater 
the dependence on agriculture, the greater the power 
and independence of women. Women had the 
responsibility for raising children and maintaining 
hearth and home. Men engaged in hunting, fishing, 
and warfare. 

In the East especially, many Indian communities 
were predominantly agricultural. Women consti
tuted the agricultural labor force within these com
munities. An English woman who was held captive 
by a Seneca tribe observed that 

Household duties were simple and Seneca women, 
unlike English wives and daughters, were not 
slaves to the spinning wheel or the needle. In the 
summer, the women went out each morning to 
the fields, accompanied by their children, to work 
cooperatively and in the company of friends and 
relatives, planting and tending the com, beans, and 
squash at a pace to their individual rhythms and 
skills rather than to the demands of an overseer. 
They moved from field to field, completing the 
same tasks in each before returning to the first. 

Women within agricultural communities would 
often maintain control over tools and land-as well 
as any surplus foods they gathered from the land. 
This often enabled them (especially elderly women 
who were heads of households) to garner some 
political clout within their tribal communities. For 
instance, if Iroquois women opposed war on certain 
occasions, they might refuse to let the men have the 
cornmeal they would have needed to feed their raid
ing parties or armies. These communities often had 
a matrilineal family structure (inheritance and fam
ily name were through the female line, with family 
connections through the mother) and matrilocal res
idence (upon marriage a man lived with his mother
in-law's relatives). 

Through the lens of the white colonist, the work 
roles and family structure of Native American soci
ety appeared deviant and, in some cases, perverse. 



A Brief History of Working Women I SHARLENE HESSE-BIBER AND GREGG LEE CARTER 507 

After all, English society was characterized by a 
patriarchal family structure with patrilocal residence: 

To Europeans, Indian family patterns raised the 
specter of promiscuous women, freed from account

ability to their fathers and husbands for the offspring 

they produced .... Equally incomprehensible-and 

thus perverse-to many Europeans were the work 

roles accepted by Indian men and women. In the 
world the English knew, farming was labor and 

farmers were male. Masculinity was linked, inexo
rably, to agriculture: household production and 
family reproduction defined femininity. That Indian 

men hunted was not a sufficient counterpoise, for, 
in the England of the seventeenth century, hunting 

was a sport, not an occupation. Many concluded that 

Indian men were effeminate, lazy; Indian women 

were beasts of burden, slaves to unmanly men. 

European colonization and conquest pushed Native 
Americans off their land, depriving them of food and 
livelihood, culture and traditions. Disease or warfare 
demolished whole societies. Others were radically 
transformed, especially with regard to the traditional 
gender and work roles. Having used military force to 
remove Native Americans from their lands onto res
ervations, the U.S. government "began a systematic 
effort to destroy their cultures and replace them with 
the values and practices of middle-class whites." 

Confined to relatively small reservations, Native 
American men could no longer hunt as extensively 
as before (nor, defeated by U.S. forces, could they 
any longer carry on warfare). They therefore needed 
to redefine their social roles and to find new eco
nomic activities. In many a Native American tribe, 
the men took over agriculture, traditionally the 
women's work. Family structure also changed, at 
the prompting of missionaries and others including 
government officials, to become more like that of 
the Europeans, with less emphasis on the matrilineal 
extended family and more on the nuclear family and 
the husband-wife relationship. 

THE ARRIVAL OF INDUSTRIALIZATION 

The transformation from an agrarian rural econ
omy to an urban industrial society ushered in a 
new era in women's work. With the advent of 

industrialization, many of the products women 
made at home-clothes, shoes, candles-gradually 
came to be made instead in factories. For a while, 
women still performed the work at home, using the 
new machines. Merchants would contract for work 
to be done, supplying women with the machines and 
the raw materials to be made into finished articles. 
The most common of these manufacturing trades for 
women was sewing for the newly emerging clothing 
industry. Since women had always sewn for their 
families, this work was considered an extension of 
women's traditional role, and therefore a respect
able activity. As the demand for goods increased, 
however, home production declined and gave way 
to the factory system, which was more efficient in 
meeting emerging needs. 

The rise of factory production truly separated 
the home from the workplace. With the decline of 
the household unit as the center of industrial and 
economy activity, the importance of women's eco
nomic role also declined. Male and female spheres 
of activity became more separated, as did the defini
tions of men's and women's roles. Man's role con
tinued to be primarily that of worker and provider; 
woman's role became primarily supportive. She 
was to maintain a smooth and orderly household, 
to be cheerful and warm, and thus to provide the 
husband with the support and services he needed 
to continue his work life. The industrial revolution 
created a set of social and economic conditions 
in which the basic lifestyle of white middle-class 
women more nearly approached society's expec
tations concerning woman's role. More and more 
middle-class women could now aspire to the status 
formerly reserved for the upper classes-that of 
"lady." The nineteenth-century concept of a lady 
was that of a fragile, idle, pure creature, submis
sive and subservient to her husband and to domestic 
needs. Her worth was based on her decorative value, 
a quality that embraced her beauty, her virtuous 
character, and her temperament. She was certainly 
not a paid employee. This ideal was later referred to 
as the "cult of true womanhood" because of its rigid, 
almost religious standards. 

Biological and social arguments were also often 
used to justify women's exclusion from the labor 
force. Women were seen as too weak and delicate to 
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participate in the rough work world of men. It was 
believed they lacked strength and stamina, that their 
brains were small, that the feminine perspective and 
sensitivity were liabilities in the marketplace. Such 
arguments rationalized women's accepting the roles 
of homemaker and mother almost exclusively, as 
the industrial revolution spread across the country. 

During the early years of industrialization, how
ever, because many men were still primarily occu
pied with agricultural work and were unavailable or 
unwilling to enter the early factories, male laborers 
were in short supply. American industry depended, 
then, on a steady supply of women workers. Yet 
how could society tolerate women's working in the 
factories, given the dominant ideology of the times, 
which dictated that a woman's place was at home? 
Single white women provided one answer. Their 
employment was viewed as a fulfillment of their 
family responsibilities, during an interlude before 
marriage. 

The employment of young, single women in 
the early Lowell (Massachusetts) mills is a prime 
example of the reconciliation of ideology with the 
needs of industry. Francis Cabot Lowell devised a 
respectable route into employment for such women. 
Recruiting the daughters of farm families to work in 
his mill, which opened in 1821 in Lowell, he pro
vided supervised boardinghouses, salaries sufficient 
to allow the young women to offer financial aid to 
their families or to save for their own trousseaux, 
and assurances to their families that the hard work 
and discipline of the mill would help prepare them 
for marriage and motherhood. 

In the early industrial era, working conditions 
were arduous and hours were long. By the late 
1830s, immigration began to supply a strongly 
competitive, permanent workforce willing to be 
employed for low wages in the factories, under 
increasingly mechanized and hazardous conditions. 
By the late 1850s, most of the better-educated, sin
gle, native-born women had left the mills, leaving 
newly immigrated women (both single and married) 
and men to fill these positions. 

While women thus played a crucial role in the 
development of the textile industry, the first impor
tant manufacturing industry in America, women 
also found employment in many other occupations 

during the process of industrialization. As railroads 
and other business enterprises expanded and consol
idated, women went to work in these areas as well. 
In fact, the U.S. Labor Commissioner reported that 
by 1890 only 9 out of 360 general groups to which 
the country's industries had been assigned did not 
employ women. 

By 1900, more than five million women or girls, 
or about one in every five of those 10 years old and 
over, had become a paid employee. The largest pro
portion ( 40%) remained close to home in domestic 
and personal service, but domestic service was on 
the decline for white working-class women at the 
turn of the century. About 25 percent (1.3 million) 
of employed women worked in the manufactur
ing industries: in cotton mills, in the manufacture 
of woolen and worsted goods, silk goods, hosiery, 
and knit wear. The third largest group of employed 
women (over 18%) were working on farms. 
Women in the trade and transportation industries 
(about 10%) worked as saleswomen, telegraph and 
telephone operators, stenographers, clerks, copy
ists, accountants, and bookkeepers. Women in the 
professions (about 9 percent, and typically young, 
educated, and single, of native-born parentage) 
were employed primarily in elementary and sec
ondary teaching or nursing. Other professions
law, medicine, business, college teaching-tended 
to exclude women. The fastest growing of these 
occupational groups were manufacturing, trade, 
and transportation. In the last thirty years of the 
nineteenth century, the number of women work
ing in trade and transportation rose from 19,000 to 
over half a million. These women also tended to be 
young, single, native-born Americans; immigrants 
and minority women were excluded from these 
white-collar positions. 

By the turn of the century, the labor market had 
become clearly divided according to gender, race, 
and class. Fewer manufacturing jobs were being 
defined as suitable for white women, especially with 
the rising dominance of heavy industry employment 
for which female workers were considered too deli
cate.Working-class women were increasingly deval
ued by their continued participation in activities men 
had primarily taken over (such as factory work), 
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because these activities were regarded as lacking in 
the Victorian virtue and purity called for by the "cult 
of true womanhood." As the economy expanded and 
prosperity came to more and more white middle
class families, middle-class women could "become 
ladies." A "woman's place" was still defined as at 
home. If these women did work outside the home, 
the appropriate occupation was a white-collar job 
(sales, clerical, and professional occupations). 
White women's occupations shifted from primar
ily domestic service-which became increasingly 
identified as "black women's work"-and from 
light manufacturing to the rapidly growing oppor
tunities in office and sales work. These jobs were 
also considered more appropriate for feminine 
roles as defined by the cult of true womanhood. 
Women of color did not share in this occupational 
transformation_ In 1910, for example, 90.5 percent 
of African American women worked as agricultural 
laborers or domestics, compared with 29.3 percent 
of white women. 

The Legacy of Slavery 

African American women were not part of the "cult 
of true womanhood." They were not sheltered or 
protected from the harsh realities, and "while many 
white daughters were raised in genteel refined cir
cumstances, most black daughters were forced to 
deal with poverty, violence and a hostile outside 
world from childhood on." After emancipation, 
their employment and economic opportunities were 
limited, in part because the skills they had learned 
on the plantation transferred to relatively few jobs, 
and those only of low pay and status. 

African American women's concentration in ser
vice work--especially domestic work-was largely 
a result of limited opportunities available to them 
following the Civil War. The only factory employ
ment open to them was in the Southern tobacco 
and textile industries, and until World War I most 
African American working women were farm labor
ers, domestics, or laundresses .... 

Despite the limited range of job opportunities, 
a relatively large proportion of African American 
women were employed. The legacy of slavery may 
partly account for the relatively high labor-force 

participation rate of African American women. 
Although women's labor-force participation rate 
is generally lower than men's, African American 
women's participation rate was historically much 
higher than that of white women. Thus, for example, 
white women's labor-force participation in 1890 
was 16.3 percent, while African American women's 
rate was 39.7 percent. 

WORLD WAR I AND THE DEPRESSION 

World War I accelerated the entry of white women 
into new fields of industry. The pressure of war pro
duction and the shortage of male industrial workers 
necessitated the hiring of women for what had been 
male-dominated occupations. Women replaced men 
at jobs in factories and business offices, and, in gen
eral, they kept the nation going, fed, and clothed. 
The mechanization and routinization of industry 
during this period enabled women to quickly mas
ter the various new skills. For the most part, this 
wartime pattern involved a reshuffling of the exist
ing female workforce, rather than an increase in the 
numbers of women employed. Although the popular 
myth is that homemakers abandoned their kitchens 
for machine shops or airplane hangars, only about 
5 percent of women workers were new to the labor 
force during the war years .... 

Thus the wartime labor shortage temporarily 
created new job opportunities for women work
ers, and at higher wages than they had previously 
earned. This was not necessarily the case for African 
American women, however. Although World War I 
opened up some factory jobs to them, these were 
typically limited to the most menial, least desirable, 
and often the most dangerous jobs-jobs already 
rejected by white women. These jobs included 
some of the most dangerous tasks in industry, such 
as carrying glass to hot ovens in glass factories and 
dyeing furs in the furrier industry. 

World War I produced no substantial or last
ing change in women's participation in the labor 
force. The employment rate of women in 1920 was 
actually a bit lower (20.4%) than in 1910 (20.9%). 
The labor unions, the government, and the society 
at large were not ready to accept a permanent shift 
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in women's economic role. Instead, women filled 
an urgent need during the wartime years and were 
relegated to their former positions as soon as peace 
returned. As the reformer Mary Von Kleeck wrote, 
"When the immediate dangers ... were passed, the 
prejudices came to life once more." 

When the men returned from the war, they were 
given priority in hiring, and although a number 
of women left the labor force voluntarily, many 
were forced out by layoffs. Those remaining were 
employed in the low-paying, low-prestige posi
tions women had always occupied and in those 
occupations that had become accepted as women's 
domain .... 

The Great Depression of the 1930s threw mil
lions out of work. The severe employment prob
lems during this period intensified the general 
attitude that a woman with a job was taking that 
job away from a male breadwinner. Yet during 
the 1930s, an increasing number of women went 
to work for the first time. The increase was most 
marked among younger, married women, who 
worked at least until the first child, and among 
older, married women, who reentered the market
place because of dire economic need or in response 
to changing patterns of consumer demand. Most 
jobs held by women were part-time, seasonal, 
and marginal. Women's labor-force participation 
increased slowly throughout this period and into 
the early 1940s . . . , except in the professions 
(including feminized professions such as elemen
tary teaching, nursing, librarianship, and social 
work). The proportion of women in all professions 
declined from 14.2 percent to 12.3 percent during 
the Depression decade. 

WORLD WAR II 

The ordeal of World War II brought about tremen
dous change in the numbers and occupational distri
bution of working women. As during World War I, 
the shortage of male workers, who had gone off 
to fight, coupled with the mounting pressures of 
war production brought women into the workforce. 
A corresponding shift in attitudes about women's 
aptitudes and proper roles resulted. Women entered 

the munitions factories and other heavy industries 
to support the war effort. The War Manpower Com
mission instituted a massive advertising campaign 
to attract women to the war industries. Patriotic 
appeals were common. 

Equal work did not mean equal pay for the women 
in these varied wartime occupations. Although the 
National War Labor Board issued a directive to 
industries that stipulated equal pay for equal work, 
most employers continued to pay women at a lower 
rate. Furthermore, women had little opportunity to 
advance in their new occupations. 

World War II marked an important turning point 
in women's participation in the paid labor force. The 
social prohibition concerning married women work
ing gave way under wartime pressure, and women 
wartime workers demonstrated that it was possi
ble for women to maintain their households while 
also assuming the role of breadwinner with outside 
employment. More women than ever before learned 
to accommodate the simultaneous demands of fam
ily and work. The experience "pointed the way to a 
greater degree of choice for American women." 

However, at the war's end, with the return of 
men to civilian life, there was a tremendous pres
sure on women to return to their former positions 
in the home. During this time, a new social ideol
ogy began to emerge; Betty Friedan later called it 
"the feminine mystique." This ideology drew in 
social workers, educators, journalists, and psychol
ogists, all of whom tried to convince women that 
their place was again in the home. It was not until 
the "cult of true womanhood" advanced in the late 
1800s to differentiate middle-class women from 
working-class women. As Friedan notes, in the 
fifteen years following World War II, the image of 
"women at home" rather than "at work" became a 
cherished and self-perpetuating core of contempo
rary American culture. A generation of young peo
ple were brought up to extol the values of home and 
family, and woman's role was defined as the domes
tic center around which all else revolved. Women 
were supposed to live like those in Norman Rock
well Saturday Evening Post illustrations. The ideal
ized image was of smiling mothers baking cookies 
for their wholesome children, driving their station 



A Brief History of Working Women I SHARLENE HESSE-BIBER AND GREGG LEE CARTER 511 

wagons loaded with freckled youngsters to an end
less round of lessons and activities, returning with 
groceries and other consumer goods to the ranch 
houses they cared for with such pride. Women were 
supposed to revel in these roles and gladly leave the 
running of the world to men. 

Yet, unlike the post-World War I period, after 
World War II women did not go back to the kitch
ens. Instead, women's labor-force participation 
continued to increase throughout the post-World 
War II decades, so that by the late 1960s, 40 percent 
of American women were in the labor force, and 
by the late 1990s, 60 percent were. Who were the 
women most likely to be part of this "new majority" 
of women at work? 

AFTER WORLD WAR II: 
THE RISE OF THE MARRIED WOMAN WORKER 

Between 1890 and the beginning of World War II, 
single women comprised at least half the female 
labor force. The others were mostly married African 
American, immigrant, or working-class women. 

The decade of the 1940s saw a change in the type 
of woman worker, as increasing numbers of married 
women left their homes to enter the world of paid 
work .... Although single women continued to have 
the highest labor-force participation rates among 
women, during the 1940s the percentage of married 
women in the workforce grew more rapidly than 
any other category. Between 1940 and 1950, single 
women workers were in short supply because of low 
birthrates in the 1930s. Furthermore, those single 
women available for work were marrying at younger 
ages and leaving the labor market to raise their fami
lies. On the other hand, ample numbers of older, mar
ried women were available, and these women (who 
had married younger, had had fewer children, and 
were living longer) were eager for paid employment. 

In 1940, about 15 percent of married women were 
employed; by 1950, 24 percent. This increase has 
continued: by 1960, 32 percent of married women; 
in 1970, over 41 percent; in 1980, 50 percent; and 
by 1995, 61 percent. Indeed, as the twentieth cen
tury comes to a close, we can see that labor-force 

participation rates of single and married women 
have become almost identical. ... 

During the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, it was mainly 
older, married women entering the workforce. 
In 1957, for example, the labor-force participation 
rate among women aged forty-five to forty-nine 
years exceeded the rate for twenty- to twenty
four-year-old women. During the 1960s, young 
married mothers with preschool- or school-age 
children began to enter the workforce. This trend 
continued for the next three decades; by 1995, 
more than three-quarters of married women with 
children between six and seventeen years of age 
were employed, and, most significantly, almost 
two-thirds of those women with children under 
the age of six were in the labor force .... In short, 
whereas before 1970 the overwhelming majority 
of married women stopped working after they had 
children, today the overwhelming majority of mar
ried women do not. 

WOMEN OF COLOR 

Denied entrance to the factories during the rise of 
industrialization and, for much of the twentieth 
century, facing discriminatory hiring practices that 
closed off opportunities in the newly expanded 
office and sales jobs, many women of color entered 
domestic service. From 1910 to 1940, the propor
tion of white women employed in clerical and sales 
positions almost doubled, and there was a decline 
in the numbers of white women in domestic work. 
Private household work then became the province of 
African American women: the percentage of African 
American household workers increased from 38.5 
percent in 1910 to 59_9 percent in 1940 .... For 
the next three decades, African American women 
remained the single largest group in domestic service. 

African American women's economic status 
improved dramatically from 1940 through the 1960s, 
as a result of an increase in light manufacturing jobs, 
as well as changes in technology. African American 
women moved from private household work into 
manufacturing and clerical work, and made sig
nificant gains in the professions. Whereas in 1940, 
60 percent of employed African American females 
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worked in private households, by the late 1960s only 
20 percent did. Their job prospects continued to 
improve, and by the 1980s, almost half of all working 
African American women were doing so in "white
collar" jobs-clerical and sales positions, as well as 
professional jobs in business, health care, and edu
cation. Through the 1990s, the historic, job-prestige 
gap between African American and white working 
women continued to close. Almost two-thirds of 
working African American women had jobs in the 
white-collar world by 1996, compared with nearly 
three-quarters of working white women .... 

Other Women of Color at Work 

Each minority group has had a different experi
ence in American society and has faced different 
opportunities and obstacles. Women in each group 
share with African American women the concerns 
of all minority women; they share with the men of 
their ethnic groups the problems of discrimination 
against that particular ethnic minority. 

Native American Women 
As we noted earlier, gender roles in Native American 
communities were disrupted during the conquest 
and oppression by whites. For example, Navajo 
society was traditionally matrilineal, with extended 
families the norm; Navajo women owned property 
and played an important role in family decisions. 
But beginning in the 1930s, government policy dis
rupted this system by giving land only to males. As 
they could no longer make a sufficient living off 
the land, more and more Navajo men had to seek 
employment off the reservations. Nuclear families 
became the norm. Navajo women became depend
ent on male providers. With the men away much of 
the time, these women are often isolated and pow
erless. They often face divorce or desertion and 
thus economic difficulties, because the community 
frowns on women seeking work off the reservation. 

Such disruption of the traditional Native 
American society left Native American women in 
very grim economic circumstances. But in recent 
decades, more and more of them have gotten jobs. 
Native American women's labor-force participation 
rate in 1970 was 35 percent (compared to 43% for 
all women). This rate rose sharply to 55 percent by 

the early 1990s and is now within a few percentage 
points of the rate for all women. 

Like their African American counterparts over 
the past half century, Native American women have 
gradually moved out of low-skill farm and nonfarm 
work and domestic jobs into clerical, sales, profes
sional, technical, and other "white-collar" jobs. In 
1960, one in six working Native American women 
was employed as a domestic household worker; by 
the early 1990s only one in a hundred was. During 
the same period, the proportion of Native American 
women involved in agricultural work also went 
from ten to one in a hundred. Manufacturing work 
was increasingly replaced by white-collar work, 
reflecting the overall trends in the occupational 
structure; more specifically, while the percentage 
involved in factory work (much of it in textiles and 
traditional crafts) fell from 18.1 to 14.2, the percent
age doing white-collar work soared from 28.9 to 
61.3. Although many of these white-collar jobs are 
classified as "professional" (15.7% of all working 
Native American women) or "managerial" (9.4% ), 
two-thirds of Native American women are still 
concentrated in the "secondary" sector of the labor 
market-which is characterized by low wages, few 
or no benefits, low mobility, and high instability. 
They are kept there because of the "stagnation of the 
reservation economy," discrimination, and their rel
atively low level of educational attainment. A sig
nificant number do not have a high school diploma 
(in 1990, more than one-third of all those over the 
age of 25, compared to one-fifth of white women). 

Latina [Chicana] Women 
. . . Large numbers of Chicanas migrated, usually 
with husband and children, from Mexico to the 
United States during the 1916-1920 labor shortage 
created by World War I. They found work in the 
sprawling "factory farms" of the Southwest, har
vesting fruits, vegetables, and cotton in the Imperial 
and San Joaquin valleys of California, the Salt River 
valley of Arizona, and the Rio Grande valley of 
Texas. They also went to the Midwest, for instance to 
Michigan and Minnesota, to harvest sugar beets. Such 
migrant workers typically were exploited, spending 
long, tedious, and physically demanding hours in the 
fields for very low pay. Some became tenant farmers, 
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which might seem a step up, except too often this sys
tem "created debt peonage; unable to pay the rent, 
tenants were unable to leave the land and remained 
virtually permanently indebted to their landlords." 

During the 1920s, with a shortage of European 
immigration, new job opportunities opened up for 
Mexican Americans, and they began to migrate 
from rural, farm country to the urban, industrial cent
ers, where they found work as domestics and factory 
workers. By 1930, one-third of working Chicanas 
were domestics and a quarter worked in manufactur
ing; at the time, the share employed in agriculture, 
forestry, and mining had fallen to 21 percent. Wage 
scales varied according to ethnicity, however. It was 
not uncommon to pay Chicana workers lower wages 
than "Anglo" (whites of European descent) women 
for doing the same job, whether as domestics, laun
dresses, or workers in the food-processing industries 
of the West and Southwest. Then the Depression 
years of the 1930s, with the general shortage of 
jobs, brought a backlash against Mexican American 
labor, and thousands of Mexicans were deported or 
pressured to leave. 

World War II once again opened up the American 
labor market for Mexican migrants, as their labor was 
needed to offset wartime labor shortages. However, 
their treatment was deplorable by modem standards. 
In short, Mexican workers comprised a "reserve 
army" of exploited labor. Through the govemment
sponsored Bracero or "Manual Workers" program, 
Mexican workers were granted temporary work 
visas so that they could be employed on large cor
porate farms and elsewhere, but too often they were 
treated like slaves or prisoners. 

World War II and the years following saw a mas
sive shift in the occupational and geographical dis
tribution of Chicana workers: 

Many left Texas for California, and the population 

became increasingly more urban. Women continued 

their move from the fields into garment factories 
throughout the Southwest. ... [A] comparison of the 

1930 and 1950 [census] data shows the magnitude 

of these shifts. For instance, the share of employed 
southwestern Chicanas working on farms dropped 

from 21 percent in 1930 to 6 percent in 1950, while 
the percentage in white-collar work doubled. 

By the 1960s, the largest occupational category 
for Chicana workers was operatives, followed by 
clerical and service work. Chicanas became con
centrated in particular industries-food process
ing, electronics (including telecommunications), 
and garments. Like their Native American counter
parts, Chicana women have made some progress in 
entering professional and managerial occupations 
(primarily noncollege teaching, nursing, librarian
ship, and social work). In 1960, 8.6 percent were in 
these occupations; by 1980, 12.6 percent, and by the 
early 1990s 17 .5 percent. However, like the Native 
Americans, Chicana women are still overwhelm
ingly found in the secondary labor market (75% )
much more so than women (60%) and men (32%) of 
white European heritage. 

The dominant reasons behind the low occupational 
prestige of all minority groups are the same: discrimi
nation and low educational attainment. In the case of 
Chicana women, over 15 percent "are illiterate by the 
standard measure (completion of less than five years 
of schooling)," but studies of functional illiteracy 
during the 1970s and 1980s suggest "much higher 
rates-perhaps as high as 56 percent." At the other 
end of the educational attainment spectrum, only 
8.4 percent of Latina women have completed four or 
more years of college--compared with 21.0 percent 
of white women and 12.9 percent of blacks. However, 
education is only part of the formula for success in the 
U.S. occupational system: for when education is held 
constant, Latina women make only between 84 and 
90 percent of what white women do. 

Beyond lack of education, Chicana women face 
other important obstacles in the labor market. They 
have high rates of unemployment and underem
ployment. Many of the jobs they hold are seasonal 
and often nonunionized. This lack of advancement 
translates into higher poverty rates (23 percent for 
Chicana/os in the early 1990s). The median income 
for full-time Chicana workers is lower than that of 
any other U.S. racial-ethnic group. For Latina women 
(in general) with children and no husband present, the 
poverty rate is even worse: 49.4 percent compared 
with 26.6 percent of white women in this situation. 

Increasingly, Chicana women, like many female 
workers of color around the globe, are doing service 
or assembly work for multi-national corporations, 
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especially in the apparel, food-processing, and elec
tronics industries. These women have often dis
placed men in assembly work because they can be 
paid less and many do not receive job benefits. The 
work hours are long, and women are often assigned 
monotonous tasks that are dangerous to their health. 

Asian American Women 
... Asian Americans are considered to be the "model 
minority." ... However, this is as much myth as 
fact. While many among both the native-born and 
the recent arrivals have high levels of education and 
professional skills and can readily fit into the labor 
market, others lack such advantages, often finding 
work only as undocumented laborers in low-paying 
jobs with long work days, little or no job mobility, 
and no benefits. 

We are told we have overcome our oppression, 
and that therefore we are the model minority. 
Model refers to the cherished dictum of capitalism 
that "pulling hard on your bootstraps" brings due 
rewards. . . . Asian American success stories ... 
do little to illuminate the actual conditions of the 
majority of Asian Americans. Such examples con
ceal the more typical Asian American experience 
of unemployment, underemployment and struggle 
to survive. The model minority myth thus classi
cally scapegoats Asian Americans. It labels us in a 
way that dismisses the real problems that many do 
face, while at the same time pitting Asians against 
other oppressed people of color. 

In 1996, 37.3 percent of Asian women who 
were 25 years and over had at least a bachelor's 
degree, compared with 23.2 percent of non-Latina 
whites. Filipina American women secured the 
highest college graduation rate of all women, a 
rate 50 percent greater than that of white males. 
Following closely behind are Chinese American and 
Japanese American women, who exceed both the 
white male and female college graduation rates. Yet, 
these educational achievements bring lower returns 
for Asian women than for whites. Census data reveal 
a gap between achievement and economic reward 
for Asian American women, who suffer from both 
race and sex discrimination within the labor market. 

And it would be wrong to equate "Asian" with 
"well educated," because the majority of Asian 
women immigrating to the United States since 1980 
have low levels of education. Though, as just noted, 
Asian women are much more likely to be college
educated than non-Latina white women, they are also 
much more likely-two and a half times more likely
to be grade-school dropouts: in 1996, 12.5 percent of 
Asian women had not gone beyond the eighth grade, 
compared to only 5.2 percent of their non-Latina 
white counterparts. This fact is linked to the other 
most obvious difference between Asian and white 
women ... -the proportions working as "operators, 
fabricators, and laborers," where we find significantly 
more Asian women. 

These women are most commonly employed 
as sewing machine operators at home or in small 
sweatshops in the Chinatowns of New York and 
San Francisco. Asian immigrant women are also 
heavily employed in the microelectronics industry. 
Women in general comprise 80 to 90 percent of 
assembly workers in this industry, and approxi
mately "half of these assembly workers are recent 
immigrants from the Philippines, Vietnam, Korea, 
and South Asia." Within the microelectronics 
industry jobs are often "structured along racial and 
gender lines, with men and white workers earning 
higher wages and being much more likely to be 
promoted than women and workers of color." Karen 
Hossfeld's research on relationships between 
Third World immigrant women production work
ers and their white male managers in the high-tech 
Silicon Valley of California relates how immigrant 
women of color negotiate and often employ resist
ance to primarily white, middle-class management 
demands. One Filipina circuit board assembler in 
Silicon Valley puts it this way: 

The bosses here have this type of reasoning like 
a seesaw. One day it's "you're paid less because 
women are different than men," or "immigrants 
need less to get by." The next day it's "you're 
all just workers here-no special treatment just 
because you're female or foreigners." 

Well, they think they're pretty clever with their 
doubletalk, and that we 're just a bunch of dumb aliens. 
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But it takes two to use a seesaw. What we are gradu
ally figuring out here is how to use their own logic 
against them. 

As clerical or administrative support workers, 
Asian American women are disproportionately 
represented as cashiers, file clerks, office machine 
operators, and typists. They are less likely to obtain 
employment as secretaries or receptionists. Noting 
that there is an "overrepresentation of college
educated women in clerical work," Woo suggests 
that education functions less as a path toward 
mobility into higher occupational categories, and 
more as "a hedge against jobs as service workers 
and as machine operatives or assembly workers." 

Asian American women with a college educa
tion who obtain professional employment are often 
restricted to the less prestigious jobs within this 
category. Asian American women "are more likely 
to remain marginalized in their work organization, 
to encounter a 'glass ceiling,' and to earn less 
than white men, Asian American men, and white 
women with comparable educational backgrounds." 
They are least represented in those male-dominated 
positions of physician, lawyer, and judge, and are 
heavily concentrated in the more female-dominated 
occupations of nursing and teaching. 

Asian women have been subjected to a range 
of stereotypes. The "Lotus Blossom" stereotype 
depicts them as submissive and demure sex objects: 
"good, faithful, uncomplaining, totally compliant, 
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self-effacing, gracious servants who will do any
thing and everything to please, entertain, and make 
them feel comfortable and carefree." At the opposite 
extreme, the Dragon Lady stereotype portrays Asian 
women as "promiscuous and untrustworthy," 

as the castrating Dragon Lady who, while puffing 
on her foot-long cigarette holder, could poison a 
man as easily as she could seduce him. "With her 
talon-like six-inch fingernails, her skin-tight satin 
dress slit to the thigh," the Dragon Lady is desir
able, deceitful and dangerous. 

Asian American feminist Germaine Wong notes 
how stereotypes concerning Asian women operate 
in the workplace, serving to deter their advancement 
into leadership roles and to increase their vulnera
bility to sexual harassment. Additionally, these ste
reotypes have fostered a demand for "X-rated films 
and pornographic materials featuring Asian women 
in bondage, for 'Oriental' bathhouse workers in 
U.S. cities, and for Asian mail-order brides." 

In sum, the notion of Asian Americans as the 
"model minority" deviates considerably from socio
logical reality. While Asian American women as 
a group have achieved some "success" in terms 
of high educational attainment, they receive lower 
returns on this investment compared to the white 
population. They have not "escaped the stigmatiza
tion of being minority and recent immigrants in a 
discriminatory job market. 

The Triumph of the Working Mother 
Stephanie Coontz 2013 

Fifty years ago, Betty Friedan made a startling pre
diction in her controversial best seller, The Femi
nine Mystique. If American housewives would 
embark on lifelong careers, she claimed, they would 

be happier and healthier, their marriages would be 
more satisfying, and their children would thrive. 

At the time, experts believed that a married 
woman should work only to kill time while searching 
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for a husband or to fill time after the children had 
left home. A wife who pursued a career was consid
ered a maladjusted woman who would damage her 
marriage and her kids. 

Today, with almost two-thirds of married moth
ers employed and women the sole or main bread
winner in 40 percent of households according to a 
2013 Pew study ... , we can test these competing 
points of view. 

Ms. Friedan wins on the question of whether 
working improves women's well-being. At all 
income levels, stay-at-home mothers report more 
sadness, anger, and episodes of diagnosed depres
sion than their employed counterparts. 

And the benefits of employment mount over a 
lifetime. A recent multiyear study by the sociolo
gists Adrianne Frech and Sarah Damaske found that 
women who worked full time following the birth 
of their first child had better mental and physical 
health at age 40 than women who had not worked 
for pay. Low-wage jobs with urgent and inflexible 
time demands do raise the risk of depression, espe
cially among new mothers. But in less stressful low
wage jobs, mothers who work relatively long hours 
during the first year following childbirth experience 
less depression than those who cut back to fewer 
hours. 

Back in the 1960s and '70s, a wife taking a job 
raised the risk of divorce. Today, however, a wife's 
employment lowers the couple's risk of divorce. 
Among middle-class Americans, dual-earner cou
ples report the highest marital quality. Things are 
less rosy for wives who do not want to work but are 
forced to by economic necessity, especially if their 
husbands don't pitch in at home. Such women have 
the least happy marriages in America. 

Yet staying home doesn't necessarily help, 
because financial distress is an even more potent 
source of marital unhappiness and conflict than 
it used to be. In a 2012 Gallup poll, stay-at-home 
mothers in low-income families were less likely 
than employed moms at the same income level to 
report that they had smiled, laughed, or enjoyed 
themselves "yesterday." 

What about the kids? As more wives took jobs 
between 1965 and 1985, the time mothers spent with 
children decreased. But since 1985, both mothers 

and fathers have increased their time with children. 
Employed moms spend fewer hours per week with 
their children than stay-at-home mothers, but they 
spend more time with their children than homemak
ers did in 1965 ! 

And fathers nearly tripled their amount of time 
with children. A review of nearly 70 studies in the 
United States finds no significant negative effects of 
maternal employment on the intellectual achieve
ment of young children. And in low-income fami
lies, children whose mothers had stable jobs had 
fewer behavior problems than children whose 
mothers experienced job instability or who did not 
work at all, according to another study. In Britain, 
researchers who controlled for mothers' education 
and household income found no negative effects 
of maternal employment for boys, while girls in 
two-earner families had fewer behavioral problems 
than girls in male breadwinner-female homemaker 
households. And a 2013 study of75,000 Norwegian 
children found no behavioral problems linked to 
children's time in day care. 

Of course, Britain offers 52 weeks of maternity 
leave, 39 of them paid, while Norway, unlike the 
United States, has strict standards for day care. Also, 
the same review that found no ill effects of maternal 
employment on young children in the United States 
did identify some added risks for adolescents, sug
gesting that society would benefit from more struc
tured after-school programs for this age group. And 
a 2010 study found that some children had slightly 
lower cognitive achievement if mothers worked 
30 hours or more a week in the first 9 months after 
their birth. 

So while Friedan was right in her counterin
tuitive claim that maternal employment could 
be good for women and families, she failed to 
foresee that the United States, which pioneered 
public education for all and was on the verge of 
establishing a comprehensive child care system in 
1971 (before President Richard M. Nixon vetoed 
the bill), would by the early 21st century have 
fallen to last place among developed nations in 
supports for working families. While the aver
age working woman might be better off, we need 
to offer better maternity leave and child care for 
those more at risk. 



After 50 years, shouldn't we stop debating 
whether we want mothers to work and start imple
menting the social policies and working conditions 
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that will allow families to take full advantage of the 
benefits of women's employment and to minimize 
its stresses? 

712 

Maid to Order 
The Politics of Other Women's Work 

Barbara Ehrenreich (2000) 

In line with growing class polarization, the classic 
posture of submission is making a stealthy come
back. "We scrub your floors the old-fashioned 
way," boasts the brochure from Merry Maids, the 
largest of the residential-cleaning services that have 
sprung up in the last two decades, "on our hands 
and knees." This is not a posture that independent 
"cleaning ladies" willingly assume-preferring, like 
most people who clean their own homes, the sponge 
mop wielded from a standing position. In her compre
hensive 1999 guide to homemaking, Home Comforts, 
Cheryl Mendelson warns: "Never ask hired house
cleaners to clean your floors on their hands and knees; 
the request is likely to be regarded as degrading." But 
in a society in which 40 percent of the wealth is 
owned by 1 percent of households while the bottom 
20 percent reports negative assets, the degradation 
of others is readily purchased. Kneepads entered 
American political discourse as a tool of the sexu
ally subservient, but employees of Merry Maids, 
The Maids International, and other corporate clean
ing services spend hours every day on these kinky 
devices, wiping up the drippings of the affluent. 

I spent three weeks in September 1999 as an 
employee of The Maids International in Portland, 
Maine, cleaning, along with my fellow team mem
bers, approximately sixty houses containing a total 
of about 250 scrubbable floors-bathrooms, kitch
ens, and entryways requiring the hands-and-knees 
treatment. It's a different world down there below 
knee level, one that few adults voluntarily enter. 

Here you find elaborate dust structures held together 
by a scaffolding of dog hair; dried bits of pasta glued 
to the floor by their sauce; the congealed remains 
of gravies, jellies, contraceptive creams, vomit, and 
urine. Sometimes, too, you encounter some frag
ment of a human being: a child's legs, stamping by 
in disgust because the maids are still present when 
he gets home from school; more commonly, the 
Joan & David-clad feet and electrolyzed calves of 
the female homeowner. Look up and you may find 
this person staring at you, arms folded, in anticipa
tion of an overlooked stain. In rare instances she 
may try to help in some vague, symbolic way, by 
moving the cockatoo's cage, for example, or apolo
gizing for the leaves shed by a miniature indoor tree. 
Mostly, though, she will not see you at all and may 
even sit down with her mail at a table in the very 
room you are cleaning, where she would remain 
completely unaware of your existence unless you 
were to crawl under that table and start gnawing 
away at her ankles. 

Housework, as you may recall from the feminist 
theories of the Sixties and Seventies, was supposed 
to be the great equalizer of women. Whatever else 
women did-jobs, school, child care-we also did 
housework, and if there were some women who 
hired others to do it for them, they seemed too privi
leged and rare to include in the theoretical calculus. 
All women were workers, and the home was their 
workplace-unpaid and unsupervised, to be sure, 
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but a workplace no less than the offices and facto
ries men repaired to every morning. If men thought 
of the home as a site of leisure and recreation-a 
"haven in a heartless world"-this was to ignore 
the invisible female proletariat that kept it cozy and 
humming. We were on the march now, or so we 
imagined, united against a society that devalued our 
labor even as it waxed mawkish over "the family" 
and "the home." Shoulder to shoulder and arm in 
arm, women were finally getting up off the floor. 

In the most eye-catching elaboration of the 
home-as-workplace theme, Marxist feminists Maria 
Rosa Dallacosta and Selma James proposed in 1972 
that the home was in fact an economically produc
tive and significant workplace, an extension of the 
actual factory, since housework served to "repro
duce the labor power" of others, particularly men. 
The male worker would hardly be in shape to punch 
in for his shift, after all, if some woman had not fed 
him, laundered his clothes, and cared for the chil
dren who were his contribution to the next genera
tion of workers. If the home was a quasi-industrial 
workplace staffed by women for the ultimate benefit 
of the capitalists, then it followed that "wages for 
housework" was the obvious demand. 

But when most American feminists, Marxist or 
otherwise, asked the Marxist question cui bona? 
they tended to come up with a far simpler answer
men. If women were the domestic proletariat, then 
men made up the class of domestic exploiters, free to 
lounge while their mates scrubbed. In consciousness
raising groups, we railed against husbands and boy
friends who refused to pick up after themselves, 
who were unaware of housework at all, unless of 
course it hadn't been done. The "dropped socks," 
left by a man for a woman to gather up and launder, 
joined lipstick and spike heels as emblems of gen
der oppression. And if, somewhere, a man had actu
ally dropped a sock in the calm expectation that his 
wife would retrieve it, it was a sock heard round the 
world. Wherever second-wave feminism took root, 
battles broke out between lovers and spouses over 
sticky countertops, piled-up laundry, and whose tum 
it was to do the dishes. 

The radical new idea was that housework was 
not only a relationship between a woman and a dust 
bunny or an unmade bed; it also defined a relationship 

between human beings, typically husbands and wives. 
This represented a marked departure from the more 
conservative Betty Friedan, who, in The Feminine 
Mystique, had never thought to enter the male sex into 
the equation, as either part of the housework problem 
or part of an eventual solution. She raged against a 
society that consigned its educated women to what she 
saw as essentially janitorial chores, beneath "the abili
ties of a woman of average or normal human intelli
gence," and, according to unidentified studies she cited, 
"peculiarly suited to the capacities of feeble-minded 
girls." But men are virtually exempt from housework 
in The Feminine Mystique-why drag them down too? 
At one point she even disparages a "Mrs. G.," who 
"somehow couldn't get her housework done before 
her husband came home at night and was so tired then 
that he had to do it." Educated women would just have 
to become more efficient so that housework could no 
longer "expand to fill the time available." 

Or they could hire other women to do it-an 
option approved by Friedan in The Feminine Mys
tique as well as by the National Organization for 
Women [NOW], which she had helped launch. 
At the 1973 congressional hearings on whether to 
extend the Fair Labor Standards Act to household 
workers, NOW testified on the affirmative side, argu
ing that improved wages and working conditions 
would attract more women to the field, and offering 
the seemingly self-contradictory prediction that "the 
demand for household help inside the home will con
tinue to increase as more women seek occupations 
outside the home." One NOW member added, on a 
personal note: "Like many young women today, I am 
in school in order to develop a rewarding career for 
myself. I also have a home to run and can fully con
ceive of the need for household help as my free time 
at home becomes more and more restricted. Women 
know [that] housework is dirty, tedious work, and 
they are willing to pay to have it done .... " On the 
aspirations of the women paid to do it, assuming that 
at least some of them were bright enough to entertain 
a few, neither Friedan nor these members of NOW 
had, at the time, a word to say. 

So the insight that distinguished the more radi
cal, post-Friedan cohort of feminists was that when 
we talk about housework, we are really talking, yet 
again, about power. Housework was not degrading 



because it was manual labor, as Friedan thought, but 
because it was embedded in degrading relationships 
and inevitably served to reinforce them. To make a 
mess that another person will have to deal with-the 
dropped socks, the toothpaste sprayed on the bath
room mirror, the dirty dishes left from a late-night 
snack-is to exert domination in one of its more 
silent and intimate forms. One person's arrogance
or indifference, or hurry-becomes another per
son's occasion for toil. And when the person who is 
cleaned up after is consistently male, while the per
son who cleans up is consistently female, you have a 
formula for reproducing male domination from one 
generation to the next. 

Hence the feminist perception of housework as 
one more way by which men exploit women or, 
more neutrally stated, as "a symbolic enactment 
of gender relations." An early German women's 
liberation cartoon depicted a woman scrubbing 
on her hands and knees while her husband, appar
ently excited by this pose, approaches from behind, 
unzipping his fly. Hence, too, the second-wave fem
inists' revulsion at the hiring of maids, especially 
when they were women of color: At a feminist con
ference I attended in 1980, poet Audre Lorde chose 
to insult the all-too-white audience by accusing 
them of being present only because they had black 
housekeepers to look after their children at home. 
She had the wrong crowd; most of the assembled 
radical feminists would no sooner have employed a 
black maid than they would have attached Confed
erate flag stickers to the rear windows of their cars. 
But accusations like hers, repeated in countless con
ferences and meetings, reinforced our rejection of 
the servant option. There already were at least two 
able-bodied adults in the average home-a man and 
a woman-and the hope was that, after a few initial 
skirmishes, they would learn to share the housework 
graciously. 

A couple of decades later, however, the aver
age household still falls far short of that goal. True, 
women do less housework than they did before the 
feminist revolution and the rise of the two-income 
family: down from an average of 30 hours per week 
in 1965 to 17.5 hours in 1995, according to a July 
1999 study by the University of Maryland. Some of 
that decline reflects a relaxation of standards rather 
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than a redistribution of chores; women still do two 
thirds of whatever housework-including bill pay
ing, pet care, tidying, and lawn care-gets done. The 
inequity is sharpest for the most despised of house
hold chores, cleaning: in the thirty years between 1965 
and 1995, men increased the time they spent scrub
bing, vacuuming, and sweeping by 240 percent-all 
the way up to 1.7 hours per week-while women 
decreased their cleaning time by only 7 percent, to 
6.7 hours per week. The averages conceal a variety 
of arrangements, of course, from minutely negoti
ated sharing to the most cliched division of labor, as 
described by one woman to the Washington Post: 
"I take care of the inside, he takes care of the out
side." But perhaps the most disturbing finding is that 
almost the entire increase in male participation took 
place between the 1970s and the mid-1980s. Fifteen 
years after the apparent cessation of hostilities, it is 
probably not too soon to announce the score: in the 
"chore wars" of the Seventies and Eighties, women 
gained a little ground, but overall, and after a few 
strategic concessions, men won. 

Enter then, the cleaning lady as dea ex machina, 
restoring tranquillity as well as order to the home. 
Marriage counselors recommend her as an alternative 
to squabbling, as do many within the cleaning indus
try itself. A Chicago cleaning woman quotes one of 
her clients as saying that if she gives up the service, 
"my husband and I will be divorced in six months." 
When the trend toward hiring out was just beginning 
to take off, in 1988, the owner of a Merry Maids fran
chise in Arlington, Massachusetts, told the Christian 
Science Monitor, "I kid some women. I say, 'We 
even save marriages. In this new eighties period you 
expect more from the male partner, but very often 
you don't get the cooperation you would like to have. 
The alternative is to pay somebody to come in .... "' 
Another Merry Maids franchise owner has learned to 
capitalize more directly on housework-related spats; 
he closes between 30 and 35 percent of his sales by 
making follow-up calls Saturday mornings, which is 
"prime time for arguing over the fact that the house is 
a mess." The micro-defeat of feminism in the house
hold opened a new door for women, only this time it 
was the servants' entrance. 

In 1999, somewhere between 14 and 18 percent of 
households employed an outsider to do the cleaning, 
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and the numbers have been rising dramatically. 
Mediamark Research reports a 53 percent increase, 
between 1995 and 1999, in the number of house
holds using a hired cleaner or service once a month 
or more, and Maritz Marketing finds that 30 percent 
of the people who hired help in 1999 did so for the 
first time that year. Among my middle-class, profes
sional women friends and acquaintances, including 
some who made important contributions to the early 
feminist analysis of housework, the employment of 
a maid is now nearly universal. This sudden emer
gence of a servant class is consistent with what some 
economists have called the "Brazilianization" of the 
American economy: We are dividing along the lines 
of traditional Latin American societies-into a tiny 
overclass and a huge underclass, with the latter avail
able to perform intimate household services for the 
former. Or, to put it another way, the home, or at least 
the affluent home, is finally becoming what radical 
feminists in the Seventies only imagined it was-a 
true "workplace" for women and a tiny, though 
increasingly visible, part of the capitalist economy. 
And the question is: As the home becomes a work
place for someone else, is it still a place where you 
would want to live? 

The trend toward outsourcing the work of the home 
seems, at the moment, unstoppable. Two hundred 
years ago women often manufactured soap, candles, 
cloth, and clothing in their own homes, and the com
plaints of some women at the turn of the twentieth 
century that they had been "robbed by the removal 
of creative work" from the home sound pointlessly 
reactionary today. Not only have the skilled crafts, 
like sewing and cooking from scratch, left the home 
but many of the "white collar" tasks are on their 
way out, too. For a fee, new firms such as the San 
Francisco-based Les Concierges and Cross It Off 
Your List in Manhattan will pick up dry cleaning, 
baby-sit pets, buy groceries, deliver dinner, even do 
the Christmas shopping. With other firms and individ
uals offering to buy your clothes, organize your finan
cial files, straighten out your closets, and wait around 
in your home for the plumber to show up, why would 
anyone want to hold on to the toilet cleaning? 

Absent a major souring of the economy, there is 
every reason to think that Americans will become 
increasingly reliant on paid housekeepers and that 
this reliance will extend ever further down into the 
middle class. For one thing, the "time bind" on work
ing parents shows no sign of loosening; people are 
willing to work longer hours at the office to pay for 
the people-house-cleaners and baby-sitters-who 
are filling in for them at home. Children, once a 
handy source of household help, are now off at soc
cer practice or SAT prep classes; grandmother has 
relocated to a warmer climate or taken up a second 
career. Furthermore, despite the fact that people 
spend less time at home than ever, the square footage 
of new homes swelled by 33 percent between 1975 
and 1998, to include "family rooms," home entertain
ment rooms, home offices, bedrooms, and often bath
rooms for each family member. By the third quarter 
of 1999, 17 percent of new homes were larger than 
3,000 square feet, which is usually considered the size 
threshold for household help, or the point at which a 
house becomes unmanageable to the people who live 
in it. 

One more trend impels people to hire outside 
help, according to cleaning experts such as Aslett and 
Mendelson: fewer Americans know how to clean or 
even to "straighten up." I hear this from professional 
women defending their decision to hire a maid: 
"I'm just not very good at it myself' or "I wouldn't 
really know where to begin." Since most of us learn 
to clean from our parents (usually our mothers), any 
diminution of cleaning skills is transmitted from one 
generation to another, like a gene that can, in the 
appropriate environment, turn out to be disabling 
or lethal. Upper-middle-class children raised in the 
servant economy of the Nineties are bound to grow 
up as domestically incompetent as their parents and 
no less dependent on people to clean up after them. 
Mendelson sees this as a metaphysical loss, a "matter 
of no longer being physically centered in your envi
ronment." Having cleaned the rooms of many overly 
privileged teenagers in my stint with The Maids, 
I think the problem is a little more urgent than that. 
The American overclass is raising a generation of 
young people who will, without constant assistance, 
suffocate in their own detritus. 



If there are moral losses, too, as Americans 
increasingly rely on paid household help, no one 
has been tactless enough to raise them. Almost 
everything we buy, after all, is the product of 
some other person's suffering and miserably 
underpaid labor. I clean my own house (though
full disclosure-I recently hired someone else to 
ready it for a short-term tenant), but I can hardly 
claim purity in any other area of consumption. I 
buy my jeans at The Gap, which is reputed to sub
contract to sweatshops. I tend to favor decorative 
objects no doubt ripped off, by their purveyors, 
from scantily paid Third World craftspersons. 
Like everyone else, I eat salad greens just picked 
by migrant farm workers, some of them possibly 
children. And so on. We can try to minimize the 
pain that goes into feeding, clothing, and other
wise provisioning ourselves-by observing boy
cotts, checking for a union label, etc.-but there 
is no way to avoid it altogether without living in 
the wilderness on berries. Why should house
work, among all the goods and services we con
sume, arouse any special angst? 

And it does, as I have found in conversations 
with liberal-minded employers of maids, perhaps 
because we all sense that there are ways in which 
housework is different from other products and 
services. First, in its inevitable proximity to the 
activities that compose "private" life. The home that 
becomes a workplace for other people remains a 
home, even when that workplace has been minutely 
regulated by the corporate cleaning chains. Someone 
who has no qualms about purchasing rugs woven by 
child slaves in India or coffee picked by impover
ished peasants in Guatemala might still hesitate to 
tell dinner guests that, surprisingly enough, his or 
her lovely home doubles as a sweatshop during the 
day. You can eschew the chain cleaning services of 
course, hire an independent cleaner at a generous 
hourly wage, and even encourage, at least in spirit, 
the unionization of the housecleaning industry. But 
this does not change the fact that someone is work
ing in your home at a job she would almost certainly 
never have chosen for herself-if she'd had a col
lege education, for example, or a little better luck 
along the way-and the place where she works, 
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however enthusiastically or resentfully, is the same 
as the place where you sleep. 

It is also the place where your children are raised, 
and what they learn pretty quickly is that some peo
ple are less worthy than others. Even better wages 
and working conditions won't erase the hierarchy 
between an employer and his or her domestic help, 
because the help is usually there only because the 
employer has "something better" to do with her 
time, as one report on the growth of cleaning ser
vices puts it, not noticing the obvious implication 
that the cleaning person herself has nothing better 
to do with her time. In a merely middle-class home, 
the message may be reinforced by a warning to the 
children that that's what they'll end up doing if they 
don't try harder in school. Housework, as radical 
feminists once proposed, defines a human relation
ship and, when unequally divided among social 
groups, reinforces preexisting inequalities. Dirt, 
in other words, tends to attach to the people who 
remove it-"garbagemen" and "cleaning ladies." 
Or, as cleaning entrepreneur Don Aslett told me 
with some bitterness-and this is a successful man, 
chairman of the board of an industrial cleaning ser
vice and frequent television guest-"The whole 
mentality out there is that if you clean, you're a 
scumball." 

One of the "better" things employers of maids 
often want to do with their time is, of course, 
spend it with their children. But an underlying 
problem with post-nineteenth-century child
raising, as Deirdre English and I argued in our 
book For Her Own Good years ago, is precisely 
that it is unmoored in any kind of purposeful pur
suit. Once "parenting" meant instructing the chil
dren in necessary chores; today it's more likely to 
center on one-sided conversations beginning with 
"So how was school today?" No one wants to put 
the kids to work again weeding and stitching; but 
in the void that is the modern home, relationships 
with children are often strained. A little "low
quality time" spent washing dishes or folding 
clothes together can provide a comfortable space 
for confidences-and give a child the dignity of 
knowing that he or she is a participant in, and not 
just the product of, the work of the home. 
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There is another lesson the servant economy 
teaches its beneficiaries and, most troubling, the 
children among them. To be cleaned up after is to 
achieve a certain magical weightlessness and imma
teriality. Almost everyone complains about violent 
video games, but paid housecleaning has the same 
consequence-abolishing effect: you blast the villain 
into a mist of blood droplets and move right along; 
you drop the socks knowing they will eventually 
levitate, laundered and folded, back to their normal 
dwelling place. The result is a kind of virtual exist
ence, in which the trail of litter that follows you 
seems to evaporate all by itself. Spill syrup on the 
floor and the cleaning person will scrub it off when 
she comes on Wednesday. Leave The Wall Street 
Journal scattered around your airplane seat and 
the flight attendants will deal with it after you've 
deplaned. Spray toxins into the atmosphere from 
your factory's smokestacks and they will be fil
tered out eventually by the lungs of the breathing 
public. A servant economy breeds callousness and 
solipsism in the served, and it does so all the more 
effectively when the service is performed close 
up and routinely in the place where they live and 
reproduce. 

Individual situations vary, of course, in ways that 
elude blanket judgment. Some people-the elderly 
and disabled, parents of new babies, asthmatics who 
require an allergen-free environment-may well need 
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help performing what nursing-home staff call the 
"ADLs," or activities of daily living, and no shame 
should be attached to their dependency. In a more 
generous social order, housekeeping services would 
be subsidized for those who have health-related rea
sons to need them-a measure that would generate 
a surfeit of new jobs for the low-skilled people who 
now clean the homes of the affluent. And in a less
gender-divided social order, husbands and boyfriends 
would more readily do their share of the chores. 

However we resolve the issue in our individual 
homes, the moral challenge is, put simply, to make 
work visible again: not only the scrubbing and vac
uuming but all the hoeing, stacking, hammering, 
drilling, bending, and lifting that goes into creating 
and maintaining a livable habitat. In an ever more 
economically unequal culture, where so many of the 
affluent devote their lives to such ghostly pursuits as 
stock-trading, image-making, and opinion-polling, 
real work-in the old-fashioned sense of labor that 
engages hand as well as eye, that tires the body and 
directly alters the physical world-tends to vanish 
from sight. The feminists of my generation tried 
to bring some of it into the light of day, but, like 
busy professional women fleeing the house in the 
morning, they left the project unfinished, the debate 
broken off in midsentence, the noble intentions 
unfulfilled. Sooner or later, someone else will have 
to finish the job. 
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Color Me Nontoxic 
Momo Chang (2010) 

Walking into the Isabella Nail Bar in Oakland, 
California, on a rainy spring morning, I notice a 
remarkable difference between this salon and others 
that I've visited. 

No bad nail salon smell. 

Uyen Nguyen opened her shop in 2008, and 
it's one of a number of eco-friendly nail salons 
popping up around the country. It features 
formaldehyde-free polishes, organic lotions, 
and improved ventilation, among other things. 



The mission behind Nguyen's salon, however, 
goes beyond saving the environment. Years 
ago, Nguyen's sister-in-law, who worked in nail 
salons for over 15 years, discovered that her baby 
had died in the womb when she was eight months 
pregnant. Nguyen believes the fetus died because 
her sister-in-law was exposed to toxic chemi
cals in salons, specifically while she was doing 
acrylic, or fake, nails. 

The persistent chemical exposure is "a silent 
killer," Nguyen says, "so whatever I can do, I do. 
The cost [of opening a green salon] of course is 
more, but the long-term effects are worth it." 

In 2007 Time magazine named nail salon 
work one of the worst jobs in the United States 
because of the toxic products used in most shops. 
Nevertheless, the industry has more than tripled in 
size during the past decade and rakes in $6 billion 
annually. There are now 350,000 manicurists 
in the United States; 96 percent are women and 
42 percent are Asian or Pacific Islander, according 
to the industry magazine Nails. These workers are 
exposed to a constant dose of toxins for eight or 
more hours a day. 

A study conducted in the Boston area by the 
University of Massachusetts, Lowell, with the 
nonprofit Viet-AID found that Vietnamese nail 
workers suffer from a host of health issues, includ
ing musculoskeletal disorders, breathing problems, 
headaches, and rashes. Though the U.S. govern
ment sets chemical exposure levels, the regulations 
aren't protecting workers, according to Cora Roe
lofs, the study's lead author. 

"These workers are clearly overexposed," Roe
lofs says. "The [Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration] exposure limits are irrelevant in 
this work environment for many reasons-they are 
outdated, don't add together different chemicals that 
have the same effect, don't account for skin absorp
tion, and were never meant to be protective against 
the myriad acute health effects experienced by these 
workers." 

One of the most toxic chemicals found in 
salons is the carcinogen formaldehyde. Others 
are toluene and dibutyl phthalate, toxins known 
to cause birth defects and miscarriages. All are 
volatile organic compounds, which means they 
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evaporate into air, and nail salon workers inhale 
them. 

Some former workers have become advo
cates. Alisha Tran is a former manicurist who is 
now part of a research team with Asian Health 
Services and the Northern California Cancer 
Center. Tran works to convince salon workers to 
participate in the project, which entails wearing 
an air monitor badge that tests for chemicals in 
the air. 

Tran became an advocate after she was sent 
to the emergency room twice within two months. 
Both times, she was working on someone's nails 
when her face and hands went numb. The sec
ond time Tran went to the hospital, the doctor 
who attended to her recommended that she leave 
her job. 

"I quit two weeks later," Tran says. 
Tran hopes that her research will prove to nail 

salon workers that their jobs put their health at 
risk. She says advocating can be tricky-she can't 
just tell people to leave their jobs because many 
have limited English skills and lack other options. 
And even if workers are concerned about chemi
cals, Tran says, they often fear that speaking up 
or asking to wear gloves will cause them to lose 
their jobs. 

To ensure the safety of all nail salon workers, 
advocates believe the government should step in 
to regulate manufacturers, including banning more 
harmful chemicals, as the European Union has 
done. The U.S. cosmetics industry is allowed to sell 
products without even testing for safety, and manu
facturers use known toxins-which they claim are 
safe-in small doses. 

There's also currently no green certification for 
nail salons in the United States, though groups like 
the Asian Law Caucus are trying to set a standard 
in California, and a Seattle-area group is setting 
up standards as part of King County's EnviroStars 
green business program. 

Without more laws to protect workers, more 
research into chemical exposure, and standards for 
green salons, people will have to rely on their own 
senses-and on entrepreneurs like Nguyen, whose 
goal isn't just to make a living, but also to make a 
statement. 
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Virtuous Valentine? Think Again. 
Hannah Levintova (2012) 

Valentine's Day skeptics are as prevalent as the 
holiday's loyalists: For every rose-toting lover, 
there's a cupid defector who most definitely does 
not want anything red, pink, or pastel-colored. After 
digging into the background behind the Valentine's 
Day industry, I'm pretty convinced that my own 
wry holiday spirit is merited-if not for this day's 
sky-high levels of consumption (expected to reach 
$17.6 billion this year) then, at the very least, for 
its environmental damage and poor labor practices. 
Below, a breakdown of the Valentine's Day trifecta: 
flowers, chocolate, and greeting cards. The results 
aren't pretty. So you can curse us for tainting your 
holiday-or thank us for enabling your cynicism. 

Cut flowers: That bouquet you may be planning 
to gift today was most likely not grown in the 
United States. The floriculture industry taps out at 
$32.8 billion, and about $14 billion of that comes 
from the sale of fresh flowers. Around 63 percent of 
those imported blooms are imports from Colombia, 
and another 23 percent from Ecuador.* 

The labor rights facts of this industry are truly 
depressing. In 2005, the International Labor Rights 
Forum found that 55 percent of women working in the 
Ecuadorian flower production trade (they constitute 
half the flower workforce) had been victim to sexual 
harassment in the workplace. Nineteen percent were 
forced to have sex with a supervisor or coworker. 
Compulsory pregnancy testing is also a serious indus
try issue. In Colombia, where women make up about 

* The original version of this article stated that 63 percent of US 
cut flowers come from Colombia, and another 23 percent from 
Ecuador. Those percentages apply only to imported flowers, 
which according to the Society of American Florists make up 
between 85 and 98 percent of the most common US flowers. 
Thanks to commenter Max Fisher for noticing something was off. 
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65 percent of flower workers, a survey conducted by 
the nation's flower industry union, Untraflores, found 
that about 80 percent of companies required women 
to take a pregnancy test as part of their job applica
tion process-presumably because they'd like to avoid 
providing paid maternity leave (required in Colombia). 
Another problem: In 2000, upwards of 48,000 children 
were found working in Ecuador's flower industry. 
Colombia wasn't much better. There have since been 
a number of hefty efforts at reform, and while Colom
bia's been improving, the US Department of Labor 
still confirms extensive child labor use in Ecuador. 

The environmental picture is similarly bleak. 
Many growers in both countries have been accused of 
using high levels of toxic pesticides, fungicides, and 
fumigants to grow big, bug-free roses. These can pol
lute water sources and neighboring land-one insec
ticide used in Ecuadorian rose-growing, fenamiphos, 
for example, has been phased out of US use because 
of its high toxicity to a number of species. 

Pesticides also affect flower workers. As Mother 
Jones has reported before, workers exposed to the 
many toxic pesticides used in flower-production expe
rience major health problems-from blurred vision to 
abdominal pain and birth defects or other reproductive 
risks. And while there's little conclusive data on how 
much these pesticides can affect the eventual rose
owner, we do know that since roses aren't an edible 
import, their pesticide residues aren't regulated. 

But you can still give guilt-free flowers to your 
sweetheart. VeriFlora is an eco-certification pro
gram that evaluates flower industry players for 
fair labor practices and sustainability efforts. Its 
"sustainably-grown" certified flowers are widely 
available at local florists and grocery stores. 

Chocolate: As my colleague Jaeah Lee reported on 
another candy-heavy holiday-Halloween-most of 



the bon-bons that will be lovingly gifted and consumed 
this Valentines day come from West Africa, where 
child labor is rife, with over 500,000 children employed 
on cocoa farms in the Ivory Coast and Ghana alone. 

The demands of the western world on the West 
African cocoa industry also contribute to biodi
versity damage in the region. Ghana and the Ivory 
Coast produce almost 70 percent of the world's 
cocoa. They're also both located in the Upper Guin
ean forests, a tropical "biodiversity hotspot" which 
is home to more than half of the mammalian spe
cies in Africa, including several endangered ones. 
To meet growing industry demands, farmers have 
been expanding their cocoa farming by clearing 
forest territory, fragmenting coveted land in a way 
that disturbs the natural interactions of species and 
threatens their ultimate survival. 

For ethical chocolate options, Shop to Stop Slav
ery has a nice list, as does the Rainforest Alliance
which has granted sustainability certification to a 
number of chocolate brands, most of which can be 
found at your local grocery store. 

Greeting Cards: According to the EPA, the United 
States, with just 5 percent of the world's popula
tion, consumes 33 percent of its paper. The virgin
timber-based pulp and paper industry is also the 
largest consumer of fresh water in OECD countries 
and their largest water polluter, says Darby Hoover, 
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senior resource specialist at the Natural Resources 
Defense Council. Ink presents another eco stum
bling block: Many greeting cards are printed with 
petroleum-based inks, which emit volatile organic 
compounds (VOCs) into the atmosphere. VOCs 
contribute to the development of ground level 
ozone, which is a main component of smog. 

Greeting card companies have been making an 
effort to green the industry. Hallmark's website 
notes that about 85 percent of the cards they sell in 
North America are produced on at least 20 percent 
recycled paper, which they clearly note on the back. 
Some companies have been switching over to soy
based inks, but Hoover says that even these aren't 
"a slam-dunk" environmentally-they can contain 
other toxic ingredients, and are still a niche market. 
For greener cards, check out Conservatree's handy 
guide, which breaks down cards by occasion, com
pany, and environmental attributes. 

So whoever your Valentine may be, it might be 
worth trying one of the eco-friendly spins on holiday 
tradition listed above. Or, go with something zanier 
by donating to a cause in your Valentine's name 
(complete with free e-card), or crafting a card out of 
used materials with meaning, like an old magazine 
you both enjoyed, ticket stubs from a date, or the 
frayed takeout menu tacked to your fridge. The recip
ient just might be impressed with your creativity
not to mention your social conscience. 
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Power Plays 
Six Ways the Male Corporate Elite Keeps Women Out 

Martha Burk (2005) 

Males, much more so than females, are conditioned 
almost from birth to view the world in terms of hier
archies, power relationships, and being winners. 

In the business world, many symbols of power 
are built into the system, like merit badges in the Boy 
Scouts. In the early days of a career, power could get 

you an office with a window, later the comer office or 
the reserved parking space. As the career progresses, 
the badges change; they're now the high-priced car, 
the $2,000 suit, the right club membership, fatter 
cigars, better brandy, the bigger expense account, and 
blonder, younger, thinner women. At the CEO level, 
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corporate jets, unlimited expense accounts, a phalanx 
of "yes men," and obscenely high salaries and stock 
options are the norm. 

So how can your average billionaire CEO deal
maker wring one more shred of superiority and one
upmanship out of this situation? He gets something 
money can't buy-such as belonging to a golf club 
that is so exclusive you can't apply for member
ship. And once you've got this thing, boy, are you 
reluctant to give it up. 

When groups achieve a certain level of power 
and influence, sometimes their original purpose is 
subverted in favor of holding on to the status and 
the exclusivity that the group has achieved. Within 
that particular sphere, they are a power elite. And if 
the power sphere happens to be business related and 
male dominated, that's where the problem comes in 
for working women. 

The power dynamic manifests itself in a number 
of ways: 

Power re-creates itself in its own image. Psychol
ogists have long known that we're most comfort
able with people who are like us, both in appearance 
and ways of thinking. It has been well documented 
that managers like to hire people who look like 
themselves. In most of corporate America, that still 
means white and male. That's why laws against 
employment discrimination were passed in the first 
place-women and minority men just weren't on 
the radar screens of the folks doing the hiring and 
promoting. The so-called neutral processes in cor
porations were firmly enforcing a white-male quota 
system. That is still true-most companies have 
"diversity" in management only to the extent that it 
does not threaten the traditional balance. 

Despite claims by some that women and minor
ity men have taken all the jobs, the results of this 
re-creation process are fairly easy to see, even 
from casual observation. The numbers speak for 
themselves-and the higher you go in the hier
archy, the greater the enforcement of traditional 
quotas in favor of the dominant group. In most 
companies, there will be a fair number of women 
and minority men in the rank and file, fewer at 
lower management, and still fewer at middle man
agement. At the very top level of the Fortune 500, 

there are only nine female CEOs. Even in compa
nies like Citigroup, where women are a 56 percent 
majority oyerall, men hold 56 percent of the "offi
cials and managers" jobs. There is only one female 
top executive. She is paid 50 percent of the average 
for men at her level. 

Power elites enforce norms and systems that 
guarantee continued power. At the highest 
levels of business, the board of directors is a 
major enforcer of the status quo-in both its own 
makeup and that of the top management of the 
company. 

Consider what happens when an individual is 
chosen to be on a corporate board for the first time. 
He (or in rare cases, she) is usually nominated by the 
CEO or someone already on the board, and brought 
into a new environment with its own culture and 
skill set. The nominator has an interest in seeing 
this individual succeed, as it will reflect well on his 
judgment and business acumen. The newcomer, at 
the same time, wants to belong, wants to overcome 
any notion that he is unworthy or an impostor. So 
the new member is "trained" through mentoring and 
role modeling, quickly picking up on the board cul
ture and the behavior and knowledge necessary to 
succeed. 

It is not hard for the new individual to figure out 
what is expected. Boat rockers don't last as board 
members. So for a person in the minority (a woman 
or a man of color) there is actually a disincentive to 
advocate bringing others like herself into the circle, 
as she is likely to be accused of "pushing an agenda" 
and not behaving like a "team player." 

Power creates a sense of entitlement. Most men 
at some level know that maleness is valued over 
femaleness in the culture, and we are all taught in 
subtle ways that males have first claim on jobs, 
sports, and opportunities. (Women of color are the 
first to admit their brothers are sexist, too.) But 
for the ordinary man, the cultural valuation of 
all things male does not translate into the sense 
of super-entitlement that corporate power elites 
exhibit. That comes from a corporate system where 
value is placed on its leaders that is far out of pro
portion to their actual worth. 



Consider CEO pay. In 2003 the average CEO 
pay in large companies was more than 300 times 
that of the average worker (up from 42-to-l in 
1982). The rise in compensation for the top dogs 
outstripped rises in inflation, profits, and the 
S&P 500. Conservative journalist Robert Samu
elson had this to say: "The scandal of CEO pay 
is not that it ascended to stratospheric levels 
... [but that] so few CEOs have publicly raised 
their voices in criticism or rebuke .... [T]here's 
a widespread self-serving silence. If they can't 
defend what they're doing, then maybe what 
they're doing is indefensible." 

These words could as easily have applied to the 
controversy over membership in Augusta National 
Golf Club. CEOs did not raise their voices against 
the club's exclusion of women; there was a con
spiracy of self-serving silence. It was obvious they 
believed themselves exempt from society's stand
ards against discrimination, immune to criticism 
from the public or discipline from their companies, 
even in the face of employee unrest and questions at 
stockholder meetings. 

Power creates invulnerability, leading to a flaunt
ing of society's standards. As individuals become 
more powerful, they are increasingly surrounded 
by others whose job they control and who tell them 
how clever, smart, and right they are. Power elites 
are also increasingly insulated from the sanctions 
that ordinary people are subject to when they mis
behave. In fact, breaking the rules to get where you 
are is excused as nothing more than hard-nosed busi
ness, shrewd politics, or the result of occupational 
pressure. 

We've seen this again and again as sports and 
entertainment figures get a pass on cocaine pos
session or beating up their girlfriends, politi
cians get a pass on dallying with interns or taking 
"contributions" that result in big government con
tracts, and executives who lose billions and squan
der the retirements of thousands of workers get a 
slap on the wrist as they jump out of harm's way 
with the aid of their "golden parachutes." 

Loyalty to power overshadows other loyalties, 
including gender and race. Statistics show that 
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when it comes to income, black men gain more 
from being male than they lose from being black, 
particularly at high levels. It is also well known 
in business that after women reach a certain level, 
they are less likely to want to help other women 
advance. Two dynamics are likely at work here. 
As association with a certain group conveys more 
power, individuals begin to identify more with that 
group and less with other groups to which they 
belong. They also seek personal validation by the 
power group (almost everyone feels like an impos
tor at some level-women more so than men). 
In the business world this means behaving like 
the others. Holding on to the power-and gaining 
more of it-inevitably becomes more important 
than loyalty to what is now a less important group. 
Since the power group in corporate America is still 
overwhelmingly male and white, the less impor
tant group in the woman executive's case is other 
women. 

In the majority male's case, however, the power 
group aligns perfectly with his race and gender 
group. So these loyalties, far from being lessened, 
are actually reinforced. He doesn't have to make a 
choice between his race and/or gender group and the 
power elite-he doesn't even have to think about it. 
When he promotes a member of his group up the 
executive ranks, or proposes a new board member 
who is not only like him but like the majority, he is 
never accused of "pushing an agenda." His candi
date's credentials are never questioned because the 
nomination may be the result of a "special interest" 
mentality. In fact, it's the opposite; his nomination 
is seen as merely "normal." So not only is his choice 
reinforced, but also his entitlement to make that par
ticular choice. 

Group loyalty combined with power can trump 
good judgment and override individual moral 
codes. All Americans, male and female, are incul
cated with a strong value for loyalty to one's group. 
In the great majority of cases, group loyalty is a good 
thing. It fosters team spirit for athletics, cohesiveness 
in military units, productivity in business, and dedica
tion to the public good in community service organi
zations. But most of us know "loyalty" is perverted 
when it serves a purpose counter to society's values. 
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While we might stay in a group even if it occasion
ally took a stand we disagreed with, we wouldn't 
remain if the group stood for something society 
condemns (like discrimination) or if it conspired to 
break the law. 

At the extremes, group loyalty can go terribly 
wrong. It can facilitate lawlessness under the cover 
of secrecy and lead to group actions and cover-ups 
of those actions that group members would never 
consider as individuals. Examples can range from 
illegal accounting schemes to harmful and some
times fatal hazing by fraternity brothers, to gang 
rapes (too often by athletic team members), military 
atrocities, and terrorism. It is probably no accident 
that most of the excesses occur in male-dominated 
or exclusively male groups. 

Obviously the average man does not participate 
in illegal, immoral, or harmful group actions. But 
the average man (much more so than the average 
woman) has been exposed, again and again, to the 
code of loyalty to a group that can lead to actions 
that are not in his best interests, nor in the best 
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interests of society. It's about living in a culture that 
links masculinity to power, dominance and control. 
In everyday life it might never affect most, because 
they're not faced with the stark choice of taking a 
stand and doing what's right versus betraying an 
unspoken loyalty oath to the "brotherhood of men." 

Women encounter these situations, too-it's just 
that they have not been conditioned to group alle
giance in the same way, or to the same degree, that 
men have. It is also very rare that we hear of group 
actions by women that are comparable to fraternity 
hazings or gang rapes. But not necessarily because 
women are genetically predisposed to being kinder 
and gentler human beings, as many would argue. If 
women had had the same power, status, and con
ditioning that men have had over the centuries, we 
might see parallels in female group behavior. But 
these "antecedent conditions" have not existed 
historically, and they still don't exist, even in the 
most advanced societies. So we'll have to leave the 
genetic arguments to another planet or to another 
10 millennia in the future. 
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The Sexist Truth About Office Romances 
Peggy Drexler (2013) 

Joanie was a graphic designer in a small creative
services firm. When she started dating Scott, a 
good-looking and well-liked manager in another 
department, she wasn't surprised to find her 
romantic life the topic of office gossip. Everyone, it 
seemed, had an opinion about the relationship. But, 
then, in her office, everyone had an opinion about 
everything anyone else was doing. 

What did surprise Joanie, however, was that so 
much of the gossip seemed to be negative chat
ter directed exclusively at her. Co-workers who 
would normally ask her to lunch began to exclude 
her from their outings. There were smirks in the 
halls. People who Joanie barely knew would ask 

her about Scott's whereabouts, almost in a mock
ing way. For Scott, meanwhile, work was business 
as usual. No one treated him any differently, made 
comments, or asked prodding questions about how 
he'd spent the weekend. "It was almost as if I was 
being punished," Joanie told me. "Except for what, 
I don't know. Dating Scott didn't get me any special 
treatment. I certainly wasn't sleeping my way to the 
top, or otherwise affecting anyone any more than 
he was." 

According to a recent survey of 8,000 workers 
by the job-search website CareerBuilder.com, four 
out of 10 employees have dated someone at work; 
17 percent have done it twice. It makes perfect 
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sense: There are more singles in the workforce than 
ever before, spending more than half their waking 
hours on the job. With co-workers there's a famili
arity and commonality, not to mention proximity 
and convenience. There's often plenty to talk about. 
Although the CareerBuilder survey also found that 
72 percent of workers who have office relationships 
don't try to hide them-compared with 46 percent 
five years ago-interoffice dating, even among col
leagues on equal levels or in different departments, 
is not without complications or negative reactions. 
And though both men and women who take part in 
office relationships are judged, women, it seems, 
bear that judgment far more. 

A 2009 study published in the Western Journal 
of Communication found that most employees have 
negative perceptions of workplace romance, even 
though so many of them have taken part in it them
selves, and largely direct their annoyance or anger at 
the woman. 

Most researchers believe there are three pri
mary motivating factors behind dating someone at 
work-love, ego, and job-and that how or whether 
colleagues accept an interoffice couple depends on 
what they view as the motivations behind it. As 
it turns out, those perceived motivations appear 
to vary depending on whether you're a man or a 
woman. The WJC study found that in most situa
tions, employees believe that women are motivated 
by job-the prospect of some employment-related 
advantage-while men by the less professionally 
threatening love or ego. Which could help explain 
why Joanie's co-workers viewed her, and her rela
tionship, with distrust, while largely letting Scott off 
the hook. 

More so than males, female employees in an 
office relationship, even a lateral one, are more 
likely to be suspected of using their relationships to 
get ahead and of being loyal to their romantic part
ner above all else. Christine and Jake, two associate
level architects in a large firm, had been dating for 
three months when they were assigned to a project 
with a third co-worker, Jessica. Christine and Jes
sica had vastly different aesthetics, as well as ways 
of working. Christine didn't intend to use her rela
tionship with Jake as an advantage to getting things 
done at work-nor did she believe he was giving 

her special consideration-but the fact is that when
ever there was a disagreement between the three, 
he always sided with her over Jessica. "I could tell 
Jessica resented me in particular, even though Jake 
was the one who was picking sides," Christine told 
me. "And I don't know that I blamed her for feeling 
that way, even though I never asked him to do that 
and it certainly wasn't why I started to date him in 
the first place." 

Whether favoritism between couples at work is 
real or perceived may not even matter. One of the 
biggest reasons employers tend to discourage inter
office affairs is because they generate gossip-and 
gossip wastes time and fosters distrust and dissatis
faction. Women, meanwhile, are more likely than 
men to be the targets of that office gossip, accord
ing to a 2012 study published in the journal Sex 
Roles. That might explain why office gossip about 
a romantically involved couple would tend to tar
get the woman over the man. Even those who are 
not dating superiors become subject to accusa
tions of favoritism from co-workers when it comes 
to promotions, restructuring of teams, or financial 
bonuses. They become easy targets for those col
leagues inclined to use office gossip as a means to 
undermine, or get ahead themselves. 

Arianne and Brendan were both supervisors of 
their own departments at their financial advisory 
firm. Neither reported to the other, though they 
often worked together. After Arianne and Brendan 
had been dating for six months, Arianne's boss 
called her into his office. Some of Arianne's female 
reports had complained that Brendan had been treat
ing them differently-at the behest, they suspected, 
of Arianne. It was untrue, but hard to convince her 
boss, or her reports, otherwise. She had, of course, 
complained about them to Brendan. But she hadn't 
asked him to take on her battles, and she didn't 
believe that he had-only that it was easy for her 
disgruntled reports to say that he had. The percep
tion was all that mattered. 

That's not to say women who date within the 
office always keep separate their personal and pro
fessional lives. Another reason women may feel the 
repercussions of office romance more deeply than 
men may be attributed to basic differences in gen
der. Although both men and women are emotional 
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beings, women report feeling negative emotions 
more often than men, including anxiety and sadness, 
and to a more intense degree, according to a Florida 
State University study that looked at gender and 
emotion. This study also found that women express 
their feelings more readily than men and are more 
likely to talk about their feelings, specifically angry 
ones, with others. 

As Joanie and Scott's relationship progressed, 
and their colleagues eventually realized that it had 
nothing to do with them, the gossip died down. But 
not before Joanie had learned an important lesson. 

R E A D N G 

"Even if I could separate my professional life 
from my personal life, I realized it might have 
been too much to expect everyone else to," she 
said. "I couldn't just carry on as if things weren't 
different, because the truth is that they were. I'd 
made my bed, so to speak." Though she had the 
right to date whomever she wanted, she'd made 
a choice to date someone at work. "And if I had 
to work harder to prove that my love life wasn't 
impacting my work life?" she asked. "Well, so be 
it. Working harder isn't the worst thing that can 
happen." 

77 
Sex Work as a Test Case for African Feminism 

Marlise Richter (2012) 

INTRODUCTION 

I stopped to stare at the body showcased in the 
Amsterdam window and inadvertently shuddered. 
It was a white body-Eastern European-looking 
like the stereotype-with a white bra and G-string. 
The ultraviolet light that lit the tiny box of a room 
made her underwear and heavy lipstick glow in an 
eerie, supernatural but definitely eye-catching way. 
She was ostensibly chatting on her cellphone, her 
one leg up on the only chair in the box-like room, 
ignoring the group of male tourists that had gath
ered around her window, pointing. One brave one
brimming with testosterone-stepped forward and 
knocked on the ornate front door next to the box. 
The lady promptly finished her call and slipped in 
behind the velvet curtain that separated the win
dow box and the room behind-I briefly caught a 
glimpse of a bed and a box of tissues-before the 
curtains were drawn shut to let the male customer 
in. I did not have time to see how long the transac
tion lasted, or how the male conqueror returned to 

his mates from behind the curtain, probably getting 
"high 5s" and slaps on the back all-around. There 
were too many other window boxes to stare at in 
the "red light district" in De Wallen in Amsterdam. 
Free access to observe male fantasies played out in 
small square spaces-observable from the street. 
The spectators safe and anonymous, like in a zoo. 

My trip to Amsterdam in 2009 perplexed me. 
I had been doing sex work research in southern 
Africa for a couple of years, and had become a pas
sionate advocate for the decriminalisation of sex 
work. My conversations with sex workers in the 
inner-city Johannesburg district of Hillbrow, my 
work with the Sisonke Sex Worker Movement, the 
many, many reports of brutal attacks and rape of sex 
workers-mostly executed by police and clients
and the overwhelming HIV prevalence among sex 
workers in South Africa and the region have made 
one thing completely clear to me: the law is the big
gest oppressor of sex workers at present. The cur
rent law that makes sex work illegal in South Africa 
also makes it possible for police to bribe, extort 
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and mistreat sex workers; increases the stigma 
that attaches to sex work; compounds barriers to 
sex worker access to health and legal services; and 
empowers clients to do great harm to sex workers 
without fearing any legal consequences. 

But the question is-is the only alternative to 
this criminalised system, those boxes in Amsterdam 
where sex work is legalised? 

In this article, I explore the discomfort that 
some feminists feel when discussing this question 
by looking at the current debates about defini
tions of sex work and the ideological work that is 
employed to conflate sex work with social evils like 
child prostitution and human trafficking. I focus 
on how two strands of feminism-radical femi
nism and sex-positive feminism-have responded 
to the dilemma posed by sex work. I argue that an 
African, sex-positive feminist perspective would 
provide useful entry points into making feminist 
sense of the scenario described above. I conclude 
by showing that the type of feminism one identi
fies with would have no impact on the feminist 
imperative to support the decriminalisation of 
sex work. 

SEX WORK, LAW AND SOCIAL CONTROL 

During a writing workshop with female sex workers 
for submissions to the South African Law Reform 
Commission in 2008, my writing partner lifted her 
blouse to show me the scars of a knife slashing at 
her ribs. A cruel client's work. Another burst into 
tears when she recounted how the police threw her 
out of a speeding police car and she broke several 
bones. Every time I see her staggered walk on the 
streets of Hill brow, bile of anger rises in my throat. 

The law in South Africa currently makes 
every aspect of sex work a crime and a punish
able offence. The law is as old and outdated as the 
hills-the current Sexual Offences Act is a remnant 
of the Immorality Act of 1927; the law that prohib
ited relationships across the colour bar and, later, 
same sex relationships under apartheid (Bodin and 
Richter, 2009). Very few people in South Africa 
would dispute that criminal law has no place in 
determining what race or gender the person should 

be with whom you start a relationship or with whom 
you have sex. These sections of the criminal law 
were struck down as unconstitutional and slated as 
an antithesis to human rights very early on in South 
Africa's democracy. Our society seems mostly to be 
in agreement that the state should not interfere with 
the sexual, private lives of individuals-provided 
that they are adults, and that the sex is consensual. 
Nonetheless, many want to make an exception for 
sex work. Why is that? 

DEFINITIONS OF SEX WORK 

Sex work is the term preferred to prostitution and is 
indeed the language used by international organisa
tions such as the United Nations, and more impor
tantly: sex workers themselves (Naidoo, 2009). But 
while the terminology is clear, the definition and 
content are not. Most people have a very clear pic
ture in their mind (usually based on a stereotype) 
when one talks about sex work but very few can ver
balise a precise definition. 

UNAIDS provides the following definition of 
sex work: 

Female, male and transgender adults and young 
people who receive money or goods in exchange 
for sexual services, either regularly or occasion
ally (UNAIDS, 2009) 

believe that this definition is unworkable as it 
is too broad. It does not define "sexual services'', 
whether "young people" include children, and 
whether "regularly or occasionally" means that this 
definition explicitly includes transactional sex. 

The South African Law Reform Commission 
(SALRC) has been reviewing South Africa's sex 
work laws for almost a decade and has still not 
come to agreement on what to recommend to gov
ernment. Its current definition is "the exchange of 
any financial or other reward, favour or compen
sation for the purpose of engaging in a sexual act" 
(South African Law Reform Commission, 2009, p. 9). 
The description of "reward" encompasses "both a 
monetary reward and other forms of compensation 
with pecuniary value, for example, clothing, food or 
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accommodation" (South African Law Reform Com
mission, 2009, p. 16). The definitions of the SALRC 
and an earlier useful review of southern African laws 
on commercial sex work (Legal Assistance Centre, 
2002) are unable to draw an unequivocal distinction 
between "sex work" and "transactional sex." 

There is a graphic representation of the dif
ficulties with pinning down meanings for "sex
for-reward" interactions. The sexual interactions 
described have an element of "reward" as pro
vided for in the SALRC definition above. What 
makes the various scenarios so different that some 
parties could be prosecuted, while others not? 
Might it be because the women on the "illegitimate" 
side of the continuum are more dependent on the 
reward for their survival (and the survival of their 
dependants) than those on the "legitimate" side? 
Is it thus that class and financial status ultimately 
make the difference in terms of whether the state 
prosecutes women for sexual exchanges? Is it that 
rich women can have sex for whatever reason or 
reward they choose, but if poor women use sex as 
an informal livelihood strategy, they are deemed 
criminals? Is the difference related to the reward 
being given before the sexual act occurs or that 
the reward is explicitly negotiated before sex or 
that it is implicit in the interaction but not verbal
ised? Or is the only distinguishing factor that a 
scenario contains an individual who self-identifies 
as a sex worker, and that this should be grounds 
for prosecution? 

I would argue that the difference between the 
scenarios is arbitrary and that no clear distinction 
between "sex-for-reward" interactions exists-least 
of all a difference that would hold up in court and 
would cause a woman to be jailed for it. 

Sex workers across Africa make it clear that their 
profession relates to "sex that is paid for" and that it 
is a service that is rendered and their job should be 
respected (Naidoo, 2009, Legal Assistance Centre, 
2002). Sex work researcher Johanna Busza iden
tifies three main forms of "sexual exchange": sex 
work, transactional sex and survival sex (Busza, 
2006a). The latter she argues is characterised by an 
attempt to alleviate extreme poverty. Sex work she 
sees as a "financial arrangement whereby a client 
pays a sex worker an agreed fee for sexual services, 

which is a "professional" interaction. She notes 
that transactional sex-by contrast-is a finan
cial arrangement "within other relationships often 
characterised by friendship, affection, or romantic 
attachment" (p. 135). Once again, the definitions are 
so nuanced and could be placed along a continuum, 
that it is not clear to me who should be put in jail and 
who should not-particularly so in southern Africa, 
where transactional sex is prevalent. 

The most succinct definition of sex work I have 
come across is the following: 

"Sex work is any agreement between two or more 

persons in which the objective is exclusively limited 
to the sexual act and ends with that, and which 
involves preliminary negotiations for a price. 
Hence there is a distinction from marriage con
tracts, sexual patronage and agreements concluded 
between lovers that could include presents in kind 
or money, but its value has no connection with the 
price of the sexual act an.d the agreement does not 
depend exclusively on sexual services." (Source: 

Regional UNAIDS workshop on sex work in West 
and Central Africa, Abidjan, Cote d'Ivoire, 21-24 
March2000) 

The contractual relationship between client and ser
vice provider and the upfront negotiation of price is 
clear, which none of the other definitions thus far 
have provided. However, the critiques of the other 
definitions still apply-even if we are able to better 
define who a "sex worker" is, what concrete grounds 
exist to prosecute them as criminals but not those 
who deliberately engage in other sexual exchanges 
for personal, financial gain, but where the reward 
may be implicit? 

Perhaps what sex workers (and their sisters) do 
with sex is nobody's business except their own, and 
that terribly blunt instrument-the criminal law-has 
no place in this interaction and should rather focus its 
energies on murder, hijacking, rape and corruption? 

WHAT SEX WORK IS NOT 

One of the common denominators of the diverse 
definitions discussed above is the following: that 
sex work relates to adult, consensual sex. Sex work 
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does not include the sale of sex by children. Under 
South African law-and across the region-the sale 
of sex by children is termed "commercial sexual 
exploitation" and carries high criminal penalties. 
The New Zealand's Prostitutes Collective puts it 
succinctly: "Children should be at the school. Not 
on the streets." (Healey, 2009) 

Similarly, sex work is not human trafficking. The 
UN defines trafficking as follows: 

Trafficking in persons' shall mean the recruitment, 
transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt 

of persons, by means of the threat or use of force 

or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of fraud, 
of deception, of the abuse of power or of a posi
tion of vulnerability or of the giving or receiving 
of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of 
a person having control over another person, for 
the purpose of exploitation. (Section 3A of the Pro
tocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking 

in Persons, especially Women and Children, 2000 

Thus, for a person to be regarded as having been 
trafficked, three minimum conditions have to be 
met: (1) the person should have been moved, (2) by 
means of force or coercion, and (3) for the express 
purpose of being exploited. Human trafficking is 
modem-day slavery and constitutes a gross human 
rights violation (Butcher, 2003). Adult, consensual 
sex work does not fulfil these conditions. 

In the literature, child prostitutes, or people 
who have been trafficked are often referred to as 
"victims". The Oxford English Dictionary (8th ed) 
defines a victim as "a person injured or killed as a 
result of an event or circumstances." It also includes 
the synonyms "prey" or "dupe." The term "victim" 
often implies that the person had no choice in what 
happened to them-life dealt them a cruel blow 
and they were completely powerless in the face of 
it. Gender based violence advocates have long pro
tested the labelling of women who have been raped 
as "rape victims." Many insist that this terminology 
erases the agency and tenacity of the women who 
have survived horrendous attacks, that "rape sur
vivor" is preferred and celebrates the fortitude and 
strength of the survivor (Dunn, 2005). These criti
ques may also apply to the discourses of victimhood 

with regard to child prostitution and trafficking, but 
I would like to make a different point: in calling sex 
workers "victims," or conflating sex work with traf
ficking or child prostitution, opponents of sex work 
try to remove the agency and choice of sex work
ers. A "victim" could be constructed as someone 
who is so bewildered or traumatised that they don't 
know what is good for themselves-indeed some 
"prostitution rehabilitation programmes" allege that 
they assist sex workers to deal with "Stockholm 
Syndrome." These campaigns ignore the following: 
taking up sex work to provide for yourself-and 
often your extended family--could be a resourceful 
strategy and a rational choice of livelihood activity, 
albeit that it could constitute a constrained choice in 
many circumstances. 

In casting certain groups as "victims," the dia
lectic automatically sets up another group as heroic 
"saviours" (Doezema, 2000, Doezema, 2001 ). 
Examples include: some abolitionist feminist 
groups (often from the Global North) who endeav
our to save sex workers from themselves by try
ing to eradicate sex work through criminal laws 
and international conventions; some misguided 
anti-trafficking campaigns-particularly when 
executed in the Global South-that initiate "Raid 
and Rescue" operations in brothels that leave many 
sex workers worse off than before; and religious
based interventions that attempt to "rehabilitate" 
sex workers and channel them into more worthy 
livelihoods like beading and sewing. These groups 
share the following characteristics: in casting sex 
workers as "victims" and themselves as "saviours," 
a power structure is created in which the "saviours" 
can superimpose their ideologies onto the bodies 
of the "victims" and be exempted from asking sex 
workers what they think or want. Such programmes 
can attract a lot of (often well-meaning) donor 
funding. 

BUT ISN'T SEX WORK UNFEMINIST? 

Before deciding what the most appropriate femi
nist response to sex work is, we have to pin down 
what "feminism" is. While a detailed discussion of 
various strands of feminism would be an impossible 
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task in this article, the most salient point is that 
there are vigorous debates about what constitutes 
contemporary feminism(s). Yet, much of the over
lap of different feminisms relates to the effects of 
male dominance on women and a "theory of power 
relations" (Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002). 
With regard to various forms of African feminism, 
Desiree Lewis identifies the following commonali
ties: "a shared intellectual commitment to critiquing 
gender and imperialism coupled with a collective 
focus on a continental identity shaped by particular 
relations of subordination in the world economy and 
global social and cultural practices" (Lewis, 2001, 
page 4). 

If the definition of feminism is an on-going 
debate, how feminism should relate to sex work 
is even more hotly contested. Priscilla Alexander 
describes the tension in what has been called the 
"Sex Wars" in the following way: 

As feminists, we abhor the exploitation of women 's 

sexuality by profiteers, and some of us feel instinc
tively, that prostitution supports an objectifica
tion of women's sexuality and of women, that is 
somehow related to the pervasive violence against 

us. In addition, we are defined, by ourselves and 

others, by our place in the age-old whore/Madonna 
dichotomy. However, there is a growing realisation 
among many feminists that the laws against pros
titution, and the stigma imposed on sex work, keep 
all women from determining their own sexuality. 
(Alexander, 1996, page 342) 

The tension in the Sex Wars ultimately centres on 
women's sexuality and how it relates to patriarchy. 
Catharine MacKinnon-an anti-sex work and 
anti-pornography feminist-describes sex work as 
inherently harmful and always a form of violence 
against women. In MacKinnon's view and those 
of other abolitionist or radical feminists, sex work
ers are trapped under the dominance of male cli
ents and pimps, and are sexually exploited by them 
(Ahmed, 2011). This strand of feminist thought 
does not allow for sex worker agency or choice
sometimes maintaining that sex workers suffer from 
"false consciousness" (Barry, 1996) or "Stock
holm Syndrome"-and that the industry should be 

abolished by criminal sanction. Some effects of the 
view that "sex workers don't know what is good for 
them" include attempts in China to "rehabilitate" 
sex workers by sending them to labour re-education 
camps (Yardley, 2005), while more than a 1000 
"marriage volunteers" from the Dera Sacha Sauda 
religious sect in India have pledged to marry sex 
workers in order "to stop the women from being 
exploited in brothels" and to help halt the spread of 
HIV and AIDS (BBC News, 2009). 

One form of feminism that resists the abolitionist 
feminists' reading of sex work is sex-positive femi
nism. Carol Queen describes this intersection of sex 
radicalism and feminism: 

[T]here is a community of people who are sex
positive, who don't denigrate, medicalize. or 
demonize any form of sexual expression except 
that which is not consensual. These "sex-positive 
feminists"[. . . ] embrace the feminist analysis of 
gender inequality, but challenge the silence or 

conservative positions of [Andrea] Dworkin and 
[Catharine] MacKinnon-influenced feminism on 
sexual issues. (Queen, 2001, page 95) 

While abolitionist feminists view female sexuality 
as being repressed by patriarchy, sex-positive femi
nists hold that this repression is produced by hetero
sexism and "sex negativity" (Glick, 2000, page 21) 
and that women's sexual autonomy and choice 
should be respected. Sex-positive feminists do not 
see anything inherently oppressive about sex work 
if it is regarded as "work," reflects women's choices 
and takes place within a human rights framework. 
Indeed, sex-positive feminists would view De 
Wallen in Amsterdam through a different lens: one 
that recognises a woman's choice to engage in sex 
work, to creatively manoeuvre and negotiate around 
men's sexual fantasies to make a living, and to ren
der a service that is in demand. 

The answer to the question posed above-is 
sex work unfeminist?-is therefore dependant on 
what form of feminism you identify with. However, 
I would argue that your view on feminism should 
not influence your position on how the law relates 
to sex work. One could be a staunch radical feminist 
and believe that sex work is deeply oppressive to all 
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women, but still acknowledge that the sex industry 
will not be eradicated by the criminal law, that sex 
workers are worse off under a criminalised system, 
and that centuries of criminal and societal prohibi
tion of sex work have not had any significant impact 
on the industry, except to make those who work in it 
vulnerable to violence, coercion, stigma and illness. 
Indeed, the criminalisation of sex work has far
reaching public health consequences in making sex 
workers, their clients and partners more vulnerable 
to HIV and other STis (Richter et al., 2010). From 
this point of view, radical feminists should support 
the decriminalisation of sex work as heartily as sex
positive feminists do. 

AFRICAN, SEX-POSITIVE FEMINISM AND 
SEX WORK 

It is curious that, while the prevalence of female 
sex workers and proportion of female sex workers 
to the general population are higher in sub-Saharan 
Africa than in any other region of the world (Van
depitte et al., 2006), African feminisms have not 
grappled much with the issue of sex work. This is of 
particular concern against the backdrop of the stag
gering prevalence of HIV amongst sex workers in 
Africa-sex workers generally have a 10-20 fold 
higher HIV prevalence than the general population 
(Scorgie et al., 201 la)-and the on-going human 
rights violations against sex workers (Scorgie et al., 
20llb, Amott and Crago, 2009, Okal et al., 2011). 
Sex work and sex worker rights are conspicuously 
absent from most discussions on gender in Africa, 
and many feminists and gender practitioners avoid 
the issue like the plague-thus perpetuating the 
stigma and silence that surround the sex industry in 
Africa. 

In concluding this article, I invite other African 
feminists to consider the growing literature on sex
positive feminism, and to apply and mould this to 
the African context. In particular, I would like to 
see feminists from all persuasions, gender activ
ists, womanists, human rights advocates and AIDS 
workers grapple and wrestle with the issue of sex 
work. There is rich ground for discussion and debate 
on a matter that cuts across analyses based on class, 

race, migration and mobility, relative deprava
tion, development economics, the law, sexual and 
reproductive health rights, and many others. Vital 
to these conversations and debates are the voices 
of sex workers-those who are most often silenced 
by law-enforcers and by feminists who deem they 
know best. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 9 

1. How does women's unpaid labor in the home maintain systems of oppression? 

2. How do racism and sexism intersect in the experiences of women in the paid labor 
force? 

3. Why has legislation requiring equal pay and prohibiting discrimination failed to bring 
about equality for women in the workforce? 

4. What problems and conflicts arise among women around issues of work? What roles 
do differences among women play in these problems and conflicts? 

5. What changes do you think need to occur to create equitable systems of work for all 
women? 
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c H A p T E R 

Resisting Gender 
Violence 

Gender violence in the United States and worldwide is an important public health and 
human rights issue. Violence, an assault on a person's control over her/his body and life, 
can take many forms and has varying consequences depending on the type of assault, 
its context and interpretation, the chronicity of violence, and the availability of support. 
Gender violence implies that harm evolves from the imbalance in power associated with 
masculinity and femininity. In most societies around the world, gender violence usually 
occurs when masculine entitlements produce power that manifests itself in harm and injury 
(physical, sexual, emotional/psychological) toward others. Overwhelmingly this gender 
power imbalance involves men's violence against women and other men. Women are espe
cially vulnerable in intimate relationships; most violence against them occurs in their own 
homes. Women are 10 times more likely than men to be victimized by an intimate partner. 

Because violence is about the exercise of power over another person, both men and 
women can perpetrate violence and it occurs in both heterosexual and lesbian/gay/queer 
relationships. However, men are most likely to suffer physical violence at the hands of 
other men, and males are especially at risk during childhood and adolescence for suffering 
physical abuse by female and male caretakers, and sexual abuse by other males. Given 
the norms about masculine invulnerability, it is often hard for boys and men to talk about 
sexual abuse and seek help. As a result, men are more likely than women to be in denial 
about such experiences, and some men who have been abused try to "master" the abuse by 
identifying with the source of their victimization and avoiding the weaknesses associated 
with being a "victim." 

A range of gendered violence includes acts of intimidation and harassment (stalking; 
voyeurism; online/chat room, street, school, and workplace harassment; road rage; and 
obscene phone calls); forcing someone to watch or participate in pornography, prostitution, 
and other sex work; emotional/psychological, physical, and sexual abuse (that includes rape 
and attempted rape); and any other coercive act that harms and violates another person. 
Rates of violence against women in the United States are quite alarming, although compared 
to figures from the early 1990s, rates of rape and sexual assault have decreased somewhat. 
However, because intimate violence is so underreported, accurate statistics are difficult 
to collect. Recent laws such as rape shield laws, which prevent a victim's sexual history 
from being used by defense attorneys, and various state reform laws have helped survivors.· 
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Mandatory arrest procedures in cases of domestic violence and the creation of temporary 
restraining orders have helped survivors of domestic abuse. In addition, the 1994 Violence 
Against Women Act (VA WA, passed as Title IV of the Violent Crime Control and Law 
Enforcement Act) provides some legal protections for women. Overall it is estimated that 
intimate partner violence against women in the United States costs the state and insurance 
companies, as well as communities, families, and individuals, more than $8 billion per year. 

The 2011 National Crime Victimization Survey of the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics 
provides the most comprehensive and current statistics to date about gender-based violence. 
This survey reports that although the rate of intimate partner victimization declined over the 
last decade along with violent crime rates generally, an average of 24 people per minute are 
victims of rape, physical violence, or stalking by an intimate partner in the United States. 
Over the course of a year this amounts to more than 12 million people. Such numbers tell only 
part of the story as more than 1 million women are raped in a year and more than 6 million 
women and men are victims of stalking annually. These findings emphasize that sexual vio
lence, stalking, and intimate partner violence are important and widespread public health prob
lems in the United States. The term "intimate partner violence" describes physical, sexual, or 
psychological harm by a current or former partner or spouse. This type of violence can occur 
among heterosexual or same-sex couples and does not require sexual intimacy. Eighty-one 
percent of women and 35 percent of men who experienced rape, physical violence, or stalk
ing by an intimate partner reported at least one impact related to the experiences, such as fear, 
concern for safety, injury, or having missed at least one day of work or school. Individuals 
who experienced rape or stalking by any perpetrator or physical violence by an intimate part
ner in their lifetime were more likely to report frequent headaches, chronic pain, difficulty 
with sleeping, activity limitations, and poor physical and mental health than those who did not 
experience these forms of violence. In other words, nearly 3 in l 0 women and 1 in 10 men in 
the United States have experienced rape, physical violence, and/or stalking by a partner and 
report a related impact on their functioning. The next most likely assailant when it comes to 
physical and sexual violence is a friend and acquaintance. Overall, about 78 percent of all 
violent acts are committed by intimate partners, friends and acquaintances, or family mem
bers. About 22 percent of this violence is committed by strangers. Finally, women serving in 
the U.S. military are at special risk as a 2013 Pentagon report estimated that there are more 
than 70 sexual assaults involving military personnel every day. As discussed in Chapter 11, 
approximately 1 in 3 female soldiers experiences sexual assault while on duty, according to 
the U.S. Department of Defense. 

Of all statistics, those associated with interpersonal violence are generally underre
ported and sometimes difficult to interpret. Different studies ask about victimization in 
different ways and get different results. Some studies ask about current abuse and some 
survey past histories; some ask only about physical abuse, while others include ques
tions about emotional or psychological abuse and sexual abuse. It is important to consider 
whether consent for sexual intimacy can occur in a relationship where physical violence 
and intimidation are present. 

According to national statistics published by the National Center for Victims of Crime, 
approximately one in five high school girls in the United States report being abused physi
cally and/or sexually by a boyfriend, and 50 to 80 percent of teenagers report knowing 
others in violent relationships. Estimates of physical and sexual dating violence among 
high school students typically range from 1 in IO to 1 in 4. Sometimes this dating violence 
occurs through text messaging, when many teens do not recognize controlling behavior 
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HISTORICAL MOMENT The Violence Against Women Act of 1994 

For decades feminist activists had worked to gain recognition of the extent and 
severity of violence against women in the United States. On the whole, violence 
against women had not been fully recognized as a serious crime within the crimi
nal justice system. 

Often reports of sexual assault were greeted with skepticism or victim-blaming. 
Prior to feminist activism in the 1970s, women had to present evidence of resistance 
to sexual assault; rules of evidence allowed consideration of a victim's entire sexual 
history; and husbands were exempt from charges of raping their wives. Following 
the opening of the first rape crisis centers in 1972, grassroots advocacy managed 
not only to provide care and services to victims, but also to change these laws. 

Generally, domestic violence was considered by law enforcement to be a "family 
matter," and so police, prosecutors, and judges were often reluctant to "inter
fere." The first domestic violence shelters opened in the mid-1970s, but not until 
the 1980s did this problem receive widespread attention. Thanks to activists, laws 
did change in the 1980s to codify domestic violence as criminal conduct, to pro
vide increased penalties, to create civil protection orders, and to mandate train
ing about domestic violence for law enforcement. 

Following a Washington, D.C., meeting of representatives from various groups 
advocating for victims of sexual assault and domestic violence in the 1980s, 
activists turned their attention to ensuring federal legislation to protect women 
through interstate enforcement of protection orders, to provide funding for 
shelters and other programs for victims, and to provide prevention efforts. By 
demonstrating the need for these protections and programs, grassroots advo
cates and the National Organization for Women (NOW) Legal Defense Fund 
were able to develop bipartisan support in Congress and to pass the Violence 
Against Women Act (VAWA) in 1994. The four subtitles of the Act describe the 
target areas of concern: Safe Streets, Safe Homes for Women, Civil Rights for 
Women and Equal Justice for Women in the Courts, and Protections of Battered 
Immigrant Women and Children. VAWA changed rules of evidence, police proce
dures, penalties, and court procedures. It also authorized funding for prevention, 
education, and training. 

Since 1994, VAWA has been reauthorized and modified several times. The Act 
was most recently reauthorized in 2013. For the first time, the law now includes 
protections for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender survivors and allows 
tribal authorities to prosecute non-tribal members who commit crimes on tribal 
land. To find out more about VAWA, visit the website of the U.S. Department of 
Justice's Violence Against Women Office at http://www.ovw.usdoj.gov. 

as abusive. This problem illustrates the ways communication technologies can influence 
dating violence by redefining boundaries between dating partners. 

Although girls are more likely to be sexually abused than boys and the latter are more 
likely to be sexually abused by other males, both male and female adolescents report being 
targets of physical violence in relationships. Sometimes this involves mutual abuse, with 
both partners using violence against each other. However, it is clear that male and female 
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adolescents use force for different reasons and with different results. Researchers have 
found that girls suffer more from relationship violence, emotionally and physically. They 
are more likely than males to have serious injuries and report being terrified. In contrast, 
male victims seldom fear violence by their girlfriends and often say the attacks did not hurt 
or that they found the violence amusing. Rape victims are about 4 times more likely to 
contemplate suicide and 13 times more likely to actually make a suicide attempt. 

An important aspect of teen violence is bullying, where someone harasses ver
bally and/or physically another person perceived as weaker. Bullies seek power through 
aggression and direct their attacks at vulnerable targets. Boys are more likely to bully 
than girls and to bully other boys, although girls may of course also be perpetrators. 
Despite the most recent School Crime Supplement to the National Crime Victimization 
Survey, which reports that school crime has decreased in the last decade to include a drop 
in the rates of students reporting criminal victimization at school (now about 4 percent 
of all K-12 students), bullying has increased, especially cyberbullying. The National 
Institute of Child Health reports 6 out of 10 teenagers currently witness bullying in U.S. 
schools daily, and an estimated 1.6 million children in grades 6 through 10 are bullied at 
least once a week. More than two-thirds of students report general bullying as an ongo
ing problem in their school, 1 in 10 students drops out or changes schools because of 
repeated bullying, and more than 1 in 10 report school absences because of fear of bul
lying. Indeed, both the bully and the bullied are at greater risk of loneliness; lack of suc
cess in school; and becoming involved in drugs, alcohol, and tobacco. Almost half of all 
bullies had three or more police arrests by age 30. In addition, Asian American students 
are bullied in U.S. schools more than any other ethnic group, but particularly online. 
Indeed, cyberbullying is currently a serious social problem that may lead to tragic conse
quences, such as youths committing suicide after experiencing bullying and harassment. 
The prevalence of youths committing suicide due to long-term bullying has resulted in 
the term "bullycide." Gay youths or anyone who is perceived as "different" are likely 
targets. Finally, alongside these statistics on bullying and victimization of children and 
youths at school, is the tragic reality of school shootings, which have killed and severely 
wounded pupils and staff in schools across the United States. That these shooters are 
overwhelmingly white boys is sometimes overlooked by media and academics alike. 
A more thorough analysis of contemporary white masculinities, as well as the role of 
firearms and violent media in the cultural landscape, needs to be performed in order to 
better understand this phenomenon. 

Online gender-based harassment targeted at people who speak out in favor of social 
justice is increasingly being understood as a rampant social problem in the United States 
as the public virtual space gets constructed as a masculine sphere where misogyny is 
rife. This is the point of the reading "How Some Men Harass Women Online and What 
Other Men Can Do to Stop It" by Ben Atherton-Zeman. He discusses the ways people 
writing about feminism and men's violence against women are silenced and controlled, in 
part through misogynous and brutal online threats of violence. Atherton-Zeman suggests 
10 things to resist and transform this discourse. Such cyber threats are often one aspect 
of violence against LGBTQ individuals in particular. As the reading "Anti-LGBTQ 
Violence: Three Essays" by Tony Hobday, Michelangelo Signorile, and Hope Gillette 
emphasizes, violence against this population is especially problematic, in part because 
of the stigma of difference and socially accepted bigotry against LQBTQ persons. These 
essays discuss anti-LGBTQ violence in Russia, the United States, and in Latin America. 
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Another disturbing trend is the increase in stalking behavior directed at women (see 
the box in this chapter "Stalking Fact Sheet"). Stalking can be defined as the act of a 
person who, on more than one occasion, follows, pursues, or harasses another person, 
and, by actively engaging in a pattern of conduct, causes victims to believe the stalker 
will cause physical harm or mental distress to them. Behaviors include making unwanted 
phone calls, sending unsolicited or unwanted letters or emails, following or spying on the 
victim, showing up at places without a legitimate reason, waiting at places for the victim, 
leaving unwanted items, presents, or flowers, and posting information or spreading rumors 
about the victim on the Internet, in a public place, or by word of mouth. Approximately 
13 percent of women on college campuses report being stalked and two-thirds of stalked 
women know their stalker. It is estimated that about 1 in 6 women will experience stalk
ing in their lifetimes. All 50 states in the United States now have stalking laws. The most 
common consequence for women is fear and emotional and psychological trauma. 

Violence against girls and women is a persistent problem all over the world and is increas
ingly understood as a human rights issue. The wars of the twentieth century and the new 
conflicts of the twenty-first, the increase in globalization and the scope of global commerce 
and communications have all facilitated an increase in violence against women and children, 
as approximately 1 in 3 women in the world is beaten, coerced into sex, and otherwise abused. 
In 2010 the International Violence Against Women Act (I-VAWA) was introduced into 
Congress and has still not yet passed. It would allocate more than a billion dollars over 5 years 
to make the prevention of gender-based violence a "strategic foreign-policy imperative." 

Violence against indigenous girls and women is a problem worldwide. This violence 
involves economic exploitation and sexual abuse and exploitation, as well as gender-based 
violence in situations of armed violence, insecurity, and communal conflicts. Such gendered 
violence must be understood in the context of ongoing discrimination against indigenous 
peoples as well as their marginalization in terms of violation of individual and collective 
rights, poverty, and displacement. These problems occur despite United Nations Resolu
tion 1325 on women and peace and security, adopted in 2000, which presents measures to 
protect women and girls from gender-based violence, particularly rape and other forms of 
sexual abuse, in situations of armed conflict. Still, some countries condone or legalize these 
crimes, and others accept such violence against women as necessary consequences of war 
and/or civil unrest and ethnic cleansing. Certainly increased militarism and military posturing 
among countries in the global north have important consequences for the safety of women 
and children in target societies, usually in the global south, facilitating prostitution and inter
national sex trafficking in girls and women. 

Sex trafficking in the United States is a focus of the reading with the same name 
by Rachel Chinapen. She writes about young women brought to Connecticut from such 
countries as Indonesia and Thailand and their coerced labor in the sex industry. This 
article emphasizes that sex trafficking does not occur only in places like Southeast Asia, 
but also in communities within the United States. Indeed, according to the Department of 
Justice thousands of people are trafficked into the United States every year and approxi
mately 70 percent end up working in the sex industry. These problems exist despite the 
fact that there are U.S. laws against human trafficking at the federal level with the U.S. 
Trafficking Victims Protection Act (2000) and at state levels. The reading identifies leg
islation as well as law enforcement training, and survivor services. It also makes the 
distinction between human trafficking and sex trafficking specifically and emphasizes 
the importance of recognizing the difference between coerced sex trafficking and women 
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who freely cross national borders to engage in sex work. Feminists of the global north 
have been guilty of sensationalizing the issue in their desire to "save" women from such 
sex work, often in ways that ignore the complexity of women's decisions and experi
ences in this work, and especially the differences between migrating sex workers and 
those who are coerced into such practices. Of course it is problematic to automatically 
assume "free choice" in these decisions, because "choices" are often made from limited 
options and reflect structural realities such as poverty and violence. 

Gendered violence is specifically linked to processes of globalization, as already dis
cussed, because these processes often heighten problems associated with gender inequities in 
relationships, families, and communities at the same time that they often increase women's 
poverty and therefore their vulnerability. Violence against women in Juarez, Mexico, for 
example, where countless women have disappeared and been raped and killed, can be 
explained in part by forces of globalization cheapening women's labor power and therefore 
their bodies in the context of the forces of prostitution, organized crime, police corruption, 
and drug trafficking. In addition, globalizing forces have encouraged the status of women 
to be used as a marker of the level of "civilization" of a society, just as cultural interven
tions have been justified in part in the name of improving the status of women (as was most 
recently shown with the U.S. attacks on Afghanistan as "liberating" women from the Taliban, 
discussed in the reading by Andrea Smith, "Beyond the Politics of Inclusion"). These devel
opments often create complexity for feminist activism as women and men in these countries 
seeking to address nationalist, patriarchal problems can be interpreted as "traitors"; similarly, 
it causes problems for feminists in the global north whose activism can be interpreted as eth
nocentric meddling or support for the militarist strategies of their own societies. 

It is important in all these discussions to understand the tendency to "exoticize" 
global gendered violence as something that happens elsewhere and to avoid reading such 
problems as dowry-related violence or acid throwing (when acid is thrown at the face 
or person to maim or kill) as examples of crimes caused by customs and culture. These 
crimes are no more exotic or culturally based than atrocities perpetuated on women in the 
global north on a daily basis. For example, "Nirbhaya," the 23 year-old paramedic who 
died after being gang raped with unspeakable brutality on a bus in New Delhi, India, in 
late 2012, has become an icon ofresistance and galvanized protests and calls for change 
in India. Although her tragic death has highlighted the problem of chronic gender vio
lence in India and its relationship to cultural misogyny, it is important for those in the 
global north to understand that cultural misogyny is present in all our communities. 

Any discussion attempting to address the issue of violence against women-either 
in the United States or worldwide-must involve several key points. First, violence 
against women must be understood in the context of socially constructed notions of 
gender. If boys are raised to hide emotion, see sensitivity as a weakness, and view sexual 
potency as wound up with interpersonal power, and girls are raised to be dependent and 
support masculine entitlement, then interpersonal violence should be no surprise. As 
Debra Anne Davis explains in the reading "Betrayed by the Angel," women are raised 
in ways that may encourage victimization. Second, violence is a power issue and must 
be seen as related to masculine dominance in society generally as represented in inter
personal relationships and in the control of political systems that address crime and cre
ate policy. Indeed, entitlements associated with masculinity produce a range that some 
scholars term the rape spectrum. This means that all sexist behaviors are arranged along 
a continuum from unexamined feelings of superiority over women, for example, on one 
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Anti-LGBTQ and HIV-Affected Hate Violence 

REPORTED INCIDENTS: 

• 2012 reports of anti-LGBTQ and HIV-affected hate violence stayed relatively 
consistent to 2011, with a 4% decrease (2,092 in 2011, 2,016 in 2012). 

HATE VIOLENCE HOMICIDES: 

In 2012 anti-LGBTQ and HIV-affected homicides decreased by 16.7% from 2011, 
(30 in 2011 to 25 in 2012). However, the total homicides for 2012 remains the 
fourth highest ever recorded by NCAVP (National Coalition of Anti-Violence Pro
grams}. Additionally, the disproportionate impact of homicides against people of 
color, transgender women, and gender nonconforming LGBTQ and HIV-affected 
people continued in 2012. 73.1 % of all homicide victims in 2012 were people of 
color, yet LGBTQ and HIV-affected people of color only represented 53% of total 
survivors and victims. The overwhelming majority of homicide victims were Black/ 
African American, (50%), 19.2% of victims were Latin@, 11.5% of victims were 
White and 3.9% of victims were Native American. 50% of total victims were 
transgender, all of whom identified as transgender women, yet transgender 
survivors and victims only represent 10.5% of total reports to NCAVP. 38.5% of 
homicide victims were men all of who identified as gay. Gay people represented 
47.4% of victims, which mirrors the overall total of gay survivors and victims 
reported to NCAVP (45.3%). 

MOST IMPACTED COMMUNITIES: 

Transgender people were: 

• 3.32 times as likely to experience police violence as compared to cisgender 
survivors and victims. 

• 2.46 times as likely to experience physical violence by the police compared to 
cisgender survivors and victims. 

Transgender people of color were: 

• 2.59 times as likely to experience police violence compared to white cisgender 
survivors and victims. 

• 2.37 times as likely to experience discrimination compared to white cisgender 
survivors and victims. 

Transgender women were: 

• 2.90 times as likely to experience police violence as compared to survivors and 
victims who were not transgender women. 

• 2.71 times as likely to experience physical violence by the police as compared 
to survivors and victims who were not transgender women. 

• 2.14 times as likely to experience discrimination as compared to survivors and 
victims who were not transgender women. 

(continued} 
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Gay men were: 

• 3.04 times as likely to report incidents of hate violence to the police as 
compared to survivors and victims who were not gay men. 

• 1.56 times as likely to require medical attention compared to survivors and 
victims who were not gay men. 

LGBTQ people of color were: 

• 1.82 times as likely to experience physical violence as compared to white 
LGBTQ survivors and victims. 

• 1.70 times as likely to experience discrimination as compared to white LGBTQ 
survivors and victims. 

SURVIVOR AND VICTIM DEMOGRAPHICS: 

Almost half of survivors and victims identified as gay (45.3%), and 20.6% of sur
vivors and victims identified as lesbian. Bisexual survivors and victims represented 
8.7% of total survivors in 2012. Gay and bisexual survivors and victims remained 
consistent with 2011, but lesbian survivors and victims decreased slightly (24% 
in 2011, and 20.6% in 2012). 30.4% of total hate violence survivors and victims 
identified as men, a considerable decrease from 50% in 2011. Women repre
sented the second highest number of reports (25%), which is a decrease from 
34% in 2011. Transgender identified survivors and victims represented 10.5% of 
overall survivors and victims, a decrease from 18% in 2011. Undocumented survi
vors represented 6.4% of total survivors, a slight decrease from 8% in 2011. 

POLICE RESPONSE: 

Only 56% of survivors reported their incidents to the police, a slight increase from 
2011 (52%). Of survivors and victims' who reported to the police, 48% reported 
incidents of police misconduct to NCAVP, a considerable increase from 2011 (32%). 
While total number of survivors reporting to the police remains small, NCAVP finds 
that this number is growing incrementally over the years, 45.3% in 2010, 52% in 
2011 and 56.5% in 2012. Of those who interacted with the police, 26.8% reported 
that the police attitudes were hostile, an increase from 2011 (18%). 

POLICE CLASSIFICATION: 

In 2012, 77.2% of hate violence incidents reported to the police were classified as 
bias crimes, a substantial increase from 2011 (55%). 

DISABILITY: 

In 2012 40% of survivors and victims reported having a disability, a substantial 
increase from 2011 (11 %). Of those who reported having a disability, 52.8% of 
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survivors and victims reported having a disability associated with their mental 
health. 35.8% of survivors and victims reported having a physical disability, 6.3% 
of survivors and victims reported having a learning disability, 2.8% of survivors 
reported being blind and 2.3% of survivors reported being deaf. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF OFFENDERS: 

Cisgender men made up the highest proportion of hate violence offenders in 
both 2011 and 2012, with a decrease in the number of cisgender men in 2012 
(46% in 2012, 60% in 2011). Police made up 23.9% of unknown offenders, a 
considerable increase from 2011 (8%). In 2012, 63% of survivors reported one 
offender, a decrease from 2011 (78%). 19% of survivors reported 2-5 offenders, 
consistent with 2011 (20%). 16% of survivors reported 10 or more offenders, an 
increase from 2011 (10%). 

CHARACTERISTICS OF INCIDENT SITES: 

The most common site type remains private residence (38.6% in 2012, more than 
double the 18% reported in 2011). The second highest site type was the street 
(24.8% in 2012, an increase from 15% in 2011). 

Source: Avp.org. 

end to rape on the other. In this sense, all these behaviors, even though they are so very 
different in degree, are connected at some level. 

In addition, scholars emphasize that these behaviors are often connected to "backlash" 
or resistance to gains made by women and other marginalized peoples. This is an impor
tant point made in the essays "Anti-LGBTQ Violence." Though many men today support 
these gains and are working on ways to address interpersonal power and violence, hoping 
to enjoy egalitarian relationships with women, some men have not responded well to these 
gains. They have responded with anger and feelings of powerlessness and insecurity. Inter
personal violence occurs as men attempt to reestablish power they believe they have lost 
as a direct result of the gains of women. As discussed in Chapter 2, hate crimes based upon 
identity are significant problems in contemporary society as people marked as "different" 
or marginal are targeted as victims of violence. Hate crimes target a victim because of his 
or her perceived membership in a certain social group and involve such criminal acts as 
damage to property or pets and offensive graffiti or letters (hate mail) as well as interper
sonal violence such as physical and sexual assault, bullying, harassment, verbal abuse or 
insults, and murder. The series of essays making up the reading on anti-LGBTQ violence 
illustrate this poignant issue. 

Third, gendered sexual violence is often related to the ways violence is eroticized 
and sexuality is connected to violence. Although pornography is the best example of this 
problem in its role in eroticizing power differences, women's magazines and advertising 
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Stalking Fact Sheet 

WHAT IS STALKING? 

While legal definitions of stalking vary from one jurisdiction to another, a good 
working definition of stalking is a course of conduct directed at a specific person 
that would cause a reasonable person to feel fear. 

STALKING VICTIMIZATION 

6.6 million people are stalked in one year in the United States. 

1 in 6 women and 1 in 19 men have experienced stalking victimization at 
some point during their lifetime in which they felt very fearful or believed 
that they or someone close to them would be harmed or killed. 

Using a less conservative definition of stalking, which considers any amount of 
fear (i.e., a little fearful, somewhat fearful, or very fearful), 1 in 4 women and 
1 in 13 men reported being a victim of stalking in their lifetime. 

The majority or stalking victims are stalked by someone they know. 66% of 
female victims and 41 % of male victims of stalking are stalked by a current or 
former intimate partner. 

More than half of female victims and more than 1/3 of male victims of stalking 
indicated that they were stalked before the age of 25. 

About 1 in 5 female victims and 1 in 14 male victims experienced stalking 
between the ages of 11 and 17. 

[Michele C. Black et al., "The National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey: 2010 Summary 
Report," (Atlanta, GA: National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, 2011).] 

46% of stalking victims experience at least one unwanted contact per week. 

11 % of stalking victims have been stalked for 5 years or more. 

[Katrina Baum et al., "Stalking Victimization in the United States," (Washington, DC: Bureau of 
Justice Statistics, 2009).] 

STALKING AND INTIMATE PARTNER FEMICIDE 

76% of intimate partner femicide victims have been stalked by their intimate 
partner. 

67% had been physically abused by their intimate partner. 

89% of femicide victims who had been physically assaulted had also been 
stalked in the 12 months before their murder. 

79% of abused femicide victims reported being stalked during the same 
period that they were abused. 
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54% of femicide victims reported stalking to police before they were killed by 
their stalkers. 

[Judith McFarlane et al., "Stalking and Intimate Partner Femicide," Homicide Studies 3, no. 4 (1999).] 

RECON STUDY OF STALKERS 

213 of stalkers pursue their victims at least once per week, many daily, using 
more than one method. 

78% of stalkers use more than one means of approach. 

Weapons are used to harm or threaten victims in 1 out of 5 cases. 

Almost 1/3 of stalkers have stalked before. 

Intimate partner stalkers frequently approach their targets, and their 
behaviors escalate quickly. 

[Kris Mohandie et al., "The RECON Typology of Stalking: Reliability and Validity Based upon a Large 
Sample of North American Stalkers," Journal of Forensic Sciences, 51, no. 1 (2006).] 

IMPACT OF STALKING ON VICTIMS 

46% of stalking victims fear not knowing what will happen next. 

29% of stalking victims fear the stalking will never stop. 

1 in 8 employed stalking victims lose time from work as a result of their 
victimization and more than half lose 5 days of work or more. 

1 in 7 stalking victims move as a result of their victimization. 

[Baum etal.] 

The prevalence of anxiety, insomnia, social dysfunction, and severe depression 
is much higher among stalking victims than the general population, especially 
if the stalking involves being followed or having one's property destroyed. 

[Eric Blauuw et al., "The Toll of Stalking," Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 17, no. 1 (2002):50-63.] 

STALKING LAWS 

Stalking is a crime under the laws of 50 states, the District of Columbia, the 
U.S. Territories, and the Federal government. 

Less than 1/3 of states classify stalking as a felony upon first offense. 

More than 1/2 of states classify stalking as a felony upon second or subsequent 
offense or when the crime involves aggravating factors. 

(continued) 
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Aggravating factors may include: possession of a deadly weapon, violation of 
a court order or condition of probation/parole, victim under 16 years, or same 
victim as prior occasions. 

For a compilation of state, tribal, and federal laws visit www. victimsofcrime 
.orglsrc. 

Source: Stalking Resource center 

Last updated August 2012 

generally are rampant with these themes. Finally, we must understand violence against 
women in terms of the normalization of violence in society. We live in societies where 
violence is used to solve problems every day, media are saturated with violence, militarism 
is a national policy, and rape is used as a weapon of war. Again, it is important to analyze 
the role of contemporary masculinity in these phenomena and consider the ways violent 
masculinity is normalized. What do you think would be the societal response if women 
and girls victimized men, boys, and other girls to the extent that men and boys routinely 
victimize girls, women, and each other? 

Consider the following story told to us. The woman, a white professional in her early 
30s, had been having a drink with her colleagues one early evening after work. A well
dressed man struck up a conversation with her, and they chatted a while. When she was 
leaving with her colleagues, the man asked if he could call her sometime, and she gave 
him her business card that listed only work information. He called her at work within 
the next week and asked her to have dinner with him, and, seeing no reason not to, she 
agreed to meet him at a particular restaurant after work. She was careful to explain to us 
that on both occasions, she was dressed in her professional work clothes and it was early 
evening in a public space. There was nothing provocative, she emphasized, about her 
clothes or her demeanor. At some point during the meal she started feeling uncomfort
able. The man was very pushy; he chose and ordered her food for her and started telling 
her that if she wanted to date him, he had certain requirements about how his girlfriends 
dressed and acted. She panicked and felt a strong need to get away from him, so, at some 
point she quietly excused herself saying she needed to visit the ladies' room. She then 
did a quick exit and did not return to the table. Unfortunately, this was not the end of the 
story. The man found out where her home was and started to stalk her. One evening he 
forced his way into her apartment and beat her badly. Fortunately, he did not rape her. 
Although she took out a restraining order on him, he managed to gain entrance into her 
apartment building again and beat her senseless one more time in the hallway outside her 
apartment. 

This story is a tragic illustration of misogyny and masculine entitlement. The man 
felt he had the right to define the reality of women in his life and expected them to be sub
ordinate. He believed it was his entitlement. He was so full of rage that when a woman 
snubbed him, he would have to subdue her. In addition, the woman's telling of the story 
is illustrative of societal norms that blame women for their own victimization. When 
tearfully sharing her story, she had felt the shame and humiliation that comes with such 
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OW DO YOU STOP 
30 YEAR-OLD 

ROM BEATING HIS WIFE? 

ALK JO H~M WHEN HE'S 12. 

an experience; she wanted it to be known that she had not been "asking for it." He had 
given no indication that he was anything but clean-cut and upstanding, she was dressed 
appropriately, she took no risks other than accepting a date, she gave him only her work 
numbers, and she agreed to meet him in a public place. What more could she have done 
except be wary of all men she might meet? 

Abused women are disproportionately represented among the homeless and suicide 
victims, and they have been denied insurance in some states because they are considered 
to have a "preexisting condition" (i.e., having resided with a batterer). It is important 
to remember that alongside the sheer physical and emotional costs of violence against 
women, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimated that health-related finan
cial costs of rape, physical assault, stalking, and homicide against women by intimate part
ners entail almost $6 billion annually. Women who are battered have more than twice the 
health care needs and costs than those who are never battered. This figure does not include 
lost wages and productivity. In the following sections we discuss sexual assault and rape, 
physical abuse, and incest and end with a discussion of pornography as an aspect of vio
lence against women. Because many forms of pornography are legal, some people object 
to thinking about pornography in the context of sexual violence and claim instead that it is 
a legitimate type of entertainment. Despite these concerns, we have decided to discuss it 
in the context of sexual violence because pornography eroticizes unequal power relations 
between women and men and often involves representations of coercive sex. Men are the 



550 CHAPTER 10 I Resisting Gender Violence 

major consumers of pornography, and women's bodies tend to be the ones on display. 
Pornography thus represents a particular aspect of gender relations that reflects the issue of 
male sexual violence against women. 

SEXUAL ASSAULT AND RAPE 

Sexual assault can be defined as any sexual contact without consent that involves the use 
of force. Individuals may be sexually assaulted without being raped. Basically, rape is a 
form of sexual assault and sexual abuse, but sexual assault and abuse do not necessarily 
imply rape. More specifically, rape is the penetration of any bodily orifice by a penis or 
object without consent. Someone who is asleep, passed out, or incapacitated by alcohol 
or drugs cannot give consent. Silence, or lack of continued resistance, does not mean 
consent. Although rape can be broadly defined as sex without consent, it is understood as 
a crime of aggression because the focus is on hurting and dominating. The sexual abuse 
of children is often termed molestation, which may or may not involve rape. When chil
dren are molested or raped by family members, it is termed incest. Although the rates of 
rape are very high, sexual assault rates generally (which include but are not limited to 
rape) are even higher. 

Women are often victims of altruistic sex (motivation for consent involves feeling 
sorry for the other person, or feeling guilty about resisting sexual advances) and compli
ant sex (where the consequences of not doing it are worse than doing it). Neither of these 
forms of sexual intimacy involve complete consent. Consent is a freely made choice that 
is clearly communicated. Consensual sex is negotiated through communication where 
individuals express their feelings and desires and are able to listen to and respect others' 
feelings and desires. Rape can happen to anyone-babies who are months old to women 
in their 90s, people of all races, ethnicities, and socioeconomic status. Both women and 
men are raped, but as already discussed, overwhelmingly it is a problem of men raping 
women and other men. Rape occurs relatively frequently in prisons; dominant men rape 
men they perceive as inferior. Often dominant inmates refer to the victims as "women." 
In this way, rape is about power, domination, and humiliation and must be understood in 
this context. 

As already mentioned, most reported sexual assaults are against females, with 1 in 3 to 
1 in 4 women experiencing sexual assault in their lifetime. In addition, half of all females 
raped are under the age of 18 years, and about one-fifth are younger than 12 years old. 
Offenders were armed with a gun, knife, or other weapon in about 11 percent of rape or 
sexual assault victimizations, according to the 2011 National Crime Victimization Survey. 
The percentage of reported rape or sexual assault victimizations that resulted in an arrest 
either at the scene or during a follow-up investigation decreased from 47 percent in the late 
1990s to 31 percent in 2010. Overall, among both reported and not reported sexual assaults 
and rape, approximately 12 percent result in an arrest. 

Among college women it is reported that women at a university with 10,000 female 
students could experience about 350 rapes a year with serious policy implications for 
college administrators. More than one-third of these college women say they have 
unwanted or uninvited sexual contacts, and about l 0 percent had experienced rape. In 
about 9 out of 10 cases, offenders are known to the women. Survivors are more likely 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY How Safe Is Your Campus? 

Investigate the safety and security of your campus by asking these questions: 

• How many acts of violence were reported on your campus last year? 
• Does your campus have a security escort service? 
• What resources does your campus provide to ensure safety? 
• What training and educational opportunities about safety does your college 

provide? 
• What specialized training about violence is offered to fraternities and sports 

teams on your campus? 
• How does your school encourage the reporting of violence? 
• What support services does your school offer to victims of violence? 
• What is your school administration's official protocol for dealing with com-

plaints of violence? 
• How does your school's code of conduct address violence? 
• Are there dark areas of your campus that need additional lighting? 
• Are emergency phones available around your campus? 

to report a rape or sexual assault when the assailant is someone they do not know, and 
indeed, among college women less than 5 percent of completed or attempted rapes 
are reported to law enforcement officials and about one-third of victims do not tell 
anyone. As already mentioned, the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics reports about 7 in 
10 female rape or sexual assault victims identify offenders as an intimate, relative, 
friend, or acquaintance. In this way, acquaintance rape (often called date rape), in 
which each person is known to the other, is the most frequent form of rape, and is the 
most underreported. 

Rapes on college campuses (especially gang rapes) may be committed by fraternity 
members, and may be part of male bonding rituals. This does not mean, of course, that 
all fraternities are dangerous places for women, only that the conditions for the abuse of 
women can occur in these male-only living spaces, especially when alcohol is present. 
About 70 to 80 percent of campus rapes generally involve alcohol or other drugs (with 
alcohol most pervasive among all drugs). The most common "date rape" or predatory 
drugs are rohypnol (commonly known as "roofies"), ketamine (commonly known as 
"special k"), and GHB (gamma hydroxybutyrate). These drugs are odorless when dis
solved and are indiscernible when put in beverages. They metabolize quickly and make 
a person incapable of resisting sexual advances. Memory impairment is associated with 
these drugs, and a survivor may not be aware of such an attack until 8 to 12 hours after 
it has occurred. In addition, there may be little evidence to support the claim that drugs 
were used to facilitate the attack because of the speed at which these predatory drugs 
metabolize. It is imperative to be vigilant at social occasions where such attacks might 
happen; do not leave a drink unattended, get your own drinks from an unopened con
tainer, and watch out for your friends. A buddy system that includes a designated driver 
is essential! 
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Back in 1990 Congress passed the Campus Security Act, which mandated col
leges and universities participating in federal student aid programs to complete and 
distribute security reports on campus practices and crime statistics. This was amended 
in 1992 to include the Campus Sexual Assault Victim's Bill of Rights to provide poli
cies and statistics and to ensure basic rights to survivors of sexual assault. This act 
was amended again in 1998 to provide for more extensive security-related provisions, 
and, since then, the U.S. Department of Justice has given substantial grants to colleges 
and universities to address sexual and physical assault, harassment, and stalking on 
campus. 

One specific form of intimate partner violence is marital rape. A national study 
reported that 10 percent of all sexual assault cases involve a husband or ex-husband, 
and the National Resource Center on Domestic Violence suggests that taking into 
account the underreporting that occurs as women are less likely to label such actions 
as rape, 10 to 14 percent of married women in the United States have been raped by 
their husbands. Historically, rape has been understood as a property crime against men 
as women were considered the property of husbands and fathers. As a result, it was 
considered impossible to violate something that was legally considered your property, 
and rape laws defined rape as forced intercourse with a woman who was not your wife. 
In 1993 marital rape became a crime in all 50 states, even though some states still do 
not consider it as serious as other forms of rape and include some forms of marital 
rape exemption (for example, if a spouse has an illness causing an inability to sexually 
respond, the other spouse may engage her/him in sexual relations without criminal 
liability). In addition, some states have lesser sentences for husbands than other rap
ists, and statutory rape laws often do not go into effect if a spouse is younger than the 
age of consent for that state. 

Women who are raped by their husbands are often likely to be raped repeatedly. They 
experience not only vaginal rape, but also oral and anal rape. Researchers generally cat
egorize marital rape into three types: force-only rape, when a husband uses only enough 
force to enact the rape; battering rape, in which rape occurs in the context of an ongoing 
physically abusive relationship; and sadistic/obsessive rape, where husbands use torture 
or perverse acts to humiliate and harm their wives. Pornography is often involved in the 
latter case. Women are at particularly high risk for being raped by their partners when they 
are married to domineering men who view them as "property," when they are pregnant, 
ill physically or mentally, or recovering from surgery, and when they are separated or 
divorced. 

As will be discussed in Chapter 11, political institutions in the United States have 
historically supported men's access to women as sexual property, and the history of rac
ism and the lynching of black men for fabricated rapes of white women have influenced 
how our society and the courts deal with the interaction of race and sexual violence. 
Although most rapes are intraracial (they occur within racial groups), women of color 
are especially vulnerable as victims of sexual violence because of their marginalized 
status. They also have less credibility in the courtroom when rape cases have gone to 
trial. Men of color accused of rape are more likely to get media attention, are more likely 
to get convicted, and receive longer sentences. While these differences result from the 
racism of society that sees black men in particular as more violent or dangerous, they 
also are related to class differences whereby men of color are generally less able to 
acquire superior legal counsel. As Andrea Smith explains in the reading "Beyond the 
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Politics of Inclusion," gender violence functions as a tool of racism and colonialism for 
women of color. She emphasizes the need to make the needs of marginalized women 
central in the anti-violence movement and implores writers and activists to understand 
the intersectionality of racism and sexism in social movements for ending violence and 
supporting racial justice. 

Very often, women realize that a past sexual encounter was actually a rape, and, as a 
result, they begin to think about the experience differently. They may have left the encoun
ter hurt, confused, or angry but without being able to articulate what happened. Survivors 
need to talk about what occurred and get support. It is never too late to get support from 
people who care. Feeling ashamed, dirty, or stupid is a typical reaction for those who have 
experienced sexual assault. It is not their/your/our fault. 

Social myths about rape that encourage these feelings include the following: 

• Rape happens less frequently in our society than women believe. Feminists in par
ticular blow this out of proportion by focusing on women's victimization, and women 
make up rape charges as a way to get attention. This is false; rape happens at an 
alarming rate and is underreported. Rape is considered a crime against the state and 
rape survivors are witnesses to the crime. As a result, the credibility of the "witness" is 
challenged in rape cases, and women are often retraumatized as a result of rape trials. 
This is among the many reasons why rape is underreported, and, as a proportion of 
total rapes committed, charges are rarely pressed and assailants rarely convicted. The 
FBI reports that the rate of false reporting for rape and sexual assault is the same as for 
other violent crimes: less than 3 percent. Although feminists care about the victimiza
tion of women, we focus on surviving, becoming empowered, and making changes to 
stop rapes from happening. 

• Women are at least partly responsible for their victimization in terms of their appear
ance and behavior (encouraging women to feel guilty when they are raped). This is 
false; rape is the only violent crime in which the victim is not de facto perceived as 
innocent. Consider the suggestion that a person who has just been robbed was asking 
to have his/her wallet stolen. 

• Men are not totally responsible for their actions. If a woman comes on to a man sexu
ally, it is impossible for him to stop. This is false; men are not driven by uncontrollable 
biological urges, and it is insulting to men to assume that this is how they behave. 
Likewise it is wrong to assume a woman has "to finish what she started." Everyone 
has the right to stop sexual behaviors at any time. Note how this myth is related to the 
previous one that blames the victim. 

These myths not only support masculine privilege concerning sexuality and access 
to women and therefore support some men's tendency to sexually abuse women, but 
are also important means for controlling women's lives. Recall again the discussion of 
sexual terrorism in Chapter 2. Such terrorism limits women's activities and keeps people 
in line by the threat of potential sexual assault. Research on rapists in the early 1980s 
revealed that, although there are few psychological differences between men who have 
raped and those who have not, the former group were more likely to believe in the rape 
myths, were more misogynous and tolerant of the interpersonal domination of women 
generally, showed higher levels of sexual arousal around depictions of rape, and were 
more prone to use violence. 



The Consequences of Intimate Partner Violence 

The consequences of abuse are profound, extending beyond the health and hap
piness of individuals to affect the well-being of entire communities. Living in 
a violent relationship affects a woman's sense of self-esteem and her ability to 
participate in the world. Studies have shown that abused women are routinely 
restricted in the way they can gain access to information and services, take part 
in public life, and receive emot.ional support from friends and relatives. Not 
surprisingly, such women are often unable properly to look after themselves and 
their children or to pursue jobs and careers. 

IMPACT ON HEALTH 

A growing body of research evidence is revealing that sharing her life with an 
abusive partner can have a profound impact on a woman's health. Violence has 
been linked to a host of different health outcomes, both immediate and long 
term. The list below draws on the scientific literature to summarize the conse
quences that have been associated with intimate partner violence. Although 
violence can have direct health consequences, such as injury, being a victim of 
violence also increases a woman's risk of future ill health. As with the conse
quences of tobacco and alcohol use, being a victim of violence can be regarded 
as a risk factor for a variety of diseases and conditions. 

Health Consequences of Intimate Partner Violence 

Physical Psychological and Behavioral 

Abdominal/thoracic injuries 
Bruises and welts 
Chronic pain syndromes 
Disability 
Fibromyalgia 
Fractures 
Gastrointestinal disorders 
Irritable bowel syndrome 
Lacerations and abrasions 
Ocular damage 
Reduced physical functioning 

Sexual and Reproductive 

Gynecological disorders 
Infertility 
Pelvic inflammatory disease 
Pregnancy complications/ 
miscarriage 
Sexual dysfunction 
Sexually transmitted diseases, 

including HIV/AIDS 
Unsafe abortion 
Unwanted pregnancy 

Alcohol and drug abuse 
Depression and anxiety 
Eating and sleep disorders 
Feelings of shame and guilt 
Phobias and panic disorder 
Physical inactivity 
Poor self-esteem 
Post-traumatic stress disorder 
Psychosomatic disorders 
Smoking 
Suicidal behavior and self-harm 
Unsafe sexual behavior 

Fatal Health Consequences 

AIDS-related mortality 
Maternal mortality 
Homicide 
Suicide 

Source: World Report on Violence and Health, www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/ 
global_campaign/en/chap4.pdf. 
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PHYSICAL ABUSE 

Although women are less likely than men to be victims of violent crimes overall, women 
are 5 to 8 times more likely to be victimized by an intimate partner. Intimate partner vio
lence is primarily a crime against women and all races are equally vulnerable. The Depart
ment of Justice reports that about 96 percent of women experiencing nonfatal partner violence 
are victimized by a male, and about 85 percent of all victims are female. According to 
FBI statistics, every day about four women (approximately 1,500 a year) die in the United 
States as a result of domestic violence. Although about half a million reports of physical 
assault by intimates officially reach federal officials each year, it is estimated that 2 to 
4 million women are abused each year, about one every 20 seconds or so. Women of all 
races and classes are abused, although rates are five times higher among families below 
poverty levels, and severe spouse abuse is twice as likely to be committed by unemployed 
men as by those working full time. These differences reflect economic vulnerability and 
lack of resources, as well as the ways these families have more contact with authorities 
like social services that increase opportunities for reporting. Women who are pregnant 
are especially at risk of violence. Approximately 17 percent of pregnant women report 
having been physically abused, and the results include miscarriages, stillbirths, and a two
to fourfold greater likelihood of bearing a low birth weight baby. Sadly, the impact of 
violence in families on children is severe. More than half of all female victims of intimate 
partner violence live in households with children younger than 12 years, and studies indi
cate that between 3 and 10 million children witness some form of domestic violence every 
year. Approximately half of men who abuse female partners also abuse the children in 
those homes. Of course, women may abuse their children, too. Violent juvenile offenders 
are four times more likely than nonoffenders to have grown up in homes where they saw 
violence. Children who have witnessed violence at home are also about five times more 
likely to commit or suffer violence when they become adults. 

Women who are physically abused are also always emotionally abused because they 
experience emotional abuse by virtue of being physically terrorized. Mariah Lockwood 
writes poignantly about the emotional abuse of battered women in the poem "She Said." 
This reading illustrates the ways women internalize messages about femininity, love, 
marriage, and romance that can make them vulnerable to being dominated in interpersonal 
relationships. The poem also speaks of the importance of friendship and emotional support 

IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Volunteer at a local domestic violence shelter. 
• Organize a food, clothing, and toiletries drive to benefit your local domestic 

violence shelter. 
• Interrupt jokes about violence against women. 
• Organize Domestic Violence Awareness Month (October} activities on your 

campus. 
• Create and distribute materials about violence against women on your 

campus. Write a blog about gender-based violence. 
• Organize a poetry slam to feature poems about gender-based violence. 
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Check Up on Your Relationship 

DOES YOUR PARTNER 

Constantly put you down? 

Call you several times a night or show up to make sure you are where you said 
you would be? 

Embarrass or make fun of you in front of your friends or family? 

Make you feel like you are nothing without him/her? 

Intimidate or threaten you? "If you do that again, I'll ... " 

Always say that it's your fault? 

Pressure you to have sex when you don't want to? 

Glare at you, give you the silent treatment, or grab, shove, kick, or hit you? 

DO YOU 

Always do what your partner wants instead of what you want? 

Fear how your partner will act in public? 

Constantly make excuses to other people for your partner's behavior? 

Feel like you walk on eggshells to avoid your partner's anger? 

Believe if you just tried harder, submitted more, that everything would be 
okay? 

Stay with your partner because you fear what your partner would do if you 
broke up? 

These indicators suggest potential abuse in your relationship. If you've answered 
yes to any of these questions, talk to a counselor about your relationship. 
Remember, when one person scares, hurts, or continually puts down the other 
person, it's abuse. 

Source: Created by the President's Commission on the Status of Women, Oregon State University. 

for battered women. Emotional abuse, however, does not always involve physical abuse. 
A man, for example, who constantly tells his partner that she is worthless, stupid, or ugly 
can emotionally abuse without being physically abusive. Sometimes the scars of emotional 
abuse take longer to heal than physical abuse and help explain why women might stay with 
abusive partners. 

Why do some men physically abuse women or abuse other men? They abuse because 
they have internalized sexism and the right to dominate women (or others they perceive as 
subordinate or feminized) in their lives, have learned to use violence as a way to deal with 
conflict, and have repressed anger. Given this, how is it possible to explain why some women 
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abuse men or abuse other women? Abusive behavior is an act of domination. Women too 
can internalize domination and can see men in their interpersonal relationships as subordinate 
to them, even though there is little support for that in society generally. Women in romantic 
relationships with other women can likewise negotiate dominance and subordination in their 
relationships and act this out. Battering is a problem in the LBGTQ community. 

Why do people so often stay in abusive relationships? The research on this ques
tion suggests that when women leave abusive relationships they return about 5 to 7 times 
before actually leaving for good. There are several complex and interconnected reasons 
why survivors stay. First, emotional abuse often involves feelings of shame, guilt, and low 
self-esteem. Women in these situations (like rape survivors generally) often believe that 
the abuse is their fault. They may see themselves as worthless and have a difficult time 
believing that they deserve better. Low self-esteem encourages survivors to stay with or 
return to abusive partners. Second, some who are repeatedly abused become desensitized 
to the violence; they may see it as a relatively normal aspect of gender relationships and 
therefore something to tolerate. 

A third reason people stay in abusive relationships is that abusers tend to physically 
isolate their partners from others. This often involves a pattern where survivors may be 
prevented from visiting or talking to family and friends, are left without transportation, 
and/or have no access to a telephone. Notice how, when women are abused, the shame 
associated with this situation can encourage them to isolate themselves. An outcome of this 

The Cycle of Violence 

Domestic violence may seem unpredictable, but it actually follows a typical pattern 
no matter when it occurs or who is involved. Understanding the cycle of violence 
and the thinking of the abuser helps survivors recognize they are not to blame for 
the violence they have suffered-and that the abuser is the one responsible. 

1. Tension building The abuser might set up the victim so that she is bound to 
anger him. The victim, knowing her abuser is likely to erupt, is apologetic. She 
may even defend his actions. 

2. The abuse The batterer behaves violently, inflicting pain and abuse on the victim. 
3. Guilt and fear of reprisal After the violence, the abuser may have feelings of 

"guilt"-not normal guilt, in which he'd feel sorry for hurting another person, 
but actually a fear of getting caught. He might blame alcohol for his outburst. 

4. Blaming the victim The abuser can't stand any kind of guilt feeling for long, 
so he quickly rationalizes his actions and blames the victim for causing him to 
hurt her. He might tell her that her behavior "asked for it." 

5. "Normalcy" At this point, the batterer exhibits kind and loving behavior. Wel
comed by both parties, an unusual calm will surround the relationship. He may 
bring gifts and promise the violence will never happen again. 

6. Fantasy/set-up Batterers and abusers fantasize about their past and future 
abuses. These fantasies feed the abuser's anger. He begins to plan another 
attack by placing his victim in situations that he knows will anger him. 

Source: Reprinted from Take Care: A Guide for Violence-Free living, a publication of Raphael House of 
Portland. 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence 

INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence demonstration, Color of Violence Ill Conference, 
New Orleans, LA, 2005. 

In 2000 a group of radical feminists of color organized a conference, "The 
Color of Violence: Violence Against Women of Color," at the University of 
California, Santa Cruz. Initially, the gathering was to be small, focused on 
analyzing violence against women of color and strategizing ways to address 
violence against women of color. The response was overwhelming, and more 
than 2,000 women of color attended. Another 2,000 had to be turned away. 
At this conference, the focus turned to women of color who had survived 
violence and challenged mainstream conceptualizations of the anti-violence 
against women movement. 

One result of this conference was the founding of INCITE! Women of Color 
Against Violence, a national grassroots activist organization of radical feminists 
of color working to end violence against women of color and their communi
ties. Using direct action, critical dialogue, and grassroots organizing, INCITE! 
Women of Color Against Violence works with women of color to create projects 
that address issues of violence against women of color and their communities. 
INCITE! identifies violence against women of color "as a combination of violence 
directed at communities, such as police violence, war, and colonialism, and vio
lence within communities, such as rape and domestic violence." Projects include 
"producing a women of color radio show, challenging the non-profitization of 
antiviolence and other social justice movements, organizing rallies on street har
assment, training women of color on self-defense, organizing mothers on wel
fare, building and running a grassroots clinic." 
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INCITE! utilizes a framework of intersectional analysis to understand and work 
against violence against women of color who are located in the intersection of 
racism and sexism, as well as other forms of oppression. INCITE! also offers a chal
lenge to the approach of many anti-violence organizations that are dominated 
by white women by placing women of color at the center of their analysis and 
work. INCITE!'s principles of unity guide the organization: 

We at INCITE!: 

• Maintain a space by and for women of color. 
• Center our political analysis and community action in the struggle for liberation. 
• Support sovereignty for indigenous people as central to the struggle for 

liberation. 
• Oppose all forms of violence which oppress women of color and our 

communities. 
• Recognize the state as the central organizer of violence which oppresses 

women of color and our communities. 
• Recognize these expressions of violence against women of color as including 

colonialism, police brutality, immigration policies, reproductive control, etc. 
• Link liberation struggles which oppose racism, sexism, classism, heterosexism, 

ableism, ageism, and all other forms of oppression. 
• Support coalition building between women of color. 
• Recognize and honor differences across cultures. 
• Encourage creative models of community organizing and action. 
• Promote shared leadership and decision-making. 
• Recognize and resist the power of co-optation of our movements. 
• Support these principles not only in our actions, but in the practices within our 

own organizations. 
• Support the creation of organizational processes which encourage these prin

ciples and which effectively address oppressive individual and institutional 
practices within our own organizations. 

• Discourage any solicitation of federal or state funding for INCITE! activities. 

To learn more about INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence, visit the organi
zation's website at www.incite-national.org. 

isolation is that they do not get the reality check they need about their situation. Isolation 
thus helps keep self-esteem low, prevents support, and minimizes options in terms ofleav
ing the abusive situation. 

A fourth reason people stay is that they worry about what people will think, and this 
worry keeps them in abusive situations as a consequence of the shame they feel. Most 
women in abusive relationships worry about this to some extent, although middle-class 
women probably feel it the most. The myth that this is a lower-class problem and that it 
does not happen to "nice" families who appear to have everything going for them is part 
of the problem. And, indeed, the question about what people will think is a relevant one: 
Some churches tell abused women to submit to their husbands and hide the abuse, neigh
bors often look the other way, mothers worry about their children being stigmatized at 
school, and certainly there is embarrassment associated with admitting your husband or 
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boyfriend hits you. For men this issue is even more pertinent, and the shame and embar
rassment may be even greater for abused men. 

A fifth reason survivors stay is that they cannot afford to leave. Women in this situa
tion fear for the economic welfare of themselves and their children should they leave the 
abusive situation. These women tend to have less education and to have dependent chil
dren. They understand that the kind of paid work they could get would not be enough to 
support the family. Reason six is that some survivors believe that children need a father
and that even a bad father might be better than no father. Although this belief is erroneous 
in our view, it does keep women in abusive situations "for the sake of the children." Inter
estingly, the primary reason women do permanently leave an abusive relationship is also 
the children: When women see that their children are being hurt, this is the moment when 
they are most likely to leave for good. 

Another reason people stay is that there is often nowhere to go. Although the increase in 
the numbers of crisis lines and emergency housing shelters is staggering given their absence 
only a few decades ago, some survivors still have a difficult time imagining an alternative 
to the abusive situation. This is especially true of those who live in rural areas and who are 
isolated from friends and family. Reason eight is that survivors may fear what might happen 
to abusive partners in the criminal system, especially if they are men of color. They may 
also believe their partner will change. Part of the cycle of violence noted by scholars in this 
area is the "honeymoon phase" after the violent episode. First comes the buildup of tension 
when violence is brewing, second is the violent episode, and third is the honeymoon phase 
when abusers tend to be especially remorseful--even horrified that they could have done 
such a thing-and ask for forgiveness. Given that the profile of many batterers is charm and 
manipulation, such behavior during this phase can be especially persuasive. Survivors are 
not making it up when they think their partner will change. 

Finally, people stay because they believe their partner might kill them-or hurt or 
kill the children-should they leave. Again, a batterer's past violence is often enough to 
establish this as no idle threat. Men do kill in these situations and often after wives and 
girlfriends have fled and brought restraining orders against them. 

INCEST 

This topic is especially poignant as the poem by Grace Caroline Bridges, "Lisa's Ritual, Age 
10," demonstrates. Incest is the sexual abuse (molestation, inappropriate touching, rape, being 
forced to watch or perform sexual acts on others) of children by a family member or some
one with a kinship role in a child's life. There is now an evolving definition of incest that 
takes into account betrayals of trust and power imbalances, expanding the definition to include 
sexual abuse by anyone who has power or authority over the child. Perpetration might include 
baby-sitters, schoolteachers, Boy Scout leaders, priests/ministers, and family friends, as well 
as immediate and extended family members. It is estimated that in about 90 percent of cases 
where children are raped it is by someone they know. Studies suggest that 1 in every 3 to 
5 girls have experienced some kind of childhood sexual abuse by the time they are 16 years 
old. For boys this number is 1 in 6 to 10, although this may be underestimated because boys 
are less likely to admit that they are survivors. Again, like other forms of abuse, incest crosses 
all ethnic, class, and religious lines. Power is always involved in incest, and, because children 
are the least powerful group in society, the effects on them can be devastating. Approximately 
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Violence Against Women: Selected Human Rights Documents 

International human rights documents encompass formal written documents, 
such as conventions, declarations, conference statements, guidelines, resolutions, 
and recommendations. Treaties are legally binding on states that have ratified 
or acceded to them, and their implementation is observed by monitoring bod
ies, such as the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW). 

GLOBAL DOCUMENTS 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) has formed the basis for the 
development of international human rights conventions. Article 3 states that 
everyone has the right of life, liberty, and security of the person. According to 
article 5, no one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman, or degrading 
treatment or punishment. Therefore, any form of violence against a woman that 
is a threat to her life, liberty, or security of person or that can be interpreted as 
torture or cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment violates the principles of this 
Declaration. 

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966), 
together with the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, prohibits 
discrimination on the basis of sex. Violence detrimentally affects women's health; 
therefore, it violates the right to the enjoyment of the highest attainable stand
ard of physical and mental health (article 12). In addition, article 7 provides the 
right to the enjoyment of just and favorable conditions of work that ensure safe 
and healthy working conditions. This provision encompasses the prohibition of 
violence and harassment of women in the workplace. 

The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966) prohibits all forms 
of violence. Article 6.1 protects the right to life. Article 7 prohibits torture and 
inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment. Article 9 guarantees the right to 
liberty and security of person. 

The Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat
ment or Punishment (1984) provides protection for all persons, regardless of 
their sex, in a more detailed manner than the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights. States should take effective measures to prevent acts of 
torture (article 2). 

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(1979) is the most extensive international instrument dealing with the rights of 
women. Although violence against women is not specifically addressed in the 
Convention, except in relation to trafficking and prostitution (article 6), many of 
the anti-discrimination clauses protect women from violence. States parties have 
agreed to a policy of eliminating discrimination against women, and to adopt 
legislative and other measures prohibiting all discrimination against women 
(article 2). In 1992, CEDAW, which monitors the implementation of this Conven
tion, formally included gender-based violence under gender-based discrimination. 

(continued) 
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General Recommendation No. 19, adopted at the 11th session {June 1992), deals 
entirely with violence against women and the measures taken to eliminate such vio
lence. As for health issues, it recommends that states should provide support services 
for all victims of gender-based violence, including refuges, specially trained health 
workers, and rehabilitation and counseling services. 

The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimi
nation (1965) declares that states parties undertake to prohibit and to eliminate 
racial discrimination in all its forms and to guarantee the enjoyment of the right 
to security of the person and protection by the state against violence or bodily 
harm, whether inflicted by government officials or by any individual group or 
institution {article 5). 

The four 1949 Geneva Conventions and two additional Protocols form the corner
stone of international humanitarian law. The Geneva Conventions require that 
all persons taking no active part in hostilities shall be treated humanely, without 
adverse distinction on any of the usual grounds, including sex {article 3). They offer 
protection to all civilians against sexual violence, forced prostitution, sexual abuse, 
and rape. 

Regarding international armed conflict, Additional Protocol I to the 1949 Geneva 
Conventions creates obligations for parties to a conflict to treat humanely per
sons under their control. It requires that women shall be protected against rape, 
forced prostitution, and indecent assault. Additional Protocol II, applicable dur
ing internal conflicts, also prohibits rape, enforced prostitution, and indecent 
assault. 

The Convention on the Rights of the Child {1989) declares that states parties 
take appropriate legislative, administrative, social, and educational measures 
to protect the child from physical or mental violence, abuse, maltreatment, or 
exploitation {article 19). States shall act accordingly to prevent the exploitative 
use of children in prostitution or other unlawful sexual practices, and the 
exploitative use of children in pornographic performances and materials 
{article 34). 

The International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant 
Workers and Members of Their Families {adopted by the General Assembly in 
1990 and put into force in 2003) asserts the right of migrant workers and their 
family members to liberty and security of person as proclaimed in other inter
national instruments. They shall be entitled to effective protection by the state 
against violence, physical injury, threats, and intimidation, whether by public 
officials or by private individuals, groups, or institutions {article 16). 

a third of all juvenile victims of sexual abuse are younger than 6 years old. Children who are 
abused often have low self-esteem and may find it difficult to trust. 

Incest can be both direct and indirect. Direct forms include vaginal, oral, and rec
tal penetration; sexual rubbing; excessive, inappropriate hugging; body and mouth kiss
ing; bouncing a child on a lap against an erection; and sexual bathing. Direct incest also 
includes forcing children to watch or perform these acts on others. Indirect incest includes 
sexualizing statements or joking, speaking to the child as a surrogate spouse, inappropriate 
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references to a child's body, or staring at the child's body. Examples also include inten
tionally invading children's privacy in the bathroom or acting inappropriately jealous when 
adolescents start dating. These indirect forms of incest involve sexualizing children and 
violating their boundaries. 

Often siblings indulge in relatively normal uncoerced sexual play with each other that 
disappears over time. When this involves a child who is several years older or one who uses 
threats or intimidation, the behavior can be characterized as incestuous. Indicators of abuse 
in childhood include excessive crying, anxiety, night fears and sleep disturbances, depres
sion and withdrawal, clinging behaviors, and physical problems like urinary tract infec
tions and trauma to the mouth and/or perinea! area. Adolescent symptoms often include 
eating disorders, psychosomatic complaints, suicidal thoughts, and depression. Survivors 
of childhood sexual violence may get involved in self-destructive behaviors such as alco
hol and drug abuse or cutting on their bodies as they turn their anger inward, or they may 
express their anger through acting out or promiscuous behavior. In particular, girls inter
nalize their worthlessness and their role as sexual objects used by others; boys often have 
more anger because they were dominated, an anger that is sometimes projected onto their 
future sexual partners as well as onto themselves. Although it takes time, we can heal from 
being sexually violated. 

PORNOGRAPHY 

Pornography involves the sexualization and objectification of women's bodies and parts 
of bodies for entertainment value. There are many people, scholars and lay people, 
feminists and non-feminists alike, who resist considering pornography in the context 
of gender-based violence. Indeed, there are sex radical feminists who strongly endorse 
pornography and make the case for it as empowering to women, especially when 
women are in control of certain aspects of the sex industry. We intentionally use "sex 
radicals" and not "sex positive" to describe this feminist stance because the latter term 
inappropriately assumes that feminism generally is not sex positive. Such debates are 
alive and well in feminist studies and sometimes bring about some interesting coali
tions among those who normally do not work together, such as feminists and conserva
tive religious groups. However, although we recognize the potentially positive aspects 
of some pornography that is created in more egalitarian contexts, it is still important 
to emphasize that pornography involves, first, the sexual objectification of women and 
other marginalized people (whether they actually endorse and condone that or not, or 
are central in producing it), and, second, that pornography involves the eroticization of 
power in such a way that it historically and currently accompanies violent and misogy
nist behaviors. In other words, even if there is feminist disagreement over the first point 
(that pornography is objectification, and objectification does not serve social justice), 
the second point (that pornography is used as a tool of misogyny and domination in 
violent crime) means that it needs to be considered in any account of gender-based 
violence. 

According to feminist legal scholar Catharine MacKinnon, who has written on and 
debated the issue of pornography at length, pornography can be defined as the graphic, 
sexually explicit subordination of women through pictures and/or words. She says por
nography includes one or more of the following: women presented as dehumanized sexual 
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objects, things, or commodities; shown as enjoying humiliation, pain, or sexual assault; 
tied up, mutilated, or physically hurt; depicted in postures or positions of sexual submis
sion or servility; shown with body parts-including though not limited to vagina, breasts, 
or buttocks-exhibited such that women are reduced to those parts; women penetrated 
by animals or objects; and women presented in scenarios of degradation, humiliation, or 
torture, shown as filthy or inferior, bleeding, bruised, or hurt in a context that makes these 
conditions sexual. MacKinnon adds that the use of men, children, or transsexuals in the 
place of women is also pornography. Note the definition includes the caveat that because a 
person has consented to being harmed, abused, or subjected to coercion does not alter the 
degrading character of the behavior. 

Just as there are degrees of objectification and normalization of violence in pop culture 
forms, so too in pornography there is a continuum from the soft porn of Playboy to the 
hard-core Hustler and along to illegal forms of representation such as child pornography 
and snuff films. Snuff films are illegal because women are actually murdered in the mak
ing of these films. The Internet is one of the largest sites for pornography. As already dis
cussed, there are thousands of pornography sites on the Web, including those of "fantasy 
rape" that depict women being raped, and "sex" is still the top search word. In addition 
to Internet pornography there is the problem of Internet prostitution where technology is 
utilized for the global trafficking and the sexual exploitation of women and children as well 
as a tool for live cam pornography. 

Many people condone pornography because they feel that it represents free speech, 
or because they feel that the women have chosen to be part of it, or because they like the 
articles in these magazines. This is especially true of soft porn like Playboy. Some people 
make a distinction between hard-core and soft porn and feel that the former is harmful and 
the latter relatively harmless. Some see pornography as a mark of sexual freedom and char
acterize those who would like to limit pornography as prudish. However, as already sug
gested, the case can be made that sexual freedom requires sexual justice and pornography 
is better understood as a violation of this justice rather than an expression of it. In this way, 
many oppose pornography as a violation of women's rights against objectification and 
sexualization for male pleasure, and believe that people's rights to consume such materials 
are no longer rights when they violate the rights of others. 

Acts of violence and the threat of violence have profound and lasting effects on all 
women's lives. We tend to refer to those who have survived violence as "survivors" rather 
than "victims" to emphasize that it is possible to go on with our lives after such experiences, 
difficult though that might be. Understanding and preventing violence against women has 
become a worldwide effort, bringing women and men together to make everyone safer. 
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Beyond the Politics of Inclusion 
Violence Against Women of Color and Human Rights 

Andrea Smith (2004) 

What was disturbing to so many U.S. citizens about 
the September 11, 2001, attacks on the World 
Trade Center is that these attacks disrupted their 
sense of safety at "home." Terrorism is something 
that happens in other countries; our "home," the 
U.S.A., is supposed to be a place of safety. Simi
larly, mainstream U.S. society believes that vio
lence against women only occurs "out there" and is 
perpetrated by a few crazed men whom we simply 
need to lock up. However, the anti-violence move
ment has always contested this notion of safety at 
home. The notion that violence only happens "out 
there," inflicted by the stranger in the dark alley 
makes it difficult to recognize that the home is in 
fact the place of greatest danger for women. In 
response to this important piece of analysis, the 
anti-violence movement has, ironically, based its 
strategies on the premise that the criminal legal 
system is the primary tool with which to address 
violence against women. However, when one
half of women will be battered in their lifetimes 
and nearly one-half of women will be sexually 
assaulted in their lifetimes, it is clear that we live 
in a rape culture that prisons, themselves a site of 
violence and control, cannot change. 

Similarly, the notion that terrorism happens in 
other countries makes it difficult to grasp that the 
United States is built on a history of genocide, slav
ery, and racism. Our "home" has never been a safe 
place for people of color. Because many mainstream 
feminist organizations are white-dominated, they 
often do not see themselves as potential victims in 
Bush's war in the U.S. and abroad. However, those 
considered "alien" in the United States and hence 
deserving ofrepressive policies and overt attack are 
not only people of color. Since 9/11, many organi
zations in LGBT communities have reported sharp 
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increases in attacks, demonstrating the extent to 
which gays and lesbians are often seen as "alien" 
because their sexuality seems to threaten the white 
nuclear family thought to be the building block of 
U.S. society. 

Furthermore, many mainstream feminist organi
zations, particularly anti-violence organizations, 
have applauded the U.S. attacks on Afghanistan for 
"liberating" Arab women from the repressive poli
cies of the Taliban. Apparently, bombing women 
in Afghanistan somehow elevates their status. 
However, the Revolutionary Association of the 
Women from Afghanistan (RA WA), the organiza
tion comprised of members most affected by the 
policies of the Taliban, has condemned U.S. inter
vention and has argued that women cannot expect 
an improvement in their status under the regime 
of the Northern Alliance with which the United 
States has allied itself. This support rests entirely 
on the problematic assumption that state vio
lence can secure safety and liberation for women 
and other oppressed groups. Clearly, alternative 
approaches to provide true safety and security for 
women must be developed, both at "home" and 
abroad. 

BEYOND INCLUSION: CENTERING WOMEN 
OF COLOR IN THE ANTI-VIOLENCE MOVEMENT 

The central problem is that as the anti-violence 
movement has attempted to become more "inclu
sive" these attempts at multicultural interventions 
have unwittingly strengthened the white suprem
acy within the anti-violence movement. That is, 
inclusivity has come to mean taking on a domestic 
violence model that was developed largely with 
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the interests of white, middle class women in mind, 
and simply adding to it a multicultural component. 
However, if we look at the histories of women of 
color in the United States, as I have done in other 
work, it is clear that gender violence functions as a 
tool for racism and colonialism for women of color 
in general (Smith 2002). The racial element of gen
der violence points to the necessity of an alterna
tive approach that goes beyond mere inclusion to 
actually centering women of color in the organiz
ing and analysis. That is, if we do not make any 
assumptions about what a domestic violence pro
gram should look like but, instead, ask what would 
it take to end violence against women of color, 
then what would this movement look like? 

In fact, Beth Richie suggests we go beyond just 
centering women of color, to centering those most 
marginalized within the category of "women of 
color." She writes: 

We have to understand that the goal of our anti
violence work is not for diversity, and not inclu
sion. It is for liberation. If we're truly committed 
to ending violence against women, then we must 
start in the hardest places, the places like jails and 
prisons and other correctional facilities. The places 
where our work has not had an impact yet. . . . 
[W]e have to stop being the friendly colored girls 
as some of our anti-violence programs require us to 
be. We must not deny the part of ourselves and the 
part of our work that is least acceptable to the main
stream public. We must not let those who really 
object to all of us and our work co-opt some of us 
and the work we're trying to do. As if this anti
violence movement could ever really be legitimate 
in a patriarchal, racist society .... Ultimately the 
movement needs to be accountable not to those in 
power, but to the powerless. (Richie 2000) 

When we center women of color in the analysis, 
it becomes clear that we must develop approaches 
that address interpersonal and state violence simul
taneously. In addition, we find that by centering 
women of color in the analysis, we may actu
ally build a movement that more effectively ends 
violence not just for women of color, but for all 
peoples. 

HUMAN RIGHTS FRAMEWORK 
FOR ADDRESSING VIOLENCE 

Developing strategies to address state violence, 
then, suggests the importance of developing a 
human rights approach toward ending violence. 
By human rights I mean those rights seen under 
international law to be inalienable and not depend
ent on any particular government structure. When 
we limit our struggles around changes in domes
tic legislation within the United States, we forget 
that the United States government itself perpetrates 
more violence against women than any other actor 
in the world. While we may use a variety ofrhetori
cal and organizing tools, our overall strategy should 
not be premised on the notion that the United States 
should or will always continue to exist-to do so is 
to fundamentally sanction the continuing genocide 
of indigenous peoples on which this government is 
based. 

One organization that avoids this problem is the 
American Indian Boarding School Healing Project, 
which organizes against gender violence from a 
human rights perspective. During the nineteenth 
century and into the twentieth century, American 
Indian children were abducted from their homes 
to attend Christian boarding schools as a matter 
of state policy that again demonstrates the links 
between sexual violence and state violence. This 
system was later imported to Canada in the form of 
the residential school system. Because the worst of 
the abuses happened to an older generation, there is 
simply not sufficient documentation or vocal outcry 
against boarding school abuses. 

Responding to this need, the International 
Human Rights Association of American Minorities 
issued a report documenting the involvement of 
mainline churches and the federal government in the 
murder of over 50,000 Native children through the 
Canadian residential school system (Annet 2001). 
The list of offenses committed by church officials 
includes murder by beating, poisoning, hanging, 
starvation, strangulation, and medical experimen
tation. In addition, the report found that church, 
police, business, and government officials main
tained pedophile rings using children from residen
tial schools. Several schools are also charged with 
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concealing on their grounds the unmarked graves of 
children who were murdered, particularly children 
killed after being born as a result of rapes of Native 
girls by priests and other church officials. While 
some churches in Canada have taken some mini
mal steps towards addressing their involvement in 
this genocidal policy, churches in the United States 
have not. 

As a result of boarding school policies, an epi
demic of child sexual abuse now exists in Native 
communities. The shame attached to abuse has 
allowed no space in which to address this problem. 
Consequently, child abuse passes from one gen
eration to the next. The American Indian Boarding 
School Healing Project provides an entryway to 
addressing this history of child sexual abuse by 
framing it not primarily as an example of indi
vidual and community dysfunction, but instead 
as the continuing effect of human rights abuses 
perpetrated by state policy. This project seeks to 
take the shame away from talking about abuse and 
provide the space for communities to address the 
problem and heal. 

A human rights approach can even be of assis
tance to traditional service providers for survivors 
of violence. The human rights approach provides an 
organizing strategy to protest John Ashcroft's dra
matic cuts in funding for anti-violence programs, 
particularly indigenous programs. Adequate fund
ing for indigenous-controlled programs and services 
is not a privilege for states to curtail in times of eco
nomic crises. Rather, as international human rights 
law dictates, states are mandated to address the con
tinuing effects of human rights violations. Hence, 
the United States violates international human rights 
law when it de-funds anti-violence programs. For 
indigenous women and women of color in gen
eral, sexual and domestic violence are clearly the 

continuing effects of human rights violations perpe
trated by U.S. state policy. 

CONCLUSION 

For too long, women of color have been forced to 
choose between racial justice and gender justice. Yet, 
it is precisely through sexism and gender violence that 
colonialism and white supremacy have been success
ful. This failure to see the intersectionality of racism 
and sexism in racial justice movements was evident 
at the UN World Conference Against Racism, where 
the types of racism that women of color face in repro
ductive rights policies, for example, failed to even 
register on the UN radar screen. Women of color are 
often suspicious of human rights strategies because 
white-dominated human rights organizations often 
pursue the imperialist agenda of organizing around 
the human rights violations of women in other coun
tries while ignoring the human rights violations of 
women of color in the United States. Nonetheless, 
an anti-colonial human rights strategy can be help
ful in highlighting the violence perpetrated by U.S. 
state policy and combating U.S. exceptionalism on 
the global scale-as well as right here at home. 
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She Said 
Mariah Lockwood (201 O) 

I married because he asked me 

she said, a matrimonial Miss Manners 
aching to please 
fearful to disappoint 

He might not ask again. 

I dreamed candlelight, roses, she said, 
shameful now, love's blush a pallor 

rolled thin like dough, thinner, 

edges curling, splitting wide. 
It started with words, she said, 
a drizzle brushed from summer clothes 
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then streaming, torrents, hail 

denting life itself. 

Imagine, concealer was my first friend 

she said, cream over plums ripened deep, 

sugar over salt lips cracked, smiling, 

hiding contraband fruit. 
But you were my sweetest friend, she said, 

when sadness leached to hollow shell 

brittle, bleached, but strong, stronger 
alive meeting the tide, she said. 

Sex Trafficking in the U.S. 
Rachel Chinapen (2013) 

During the day, Shandra Woworuntu was forced to 
service men at a brothel tucked away in New London 
[Connecticut]. At night, she was driven to hotels ... 
and forced to service more men. Woworuntu was 
brought into the United States from Indonesia under 
false pretenses. She is now one of countless survi
vors of human trafficking in the country. 

The $32 billion worldwide industry of human 
trafficking has been misperceived as something 
that occurs outside the United States, according to 
Alicia Kinsman, director of victim services at the 
International Institute of Connecticut. The institute 
works with foreign-born survivors, citizens and 
green card-holding survivors of human traffick
ing .... It's estimated that hundreds of thousands 
of people are trafficked-for both labor and sex-in 
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this country annually, according to The Polaris Pro
ject, a national anti-trafficking organization. "It's 
a rapidly growing criminal enterprise because it's 
a high-profit and low-risk crime," Kinsman said. 
"Criminals who were previously selling guns and 
drugs are now selling people because it's so hard to 
identify and prosecute." 

The issue of human trafficking has gained atten
tion at both the national and state levels. Many state 
and non-governmental agencies in Connecticut 
have zeroed in on the crime in the last few years. 
Agencies have dedicated resources to educating the 
public, training law enforcement, identifying cases 
and providing services to survivors. State legisla
tors have worked to pass laws to enforce stricter 
penalties for traffickers and increase protection for 
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survivors. [Since 2012, the University of Connecti
cut] identified 40 survivors in the state. [Since 2008, 
the state Department of] Children and Families 
[DCF] has identified 120 child survivors in the state. 
These numbers are likely underrepresented, as they 
only account for those who have been identified and 
served by an agency. 

Woworuntu came to America in 2001 from 
Indonesia under the impression she would be work
ing as a waitress in a major hotel. She paid $3,500 
between airfare and administrative fees to obtain 
the job. When she got to New York, her passport 
and other identification were taken away, she said. 
She was taken to a brothel in Connecticut, far away 
from any neighbors, Woworuntu said. "They locked 
me up," Woworuntu said. "I couldn't open the door. 
I opened the window to try and jump from the sec
ond floor, but it was too high so I wouldn't escape." 
Woworuntu is one of tens of thousands of individu
als who are trafficked into the United States .... 
But not all individuals who are trafficked come to 
the United States under false pretenses. Children 
in the states can be exposed to trafficking through 
boyfriends, older men and social media websites, 
Woworuntu said. 

Many agencies have caught onto the issue of 
domestic trafficking and have begun preventative 
workshops and education initiatives. "Prevention 
and education is so key because it's giving these 
kids the tools and knowledge to protect themselves, 
and it's empowering them to know that they have 
that knowledge to protect themselves out in the 
community," said Nicole von Oy, U.S. training 
and outreach coordinator at Love 146-an inter
national organization dedicated to the abolition of 
child exploitation and trafficking. Its U.S. office is 
in New Haven. Love 146 has held prevention educa
tion workshops in Connecticut high schools, group 
homes and care facilities since 2010. The workshops 
focus on four key elements: training of adults who 
work with at-risk children; intervention for victims; 
mentoring for survivors; and education for at-risk 
children. "If you were to really look at a list of risk 
factors, every girl is at risk," said von Oy. "How
ever, there is a subpopulation of girls that are at risk 
that have been sexually abused, a history of trauma, 
domestic violence, experimenting with drugs." 

Many police officers are still learning about 
the prevalence of sex trafficking within the state, 
according to Sgt. Tracy Baden of the New Britain 
Police Department. In 2006, Connecticut passed a 
law that required training programs about human 
trafficking for local police departments and prosecu
tors. "We find that a lot of girls and boys become 
runaways," Baden said. "They end up being pimped 
out, and end up being trafficked, and we see a lot 
of that. ... I think police officers don't even real
ize how much it's happening right here." Children 
involved in the welfare system are at a higher risk 
because they are often more vulnerable, according 
to Stefania Agliano of DCF. Agliano said these 
children often come from a place where they faced 
trauma, abuse or neglect, and are seeking a connec
tion or love. Still, it is important to note that all chil
dren are at risk because of the manipulative nature 
of traffickers. Traffickers can easily use social 
media to lure individuals from behind a computer 
screen, building "trusting" relationships with poten
tial victims .... The complex relationship between 
a victim and a trafficker can hinder the ability of the 
victim to seek or receive help from the police .... 
"It's their comfort zone; it might be horribly abu
sive, but it's all they've ever known, and we have to 
get them comfortable in a whole new world," said 
survivor Jessica Richardson of Oregon. 

Richardson met her trafficker when she was 17. 
He seemed to care, just what she was seeking after 
a rough couple of years. Her pimp created a false 
identity for her as a 22-year-old named Joanna. 
He had three to five girls, each serving 20 to 
30 clients daily. She was a modem-day slave, but 
a police officer could easily have mistaken her for a 
prostitute. 

"Part of this goes back to not being able to tell the 
difference between someone who is willingly in the 
sex industry and someone who is being exploited," 
Richardson said. "Short of being beaten and bloody 
all the time, in a dungeon, or a child, the only way 
to really find out is to build a relationship and build 
trust so they can tell you." 

Baden, along with a handful of other officers, 
is now partnering with DCF to develop training 
for law enforcement officials on domestic minor 
sex trafficking in Connecticut. This consists of 
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any commercial sex act involving a U.S. minor
pornography, prostitution or sex tourism, accord
ing to Love 146. More than 100,000 U.S. children 
are forced to engage in prostitution or pornography 
annually, the group says. These children often are 
marketed in pornography as college girls. 

Training of law enforcement will be critical to 
the ability of patrol officers to identify the differ
ence between a prostitute and a trafficking victim. 
As of 2010, Connecticut law prohibits law enforce
ment from prosecuting an individual younger than 
16 for prostitution. While the training will focus on 
child sex trafficking, Agliano explained its overall 
importance. "Let's be clear that when you're mak
ing that arrest of a 35-year-old, you might only be 
meeting her in chapter 22 of her story," Agliano 
said. "We don't know everything that happened to 
her, and she might have been that 11-year-old." 

Although Woworuntu was 24 when she was traf
ficked, she recalls one of the girls at a brothel as 
"so young." She eventually helped the girl escape 
through a bathroom window. "I went to a precinct 
in New York; they didn't listen to me. I went to 
another precinct; they didn't listen to me, too," 
Woworuntu recalled. She also remembered having 
to sleep on benches in the subway at one point. She 
had no identification and no money. It wasn't until 
she met a member of the Navy who believed her 
story and took her in that she found hope. He con
tacted the FBI and escorted her to a precinct, where 
an officer immediately took her case. 

Not every survivor seeks law enforcement offi
cials. Von Oy said that in some ways the situation 
can be compared to domestic violence. It may take 
seven to eight tries to get an individual out of the 
situation due to the control factors involved, accord
ing to von Oy. Additionally, for many, the idea of 
escape leaves them with questions about their basic 
survival needs. 

After being beaten and trafficked around the 
West Coast, Richardson managed to flee her pimp in 
2000. But even once she escaped, she knew no other 
way to make money except to take part in com
mercial sex acts. She continued to work in various 
forms of the sex industry on her own until she found 
herself pregnant. . . . Richardson's experience after 
fleeing her pimp is not unique. Many survivors find 

themselves with a lack of services and resources 
once they escape their enslavement. Survivors who 
have a record of prostitution have very limited job 
opportunities once they escape. Additionally, if 
there is a record of prostitution, they cannot seek 
victim compensation, according to Baden. Under 
state law, even when a survivor is identified by the 
FBI as a victim, their record is not cleared of prosti
tution charges. 

In April [2013], legislators introduced a bill to 
try to correct legislation surrounding human traf
ficking. H.B. 6696 seeks to expunge the prostitu
tion records of sex-trafficking survivors and enforce 
stronger penalties for johns. 

[Fifty-five] female legislators joined in bipartisan 
support of H.B. 5666, which targets the pockets of 
traffickers with stronger profit and property forfeiture 
guidelines. Under this bill, third-degree prostitution 
and third-degree promotion of prostitution would be 
added to the list of crimes subject to forfeiture. 

"The law needs to get better and better and better. 
It takes time," Woworuntu said. Woworuntu advo
cates for human-trafficking shelters for those who 
have nowhere to go. She remembers being put in 
a domestic violence shelter where men and women 
were mixed. She says shelters should have a 24-hour 
therapist on duty who is versed in human trafficking. 
"A survivor has trauma usually at the nighttime, the 
trafficker put them in the streets at night, it is trauma 
(that) comes at night," Woworuntu explained. 

Marji Vitale, clinical director of youth and fam
ily services at the Bridge Family Center in West 
Hartford, said it is important for a therapist to have 
the background in treating trauma. In regard to a 
background on sex trafficking, Vitale sees some 
importance in that, too. "If a therapist doesn't have 
an understanding of why a person would stay in that 
situation, they might not understand ... why they 
didn't just leave, and they might not understand the 
psychological hold offenders can have over their 
victims," Vitale said. 

Von Oy agreed that services for survivors is a 
key component to healing. She says medical pro
fessionals that know how to work with survivors of 
trafficking, along with sensitivity about the word
ing used, will be important in treatment. Von Oy 
explained that educational services, such as General 



Education Development programs, will help survi
vors obtain jobs and understand what they are capa
ble of beyond commercial sex. 

Richardson is now an advocate for abolish
ing human trafficking. Woworuntu settled in New 
York City and works with children with disabili
ties. W oworuntu has two children, 16 and 6. She 
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says she spends a large portion of her time fight
ing human trafficking, including labor trafficking. 
"Working 24 hours, in sex trafficking . . . was 
like hell," Woworuntu said. "That was not what 
you want. That is not what you think is the right 
thing. I didn't know what trafficking was, but what 
I know, it wasn't right, it wasn't my dream." 
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Betrayed by the Angel 
What Happens When Violence Knocks and Politeness Answers? 

Debra Anne Davis {2004) 

Mrs. W. arranged us alphabetically, so I spent my 
entire third-grade year sitting next to a sadist named 
Hank C. Every day, several times a day, whenever 
the teacher wasn't looking, Hank would jab his pencil 
into my arm. He was shorter than me, and I'd look 
down on his straight brown hair and he'd glance up 
at me with a crooked smile and then he'd do it: jab 
jab jab. 

He'd get up from his seat often to sharpen the 
point; I'd sit in my seat in dread, listening to the 
chum of the pencil sharpener in the back of the room, 
knowing the pencil tip would be dulled not by paper 
but by my skin. I'd go home with little gray circles, 
some with dots of red in the center, Hank's own 
bull's-eye, all up and down my left arm. I remember 
it was my left arm because I can see myself sitting 
next to him, wearing one of the outfits, not just a dress, 
but an ouljit-matching socks, hair ribbon, even 
underwear-that my mother would put me in each 
morning. I look at him and hope maybe not this time, 
please no more, and he glances at me (or doesn't
he got so good at it that after a while he could find 
my arm without looking) and: jab jab jab. Each time 
I hope he won't and each time he does. 

Mostly I'd just endure. This is what is happen
ing; there's nothing I can do about it. One day after 
school I decided that I couldn't take it anymore. 

I decided that I would tell the teacher the very next 
time he did it. Of course I'd have to wait for him to 
do it again first. I felt relief. 

When I went to school the next day, we had a sub
stitute teacher instead of Mrs. W. I lost some of my 
resolve, but not all of it. Hank seemed in better spirits 
than usual. He started in soon after the bell rang while 
we were doing workbooks. Jab jab jab. I stood and 
walked to the front of the room, my lime green dress 
brushing against the gray metal of the teacher's desk. 
"Hank always pokes me with the pencil," I told the 
stranger. My voice was much smaller than I'd hoped. 
I'd said it like a whisper; I'd meant to sound mad. 

"You go back to your seat and tell me if he does 
it again," she said. And that was it. I never could 
work up the nerve again to walk the 15 feet to the 
big desk and blurt out the nature of the boy's crime: 
Always, he pokes me. I continued going home each 
day with pencil wounds. 

The problem, I think, was that I simply wasn't mad 
at him. When I went to tell the teacher, my voice wasn't 
loud in a burst of righteous anger; it was demure. 
I didn't want to bother her. Maybe I didn't want to 
see Hank punished. Maybe I didn't think I deserved 
not to be hurt. Maybe it just didn't seem that big an 
aberration. Even though no one else was being poked 
at every day, maybe this was just my lot in life. 
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I'm 25 years old. I'm alone in my apartment. I hear 
a knock. I open the door and see a face I don't know. 
The man scares me, I don't know why. My first 
impulse is to shut the door. But I stop myself: You 
can't do something like that. It's rude. 

I don't invite him in, but suddenly he is pushing 
the door and stepping inside. I don't want him to 
come in; he hasn't waited to be invited. I push the 
door to close it, but I don't push very hard; I keep 
remembering that it's not polite to slam a door in 
someone's face. 

He is inside. He slams the door shut himself and 
pushes me against the wall. My judgment: He is very 
rude. I make this conscious decision: Since he is 
being rude, it is okay for me to be rude back. I reach 
for the doorknob; I want to open the door and shove 
him outside and then slam the door in his face, rude 
or not, I don't care now. But frankly, I don't push 
him aside with much determination. I've made the 
mental choice to be rude, but I haven't been able to 
muster the physical bluntness the act requires. 

Or maybe I realize the game is lost already. He 
is stronger than I am, I assume, as men have always 
been stronger. I have no real chance of pushing him 
aside. No real chance of it unless I am very angry. 
And I'm not very angry. I'm a little bit angry. 

But, despite the fact that I didn't shove with 
much force, he is angry with me. I know why: It's 
because I've been rude to him. He is insulted. I am a 
bit ashamed. 

We fall into our roles quite easily, two people 
who have never met each other, two people raised 
in the same culture, a man and a woman. As it turns 
out, a rapist and his victim. 

I asked my students, college freshmen, these two 
questions once: What did your parents teach you 
that you will teach your own kids? What did they 
teach you that you won't teach your kids? 

One young woman said, "My parents always told 
me to be kind to everyone. I won't teach my children 
that. It's not always good to be kind to everyone." 

She was so young, but she knew this. Why did it 
take me so long to learn? 

Working on this stuff makes me a little crazy. Sit
ting at my computer typing for hours about being 

raped and how it made me feel and makes me feel 
makes me distracted, jittery-both because I drink 
too much strong coffee and because writing goes 
beyond imagining into reliving. 

I decided I needed to reread Virginia Woolf. I'd 
been making notes to myself for a while-"angel" 
or just "Woolf" scribbled on scraps of paper on my 
desk and in the front pocket of my backpack, to go 
buy the book, the book with the angel in it. (I could 
feel her hovering as I typed; I know the exact color 
and texture of her flowing gown.) 

What could be easier than to write articles and to buy 

Persian cats with the profits? But wait a moment. 

Articles have to be about something. Mine, I seem 

to remember, was about a novel by a famous man. 

And while I was writing this review, I discovered 

that if I were going to review books I should need to 

do battle with a certain phantom. And the phantom 

was a woman, and when I came to know her bet

ter I called her after the heroine of a famous poem. 

"The Angel in the House." It was she who used to 

come between me and my paper when I was writing 

reviews. It was she who bothered me and wasted my 

time and so tormented me that at last I killed her. 

- "Professions for Women" 

Virginia Woo/f{l931) 

There was TV. Reruns of reruns of I Love Lucy and 
The Flintstones. I Dream of Jeannie. Bewitched. 
I can't even think of a show from my youth that 
had a single female character who was smart, self
confident, and respected by others. My sister and 
I would lie on our stomachs, heads propped on fuzzy 
cotton pillows with leopard-skin covers, watching, 
indiscriminate, mildly entertained, for hours. 

Samantha was smarter than Darrin, it was obvi
ous, but she hid her intelligence just as she hid her 
magical powers, powers Darrin didn't have, powers 
that made him angry. Samantha's mother, Endora, 
used her powers with confidence and even flair, but 
she cackled and wore flowing bright green dresses 
and too much makeup; she was a mother-in-law. 
I was supposed to learn how to be like Samantha, 
not like Endora, and I did. 

None of this is news, of course; we can all see 
those sexist stereotypes quite easily now. But just 



because I can see, understand, and believe that 
something is false, that it's not right, now, doesn't 
mean it won't continue to be a part of me, always. 

(Barbara Eden calling Larry Hagman "Master." 
How many times did I hear that?) 

"It's big," I say. I tum my head up. I smile. Why do 
I say this? I ask myself, even then. Well it is big .... 
And I want to flatter him, so he won't hurt me any 
more than he already plans to. I, yes, I am trying to 
flirt with him. I've learned about flirting and how it 
works and what it can do. (It can get people to like 
you, to do things for you, to treat you well.) It's a 
skill I have honed. And I'm using it now. To save 
my life. (And, hey, it worked! Unless of course he 
hadn't planned to kill me in the first place.) 

He smiles down at me (I'm on my knees, naked, 
leaning against my own bed, my hands tied behind 
me, my head in his crotch) proudly. 

You who come of a younger and happier gen
eration may not have heard of her-you may not 
know what I mean by the Angel in the House. I will 
describe her as shortly as I can. She was intensely 
sympathetic. She was immensely charming. She 
was utterly unselfish. She excelled in the difficult 
arts of family life. She sacrificed herself daily. If 
there was chicken, she took the leg; if there was a 
draught she sat in it-in short she was so consti
tuted that she never had a mind or a wish of her 
own, but preferred to sympathize always with the 
minds and wishes of others. 

Back when he was pulling my jeans off, this is what 
happened: He kneeled behind me, reached around 
the waistband to the fly, and pulled until all the but
tons popped open. Then he crawled back a few feet 
and began to pull the jeans off from the ankles-a 
stupid way to try to take someone else's pants off, 
but I didn't say anything. 

He was having a little trouble because the pants 
weren't slipping off as, obviously, he'd envisioned 
they would. He tugged and then began yanking. 
"Stop fighting!" he growled at me. Ooh, that pissed 
me off! "I'm not fighting!" I sassed back at him. 
And I wasn't. How dare he! Accuse me, I mean. Of 
fighting. 
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Above all-I need not say it-she was pure. Her 
purity was supposed to be her chief beauty-her 
blushes, her great grace. In those days-the last 
of Queen Victoria-every house had its Angel. And 
when I came to write I encountered her with the 
very first words. The shadow of her wings fell on 
my page; I heard the rustling of her skirts in the 
room. Directly, that is to say, I took my pen in hand 
to review that novel by a famous man, she slipped 
behind me and whispered: "My dear, you are a 
young woman. You are writing about a book that 
has been written by a man. Be sympathetic; be ten
der; flatter; deceive; use all the arts and wiles of 
our sex. Never let anybody guess that you have a 
mind of your own. Above all, be pure. " 

One thing being raped did to me: It caused me to 
be sometimes rude to strangers. Not out of anger, 
though, but out of fear. 

I was 25 when I was raped. I'm 35 now. This 
happened last week. 

I was in a coffee shop, reading a textbook for a 
class I'm teaching. After a while, I took a little break 
and brought my now-empty cup back to the coun
ter. There was a guy at the counter waiting for his 
drink. "What are you reading?" he asked. He had a 
big smile on his face, a friendly smile. He wasn't 
creepy; he was being friendly. I sensed these things. 
"It's a textbook," I answered. I was looking at the 
floor now, not at his face any longer. 

"Oh! What class are you studying for?" he asked. 
"It's a class I'm teaching," I said. Oh no. 
"Where do you teach? At __ College?" 
"No," I said flatly and tried to smile a little. I felt 

nervous, pinned. I knew the conversation wasn't 
over, but I simply turned and went back to my little 
table. He stood there at the counter, probably watch
ing me walk away and wondering why I wouldn't 
answer his question, why, against the unspoken code 
of our culture, I hadn't at least finished the exchange 
with a friendly word or a wave. But there was no 
way I would tell him (or you, notice) where I taught 
or what I taught or anything else about me. And there 
was no way I could explain this to him courteously; 
the whole exchange made me too nervous. I certainly 
wasn't angry at him, but I was a bit afraid. And right 
there in the coffee shop, I felt the presence of my 
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angel, the rustling of her skirts: "Be sympathetic," 
I heard her reprimand me, sweetly. "Be tender. And 
pure." I couldn't be polite, but I did feel guilty. 

Though I wasn't finished with my reading, when 
I got back to the table, I gathered up my things and left. 

I turned upon her and caught her by the throat. I did 

my best to kill her. My excuse, if I were to be had up 

in a court of law, would be that I acted in self-defense. 

Had I not killed her she would have killed me. 

He bent down to gently arrange the towel over my 
bare and oozing body, after it was all over with. 
"You were so good-looking, I just couldn't resist," 
he told me. 

And for the first time in my life, I didn't enjoy 
being complimented on my physical appearance. 
Why, I wondered at that moment, had I ever wanted 
to be considered pretty-or kind, or good? Compli
ments mean nothing. Or worse, compliments mean 
this. What good does such a compliment do me? 

Thus, whenever /felt the shadow of her wing or the 

radiance of her halo upon my page, I took up the 

inkpot and flung it at her. She died hard. Her ficti

tious nature was of great assistance to her. It is far 

harder to kill a phantom than a reality. 

I haven't killed her. Yet. Maybe I need to go out and 
get an inkpot to fling at her. Hmm, I wonder how 

she'd hold up against a flying laptop. I can imagine 
hurling this 10-pound black plastic box at her (she's 
up in the corner, to my right). It easily tears through 
the soft blue, rough cotton of her ankle-length gown 
(she has a long, thin white lace apron tied around her 
waist). The computer crashes into the space where 
the walls and ceiling meet; she falls to the carpet. 
And then what? She's dead. And how do I feel about 
that? Guilty? Relieved? Well, I don't think I'd want 
to stuff my pockets with rocks and wade into a river. 
(Did Woolf ever really kill her angel? Or is it the 
angel that killed her?) 

What I want to know is this: If I'm ever physi
cally attacked again, will I fight to save myself? 
And will I be fighting out of righteous anger or out 
of unstrung fear? 

What I need to know is this: Is the angel really 
the one who needs to die? 

"I guess I'll get twenty years in the penitentiary for 
this," he says and waves his hand across the room 
at me. 

Twenty years? Just for this? Just for doing this to 
me? Twenty years is a really long time. 

In fact, he got 35 years. On a plea bargain. The 
police, the lawyers, the judge-the state, the legal 
system-even he, the criminal, the rapist, thought 
he deserved decades in jail for what he'd done to 
me. Why didn't I? 
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How Some Men Harass Women Online and What 
Other Men Can Do to Stop It 

Ben Atherton-Zeman (2013) 

When I write about feminism and men's violence 
against women, I often receive supportive com
ments. While some of the praise is earned, much of 
it gives me a lot of credit for doing very little. 

When women write about those same topics, it's 
a different story. We men threaten women bloggers 

and writers with rape and murder. We call women 
"man-haters," verbally abuse them, hack into their 
email accounts and stalk them. We alter photos 
of women, putting cuts and bruises on their faces. 
Then we excuse ourselves, saying we were "just 
joking-can't you feminists take a joke?" 
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Racists harass people online; so do homo
phobes. Most people agree this is harassment. But 
my gender's online harassment of women seems to 
go unquestioned, even defended, in most circles. 
Yet men's online abuse of women has been well
documented by women such as Laurie Penney, 
Jennifer Pozner, Emily May and many other women. 

"The sad part is that it works," says feminist 
blogger Soraya Chemaly. "I have spoken to many, 
many women writers who 'tone down' their voices 
or stop writing entirely as a result of threats .... 
I mean, who wants to wake up in the morning to 
'Stupid, cunt' or 'I'll go from house to house shoot
ing women like you."' 

"The death threat was pretty scary," says 
HollaBack! cofounder Emily May. "And there have 
been several rape threats. But it's mostly 'I want to 
rape you' or 'Somebody should rape you.' Most are 
not physical threats-they're more about how ugly 
I am, how nobody would bother raping me because 
I'm so fat and hideous. Once, after reading all these 
posts, I just sat in my living room and bawled like a 
12-year-old." 

Jennifer Pozner agrees. "Very rarely have I got
ten negative feedback that doesn't include either 
a rape threat or calling me ugly and fat. Or some
times they tell me I'm hot, but they hate what I'm 
saying-they'd rather watch me on TV with the 
mute on." Pozner's threats have not been limited to 
online: One man left a letter at her door saying he'd 
"find you and your mom and rape you both." 

Chemaly adds, "The point of the harassment, 
like harassment on the street, is to make the pub
lic sphere seem dangerous and to portray women as 
provoking a violent response through their actions." 
Pozner agrees. "It's about the policing of women ... 
using threats to keep us silent." 

Richard Rogers and Vanessa Thorpe called for a 
stop to such harassment in the Guardian two years 
ago. But most men have remained silent, as we do 
with many forms of our gender's violence against 
women. Many of us blame the victim, suggesting 
things women can do differently to ameliorate the 
problem. We tell women to grow a thicker skin, 
not to "feed the trolls" and not to assume all men 
feel that way. Or we ride in on a white horse to 
"save" the poor damsels by insulting the insulters or 

threatening violence against those who are threat
ening violence. This makes us feel better, but often 
does little to help the women being attacked or stop 
the violence from happening. 

When men are harassed online, it's often because 
they are speaking out against rape culture. Come
dian Jamie Kilstein reports receiving a few com
bative emails after questioning God's existence or 
challenging Glenn Beck-but he received "thou
sands" after challenging rape culture. "There is a 
cost for betraying one's privilege ... [although] 
nowhere near the costs borne by the marginalized," 
says Don Bell of the National Organization for Men 
Against Sexism: 

Men could be silenced by the fear of being labeled 
as emasculated (weak), not linked to women sexu
ally (gay), or dominated . ... Men should be chal
lenged to face their fears and risks because it is the 

right thing to do. Allying with women in support 
of feminist values-becoming pro-feminist-makes 
for better men and a better world. 

Men's online abuse results in women hesitating to 
write, stopping writing altogether and fearing for 
their physical safety. Many women have told me 
that such abuse doesn't just happen when women 
are writing about feminism, it happens to them all 
the time. Amy Davis Roth blogged about atheism 
and was subjected to daily harassment as a result. 
Roth described a "typical day" as "Wake up. Make 
coffee. Block hateful messages on Twitter or other 
social media . . . Make art." Sarah Sentilles was 
disparaged and ridiculed when writing about theol
ogy, attacked for being "childish," her words called 
"chatter" despite her two doctorates. 

In the early 90s, Rush Limbaugh popularized the 
term "feminazi." Across the country, we men opened 
our mouths to laugh, and closed our ears to feminist 
wisdom. In the name of "humor," male comics and 
pundits call women names and threaten them with 
violence-the rest of us don't challenge it, but fur
ther attack those who do. When we apologize, it's a 
fake apology, like comedian Daniel Tosh's. 

Ironically, when women call men out on our 
harassment, they are harassed even more. I wrote 
a Ms. blog about Tosh last year and it drew some 
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criticism but mostly praise. But when feminist 
blogger Cristy Cardinal wrote about it she was 
threatened with rape and murder and her email and 
Twitter accounts were hacked. 

Yet, most men care deeply about the women and 
girls in our lives. It pains us to hear that you stop 
yourselves from writing online, walking outside or 
wearing certain clothing because of the harassment 
and violence our gender heaps upon you. We'd 
rather it never happened to you, so we often pretend 
it doesn't. We move from denial to anger at you for 
bringing it up, then from anger to bargaining-we 
question the statistics you cite, or distract with anec
dotes of women who abuse men. We sometimes go 
through the whole Kubler-Ross cycle of death and 
dying before we're ready to move to "acceptance." 

But some men do not seem to care about anyone 
but themselves. These men seem to take glee in mak
ing anonymous online threats, sometimes as part of a 
political movement that refuses to acknowledge men's 
violence against women as an epidemic. Instead, they 
see men as the real victims-of feminism. Their self
appointed victim status gives them the right to call 
women names, threaten and intimidate at will. 

For me as a man, the "acceptance" stage involves 
really listening to what women's lives are actually 
like. It means getting sick to my stomach when I hear 
my friend Cristy Cardinal has been threatened, or 
admitting that I benefit from male privilege even if 
I don't harass women online myself. It means that 
when I laughed at Bill Maher calling Sarah Palin 
stupid or a bitch, I made writing and life that much 
harder for Soraya Chemaly. 

The "acceptance" stage also means I'm ready 
to do something positive. It's not enough for me 
to simply not harass women myself-if I don't 
raise my voice when I see this, I'm letting the 
Limbaughs be the lone voices of my gender. So I'm 
proud to be part of a growing movement of men 
who are listening to women, learning from women, 
becoming active bystanders and "aspiring allies." 

Clearly there's no one "right" way to intervene, 
but I've already heard several suggestions. Men, we 
can't remain silent any longer. Let us: 

1. Listen to women's experience of online abuse 
and threats by men. Let us read articles about 

it. Instead of suggesting solutions, we can take 
in how hurtful the comments are. 

2. Reach out to the target of the abuse. Ask her 
what she'd like you to do, if anything. 

3. Write, "I think you're right," in Comments 
sections of articles, Facebook postings etc. of 
feminist women. Whether or not they've been 
harassed or attacked, agree with them and do 
so publicly. 

4. When men harass women online, speak up. We 
can say something like, "As a man, your har
assing comment offends me," in the Comments 
sections. Say how it hurts you rather than 
speaking on behalf of the target. 

5. Name the specific silencing tactic being used: 
name-calling, focusing on a woman's appear
ance instead of her argument, etc. 

6. Use humor. We can post something like, "Dude, 
put down your club--your caveman is show
ing!" Search online for feminist comedians of all 
genders who have done entire routines on this. 

7. Watch for "professional trolls" from the "Men's 
Rights" or "Father's Rights" groups. They will 
often use terms such as "misandry" and refer 
to the feminist movement as anti-male or the 
domestic violence movement as an "industry." 

8. Send supportive emails, letters, candygrarns, 
etc. to feminist women. Thank them for the 
good work they are doing-not just when they 
are targets of online harassment, but all the 
time. "If you see someone doing good work, 
you can be sure they're being told they're 
fat and ugly," says Emily May. "Nice emails 
counterbalance the noise." 

9. Flag Facebook posts (or pages) when they're 
abusive. If it's a comment, click on the X to 
hide the post. You then have the option to flag 
it as abusive. 

10. If the perpetrator isn't an individual but a 
company, boycott the company. Write negative 
reviews of it on "Yelp" or other review sites, 
or suggest policy or legislative changes. 
(See the Ecological Model for Social Change 
for the philosophy behind this. ) 

What else would women like men to do? What 
would you like us not to do? ... 
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Lisa's Ritual, Age 10 
Grace Caroline Bridges (1994) 

Afterwards when he has finished 
lots of mouthwash helps 
to get rid of her father's cigarette taste. 
She runs a hot bath 

to soak away the pain 
like red dye leaking from her 

school dress in the washtub. 

She doesn't cry 
When the bathwater cools she adds more hot. 
She brushes her teeth for a long time. 

Then she finds the comer of her room, 
curls against it. There the wall is 
hard and smooth 
as teacher's new chalk, white 
as a clean bedsheet. Smells 
fresh. Isn't sweaty, hairy, doesn't stick 
to skin. Doesn't hurt much 
when she presses her small backbone 
into it. The wall is steady 
while she falls away: 

first the hands lost 

R E A D N G 

arms dissolving feet gone 
the legs dis- jointed 

body cracking down 
the center like a fault 

she falls inside 
slides down like 

dust like kitchen dirt 
slips off 

the dustpan into 
no place 

a place where 
nothing happens, 
nothing ever happened. 

When she feels the cool 
wall against her cheek 
she doesn't want to 
come back. Doesn't want to 
think about it. 
The wall is quiet, waiting. 
It is tall like a promise 
only better. 

Anti-LGBTQ Violence: Three Essays 
Anti-LGBT Violence Spreads Throughout Russian Regions 

Tony Hobday (2013) 

While parts of the globe are experiencing an increase 
of tolerance for LGBTQ people, and homophobia 
begins to dissipate, hatred and violence continue to 
ravage the territories that had once made up the Soviet 
Union. In recent months, regions of Russia have been 
rapidly adopting "propaganda of homosexuality" 
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laws, legalizing discrimination against LGBTQ peo
ple, which seems to be leading to growing violence. 

The author of the so-called "propaganda of 
homosexuality" legislation, Vitaly Milonov, is 
the United Russia city parliament deputy, and an 
Orthodox activist. The centuries-old domineering 
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Eastern Orthodox Christian denomination reigns 
the regions today, including Georgia, Ukraine and 
Russia, where LGBTQ rights are severely suffering. 
Heralding a seemingly unwavering "traditional" 
belief system, one based on "personal experiences 
of truth," Orthodoxy, for all intents and purpose, 
appears to be creating a second "Great Schism"
one that abandons global human rights continuity. 

In fact, earlier this month Amnesty International 
released an in-depth report called, "Nothing to be 
Proud of: Discrimination Against LGBTQI People 
in Ukraine," denouncing the Ukrainian government 
for failing to follow international and European 
human rights law: 

"Ukraine is failing to protect the basic rights of 
LGBTI people such as the right to be free from dis
crimination, the right to security of the person and the 
rights to freedom of peaceful assembly and expres
sion," the report reads. "Ukraine has an international 
obligation to uphold the principle of non-discrimina
tion and ensure that all individuals, including LGBTI 
people, are treated equally irrespective of their sexual 
orientation and gender identity in both law and fact." 

The report also makes reference to last year's 
first-ever scheduled pride march in Kiev, Ukraine, 
which was cancelled following threats of violence 
when 2,000 anti-gay protesters showed up. Regard
less, violence ensued May 20, 2012. Svytoslav 
Sheremet, the pride march organizer and president 
of the Gay Forum of Ukraine, was brutally attacked 
by seven men, some wearing surgical masks, after 
he announced the cancellation to the press. 

"We may not have had a march, but only two 
of us were attacked, and we were able to start a lot 
of conversations in homes, with families and in the 
press. Politicians, educators and parents had to have 
the discussions that are so important and what will 
ultimately advance the cause," Sheremet told QSalt
Lake, a Utah LGBTQ newsmagazine in 2012, while 
visiting queer-rights groups in the United States, as 
part of a U.S. Department of State program to exam
ine LGBT advocacy in America. 

"Surprisingly, things have become far worse in 
Ukraine in the past decade because homosexual
ity isn't so hidden," Sheremet continued. "People 
want to come out and be open about who they are. 
Before, everyone was fine just keeping it all under
ground in a few gay bars, but as soon as people 

started to ask for equal protection, there was imme
diate backlash." 

Despite the failed attempt at a pride march last 
year, Amnesty International and the Human Rights 
Watch are urging Kiev authorities to allow this 
year's march planned for May 25, 2013-despite 
the recent chaos that erupted May 17 in Tbilisi, 
Georgia, the capital city of the former Soviet state. 

Though the Georgian government did give the 
green light on a gay-rights event to honor of Interna
tional Day Against Homophobia, thousands of pro
testers gathered in the street, many of them members 
of the Orthodox Church, disrupting the event. 

The tragic death of Vladislav Tornovoy, 23, on 
May 9 in Russia, and the subsequent ban of yet 
another pride event in the region, symbolized a for
midable insurgence of hatred and violence against 
LGBTQ people in those areas. Tornovoy was bru
tally murdered and mutilated in Volgograd, just 
outside Moscow, for being gay-a mere six months 
following the beating death of Armen Ovcharuk, a 
young gay man who was killed while walking home 
from a gay nightclub in Kiev. 

On May 17, commemorating the deaths of 
Tornovoy and Ovcharuk, and other victims of hom
ophobic hate crimes, 150 LGBTQ people and their 
supporters rallied in St. Petersburg, Russia, mak
ing it the largest public LGBTQ demonstration in 
the city to date. The event was scheduled to last an 
hour, but police broke it up after only 10 minutes 
when approximately 100 protesters began throwing 
smoke pellets and small stones at the demonstrators. 

Following the 2006 and 2007 bans on pride 
parades in Moscow, the European Court of Human 
Rights found in 2008 that the previous bans vio
lated the European Convention on Human Rights 
in the areas of freedom of assembly and associa
tion. Despite the ruling, Moscow continues to deny 
approval of a pride parade each year. 

In 2011, the Council of Europe's commis
sioner for human rights, Thomas Hammarberg, 
denounced Moscow's refusal to abide by the Euro
pean Court's decision, saying, "The European 
Court of Human Rights has ruled in two judgments 
against unlawful restrictions or bans running 
counter to the exercise of freedom of assembly by 
LGBT persons in the context of the organization 
of Pride parades." 
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"Peaceful demonstrations cannot be banned sim
ply because of hostile attitudes to the demonstra
tors or to the causes they advocate," Hammarberg 
continued. "The State also has a duty to protect the 
participants in peaceful demonstrations including 

when they hold unpopular views or belong to 
minorities." 

A decision made by the Moscow City Court last 
June, however, bans gay pride parades in the city for 
the next 100 years. 

Equality's Brutal Backlash 

Michelangelo Signorile (2013) 

A few months ago, I wrote about how my partner 
and I were called "disgusting" by a man on the street 
as we shared a quick goodbye kiss in the middle of 
the afternoon in the very gay Manhattan neighbor
hood of Chelsea. That has turned out to be less an 
aberration than a symptom of far more horrific things 
to come. We've seen reports of violent attack after 
violent attack in New York against gays in recent 
weeks, and now, this past weekend, we've experi
enced the brutal killing of 32-year-old Mark Carson 
in an alleged anti-gay shooting in Greenwich Village. 

"You want to die tonight?" the alleged gunman 
reportedly said after repeatedly calling Carson and a 
male companion "faggots" while they were walking 
down the street, before fatally shooting Carson in 
the face. 

This killing has kept me up the past two nights. 
It's sickening and enraging. And perhaps the shock 
I'm seeing expressed about it, particularly among 
younger LGBT people, underscores that many of 
us have been living with a false sense of security, 
intoxicated by the wins on marriage equality in the 
states and in the federal courts. It's way too easy to 
grow complacent, fed by the desire to have the fight 
done with as well as by the seductive message of 
some in the media who've simplistically declared 
victory for the LGBT rights movement. 

Victory is very far off, however, if we can't walk 
the streets of even the most LGBT-friendly cities 
holding hands or expressing ourselves without fear 
of being taunted and violently assaulted. And for 
hundreds of thousands living in less tolerant places 
all across the country, openness has never been a 
reality. Until it is, we're nowhere near victory. 

We may be seeing solid majorities in national 
polls supporting anti-discrimination laws for 
gay and transgender people, and even majorities 

supporting marriage equality. But the minorities are 
still substantial. And they are getting more desper
ate. For years, those who are anti-gay have been 
emboldened by the often hateful declarations of 
homophobic religious leaders and by the attacks by 
groups like the National Organization for Marriage, 
which have demeaned gays. After decades of strug
gle, we're finally beating them back in the courts, in 
legislatures and even at the ballot box. And perhaps 
the frustration and anger by those who oppose us is 
now further empowering the thugs who take their 
hate and rage to the streets. 

It shouldn't come as a surprise then that in New 
York City, in a state that passed marriage equality 
in 2011, hate crimes against LGBT people so far in 
2013 are almost double what were at this point in 
2012. And 2012 itself was a notable year nationally, 
with outbreak of anti-LGBT violence in some of the 
country's most gay-friendly cities, like New York, 
Washington, Los Angeles, Dallas and Atlanta. 2011 
saw the highest number of anti-LGBT murders ever 
reported, with transgender people the hardest-hit 
victims. At least 13 transgender Americans were 
reported to have been murdered in 2012 alone. 

We sometimes forget that getting laws passed 
and getting court rulings declared is, comparatively, 
the easy part-as monumentally difficult as that has 
been and continues to be. One reason we in fact get 
the laws passed, in addition to protecting ourselves, 
is to change attitudes for future generations. But that 
part doesn't happen overnight and surely not with
out a backlash, which can sometimes be violent, as 
it has been in just about every other movement for 
equality. The hate is still out there and the haters 
are getting more desperate. Our worst enemies right 
now are complacency and the seductive message 
that we've "arrived." 
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Violence Against Transgender Women in 
Latin America 

Hope Gillette (2013) 

HIV prevalence among transgender women in 
Latin American countries is significantly higher 
(35 percent) when compared to the HIV incidence 
among the rest of the female population (less than 
1 percent), reports the Buffington Post UK. 

Transgender women in Latin America also face 
far more difficulties when it comes to accessing 
HIV prevention and care, as well as to medical ser
vices, due to transphobia, an unchecked form of dis
crimination, which makes these women targets for 
discrimination, violence and sexual abuse. 

In a report entitled The Night Is Another 
Country: Impunity and violence against transgender 
women human rights defenders in Latin America, 
the International HIV I AIDS Alliance and partners 
have investigated transphobia in Latin American 
countries, revealing a disproportionate number of 
violent acts against transgender women which have 
gone undisciplined. 

"Between 2005 and 2012 in Colombia, 60 trans gen
der women were murdered without a single person 
having been brought to justice. In the same period 
35 transgender people were killed in Guatemala with 
only one person undergoing legal proceedings," wrote 
Dr. Alvaro Bermejo, Executive Director, International 
HIV I AIDS Alliance in the Buffington Post UK's blog. 

Other key findings of the report included: 

• Approximately 80 percent of trans gender activ
ists interviewed reported violence or threats of 
violence from state officials including "extra
judicial executions, torture, cruel, inhuman and 
degrading treatment and arbitrary detentions 
that extend beyond the heading of hate crime." 

• 79 percent of transgender murders in the world 
took place in Latin America for a total of 664 
cases 

• In Guatemala and Honduras, 60 percent of inter
viewed transgendered activists were subjected 
to arbitrary detention at some point in their lives 

• 90 percent of violence against transgendered 
women was related to sex work 

TRANSGENDER WOMEN, SEX WORK AND HIV 

The high percentage of transgender women in sex 
work is directly related to the high incidence of HIV 
among the population, explained researchers. Accord
ing to Bermejo, transgender women are often thrown 
out of their homes at a young age and excluded from 
an education. In order to make money, many feel they 
have no choice but to turn to the sex trade. 

"About six months ago, I got in a car with a man 
who I know is a policeman," stated a transgender 
activist from Guatemala City, Guatemala, in a study 
report from the International HIV I AIDS Alliance. 
"He hired me to provide my sexual services, but 
afterwards he didn't want to pay and he wouldn't let 
me get out of the car. He shouted at me, 'Today you 
really are going to die, hueco!' I told him to kill me, 
because I knew that sooner or later I'd end up dead, 
because for me, life is a bonus." 

Working in the sex trade puts many transgender 
women at risk for sexually transmitted diseases such 
as HIV, however, most Latin American countries do 
not recognized transgender people as a population, 
and therefore there are no laws protecting them or 
catering to their health care needs. 

The majority of transgender women, states 
Bermejo, have no access to basic health care, and 
many clinics do not support their special needs. Not 
only are services limited, but due to the threat of 
violence against them, most transgender women 
look to keep their identities concealed, therefore 
rarely seeking medical attention. 

"Because of the social exclusion that transgender 
women face and the context of violence and discrim
ination that surrounds them, it is virtually impossible 
to provide an effective HIV response focused on this 
at risk group," Bermejo stated in the blog. 



REPORT RECOMMENDATIONS 

To help bring much-needed HIV care to transgender 
women, the Alliance report notes the following 
issues need to be addressed: 

• Arrests and trials must be made for those respon
sible for hate crimes against transgendered women 

• Legal recognition of gender identity 
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• Targeting the transgendered community with 
health care efforts 

• Ensure health care clinics and prisons allow 
transgendered women to use female-only 
facilities where the likelihood of abuse is 
minimal 

• Acknowledging and protecting transgendered 
women from the risk of rape and abuse from 
both the public and from state employees 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 10 

1. How do violence and the threat of violence exert social control on women? Do you 
ever fear gender-based violence? How do you think your gender affects your answer 
to this question? 

2. Why do you think many feminists suggest that acts of violence against women are 
actually hate crimes? Do you think these acts should be classified as hate crimes? 

3. Why do you think violence against women is so prevalent in society? Why do you 
think violence against women is primarily perpetrated by men? 

4. How do myths about violence against women silence women and perpetuate sexist 
systems of oppression? 

5. What are connections between violence against women and violence against LGBTQ 
people? 
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c H A p T E R 

State, Law, and Social Policy 

As we have noted in earlier chapters, societal institutions are established patterns of social 
behavior organized around particular needs and purposes. Institutions structure aspects 
of life in families and communities, and also produce social discourses or "regimes of 
truth" that create meaning and construct our notions of knowledge and truth. Gender, race, 
class, and other identities associated with systems of inequality and privilege structure 
social institutions, creating different effects on different people. The state, the institu
tion explored in this chapter, is a major social institution organized to maintain systems 
of legitimized power and authority in society. The state plays an important role in both 
teaching and enforcing social values. It is a very powerful institution that has profound 
implications for people's everyday lives. A key focus of this chapter is the interaction 
between the state and gender relations in society. 

The state is an abstract concept that refers to all forms of social organization repre
senting official power in society: the government, law and social policy, the courts and the 
criminal justice system, the military, and the police. The state determines how people are 
selected to govern others and controls the systems of governance they must use. With con
siderable authority in maintaining social order, the state influences how power is exercised 
within society. The definition of state here is different from state as a geographic region, 
such as California or Ohio. 

Because the state is a conduit for various patterns of social inequity, it does not always 
fairly regulate and control social order. Historically, white women and women and men of 
color-and especially those with little economic privilege-have been treated poorly by 
the state. There are still many problems and challenges at all levels of the political system. 
However, the state has also been a tool for addressing historical forms of social, political, 
and economic inequalities through laws and social policy (as evidenced by civil rights and 
affirmative action legislation). In this way, the state works both to maintain sources of 
inequality and as an avenue for social justice. As already discussed in other chapters, the 
legal gains of the mid- and late-twentieth century have been important in improving the 
lives of women and people of color. Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, which 
prohibits sex discrimination of all kinds (not just concerning athletics) at institutions that 
receive federal funds, is a case in point. 

582 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Women and the United Nations (UN) 

Visit the website of United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empow
erment of Women at http://www.unwomen.org/. Follow the links to focus 
areas to learn more about the UN's work with women. Then visit the UN's 
WomenWatch site at http://www.un.org/womenwatch to learn more about the 
UN's promotion of gender equality and empowerment of women. Follow the 
link to Women of the World for region-specific information. Follow the link for 
Statistics and Indicators for reports, databases, and archives relating to gen
der equality and women's human rights. What do you notice are the pressing 
issues facing women worldwide? What is the United Nations doing to address 
these issues? 

As already discussed in Chapter 2, the state works with other institutions and assigns 
roles and distributes resources. In particular, it regulates other institutions, provides guide
lines for expected behaviors (roles), and channels resources and power. For example, it 
regulates the family (such as the Family Leave Act that considers some families illegitimate 
and thus ineligible for state benefits), education (such as Title IX), the economic system 
(such as antitrust laws that prevent monopolies and anti-discrimination policies), and 
religion (such as state rules for the separation of church and state). The state as nation
state also participates in international policy-making that has important implications for 
global economic development and military strategy. When the United States refuses to 
ratify international treaties such as CEDA W (the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women) or the Kyoto Treaty on environmental quality 
because it seeks to protect U.S. statutes and corporations, it has significant impact globally. 
The United States is often seen as a powerful symbol of urban secular decadence, with 
the emancipation of women a central feature. This highlights the importance of gender
sensitive conceptions of international aid and development. 

Beyond national levels of state policy in the United States is the United Nations (UN), 
which has tremendous influence on global politics. Scholars emphasize that even though 
notions of women's "rescue" have been deployed to generate consent for military mis
sions in Afghanistan, women's concerns remain peripheral to regional and international 
politics. Although the right to gender equality has been affirmed in international law, 
still many nations explicitly discriminate against women (including the United States). 
UN Resolution 1325 on women and peace and security was adopted by the UN Security 
Council in 2000 in response to this worldwide gender discrimination. As mentioned in 
Chapter 10, this resolution addresses gender-based violence against girls and women, 
especially in war zones. It also affirms the important role of women in the prevention and 
resolution of conflicts, peace negotiations, peace-building, peacekeeping, humanitarian 
response, and post-conflict reconstruction, and stresses the importance of women's equal 
participation and full involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of 
peace and security. 
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GOVERNMENT AND REPRESENTATION 

Although the terms government and state tend to be used interchangeably, the government 
is actually one of the institutions that make up the state. The government creates laws and 
procedures that govern society and its citizens and is often referred to as the political sys
tem. Although the U.S. government is purported to be a democracy based on the principle 
of equal representation, the government is not representative of all people, and those who 
participate as elected officials do not necessarily represent all interests equitably. In addi
tion, "citizen" is a constructed category that must be understood in historical context. Who 
is considered a U.S. citizen, for example, has changed over time along with the politics 
of immigration and the establishment of borders after the wars of the last centuries. The 
reading "Looking Beyond the Wall" by Robert Neustadt addresses the problem of undocu
mented migration across the Arizona-Mexico border. He is a professor who took a group 
of students on a class trip to the border. The reading shares students' experiences and 
makes the case for comprehensive immigration reform. 

Women generally have had a complicated relationship to the Constitution. The liberal 
doctrine of representation first included women as rights-bearing citizens and represented 
them as members of the body politic. They came to be excluded for a variety of political 
reasons, justified in part because the dominant culture assumed that politics and citizen
ship were purely masculine domains. The founding fathers believed that women's political 
identity should be restricted because their presence in politics was immoral, corruptive, 
and potentially disruptive, and that women should be represented by fathers, husbands, or 
brothers. It was believed that women should be confined to the private sphere of the home 
where they would be dependent on men, and, as a result, they had no separate legal iden
tity and were legal beings only through their relationship to a man. They had no claims to 
citizenship rights as women until well into the nineteenth century. 

As you know from Chapter 1, the Seneca Falls convention in 1848 produced the Dec
laration of Sentiments and Resolutions that aimed to ensure citizenship rights for women. 
Women would have to wait until 1920 and the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment to the 
U.S. Constitution to receive the vote. In 1868, however, the Fourteenth Amendment was rat
ified, asserting that no state shall "make or enforce any law which will abridge the privileges 
or immunities of citizens of the United States, nor ... deprive any person of life, liberty, or 
property without due process of law, nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal 
protection of laws." This "person" was assumed to be male, and, as a result, women still 
could not vote, and the government did not (and, many people would argue, still does not) 
extend the same protection of the law to women as it does to men. Susan B. Anthony, one of 
the first feminists, who helped write the Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions, wanted 
to test her belief that the Fourteenth Amendment should give women, as citizens, the right 
to vote. She voted in an election in Rochester, New York, and was fined. Hoping to push the 
case to the Supreme Court, Anthony refused to pay the fine. The case, however, was dropped 
in order to avoid this test of law. In the Anthony reading "Constitutional Argument," she 
argues her right to vote as a citizen under the terms guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amend
ment. This excerpt, published in 1898, is from a speech Anthony gave in 1873. 

In 1923 the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) was introduced into Congress to counter 
the inadequacies of the Fourteenth Amendment concerning women and citizenship. The 
ERA affirms that both women and men hold equally all of the rights guaranteed by the U.S. 
Constitution. It would provide a remedy for gender discrimination for both women and 
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men and, at the constitutional level, provide equal legal status to women for the first time 
in our country's history. It was rewritten in the 1940s to read: "Equality of rights under the 
law shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex"; 
and it eventually passed Congress (almost 50 years later) in 1972. Unfortunately, it failed 
to be ratified by the states and suffered a serious defeat in 1982. The most important effect 
of the ERA would have been to clarify the status of gender discrimination for the courts, 
whose decisions still show confusion about how to deal with such claims. For the first time, 
"sex" would have been a suspect classification like race. It would require the same high 
level of "strict scrutiny" and have to meet the same high level of justification-a "neces
sary" relation to a "compelling" state interest-as the classification of race. 

Although survey after survey showed overwhelming public support for the ERA among 
women and men, it was officially defeated on June 30, 1982, when it failed to be ratified by 
the states. It fell three states short of the 38 states needed for ratification. Although the ERA 
continues to be introduced into each session of Congress, passage of the amendment has 
yet to regain the momentum it did during the 1970s (even though back in 1988 a Harris poll 
showed 78 percent approval). In order for the ERA to be fully amended, two-thirds of each 
house in Congress must pass it first, followed by its ratification by 38 states. As opposition 
to the ERA grew, some states retracted their prior ratification, and others, such as Illinois, 
changed laws in order to make ratification more difficult. Indiana became the thirty-fifth and 
last state to ratify the ERA in 1977, and the Republican Party removed ERA support from 
its platform. Many years later, ratification efforts continue, with women and men in many 
of the unratified states working under the "three-state strategy." This strategy argues that 
because there was no actual time limit for ratification in the original ERA, the amendment 
remains only three states short of official ratification. Currently 19 states have state ERAs 
or equal rights guarantees in their constitutions, and many groups are working together 
toward the legislation of the Equal Rights Amendment at all levels. These groups include 
the League of Women Voters U.S., American Association of University Women, Business 
& Professional Women/USA, National Organization for Women, National Women's Politi
cal Caucus, ERA Campaign, and the Equal Rights Amendment Organization. 

Opponents of the ERA have mistakenly claimed that the amendment is anti-family, 
reporting that it would deny a woman's right to be supported by her husband and encourage 
women to desert motherhood. There was also worry that it would legislate abortion and gay 
and lesbian rights as well as send women into combat. In addition, anti-ERA sentiments 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY The League of Women Voters 

The League of Women Voters was founded by Carrie Chapman Catt in 1920 
during the convention of the National American Woman Suffrage Association, 
just 6 months before the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified. In its early years, 
the league advocated for collective bargaining, child labor laws, minimum wage, 
compulsory education, and equal opportunity for women in government and 
industry. Today the league is still involved in advocacy for justice, working on 
such issues as Medicare reform, campaign finance reform, and environmental 
preservation, as well as continuing the work begun more than 80 years ago to 
encourage women to use their political voices. To learn more about the League 
of Women Voters or to join the league, visit its website at www.lwv.org. 

were voiced by business interests (such as members of the insurance industry) that profited 
from gender discrimination. The media sensationalized the issue and did not accurately 
report about what the ERA would and would not do, and conservative political organiza
tions spent a lot of money and many hours organizing against it. 

Most feminist leaders today agree that women would be better off if the ERA had been 
ratified in 1977. They would have received better opportunities for equality and would have 
been supported by stronger laws fighting gender discrimination in employment, education, 
and other areas of society. Some people feel that we no longer need a constitutional amend
ment because there have been piecemeal federal and state laws to protect against gender dis
crimination. However, as we have seen, federal laws are no longer as safe as they have been 
and can be repealed by a simple majority. Similarly, courts change policy as the makeup of 
the courts changes. A constitutional amendment requires three-quarters of the legislature to 
vote to repeal it. Although many people assume the continuity of women's rights, the U.S. 
Supreme Court is central in maintaining or potentially overturning several taken-for-granted 
rights. These rights include reproductive privacy, affirmative action, protection against 
gender-based discrimination, family and medical leave, and quality health care services. 

An illustration of how the government has handled women and citizenship concerns 
the treatment of women who have married non-U.S. citizens. Prior to the mid- l 920s, non
native-born women who married male U.S. citizens automatically became American, and 
native-born women who married male non-U.S. citizens automatically lost their citizen
ship and were expected to reside in their husband's country. They also lost their right 
to vote, once women had been given the vote in 1920. When laws were passed to retain 
women's citizenship in the mid-1920s, still only men were able to pass on citizenship to 
their children. Laws equalizing citizenship on these issues were eventually passed in the 
mid- l 930s. Citizenship and who is classed as a citizen remains a highly volatile debate and 
often serves as a major conduit for inequality in many societies. This is illustrated in the 
reading "Looking Beyond the Wall" by Robert Neustadt, which addresses the problem of 
undocumented migration across the Arizona-Mexico border. 

In addition to rights, citizenship entails such obligations as taxation, jury duty, and 
military service. Although women have shared taxation with men, in the past they have 
been prevented from service and/or exempted from jury duty because of their role as 
mothers and housewives. It was not until the 1970s that the Supreme Court declared that 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Wilma Mankiller 

With her election as chief of the Cherokee Nation, Wilma Mankiller took both 
a step forward and a step backward. Although Mankiller was the first woman 
to serve as chief of a major Native American tribe in modern times, her election 
recalled the importance women had among the Cherokee before colonization by 
Europeans. Precontact Cherokee society was matrifocal and matrilineal. Women 
owned the property and maintained the home and were intimately involved in 
tribal governance. 

Mankiller first became committed to involvement in Native American rights in 1969 
when Native activists, including some of her own siblings, occupied Alcatraz island in 
San Francisco Bay. The 19-month occupation became a turning point in Mankiller's 
life. She became director of the Native American Youth Center in Oakland, 
California, and in 1973 she watched as her brother joined other Native American 
activists as they held off FBI agents for 72 days at Wounded Knee, South Dakota. 

Following a divorce, Mankiller returned to her family's land in Oklahoma and 
began to work for the Cherokee Nation; as an economic stimulus coordinator, 
she had the task of encouraging Cherokee people to train in environmental 
health and science and then return to their communities to put their knowledge 
to use. In 1981 she became director of the Cherokee Nation Community Develop
ment Department, and her work was so successful that she attracted the atten
tion of Chief Ross Swimmer, who asked her to run as his deputy chief in 1983. 

Despite sexist rhetoric and verbal threats from opponents, Swimmer and Mankiller 
won. In 1985 Swimmer was named head of the Bureau of Indian Affairs by President 

(continued) 
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Ronald Reagan, and Mankiller became chief of the Cherokee Nation. In 1987 
Mankiller ran on her own and was elected chief in her own right. That year, 
Ms. magazine named her Woman of the Year. She was re-elected in 1991, 
winning by 83 percent of the vote. During her tenure as chief, Man killer focused 
on addressing high unemployment and low education rates among Cherokee 
people, improving community health care, implementing housing initiatives 
and child and youth projects, and developing the economy of northeastern 
Oklahoma. She created the Institute for Cherokee Literacy, emphasizing the need 
for Cherokee people to retain their traditions. She did not run for re-election 
in 1995. In 1998 President Bill Clinton awarded her the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom. She died at her Oklahoma home in 2010. 

juries had to be representative of the community. Even then juries were often racially 
biased such that it was not unusual for an African American to face a white jury. A 1986 
Supreme Court ruling stated that juries could not be constituted on the basis of race, and 
a 1994 ruling declared that gender too could not be used as a basis for jury competence. 
The obligation for military service, which many women have wanted to share with men, is 
outlined in more detail later in the chapter. Of course, women have served in auxiliary roles 
as nurses, transport drivers, and dispatchers for many years and are now able to participate 
in combat positions within most divisions of the armed services. 

Although women tend to be as involved as men in electoral politics (and sometimes 
even more involved) in terms of voting, showing support, and volunteering for campaigns, 
there are markedly fewer women involved in official political positions associated with 
campaigns. Women still constitute a relatively small number of candidates for local, state, 
and national offices, and their presence is greater at the local than the national level. As 
political offices get more visible, higher level, better paid, and more authoritative or pow
erful, there are fewer women in these positions. There are several explanations for this 
gap. Although some suggest that women are just not interested and that they lack the 
credentials, the main reasons are conflict between family and work roles, lack of political 
financing, and discrimination and sexist attitudes toward women in politics. The latter is 
illustrated in the reading "Name it. Change it" by Rachel Joy Larris and Rosalie Maggio, 
which presents a media guide for gender-neutral coverage of women candidates and politi
cians. The reading explains how social discourses about gender influence public opinion, 
and it makes the case that widespread sexism in media is one of the top problems facing 
women candidates. The reading provides guiding rules for gender neutrality in media. 

As ofthis writing in 2014, 98 seats (18.3 percent) are held by women in the 113th U.S. 
Congress. This includes 78 women (17.9 percent) from 31 states in the House of Repre
sentatives (59 Democrats and 19 Republicans); and 20 women (20 percent: 16 Democrats 
and 4 Republicans) in the Senate. In addition, 3 Democratic women serve as Delegates to 
the House, representing Guam, the Virgin Islands, and Washington, D.C. Congresswoman 
Nancy Pelosi (D-CA), who was the first women speaker of the House, is (currently, as of 
this writing) minority leader. Rounding up percentages, we can say that women currently 
make up 18 percent of the U.S. Congress. Of these 98 women, 30 or 30.6 percent are women 
of color (28 Democrats and 2 Republicans), in addition to an African American delegate 
representing Washington, D.C., and a Caribbean American woman representing the Virgin 
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Where Women Rule: A Sample of Female Representatives 
in National Legislatures Worldwide 
w "'=<""' '~ 

Simple statistics merely hint at complex stories. Rwandan genocide has increased 
the number of female representatives but so, it appears, has Scandinavian social 
democracy. The United States ranks 78th on the list. Why do you think so many 
other countries have more women representatives in their legislatures? 

Lower or Single House 

Rank Country Seats Women %W 

1 Rwanda 80 45 56.3% 
2 Andorra 28 14 50.0% 
3 Cuba 612 299 48.9% 
4 Sweden 349 156 44.7% 
5 Seychelles 32 14 43.8% 
6 Senegal 150 64 42.7% 
7 Finland 200 85 42.5% 
8 South Africa 1 400 169 42.3% 
9 Nicaragua 92 37 40.2% 

10 Iceland 63 25 39.7% 
11 Norway 169 67 39.6% 
12 Mozambique 250 98 39.2% 
13 Denmark 179 70 39.1% 
14 Netherlands 150 58 38.7% 
15 Costa Rica 57 22 38.6% 
16 Timor-Leste 65 25 38.5% 
17 Belgium 150 57 38.0% 
18 Argentina 257 96 37.4% 
19 Mexico 500 184 36.8% 
20 Spain 350 126 36.0% 

United Republic of Tanzania 350 126 36.0% 
21 Uganda 386 135 35.0% 
22 Angola 220 75 34.1% 
23 Grenada 15 5 33.3% 
24 Nepal 594 197 33.2% 

Serbia 250 83 33.2% 
25 Germany 620 204 32.9% 
37 Afghanistan 249 69 27.7% 
44 Iraq 325 82 25.2% 
46 Australia 150 37 24.7% 

Canada 308 76 24.7% 
58 Pakistan 342 77 22.5% 

United Kingdom 650 146 22.5% 
69 Saudi Arabia 151 30 19.9% 
78 United States of America 433 77 17.8% 

1South Africa: The figures on the distribution of seats do not include the 36 special 
rotating delegates appointed on an ad hoc basis, and all percentages given are 
therefore calculated on the basis of the 54 permanent seats. 
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Islands. All these Congresswomen are in the House of Representatives, where they make 
up 4.5 percent of the total House. Only one woman of color has ever served in the U.S. 
Senate: Carol Moseley-Braun (D-IL), who served from 1993 to 1999. 

In addition, women hold 1,783 of the 7,383 seats in the state legislature, making up 
24.2 percent (1,136 Democrats and 632 Republicans). This breaks down to 20.8 percent 
of the U.S. state Senate seats and 25.4 percent of the state House seats. Overall since 
1971, numbers of women serving in state legislatures have more than quintupled. Of 
these women state legislators, 367 (20.6 percent) are women of color (345 Democrats, 
21 Republicans, and one Non-Partisan). They contribute 5 percent of the total U.S. state 
legislators. 

Despite changes in the I 13th Congress with the largest numbers ever of women gen
erally, and women of color in particular, these statistics still illustrate male and white 
domination in society and challenge the extent to which women and people of color are 
represented. However, remember that females do not necessarily represent women's inter
ests, just as people of color do not necessarily support issues that improve the status of 
non-white groups. Many feminists vote for men in political office over women candidates 
because they understand that a candidate's being female does not necessarily mean that her 
politics, or those of the party she represents, are pro-women. 

As the reading by Eleanor Smeal, "The Feminist Factor," explains, the term gender 
gap refers to differences between women and men in political attitudes and voting choices. 
Smeal is president and founder of the Feminist Majority Foundation and has served as 
president of the National Organization for Women (NOW) twice. She explains in the read
ing that a gender gap is apparent in voting behavior, party identification, evaluations of 
presidential performances, and attitudes toward public policy issues. Polls find, for exam
ple, that compared with men, women are more likely to favor a more activist role for 
government; are more supportive of programs to guarantee health care and basic social 
services; more supportive of restrictions on firearms; more supportive of same-sex mar
riage; and more likely to favor legal abortion without restrictions. 

In terms of the gender gap in voting specifically, the measurable difference in the 
proportions of women and men who voted suggest that on the average women tend to lean 
toward the Democratic Party more than men do since they are more concerned about such 
issues as education, welfare, health care, and the environment. Though there are excep
tions, men are more likely as a group to vote for strong defense, anti-welfare, and anti
affirmative action policies: the stance of the Republican Party. This does not, of course, 
imply that all men are Republican, only that as a group, they are more likely to favor the 
issues put forward by this political party. More women than men voted Democrat in both 
recent presidential elections with 55 percent of the votes for President Barack Obama com
ing from women in 2012. Democratic wins over Republican candidates tend to change the 
political landscape in terms of women's issues, bringing a stronger focus on the needs and 
general welfare of women and children. 

Women (and what might be called women's issues) are also not equally represented in 
U.S. law, although now a third of the justices on the highest court, the U.S. Supreme Court, 
are female. Its membership currently consists of the Chief Justice of the United States and 
8 associate justices, all nominated by the president and appointed after confirmation by the 
U.S. Senate. As of this writing there are three women on the court: Ruth Bader Ginsburg, 
Sonia Sotomayor, and Elena Kagan. Only four women have ever served and Sotomayor is 
the first and only woman of color to serve. 
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The United States inherited British common law that utilized the doctrine of femme 
couverte (also known asfeme covert), or covered women: Husband and wife were one per
son under law, and she was his sexual property. As a result, married women could not seek 
employment without the husband's consent, keep their own wages, own property, sue, exer
cise control over their children, and control their reproductive lives. As already discussed in 
Chapter 10, because husbands and wives were "one" in marriage, wives were sexual prop
erty of husbands, and rape within marriage was legally condoned. It was legally impossible 
to charge a husband with raping his wife because it would imply that the husband was raping 
himself. Although the Married Women's Property Act of 1848 allowed women to own and 
inherit property, the other constraints on their lives remained intact through the twentieth 
century. Even with the passage of these property acts, the law allowed the husband to control 
community property (jointly owned legally by husband and wife) until the 1970s. 

Prior to the 1960s most states decriminalized violence in the family (meaning violence 
within families was not legally understood as criminal acts), and operated marital rape exemp
tion laws. It was not until the 1980s and 1990s that women had legal protections against 
violence; these protections include legislation such as the rape shield laws, mandatory arrest 
procedures in cases of domestic violence, public notification programs about convicted sex 
offenders in communities, the creation of protective or temporary restraining orders, state rape 
reform laws, and the 1994 Violence Against Women Act. Also prior to the 1960s, women's 
reproductive lives were a function of state control because the state had criminalized access 
to contraceptive information and procedures. As discussed in Chapter 7, before the passage of 
Griswold v. Connecticut in 1965, women had no legal right to contraceptives, and before the 
early 1970s with the passage of state abortion rulings and Roe v. Wade, they had no legal right 
to an abortion. The issue of reproductive rights is still controversial, and the legal arena is the 
site for many of these battles today, especially in the area of parental notification and consent. 

In terms of work and employment, Muller v. Oregon in 1908 reaffirmed the state's 
justification for limiting women's employment. This legislation approved Oregon's right 
to prevent women from working in factories or similar facilities for more than 10 hours 
a day based on the state's interest in protecting the reproductive functions of women. It 
was considered important for the "well-being of the race" that women's ability to contract 
freely be limited. As discussed in Chapter 9, by the 1960s various civil rights legislation was 
passed including the Equal Pay Act and Title VII, preventing employers from discriminat
ing against women and people of color in employment. Affirmative action legislation of 
the 1970s and sexual harassment legislation of the 1980s further attempted to dismantle 
gender- and race-based inequities in the labor force. Challenges remain in this area, how
ever, as systems of inequality still shape labor force experiences. 

The state also affects women through the institution of marriage. Women had access 
to divorce in the nineteenth century, although divorce was much more difficult to obtain. 
In addition, divorce carried a considerable stigma, especially to the divorced wife. Prior to 
the advent of no-fault divorce in the 1970s (divorce on demand by either or both parties), 
partners had to sue for divorce. Grounds to sue were based on a spouse's violation of the 
marriage contract such as by cruelty, abandonment, or adultery, and the courts needed to 
prove that someone had committed a crime. This procedure was difficult and expensive for 
women; it also tended to involve a double standard of behavior based on gender. Nonethe
less, because this procedure allowed wives to show that husbands were "guilty," wives 
might receive relatively generous compensation. With the advent of no-fault divorce, this 
has changed because no one is charged with blame. 
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HISTORICAL MOMENT Shirley Chisholm for President 

Shirley Chisholm was born to a mother from Barbados and a father from British 
Guiana. She grew up in Barbados and Brooklyn and graduated with honors from 
Brooklyn College with a major in sociology. Following graduation, she worked 
at the Mt. Calvary Childcare Center in Harlem and became active in local politics. 
She completed a master's in education at Columbia University in 1952 and then 
managed daycare centers. 

Chisholm ran for a state assembly seat in 1964 and won, serving in the New York 
General Assembly until 1968. While in the New York legislature, she focused on 
issues of education and daycare. In 1968 she ran for and won a seat in the U.S. 
Congress representing New York's Twelfth Congressional District, becoming 
the first black woman in the House of Representatives. Chisholm quickly distin
guished herself as an outspoken advocate for the poor and for women's and civil 
rights and against the war in Vietnam. 

During a speech on equal rights for women before the House of Representatives 
in 1969, Chisholm pointed out, "More than half of the population of the United 
States is female. But women occupy only 2 percent of the managerial positions. 
They have not even reached the level of tokenism yet. No women sit on the AFL
CIO council or Supreme Court. There have been only two women who have held 
Cabinet rank, and at present there are none. Only two women now hold ambas
sadorial rank in the diplomatic corps. In Congress, we are down to 1 senator and 
10 representatives. Considering that there are about 31!2 million more women in 
the United States than men, this situation is outrageous." 
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In January 1972, Chisholm announced her candidacy for the Democratic 
nomination for the presidency: "I stand before you today as a candidate for 
the Democratic nomination for the Presidency of the United States. I am not 
the candidate of Black America, although I am Black and proud. I am not the 
candidate of the women's movement of this country, although I am a woman, 
and I am equally proud of that. I am not the candidate of any political bosses or 
special interests. I am the candidate of the people." 

Chisholm became the first woman considered for the presidential nomination. 
Although she was defeated, she did garner more than 150 votes from the 
delegates to the Democratic National Convention in Miami. She continued to 
serve in Congress until 1982. She wrote two books: Unbossed and Unbought and 
The Good Fight. She died January 1, 2005, at the age of 80. 

Likewise, alimony, the payment that women have traditionally received as compensa
tion for their unpaid roles as wives and mothers, has been reduced or eliminated through 
various legislation since 1970. Although eliminating alimony indicates a more gender
neutral situation where women are not simply viewed as dependent wives and mothers 
and may even have higher earnings than husbands; it has caused problems. This is because 
despite the gender-neutral language and intentions, society is stratified regarding gender, 
and women still tend to be financially subordinate to men. Although financial loss after 
divorce is significant for both men and women, women continue to bear the brunt of a 
breakup financially. This is because women tend to have lower salaries and therefore have 
less to live on, and also because women are more likely to have custody of children and 
endure more financial costs associated with single parenting. Financial hardship is often 
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"Uh, oh, Regina has her lawyer with her . .. " 

Reprinted by permission of Dave Carpenter. 
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IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Keep up with pending legislation with NOW's legislative update at 
http:llwww.now.org/issues/legislat/. Write letters and call your representatives 
to comment on important issues. 

• Sign up to take action with Equality Now at http://www.equalitynow.org/actions. 
• Work for a local candidate who supports human rights. 
• Organize educational forums to examine political issues from perspectives of 

gender, race, class, and sexual identity. 
• For more information about political issues of concern to women, visit the home 

page of the Feminist Majority Foundation at www.feminist.org. Follow the link 
to "Take Action" for ideas about what you can do to make a difference. 

exacerbated by court-mandated child support that does not get paid to women. Some states 
have enforced legislation to track errant child-support monies and enforce payment. Yet, 
even though the law affects women in myriad ways, many women feel that law has little to 
do with their lives. 

PUBLIC POLICY 

State policies determine people's rights and privileges, and, as a result, the state has the 
power to exclude and discriminate against groups, and create policies in favor of certain 
other groups. By maintaining inequality, the state reflects the interests of the dominant 
groups in society and supports policies that work in their interests and reinforce their power. 
Native Americans, for example, have suffered because of state policies that required forced 
relocation, and African Americans have been harmed by Jim Crow laws that helped enforce 
segregation in the South and prevented African Americans from voting. As discussed in 
other chapters, there were miscegenation laws in the United States that prevented interracial 
marriage and aimed to maintain racial purity and superiority, and many states instigated 
laws that prevented African Americans from residing in certain communities and/or being 
in a town after sundown. Some of these laws were still on the books into the late-twentieth 
century. 

An example of how policy reinforces systems of inequality is seen in lesbian and gay 
plaintiffs who are in the court system for child custody, contract, or property disputes. It is also 
evident in current discussions concerning gay marriage and civil unions. Homophobia in the 
system tends to work against gays and lesbians. As discussed in Chapter 8, the 1996 Defense 
of Marriage Act, which allowed states not to recognize gay unions performed in other states 
and prevented lesbians and gay men from enjoying the privilege of state recognition of mar
riage, was only overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court in 2013. As also mentioned, however, 
there are several states that recognize these partnerships as civil unions or domestic partner
ships. 

Welfare policy is especially illustrative of the ways the state is a conduit for the per
petuation of systems of inequality. Poverty in the United States is powerfully structured 
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Affirmative Action: Myths and Misconceptions 

MYTH: Affirmative action is a form of reverse discrimination. 
REALITY: Affirmative action does not mean giving preference to any group. 
In fact, it stands for just the opposite. Included in the concept of affirma-
tive action is the idea that all individuals must be treated equally and that a 
position should be given to the candidate most qualified. However, a hiring 
committee must make a good-faith effort to create a pool of candidates that 
reflects the number of women and minorities who possess proper training for 
the position. Once the qualified candidates are identified, a candidate's ability 
to provide cultural diversity to a department, to serve as a role model, and to 
offer a range of perspectives should be major elements in the evaluation and 
selection progress. 
MYTH: Affirmative action means establishing a "quota" system for women and 
minorities. 
REALITY: There is a difference between goals and quotas. Ideally, the percent
age of women and minorities working in the position should be similar to the 
percentage of women and minorities qualified for such positions. Affirmative 
action does not mean showing partiality but rather reaching out to candidates 
and treating them with fairness and equity. Quotas, on the other hand, are court 
assigned to redress a pattern of discriminatory hiring. 
MYTH: Once you hire an affirmative action candidate, you can never fire him or her. 
REALITY: The terms of employment are the same for women and minorities as 
they are for men and nonminorities. In fact, in terms of affirmative action prin
ciples, standards of achievement, job requirements, and job expectations should 
be applied equally to all individuals. 
MYTH: To satisfy affirmative action responsibilities, all that needs to be done is 
to hire one or two women or minorities for dead-end jobs. 
REALITY: This is called tokenism. Hiring women and minorities for positions that 
are terminal in terms of advancement does not satisfy the affirmative action 
goals. The same opportunities for employment and career advancement must 
exist for all individuals. 
MYTH: Affirmative action will result in lowering the standards and reputation of 
a department. 
REALITY: This will not happen if a qualified candidate is selected for a position. 
Diverse staff providing varying talents and points of view increases effectiveness 
and vitality and can lead to an enhanced reputation. 
MYTH: Affirmative action and equal employment opportunity are the same things. 
REALITY: Equal employment opportunity means that all individuals must be 
treated equally in the hiring process and in advancement once on the job. 
Each person is to be evaluated as an individual on his or her merits and not 
on a stereotypic conception of what members of specific groups are like. 
Affirmative action is a more proactive concept. It means that one will actively 
and aggressively seek to recruit women and minorities by making a posi-
tive and continuous effort in their recruitment, employment, retention, and 
promotion. 
MYTH: Affirmative action means applying a double standard, one for white 
males and a somewhat lower one for women and minorities. 

(continued) 
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REALITY: Double standards are inconsistent with the principles and spirit of affirma
tive action. One standard should be applied to all candidates. This myth, of course, 
implies that women and minorities are inherently less qualified than white males. 
MYTH: Unqualified individuals are being hired and promoted for the sake of 
diversity/affirmative action. 
REALITY: Affirmative action plans that compromise valid job or educational 
qualifications are illegal. Plans must be flexible, realistic, reviewable, and fair. 
The U.S. Supreme Court has found that there are at least two permissible bases 
for voluntary affirmative action by employers under Title VII, the federal law that 
prohibits discrimination in employment on the basis of race, national origin, sex, 
or religion: (1) to remedy a clear and convincing history of past discrimination by 
the employer or union, and (2) to cure a manifest imbalance in the employer's 
workforce. Thus, affirmative action programs are intended to hire the most 
qualified individuals, while achieving equal opportunity for all. 

Source: www.units.muohio.edu/oeeo/Myths.htm. 

by racial and gender inequities, and patterns of income and wealth are strongly skewed 
along these lines. The federal poverty level is used by the U.S. government to define 
who is poor. It's based on a family's annual cash income, rather than their total wealth, 
annual consumption, or their own assessment of well-being. For 2014, the federal poverty 
guideline is an annual income of $23,850 for a family of four. Add $4,060 for each addi
tional person to compute the federal poverty level for larger families. Subtract $4,060 per 
person to compute it for smaller families. These are the guidelines for the 48 contiguous 
states. Guidelines for Alaska and Hawaii are a little higher, since it is more expensive to 
live there. The federal poverty level is updated every year. It also includes the poverty 
threshold, used by the U.S. Census Bureau to report how many people in the United States 
live in poverty each year. Currently about 47 million people, or 15 percent of the popu
lation, live below the poverty threshold: the highest number ever recorded. This means 
about one-fifth of all children and approximately 1 in 6 or 7 people in the United States 
lives below the poverty line. Poverty rose among all racial and ethnic groups, but stood at 
higher levels for African Americans (26 percent) and Latinos/as (25 percent) compared to 
whites at almost 10 percent. Worldwide poverty is a major problem with 2014 data from 
Oxfam International showing that almost half of the world's wealth is now owned by just 
one percent of the population whose combined wealth is approximately 110 trillion. The 
bottom half of the world's population (3.5 billion people) owns the same as the richest 
85 people in the world. 

Finally, about 20.5 million people in the United States live in "extreme poverty," which 
means their family's cash income is less than half of the poverty line, or about $10,000 a 
year for a family of four. Many of these families and individuals experience homelessness: 
a serious problem all over the United States. Between 1996 when welfare reform placed 
new limits on the amount of time a family could receive public assistance (discussed next) 
and 2013, the rate of extreme poverty has doubled. In this way poverty creates a special 
vulnerability for women with children-the ability of the state to take their children from 
them-as noted in the reading "Too Poor to Parent" by Gaylynn Burroughs. 
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"Regimes of truth" or social discourses (recall from other chapters that these are sets 
of beliefs and knowledge that support institutions in society) about who is deserving of 
wealth rely on the individualistic notion that success is a result of hard work and ambition; 
thus, anyone who works hard and pushes him- or herself should succeed economically. 
The corollary of this, of course, is that the fault associated with lack of economic success 
rests with the individual. This was referred to in Chapter 2 as the bootstrap myth. This myth 
avoids looking at structural aspects of the labor force and social systems that perpetuate 
classism and instead focuses on the individual. 

The bootstrap myth helps explain the stigma associated with welfare in the United 
States and the many stereotypes associated with women on welfare-that they are lazy, 
cheat the system, and have babies to increase their welfare check. Women on welfare 
often face a triple whammy: They are women facing lower-paid work, they are mothers 
and have domestic responsibilities and childcare expenses, and they are single with only 
one paycheck. Indeed, if women earned as much as comparable men, then single women 
generally would see a rise in their incomes and a substantial drop in poverty rates. If we 
applied this comparable situation to single mothers, poverty rates would be cut almost in 
half, from 25 percent to 13 percent. Having a job does not necessarily lift women out of 
poverty. Having a job does not also guarantee sufficient retirement income, as the contem
porary debate on Social Security reveals. Women will be disproportionately affected by 
Social Security reforms (and especially by any possible privatization of Social Security 
benefits). 

In 1996 the passing of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Recon
ciliation Act (PRWORA) terminated the major source of welfare, Aid to Families with 
Dependent Children (AFDC), and replaced it with Temporary Assistance to Needy Fami
lies (T ANF). No person could receive welfare for more than 5 years. In addition, welfare 
was transferred to the state through a block grant system, allowing some states to set 
their own agenda for distribution of funds. Critics of this and other policies of the 1990s 
have argued that not only have such policies failed to make low-income families self
sufficient, but they have kept wages low and undermined women's independence. Since 
this time, welfare "reform" bills have, for example, cut safety net programs for the poor, 
reduced spending on Medicare and Medicaid, and raised the number of hours mothers 
receiving welfare have to work outside the home, study, or be involved in training, from 
30 to 40 hours, (at the same time that daycare in most states is totally inadequate). Com
munities of color experience some of the most devastating consequences of poverty, and 
welfare "reform" has increased the vulnerability of individuals (especially single mothers 
and children) in these communities. The Chapter 2 reading by Felice Yeske!, "Opening 
Pandora's Box: Adding Classism to the Agenda," addresses these issues. She, like others, 
makes the case that it is important to examine the argument that public assistance cre
ates dependency: an argument generally made by people with a distorted picture of what 
it means to be poor. When survival is a constant struggle, people become ill-equipped 
to live in ways that facilitate steady employment. Imagine a mother who cannot afford 
to buy diapers for her child. No daycare will take a child without a supply of diapers. 
How might the mother go on a job interview without clothes and transportation, or an 
address beyond a homeless shelter to put on a resume. The idea that making poverty more 
unpleasant than it already is--coupled with lectures on ambition and self-reliance-might 
motivate people to improve their lot is flawed, because incentive tends usually not to be 
the problem. Meeting basic human needs would be a more productive solution. 
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A most obvious example of policies working to favor dominant groups is the prac
tice often called "wealthfare," "welfare for the rich," or "aid to dependent corporations" 
(a play on words regarding AFDC) by some scholars. These policies reflect the ties 
political leaders have to the economic system and the ways the government subsidizes 
corporations and reduces taxes and other payments to the state for some corporations 
and businesses. Wealthfare involves five major types: direct grants; allowing publicly 
funded research and development to be used free by private for-profit corporations; 
discounted fees for public resources (such as grazing fees on public land); tax breaks for 
the wealthy; and corporate tax reductions and loopholes. It has been estimated that more 
than $200 billion in corporate welfare could be saved over the next five years as of this 
writing if policies reining in these favors were instigated. Neither Republican nor Demo
cratic lawmakers want to do this because they fear losing donations to their respective 
parties. 

Occupy Wall Street (OWS) is a leaderless resistance movement with people of 
many colors, genders, and political persuasions that originated in late 2011 to counter 
"wealthfare," among other issues. The main concerns raised by Occupy Wall Street are 
social and economic inequality, greed, and corruption, and especially the influence of 
corporate power on government and policy. The OWS slogan "We are the 99 percent" 
refers to income inequality and wealth distribution in the United States between the 
wealthiest I percent and the rest of the population. As of this writing OWS continues 
as a source of collective resistance to U.S. national and international policy, and espe
cially policies associated with the alliances among the government-military-industrial/ 
economic complex. 

THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM 

Laws can be defined as formal aspects of social control that determine what is permis
sible and what is forbidden in a society. The court system was created to maintain the law 
through adjudicating conflicts that may be unlawful and deciding punishments for people 
who have broken the law. The role of the police is to enforce these laws and keep public 
order. Prisons are responsible for punishing those who have broken the law and protect
ing society from people who have committed crimes. All these fit together to maintain the 
control of the state. 

Although women are especially likely to be victims of certain crimes, such as rape and 
battering, they constitute a small proportion of people arrested for crimes (less than 20 per
cent) and a smaller number of those who are sent to prison (see learning activity "Women 
and Prison"). The reading "Delinquent Girls" by Andrea Doyle Hugmeyer focuses on the 
gendered paths to delinquency by girls in the United States and their differential treatment 
in court systems. This reading also advocates feminist interventions and programs that 
demonstrate positive outcomes for delinquent girls. 

Women make up 23 percent of people on probation and 12 percent of the parole 
population. Unlike male incarceration, however, property and drug crimes (non-violent 
offenses) make up nearly two-thirds of the population of women in prison. Along with 
drug offenses, women are more likely to commit crimes of shoplifting, bad-check writing, 
and embezzlement, and less likely to be involved in arson, auto theft, burglary, and acts of 
vandalism. The crimes that women commit are gendered in that they involve less potential 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Women and Prison 

To learn more about women in prison, visit www.womenandprison.org, a web
site created by incarcerated women. From this website, what do you learn about 
the gendered experiences of women in the criminal justice system? Why do these 
women argue that resistance to that system is necessary? What can you do to be 
an ally to incarcerated women around the world? 

for violent armed confrontation. These "safer" crimes reflect women's need for money for 
drugs or other personal wants, and/or survival and family needs. Women are also more 
likely to engage in the public order crime of prostitution, of course. Both men and women 
engage in the exchange of sex for money, but women are more likely to be arrested, and 
men's arrests are more likely to involve the purchase of sex as "johns" or are related to 
business management as "pimps." 

Overall, 80 percent of violent crime is committed by males. The disparity in rates is 
what is called the gender gap in crime commission. However, although women are much 
less likely to kill than men, they have a higher ratio of committing intimate partner murders 
than men. This does not mean that they are more likely to commit these crimes, far from it 
because they commit much less; but among the murders they do commit, intimate partner 
murder occurs more often, whereas for men it is both stranger and acquaintance murder 
as well as intimate partner murder. This reflects the fact that women are more likely to kill 
in self-defense in domestic violence situations. 

Most of the homicides enacted by women are first-time offenses, involve male victims, 
and are most likely to have taken place in the home, with kitchen knives and other house
hold implements rather than firearms. This evidence again suggests that much female hom
icide is done in self-defense. Although prior to the 1980s women who killed in self-defense 
almost always lost their plea, today juries are more understanding of the experiences of 
battered women. Even so, it is still sometimes very difficult for women to convince a jury 
that they were being abused, especially in terms of the question of "imminent danger" 
when an abused woman kills a partner when he is sleeping or not behaving violently at 
that moment. Defendants must meet two criteria for claiming justifiable homicide as self
defense: reasonable fear or perception of danger (such that killing was the only course of 
action to protect the defendant's life) and the confrontation of the defendant with deadly 
force by an assailant. 

It is important to recognize that approximately 57 percent of incarcerated women 
have suffered severe and prolonged physical and/or sexual abuse. The Bureau of Justice 
Statistics reports that just under half of all women (and one-tenth of all men) in correctional 
facilities indicated physical and/or sexual abuse before their current sentence. A large num
ber of these incidents occurred before the age of 18 years. In addition, women are subject 
to more sexual misconduct, both from other prisoners and the correctional staff, when they 
are in prison, according to the Institute on Women and Criminal Justice. The Government 
Accounting Office does not know the full extent of this problem, however, because of 
under-reporting and because female prisoners fear often retaliation. 
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---->~ Among men, poor men and men of color are more likely to be considered a dan
ger to society and tend to receive the longest sentences because of social stigma, racism 
and discrimination, poverty, lack of education, and the consequences of these structural 
variables on access to good legal counsel. The highest levels of incarceration are among 
African American males in their 20s. Although incarceration rates for women of color 
are higher than those of white women, with their representation in the prison population 
higher than their representation in the total population, white women are currently being 
incarcerated at a higher rate of increase than women of color. In addition, nearly two-thirds 
of incarcerated women, both white women and women of color, are mothers. The reading 
in Chapter 8 by Beth Schwartzapfel ("Lullabies Behind Bars") focuses on the experiences 
of incarcerated mothers. 

Finally, until 2009 when President Obama moved to grant political asylum to non
U.S. women who suffer severe physical or sexual abuse from which they are unable to 
escape, there had been a double standard in U.S. asylum law. Until that time asylum law 
provided protection for immigrants fleeing their country only if they were being perse
cuted because of race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or membership in a social 
group. Abuse was previously not considered grounds for asylum because abuse victims 
were not seen as members of a persecuted group under U.S. law. Although there were 
important advancements in asylum law during the Clinton presidency to protect women 
fleeing abusive husbands through policies to provide political asylum for women suffering 
severe domestic abuse in their homeland, this legislation was stalled by the Bush admin
istration. The new granting of political asylum to abuse victims was a significant shift in 
policy that opened the way for physically and sexually abused women to seek the same 
protection that those fleeing female genital cutting already had under U.S. asylum law 
since 1996. All marginalized people (women and men) are at risk of being victimized by 
hate crimes, a constant problem in contemporary U.S. society. If sexual assaults and other 
sexual crimes were actually considered hate crimes, the increase in hate crimes nationwide 
would be dramatic. 

THE MILITARY 

The military, a branch of government constituted to defend against foreign and domestic 
conflict, is a central component of the state and political system. Militarism can be defined 
as the predominance of armed forces in state policies or the intent of a government or 
people for the maintenance of a strong military capability and its use to defend or promote 
(usually national) interests. Militarism is a central defining principle of many societies 
worldwide and is especially predominant in colonialist and imperialist societies intent on 
expansion and resource accumulation. It is important to understand the ways militarism 
functions as a mechanism of gendered power that perpetuates women's subordination 
within domestic, national, and international arenas. This includes women's experiences 
of war as combatants, victims, refugees, and survivors of violence, as well as workers 
(including sex workers) within the military-industrial complex. Contemporary wars of the 
late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries have utilized campaigns of fear and vio
lence associated with nongovernmental agencies-or "terrorism"-that have changed the 
face of war and its responses. In the poem "First Morning in Exile," author Aleksandra 
Djajic-Horvath reflects on her experience of leaving Bosnia and Herzegovina after the war 
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and being an exile, displaced and seeking respite from the war-torn conflict of that region. 
This reading speaks of the vulnerabilities of being an exile and is one example of the many 
ways war impacts women's lives. 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the military has strong ties to the economic system through 
a military-industrial complex that supports industries that manufacture weapons. Military 
presence overseas (as well as in civil wars) tends to be related to economic interests such 
as the need for oil or control of other resources, including the need for political "stability" 
in nations to maintain global corporate endeavors and strategic defense. The Pentagon has 
connections to other state entities, especially the government and its representatives. The 
military is a male-dominated arena, not only in terms of actual personnel who serve but in 
terms of the ways it is founded upon so-called masculine cultural traits such as violence, 
aggression, hierarchy, competition, and conflict. The military has a history of misogynistic 
and homophobic attitudes to enforce highly masculine codes of behavior. In the United 
States, military culture is integrated, often unknowingly, into our everyday lives, such as 
through camouflage fashions and ROTC on college campuses. Many scholars critique such 
normalization of militarism and call for a demilitarization of society. 

Throughout most of history, women were not allowed to serve in the military except 
in such auxiliary forces as nursing. It was not until World War II that women who 
served in any military capacity were given formal status and not until 1976 that women 
were allowed into the military academies. In terms of race, the armed forces were offi
cially segregated until 1948. Although between 2000 and 2005, the number of African 
American military personnel fell from almost a quarter to 14 percent after a substantial 
increase through the 1990s, current figures suggest that continuing economic recession 
and high unemployment are facilitating the increased recruitment of nonwhite military 
personnel, including African American women and men. Data from 2008 show the share 
of black recruits rose 2 percent, making up 95 percent of the total increase in recruits. 
Despite their relatively high numbers in the service, people of color are less likely than 
whites proportionately to be found in leadership positions. This is true for women of all 
races as well. 

In 1981 the Supreme Court reaffirmed that it is constitutional to require registering 
men but not women for the draft. Currently, men are subject to conscription if a draft is 
in process and women are not, although women are allowed to serve if they wish. The 
rationale for the 1981 decision centered on the fact that women were not allowed in combat 
positions at that time, plus the notion that women have responsibilities in the home and 
family. After women's service in the Gulf War in 1991, there was pressure for President 
Clinton in 1993 to order a repeal of the ban on women in combat positions, and, as a result, 
many Navy and Air Force positions opened to women, although the Army and Marines 
continued to preclude women from combat positions in field artillery, armor, infantry, 
submarines, and special units. Then in January 2013 the longstanding ban that prevented 
women from participating in ground combat was lifted so that women for the first time had 
access to full parity and promotions. The U.S. military pledged to open full combat roles 
to female soldiers by January 2016, promising to "eliminate all unnecessary gender-based 
barriers." The Air Force has the highest percentage of women (19 percent), compared 
with 16 percent in the Navy, almost 14 percent in the Army and Coast Guard, and almost 
7 percent in the Marines. Currently 18.5 percent of military women are officers (compared 
to 16.6 percent of military men), although only two female generals have attained the four
star rank. This is because officers must serve in ground combat to ascend to the top brass. 
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Women in Black: For Justice, Against War 

Perhaps you've seen them-a small group of women dressed in black stand-
ing silently on a street corner or in some other public place and perhaps on 
your campus. They are Women in Black, part of a global network of women 
advocating for peace and opposing injustice, war, militarism, and other forms 
of violence. They are especially committed to challenging militarism in the 
governments of their own countries. Women in Black began in Israel in 1988, 
as Israeli women stood in weekly vigils to protest the Israeli occupation of the 
West Bank. They did not chant or march. Rather, they stood at a busy intersec
tion with a simple sign that read "Stop the Occupation." Bypassers shouted 
at them, calling them "whores" and "traitors." They did not shout back but 
maintained a silent dignity. Eventually, Women in Black vigils were organized 
around the world to support the women in Israel. As war came to Croatia and 
Bosnia in 1992, Women in Black groups began to oppose the violence there. 
And so the movement has continued to spread as women around the world 
have responded to war. In both the Gulf War and the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, women across the globe and in the United States have stood in protest. 
Any group of women anywhere can hold a Women in Black vigil against any 
form of violence, militarism, or war. Women in Black also engage in nonviolent 
and nonaggressive actio~locking roads or entering military bases. In 2001 
the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) and International 
Alert awarded Women in Black the Millennium Peace Prize for Women. To find 
out if there is already a vigil in your area or to learn how to start your own 
vigil, visit www.womeninblack.org. 
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Women made up approximately 1 out of IO soldiers involved in the most recent conflicts in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, with African American women overrepresented in this ratio (making 
up about a third of all women military personnel). 

Sexualized violence and the harassment of women are recognized as a widespread 
problem within the U.S. armed services. The Department of Defense reports that 1 in 
3 female soldiers is sexually assaulted while on duty: almost twice the rate at which civil
ian women are sexually assaulted. The Department of Defense opened the Sexual Assault 
and Prevention Response Office in 2005 and releases annual reports on military sexual 
trauma (MST), which encompasses both sexual assault and harassment. The number of 
patients receiving treatment for MST through the Veteran's Administration has doubled 
since 2007. The reading, "Struggling to Find a Home," by Patricia Leigh Brown discusses 
the ways MST is a common pathway to homelessness for female veterans. It is estimated 
that approximately 19,000 sexual assaults are committed annually, less than 14 percent 
of which are reported. About 7 percent of military rape cases see a conviction. This latter 
statistic spurred U.S. Senate hearings. in 2013, which as of this writing, are facilitating 
reform efforts. In addition, a 2012 law finally enabled military health benefits to cover 
abortions stemming from rape. Other Pentagon recommendations for improvement include 
a transformation of sexist ideologies and practices and improvements in victim services 
(such as enhanced confidentiality, and the appointment within the Department of Defense 
to investigate and prosecute violent crimes), education to recognize and prevent abusive 
situations, increased funding of domestic violence shelters for military personnel, legisla
tion to decrease the availability of firearms, and increased funding for research, treatment, 
and prevention. 

Studies show women entering the military often have histories as abuse survivors and 
men have violent pasts. Misogynous military culture normalizes violence, pornography is 
often readily available, and prostitution is abundant around military bases. A key part of 
the problem is victim-blaming where women who do come forward are stigmatized and 
investigated. The prize-winning 2012 documentary The Invisible War addresses this prob
lem and is used in military rape-prevention programs. However, as the torture of prisoners 
at the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq in 2004 showed, women also can act in violent ways when 
assimilated into military culture. 

The reading "Struggling to Find a Home" documents the plight of women veterans 
and makes the point that they are often lacking health care as well as other services that 
tend not to take into account the physical, mental, and reproductive health needs of women. 
As the reading explains, female veterans are more likely to be single parents and thus 
ineligible for transitional housing that exempts parents. In addition, less than a third of 
the Veteran Administration's medical centers have gynecologists on staff, for example. 
Families of service personnel are also at risk as unique stresses such as relocations, long 
work tours, frequent family separations, and dangerous work assignments increase the risk 
for family violence and encourage alcohol and drug use and abuse. As already mentioned, 
abused female military personnel (and civilian spouses fearful of jeopardizing husbands' 
prospects for continued service and promotion) often resist reporting incidents out of fear 
of lack of confidentiality, retaliation, and lack of available services. 

Finally, the military has a long history of homophobia that has included the execu
tion, persecution, and dismissal of gay soldiers. Although polls consistently show support 
for removing anti-gay bans, arguments in favor of such prejudice mirror those propos
ing racial segregation in earlier times. These include: The morale and fighting spirit of 
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military personnel will drop if openly gay and lesbian personnel are present; and gays 
and lesbians pose a national security threat. Through the 1980s more than 15,000 mili
tary personnel were discharged because of homosexuality. By the mid-1990s President 
Clinton had created the "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" policy. It was supposed to be a com
promise, although it had few supporters after 2001. Pentagon data showed women 
were disproportionately affected by "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" policies that required gay, 
lesbian, and bisexual service members to keep their sexual identity a secret or face a 
military discharge. 

In December 2010, the House and Senate voted to repeal the policy, and the law 
was signed by President Obama. In 2013 the Pentagon expanded benefits to same-sex 
partners of military personnel to include a range of services offered at various posts 
and bases, but did still withhold medical and dental coverage and housing allowances. 
Full benefits required the 2013 repeal of the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) (as 
already discussed), the 1996 law that defined marriage as the union of a man and a 
woman. Because of the repeal of DOMA, military personnel now have full access to 
these services. 

The state is a very powerful institution that has enormous effects upon women's 
everyday lives. It is important to understand how gender, race, and class mold and shape 
government, law, and policy, and how these institutions reflect and promote the needs of 
some groups over those of others. 

Transgender Service Members and Veterans 

Individuals who self-identify as transgender can include transsexuals, androgynous people, cross
dressers, gender queers and other gender non-conforming individuals whose gender identity and 
expression is different than their assigned sex at birth, or who break societal expectations and 
stereotypes related to gender. The military, however, narrowly defines transgender as individu
als who have undergone sex reassignment surgery or whose gender presentation is visibly not 
aligned with socially accepted gender identity-definitions which exclude the diverse lived experi
ences of transgender individuals. 

Unlike lesbian, gay and bisexual service members, transgender service members were not included 
in the DADT Repeal Act, and therefore cannot openly serve in the military. Additionally, transgen
der service members endure other forms of exclusion in the military. In the first place, individuals 
who have undergone genital surgery in order to change their gender are denied the opportunity 
to serve in the military at all. Furthermore, individuals diagnosed with "gender identity disorder" 
are also barred from serving in the military, which effectively excludes most open transgender 
individuals. Like lesbian, gay and bisexual service members, transgender service members are sub
ject to harassment, hostile treatment and are generally unwelcome in the military.1 They also may 
experience discrimination after service through institutions like the VA and many struggle with 
unemployment, homelessness and mental health disorders.2 

• DOD regulations currently bar transgender service members from serving in the U.S. military. 
Specifically, DOD Instruction 6130.03 lists change of sex and hermaphroditism as medically 
disqualifying factors. The same regulation specifies "psychosexual" conditions such as 
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"transsexualism" or "transvestism" as disqualifying mental conditions that preclude individuals 
meeting these criteria from serving in the military.3 Conduct regulations can also affect 
transgender service members, such as prohibitions against cross-dressing. 

• Unlike the U.S., other industrialized democracies (e.g. U.K., Israel) allow transgender individuals 
to serve openly in their militaries and some will pay for sex reassignment surgery (e.g. U.K., 
Canada).4 

• Even though transgender individuals are not necessarily gay, lesbian, or bisexual, they are often 
assumed to be and were targeted disproportionately under DADT.5 Although the DADT policy 
prohibited military leadership from questioning service members about their sexual orienta
tion, 26% of active duty and transgender veterans report being asked about their sexual orien
tation; 14% report being asked by an officer. Transmen were more likely to be questioned than 
transwomen.6 

• Transgender individuals, including veterans, report high rates of workplace discrimination. 
Over 90% of the transgender population report experiences of harassment, mistreatment, or 
discrimination at work or took actions such as hiding their identities to avoid it.7 

• 26% of transgender veterans have experienced physical assault and 16% have been raped. Of 
transgender individuals who have experienced sexual assault, 64% have attempted suicide.8 

• Almost one-third of transgender veterans believe they were not hired for a job specifically 
because they were transgender; almost 40% of transgender veterans are working for less than 
minimum wage.9 

• 21 % of transgender veterans have been homeless at some point in their lives.10 

• Transgender veterans experience a host of mental health issues, and 40% have attempted 
suicide compared to 1.6% of the general population.11 

• Transgender veterans are reluctant to seek healthcare, and many report negative experiences 
with healthcare institutions. 24% of transgender veterans report being refused medical treat
ment for being transgender, and 43% say they have postponed or neglected to seek medical 
care when they were sick for fear of discrimination or maltreatment.12 

• While the VHA has made significant progress in the availability of medical care to transgender 
veterans, (including hormonal therapy, mental health care, preoperative evaluation, and 
medically necessary post-operative and long-term care following sex reassignment surgery), the 
VHA still will not perform or pay for sex reassignment surgery.13 

1 Karl Bryant and Kristen Schilt. 2008. "Transgender People in the U.S. Military: Summary and Analysis of the 2008 Transgender 
American Veterans Association Survey." Paper prepared for The Palm Center and the Transgender American Veterans 
Association \rAVA). 
2 1bid. 
3Department of Defense Instruction 6130.03, April 28, 2010. Available: http://www.dtic.mil/whs/directives/corres/pdf/613003p.pdf. 
4 At least ten countries allow transgender individuals to serve, including: Australia, Belgium, Canada, the Czech Republic, Israel, 
the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Thailand, and the United Kingdom (SLDN, http://www.sldn.org/pages/transgender-issues). 
5Servicemembers Legal Defense Network. "Transgender Servicemembers." Available: http://www.sldn.org/pages/ 
transgender-issues; Bryant and Schilt 2008. 
s Bryant and Schilt 2008. 
7 Jaime M. Grant, Lisa A. Mottet, Justin Tanis, Jack Harrison, Jody L. Herman, and Mara Keisling. 2011. "Injustice At Every Turn: 
A Report Of The National Transgender Discrimination Survey." Washington, D.C.: National Center for Transgender Equality 
and National Gay and Lesbian Task Force. 
8 Bryan and Schilt 2008; Grant et al 2011. 
9 Bryant and Schilt 2008. 
10 Jbid. 
11 Based on survey data from the National Transgender Discrimination Survey, provided by the National Gay and Lesbian Task 
Force and National Center for Transgender Equality. 
12 1bid. 
13VHA Directive 2011-024 (June 9, 2011) 

Source: Service Women's Action Network, servicewomen.org. 
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Constitutional Argument 
Susan B. Anthony (1898) 

Friends and Fellow-Citizens:-! stand before you 
under indictment for the alleged crime of having 
voted at the last presidential election, without hav
ing a lawful right to vote. It shall be my work this 
evening to prove to you that in thus doing, I not only 
committed no crime, but instead simply exercised 
my citizen's right, guaranteed to me and all United 
States citizens by the National Constitution beyond 
the power of any State to deny. 

Our democratic-republican government is based 
on the idea of the natural right of every individual 
member thereof to a voice and a vote in making and 
executing the laws. We assert the province of gov
ernment to be to secure the people in the enjoyment 
of their inalienable rights. We throw to the winds 
the old dogma that government can give rights. No 
one denies that before governments were organ
ized each individual possessed the right to pro
tect his own life, liberty and property. When 100 
or 1,000,000 people enter into a free government, 
they do not barter away their natural rights; they 
simply pledge themselves to protect each other in 
the enjoyment of them through prescribed judicial 
and legislative tribunals. They agree to abandon the 
methods of brute force in the adjustment of their 
differences and adopt those of civilization. Nor can 
you find a word in any of the grand documents left 
us by the fathers which assumes for government the 
power to create or to confer rights. The Declaration 
of Independence, the United States Constitution, the 
constitutions of the several States and the organic 
laws of the Territories, all alike propose to protect 
the people in the exercise of their God-given rights. 
Not one of them pretends to bestow rights. 

All men are created equal, and endowed by the 
Creator with certain inalienable rights. Among 
these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. 
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To secure these, governments are instituted among 
men, deriving their just powers from the consent of 

the governed. 

Here is no shadow of government authority over 
rights, or exclusion of any class from their full and 
equal enjoyment. Here is pronounced the right of 
all men, and "consequently," as the Quaker preacher 
said, "of all women," to a voice in the government. 
And here, in this first paragraph of the Declaration, 
is the assertion of the natural right of all to the bal
lot; for how can "the consent of the governed" be 
given, if the right to vote be denied? Again: 

Whenever any form of government becomes 

destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people 
to alter or abolish it, and to institute a new govern

ment, laying its foundations on such principles, and 
organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall 

seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness. 

Surely the right of the whole people to vote is 
here clearly implied; for however destructive to 
their happiness this government might become, a 
disfranchised class could neither alter nor abolish 
it, nor institute a new one, except by the old brute 
force method of insurrection and rebellion. One-half 
of the people of this nation today are utterly power
less to blot from the statute books an unjust law, or 
to write there a new and a just one. The women, dis
satisfied as they are with this form of government, 
that enforces taxation without representation-that 
compels them to obey laws to which they never 
have given their consent-that imprisons and hangs 
them without a trial by a jury of their peers-that 
robs them, in marriage, of the custody of their own 
persons, wages and children-are this half of the 
people who are left wholly at the mercy of the other 
half, in direct violation of the spirit and letter of the 



declarations of the framers of this government, every 
one of which was based on the immutable principle 
of equal rights to all. By these declarations, kings, 
popes, priests, aristocrats, all were alike dethroned 
and placed on a common level, politically, with the 
lowliest born subject or serf. By them, too, men, as 
such, were deprived of their divine right to rule and 
placed on a political level with women. By the prac
tice of these declarations all class and caste distinc
tions would be abolished, and slave, serf, plebeian, 
wife, woman, all alike rise from their subject posi
tion to the broader platform of equality. 

The preamble of the Federal Constitution says: 

We, the people of the United States, in order to 
form a more perfect union, establish justice, insure 
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domestic tranquillity, provide for the common 
defence, promote the general welfare and secure 
the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our poster
ity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the 
United States of America. 

It was we, the people, not we, the white male citi
zens, not we, the male citizens; but we, the whole 
people, who formed this Union. We formed it not to 
give the blessings of liberty but to secure them; not 
to the half of ourselves and the half of our posterity, 
but to the whole people-women as well as men. It is 
downright mockery to talk to women of their enjoy
ment of the blessings of liberty while they are denied 
the only means of securing them provided by this 
democratic-republican government-the ballot. ... 
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The Feminist Factor 
Eleanor Smeal (2013) 

I've been thinking about the gender gap since the 
early 1970s, when I was doing graduate work on 
women's political attitudes. And in 1980, I proved 
its existence while analyzing job-approval polling, 
segmented by gender, for President Ronald Reagan, 
who opposed the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). 
Women approved of him less than men-a statis
tic borne out in the election, in which there was an 
8-point gap between women's votes for Reagan and 
men's. A team of us at NOW (the National Organi
zation for Women), who were campaigning hard for 
the ERA, named it the gender gap, and we even had a 
ditty that we chanted toward politicians we opposed: 
"The gender gap will get you if you don't watch out!" 

The gap-the measurable difference between the 
voting behavior and political attitudes of women 
and men-has grown considerably since then. It 
was decisive in November [2012], both in the presi
dential race and in maintaining a Democratic major
ity in the U.S. Senate. 

To begin with, women (53 percent of all voters) 
cast some 8 million more votes for the president 
than men did. And 55 percent of those women chose 
Obama, compared to just 45 percent of men-for a 
10-percent gender gap. If only men had voted, Mitt 
Romney would have won the presidency, 52 percent 
to 45 percent. 

The gender gap and women's votes were also 
decisive in some key Senate races in which the 
Democratic candidate won, including Elizabeth 
Warren's in Massachusetts (a 12-percent gender 
gap) and Chris Murphy's in Connecticut (11 percent). 
If only men had voted in each of these races, the 
Republican candidate would have won. 

Most importantly, this gender gap was crucial 
in the battleground states in which the presidential 
election was determined: In Ohio and Wisconsin, for 
example, the gender gap was 10 percent pro-Obama, 
and 8 percent and IO percent, respectively, in favor 
of Democratic senatorial candidates Sherrod Brown 
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and Tammy Baldwin. Even in states in which the 
gap was smaller, such as Virginia and Florida, it was 
large enough for Democrats to win the presidential 
and Senate contests. 

But now it's time to add another metric beyond 
the gender gap to our postelection analysis: the 
"feminist factor." While there were many reasons 
for President Obama' s decisive victory, the feminist 
factor may be one of the most significant. 

We dubbed it that after analyzing an in-depth 
poll Ms. commissioned with the Communications 
Consortium Media Center and the Feminist Major
ity Foundation. Conducted Nov. 4-6, 2012, by 
Lake Research Partners, it found that 55 percent of 
women voters and even 30 percent of men voters 
consider themselves feminist. 

These results are generally 9 points higher than 
they were in 2008, when the same question was 
posed to voters, and this upward trend is likely to 
continue given the strong identification with femi
nism by younger women and women of color. 

Speaking of younger women, a solid majority 
of them (58 percent) identify as feminists-as did 
54 percent of older women, nearly three-quarters 
(72 percent) of Democratic women and a respect
able 38 percent of Republican women. The femi
nist factor cuts across race and ethnic lines, with 
a majority of Latina, African American and white 
women voters considering themselves feminists. 

Most importantly, voters' views on feminism 
correlated with their choice of candidates. Among 
feminist women, some two-thirds (64 percent) 
voted for Obama, as did 54 percent of feminist
identified men. Looking at voters who identified as 
pro-choice, 61 percent cast their ballot for Obama. 

While the votes of women-especially feminist 
women-were crucial in reelecting the president 
and a Democratic-majority Senate, they were not 
successful in electing a Democratic House major
ity. However, they probably could have done so if 
it weren't for severely gerrymandered districts that 
underrepresent Democrats (60 percent of whom are 
women), Latina/os, African Americans and women. 
Overall, Americans cast some 1.3 million more 
votes for House Democrats than House Republi
cans, but because of gerrymandering, they would 
need to win the popular vote in House elections 

by more than 7 percent just to barely gain a House 
majority. (Thanks to Ian Millhiser of ThinkProgress 
for that analysis.) 

Although feminists feel that the election was 
a victory for us in the War on Women-the term 
now commonly used by feminists and the media to 
describe initiatives in state legislatures and Congress 
that severely restrict women's rights in such areas 
as reproduction, violence and pay equity-we can't 
savor it for long. The 2012 election wins have pre
vented some of the worst attacks on women's rights 
from succeeding, but we won just a battle: The 
opposition to women's rights, especially at the state 
level, is certainly not going away. We have much to 
do if we are to realize the pro-choice, pro-women's 
rights agenda upon which President Obama and 
other candidates ran-an agenda that will move 
women and the nation forward. 

Now is the time for feminists and feminist organ
izations to gear up and mobilize, making sure that 
the message we delivered in the 2012 election is 
actually received and results are delivered. We must 
work to prevent a backslide, as happened in the con
gressional and state elections in 2009 and 2010 .... 

Here is what we must do: 
FIRST We must work to avert an economic crisis. 

As I write this, we just faced a "fiscal cliff," with 
another fight looming in Congress about raising the 
debt limit. Conservatives in Congress keep demand
ing benefits cuts in Social Security, Medicare and 
Medicaid-programs that women, especially, des
perately need-so we cannot let this happen. 

Congress must not balance the federal budget on 
the backs of the poor, the disabled or the elderly. 
There are plenty of cuts that can be realized with
out slashing benefits for programs that women 
rely upon. Just one example: The Affordable Care 
Act cuts some $716 billion out of Medicare over 
10 years, but does so by reducing administrative 
costs and insurance company subsidies rather than 
cutting benefits to older recipients. 

SECOND We must work to pass a series of other 
critical measures in Congress. For one, there's the 
federal Paycheck Fairness Act-filibustered by 
Senate Republicans in 2012-which increases pro
tections for workers who sue employers for sex dis
crimination or even discuss their pay with coworkers. 



We also must urge Congress to increase access 
to family planning and abortion, and keep intact the 
Affordable Care Act. Plus, we repeat: In these tough 
economic times, we must insist on keeping the pro
tections of Medicare, Social Security and Medicaid. 

But the next set of battles is not just at the national 
level. 

THIRD We must organize to stop attacks on 
women's rights in many state legislatures, which 
are often led by their governors. We hardly had 
time to analyze the election results before those 
attacks started up again. One of the more egregious 
examples was when the lame-duck Michigan Legis
lature passed, and the governor signed into law, an 
extreme TRAP law (Targeted Regulations against 
Abortion Providers) in an effort to close abortion 
clinics. 

Ohio's Legislature also used its lame-duck ses
sion to attack women's rights, introducing a very 
restrictive abortion law-which, fortunately, was 
withdrawn. But in Mississippi, the state is defend
ing a newly passed TRAP law designed to close 
the only remaining abortion clinic in the state. And 
in Texas, a law that went into effect earlier this 
year is preventing Planned Parenthood-because 
it provides abortion services-from receiving any 
funding from the new Texas Women's Health 
Program, even though the health-care provider's 
services other than abortion aid some 50,000 
women. 

Clearly, the message of the gender gap and 
feminist factor weren't heard in Virginia, either. 
That state is in the process of implementing 
its new TRAP law, which the Republican anti
choice governor signed in late December, even 
though state voters favored President Obama 
and prochoice Democratic Senate candidate Tim 
Kaine (Kaine's gender gap was 7 percent, by the 
way). This action by the state just continues the 
extreme anti-abortion and anti-family-planning 
measures that seemed to dominate the Virginia 
Legislature in 2012. 

FOURTH We must help build upon the wins in 
the equal-marriage movement for gay men and les
bians. Feminists were thrilled that four states voted 
in favor of same-sex marriage (with the gender gap 
being decisive in each state) ... But, of course, we 
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can't become complacent, and must still work to 
make equal marriage available in all 50 states. 

FIFTH Feminists must seize the opening to push 
for more-stringent gun control. Considering the 
nationwide horror of the Sandy Hook massacre, 
there's probably no better time than now to bring 
this issue to congressional and state attention and 
support President Obama's gun-control initiatives. 
Too often women and children are the victims of gun 
violence, so it's no surprise that there is a massive 
gender gap on this issue, with women more strongly 
in favor of gun control. We cannot be ignored any 
longer on this issue: Enough is enough. 

SIXTH We can't forget the women around the 
globe fighting against violence-from the girls in 
Pakistan such as Malala Y ousafzai, battling the 
Taliban for the right to be educated; or the Pakistani 
women health-care workers assassinated just for 
doing their jobs; or Afghan girls and women bravely 
going to school and work or seeking health care 
despite threats and assassinations; or the women in 
India, victims of brutal gang rapes and facing every
day hostility. 

One of the things we can do is work hard for 
the Senate to ratify the United Nations Conven
tion on the Elimination of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDA W) and pass the International 
Violence Against Women Act. It is disgraceful 
that the U.S. is one of only seven nations that has 
not ratified CEDA W, which requires a two-thirds 
vote, so the Democratic Senate must keep bring
ing it up until it is passed. The women of the world 
fighting horrific violence deserve our nation's full 
and unqualified support, and we feminists must 
demand it. 

Finally, we'll keep pressing for the ratification of 
the Equal Rights Amendment to the U.S. Constitu
tion. How can women and feminists accept anything 
less than full equality for women in the supreme law 
of our nation? Recognizing the power of the gender 
gap and the feminist factor, we can and must make 
it happen. Our strategy will be to increase cospon
sors of the ERA in the new Congress and fight for its 
passage in the unratified states. 

Full equality and full respect, nothing less and 
nothing more. We take that as the message of the 
2012 elections as we continue to push forward. 
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Name It. Change It. 
Rachel Joy Larris and Rosalie Maggio (2012) 

Name It. Change It. is a nonpartisan joint project of 
the Women's Media Center and She Should Run. 
We work to identify, prevent, and end sexist media 
coverage of federal and gubernatorial women can
didates, elected politicians, and high-profile pub
lic officials of all races. We monitor coverage by 
all members of the press-from bloggers to radio 
hosts to television pundits. Our goal, to quote 
Katie Courie, is to "make sexism as repugnant as 
racism." 

Widespread sexism in the media is one of the 
top problems facing women. Our groundbreaking 
research from Lake Research Partners shows that 
sexist media coverage results in a drastic decrease 
of voter confidence in women candidates. This is 
similar to studies of bullying, in which people are 
less likely to identify with those negatively treated 
in public, due to the conscious or unconscious fear 
that such bullying or negative public characteriza
tion will then include them as bystanders and sup
porters. The ever-changing media landscape creates 
an unmonitored and often not fact-checked echo 
chamber, habitually allowing damaging comments 
to influence opinion without accountability. 

Name It. Change It. was launched to hold media 
outlets accountable for their role in our govern
ment's gender disparity; women make up only 
17 percent of Congress and 23 percent of state leg
islatures. Name It. Change It. identifies and publi
Cizes sexist media coverage of women candidates 
and political leaders of all races. This project is also 
race-conscious in its understanding of stereotyping 
as it is used against various groups of women. 

The Name It. Change It. project exists to reduce 
the incidence of sexist media references and replace 
the usual silence that follows such media offenses 
toward women candidates and public leaders with 
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proactive and responsive tactics. We want to help 
members of the media identify sexism and stories 
biased against women so that sexism doesn't remain 
a barrier for women elected to office. We want to be 
a positive resource for members of the media who 
are seeking fair and accurate alternatives. 

With our groundbreaking research, our case stud
ies, our style guide of gender-neutral terms, and, 
finally, our Media Pledge of Gender Neutrality, we 
hope to reveal and reduce the problem that sexism 
creates for women in this country, whether they are 
seeking office or seeking representation, and that 
penalizes men by shrinking the pool of talented 
leaders. 

We believe cultural change is possible. There is 
no doubt that the past few decades have shown an 
enormous amount of improvement in the standing 
of women in this country. But the goal of equal
ity has not been achieved, and America's ratio of 
women representation lags behind that of many 
other countries. In fact, the U.S. ranks a shame
ful 78th in the world for representation of women 
in its national legislature. By addressing sexism in 
the political media, we believe we can improve all 
women's lives, from candidates to voters. 

What Does This Mean For Members 
of Media? 

During a political campaign, sexism might come 
from many different quarters. As our research 
shows, male opponents of women candidates receive 
an outsize benefit from gender-based attacks, giving 
them ample reason to use sexist language. Members 
of the media should be aware of this fact and note 
it for their audiences when candidate-to-candidate 
sexism appears. 
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But not all sexism is candidate-driven. Some of 
the strongest sexist language we've found has come 
from members of the media. Whether attacks come 
from opposing candidates or the media, the effect on 
the female candidate is the same. If anything, media 
use of sexism may be more disqualifying because it 
is perceived as coming from an objective, disinter
ested source. 

Awareness is the strongest tool that both candi
dates and members of the media have in combating 
sexism. This means be aware of common sexism 
normalized by an unequal culture as well as of your 
own notions about gender, language and image, as 
well as how others express these notions. When a 
female candidate says she's been treated in a sex
ist manner, the most damaging response is a form 
of blaming the victim: "She's playing the gender 
card." 

This guide shows the many ways women candi
dates and politicians are often stuck with "the gen
der card" and how it turns politics into a game in 
which democracy is the loser. 

GUIDING RULES FOR GENDER NEUTRALITY 

The Rule of Reversibility 

'The most workable definition of equality for jour
nalists is reversibility. Don't mention her young 
children unless you would also mention his, or 
describe her clothes unless you would describe 
his, or say she's shrill or attractive unless the same 
adjectives would be applied to a man. Don't say 
she's had facial surgery unless you say he dyes his 
hair or has hair plugs. Don't say she's just out of 
graduate school but he's a rising star. Don't say she 
has no professional training but he worked his way 
up. Don't ask her if she's running as a women's can
didate unless you ask him if he's running as a men's 
candidate. 

A good test of whether or not you as a reporter 
are taking sexism seriously is whether you would 
cite race, class, ethnicity, or religion in the same 
context."-Gloria Steinem, Journalist and Co
Founder of the Women's Media Center 

Reversibility means abandoning or evaluating 
terms or story frames of women candidates that 
wouldn't be written about men. It means not cit
ing sex with less seriousness or logical relation to 
content than you would cite race, class, ethnicity, or 
religion. 

At the simplest level, do you use "Mr. Smith" on 
first reference, then "Smith" after that? Do you cite 
"Ms.," "Mrs.," or "Miss Smith" throughout? If you 
answered yes to both, you are granting Mr. Smith 
autonomy, but continuing to describe Ms. Smith by 
her marital status. 

If terms are almost singularly applied to women 
but not to men, you probably shouldn't be using 
them. Sexism can also refer to the type of coverage, 
often about personality, appearance, or family, that 
is given to women politicians but not male politi
cians. See the chart for some examples. 

Parallelism: When Everything Isn't Equal 

Another type of sexism in media coverage is Paral
lelism. If a reporter is wondering whether it's offen
sive or inaccurate to say something about a group 
or person who may be subject to stereotyping, it's 
often helpful to make a parallel with another per
son or group who is less subject to stereotyping. It 
changes the context just enough to see the fairness 
or unfairness. Some examples of the effect come in 
word choice. For example, men have "brown hair," 
but women are "brunettes." Women in power are 
sometimes called "motherly," but men in power 
aren't "fatherly." 

But other examples go beyond word choice to the 
very premise of a question posed to a candidate. 

For example: If Sarah Palin had been a male vice 
presidential candidate, she probably wouldn't have 
been asked whether or not she could fulfill the job 
when she had young children, including one with 
special needs. Therefore, it wasn't okay to ask that 
question of or about Palin either-not unless it was 
also asked of or about her male equivalents. 

For example: If Hillary Clinton had been a male 
presidential candidate of any race, her clothes and 
hair would have been far less written about. There
fore, it wasn't okay to discuss those in her case 
either, unless, of course, it was in the context of 
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CHART OF REVERSIBILITY 

Said to Women 

Cunt 

Whore 

Bitch 

Slut 

Prostitute 

Man-Eater I Aggressive 

High-Strung I Temperamental 

Too Emotional 

Mean Girl I Bully 

Ice Queen I Cold 

Nagging I Shrill 

Opinionated I Uppity 

Hot I Sexy I MILF 

Ugly I Mannish I Dyke I Lesbian 

Varicose Veins I Cankles I Wrinkled 

Said to Men 

NONE 
Girl/Woman 

NONE 
Man Whore 

NONE 

NONE 

Player I Pimp 

Driven I Motivated 

Powerful 

Sensitive I Caring 

Powerful I Decisive 

Hardworking I Commanding 

Determined 

Knowledgeable I Passionate 

Handsome I Attractive 

NO ATTENTION GIVEN 

Distinguished I Seasoned 

General Menstruation Jokes 

Moody I PMSing Angry 

General Comments on Appearance 

Plunging Neckline I Short Skirt I 
High Heels I Hairstyle 

discussing other male candidates' hair and clothing 
in the same article. 

Note: Parallelism is not to be confused with the 
notion that if one side of a controversy or contest is 
criticized, the other must be criticized, too. If one 
candidate has a legitimate campaign issue, there 
may not be a "parallel" in the other candidate. 

Takeaway 

The media should treat women candidates exactly 
the same way they treat male candidates. If the same 
description, term, story, or question would seem 

Oh, look, he's wearing a red/blue 
tie "and an American flag pin" 

ridiculous or "too feminine" for a male candidate 
for office, then it should not be used for a female 
candidate. To do so is to create different editorial 
standards by gender, which is sexist and inherently 
unfair. 

CASE STUDIES 

Now that we've provided guideposts on how media 
coverage is gendered, we shall examine two specific 
incidents in which two women candidates were vic
tims of sexist attacks. 
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The Krystal Ball Example 

In 2010, first-time candidate Krystal Ball ran for 
Congress in Virginia's 1st District against an 
incumbent. In October, with just about a month left 
to go in the campaign, racy photos of Ball at a cos
tume party from 2004 appeared on a little-known 
conservative website, Virginia Virtucon. Although 
Virginia Virtucon eventually decided to take the 
post down, within days the photos were all over the 
Internet, including a slideshow run by Gawker with 
the frame. 

"Krystal Ball dressed as a naughty Santa at a 
party 'right after college.' Her then-husband wore 
a dildo on his nose and leash around his neck. 
Years later, Krystal decided to run for Congress in 
Virginia. Guess what happened next?" 

It didn't matter that most media outlets and pun
dits said the photos shouldn't hurt Ball's campaign, 
because by that point nearly every story about Ball 
was about the photos, not campaign points. Voters 
in Virginia's 1st District were bombarded with news 
stories asking whether they felt one of their candi
dates was a laughingstock. 

It's possible Ball could have stayed a laughing
stock. An image portraying a female politician as 
promiscuous is a hard stain to get away from, espe
cially when media coverage amplifies the effect. 

This is why the Name It. Change It. project was 
one of the few advising Ball to speak out about this 
smear. Based on our research, we knew that ignor
ing the issue wouldn't make it go away; it would 
only hurt Ball with voters. Even sympathetic media 
articles framed Ball as having been "stupid" for hav
ing pictures taken of her with her friends and family, 
gently tut-tutting something mostly 22-year-olds do. 

[I]n October ... 2010, Ball released a statement 
and began speaking out against the sexist coverage 
of her campaign. 

On the day the photos were posted, I thought 
of Hillary Clinton. How she came out the next day 
after her private life was public and held her head 
high. Many advisors told me I was finished, that 
this was not what people wanted from their member 
of Congress. I decided that I had to fight. I had to 
come out publicly and raise my voice on this issue, 
even though I risked becoming some joke candidate 

named Krystal Ball. I also risked drawing more 
attention to the photos, which I still find tremen
dously embarrassing, but mostly because I'm shy, 
not because I think that what I did was wrong. 

Against nearly all the advice I was given I 
decided to give interviews. Siobhan "Sam" Bennett, 
from Women's Campaign Forum, helped me to 
realize that the way to combat this was to take it 
head-on, to confront it. 

In the end, Krystal Ball did not win her Congres
sional race, but by calling attention to sexist cover
age, Name It. Change It. made the media focus on 
what's really important to voters-and it was not 
which candidate had the sexiest Facebook photos. 

Janice Hahn and the YouTube Ad 

In 2011, Democrat Janice Hahn was running in a 
special election to fill the seat for California's 36th 
Congressional district recently vacated by Democrat 
Jane Harman. A Los Angeles city councilmember, 
Hahn was running against Republican Craig Huey, 
a conservative political activist. 

With the special election set to occur on July 12, 
and a month left to go in the campaign, the media 
coverage of the race was almost entirely taken over 
by a video produced by the SuperPAC Tum Right 
USA and directed by one of its founding members, 
Ladd Ehlinger, Jr. 

In the video, a woman is dressed as a pole dancer 
and has a Janice Hahn "mask" with glowing red 
eyes. She dances provocatively while two African
American men dressed as gangsters sing, "Give us 
your cash, bitch, so we can shoot up the streets." 

The reported basis for the ad, according to Tum 
Right USA, was that Hahn, as city councilmember, 
had supported programs that hired gang intervention 
specialists. While the ad was never aired as a paid 
TV spot, it was discussed endlessly throughout the 
media, and the sponsor, Ehlinger, spoke about it on 
national television. 

The Women's Media Center, along with many 
other groups, was outraged by the ad's overtly sexist 
and racist content. We pointed out that the ad was 
also quite violent, ending with a rifle, the sound of 
shots, and the words "Keep her out of Congress." 
Considering that the shooting of Gabrielle Giffords 
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had occurred earlier that year, the violent imagery 
hurled at Hahn was almost as disturbing as the bla
tant misogyny. 

Huey at first declined to comment on the ad, 
claiming he had nothing to do with it. Later, he did 
denounce it, but made no move to ask Tum Right 
USA to take it down. Eventually it was viewed more 
than half a million times on Y ouTube during the 
campaign. Even though it was denounced from all 
quarters, it essentially dominated the final stages of 
the election. 

In the end, Hahn won the special election, but 
the incident shows how a sexist ad can completely 
derail the campaign process. 

RESEARCH ON MEDIA SEXISM 

Key Findings-Sexism Has Consequences 

• Sexism, even mild sexist language, has an 
impact on voters' likelihood to vote for a female 
candidate and on how favorably they feel 
toward a woman seeking office. It also affects 
perceptions of trustworthiness and effectiveness. 

• Voters assume the sexist language comes from 
the woman's opponent, even when there is no 
indication in the newspaper stories or radio 
coverage that he or his campaign are involved. 
Her opponent pays some price-or will-for 
this type of negative coverage. 

• Initially, after given a neutral profile of both 
a woman Congressional candidate and a man 
Congressional candidate, voters were more 
likely to say they would vote for the woman. 

• If voters hear nonsexist, negative coverage of 
the woman and the man, the male candidate 
remains behind the woman. 

• However, if voters hear sexist coverage of the 
woman candidate, the race becomes even. 

• The effect of sexist language affects voters of 
all voting groups. The responses regain voters 
across the board. 

• When the female candidate acknowledges and 
responds to sexist mistreatment by the media, it 
helps to repair the damage inflicted on her. She 
regains a clear lead over her opponent in the 

horserace, she regains some lost ground in vote 
likelihood, and voters are more likely to view 
her favorably. 

• Responding helps a female candidate even if the 
audience didn't hear the original slur. 

What Our Research Shows 

In September 2010, Lake Research Partners con
ducted a survey of 800 likely voters nationwide to 
see if sexist language affected voters' preferences. 
The survey was divided into a systematic experi
ment based on a hypothetical campaign. Half of 
the voters heard sexist coverage of the female can
didate and negative but not sexist coverage of the 
male candidate. The other half heard coverage with 
an equally strong critique of the female candidate 
that lacked sexist language. All of the situations we 
tested occurred in real campaigns and all of the lan
guage was said by actual media against women run
ning for Congress or governor. 

First, survey respondents were presented with 
two generic candidate descriptions: one of a man, 
the other of a woman. 

Jane Smith enjoys a reputation as a bipartisan 
reformer and is an advocate for small businesses 
and hardworking families. An economist by 
training, she graduated at the top of her class in law 
school. She grew up in a working-class neighborhood 
where she learned the value of hard work and disci
pline. As the daughter of a police officer and a nurse, 
she believes in fiscal responsibility, cracking down on 
criminals, and getting this economy working again. 

Before running for Congress, she served two 
terms on city council, one as head of the Chamber 
of Commerce, and is in her third term in the state 
legislature. She currently serves as a ranking mem
ber of the Appropriations and the Joint Economic 
committees. She believes in free markets and per
sonal responsibility. She is also a strong and tireless 
advocate for families who are unable to make ends 
meet in these tough economic times. 

Smith married her high school sweetheart, Justin, 
a lawyer, and they have three grown children: Linda, 
Matt, and Jordon. 

Dan Jones is known in the state legislature for his 
consistent voting record on issues like immigration, 
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energy independence, and economic development. 
He is a staunch advocate for cutting unnecessary 
government regulations and is a believer in more fis
cal discipline and accountability from Washington. 
He also believes in investing in our priorities like 
public education and expanding access to affordable 
health care for small business. He believes world
class education and affordable health care are key to 
our future economic competitiveness as a nation. 

He successfully climbed the ranks of a Fortune 
500 company before deciding to run for city comp
troller and then was twice elected mayor of one of 
the largest cities in his state. He is currently serving 
his second term as state senator and majority leader, 
where he serves on the Appropriations Committee 
and the Governor's Economic Task Force. 

Jones met his wife, Cecilia, after college, and they 
have two grown children: Christopher and Taylor. 

After hearing the descriptions of the candidates, 
voters favored our hypothetical female candidate, 
Jane Smith, over Dan Jones by 11 points (43 percent 
Smith to 32 percent Jones), with support for Smith 
twice as strong as that for Dan Jones (18 percent to 
9 percent). A quarter of the voters were undecided. 

But after voters heard a mild sexist news story 
that referred to Jane Smith as a "mean girl" and 
an "ice queen," the ballot went from Smith being 
11 points ahead to being I point behind. Sexist lan
guage reduced Jane's support among both men and 
women. Every single group of voters was affected 
by sexism. 

We also tested what happened when even 
stronger sexist language was used against our hypo
thetical female candidate. 

Further exploring her votes on health care and 
taxes, Jane Smith supported an article in the health 
care bill that said that any state that declared an 
emergency would get a $300 million grant. A talk 
radio host said she "may be the most expensive 
prostitute in the history of prostitution. She may be 
easy, but she's not cheap." Another noted radio host 
said, "Stupid Girl describes her vote pretty well." 

Among voters overall, the ballot remained static 
after voters heard the stronger sexist language, with 
Smith and Jones tied. The over-the-top sexism 
further eroded Smith's advantage in the horserace 
among every subgroup except men and Democrats. 

Such over-the-top language did get some pushback 
from men and younger voters, but not enough to 
make up for the initial losses from the milder "mean 
girl" and "ice queen" language. 

VOTER LIKELIHOOD 

JANE SMITH DAN JONES 

Less More Less More 
Likely Likely Likely Likely 

Initial 22% 54% 30% 42% 

Mild sexist 69% 17% 66% 16% 

Mild control ~ 23% 60% 19% 

Top sexist 66% 18% 64% 18% 

Top control ~ 23% 63% 19% 

Sexist language erodes voters' likelihood for voting 
for Smith. 

Nearly seven in 10 voters reported being less likely 
to vote for Jane Smith after they heard her called an 
"ice queen" and a "mean girl," in addition to more 
overtly sexist language. Nonsexist language about 
Smith also eroded voters' likelihood of voting for 
her, but not to the extent of the sexist attacks. Repub
licans, Independents, and blue-collar voters were the 
most affected by the strong sexism, although sexist 
attacks lowered Jane Smith's favorability across the 
board more than nonsexist attacks. It especially had 
an effect on men's voting preference. 

It's well-known that negative attacks create an 
unfavorable impression of both candidates, both the 
attacker and the target. You might think, then, that 
voters would react negatively to a candidate who 
uses overtly sexist language on his female opponent. 
The answer is that they do: sexist language used on 
a female candidate does hurt her opponent. In our 
research, Dan Jones' favorability suffered whether 
or not news stories about him were compared to sex
ist news stories about Smith. Jane Smith's favorabil
ity wore down when voters heard both the sexist and 
the nonsexist attacks on her, but there also seems to 
be an extra price paid for a male candidate who is 
perceived to be engaging in a sexist campaign. 
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Though described as coming from newspapers, 
voters clearly assume the sexist attacks come from 
her opponent. There was some backlash with Dan 
Jones' favorability decreasing more with sexist 
attacks, especially among men. 

The key takeaway, however, was that sexism 
hurts women candidates' favorability more than 
the male candidate it's perceived as coming from. 
Voters' favorability toward each candidate plum
meted after voters heard about Jane Smith being 
an ice queen and a mean girl. Nearly three-quarters 
felt unfavorably toward Smith, giving Jones a slight 
edge overall. 

How Does Media Sexism Affect Women 
Candidates? 

When voters are presented with a neutral descrip
tion of a male and a female candidate, they start out 
believing the female candidate is more likely to care 
about people like them, share their values, and be 
trustworthy. 

These results make sense in light of other research 
that shows voters have typically given women can
didates a "virtue advantage"-having a slight edge 
in being seen as more honest and ethical than a male 
candidate. 1 

As one report noted, quoting a media consultant, 
"In my experience, voters are more likely to think 
that a woman candidate is in politics for the right 
reasons. [Voters] tend to start from a presumption 
that they are less corruptible and more honest and 
have more integrity than males."2 

But the advantage of being put on a pedestal of 
"virtue" for female candidates is in reality more like 
standing on a knife's edge. Female candidates are 
punished more harshly by voters for any whiff of 
scandal. 

Our research showed that voters' views of Smith 
were strongly impacted by the sexist language. 
After hearing the sexist attacks, Smith was seen 
as less empathetic and trustworthy and her values 
were questioned. Even more alarming was that after 
hearing the sexist attacks, voters also questioned her 
effectiveness, even though the critiques said nothing 
about her job performance. Sexism alone costs 
female candidates all the advantage of their gender 

in a way that nonsexist critiques don't. When voters 
only heard nonsexist attacks, Jane Smith's positives 
dropped, but significantly less than they did for the 
sexist attacks. 

Female candidates are also punished more 
harshly than male candidates for negative cam
paigning. When sexist attacks have occurred on 
them in the past, female candidates were typically 
advised not to respond for fear that making an issue 
out of sexism would only hurt them more. There 
was also a concern about amplifying a media frame 
that was detrimental to the candidate and poten
tially setting off a round of media stories that asked 
whether such attacks were sexist, completely mov
ing away from any discussion of relevant issues in 
the campaign. 

But our research found that this just isn't the 
case. Female candidates for office ignore sexist 
attacks at their peril. While sexist coverage of 
female candidates puts a damper on voters' likeli
hood to vote for them, a direct response makes up 
for lost ground. 

What the Press Needs to Know About How 
Sexist Coverage Affects Women Candidates 

If sexism, stemming either from the opposing can
didate or from media coverage, is having a nega
tive impact on a female candidate in voters' eyes, 
then what does the press need to know about those 
responding to sexism? 

Our research shows the sexist attack doesn't 
have to be egregious to have a negative impact. 
But calling attention to the sexism does have an 
impact-a positive one. 

We tested three kinds of responses to sexist 
attacks. In the first, the candidate called the attacks 
sexist outright, while in the second she called the 
topic inappropriate and attempted to go back to talk
ing about the issues. Another test was to have an 
outside party, a media accountability group, call out 
the sexism on her behalf. 

The result? Once voters heard the three responses 
to the sexist coverage, favorability toward Jane 
Smith rebounded. Voters responded similarly to 
each response, indicating that confronting sexism 
is valuable, whether done by the campaign or by 



outside groups. The responses effectively neutral
ized the erosion of Jane Smith's support caused by 
the sexist media treatment. Smith didn't regain back 
all of her support prior to the sexist attack, but she 
rebounded some, and ended up in a better poll posi
tion than if she hadn't responded at all. 

The most interesting finding: when voters heard 
a candidate's response to a sexist incident, they still 
responded positively to the candidate even when 
they never heard the original slur. For years, women 
candidates have been advised not to respond to such 
incidents for fear of spreading the charges farther 
than the original event. Our research shows that 
there's a much higher potential cost to candidates 
who brush off even subtle sexism. This is why when 
the media pooh-pooh women candidates who com
plain about sexism, it actually compounds the prob
lem for women. 
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Celinda Lake summarized her takeaway from the 
results thus: "Up until this research was conducted, 
I often advised women to ignore toxic media sexism. 
But now, women candidates are equipped with evi
dence that shows they can recover voter confidence 
from sexist media coverage by directly addressing 
it, and standing up for all current and future women 
leaders." 

Reporters need to be aware that subtle sexism 
can actually be far more damaging to candidates 
than deliberate and outrageous sexism. It can be 
harder for candidates to respond directly to cov
erage that is subtly tilted against them, especially 
when the reporters aren't even aware they are being 
sexist! 

1"Turning Point: The Changing Landscape for Women 
Candidates." Barbara Lee Family Foundation. 2010 
2 IBID, p. 35 

Too Poor to Parent? 
Gaylynn Burroughs (2008) 

When a recurrent plumbing problem in an upstairs 
unit caused raw sewage to seep into her New York 
City apartment, 22-year-old Lisa (not her real name) 
called social services for help. She had repeatedly 
asked her landlord to fix the problem, but he had 
been unresponsive. Now the smell was unbearable, 
and Lisa feared for the health and safety of her two 
young children. 

When the caseworker arrived, she observed that 
the apartment had no lights and that food was spoil
ing in the refrigerator. Lisa explained that she did not 
have the money to pay her electric bill that month, 
but would have the money in a few weeks. She asked 
whether the caseworker could help get them into a 
family shelter. The caseworker promised she would 
help-but left Lisa in the apartment and took the 
children, who were then placed in foster care. 

Months later, the apartment is cleaned up. Lisa 
still does not have her children. 

Monique (also a pseudonym), too, lost her chil
dren to foster care despite all her efforts to keep her 
family united. The impoverished Georgia mother of 
three had been left by her boyfriend after discover
ing that their infant son needed heart surgery. Unde
terred, she sent her older children to live with family 
out of state, while she moved to a shelter close to the 
hospital. When the baby recovered, she moved to 
New York and was reunited with her other kids. 

Unemployed and without financial resources, 
Monique hoped to live with family, but when they 
couldn't take her in she looked for a shelter again. This 
time, though, she got caught up in endless red tape 
from the emergency housing and medical systems
the latter of which kept her waiting months for an 
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appointment with a cardiologist and medication for 
her child. 

Finally, settled in an apartment loaned by a 
friend, Monique began a job search, leaving the 
baby at home with a sitter-and that's when the real 
nightmare began. One day police found the baby 
alone and took him into protective custody. The 
next day, child-welfare officials charged Monique 
with inadequate guardianship and medical neglect 
(because the child hadn't seen a cardiologist or got
ten his medication), and put all three children infos
ter care. Monique can now visit them only once a 
week, supervised, for just two hours. 

It is probably fair to say that most women with 
children worry about their ability as mothers. Are 
they spending enough time with them? Are they 
disciplining them correctly? Are they feeding them 
properly? When should they take them to the doc
tor, and when is something not that serious? But 
one thing most women in the United States do not 
worry about is the possibility of the state remov
ing children from their care. For a sizable subset 
of women, though-especially poor black moth
ers like Lisa and Monique-that possibility is very 
real. 

Black children are the most overrepresented 
demographic in foster care nationwide. According 
to the U.S. Government Accounting Office (GAO), 
blacks make up 34 percent of the foster-care popula
tion, but only 15 percent of the general child popu
lation. In 2004, black children were twice as likely 
to enter foster care as white children. Even among 
other minority groups, black mothers are more likely 
to lose their children to the state than Hispanics or 
Asians-groups that are slightly underrepresented 
in foster care. 

The reason for this disparity? Study after study 
reviewed by Northwestern University law profes
sor Dorothy Roberts in her book Shattered Bonds: 
The Color of Child Welfare shows that poverty is 
the leading cause of children landing in foster care. 
According to one researcher, poor families are up 
to 22 times more likely to be involved in the child
welfare system than wealthier families. And nation
wide, blacks are four times more likely than other 
groups to live in poverty. 

But when state child-welfare workers come 
to remove children from black mothers' homes, 
they rarely cite poverty as the factor putting a 
child at risk. Instead, these mothers are told that 
they neglected their children by failing to pro
vide adequate food, clothing, shelter, education 
or medical care. The failure is always personal, 
and these mothers and children are almost always 
made to suffer individually for the consequences 
of one of the United States' most pressing social 
problems. 

Federal spending for foster care skyrocketed in 
the 1980s, but funding for antipoverty services to 
prevent foster-care placement-or speed reunifica
tion with birth parents-stagnated. As explained 
by child-welfare expert Martin Guggenheim, a 
professor at New York University School of Law, 
"Between 1981 and 1983, federal foster-care spend
ing grew by more than 400 percent in real terms, 
while preventive and reunification spending grew 
by only 14 percent, and all other funds available for 
social services to the poor declined." 

As a result of the failure to fund programs ser
vicing poor families-helping them secure housing, 
jobs, health care, subsidized day care, mental health 
services and drug treatment programs-the num
ber of poor children in foster care began to soar. In 
1986, the foster care population numbered around 
280,000 children. Just five years later, that number 
had jumped by 53 percent to 429,000. The latest data 
available shows an estimated 514,000 children in 
foster care. 

Troubled not only by the number of children in 
foster care but by their longer stays in the system, 
Congress passed the Adoption and Safe Families 
Act (ASFA) in 1997. Its purpose is to achieve a 
permanent family environment more quickly for 
children in foster care, but the legislation accom
plishes that goal by placing time limits on family 
reunification-thus encouraging adoption instead of 
the return of children to their parents. 

Supporters of ASFA claim that the legislation 
is child-friendly because it measures time from the 
perspective of a child's development, and strives to 
place children in safe homes away from "bad par
ents" who are unlikely to stop putting their children 



in harm's way. Certainly there are situations in 
which temporarily placing a child in foster care, or 
even terminating parental rights, is the only respon
sible outcome. However, as Guggenheim points out, 
"ASFA makes no distinction between parents whose 
children were removed because of parental abuse 
and parents whose only crime is being too poor to 
raise their children in a clean and safe environment 
without additional benefits the government refuses 
to supply." 

While ASF A was making it more difficult for 
some parents to win back their children, changes 
in federal antipoverty policies were making it more 
difficult for families struggling to keep their chil
dren. President Clinton's welfare reform in the mid-
1990s eliminated federal cash assistance for single 
mothers and their children in favor of block grants 
to states, so individual states now have wide dis
cretion to set benefit levels, establish work require
ments for welfare assistance and create time limits 
for public assistance. For some women, the effect 
of welfare reform was a low-paying job or unem
ployment, coupled with the loss of a government 
safety net. Still poor, many of these women con
tinued to lose their children because of the predict
able consequences of poverty: lack of health care, 
inadequate housing and simply the inability to meet 
basic needs. 

Yet public perception of parents accused of 
neglecting their children remains extremely nega
tive, regardless of the actual allegations. Child
welfare workers in New York City, citing emergency 
conditions, routinely remove poor children from 
their homes without notifying the parents, without 
securing a court order and without informing parents 
of their legal rights. Sometimes they even remove 
children from school, day care or a friend's home 
without giving parental notice. It's not uncommon 
in court on Monday morning to meet frantic par
ents whose children were removed on Friday night 
and have still not learned where their children were 
taken. Someone must not think that these parents 
love their children and actually care to know. 
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The legal system often provides no haven for 
these parents. Based on even the flimsiest allega
tions, they are essentially presumed guilty and pres
sured to participate in various cookie-cutter services 
that often do not directly address the concerns that 
brought them to court. For example, after her chil
dren went into foster care, Lisa was asked to attend 
parenting classes, undergo a mental health evalua
tion, seek therapy and submit to random drug testing 
before her children could be returned. But child
welfare authorities did not assist her in repairing her 
home or finding a new apartment, nor have they gone 
after her landlord for allowing deplorable conditions. 
Lisa's poverty has led government authorities to 
pathologize her; she's automatically considered sick, 
careless or otherwise unfit if she attempts to parent 
while poor. 

And what about children who are physically or 
sexually abused by their parents? A myth of child 
welfare is that foster care is full of such children, 
but in fact the majority of children who encounter 
the child welfare system have not been abused. At 
least 60 percent of child welfare cases in this coun
try involve solely allegations of neglect. 

Lacking private resources, poor women may 
also come to the attention of government authori
ties more often than other mothers do, as they must 
often rely on public services such as shelters, public 
hospitals and state welfare offices. That gives gov
ernment workers more opportunities to judge, and 
report on, parental fitness. So poor mothers must 
cope not only with the daily frustrations of parent
ing but with the crushing gaze of the state, which 
is too willing to blame its own shortcomings in 
addressing child poverty on poor women and their 
"bad mothering." 

Until the disparity in funding and services is 
addressed, and until this country comes to terms with 
its culpability in allowing widespread poverty to 
exist, poor black mothers will continue to lose their 
children to the state. And we will continue to label 
these women "bad mothers" to assuage our own guilt. 



R E A D N G 89 

Looking Beyond the Wall 
Robert Neustadt (2013) 

On a crisp, cold November night, under a blanket 
of stars, we huddle by a fire. The steel border wall 
glows in the moonlight. Coyotes howl, bark and 
yip. Some students don't sleep that night. They lie 
awake, their nerves on edge. Before coming on this 
fieldtrip, we had read voluminously about the bor
der. Now, camping within sight of the wall, many 
feel anxious in this unfamiliar environment. 

We're here as part of a class I teach at Northern 
Arizona University. Our plan is to explore, from a 
multitude of angles and perspectives, the 2,000-mile 
border that divides Mexico and the U.S. Having 
read about the border, watched films, and discussed 
and analyzed immigration policy in terms of cost 
and effectiveness, we're on a five-day fieldtrip to 
explore both sides of the divide. 

The next morning we walk across the border to 
Nogales, Sonora. No official asks to see our pass
ports. We realize we have entered Mexico from 
the sign-Welcome to Mexico-and then visit an 
aid station for recently deported people. I approach 
a group standing in the shade and ask if they will 
share their experiences with us. An indigenous 
woman, her face scratched, her clothes dirty and 
tom, declines to speak. Fighting back tears, she ges
tures that, emotionally, she is not capable of talking. 
I invite a man in the group to speak. He says that 
he wants to ask us a favor. "If any of you become 
Border Patrol agents, please don't abuse migrants. 
We're not criminals, we just want to work and sup
port our families." On hearing this, Ruth, the woman 
who couldn't speak before, interjects that she does 
want to say something. 

She had been apprehended after four terrify
ing days in the desert. There was a sign in the cell: 
"If you are thirsty or hungry, or in need of medi
cal assistance, notify a Border Patrol agent and you 
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will receive assistance." She states that she did not 
receive help, only a cup of juice and two packages 
of peanut butter crackers. Her feet were so blistered 
that she was unable to walk until yesterday. Ruth 
has four children that she had left with a neighbor 
in an impoverished village in Oaxaca, nearly 
1,500 miles to the south. She has no idea how, or 
if, she will get home. Ruth's children don't know 
where she is or what has happened-she doesn't 
want them to worry. I look up at my students and 
see tears streaming down their faces. In the spring, 
Ruth will try to cross the border again to cut lettuce 
in California. She says she has no choice. She has no 
money, nothing. 

A student calls me over to talk. He almost didn't 
come on the trip because he didn't have the money 
to apply for a passport. A big guy, normally laugh
ing and kidding, Corey feels he has been called to 
this place. "My mother gave me $100, I have it in 
my pocket. I don't need this money. I want to give 
it to this woman so that she can return to her kids in 
Oaxaca." 

We meet other recently deported people at Grupos 
Beta, an aid station run by the Mexican government. 
One man tells us that he has been vomiting for 
four days, he cannot keep down any food or water. 
He doesn't know what to do. A couple tells us, in 
perfect English, that they had lived in New York for 
15 years. They had returned to Mexico to see a dying 
grandmother, and hired a coyote (guide) to get back 
into the U.S., who told them that they would have to 
walk for only one hour. Border Patrol apprehended 
them on their fourth day in the desert. They were 
deported to separate cities, the wife to Nogales and 
the husband to Matamoros. To disorient migrants, 
and break their connections with smugglers, Border 
Patrol divides groups (though supposedly not 



families) and deports them to a different city than 
where they crossed. This couple, with children, had 
only recently found one another. 

Some tell us that Border Patrol treated them well, 
though accounts of abuse are rampant. Another man 
told me that he saw a traveling companion get tased 
while hiding in a ditch. In a 2011 report, "Culture of 
Cruelty," the humanitarian group No More Deaths 
documents more than 30,000 incidents of abuse 
and mistreatment endured by individuals while in 
the custody of U.S. Immigration authorities. As we 
leave the aid station one of my students looks at me 
with tears in her eyes. "You didn't prepare us for 
this emotionally," she says. In spite of all that we 
had read, nothing can prepare you for an encounter 
with raw, wounded humanity. 

Back on the Arizona side of the wall we meet 
"sound sculptor" Glenn Weyant. Glenn attaches 
microphones to the steel wall and plays it as a musi
cal instrument. Recording the sound, he later mixes 
it on a laptop and then uploads the music to his web
site, sonicanta.com. Unlike a traditional musical 
instrument, Weyant explains, there is no correct or 
wrong technique-everyone can play a wall! 

Glenn invites two students to choose implements 
(spoons, whisks, chopsticks, a cello bow) and asks 
them to play the wall. They can play what they 
want, however they want, but he encourages them to 
listen and to interact with each other musically. He 
then adds more students, two by two, until we are all 
playing. Two trucks idle on the dirt road behind us, 
we have an audience of Border Patrol. On the hill 
above, a contingent of National Guardsmen dressed 
in full combat gear, carrying M-16s, stands beneath 
a camouflaged tent and observe our concert. One 
waves at me. The music starts chaotically and as we 
continue to play we begin to communicate. We start 
to play rhythmic clusters, calling and responding to 
each other's phrases. We hit a samba-like groove. 
"I was beating my frustrations out," one student tells 
me. "Everything I had seen today, all of that sad
ness, I took it out on the wall." We drive away lis
tening to a recording of Margaret Randall's poem, 
"Offended Turf," blended with Weyant's wall 
music on Border Songs, an album of immigration 
songs and poetry with proceeds going to No More 
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Deaths: "We are taking a chance our vibrations will 
change these molecules of hate," intones Randall. 
The wall growls and grinds and groans-the sound 
perfectly matches the complex emotions we feel: 
frustration, anger, and profound sadness. 

One cannot see this hard steel barrier without 
asking how we have gotten to the point of wall
ing people in and out of the country. The so-called 
"invasion" of undocumented people began in 1994 
after the U.S. and Mexico signed the North Ameri
can Free Trade Agreement (NAFT A). Subsequently, 
the U.S. flooded the Mexican economy with cheap, 
government-subsidized com. It became impossible 
for small and mid-sized corn producers to make a 
profit and some 6 million people lost their liveli
hood. Suspecting that legions of immigrant families 
would seek work in the U.S., the government started 
building walls and implement border militarization 
to seal off the easy-to-cross urban centers of El 
Paso, San Diego, and Nogales. Recently, increased 
numbers of Central American people, especially 
Hondurans, are attempting to cross the border to flee 
abject poverty and violence. 

Efforts to secure the border have increased over 
time. Between 2007 and 2011 alone, the U.S. spent 
over $4. 7 billion on the border wall and the now 
abandoned "Virtual Fence." The Border Patrol, now 
the largest law enforcement agency in the country, 
has doubled in size in the last five years. The walls, 
and related strategies of "deterrence," intentionally 
funnel border crossers into remote and dangerous 
desert. According to Doris Meissner, former com
missioner of the Immigration & Naturalization 
Service (INS), they "thought the number of people 
crossing the border through Arizona would go down 
to a trickle." Wrong. People are biologically driven 
to feed their children and care for loved ones. They 
will risk everything. 

Since 1994, according to Kat Rodriguez, the 
director of the group Coalici6n de Derechos 
Humanos (the Human Rights Coalition), over 7,000 
deceased human remains have been found in the 
borderlands. The number of total deaths is, in fact, 
almost certainly much higher since many migrants 
who die in the desert are never found. Many of 
those who die, furthermore, are never identified. 
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The morgue in Tucson currently houses nearly 800 
unidentified dead migrants. 

Recently, due to the decline in the U.S. economy, 
migration has dropped precipitously, though impov
erished Mexicans and Central Americans continue 
to die in the borderlands. Border militarization
walls, helicopters, drones, high-tech monitoring 
devices, and Border Patrol agents---continue to 
push migrants into the desert. Last year alone, 179 
migrants were found dead in the Arizona desert. 
Comprehensive immigration reform is a step in the 
right direction, but if it includes further border mili
tarization, and virtually all of the current proposals 
do, it will also result in more death and suffering on 
the border. 

We camp at the No More Deaths base near the 
small town of Arivaca. Early the next morning we 
hike through the desert, sidestepping cacti, chat
ting, laughing. Some of these kids have never hiked 
before. I am enjoying the crunch of gravel beneath 
my boots. Blue sky seems to bounce off of desert 
rocks. We curve around a bend in the trail and sud
denly encounter a shrine with a white cross. Steve, 
a No More Deaths volunteer, points out the precise 
spot where a 14-year old girl from El Salvador died. 
Josseline Hernandez Quinteros was attempting to 
join her mother in Los Angeles when she became 
ill after drinking stock pond water. Steve shows 
us how her legs were positioned, her feet had been 
soaking in a pothole of standing water. 

This splendid desert wash suddenly takes on new 
meaning. We stand in silence, staring at the shrine 
and contemplate the place where she died. It's dif
ficult to comprehend the magnitude of this tragedy. 
Students cry. Many hug. Some pray. Standing in this 
paradoxically beautiful place, listening to silence 
cut only by the occasional hum of insects, we mourn 
Josseline's death. In class, before this trip, we had 
read The Death of Josseline: Immigration Stories 
from the Arizana-Mexico Borderlands by Margaret 
Regan. It feels as if we knew Josseline. The students 
express dismay that Josseline's mother could not 
attend her daughter's funeral mass for fear of depor
tation. Several gather wildflowers and place them 
on her shrine. Corey hangs a rosary on the shrine. 
A student leaves a ring that she had worn for years. 
"I just felt like I had to offer something," she tells 

me, "If Josseline had lived she would have been our 
age." We hike away from this spot and accompany 
NMD while they cache water on migrant trails in the 
desert. Students write messages of encouragement 
on the jugs. They feel empowered. Then, later that 
day, we discover slashed water bottles scattered in 
the desert. Clearly, some people do not agree with 
No More Death's mission. 

The next day, we are finishing breakfast and a 
group of four migrants-wet and cold, dressed in 
black, their shoes shredded-walks into camp. They 
have been out for ten days, have not eaten in three. 
They had been drinking stock water until the day 
before when they encountered jugs of clean water 
left by NMD. A rail thin 22-year-old migrant has 
a swollen knee that can barely bend. NMD volun
teers assess their physical condition and then cook 
and serve them breakfast. The guy with the injured 
knee, Israel, vomits after eating; the sudden inges
tion proves too much of a shock to his system. A 
NMD medic administers small sips of electrolytes. 
Two students-Sol and Julie-agree to spend the 
day helping NMD volunteers at camp. Everyone 
has been jolted back to reality. After dinner we sit 
around a campfire. We play guitar and sing and look 
up at the stars and shiver. "There are no Mexican 
stars or American stars," says Charles Bowden on 
the Border Songs CD, "it's like a great biological 
unity with a meat cleaver of law cutting it in half." 
We imagine what it must be like for migrants who 
cross the desert with only the clothes on their back. 
Many of the students say that they almost dropped 
the class when they heard about the trip; now they 
thank me. One student, Rebecca, admits that before 
the trip she "hated immigrants because they cross 
our borders. But I don't think people should be 
dying out here," she adds. The group stares across 
the fire at her, trying to figure out if she really said 
what we think she said. 

"Is everyone in here an American citizen?" 
asks an agent, while another commands a German 
shepherd to sniff our van. We are driving through a 
Border Patrol checkpoint. Two students, Angel and 
Reyna, are permanent residents. The officer matches 
their Green Cards to their faces. We idle, and my 
Anglo students feel embarrassed by the scrutiny 
applied to two of their peers. Meanwhile, to the side 



of our van, a group of children and adults stand cor
ralled under a brightly lit tent. It's the kind of tent 
you might rent for shade at an outdoor wedding. 
These people have been pulled from a vehicle
they are in the process of being detained. 

In Tucson we meet with an off-duty Border 
Patrol agent. He speaks to us as an individual, 
clarifying that he is not authorized to speak for the 
agency. "Did you meet people who said that they 
were abused by Border Patrol?" asks the agent 
whom I'll call Wilson, "Well, I got to tell you, ille
gals lie a lot." He talks about drug runners and how 
he is trying to keep dope off of the streets. He feels 
sorry for migrants, but he simply focuses on his job. 
One student asks him, accusingly, why they don't 
feed people in detention. "Of course we feed them," 
Wilson, insists. "We give each adult two packages 
of crackers and a cup of juice every eight hours." 
Remembering Ruth's story, the students' faces con
tort with rage. 

Another student remarks that people in Nogales 
complained of being roughed up by Border Patrol. 
"At times we have to be a little rough; it's called 
'officer presence,"' says Wilson. "Since there are 
often more of them than there are of us, sometimes 
we have to throw some to the ground and handcuff 
them to make sure that the others don't try to run 
away." "How often do you work?" asks a student. 
"I'm a junior agent, so I don't get to go out to play 
as much. That's what we call going out on patrol," 
explains Wilson. We flash back to the stories 
deported people told us in Mexico. We think about 
the migrants we met in the desert. These people are 
not playing. 

That afternoon, we enter the Tucson Federal 
Courthouse to attend an Operation Streamline hear
ing. In the Tucson sector the federal government 
prosecutes 70 detained people per day in a group 
hearing. Detainees sit, in the ornate wood-paneled 
courtroom, restrained with chains linking their 
ankle shackles, waists, and handcuffs. A line of 12 
detained women sit in the middle of the room, in 
front of the observation gallery. A group of men fill 
the area to the left of the judge, and another group 
fills the entire left rear, an area designed for observ
ers. The judge calls up five detainees at a time
they stand uncomfortably at microphones, each 
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shadowed by a lawyer who waits just behind. A stu
dent whispers to me that she must leave. She fears 
that she will be sick. 

The judge asks each accused person to confirm 
his name, country of citizenship and then reads a 
script including the details of where and when 
they were detained after entering the United States 
illegally. Most listen through headphones while a 
simultaneous interpreter translates to Spanish. Many 
look confused as if they don't really understand the 
rapid-fire legalese. The judge asks each detainee if 
he knows that he has the right to a trial. "Sf." She 
asks them how they plead. Each person pleads cul
pable (guilty). The judge then reads a sentence, 
assigning a period of incarceration. A few receive 
time served, others 20 days, 30 days, 90 days, up 
to six months. This was all determined, and agreed 
upon, during a 15-30 minute meeting with a court
appointed lawyer the same morning. 

Once convicted, they shuffle, their chains and 
shackles jangling, towards a door. The lawyers 
follow, occasionally placing a hand on their shoul
der, sometimes hastily slipping a business card in 
the convicted person's handcuffed hand. A glove
wearing Border Patrol agent leads them out of the 
room and turns them over to guards for transport to 
prison. They shuffle right in front of us. One fel
low lifts his handcuffed hands and manages a par
tial wave and smile as he passes by on his way to 
detention. We wonder why he waved. Perhaps he 
was hungry for human contact. Perhaps he felt it the 
polite thing to do. 

Attorneys request special consideration for 
three cases. One detainee's wife had recently lost 
a baby. She was again pregnant and called him at 
work because she was bleeding. "He now knows," 
explains his lawyer, "that he should have called 
an ambulance, but he drove his wife to the hospi
tal himself." The judge sentences him to 30 days. 
The last defendant of the day also asks for special 
dispensation. He has five children and a diabetic 
father that depend on him. Could the judge shorten 
his six-month sentence, so that he can care for his 
family? The judge answers that she cannot. If he 
would like to change his plea to innocent, she will 
allow him to do so. "You would not have to prove 
your innocence; the burden is on the government to 
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prove your guilt. But you should be aware that if 
you go to trial and are convicted, you could spend 
2-3 years in a federal penitentiary. Do you want to 
change your plea?" He declines and shuffles out of 
court. We leave the courthouse feeling stunned. It 
is mind-numbing to watch 70 people plead guilty in 
less than two hours. 

Since 2005, the federal government has spent an 
estimated $5.5 billion incarcerating undocumented 
immigrants in the criminal justice system for illegal 
entry and re-entry. In Tucson alone, incarcerations, 
defense lawyers, and interpreters for Operation 
Streamline cost nearly $96 million per year. Private 
for-profit prison corporations such as GEO Group 
and Corrections Corporation of America (CCA) 
reap enormous profits from this system that crimi
nalizes what was formerly a civil offense. The crim
inalization of undocumented immigration, then, 
provides economic incentives to some, at a great 
cost to taxpayers. 

Back in Flagstaff, I am dropping off the students. 
I catch Rebecca's eye and mention the cold weather. 
"At least you have a jacket" she responds. I ask her 
what happened to her coat. "I gave it to a migrant," 
she says with a smile. 

The next week we debrief in class and students 
confide that they are worried about the friends that 
they made, and left, in the medical tent at the NMD 
camp in the desert. They shake their heads and talk 
of living in different worlds. More than one stu
dent cries while reflecting on what we experienced. 
"We come home to warm showers and beds and we 
have no idea if these guys will make it, or die, or 
get caught by Border Patrol and end up in chains 
in Operation Streamline," says Sol. Before the trip 
Sol was planning on becoming a Border Patrol 
agent. 

Students tell me, again and again, that before 
this trip, before they looked through and beyond the 
wall, that they had no idea the extent to which peo
ple are suffering on the border. It's as if we had been 
living behind a barrier that was blocking our view 
of a humanitarian catastrophe in our own back
yard. "Now that we know," they tell me, "we must 
act." They have formed a student club on campus 
and are planning Immigration Awareness Week-a 
series of speakers, films, and art about the border 
and undocumented immigration. They want to share 
what they learned with their fellow students. 

R E A D N G 90 

Delinquent Girls 
Andrea Doyle Hugmeyer (2011) 

Issues of gender, female sexuality, and delinquency 
have been problematic in the juvenile justice sys
tem since its beginnings in 1899. In 1974, Congress 
passed the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Preven
tion (JJDP) Act which focused heavily on the treat
ment of status offenders. Status offenses are laws and 
sanctions that apply to juvenile acts that are not con
sidered criminal if committed by adults (Lundman, 
2001). Status offenses vary across states, but the 
four major categories are running away, truancy, 
ungovemability, and underage liquor law violations 

(Zhang, Katsiyannis, Barrett, & Willson, 2007). 
Although the JJDP Act was not written specifically 
to benefit young women, the act had a greater effect 
on girls because historically they have been arrested 
for more status offenses than boys. The JJDP Act 
mandated the deinstitutionalization of status offend
ers, which meant fewer girls were incarcerated. 

Despite the implied benefit to delinquent girls 
after the passing of the JJDP Act, feminist crimi
nologists point out that federally funded programs 
aimed at supporting delinquent girls were a low 



priority (Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2005). With little 
community support, girls who were victims of abuse 
or family dysfunction still resorted to running away 
from home. Once found, they were taken in under 
the jurisdiction of the juvenile court and incarcer
ated. Throughout the 1970s, this pattern developed 
to such an extent that court officials demanded a 
return to incarceration for juvenile status offenders 
(Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2005). Congress revisited 
the JJDP Act in 1980 and added additional legisla
tion that allowed for the institutionalization of sta
tus offenders once again (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 
1998). It was not until 1992, when the JJDP Act 
was revisited again, that treatment and issues per
taining to juvenile delinquency and girls became a 
clear focus. The passing of the reauthorization of 
the JJDP Act in 1992 focused primarily on gender 
equality in the juvenile justice system and set the 
agenda for a national conversation about gender and 
delinquency. 

The Reauthorization of the JJDP Act required 
states to assess existing programs for delinquent 
girls; determine needs for additional program
ming; develop a plan for providing gender-specific 
services to girls; and provide assurance that all 
youth are treated equitably (Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 
2005). Federal funding was provided to states that 
took initiative on implementing these guidelines. 
The main benefit of the Reauthorization of the JJDP 
Act was that it provided a public forum illuminat
ing the court's lack of treatment and programs for 
girls in the juvenile justice system (Chesney-Lind & 
Irwin, 2005). 

FOR THEIR OWN PROTECTION 

In 2004, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delin
quency Prevention (OJJDP) funded the Girls Study 
Group to research, review, and establish gender 
specific programming guidelines to benefit females 
(Zahn, Agnew, & Browne, 2009). Since the estab
lishment of the Girls Study Group, the project 
has reviewed several programs aimed at prevent
ing delinquency or rehabilitating female offend
ers, in addition to providing an extensive literature 
review of the history and research related to girls 
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delinquency. Based on statistics provided by the 
OJJDP from 1985-2002, the Girls Study Group 
found a correlation between arrest rates and stricter 
policing action toward girls, explaining the rise 
of female delinquency rates in past years. Based 
on stereotypes about girls, police action impacts 
female delinquency rates by its exercise of greater 
social control over young women. 

We see an effect of this stricter control from 
police authority in the different types of arrests 
experienced by girls compared with boys. Girls his
torically have had a higher rate of arrests for status 
offenses than boys have, suggesting that girls are 
being more closely controlled while committing 
fewer violent crimes than boys. This pattern likely 
results from the double standard of young female 
sexuality that has historically put girls at a disad
vantage in the juvenile justice system (Alexander, 
1995). A study in the 1970s, prior to the JJDP Act, 
revealed large numbers of girls incarcerated "for 
their own protection" (Rogers, 1972). One juvenile 
court judge claimed that it was best to lock the girls 
up in order to decrease their chances of getting 
pregnant at least until age 16 (Rogers, 1972). Sex
ist judicial attitudes regarding female promiscuity 
were often precursors to the treatment and sentenc
ing of the offender (Vedder & Somerville, 1970; 
Rogers, 1972; Andrews & Cohn, 1974). Even 
today, judicial discretion and subjectivity differ 
between status offenses and criminal cases (Kurly
chek & Johnson, 2004). Judges have much greater 
latitude in sentencing for status offenders, while 
criminal cases provide more structured sentenc
ing rules. Without strict guidelines to follow, and 
with many status offense cases for female juveniles 
involving sexual misconduct, court personnel often 
rely on stereotypes, social sanctions, and a pater
nal judicial stance to treat female offenders (Feld, 
2009; Tracy, Kempf-Leonard, & Ambramoske
James, 2009; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 1998; 
Girls Inc., 1996). 

The "power-control" theory of delinquency 
suggests another aspect of harsher social control 
and stressful life experiences for girls (Hagan, 
Simpson, & Gillis, 1985). This theory suggests that 
girls commit less delinquency than boys because 
parents more closely control the behavior of their 
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daughters than their sons. Hagan and associates 
describe the patriarchal family as a prominent struc
ture in the gender socialization that affects delin
quent behaviors. They claim girls receive stricter 
control from parents during adolescence, resulting 
in passive and compliant daughters, while boys are 
encouraged to take risks and be deviant. Power
control theory also attempts to explain delinquency 
patterns by recognizing how gender relations are 
passed down generationally through familial rela
tionships and note that in egalitarian households 
where the mother works outside of the home, girls' 
chance of delinquent behavior increases as a result 
of absent maternal control. 

Feminist critics, however, argue against power
control theory's stereotypical gender assumptions 
and the implication that women's liberation and 
equality in the workplace increases female delin
quency (Naffine, 1996; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 
1998). Power-control theory fails to consider nontra
ditional families in addition to blaming mothers for 
the delinquent behavior of youth (Tracy et al., 2009). 
In 1999, McCarthy, Hagan, and Woodward revised 
power-control theory, emphasizing that patriarchal 
families actually heighten levels of male delin
quency more than female delinquency because of the 
dominant male characteristics in the household. 

Gender is an integral aspect of life that explains a 
host of life chances, opportunities, and experiences 
for women and men in our society. An understand
ing of how girls live in our society can help identify 
reasons for their entrance into crime and the juvenile 
justice system. For example, in the 1970s feminist 
activists brought the issue of domestic violence into 
public conversation. As the topic became a concern 
and focus, research exposed connections between 
female delinquency and girls' history of physical 
and sexual abuse and now abuse is recognized as 
a major correlate of female delinquency. In a study 
exploring subgroups of female juvenile offend
ers, results indicated that the most violent group of 
female offenders was "more likely to suffer from 
child neglect, exposure to domestic violence, sex
ual abuse, physical abuse, and witnessing violence 
within their schools and communities" (Odgers, 
Moretti, Burnette, Chauhan, Waite, & Reppucci, 
2007, p. 349). The exposure rate was at 100 percent 

when neighborhood violence was also considered 
in this study. These results suggest that many girls 
in the juvenile justice system are victims as well as 
offenders, a significant attribute that should be con
sidered for programming practices. 

The way girls process traumatic abuse and 
violence differs from boys as well. Criminologist 
Robert Agnew (2009) claims that girls tend to 
blame themselves for the abuse and keep their feel
ings inside, resulting in feelings of anger, depres
sion, and anxiety. Chronic exposure to traumatic 
events heightens risk-taking behaviors and the 
onset of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), a 
common ailment of delinquent girls (Ariga, Uehara, 
Takeuchi, Ishige, Nakano, & Mikuni, 2008). Mental 
health disorders offer justification or produce a cop
ing mechanism for girls to self-medicate through 
drug use. Dembo, Schmeider, and Childs (2007) 
added to the recognition of drug use as a coping 
mechanism for delinquent girls in a study measuring 
the correlates of female and male juvenile offender 
abuse experiences. The authors found that being 
female and substance use were related to sexual 
victimization and the attempt to self-medicate the 
trauma experience (Dembo et al., 2007). Drug use, 
however, is not the only way females cope with their 
abusive situations. Running away from home is a 
common reaction for girls in those circumstances 
as well (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 1998). Conse
quently, running away is one of the highest areas 
of arrest for female delinquents when compared to 
males. In 2007, female runaways were 9.2 percent 
of juvenile arrests, while only 3.1 percent for males 
(Tracy et al., 2009). 

The effects of abuse do not stop once a girl enters 
the juvenile justice system. In fact, research has 
shown that institutionalizing females with histories 
of abuse has negative effects on behavior and mental 
health. The institutional characteristics of control, 
lack of personal agency, and feelings of powerless
ness perpetuate the trauma of abused young women 
as well as foster feelings of dependency (Girshick, 
2000). Furthermore, since a majority of delinquent 
girls enter the system with feelings of depression, 
confinement may trigger more depressive symp
toms and initiate an ongoing cycle of trauma and 
stress (Ariga et al., 2008). This is an argument that 



originally helped push the movement to deinstitu
tionalize delinquents in the 1970s, prior to the pass
ing of the original JJDP Act. 

Finally, the message given to girls as they mature 
is that of dependence and subordination to males. 
Social institutions consistently convey ideas of sex
ism that affect the lives of young girls. The juvenile 
court system is only one piece of this social phenom
enon that perpetuates the same ideology. Because 
law enforcement has a high employment of males 
(Reaves & Hickman, 2004) who are in positions of 
power and control in the girls' lives, the message 
that men are dominant over women is repeated. 
In addition, the vocational training offered to girls 
within juvenile facilities is often limited to skills 
like cosmetology and clerical work that are associ
ated with underpaid and unstable jobs (Lahm, 2000; 
Hubbard & Mathews, 2008). In an overview of avail
able community-based programs for girls in the U.S., 
"program descriptions revealed limited resources 
to make girls truly independent in terms of getting 
a job" (Chesney-Lind, Morash, & Stevens, 2008, 
p. 16). When girls are involved in gender-neutral job 
skills and activities like sports, such involvement pro
vides a significant protection from delinquency and 
helps them to make choices independently and confi
dently (Booth, Farrell, & Varano, 2008). 

REHABILITATION PROGRAMS 

The factors that explain girls' lives leading up to 
delinquency and how they enter the court sys
tem may offer a foundation for creating programs 
to help rather than punish young women. Indeed, 
although feminist scholars advocate for programs to 
acknowledge the broader sociological concerns and 
oppressive systems that propel girls into crime, there 
are few successful programs acknowledging the 
inequalities and obstacles girls face when key reha
bilitation practices are developed (Chesney-Lind et 
al., 2008; Hubbard & Mathews, 2008; Zahn, Day, 
Mihalic, & Tichavsky, 2009). This is evident despite 
the federal standards promoting gender-specific pro
gramming in the Reauthorization of the JJDP Act 
in 1992. The National Institute of Corrections has 
defined gender-specific programming and practice 
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as "[c]reating an environment through site selection, 
staff selection, program development, content, and 
material that reflects an understanding of the reali
ties of women's lives and addresses the issues of the 
participants" (Bloom, Owen, & Covington, 2003, 
p. 2). Included in this definition are approaches that 
address social and cultural factors like poverty, race, 
class, and gender inequality as well as therapeutic 
interventions (Bloom et al., 2003). 

Zahn and colleagues (2009) provide a summary 
of evaluation evidence for programs that specifically 
target girls and programs involving both genders. 
They acknowledge that gender-specific programs 
offered for girls do not have established methods 
and measures for the best evaluation, but there has 
been some evidence of the potential positive effects. 
Specifically, areas of education, employment, rela
tionships with family and friends, self-esteem, and 
self-efficacy are important side effects of gender
specific programming, in addition to reducing recidi
vism. Chesney-Lind and her colleagues (2008) also 
did a comprehensive summary of gender-responsive 
programs in order to highlight successful character
istics of programs and areas of opportunity for future 
delinquency programs for girls. Their recent sum
mary of gender-specific programs includes specific 
target areas identified in delinquency research that are 
ideal for gender-specific programs. These target areas 
include: 

• Reaching girls during their "in risk" years 
(ages nine to 15); 

• Emphasizing race or ethnicity; 
• Preparing girls to address sexism, racism, or 

harassment; 
• Addressing histories of abuse; 
• Providing jobs for girls; 
• Providing job training or career support; 
• Teaching healthy sexuality; 
• Including general health education; 
• Providing housing assistance; 
• Giving support among girls; 
• Teaching leadership skills; 
• Providing girls with long-term relationships 

with an adult/mentor; 
• Not requiring parental involvement; 
• And including follow up services 
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Key programs supported in both overviews 
(Chesney-Lind et al., 2008; Zahn et al., 2009) that 
have shown these effects and model gender-specific 
programming are Girls Inc. PEERsuasion, Reaf
firming Young Sisters' Excellence (RYSE), Work
ing to Insure and Nurture Girls' Success (WINGS), 
and Practical Academic Cultural Educational Center 
(PACE). More information about each program is 
listed below: 

• Girls Inc. Friendly PEERsuasion 
• Offered in 4 major cities in the U.S. situated in 

"risky" neighborhoods. 
• Focuses on avoiding substance abuse and build

ing leadership skills by teaching prevention to 
younger peer participants. 

•http://www.girlsinc.org/about/programs/ 
friendly-peersuasion.html 

• Reaffirming Young Sisters' Excellence (RYSE) 
•Location: Alameda County, California 
• Intensive probation program geared towards 

reducing recidivism in African-American and 
Chicana girls. 

• Includes home visits by probation officer, in
dividualized case plans, life skills course, teen 
pregnancy services, counseling, and emergency 
monetary funds. 

• Working to Insure and Nurture Girls' Success 
(WINGS) 
• Location: San Diego, California 
• Alternative probation program with individual

ized case plans and home visitations. 
• Includes an emphasis on mother-daughter rela

tionships, counseling, anger management class
es, career support, transportation, and academic 
help. 

• Practical Academic Cultural Educational Center 
(PACE) 
• Location: 17 facilities across the state of Florida 
• Comprehensive day treatment program for de

linquency prevention providing academic edu
cation, counseling, home visits and family re
lationship building, career planning, monthly 
community service projects, and up to 3 year 
follow-up services. 

• http://www.pacecenter.org/ 

For more information about gender equity in the 
juvenile justice system and current research regard
ing girls and delinquency, visit the Girls Study 
Group website (http://girlsstudygroup.rti.org/). 

The original advocates for a separate court 
system for children were a group of reformists 
known as the child savers. The child savers are 
described as primarily middle and upper class 
white women with the time and means for phil
anthropic involvement (Platt, 1977). Although 
the movement for a juvenile court system started 
due to the efforts of women, it has taken a century 
to untangle the underlying restrictions regarding 
moral and social control that have been placed on 
women and girls. There is no better education and 
no better way to empower young women in soci
ety than to provide them an education centered on 
the teachings that value, empower, and support 
women and girls. 
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Struggling to Find a Home 
Patricia Leigh Brown (2013) 

In the caverns of her memory, Tiffany Jackson 
recalls the job she held, fleetingly, after leaving the 
military, when she still wore stylish flats and blouses 
with butterfly collars and worked in a high-rise with 
a million-dollar view. 

Two years later, she had descended into anger 
and alcohol and left her job. She started hanging out 
with people who were using cocaine and became an 
addict herself, huddling against the wind on Skid 
Row here. 

"You feel helpless to stop it," she said of the cas
cade of events in which she went from having her 
own apartment to sleeping in seedy hotels and then, 
for a year, in the streets, where she joined the grow
ing ranks of homeless female veterans. 

Even as the Pentagon lifts the ban on women in 
combat roles, returning servicewomen are facing a 
battlefield of a different kind: they are now the fast
est growing segment of the homeless population, an 
often-invisible group bouncing between sofa and air 
mattress, overnighting in public storage lockers, liv
ing in cars and learning to park inconspicuously on 
the outskirts of shopping centers to avoid the vio
lence of the streets. 

While male returnees become homeless largely 
because of substance abuse and mental illness, 
experts say that female veterans face those problems 
and more, including the search for family hous
ing and an even harder time finding well-paying 
jobs. But a common pathway to homelessness for 
women, researchers and psychologists said, is 
military sexual trauma, or M.S.T., from assaults or 
harassment during their service, which can lead to 
post-traumatic stress disorder. 

Sexual trauma set Ms. Jackson on her path. At 
first she thought she could put "the incident" behind 
her: that cool August evening outside Suwon Air 
Base in South Korea when, she said, a serviceman 
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grabbed her by the throat in the ladies' room of a bar 
and savagely raped her on the urine-soaked floor. 
But during the seven years she drifted in and out of 
homelessness, she found she could not forget. 

Of 141,000 veterans nationwide who spent at 
least one night in a shelter in 2011, nearly 10 percent 
were women, according to the latest figures available 
from the Department of Housing and Urban Devel
opment, up from 7 .5 percent in 2009. In part it is 
a reflection of the changing nature of the American 
military, where women now constitute 14 percent 
of active-duty forces and 18 percent of the Army 
National Guard and the Reserves. 

But female veterans also face a complex "web 
of vulnerability," said Dr. Donna L. Washington, a 
professor of medicine at U.C.L.A. and a physician 
at the West Los Angeles Veterans Affairs medical 
center, who has studied the ways the women 
become homeless, including poverty and military 
sexual trauma. 

Female veterans are far more likely to be single 
parents than men. Yet more than 60 percent of tran
sitional housing programs receiving grants from the 
Department of Veterans Affairs did not accept chil
dren, or restricted their age and number, according 
to a 2011 report by the Government Accountability 
Office. 

The lack of jobs for female veterans also con
tributes to homelessness. Jennifer Cortez, 26, who 
excelled as an Army sergeant, training and mentor
ing other soldiers, has had difficulty finding work 
since leaving active duty in 2011. She wakes up on 
an air mattress on her mother's living room floor, 
beneath the 12 medals she garnered in eight years, 
including two tours in Iraq. Job listings at minimum 
wage leave her feeling bewildered. "You think, 
wow, really?" she said. "I served my country. So 
sweeping the floor is kind of hard." 
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Not wanting to burden her family, she has lived 
briefly in her car, the only personal space she has. 

Some homeless veterans marshal boot-camp sur
vival skills, like Nancy Mitchell, of Missouri, 53, an 
Anny veteran who spent years, off and on, living in 
a tent. 

"That's how we done it in basic," she said. 

DOUBLE BETRAYAL OF ASSAULT 

Of more than two dozen female veterans interviewed 
by The New York Times, 16 said that they had been 
sexually assaulted in the service, and another said 
that she had been stalked. A study by Dr. Washing
ton and colleagues found that 53 percent of home
less female veterans had experienced military sexual 
trauma, and that many women entered the military 
to escape family conflict and abuse. 

For those hoping to better their lives, being sexu
ally assaulted while serving their country is "a dou
ble betrayal of trust," said Lori S. Katz, director of 
the Women's Health Clinic at the V .A. Long Beach 
Healthcare System and co-founder of Renew, an 
innovative treatment program for female veterans 
with M.S.T. Reverberations from such experiences 
often set off a downward spiral for women into alco
hol and substance abuse, depression and domestic 
violence, she added. 

"It just pulls the skin off you," said Patricia 
Goodman-Allen, a therapist in North Carolina and 
former Anny Reserve officer who said she once 
retreated to a mobile home deep in the woods after 
such an assault. 

Ms. Jackson won full disability compensation for 
post-traumatic stress as a disabling aftermath of her 
sexual trauma, although she was at first denied mili
tary benefits. 

She grew up in a tough section of Compton, 
Calif., and served as a heavy equipment operator 
in the Anny, exhilarated by her sense of mastery 
in a male-dominated environment. But after the 
rape-which she kept to herself, not even telling her 
family-her behavior changed. She assaulted a ser
geant, resulting in disciplinary actions. Back home, 
she lost her job in sales after she passed out, drunk, 
during a business phone call. "It looked like I really 

had my stuff together," she said. "But I was dying 
inside." 

She served three years in prison for drug deal
ing and finally confided in a prison psychiatrist, who 
helped her see that many of her bad decisions had 
been rooted in the sexual trauma. 

"I realized I needed help," she says today, sta
ble finally at 32 and snug in her mother's home in 
Palmdale, north of Los Angeles. "But to me break
ing down was soft." 

Her lawyer, Melissa Tyner, with the nonprofit 
Inner City Law Center here, said that many female 
veterans, like Ms. Jackson, associate the V .A. with 
a military that failed to protect them and thus forgo 
needed therapy. Other women who did not serve 
overseas said they did not realize they were veter
ans. "This makes them much less stable and there
fore less likely to be housed," she said. 

California, home to a quarter of the nation's vet
erans, is also home to a quarter of its homeless vet
erans. In Greater Los Angeles, a 2011 survey found 
909 homeless women among them, a 50 percent 
increase since 2009. 

Lauren Felber was one. Her decision to enter the 
military was a self-preservation instinct: she said she 
was molested by her father throughout her youth. 
"He's dead now," she said curtly. She thought the 
Anny would make her strong. 

When Ms. Felber returned, a debilitating com
plication from shingles made attempts to work, 
including bartending and construction jobs, pain
ful. She became addicted to painkillers includ
ing methadone. Her welcome staying on friends' 
couches ran out, and she headed to Pershing 
Square, in downtown Los Angeles, resplendent 
with fountains and soaring palms. She slept on the 
steps. Sidewalk habitues schooled her on the ins 
and outs of free food. "On the street, everyone's 
hustling, selling something, even if it's friendship," 
she said. 

Ms. Felber spent seven months in Rotary House, 
a shelter run by Volunteers of America. In her jour
nal she wrote, "I walk the streets of Skid Row and 
see myself in the faces of the obsolete." 

But life is finally on the upswing: she recently 
moved into an apartment through a program that 
provides permanent housing and other services, 
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called Housing and Urban Development-Veterans 
Affairs Supportive Housing program, or HUD
Vash. Having a place of her own, Ms. Felber said, 
felt so unreal that she piled blankets and slept on the 
floor, as she had on the streets. But gradually, walk
ing around the bare rooms, she felt "an overwhelm
ing sense of awe and gratitude." 

"I am fighting the fear of losing it," she added, 
"while I place each new item, making it a home." 

FAMILY COMPLICATIONS 

Returning veterans face a Catch-22: Congress 
authorized the V .A. to take care of them, but not 
their families. Women wait an average of four 
months to secure stable housing, leaving those with 
children at higher risk for homelessness. Monica 
Figueroa, 22, a former Army parachutist, lived in a 
family member's auto body shop in the Los Angeles 
area, bathing her baby, Alexander, in a sink used for 
oil and solvents until, with help, they found tempo
rary housing. 

Michelle Mathis, 30, a single mother of three, 
has bounced among seven temporary places since 
returning home in 2005 with a traumatic brain 
injury. Ms. Mathis, who served as a chemical spe
cialist in Iraq, relies on a GPS device to help her 
remember the way to the grocery store and her chil
dren's school. 

She said she did not feel safe in a shelter with 
her children, so they live in a room rented from a 
friend who is herself facing eviction. The only place 
Ms. Mathis said she truly felt at home was with 
fellow veterans at the V.A. medical center. Because 
she cannot afford child care, she sees her doctors 
with her year-old son Makai in tow. 

Transitional housing has traditionally been in 
dormitory settings, which worked when returnees 
were mostly single men. But a March 2012 report 
by the Department of Veterans Affairs Office of 
Inspector General found bedrooms and bathrooms 
without locks. 

Dr. Susan Angell, the executive director for Vet
erans Homeless Initiatives for the V.A., said that 
each site was individual and required a different 

approach, whether it meant putting up walls or 
installing card readers to beef up security. "There 
is no blanket solution," she said. "It has to fit the 
environment. We really want the best and safest 
environment for any veteran that comes to us for 
care." 

Pledging to end veteran homelessness by 2015, 
the government is pouring millions of dollars into 
permanent voucher programs, like HUD-Vash, for 
the most chronically homeless veterans. Thirteen 
percent of those receiving vouchers are women, 
nearly a third of them with children, Dr. Angell 
said. 

A newer V.A. program, with $300 million allo
cated by Congress, is aimed at prevention, provid
ing short-term emergency money to help with down 
payments, utility bills and other issues. The govern
ment's motivation is financial as well as patriotic: 
the V .A. estimates that the cost of care for a home
less veteran, including hospitalizations and reim
bursement for community-based shelters, is three 
times greater than for a housed veteran. A pilot pro
ject providing free drop-in child care is under way at 
three V .A. medical centers. 

Senator Patty Murray, Democrat of Washington, 
a member of the Senate Veterans Affairs Commit
tee, recently introduced legislation that would reim
burse for child care in transitional housing for the 
first time. 

AN EMOTIONAL BATTALION 

But change in Washington can be glacial. And a 
sturdy roof is not always enough. On the outskirts 
of Long Beach, Calif., a national nonprofit group, 
U.S. Vets, created living quarters for at-risk fami
lies at Villages at Cabrillo, former naval hous
ing, with a special program for homeless female 
veterans. 

But the directors soon grew perplexed by the 
large number of women who were struggling to 
make it on their own. 

"We began to understand that so many of them 
suffered from sexual trauma," said Steve Peck, 
the group's president and chief executive. "Their 
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inability to cope with those feelings made it impos
sible for them to put one foot in front of the other." 

The result was Renew, a collaboration with the 
V.A.'s Long Beach center. It incorporates psycho
therapy, journal writing and yoga, and it accepts 
women who have been screened for military sexual 
trauma. Each class of a dozen women lives together 
for 12 weeks while spending eight-hour days at a 
women's mental health clinic, "where you can cry 
and not have to encounter a bunch of men with your 
mascara running," as Dr. Katz put it. 

With Dr. Katz and other guides, the women 
formed an emotional battalion, squaring off against 
unseen enemies: fear, loneliness, distrust, anger and, 
most insidious of all, the hardened heart. 

At the program's graduation in December, held 
in a therapy room, nine women spoke movingly of 

choosing strength over fragility. Cindi, an officer in 
the Air Force with a master's degree, said she had 
been bullied and ostracized by a female superior. 
After leaving the military, she had tumbled into a 
violent marriage and did not want her last name 
used for her own safety. She had been couch-surfing 
for a while. 

She grew up in a household brimming with 
neglect. In her workbook, Cindi drew an image of 
water boiling on a stove, representing her traumas, 
more powerful than her self-regard. 

After years of disappointment, Cindi was finally 
ready to forge new ground. 

"I am more than the sum of my experiences," she 
read from her journal, seeming to evoke the story of 
every homeless veteran sister. "I am more than my 
past." 
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The first morning in exile 
It all happened very quickly: 
buying a plane ticket 

going to the airport 
a charter that was late 

a three-hour flight. 

And then-
a passport officer 
confirms my identity 
not exactly with goodwill and speed 
(in my passport 

destroyed cities lurk 
and he simply cannot 
so early in the morning 
on an empty stomach ... ). 

First Morning in Exile 
Aleksandra Djajic-Horvath 

His well-fed sleepy fingers 

hunt for me through the circuits 
of the invisible powerful net 

but my face does not appear
! am still not on the list of those 

who want to blow up the world 

and after a long search 
-resigned and tired 
from the night shift 
and last night's beer-
he lets me slip into 
his blessed world 
of short espresso 
short memory 
and long sound sleep. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 11 

1. How do governmental laws and policies maintain social inequality? 

2. How does the early American assumption that citizens were white men perpetuate contemporary social 
inequities? 

3. How do the failures of the U.S. military with regard to women soldiers reflect gendered assumptions and 
maintain a system of patriarchy within the military? 

4. What myths about gender and race reinforce discrimination in the military, the welfare system, and the 
criminal justice system? 

5. What would a truly just governmental system look like? 
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c H A p T E R 2 

Religion and Spirituality 

Religion is a complex and complicating feature of women's lives. Although many women 
feel empowered by religion because it offers them a place of belonging, comfort, accept
ance, and encouragement, others feel oppressed by religion because it excludes and 
sometimes degrades women. In this way, as this chapter will explore, religion remains a 
significant personal and political force in women's lives. Many of the social and cultural 
battles raging in American society are cast in religious terms-abortion, marriage equality, 
sex education, racial violence, domestic violence, to name a few-and many women 
organize their lives around their religious convictions. 

The Southern Baptist controversy illustrates the experiences of many women in reli
gious traditions. Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, Southern Baptists, the nation's 
largest Protestant denomination with more than 14 million members, were embroiled in 
a controversy between fundamentalist and moderate leaders. The Baptist battles began 
over the issue of inerrancy (the notion that the Bible is without error in history, science, 
or doctrine) but quickly expanded to include, and then emphasize, social issues such as 
abortion, homosexuality, and the role of women in the home and church. As the fundamen
talists grew in political power, they led the Southern Baptist Convention to pass resolu
tions excluding women from pastoral leadership in the churches and encouraging wives to 
submit to their husbands. Fundamentalist victory, however, did not come without a long, 
bitter conflict in which many women, particularly women in ministry, left the denomina
tion. Other women decided to stay and focus their efforts on the autonomous local churches 
that carried on in the Baptist tradition of dissent, unbound by convention resolutions. Other 
women supported the denomination's stance and founded "women's studies" programs at 
the seminaries. These programs are anti-feminist and limit women's ministry to women 
and children. 

Many moderate women became involved in alternative Baptist organizations that 
grew out of the controversy and promised women more visibility, opportunity, and support 
as seminary professors and denominational leaders. The women who found positions as 
seminary professors often faced resistance from students and misunderstanding from col
leagues. Some became associate pastors in moderate Baptist churches, but very few were 
offered senior pastor positions. Women in the congregation heard the rhetoric of equality, 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY Women of Faith 

Interview three women who actively participate in a religious community. Ask 
about their experiences as women in their faith. Use the following questions or 
develop your own interview protocol. 

• What is your religious community's stance on women's roles in home, society, 
and the religious community itself? 

• What roles do women fulfill in your religious community? 
• In what activities do you participate in your religious community? 
• In what ways has your religious community been empowering for you as 

a woman? Has your religious community ever been oppressive to you as a 
woman? 

• What do you gain by your participation in your religious community? 
• How might your religious community better serve women? 

Gather the data obtained by several other students in your class and examine 
your findings. Do you see any common themes arising from your interviews? 
What do your data suggest about these women's experiences in their faith com
munities? Can you make any generalizations from the data about how women 
experience religion as both empowering and oppressive? 

but it came from the lips of the men who held the top positions in the churches and newly 
formed Baptist organizations. Women who were affirmed in their callings to pastoral 
ministry enrolled in new seminaries that offered little in the way of curricula focused on 
women. 

The willingness of so many moderate Southern Baptist women to stay in Baptist 
churches despite the anti-woman actions of the Southern Baptist Convention indicates the 
powerful pull of religion. Even women who strongly opposed the policy of the Southern 
Baptist Convention often became active participants in other Christian denominations; 
few left Christianity entirely. This simultaneous push and pull of religion, as exemplified 
by the experience of Southern Baptist women, merits careful feminist analysis. As a force 
that can both oppress and empower, religion has a dramatic potential to work politically
either to continue women's oppression or to support women's liberation. Understanding 
this complex dynamic involves a close reading of the discourse of religion. As Ashley F. 
Miller points out in the reading, "The Non-Religious Patriarchy: Why Losing Religion Has 
Not Meant Losing White Male Dominance," the atheist movement in the United States has 
failed to support women and people of color even as it has critiqued religious subordination 
and oppression of those people. 

RELIGION AS OPPRESSIVE TO WOMEN 

Southern Baptists are not alone in Christianity, nor is Christianity alone in world religions, 
in functioning as an oppressive force to women. This section discusses four ways that 
religion as belief and institutional practice has helped subordinate women. First, central 
to religion's oppressive function is the premise of a divinely ordained order of creation in 
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IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Invite a group of women pastors, ministers, priests, and rabbis to participate 
in a panel discussion of women in ministry. 

• Organize a women's spirituality group. 
• Organize an educational event to explore women in the world's religions. If 

possible, invite practitioners of various faiths to speak about women in their 
religious tradition. 

• Investigate the official stance of your own religious tradition on women's 
roles and women's issues. Where there is room for improvement, write reli
gious leaders to express your opinion. 

• Organize an event to commemorate the women who died in the "burning 
times." 

which females are deemed inferior and men not only are seen as superior to women but 
also closer to God. As discussed in the next section, gendered language about the deity 
reinforces male domination of women. The notion of women's inferiority is often sup
ported by creation myths that embed woman's inferior status in the religious community's 
narrative of identity; these are the stories a religious community tells about itself in order to 
make itself known to both members and the outside community. For example, a common 
interpretation of the second Hebrew myth of creation (although feminist biblical scholars 
take issue with this interpretation) is that Eve is created after Adam because she is to serve 
him and be his subordinate. Later in the Christian testament, writers argue that woman's 
secondary status is a result of Eve's role as temptress in the fall of humanity. As Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton pointed out in the reading "Introduction to The Woman's Bible" over a hun
dred years ago, the Bible has most often been used to maintain the oppression of women 
by excluding them from particular roles in church, family, and society. This deep-seated 
misogyny also plays a significant role in the religious oppression of sexual minorities. To 
a great extent, religious prohibitions on same-sex relationships are about maintaining gen
der distinctions and gender roles in support of male domination. Same-sex relationships 
challenge these distinctions and roles by denying that there is an essential "male role" or 
"female role" in the home or in sexuality. This is especially disturbing in homosexual male 
relationships because of the shame that patriarchy associates with men being "used" like 
women or taking on stereotypically female roles in sexual relationships. In other words, 
the problem in the popular religious imagination is the association of gay male sex with the 
feminizing of men. To be a gay male is to be like a woman, and the worst thing for a man 
is to be like a woman. 

Second, women's lower status is further maintained by excluding women from sacred 
rituals. Among the different world religions women have not been allowed to celebrate the 
Eucharist, pray in public, dance sacred dances, hear confession, make sacrifices, baptize, 
enter the holy of holies, read sacred scriptures aloud in public, preach, lead prayers, or 
teach men. One argument for the exclusion of women from priesthood has been that the 
priest stands as a representative of God, and a woman cannot represent God because she 
is female. The underlying assumption is that men are more Godlike than women. When 
worshippers see only men as representatives of God, it reinforces the notion that men are 
more Godlike, and women's exclusion continues. 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY That Old-Time TV Religion 

Watch several episodes of religious programming on television, such as the 700 
Club and two or three televised worship services. Who are the key personalities? 
What is their message? In the worship services, who is speaking? Who is sing
ing? Who is leading? What messages about gender are conveyed, not only in the 
words themselves but also in the roles played by different people? What mes
sages about race, class, sexual identity, and/or ability are conveyed? Do you think 
these shows are helpful to people? Why or why not? Are they helpful to women? 
Who do you think benefits from these shows? Are there ways in which these 
shows reinforce the subordination of women and other nondominant groups? 
Keep a log of your observations to share with your classmates. 

Third, religions maintain women's oppression very directly through church laws 
that require wives to submit to their husbands, regulate women's sexuality, and create 
highly defined gender performances for women and men. For example, these laws may 
keep women in abusive relationships or prevent them from having access to birth control 
and/or abortion. Women may be told by church authorities that their role in the home is 
to be the support person for the husband and to submit to his divinely ordained authority 
in the home. Then, when abuse occurs, a woman may be told that she is to continue to 
submit because that is her role and that God will change her husband because of her obedi
ence to God's commandments. The husband's abusive behavior then becomes the wife's 
responsibility because his changing is contingent upon her submission. This situation is 
exacerbated by a prohibition on divorce in some denominations, preventing women from 
permanently leaving abusive or dysfunctional marriages. 

Finally, historically and currently, religions also exercise power over women through 
church- and state-sanctioned control. During its early years, Christianity taught a spiritual 
unity that integrated the oppressiveness of Roman laws and gave women some status in the 
church (although women's place was still subordinate and Jesus' teachings about equality 
did not manifest in the teachings and practices of the church). Some women found solace in 
devotional life of the convent where they could live a religious life as well as hold leader
ship positions and avoid the constraints of traditional femininity that included marriage and 
childbearing. In the "burning times" (between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries), tens 
of thousands of women in Europe were murdered as witches. For many of these women, 
"witchcraft" was simply the practice of traditional healing and spirituality and the refusal 
to profess Christianity. For other women, the charge of witchcraft had nothing to do with 
religious practices and everything to do with accusations rooted in jealousy, greed, and 
fear of female sexuality. But in the frenzy of the times, defending oneself against an accu
sation of witchcraft was practically impossible, and an accusation alone generally meant 
death. In 2012, the Vatican ordered a crackdown on the Leadership Conference of Women 
Religious, the umbrella organization for most nuns in the United States, for its "radical 
feminist" themes. Apparently, according to the Vatican, the nuns are putting too much 
emphasis on social justice issues such as poverty and hunger and not enough on moral 
issues such as abortion and homosexuality. 
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Other examples include the ways Christian imperialism has proved destructive for 
women and men of color and reinforced racism and ethnocentrism, despite the fact that 
in the Bible the Apostle Paul in his letter to the Galations said that in Jesus Christ there 
is "neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female," interpreted as everyone is 
equal in the sight of God and should be treated so. The genocide of Native Americans 
was conducted with the underlying belief that it was the God-given destiny of Euro
peans to conquer the native peoples of the Americas. Without understanding African 
cultures, Christian missionaries insisted that indigenous African peoples adopt Western 
ways. The legacy of Christian racism continued in the American South, where many Chris
tians defended slavery based on their reading of scripture. Following Reconstruction, hate 
groups such as the Ku Klux Klan arose, calling for continued dominance by white, anglo 
Christians. This continues today with the messages of such groups as the Christian Identity 
Movement and the Aryan Nation (as well as the Klan). In Germany, thousands of Chris
tians joined in Hitler's plan to build a master race and contributed directly to the genocide 
of 6 million Jews. In the 1950s and 1960s, while many Christians worked tirelessly for the 
civil rights movement and African American churches in particular became sites of resist
ance to racism, many others defended segregation and participated in acts of racial hatred. 
Only in 2000 did Bob Jones University, a fundamentalist institution of higher education 
in South Carolina, repeal its rule against interracial dating. Despite the many advances 
in the twentieth century, the twenty-first century began with the continuing problems of 
racism and intolerance by many who profess Christianity. It continues with an association 
between the executive branch of government and policies providing a conduit for struc
tured inequalities. The reading "Feminist Questions of Christianity" by Caryn D. Riswold 
addresses a number of the difficult questions feminism raises for Christianity and examines 
why feminists should even care at all about Christianity. 

In India, some Hindus believe self-immolation is the highest form of wifely devotion 
and leads to the spiritual salvation of a dead husband. The wife who commits sati by placing 
herself on the burning pyre with her husband's body is then revered as a goddess. While the 
practice was outlawed by British colonizers in the nineteenth century, around 40 cases of 
sati have been documented since Indian independence in 194 7. While Indian feminists have 
argued against the practice, a number of women and men have argued that women should 
have the right to commit sati. Karen McCarthy Brown explains the story of Roop Kanwar, an 
18-year-old woman who was burned alive on her husband's funeral pyre, as central in under
standing fundamentalism in her essay titled "Fundamentalism and the Control of Women." 

Currently the Religious Right, a political movement of religious conservatives in the 
United States that has received support from the political establishment, is attempting to 
exert control over women by influencing the U.S. legal system. Faith-based initiatives that 
provide government funds to religious institutions tend to blur the line between church 
and state, and often serve to reduce women's choice and autonomy. Religious influence 
on social policy has managed to chip away at abortion rights by convincing lawmakers to 
pass various restrictions on abortion. For many years, the Religious Right was also suc
cessful in preventing marriage equality for gay and lesbian couples, although recent gains 
have led Religious Right leaders to admit marriage equality seems likely to continue to 
move forward, despite their opposition. In mid-2013, leaders of Exodus International, an 
organization that attempted to make gay and lesbian Christians straight through prayer 
and reparative therapy, formally apologized for the damage it had done to gay and lesbian 
people and shut down the organization. 
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The reading by Morny Joy discusses the complicated intersections between religion 
and women's rights, and Nadja E. L. Norton's poem shows how religion compromises 
women's rights and calls on people to use their spirituality to bring about social change. 

Sharia is the sacred law of Islam that has been interpreted and integrated into some socie
ties (such as Iran and Saudi Arabia) in ways that control women's lives. However, modern
ist, traditionalist, and fundamentalist Muslims (and those within different geographic regions) 
differ in their interpretations and the scope they give sharia. Sharia deals with many public 
concerns addressed by secular law (such as economics) as well as personal and community 
issues that include family and sexuality. The Muslim practice of wearing the veil (hijab) pre
sents an especially complex example of the simultaneously oppressive and empowering role 
ofreligion in women's lives. From the perspective of the global north, the practice of veiling 
is often viewed as absolutely oppressing. Although many Muslim women are critical of 
coercive practices associated with veiling, they also see choosing to wear the headscarf as an 
empowering practice of ethnic and cultural identity in the face of the influence of the global 
north. Muslim women often explain that they feel safer when veiled in public. The headscarf 
indicates that a woman is devout and virtuous, and therefore Muslim men will not objectify 
and sexualize a veiled woman. In fact, very often these women express sympathy for North 
American women, who must constantly fear sexual assault in public places. The headscarf, 
they claim, protects them and therefore allows them the freedom to move about publicly 
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without fear, and, in some cases, it allows them to claim their identity and take a stand against 
the hegemonic forces of the imperialism of the global north. In this discussion it is important 
to recognize the differences between the teachings of the Quran and the interpretation of these 
teachings in some Muslim societies with the goal of keeping women subordinate to men. 
As the interview with Syafa Almirzanah explains in the reading ''The Prophet's Daughters," 
Islam is not a monolithic religion. Rather, more conservative and more progressive Muslims, 
respectively, interpret the Quran in their different ways, and indeed more progressive 
Muslims interpret the Quran to promote women's value and equality. 

RELIGION AS EMPOWERING TO WOMEN 

Despite religion's long history of oppression, women have also experienced profound sup
port, encouragement, and satisfaction in religion. This section focuses on those aspects 
of empowerment. First, for many women religion provides an environment in which they 
experience real community with other women. Women in traditional marriages who work 
in the home may find their only real social outlet in the church, mosque, or synagogue. 
Here they build connections with other women and participate in personally meaningful 
experiences in a community context. 

Second, religion may provide women with opportunities for building and exercis
ing leadership skills within religious organizations. Particularly for women in traditional 
families, this allows them to develop skills they might not learn otherwise. For example, 
although Southern Baptists have generally excluded women from pastoral leadership in the 
churches, Woman's Missionary Union (WMU), auxiliary to the Southern Baptist Conven
tion, has provided thousands of women with the opportunity to become lay leaders in their 
churches, as well as in associational, state, and national WMU organizations. WMU is a 
missions education organization for women. In local church WMU organizations, women 
plan, budget, and implement programs for education and action. WMU curriculum materi
als teach young girls that they can do anything God calls them to do. The subversive power 
of this message is clear in talking to Southern Baptist women in ministry. Many of them 
report first experiencing their call to ministry in a WMU organization. Similarly, Catholic 
women have been empowered through convent experiences, in which they exercise leader
ship and enjoy community with other women. 

Third, leadership within the church or religious organization may facilitate women's 
power within their local or regional communities as well as encourage their participation 
in various forms of social activism. For example, in Santeria, a Caribbean religion, women 
who are healers, or santeras, have great personal power and hold immense social power 
in their communities. These women willingly enter into altered states of consciousness 
and allow the spirits to use them to bring about healing. When a person visits a santera, 
the santera sees all the spirits with that person, and the santera is often able to reveal to the 
person what she or he needs to do. This ability puts the santera in an extremely powerful 
position, especially when the person consulting her is a politician or government official, 
as is often the case. Furthermore, as Caribbean women visit santeras, they see women who 
wield power in their culture and who can act as role models for them. 

Another example of the role of religion in encouraging social activism is that of Jesse 
Daniel Ames, who helped organize the antilynching movement in the early part of the 
twentieth century. She worked through women's missions organizations in Methodist and 
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HISTORICAL MOMENT Becoming a Bishop 

Until l984, no black woman had been elected bishop of a major religious 
denomination in the (Jnited States, b.ut iri that year~ the Western Jurisdictional 
Conference of the United Methodist Church ~lected Leontine Kelly its first 
African AmeriCan woman bishop and only the church's s~cond. female bishop. 

Both Kelly's fathe~ and bfother were Methodist ministers. ·Kelly m~rried and 
had three ch.ildren.b.ut divorced in the early 1950s. She remarried.a Methodist 
minister in 1956 and return.ed to college to earn a bachelor's degree and become 
a social studies teacher. Kelly was clrawn to preaching and became a certified lay 
preacher. When her husband died in 1969, she accepted the church's invitation 
for her to become ·pastor. She earned a master of divinity (MDiv) from Wesley 
Theological Semi:nary in .1976 and became an ordained minister ·iri the.Methodist 
Church. From 1977 to 1983 she was pastor of Asbu,Y'-Church Hill United 
Methodist.Church in Richmond, yirginia, and then became ass.is~ant general 
secretary of evangelism for the .~nited Methodist General Board of Discipleship. 

Kelly's nomination t~ the post of bishop by a group of California dergyVlfomen 
was not without controversy, Some thought her unfit for the position because 
she was a black woman. Others opposed her nomination because she was 
divorced. Nonetheless; sh~ 'llfas· elected· and then named bishop for the San 
Francisco Bay area, making her the chief administrator and spiritual leader for 
more than 100,000. United Methodists in Northern California and Nevada. She 
remained at that post for 4 ye,ars until her retirement in 1988. 

In the fall of 2000, the United Meth~dist Church elected three African American 
women as bishops, t~e first since L~ontine Kelly: Violet Fisher, Linda Lee, and 
Beverly Shamana. Kelly commerited, "I will always be the first African A.merican 
woman bishop of the United Methodist ChUrch, but praise.Go.d I am no longer 
the only." · 

Baptist churches in the South. Black churches were at the heart of the 1950s and 1960s 
civil rights movement in which many early leaders of second wave feminism had their 
first experiences of politicai organizing. A key component of Judaism is social justice, and 
Jewish women have long been actively involved in anti-defamation, anti-racist; anti-sexist, 
and anti-heterosexist work. Ernestine Louise Rose, who fought for women's rights and 
against slavery during the 1840s and 1850s, challenged New York state lawmakers in 1854 
to allow women to retain their own property and have equal guardianship of children with 
their husbands. When male politicians urged women to postpone their quest for suffrage 
and focus on the rights of former slaves, Rose declared, "Emancipation from every kind 
of bondage is my principle." She also spoke out against anti-Semitism and set the tone 
for twentieth-century Jewish feminists' critique of Judaism's traditional attitudes toward 
women. More recently, feminist Mormon women have taken to the Internet as activists 
calling for social change. Websites include Feminist Mormon Housewives, Exponent, 
and Women Advocating for Voice and Equality (WAVE). Through their activism, these 
women seek to challenge the church's stances on feminist issues and reclaim the power 
they believe women held in earlier generations of Mormonism. 
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Finally, for many women, religion provides a place in which they find a sense of 
worth as a valued person. The poem "God Says Yes to Me" by Kaylin Haught illus
trates an accepting, loving God that has the potential to empower women. In the early 
twenty-first century, many women participate in revivals of ancient woman-centered 
religions and have become empowered through the revaluing of the feminine implicit 
in this spirituality. Wicca, or witchcraft (although not the witches we popularly think 
of at Halloween), is a Goddess- and nature-oriented religion whose origins predate 
both Judaism and Christianity. Current Wiccan practice involves the celebration of 
the feminine, connection with nature, and the practice of healing. As Wiccan practi
tioner Starhawk suggests, witchcraft encourages women to be strong, confident, and 
independent and to love the Goddess, the earth, and other human beings. This notion 
of witchcraft is very different from the cultural norms associated with witches that are 
propagated in society. 

WOMEN AND GOD-LANGUAGE 

Many theorists contend that one of the most powerful influences in molding gender and 
maintaining gender oppression is language. The language religions use to talk about the 
divine is especially powerful in shaping the ways we think about men and women. Any 
language we use to talk about deities is of necessity metaphorical. We create images that 
can only partially represent the full reality of this concept. Unfortunately, those images 
sometimes become understood in literal rather than metaphorical ways. So, instead of 
thinking, for example, of God as Father, we may come to think God is Father. Throughout 
Jewish and Christian history, the preponderance of images for God have been masculine
Father, King, Lord, Judge, Master-and the effect has been that many people imagine God 
as male even though, intellectually, they might know this is not true. God is often imagined 
as white too. 

In ancient times, the image of the Great Mother Goddess was primary in many cul
tures, but as war-centered patriarchal cultures developed, the life-giving Goddess had to 
be defeated by the warring God. In ancient Babylonian mythology, Tiamat was the Great 
Mother, but she was eventually slaughtered by her son Marduk, the God of war. Yahweh, 
the God of the ancient Israelites, was originally a consort of the Canaanite Mother God
dess, but, as the Israelites moved toward a patriarchal monotheism (belief in just one God), 
Yahweh became prominent as the Great Father God, and worship of the Goddess was 
harshly condemned by Yahweh's priests. The prominence of a single masculine image of 
deity then became reflected in the exclusion of women from the priesthood and eventually 
from the concept of Israel itself. 

In response to the hegemony of masculine images of God, feminist theologians have 
constructed alternative feminine images of deity. Some theologians, such as Virginia 
Mollenkott, have returned to the Jewish and Christian testaments to point out the exist
ence of feminine images within scripture. Other theologians, such as Sallie McFague, have 
challenged people to develop new models of God such as God as mother, God as lover, 
and God as companion. And yet other women have returned to the ancient images of the 
Goddess herself. 

The political nature of the decision to challenge normative God-language does not 
go unnoticed by traditionalists wishing to cling to male images. The Southern Baptist 
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LEARNING ACTIVITY How Well Do You Know the Goddess? 

Match the Goddess to her name. 

1. Odudua a. Egyptian mother Goddess and Goddess of the 
underworld, the queen of heaven and mother of 
light. 

2. Coatlicue b. "Queen of Heaven." Assyrian creator of life, 
mother and guardian. Goddess of fertility, love, 
sexuality, and justice. 

3. lzanami-no-kami c. Celtic creator of life. Mother Goddess of the earth 
and moon. The mother of all heroes or deities. 

4. Demeter d. Scandinavian creator of life. Leader of the Valkyries. 

__ 5. Tho-og e. "Great, Invincible, and Magnificent Founder 
and Savior, Commander and Guide, Legislator and 
Queen." Creator and mother Goddess of Anatolia. 

6. Kali f. The mother of Hawaii. Mother and guardian, 
mother of Pele and the Hawaiian people. 

7. Astarte g. Creator of life who brings fertility and love. 
Goddess of the Yoruba people of Nigeria. 

__ 8. Kokyan Wuhti h. Tibetan primordial being. The eternal mother 
who is self-formed. She is the preexisting space. 

__ 9. Freyja i. "The Great Mother Goddess." Mesopotamian 
Goddess of justice, earth, nature, and goodness. 

10. Haumea j. Hindu Goddess. She who gives life and also 
destroys it. The symbol of eternal time. 

__ 11. Po lno Nogar k. "Spider Grandmother." Hopi creator of life. Benefi
cent deity who created humans, plants, and animals. 

12. Hathor I. "Serpent Skirt." Mother Goddess of all Aztec dei
ties of Mexico, the ruler of life and death. 

13. Anu m. Greek mother and guardian. One of the twelve 
great Greek Olympian deities. She has power over 
the productivity of the earth and the social order of 
humans. 

14. Asherah n. "Female-Who-Invites." Japanese creator of life, 
earth and nature, heaven and hell. 

__ 15. Artemis Ephesus o. "Great One." Vietnamese creator of life. World 
fertility Goddess who brings rice to the people and 
protects the fields and harvests. 

Answers: 1. g; 2. I; 3. n; 4. m; 5. h; 6. j; 7. b; 8. k; 9. d; 10. f; 11. o; 12. a; 13. c; 14. i; 
15.e 

Source: Martha Ann and Dorothy Myers Imel, Goddesses in World Mythology: A Biographical Dictionary 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1993). 
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LE ARN 1 NG Ac T 1v1 T v Exploring New Metaphors for Deity 

Metaphors are images drawn from familiar human experiences, used in fresh 
ways to help explore realities that are not easily accessible in our everyday 
experience. All language about deity is metaphorical because no one image or 
analogy can capture the essence of deity. Throughout the history of Jewish and 
Christian faiths, in particular, deity has been variously imaged as Father, Shep
herd, King, Lord, and Master. Originally, these metaphors helped many people 
explore and grapple with different aspects of the nature of deity. Many contem
porary theologians, however, suggest the need for new metaphors for deity, 
shocking metaphors that will cause people to think about deity in new ways. 
Theologian Sallie McFague contends, "The best metaphors give both a shock and 
a shock of recognition." In good metaphors, we see something about reality, and 
we see it in new ways. 

What are some of the metaphors for deity with which you are familiar? In what 
ways have those metaphors been helpful? In what ways are those metaphors 
limiting? What do you perceive as the consequences of taking these metaphors 
literally? Are there some metaphors you think have outlived their usefulness? 

Following are a number of new metaphors for deity that are being utilized in 
current theological discussion. What do you think of these metaphors? In what 
new ways do they cause you to think about deity? What new ideas about deity 
do they suggest to you? In what ways do they call you to reappraise images of 
deity? 

• God as mother 
• God as lover 
• God as companion 
• God as gambler 
• The earth as God's body 

Can you think of any shocking new metaphors that help you think about deity in 
original ways? 

Convention issued a statement declaring that God is not like a father, but God is Father. 
And a group of mainline churchwomen created a furor within their denominations when at 
a conference they chose to call God "Sophia," a biblical, but feminine, name for deity. 

REINTERPRETING, RECONSTRUCTING, 
AND DECOLONIZING TRADITIONS 

For those feminist women who have chosen to remain in religious traditions, the task of 
reworking oppressive elements has been great. Theology itself has been constructed with 
male experience as normative and has not taken into account the experiences of both men 
and women. Since the 1960s, feminist theologians have undertaken the task of rethinking 
traditional theological notions from the perspective of women's experiences. For exam
ple, the traditional notion of sin expressed in the story of the Fall in Genesis is that of 
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pride and the centrality of the self. Redemption in the Christian testament then involves 
the restoration of what humans lack-sacrificial love. Yet the normative experience for 
women is not pride and self-centeredness, given that women are generally socialized to 
be self-negating for the sake of their families, and, in fact, encouraging women to be self
sacrificing as a form ofredemption simply exacerbates women's situation. Feminist theol
ogy, as Alicia Ostriker suggests in her poem "Everywoman Her Own Theology," brings 
women's experiences to the center and reconstructs theological concepts in keeping with 
those experiences. 

Because of the predominance of Christianity in the United States, the Bible and its 
various interpretations play a large role in shaping women's lives. Given this importance, 
feminist re-examinations of religion are on a continuum from reinterpretation to recon
struction. Reinterpretation involves recognizing the passages that are particularly problem
atic for women and highlighting and reintegrating the passages that extol equality between 
women and men. Proponents of such reinterpretation include Christian feminists who 
maintain a positive view of scripture as they continue to accept scripture as an authority 
in their lives. The goal of reconstruction, however, is to move beyond reinterpretation and 
recognize the patriarchal underpinnings of various interpretations and the ways they have 
been used to oppress women. 

As an example of a reconstructionist account, Christian testament scholar Elisabeth 
Schussler Fiorenza encourages readers of scripture to look for the presence of women in 
the margins and around the edges of the text. She calls for biblical readers to re-create the 
narratives of women that were left out of (but hinted at) in the text. In a similar fashion, 

" ... and so, then I said, 'You think that just because I'm a woman I can't preach, just 
because I'm a woman I can't hold office in the convention, just because I'm a woman 

I can't do evangelism, just because I'm a woman I can't teach theology!' And he 
said, 'Yes.'" 

Reprinted with permission from Norma Young. 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Nannie Helen Burroughs 

Nannie Helen Burroughs was 
only 21 years old when she deliv
ered her stirring speech, "How 
the Sisters Are Hindered from 
Helping," at the 1900 National 
Baptist Convention in Richmond, 
Virginia. This speech proved to 
be instrumental in the forma
tion of the Women's Convention 
Auxiliary to the National Baptist 
Convention, the largest African 
American women's organization 
in the country at that time. The 
Women's Convention promptly 
elected Burroughs its corre
sponding secretary and contin
ued to re-elect her every year 
from 1900 to 1948. In 1948 she 
became the convention's presi
dent and served in that role until 
her death in 1961. 

Burroughs was also a tireless 
activist-challenging lynching 

~· and segregation, denouncing 
employment discrimination, 

opposing European colonization of Africa, and promoting women's suffrage. After 
the Nineteenth Amendment was passed, she founded the National League of 
Republican Colored Women and worked to encourage African American women 
to become politically involved. She also established the Women's Industrial Club, 
which offered short-term housing to African American women and taught them 
basic domestic skills. The club also offered moderately priced lunches for downtown 
office workers. During the Depression, Burroughs formed Cooperative Industrial, 
Inc., which provided free facilities for a medical clinic, hair salon, and variety store. 

One of Burroughs's driving passions was the education of African American 
women. In 1909, with the support of the National Baptist Convention, she 
opened the National Trade and Professional School for Women and Girls in 
Washington, D.C., and served as the institution's president. The school empha
sized a close connection between education and religion. Its curriculum focused 
on the development of practical and professional skills and included a program 
in black history in which every student was required to take a course. Burroughs's 
motto for the school was "We specialize in the wholly impossible." In 1964 the 
school was renamed the Nannie Burroughs School. In 1975 Mayor Walter E. 
Washington proclaimed May 10 Nannie Helen Burroughs Day in the District of 
Columbia in recognition of Burroughs's courage in advocating for education for 
African American women despite societal norms. 
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the reading "Standing Again at Sinai" by Jewish feminist scholar Judith Plaskow calls for 
a reconceptualization of notions of God, Torah, and Israel that are inclusive of women. 
Other reconstructions of scripture include "womanist" biblical interpretations of women of 
color that analyze the Bible in light of both sexism and racism. In these accounts the Bible 
itself is subject to scrutiny in terms of its expressions of justice and injustice. Readers of the 
Bible with this perspective focus on the moral and ethical imperatives of justice contained 
therein and with an eye toward struggle for liberation for women of color. 

Women have begun to challenge and reconstruct religious traditions as well as scrip
ture. For example, Jewish women have developed feminist haggadahs, texts containing 
the ritual for celebrating the Passover seder. These feminist haggadahs commemorate 
the women of the Exodus, the liberation of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. In one 
haggadah, the four sons of the traditional ceremony become four daughters, and the lives 
of the women celebrating Passover are inserted in the ceremony to create a living history 
and a new story. 

Perhaps one of the most contentious reconstructions of religious traditions is the ordi
nation of women. Although feminist church historians have recovered a long tradition of 
women as rabbis, priests, pastors, bishops, and evangelists, most Christian denominations 
did not ordain women until the latter part of the twentieth century. Many still do not. One 
exception to this is the Quakers, who have a long and unique history of women's equality 
in the congregation. Although Quakers do not ordain anyone, some groups of Quakers do 
record ministers, and women have always been among the recorded. In silent Quaker meet
ings, women as well as men are assumed to be able to receive and speak a word from God. 
Beginning in the 1960s, many mainline Protestant churches began to ordain women min
isters, although men still make up the larger percentage of senior pastors in almost every 
denomination. The Episcopal church elected The Most Rev. Dr. Katharine Jefferts Schori 
as its presiding bishop in 2006. Roman Catholics still prohibit women from becoming 
priests, although there is a growing movement within Catholicism, particularly American 
Catholicism, to change this policy. The Church of England first ordained women as priests 
in 1994, but the Church voted in 2012 to continue its exclusion of women as bishops. 
Several churches, such as the United Church of Christ, the Unitarian Universalist Asso
ciation, and the Episcopal Church, ordain openly gay and lesbian clergy, although in the 
case of the Episcopal church, this has caused tension between churches in the worldwide 
Anglican fellowship inside and outside the United States because many of the latter resist 
such ordination of gay clergy. In 2004, the church invested the Right Reverend V. Gene 
Robinson, an out gay man, bishop of the diocese of New Hampshire and in 2010 conse
crated The Right Reverend Mary Douglas Glasspool as its first openly lesbian bishop. 

Particularly for women in the global south and women of color in the United States, 
neither reinterpreting nor reconstructing go far enough in examining and challenging the 
colonial underpinnings of religious traditions. Postcolonial feminist theologians confront 
and call out the legacies of empire in religious texts and practices and the ways religions 
have been used as colonizing influences. For example, writers such as Musa Dube of 
Botswana point to colonial beliefs in "God, gold, and glory" as intersecting theologi
cal and economic supports for the conquest of Africa and its subsequent pillaging by 
colonizers. In the reading "Decolonizing Religious Beliefs," Sylvia Marcos examines how 
indigenous women in Latin America have begun to develop their own spirituality, recap
turing older religious traditions as a way to "decolonize" themselves from the influences 
of the religious traditions their people were forced to adopt during the colonial period. 
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Islamic feminists seek to recover the Qur'anic tradition of gender equality. They argue 
that patriarchy is not inherent in the religion but is a result of the ways patriarchal contexts 
and histories have taken precedence in Qur' anic interpretation. They also note that until 
recently Qur'anic interpretation had only been done by men. The goal of Qur'anic inter
pretation, they say, is to identify the unchanging principle in the text and implement it in 
the present. In so doing, they explain, Islamic feminists will recover Islam's foundational 
gender equality. 

CREATING NEW SPIRITUAL TRADITIONS 

Although some feminists believe in the reinterpretation and reconstruction of scriptures 
and choose to work within existing denominations, others prefer to create their own 
empowering religious texts and organizations. For some, traditional religious scriptures 
are so essentially androcentric, or male centered, that they can reproduce only patriar
chal social relations. They see no possibility of liberation for women in scripture because 
even reconstruction of biblical texts cannot change the patriarchal core of, for example, 
the Bible. Rather, these reconstructions simply perpetuate the patriarchal order. Feminist 
philosopher Mary Daly argued that patriarchal language is not accidental or incidental to 
the Bible but is an essential element of it, rendering the Bible useless in the liberation of 
women. Women such as Daly look beyond traditional scripture for spiritual insight and 
understanding. Wiccan groups, discussed previously, fall into this category too. 

In this way, although many women have expressed their spirituality within formal 
religious traditions, many others have created new forms of spiritual expression outside 
churches, synagogues, and mosques. Women's spirituality is an empowering force that has 
taken such various forms as meditation, poetry, art, prayer, ritual, and social action. Spir
ituality enables women to experience connection with creation, with other human beings, 
and with the divine within themselves. 

For many feminists, spirituality is a central force in their politics. The awareness of 
the interconnectedness of all things motivates feminist action toward justice and peace 
and encourages women to work together across differences. Nature-based spiritualities 
affirm the connections among all living things and seek to protect the natural environment 
on which we all depend. Feminist spirituality values and affirms the diversity that makes 
up the unity of creation, and it challenges women to restructure the systems of power that 
create and maintain injustice. As feminist author Marge Piercy writes: 

Praise our choices, sisters, for each doorway 
open to us was taken by squads of fighting 
women who paid years of trouble and struggle, 

who paid their wombs, their sleep, their lives 
that we might walk through these gates upright. 
Doorways are sacred to women for we 
are the doorways of life and we must choose 
what comes in and what goes out. Freedom 
is our real abundance.* 

'"The sabbath of mutual respect," The Moon ls Always Female (New York: Knopf, 1980). 



R E A D N G 93 

Introduction to The Woman's Bible 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton ( 1895) 

From the inauguration of the movement for 
woman's emancipation the Bible has been used to 
hold [woman] in the "divinely ordained sphere," 
prescribed in the Old and New Testaments. 

The canon and civil law; church and state; 
priests and legislators; all political parties and reli
gious denominations have alike taught that woman 
was made after man, of man, and for man, an infe
rior being, subject to man. Creeds, codes, Scrip
tures and statutes, are all based on this idea. The 
fashions, forms, ceremonies and customs of soci
ety, church ordinances and discipline all grow out 
of this idea. 

The Bible teaches that woman brought sin and 
death into the world, that she precipitated the fall of 
the race, that she was arraigned before the judgment 
seat of Heaven, tried, condemned and· sentenced. 
Marriage for her was to be a condition of bondage, 
maternity a period of suffering and anguish, and 
in silence and subjection, she was to play the role 
of a dependent on man's bounty for all her mate
rial wants, and for all the information she might 
desire on the vital questions of the hour, she was 
commanded to ask her husband at home. Here is the 
Bible position of woman briefly summed up. 

These familiar texts are quoted by clergymen in 
their pulpits, by statesmen in the halls of legislation, 
by lawyers in the coiirts, and are echoed by the press 
of all civilized nations, and accepted by woman her
self as "The Word of God.'.' So perverted is the reli
gious element in her nature, that with faith and works 
she is the chief support of the church and clergy; the 
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very powers that make her emancipation impossible. 
When, in the early part of the Nineteenth Century, 
women began to protest against their civil and politi
cal degradation, they were referred to the Bible for 
an answer. When they protested against their une
qual position in the church, they were referred to the 
Bible for an answer. 

This led to a general and critical study of the 
Scriptures. Some, having made a fetish of these 
books ahd believing them to be the veritable "Word 
of· God," with liberal translations, interpretations, 
ailegories and symbols, glossed over the most 
objectionable features of the various books and 
clung to them as divinely inspired. Others, seeing 
the family resemblance between the Mosaic code, 
the canon law, and the old English common law, 
came to the conclusion that all alike emanated from 
the same source; wholly human in their origin and 
inspired by the natUral love of domination in the 
historians. Others, bewildered with their doubts and 
fears, came to no conclusion. While their clergymen 
told them on the one hand that they owed all the 
blessings and freedom they enjoyed to the Bible, on 
the other, they said it clearly marked out their cir
cumscribed sphere of action: that the demands for 
political and civil rights were irreligious, dangerous 
to the stability of the home, the state and the church. 
Clerical appeals were circulated from time to time 
conjuring members of their churches to take no part 
in the anti-slavery or woman suffrage movements, 
as they were infidel in their tendencies, undermin
ing the very foundations of society. No wonder 
the majority of women stood still, and with bowed 
heads, accepted the situation. 
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God Says Yes to Me 
Kaylin Haught ( 1995) 

I asked God if it was okay to be melodramatic 

and she said yes 
I asked her if it was okay to be short 
and she said it sure is 

I asked her if I could wear nail polish 
or not wear nail polish 

and she said honey 
she calls me that sometimes 
she said you can do just exactly 

what you want to 

Thanks God I said 

And is it even okay if I don't paragraph 

my letters 
Sweetcakes God said 
who knows where she picked that up 

what I'm telling you is 

Yes Yes Yes 
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Fundamentalism and the Control of Women 
Karen McCarthy Brown ( 1994) 

Religious fundamentalism is very difficult to 
define; yet many of us-scholars and journalists in 
particular-think we know it when we see it. For 
those attuned to gender as a category of analysis, a 
stab of recognition is often occasioned by the pres
ence of high degrees of religiously sanctioned con
trol of women. In conservative religious movements 
around the world, women are veiled or otherwise 
covered; confined to the home or in some other way 
strictly limited in their access to the public sphere; 
prohibited from testifying in a court of law, own
ing property, or initiating divorce; and they are very 
often denied the authority to make their own repro
ductive choices. 

I propose to take up the thread of the control of 
women and follow it into the center of the maze 
of contemporary fundamentalism. Yet I will not 
argue, as might be expected, that the need to con
trol women is the main motivation for the rise of 
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fundamentalism, but rather that aggravation of this 
age-old, widespread need is an inevitable side effect 
of a type of stress peculiar to our age. 

I will suggest that the varieties of fundamental
ism found throughout the world today are extreme 
responses to the failed promise of Enlightenment 
rationalism. Fundamentalism, in my view, is the 
religion of the stressed and the disoriented, of those 
for whom the world is overwhelming. More to the 
point, it is the religion of those at once seduced and 
betrayed by the promise that we human beings can 
comprehend and control our world. Bitterly disap
pointed by the politics of rationalized bureaucracies, 
the limitations of science, and the perversions of 
industrialization, fundamentalists seek to reject the 
modern world, while nevertheless holding onto its 
habits of mind: clarity, certitude, and control. Given 
these habits, fundamentalists necessarily operate with 
a limited view of human activity (including religious 
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activity), one confined largely to consciousness and 
choice. They deny the power of those parts of the 
human psyche that are inaccessible to consciousness 
yet play a central role in orienting us in the world. 
Most of all they seek to control the fearsome, mute 
power of the flesh. This characteristic ensures that 
fundamentalism will always involve the control 
of women, for women generally carry the greater 
burden of human fleshliness. 

This essay is an exploratory one. Its topic is huge 
and it ranges widely, crossing over into several aca
demic disciplines other than my own. Occasionally 
I am forced to paint with a broad stroke and a quick 
hand. Writing that is preliminary and suggestive 
can be risky, but the connections I see between reli
gious fundamentalism and other, larger aspects of 
our contemporary world seem compelling enough 
to lead me to take that risk. My argument begins 
close to home, in the United States, with Christian 
anti-abortion activism. 

THE ANTI-ABORTION MOVEMENT 
IN THE UNITED STATES 

The "pro-life movement" emerged in the 1970s as 
a new type of religio-political organization. It was 
a bottom-up movement that used sophisticated, top
down technology. In the early stages of the move
ment, the organizing work was done around kitchen 
tables. But the envelopes stuffed at those tables 
were sent to addresses on computer-generated mail
ing lists, the product of advanced market-research 
techniques. This blend of grass-roots organization 
and advanced technology quickly brought a minor
ity movement1 to a position of significant political 
power. The combination of traditional and modern 
methods also reveals an ambivalence toward the 
ways of the modern world that I will later argue is 
characteristic of fundamentalist movements. 

Many observers have noted an inconsistency in 
the pro-life position. The very groups who launch 
an emotional defense of the fetus's right to life are 
curiously indifferent to children outside the womb. 
As a rule, pro-lifers do not support social programs 
focused on issues such as child abuse, day care, 
foster care, or juvenile drug use. They oppose 

welfare programs in general and have taken no lead
ership in educational reform beyond concern with 
sex education, public school prayer, and the theory 
of evolution. Furthermore, their so-called pro-life 
argument is deeply compromised by staunch support 
for increased military spending and for the death 
penalty. It seems clear that the pro-life position is 
not a consistent theological or philosophical stance. 
A quite different kind of consistency emerges from 
the full range of this group's social policy posi
tions. Their overriding concern is that of maintain
ing strong and clear social boundaries-boundaries 
between nation-states, between law-abiding citizens 
and criminals, between the righteous and the sin
ful, between life and death, and not coincidentally, 
between men and women. This is a group centrally 
concerned with social order and social control. 

Beyond the trigger of the 1973 Supreme Court 
decision in Roe v. Wade, stresses with a broader his
torical range have contributed to a focus on bound
ary maintenance in the anti-abortion movement. 
The upheavals of the 1960s created the immediate 
historical context of the anti-abortion movement of 
the 1970s. Student activists of the 1960s questioned 
the authority of parents, educators, and politicians. 
Black activists challenged. the cherished American 
myths of equal opportunity and equal protection 
under the law. And the Vietnam War not only raised 
questions about U.S. military prowess but also 
planted doubts about the moral valence of the inter
national presence and policy of the United States. 
These are very specific reasons why Americans in 
the 1970s might have felt that the social and moral 
orders were becoming dangerously befuddled. 

A WORLD SUDDENLY TOO BIG 

From the mid-nineteenth century into the early 
decades of the twentieth, the writings of travelers, 
1Illss1onaries, and, eventually, anthropologists 
were popular bedside reading materials in the 
United States. Americans were fascinated by exotic 
"others." They were concerned about their own 
place in this expanding, newly complex world. 
Most of these books did more than titillate. With their 
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implicit or explicit social Darwinism, they also 
carried deeply comforting messages of progress and 
of Western superiority. Such messages, coming from 
many sources, infused an air of optimism into an 
otherwise disorienting age. During the same general 
time span, the seeds of American fundamentalism 
were sown and came to fruition. 

Some of the social forces that shaped this 
period-expanding knowledge of and contact with 
the larger world, and increased communication
had emerged over a relatively long period of time. 
Others, such as the burgeoning of cities, the dramatic 
increase in immigrant populations, and a series of 
shifts in women's roles, had occurred more recently. 2 

All of these forces came together in the second half 
of the nineteenth century to contribute to a general 
sense of vertigo; the world was becoming too big, 
too complicated, and too chaotic to comprehend. 
Most important, each individual's own place in it 
was uncertain. Religion, given its basic orientational 
role in human life, emerged as a natural arena for 
dealing with the resulting stress. 

From that period until this in the United States, 
conservative Christians have come under a double 
attack. On one level, they have had to deal with 
the general stress of the times; and on the other, 
with the direct challenge of Enlightenment ration
alism in the form of biblical higher criticism and 
evolutionary theory. The reaction of some groups of 
Christians has been ironic: they have responded to 
the threat by mimicking Enlightenment rationalism. 
The religion-versus-science debate pits against one 
another groups who share a common intellectual 
style: each claims to possess the truth. Believers, 
like rationalists, stress consciousness, clarity, and 
control. 3 Morality is codified; sacred narratives are 
taken literally and sometimes attempts are made to 
support them with "scientific evidence"; all sorts of 
truths are listed and enumerated; scripture becomes 
inerrant. Furthermore, conscious consent to mem
bership in the community of belief, on the model 
of "making a decision for Christ," becomes increas
ingly important. 

These are the religious groups we call fundamen
talists. Their central aim is to make of their religion 
an Archimedean point in the midst of a changing 
world. But to do so, they must limit their religion's 

responsiveness to its social environment; and as a 
result they are left with little flexibility to respond to 
the complexity of their own feelings or to the chal
lenge of a changing world. Sometimes they fall into 
aggressively defending brittle truths. This is what 
makes fundamentalism in the contemporary world 
problematic and, in some cases, dangerous. 

FUNDAMENTALISM CROSS-CULTURALLY 

Up to this point, I have been concerned with Chris
tian fundamentalism in the United States, but in 
the process I have focused on dimensions of the 
story that serve, without denying the significance 
of local variations, to characterize fundamentalism 
around the globe. Religious fundamentalism is born 
in times and places where, for a variety of reasons, 
the world suddenly seems too complex to compre
hend; and one's place in it, too precarious to provide 
genuine security. 

One example is modern India, where the cult that 
developed around the recent immolation of a young 
woman on her husband's funeral pyre has been 
described as an instance of fundamentalism. John 
Hawley demonstrates that the background for the sati 
of Roop Kanwar was emerging Hindu nationalism in 
India augmented by a multitude of local destabilizing 
forces in Deorala, the site of the immolation. Further
more, as Hawley and other authors have pointed out, 
Deorala is not a truly deprived area, and its residents 
are not traditionalists out of contact with the larger 
realities of modem India. I would therefore suggest, 
along with Hawley, that fundamentalism is not pri
marily a religion of the marginalized, as some have 
argued. Its more salient feature is that it develops 
among people caught off balance. Hence, fundamen
talist groups often arise in situations where social, 
cultural, and economic power is up for grabs; many, 
like these groups now being referred to as Hindu 
fundamentalists, arise in postcolonial situations. Far 
from being essentially marginal to the societies in 
which they exist, fundamentalists are often directly 
involved in the political and economic issues of their 
time and place. And they often have a significant, if 
precarious, stake in them. 
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For the Rajputs in Deorala, traditional sources of 
pride and authority are being challenged by increas
ing contact with the cities of Jaipur and Delhi, and 
through them, all of India. These Rajputs are expe
riencing the disorientation of having to depend on 
economic and political systems beyond their con
trol. Marwari merchants and industrialists, financial 
backers of the cult of the goddess Sati, are destabi
lized in another way. As their economic role expands 
throughout India, they risk their livelihood in a 
wider, less familiar, and less predictable world than 
the one in which earlier generations operated. The 
Marwari focus on the district around Jhunjhunu with 
its important Sati shrine gives them their emotionally 
saturated Archimedean point. The case of the Mar
wari businessmen suggests, even more directly than 
does that of the Rajputs, that fundamentalism is not a 
religion of the marginalized, but of the disoriented. 

In the contemporary Indian context, rallying around 
the sati of Roop Kanwar (like anti-abortion activity in 
the United States) reasserts social control and demon
strates moral worth. It strengthens gender boundaries 
and provides an example of undiluted, innocent virtue 
that vicariously underwrites the virtue of Rajputs and 
Marwaris in general. Furthermore, as in the United 
States, insecurity about social control and moral rec
titude is displaced onto the body of a woman. But in 
the sati ritual described by Hawley, the drive to kill the 
devouring, fleshly goddess and to enshrine the pure, 
spiritual one is much more painfully literal. 

Both men and women attended the sati of Roop 
Kanwar, and both men and women subsequently 
revere her. At first glance this may seem difficult to 
understand, but the complicity of Indian women in 
the practice of sati has to be considered on more than 
one level. At the deepest level its explanation lies 
in the fear of women's will and women's flesh that 
men and women share, and in the relief that both feel 
when these forces are kept in check. But on another 
level there are explanations of a much more practi
cal nature. Most Indian women's economic security 
heavily depends on marriage. A woman doing hom
age at a Sati shrine thus signals to her husband and 
to the world at large, as well as to herself, that she 
intends to be good and to do good, according to her 
society's standards. Thus she chooses to ignore any 
anger or fear she might feel about the practice, in the 

name of living a secure and ordered life. It is a hercu
lean task for women to try to define the meaning and 
worth of their lives in terms different from those that 
prevail in their community. So some security can 
always be found in surrendering to, and even helping 
to strengthen, the accepted gender norms. 

THE FAILED PROMISE 
OF ENLIGHTENMENT RATIONALISM 

Modem communications, transnational economic 
pressures, and wars waged from the opposite side of 
the globe have brought many populations intimate 
knowledge of the vastness and complexity of their 
worlds. In the late twentieth century, the others in 
relation to whom we must define ourselves are more 
available to our experience and imagination than 
ever before; yet few if any of us have a satisfactory 
model for understanding ourselves within this com
plex, stressful world. 

We all live in and are defined by a world too 
big and unstable for intellect or belief to compre
hend, and we all react to intimations-as well as a 
few pieces of hard evidence4-of the failed prom
ise of the Enlightenment. Academics, politicians, 
and ordinary folk the world over are immersed in 
this challenge and most commonly react to it (as 
fundamentalists do) by assuming that, with suffi
cient effort, the chaos can be first comprehended 
and then managed. In this way fundamentalists are 
simply extreme versions of the rest of us. 

An emphasis on the control of women is char
acteristic of fundamentalism, but there is some of it 
everywhere in the world. The anti-abortion move
ment in the United States arises out of a much broader 
context in which, among other signals of misogyny, 
public power and authority have been denied to 
women for centuries. And the Sati cult could not 
have become an issue in Indian nationalism if in 
general Indian women were not seen as sources of 
pollution as well as of blessing-as a result of which 
they have been subject to a variety of social controls 
through the ages. When the mind and the spirit are 
cut off from the body, women become magnets for 
the fear raised by everything in life that seems out 



of control. The degree to which control is exercised 
over women is therefore a key to the profundity of 
stresses felt by most persons and groups. Fundamen
talism is a product of extreme social stress. 

Religion, whose primary function is to provide a 
comprehensible model of the world and to locate the 
individual safely and meaningfully within it, is an 
obvious place for this type of stress to express itself 
and seek redress. But as long as religions deal with this 
stress by positing a world that can be directly known, 
and in which it is possible to determine one's own 
fate, they only reinforce the controlling tendencies of 
Enlightenment rationalism and do nothing to move 
us beyond it to whatever comes next. We should be 
suspicious of any religion that claims too much cer
tainty or draws the social boundaries too firmly. In this 
period marked by the gradual breakdown of Enlight
enment rationalism and Euro-American hegemony in 
the world, something more is necessary. We need help 
in accepting ourselves as organic creatures enmeshed 
in our world rather than continuing to posture as cer
ebral masters granted dominion over it. This requires 
that we learn to trust the wisdom of our mute flesh 
and accept the limitations inherent in our humanity. 
If we could do this, it would radically diminish our 
scapegoating of women and all the other "others" who 
provide a convenient screen on which to project fears. 

The resurgence of religion that we are experi
encing at the tum of this millennium should not be 
viewed in an entirely negative light. If any system 
of orientation in the world can help us now, it seems 
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likely to be a religious one. There is no small comfort 
in knowing that, as the grand ambitions spawned by 
the Enlightenment falter in the present age, what is 
likely to emerge is not what several generations of 
social scientists predicted. It is not civilization march
ing toward increasing secularization and rationaliza
tion. What is slowly being revealed is the hubris of 
reason's pretense in trying to take over religion's role. 

NOTES 
1. From the beginning of the anti-abortion movement 

to the present, opinion polls have consistently shown 
that the majority of people in the United States favor a 
woman's right to have an abortion. 

2. Betty A. DeBerg, Ungodly Women: Gender and the 
First Wave of American Fundamentalism (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1990), has an excellent discussion of 
the general changes-and particularly the changes in 
women's roles-attendant to the formation of funda
mentalism in the United States .... 

3. Often the only kind of control that fundamentalists can 
exercise over a chaotic and threatening world rests in 
their claim to have a privileged understanding of the 
deeper meaning of the chaos. Fundamentalists who 
engage in "end-time" thinking thus sometimes find 
themselves in the position of welcoming the signs of 
modem social decay because these signal the approach 
of the time when God will call home the chosen few. 

4. The growing ecological crisis is one of the most tangi
ble pieces of this evidence; it also reinforces the point 
that reason alone is an insufficient problem-solving 
tool, because we are incapable of holding in conscious
ness the full range of the interconnectedness of things. 
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Women's Rights and Religion 
Morny Joy (2013) 

FUNDAMENTALISMS AND WOMEN'S RIGHTS 

This article can be only a brief introductory survey 
of the fundamentalist challenge to the marked pro
gress in women's rights as it evolved in the second 
half of the twentieth century. 1 At the Beijing World 

Conference on Women (1995), organized with 
the support of the United Nations (UN), women's 
gains in rights were consolidated, despite a highly 
organized opposition. Amrita Basu adds a sobering 
comment of the manner in which a fundamentalist 
coalition acted to prevent further progress. 
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Parallel to the evolution of transnational women's 
movements, and equally important, has been the 
phenomenal growth of transnational networks of 
the religious right. We saw this in the 1994 Cairo 
conference on population and development, and 
again in the Beijing [women's] conference of 1995. 
In both these contexts one found a thoroughly trans
national alliance of groups on the religious right, 
not only official organizations but also members of 
non-state organizations, including religious bodies 
like the Catholic Church.2 

Judith Butler describes her astonishment when 
she learned of the maneuverings on the part of the 
V.atican in the lead-up to the Beijing Women's Con
ference. "The Vatican not only denounced the term 
'gender' as a code for homosexuality, but insisted 
that the platform language return to using the notion 
of sex in an apparent effort to secure a link between 
femininity and maternity as a naturally and divinely 
ordained necessity."3 Joan Scott, an American his
torian and gender theorist, also reports on another 
occurrence in the United States around the same 
time, when a subcommittee of the US House of Rep
resentatives entertained submissions that warned 
morality and family values were under attack by 
"gender feminists."4 Both the Vatican and funda
mentalist Christian religious groups in the United 
States had seemingly been informed of Butler's 
work questioning traditional gender roles in her book 
Gender Trouble.5 In their depiction of this threaten
ing situation, the opponents of "gender" insisted that 
"gender feminists" regarded manhood and woman
hood, motherhood and fatherhood, heterosexual
ity, marriage, and family as "culturally created, and 
originated by men to oppress women."6 The Vati
can's machinations, in which it collaborated with 
known global fundamentalist movements, did not 
work.7 The UN did achieve consensus on language 
and documents retained the term gender,8 as well as 
reiterating its commitment to women's rights, espe
cially in relation to sexuality and reproduction. The 
interventions by a fundamentalist coalition and the 
Vatican at the UN conference, however, marked the 
beginning of concerted activity to thwart the further 
passing of progressive motions/conventions. 

Courtney Howland is forthright about the 
challenge this presents, noting that "religious 

fundamentalism is premised on the notion that reli
gious law takes precedence over all other law and 
defines, inter alia, relations between different reli
gions and between men and women. Thus some 
states have argued, in the context of human rights 
treaties, that religious law takes precedence over 
international human rights law even when the state 
has not entered reservations to the treaty on this 
basis."9 Such have been the subsequent negative 
effects of this well-organized lobby that a number 
of activists have contemplated abandoning the UN 
as an effective agency for implementing resolutions 
for women's rights. 10 In this context, religion and 
rights remain adamantly opposed, with certain con
servative forces remaining most vehement in their 
objections. 

FURTHER COMPLICATIONS 

In addition to the opposition to rights from funda
mentalist interests, rights have come under attack 
from postcolonial theorists and critical theorists. 
Both share similar positions regarding what they 
view as a prevalent form of essentialism intrinsic 
to the human rights platform. They also take issue 
with the Western categories and ideals they view as 
being imposed unilaterally. 

Speaking from a postcolonial and critical per
spective, Inderpal Grewal has strong reservations 
about the human rights project. First, she views the 
whole rights undertaking as dependent on a West
ern linear view of progress. "Human rights is ... 
based on linear notions of progress by relying on 
notions of the South as Other and utilizing North/ 
South inequalities to claim that the North has human 
rights (with a few aberrations) and the South needs 
to achieve them." 11 In this connection, Grewal also 
lambasts the assumed "moral superiority" of US 
global feminism in its operations to save the abused 
women of the world, disregarding the obvious faults 
in their own country where rights are concerned. 12 

Grewal charges that the language of women's 
rights is based on a Western understanding of the 
individual as the subject of human rights. "The 
hegemonic forms of Western feminisms [with their 
emphasis on individual rights] have been able, 
through universalizing discourses, to propose the 



notion of common agendas for all women globally, 
and to mobilize such discourses through the trans
national culture of international law that can serve 
the interests of women globally."13 This presumes a 
commonality among all women, so that local politi
cal and social anomalies of a structural or institu
tional nature are overlooked. 14 Finally, Grewal 
laments that, in some countries, the institutions or 
agencies to which women must appeal for redress 
are the very bodies that are responsible for the activ
ities that have violated their rights. This alone would 
seem to defeat the actual purpose of the exercise. 

As a remedial measure, Grewal recommends an 
approach that pays attention to regional contexts, in 
particular the socioeconomic, political, and cultural 
conditions that are inevitably interrelated in unique 
combinations in each locale. As a result, human 
rights and their violations can never be solely 
defined or implemented by a Northern-generated 
model-or by any unreconstructed universal for
mula, for that matter. Nonetheless, Grewal allows, 
despite all her misgivings, that "to the extent that 
some women will be able to use the language of uni
versal rights and become subjects of the universal 
regimes, women's rights as human rights could be 
effective."15 But she remains wary that, by becom
ing constituted as a subject in accordance with an 
international framework, one will be constricted by 
the regulations of modernity and the nation-state. 

Grewal, however, does not acknowledge the 
rebukes that have come from American women 
themselves, calling their own nation to account for 
the same attitudes and actions that Grewal herself 
indicts. Wendy Brown, a critical theorist of politics, 
has indicted America for assuming certain univer
sals that have all the characteristics of essentialist 
claims in relation to human rights and feminism. 
She intensified her rebukes in the light of 9111. 
Brown is particularly scathing in her denunciation 
of the appeal to human rights, within a rhetoric 
of liberation, employed by George W. Bush, and 
Donald Rumsfeld in the retributive "war on terror." 
According to Brown, "It is not only that Rums
feld has co-opted the language of human rights for 
imperialist aims abroad and antidemocratic ones at 
home, but that insofar as the 'liberation' of Afghani
stan and Iraq promised to deliver human rights to 
those oppressed populations it is hard both to parse 
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cynical from sincere deployments of human rights 
discourse and to separate human rights campaigns 
from legitimating liberal imperialism."16 

In the face of such distortion of rights, however, 
Brown ponders how rights could be used in the ser
vice of alleviating unjust suffering of other human 
beings. She observes: "If the global problem today 
is defined as terrible human suffering consequent to 
limited individual rights against abusive state pow
ers, then human rights may be the best tactic." 17 Yet 
this statement needs to be put in perspective, par
ticularly in light of the title of her paper, '"The Most 
We Can Hope For .. .'? Human Rights and the Poli
tics of Fatalism." Brown views rights as only one 
possible means of redress, allowing that other politi
cal remedies may be required to counter the preda
tory ways of "superpower imperialism."18 From 
this perspective, human rights is both a limited and 
limiting strategy, and her final plea is that progres
sives should try to work toward more than just rights 
if they are to change the present political regime. 
Brown's analysis could also provide the basis for 
rethinking women's rights as not only a means to 
relieve suffering but also as a call to engage with the 
political systems that do not recognize their rights. 

There has also been a remarkable change of atti
tude on this issue in the work of Judith Butler, a 
critical thinker and debunker of all false pretensions 
to essentialisms of any variety. I have discussed this 
development elsewhere, but it remains relevant to 
the issue at hand. 19 In Bodies That Matter, Butler 
admits that in her earlier work Gender Trouble she 
may have played somewhat fast and loose with the 
notion of gender as performance, particularly as it 
was interpreted as an optional mode of identity that 
could be assumed at will. 20 She recognized that the 
physical body was vulnerable to harm and oppres
sion and that claims could be made on its behalf for 
protection from abuse and violence. In a 2001 inter
view, "The End of Sexual Difference," Butler takes 
this a step farther. Here, she first acknowledges that 
gender will always remain a contentious site that 
needs to be constantly questioned. This is because 
certain societies, groups, and religions, in particular, 
will continue to employ it not only in a regulative 
manner, but even as invariable and nonnegoti
able. Aware of the inroads that have been made by 
fundamentalists, however, and the attempts made 
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to reframe, restrain, and even cancel many of the 
rights that had been hard-won by former generations 
of women, she allows: "Although many feminists 
have come to the conclusion that the universal is 
always a cover for a certain epistemological imperi
alism, insensitive to cultural texture and difference, 
the rhetorical power of claiming universality for 
say, rights of sexual autonomy and related rights of 
sexual orientation within the human rights domain 
appears indisputable."21 Butler has also reflected 
on the nature of the universal and the inevitable 
problems that arise with its use. In acknowledg
ing that there will always be cultural variables that 
work against any universal claim, she nonetheless 
observes: "This is not to say that there ought to be no 
reference to the universal or that it has become, for 
us, an impossibility. On the contrary. All it means is 
that there are cultural conditions for its articulation 
that are not always the same, and that the term gains 
its meaning for us precisely through these decidedly 
less than universal cultural conditions for its articu
lation."22 The reclamation of rights, albeit highly 
qualified, by these two formidable critics, in the 
light of present oppositional forces that are mainly 
motivated by political expediency or religious zeal
otry, initiates a possibility not only of rethinking the 
project of rights in relation to women but also con
structive ways of responding to the hostility of the 
opponents .... 

FINAL OBSERVATIONS 

By way of concluding, I would like to offer two 
views, promoted by women scholars as ways that 
religion and rights could be reconsidered, and that 
speak to the issues discussed in the course of my 
essay. One approach, taken by Madhavi Sunder in 
an article titled "Piercing the Veil," advises women 
to claim their rights in the face all forms of religious 
oppression. Her description of those who participate 
in the movement is as follows: 

These individuals reject the binary approach of 
the Enlightenment, which forces individuals to 
choose between religious liberty (on a leader's 
terms) in the private sphere and equality (without a 

normative community) in the public sphere. Rather 
they articulate a vision of human flourishing that 
requires freedom within the context of religious 
and cultural community. This vision includes not 
only a right to equal treatment in one's cultural or 
religious community, but also a right to engage in 
those communities on one's own terms.23 

I discern in Sunder' s strategy a position of 
renegotiation for women who find themselves in 
religious traditions that are today resorting to fun
damentalist dictates and trying to silence moderate, 
let alone progressive, voices of women on reform. 
Sunder then continues to describe the modifica
tions that she would like to see. She supports those 
"cultural dissenters or individuals within a com
munity [who seek] to modernize, broaden, the tra
ditional terms of cultural membership, [and who 
challenge the traditional liberal understandings of 
liberty and equality as premised on a 'thin' theory 
of the self." She posits that traditional liberalism 
takes too lightly the difficulties of women who can
not easily exit from their community, or those who 
may not wish to. Instead of complete rejection, she 
advocates reform of both religion and rights: "I read 
in the rise of cultural dissent that human flourish
ing requires not only a liberty right to normative 
community, but access to a community free of the 
fear of discrimination within it."24 Such a position 
challenges primarily the traditional public/private 
distinction, but it also takes into account the need 
for a "thicker" understanding of subjectivity-one 
that includes religion .... 

Further insight is provided by Mahnaz Afkhami, 
former Iranian Minister of State for Women's 
Affairs and a veteran activist of thirty years or more. 
She addresses the dualism that pits individual rights 
against the community and places them as mutually 
exclusive: 

We must move beyond the theory of women's 
human rights as a theory of equality before the law, 
of women's individual space, or a "room of one's 
own," to the theory of the architecture of the future 
society where the universality of rights and relativ
ity of means merge to operationalize an optimally 
successful coexistence of community and indi
viduality. This architectural theory will point to a 



dynamic design where broadly conceived human 
relations evolve with the requirements of the times 
as they satisfy he needs of both community and 
individuality.25 

It is worth noting that Afkhami's program does 
contain a proviso that is deemed necessary for its 
success: "We must insist that no one, man or woman, 
may claim a right to a monopoly of interpretation 
of God to human beings or a right to force others 
to accept a particular ruling about any religion. The 
upshot of this position is that women ought not to 
be forced to choose between freedom and God. The 
same applies on the part of tradition." 26 

Sunder's and Afkhami's statements are indica
tive of contemporary women who do not wish to 
settle for the status quo, but instead are struggling 
to express ideas and strategies that could help in 
time to move beyond the present impasse. None 
of their recommendations will be uncomplicated to 
implement-and they do not necessarily all sit eas
ily together-but they are suggestive of a start that 
holds promise. In one sense, I think such develop
ments will be necessary, for I foresee a time when 
secular feminists and women from liberal and 
moderate religious backgrounds from the differ
ent religions and regions of the world, particularly 
in international bodies and in NGOs, will need to 
form strategic coalitions. This move will help to 
moderate the influence of fundamentalist forces 
that have so effectively mobilized to obstruct 
and to prevent any further advances in the area of 
women's rights. 
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Decolonizing Religious Beliefs 
Sylvia Marcos (2009) 

The indigenous women's movement has started to 
propose its own "indigenous spirituality." Docu
ments, declarations, and proposals that were gener
ated at the First Indigenous Women's Summit of the 
Americas, as well as at other key meetings that have 
gathered since, reveal an indigenous spiritual com
ponent that differs from the hegemonic influences 
of the largely Christian, Catholic background of the 
women's respective countries. The principles of this 
indigenous spirituality also depart from the more 
recent influences of feminist and Latin American 
ecofeminist liberation theologies. Participants' dis
courses, live presentations, and addresses brought 
to light other expressions of their religious back
ground. Catholicism-as a colonizing enterprise
has deeply permeated the indigenous traditions of 
the Americas, making it almost impossible to sepa
rate "pure" indigenous religious traditions from 
Catholic images, rites, and symbols. 

Working, as some authors have suggested, from 
the "cracks of epistemic differences," I characterize 

the indigenous women's movement as undertaking 
a "de-colonial" effort.1 These women are actively 
recapturing ancestral spiritualities in order to decol
onize the religious universes they were forced to 
adopt during the historical colonial enterprise. 2 

THE MODERNITY OF ANCIENT SPIRITUALITY 

The Latin American continent has long been known 
as a stronghold of Catholicism. Even today, the 
Vatican counts Latin America as one of the regions 
boasting the greatest numbers of Catholics in the 
world. 3 Among indigenous social movements, 
claiming the right to develop and define their own 
spirituality is a novel attitude, yet one that indig
enous people voice with increasing intensity.4 

Beyond claiming a right to food and shelter, a decent 
livelihood, and ownership of their territory and its 
resources, the indigenous are turning an internal 
gaze toward their traditional culture. They are also 
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daring to question the most ingrained sequels of 
Catholic colonization and rejecting the contempt 
and disdain with which the Catholic majority views 
their spirituality, beliefs, and practices .... 

Despite conflicting perspectives held by scholars 
and other commentators, indigenous social move
ments are the most visible transformational force 
in the Latin American continent.5 Indigenous peo
ples no longer accept the image that was imposed 
on them from the exterior. They want to create their 
own identity; they refuse to be museum objects. It is 
not a question of reviving the past. Indigenous cul
tures are alive, and the only way for them to survive 
is to reinvent themselves, re-creating their identity 
while maintaining their differences.6 .•• Indigenous 
women are claiming this ancestral wisdom, cos
movision, and spirituality, but theirs is a selective 
process and they are contesting issues within tradi
tion that constrain or hamper their space as women. 
Meanwhile, those who have an enhanced position as 
women within their spiritual ancestral communities 
are held onto dearly, with the community ensuring 
their survival. 

WHAT DOES INDIGENOUS 
SPIRITUALITY MEAN? 

When the indigenous women use the word spiritual
ity, they give it a meaning that clearly sets it apart 
from Catholic and other Christian traditions that 
arrived in the Americas at the time of the conquest 
and the ensuing colonization: "We indigenous Mex
ican women ... take our decision to practice freely 
our spirituality that is different from a religion but 
in the same manner we respect everyone else's 
beliefs."7 This stance is strongly influenced by an 
approach that espouses transnational sociopolitical 
practices. Indigenous movements and in particular 
the women in them are being increasingly exposed 
to a globalizing world. The presence of a Maori elder 
at the summit, as well as the frequent participation 
of Mexican indigenous women in indigenous peo
ples' meetings around the world, have favored new 
attitudes of openness, understanding, and coalition 
beyond their own traditional cultural boundaries. 

Through the lens of indigenous spirituality, we can 
glimpse the cosmovision that pervades the worlds of 
indigenous women. 

A WORLD CONSTRUCTED BY FLUID 
DUAL OPPOSITIONS, BEYOND MUTUALLY 

EXCLUSIVE CATEGORIES 

To be able to comprehend contemporary indig
enous spirituality it is important to review some of 
the tenets of Mesoamerican ancestral "embodied 
thought."8 Duality is the centerpiece of spirituality 
understood as a cosmic vision of life. Duality-not 
dualism-is a pervasive perception in indigenous 
thought and spirituality. The pervasiveness of a 
perception without equivalent in Western thought 
could, perhaps, largely explain the persistent bar
rier to penetrating and comprehending indigenous 
worlds. According to Mesoamerican cosmology, 
the dual unity of the feminine and masculine is 
fundamental to the creation of the cosmos, as well 
as its (re)generation, and sustenance. The fusion of 
feminine and masculine in one bipolar principle is 
a recurring feature of almost every Mesoamerican 
community today. Divinities themselves are gen
dered feminine and masculine. There is no concept 
of a virile god (for example, the image of a white
bearded man as the Christian God has sometimes 
been represented) but rather a mother/father dual 
protector/creator. In Nahua culture, this dual god/ 
goddess is called Ometeotl, from ome, "two," and 
teotl, "god." Yet Ometeotl does not mean "two 
gods" but rather "god Two" or, better, "divinity 
of Duality." The name results from the fusion of 
Omecihuatl (cihuatl meaning woman or lady) and 
Ometecuhtli (tecuhtli, man or lord), that is, of the 
Lady and of the Lord of Duality. 

The protecting Ometeotl has to be alternately 
placated and sustained. Like all divine beings, it 
was not conceived as purely beneficial. Rather, it 
oscillated-like all other dualities-between oppo
site poles and thus could be supportive or destruc
tive. In addition, a multiplicity of goddesses and 
gods entered into diverse relations of reciprocity 
with the people .... 
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Duality, defined as a complementary duality of 
opposites, is the essential ordering force of the uni
verse and is also reflected in the ordering of time. 
Time is marked by two calendars, one ritual based 
and the other astronomical. The ritual calendar is 
linked to the human gestational cycle. The other is an 
agricultural calendar that prescribes the periods for 
seeding, sowing, and planting com. Maize (corn) is 
conceived of as the earthly matter from which all 
beings in the universe are made.9 Human gestation 
and agricultural cycles are understood within this 
concept of time-duality, as are feminine and mascu
line, but dualities extend far beyond these spheres. 
For instance, life and death, above and below, light 
and dark, and beneficence and malevolence are con
sidered dual aspects of the same reality. Neither pole 
invalidates the other. Both are in constant mutual 
interaction, flowing into each other. Mutually 
exclusive categories are not part of the epistemic 
background of this worldview, whose plasticity is 
still reflected in the ways indigenous women deal 
with life and conflict. They seldom remain mired 
in a position that would deny the opposite. Their 
philosophical background allows them both to 
resist impositions and to appropriate modern ele
ments into their spirituality. Fluidity and selectivity 
in adopting novel attitudes and values speak of the 
ongoing reconfiguration of their world of reference. 

DUALITY AND GENDER 

In the indigenous Mesoamerican world, gender is 
constructed within the pervasive concept of dual
ity .10 Gender, that is, the masculine/feminine duality, 
is the root metaphor for the whole cosmos. Every
thing is identified as either feminine or masculine, 
and this applies to natural phenomena such as rain, 
hail, lightning, and clouds; living beings, such as 
animals, plants, and humans; and even to periods of 
time, such as days, months, and years. 11 All these 
entities have a feminine or masculine "breath" or 
"weight." It is evident, then, that this perception of 
gender corresponds to a duality of complementary 
opposites, a duality, in turn, that is the fabric of the 
cosmos. Duality is the linking and ordering force 

that creates a coherent reference for indigenous 
peoples, the knitting thread that weaves together all 
apparent disparities. 12 

Yet, despite the reverential espousal of the ances
tral concept of gender duality and complementarity, 
contemporary indigenous women express some reti
cence and even rejection of some aspects of it. Their 
arguments are based on how it is lived today in many 
indigenous communities. For example, in the summit 
document dedicated to "Gender from the Vision of 
Indigenous Women," Maria Estela Joc6n, a Mayan 
Guatemalan wise women, remarks that duality today 
"is something we should question, it is a big question 
mark, because as theory it is present in our cosmo
vision and in our customary laws, as theory, but in 
practice you see many situations where only the man 
decides ... mass media, schools, and many other 
issues have influenced this principle of Duality so it 
is a bit shaky now" (Summit Doc. Genero 7). 13 Alma 
Lopez, a young indigenous self-identified feminist, 
who is a regidora in her community, believes that 
the concept of duality of complementary opposites 
has been lost, noting that "the philosophical princi
ples that I would recover from my culture would be 
equity, and complementarity between women and 
men, women and women, and between men and 
men. Today the controversial complementarity of 
Mayan culture does not exist."14 

However, beyond the reticence or even outright 
negations of the contemporary and lived practices 
of inherited philosophical principles, indigenous 
women are still claiming them, still want to be 
inspired by them, and propose to re-inscribe them 
in their contemporary struggles for gender justice. 
They deem it necessary not only to recapture their 
ancestral cultural roots and beliefs but also to think 
of them as a potent resource in their quest for gender 
justice and equity. 

As another summit document explains, "Today, 
there are big differences between the condition of 
women in relation to that of men. This does not 
mean that it was always like this. In this case there is 
the possibility of returning to our roots and recover
ing the space that is due to women, based on indig
enous cosmovision" (Memoria 133).15 
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EQUILIBRIUM AS GENDER EQUITY 

Equilibrium, as conceived in indigenous spirituality, 
is not the static repose of two equal weights or 
masses. Rather, it is a force that constantly modifies 
the relation between dual or opposite pairs. Like 
duality itself, equilibrium, or balance, permeates not 
only relations between men and women but also rela
tions among deities, between deities and humans, and 
among elements of nature. The constant search for 
this balance was vital to the preservation of order in 
every area, from daily life to the activity of the cos
mos. Equilibrium is as fundamental as duality itself. 

Duality, thus, is not a binary ordering of "static 
poles." Balance in this view can best be understood 
as an agent that constantly modifies the terms of 
dualities and thereby bestows a singular quality on 
the complementary pairs of opposites that permeate 
all indigenous thought (as seen in the summit docu
ments and declarations). Equilibrium is constantly 
reestablishing its own balance. It endows duality 
with a flexibility or plasticity that makes it flow, 
impeding stratification. There is not an exclusively 
feminine or exclusively masculine being. Rather, 
beings possess these forces in different nuances or 
combinations. The imperceptible "load" or "charge" 
that all beings have-whether rocks, animals, or 
people-is feminine or masculine. Frequently, enti
ties possess both feminine and masculine capacities 
simultaneously in different gradations that perpetu
ally change and shift. 16 

The gender documents created at the summit 
were direct transcriptions from the focus group 
discussions. The following rich and spontaneous 
evaluations of equilibrium express the indigenous 
manner of conceiving gender equity: 

We understand the practice of gender perspective 
to be a respectful relationship ... of balance, of 
equilibrium-what in the Western world would be 
equity. (Summit Doc. Genero 6) 17 

Equilibrium means tal<lng care of life ... when 
community values of our environment and social 
community are respected, there is equilibrium. 
(Memoria 132)18 

Between one extreme and the other there is a center. 
The extremes and their center are not absolute, but 

depend on a multiplicity of factors ... variable and 
not at all exact. ... [Duality] is equilibrium at its 
maximum expression. (Memoria.231) 19 

Indigenous women refer to equilibrium as the 
attainable ideal for the whole cosmos, and as the 
best way to express their own views on gender 
equity. 

THE SPIRITUALITY OF IMMANENCE 

In the fluid, dual universe of indigenous spirituali
ties, the sacred domain is pervasive. Strong conti
nuities exist between the natural and supernatural 
worlds, whose sacred beings are interconnected 
closely with humans, who in tum propitiate this 
interdependence in all their activities. 

In striking contrast with indigenous spirituality, 
the dominant tradition in Christian theology stresses 
"classical theism," defined as centered on a meta
physical concept of God as ontologically transcend
ent and independent from the world. This concept of 
God has met with increasing criticism, particularly 
among ecofeminist and process theologians.20 In 
indigenous spirituality, the relationship to the super
natural world lies elsewhere: 

The cosmic vision of life is to be connected with 
the surroundings, and all the surroundings have 
life, so they become SACRED: we encounter 
earth, mountains, valleys, caves, plants, animals, 
stones, water, air, moon, sun, stars. Spirituality is 
born from this perspective and conception in which 
all beings that exist in Mother Nature have life and 
are interrelated. Spirituality is linked to a sense of 
COMMUNITY in which all beings are interrelated 
and complementary. (Memoria 128)21 

Ivone Gevara, a Brazilian ecofeminist theologian, 
recalls how an Aymara indigenous woman responded 
to Gevara's theological perspective: "With eco
feminism I am not ashamed anymore of express
ing beliefs from my own culture. I do not need to 
emphasize that they have Christian elements for them 
to be considered good ... they simply are valuable."22 

Ecofeminist theology promotes complex and 
novel positions centered on a respect for earth and 
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reverence for nature. Many indigenous women per
ceive this feminist theology to be easier to understand 
and closer to the standpoint of their indigenous spir
ituality than Catholic theism. These bridges between 
Christian and indigenous spiritualities become more 
intelligible when we reflect on the main characteris
tics that shape indigenous spirituality's relationship 
to nature: its divine dimensions, the personification of 
deities in humans, the fluidity between immanent and 
transcendent, and the fusion with the supernatural 
that women can and should enact. There is no exclu
sive relationship to a transcendent being called God; 
there is no mistrust of the flesh and the body; there 
is sanctity in matter: "We recover indigenous cos
movision as our 'scientific heritage,' recognizing the 
elders as ancient carriers of wisdom" (Memoria 60).23 

Similarly, they explain "that the indigenous women 
of different cultures and civilizations of Abya Yala 
do not forget that they are daughters of the land, of 
the sun, of the wind and of fire and that their continu
ous relation[s] with the cosmic elements strengthen 
their political participation in favor of indigenous 
women and indigenous peoples" (Memoria 63).24 

The woman's body, a fluid and permeable cor
poreality, is conflated with Earth as a sacred place; 
they regard themselves as an integral part of this 
sacred Earth. The spirit is not the opposite of matter 
and neither is the soul of the flesh. 

EMBODIED RELIGIOUS THOUGHT 

According to dominant Western epistemic tradi
tions, the very concept of body is formed in oppo
sition to mind. The body is defined as the place 
of biological data, of the material, of the imma
nent. Since the seventeenth century, the body has 
also been conceptualized as that which marks the 
boundaries between the interior self and the exter
nal world.25 In Mesoamerican spiritual traditions, 
however, the body has characteristics that vastly dif
fer from those of the Western anatomical or biologi
cal body. Exterior and interior are not separated by 
the hermetic barrier of the skin. Between the outside 
and the inside, permanent and continuous exchange 
occurs. To gain a keener understanding of how the 
body is conceptualized in indigenous traditions, 

we must think of it as a vortex, in whirling, spiral
like movement that fuses and expels, absorbs and 
discards, and through this motion is in permanent 
contact with all elements in the cosmos. 

A SPIRITUALITY OF COLLECTIVITY AND THE 
INTERCONNECTEDNESS OF ALL BEINGS 

For indigenous peoples, then the world is not "out 
there," established outside of and apart from them. 
It is within them and even "through" them. Actions 
and their circumstances are much more interwoven 
than is the case in Western thought, in which the "I'' 
can be analytically abstracted from its surround
ings. Furthermore, the body's porosity reflects the 
essential porosity of the cosmos, a permeability of 
the entire "material" world that defines an order 
of existence characterized by a continuous inter
change between the material and the immaterial. 
The cosmos literally emerges, in this conceptual
ization, as the complement of a permeable corpo
reality. It is from this very ample perspective that 
the controversial term complementarity should 
be revisited according to its usage by indigenous 
women. From their perspective, it is not only femi
nine and masculine that are complementary. As 
Comandanta Esther insisted in her address to the 
Mexican Congress, complementarity embraces 
everything in nature. She explained that earth is 
life, is nature, and we are all part of it. This sim
ple phrase expresses the interconnectedness of all 
beings in the Mesoamerican cosmos. Beings are 
not separable from one another. This principle 
engenders a very particular form of human collec
tivity with little tendency to individuation .... 

"Spirituality" ... is born from this vision and 
concept according to which all beings that exist in 
Mother Nature are interrelated. Spirituality is linked 
to a communitarian sense for which all beings are 
interrelated and complement each other in their exist
ence (Memoria 128). Among the examples of sev
eral pervasive spiritual and cosmological references 
reproduced by the indigenous women of the Ameri
cas, this one seems to be at the core: the interconnect
edness of everyone and everything in the universe. 
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In recent years, indigenous peoples have inten
sified their struggle to break free from the chains 
of colonialism and its oppressive spiritual legacy. 
Indigenous women's initiatives to recover their 
ancestral religious legacy constitute a decolonizing 
effort. Through a deconstruction of past captivi
ties, they re-create a horizon of ancestrally inspired 
spirituality. They lay claim to an ethics of recov
ery while rejecting the violence and subjugation 
suffered by their ancestors within the religious and 
cultural domain. "We only come to ask for justice," 
the organized indigenous women have repeatedly 
declared. Yes, justice is their demand: material, 
social, and political justice. They also seek recogni
tion of and respect for their cosmological beliefs as 
an integral part of their feminist vision. 
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The Prophet's Daughters 
An Interview with Syafa Almirzanah (2009) 

Syafa Almirzanah, a professor of comparative reli
gion at Islamic University Sunan Kalijaga in Yog
yakarta, Indonesia, could have continued her studies 
anywhere in the Muslim world, but she chose Catholic 
Theological Union in Chicago .... 

"Dialogue is, for me, a must," she says. "In my 
tradition it is the obligation of Muslims to learn 
from others, to get knowledge from everywhere." 

Almirzanah has been active in interreligious 
dialogue in both her home country of Indonesia 
and in the United States. She feels comfortable with 
Catholicism, she says, because of the many similari
ties between it and Islam. 

One unfortunate similarity is the way scholars from 
both traditions have misused faith to repress women. 

Almirzanah hopes that by learning about the history 
and theology of Islam-and by participating in inter
religious dialogue-Muslims will embrace more 
female-friendly interpretations of the religion. 

"I think one of the most important things in dia
logue is having the courage to criticize our own 
tradition. We must learn from others, then come 
back and look at our tradition with a new horizon," 
Almirzanah says. "Learning from others enriches 
our traditions. We can be better Muslims and better 
Christians." 

What does the Qur'an have to say about women? 
The Qur'an is very positive about women. In the 
story of Creation, women and men are created from 
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the same cells, so usually scholars say that means 
that men and women are the same before God. 

The problem is that different Muslims under
stand the Qur' an in different ways. Islam is not the 
monolithic religion people think it is, just as Christi
anity is not monolithic. 

If you read the Bible, you cannot ignore the con
text. When God revealed himself, it was not in a 
vacuum. People who receive the revelation of God 
have different backgrounds, experiences, and con
texts, so they respond to it differently. 

The same is true in Islamic tradition. Some more 
traditional Muslims only focus on what's written 
in the text and don't pay attention to the context of 
the verses; other more modem Muslims look at why 
God revealed a particular verse and how the com
munity at that time understood it. 

The verse on polygamy, for example, says that 
you can marry one or two or three or four women. 
More fundamentalist or traditional Muslims use 
this verse to justify having more than one wife, but 
actually the verse does not stop there. It continues: 
"If you cannot do justice, just marry one." They 
ignore that crucial part of the verse. This verse was 
revealed after a war, and there were a lot of widows 
and orphans, so men were allowed to marry multiple 
women in order to take care of them. 

You also must look at verses in relation to other 
verses. The Qur'an says elsewhere that even if 
you wanted to, you could not do justice to more 
than one wife. So actually Islam and the Qur'an 
ban polygamy. It says if you cannot do justice, just 
marry one woman, but it also says you can never 
really do justice to more than one wife. 

How were women treated during the seventh 
century in the Arabian Peninsula at the time of 
Muhammad? 
This is also debatable. Scholars usually compare what 
it was like for women before Islam and after Islam. 

Most scholars say that pre-Islamic times were 
worse for women. They say that before Islam men 
could marry more than four women. A Muslim 
scholar will argue that Muhammad limited polygamy 
and advocated the ideal marriage of one man and 
one woman. This is progress because some say that 
husbands could even sell women before Islam. 

But there are also many scholars who write that 
before Islam women's conditions were not really 
bad because they were free and had rights. One 
author says that before Islam a lot of women were 
involved in war and managed businesses. There 
is evidence of cultures where husbands came into 
their wives' homes when they married, and the 
children would belong to the women's tribe. Our 
Prophet's first wife was a businesswoman, and she 
came from a very noble tribe, though she may be 
the exception. 

I personally think it was almost like it is today. 
In certain communities where people are poor and 
have no access to education, of course women may 
not have the same opportunities as wonien who 
have rich families and live in an urban society. I can 
say that there were some good attitudes toward 
women before Islam, but Islam increased those 
good attitudes. 

How did Muhammad treat his wives? 
The first wife of the Prophet was a businesswoman. 
His youngest wife, Aisha, was a scholar and one 
of the interpreters of what the Prophet was saying. 
Because she was very close to the Prophet, a lot 
of people asked Aisha about what they should do 
in matters of love or matters of Sharia, or Muslim 
law. She also was involved in battle. 

The Prophet didn't teach that women should just 
stay at home. These rules were introduced by the 
Prophet's companions after his death. The Qur'an 
gives women the right to pursue an education and 
be involved in worldly matters. 

I think we need to get traditional Muslims to look 
at history, even at our Prophet's wives, and see that 
they were very active. Why should we now have to 
stay at home? 

There is a verse that says men are above women, 
but above here does not mean women are naturally 
inferior. It means men are responsible for family 
welfare because they work outside the home and 
earn money-as they were in Muhammad's time. 

Today, a woman can go outside of the home, 
work, and earn money, so she has the same status as 
a man. She also has responsibilities for her family, 
so for a more modem scholar, men are not above 
women. 
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How do more traditional Muslim scholars explain 
away the prominence of Muhammad's wives? 
They say that his wives were exceptions. Most of the 
interpreters of the Qur' an have been men, so there is 
a lot of submission of women in Muslim teachings. 
When I was doing my graduate studies, my adviser 
told me that some of the interpreters were men who 
really hated women. 

A lot of the misogynistic hadiths-the sayings 
of the Prophet-do not come from trusted sources, 
though. 

Hadiths tell scholars about the life of the Prophet 
and the context of the revelations but aren't actually 
revelations themselves. They are passed on through 
generations of people from Muhammad's contem
poraries, so scholars have to make sure there is a 
common link back to the time of the Prophet. In 
order to evaluate whether the Prophet said some
thing, we have to study the transmission of the 
tradition and who it came from. 

We have very strict requirements to accept that 
a saying really came from the Prophet. Most of the 
misogynistic hadiths come only from one source. 
These cannot be used as a resource for an edict. 
But some people choose the one that matches 
their thinking rather than the one that has the best 
source. 

Who are other notable female figures in Islam 
beyond Muhammad's wives? 
There are a lot. The ninth-century scholar Ibn Sa'd 
wrote biographies of important Islamic figures, and 
he had a whole book of women in Islamic history. 

There are also women saints. Rabia al-Adawiyya 
is a very famous Sufi, or Muslim mystic. She was a 
pioneer for the idea of love for God in Islamic mys
ticism. She has a well-known prayer: "God, if I pray 
to you only so you do not put me in hell, just put me 
in hell, and if I pray to you only so I can go to para
dise, don't put me in paradise, but if I pray to you 
only because I love you, don't hide your face from 
me." 

Rabia is said to be in the rank of men because 
she was close to or one with God. A lot of Muslim 
women look at her as an example-the ideal mys
tic woman. She didn't marry, but there are a lot of 

women mystics who did marry. Some are the wives 
or daughters of male mystics. Sufi men had women 
teachers. A teacher of the famous Sufi Iban Arabi 
said, "I am his spiritual mother." 

As in Christian spirituality, there are a lot of 
Muslim women mystics who are highly regarded. 
Mystics go beyond the text into the essence of the 
story. When you do that, every religion can meet, 
and men and women can meet. It is very conducive 
to dialogue. 

Christian women sometimes struggle with male 
images of God. Is God thought of as male in Islam? 
God is often described as having both a feminine 
and masculine aspect. One scholar compared it to 
yin and yang. In the Islamic tradition we call it Jalal 
and Jamal. la/al is the might of God, and Jamal is 
the beauty of God. God has both of these aspects, 
feminine and masculine. 

Yin and yang always are together, so women 
and men should be together. Man is not better than 
woman, and woman is not better than man. In Islam 
women and men should cooperate. Even in the 
Muslim Creation story, Eve is not the cause of the 
fall. 

Still, the pronoun for God is a male pronoun, and 
that is a problem that feminists discuss. There are 
also certain verses in the Qur' an that only use a male 
pronoun, so Muslim feminists say that the male pro
noun refers to both genders. For example, verses 
such as "you have to pray every day" use the male 
pronoun, but this doesn't mean that praying is only 
for males. 

What does it mean to be a Muslim feminist? 
Quite simply, I define it as someone who supports 
women's rights. There are a lot of male feminists 
who support the equal status of women, especially 
in Indonesia and Egypt. Some governments also 
promote equal rights. 

Generally, what is the status of women in the Mus
lim world today? 
As I said, Islam isn't a monolithic religion. The place 
of women depends a lot on the social, political, 
and cultural conditions of the community. Islam in 



The Prophet's Daughters I AN INTERVIEW WITH SYAFA ALMIRZANAH 669 

Indonesia is very different from Islam in Saudi 
Arabia, for example. 

In Indonesia it's common for women to study 
and be in politics, but still there is resistance. We 
had a female president before our current president. 
When she was to be appointed president, fundamen
talist groups opposed it because they said that Islam 
prohibited women from leading them. She became 
our president anyway. There are no verses that pro
hibit a woman from being president. 

Still, many believe that women's responsibilities 
are domestic tasks such as cooking and taking care 
of children. Even my in-laws still believe that. They 
wouldn't let my husband cook. 

When a woman's husband comes home from his 
job, she is supposed to serve him. But both my hus
band and I work outside the home, so why should 
I serve him? I always say, "I am not his servant. 
I am his wife." If I serve him on an occasion, it's not 
because it's my responsibility; it's because I love 
him. 

We also have to understand there are women 
themselves who really believe in the fundamental
ist interpretation. They believe that they should be 
at home and that they might have to accept being a 
second wife because this is what Islam teaches. 

How much of that is due to religion and how 
much is due to culture? 
I think it has to do with both. Culture is there, but 
certain interpretations of religion are there, too. 
There is a certain interpretation of Islam that says 
women should stay at home, not go anywhere, and 
take care of the family. 

This is why women have to study what Islam 
actually teaches about women and our position. Our 
Prophet cooked and even sewed his clothes himself. 
There is nothing to be ashamed of in that. 

We have to improve Muslims' understand
ing of the Qur' an. A lot of laypeople are Muslim 
because their family is Muslim, and they have never 
really studied their own tradition. They depend on 
their religious leader: Whatever he says, they will 

follow it. We cannot just do that; we have to know 
the sources of Islam ourselves. 

There are a number of schools of thought for 
Islamic law. I was taught that you don't have to fol
low one of them, but the most important thing is to 
know why they say what they do. 

How can women's positions in the Muslim world 
improve? 
There are a lot of ways to improve our status, but 
I think the key, again, is education. Unfortunately, 
there are still a lot of people who do not have access 
to it. A lot of families in my country still pay only 
for boys and not girls to study if they have limited 
resources. 

I have a brother, and my father let me go to 
school even to the highest levels, but that's often 
not the case at the university level. As a professor in 
Indonesia, I do see a lot of female students studying 
theology, though. 

What issues do Christian and Muslim women 
share? 
I think Muslim and Christian women have the same 
struggle to gain equal positions to men within our 
traditions. Most of the interpreters in the Catholic 
tradition are male, just as in Islam. That's one of the 
reasons they underestimate women, and there are 
misinterpretations of both religions. 

For example, Jesus had female followers, but 
the Catholic tradition doesn't really consider them 
to be apostles. From my perspective, the women 
of those days were Jesus' apostles. In Islam we 
also have women companions to the Prophet 
Muhammad. But for some reason, in both cases, 
these women have been forgotten. 

Muslim and Christian women can work together. 
We need to interpret verses for ourselves and criti
cize the old male interpretations. We should study 
together and go deeper into the traditions to find 
out what our traditions are actually saying about the 
position of women. 
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Standing Again at Sinai 
Judith Plaskow ( 1990) 

EXPLORING THE TERRAIN OF SILENCE 

... The central Jewish categories of Torah, Israel, 
and God are all constructed from male perspectives. 
Torah is revelation as men perceived it, the story of 
Israel told from their standpoint, the law unfolded 
according to their needs. Israel is the male collectiv
ity, the children of a Jacob who had a daughter, but 
whose sons became the twelve tribes. God is named 
in the male image, a father and warrior much like 
his male offspring, who confirms and sanctifies the 
silence of his daughters. Exploring these categories, 
we explore the parameters of women's silence. 

In Torah, Jewish teaching, women are not absent, 
but they are cast in stories told by men. As characters 
in narrative, women may be vividly characterized, 
as objects of legislation, singled out for attention. 
But women's presence in Torah does not negate 
their silence, for women do not decide the questions 
with which Jewish sources deal. When the law treats 
of women, it is often because their "abnormality" 
demands it. If women are central to plot, the plots 
are not about them. Women's interests and inten
tions must be unearthed from texts with other pur
poses, for both law and narrative serve to obscure 
them. 

The most striking examples of women's silence 
come from texts in which women are most central, 
for there the normative character of maleness is espe
cially jarring. In the family narratives of Genesis, for 
example, women figure prominently. The matriarchs 
of Genesis are all strong women. As independent 
personalities, fiercely concerned for their children, 
they often seem to have an intuitive knowledge of 
God's plans for their sons. Indeed, it appears from 
the stories of Sarah and Rebekah that they under
stand God better than their husbands. God defends 
Sarah when she casts out Hagar, telling Abraham 
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to obey his wife (Gen. 21:12). Rebekah, knowing it 
is God's intent, helps deceive Isaac into accepting 
Jacob as his heir (Gen. 25:23; 27:5-17). Yet despite 
their intuitions, and despite their wiliness and 
resourcefulness, it is not the women who receive the 
covenant or who pass on its lineage. The establish
ment of patrilineal descent and the patriarchal family 
takes precedence over the matriarch's stories. Their 
relationship to God, in some way presupposed by the 
text, remains an undigested element in the narrative. 
What was the full theophany to Rebekah, and how 
is it related to the covenant with Isaac? The writer 
does not tell us; it is not sufficiently important. And 
so the covenant remains the covenant with Isaac, 
while Rebekah's experience floats at the margin of 
the story. 

The establishment of patrilineal descent and 
patriarchal control, a subtext in Genesis, is an impor
tant theme in the legislation associated with Sinai. 
Here again, women figure prominently, but only as 
objects of male concerns. The laws pertaining to 
women place them firmly under the control of first 
fathers, then husbands, so that men can have male 
heirs they know are theirs. Legislation concerning 
adultery (Deut. 22:22, also Num. 5:11-31) and vir
ginity (Deut. 22: 13-21) speaks of women, but only 
to control female sexuality to male advantage. The 
crime of adultery is sleeping with another man's 
wife, and a man can bring his wife to trial even on 
suspicion of adultery, a right that is not reciprocal. 
Sleeping with a betrothed virgin constitutes adul
tery. A man who sleeps with a virgin who is not 
betrothed must simply marry her. A girl whose lack 
of virginity shames her father on her wedding night 
can be stoned to death for harlotry. A virgin who is 
raped must marry her assailant. The subject of these 
laws is women, but the interest behind them is the 
purity of the male line. 



The process of projecting and defining women as 
objects of male concerns is expressed most fully not 
in the Bible, however, but in the Mishnah, an impor
tant second-century legal code. Part of the Mishnah's 
Order of Women (one of its six divisions) develops 
laws discussed in the Torah concerning certain prob
lematic aspects of female sexuality. The subject of 
the division is the transfer of women-the regula
tion of women who are in states of transition, whose 
uncertain status threatens the stasis of the commu
nity. The woman who is about to enter into a mar
riage or who has just left one requires close attention. 
The law must regularize her irregularity, facilitate her 
transition to the normal state of wife and motherhood, 
at which point she no longer poses a problem .... 

Thus Torah-"Jewish" sources, "Jewish" 
teaching-puts itself forward as Jewish teaching 
but speaks in the voice of only half the Jewish 
people. This scandal is compounded by another: 
The omission is neither mourned nor regretted; it 
is not even noticed. True, the rabbis were aware 
of the harshness of certain laws pertaining to 
women and sought to mitigate their effects. They 
tried to find ways to force a recalcitrant husband to 
divorce his wife, for example. But the framework 
that necessitated such mitigations went unques
tioned. Women's Otherness was left intact. The 
Jewish passion for justice did not extend to Jewish 
women. As Cynthia Ozick puts it, one great "Thou 
shalt not"-"Thou shalt not lessen the humanity of 
women"-is missing from the Torah. 

For this great omission, there is no historical 
redress. Indeed, where one might expect redress, the 
problem is compounded. The prophets, those great 
champions of justice, couch their pleas for justice in 
the language of patriarchal marriage. Israel in her 
youth is a devoted bride, subordinate and obedient to 
her husband/God (for example, Jer. 2:2). Idolatrous 
Israel is a harlot and adulteress, a faithless woman 
whoring after false gods (for example, Hos. 2, 3). 
Transferring the hierarchy of male and female to 
God and his people, the prophets enshrine in meta
phor the legal subordination of women. Those who 
might have named and challenged women's margin
alization thus ignore and extend it. 

The prophetic metaphors mark an end and a 
beginning. They confront us with the injustice 
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of Torah; they link that injustice to other central 
Jewish ideas. If exploring Torah means exploring a 
terrain of women's silence, this is no less true of the 
categories of Israel or God. 

Israel, the bride, the harlot, the people that is 
female (that is, subordinate) in relation to God is 
nonetheless male in communal self-perception. The 
covenant community is the community of the cir
cumcised (Gen. 17:10), the community defined as 
male heads of household. Women are named through 
a filter of male experience: that is the essence of their 
silence. But women's experiences are not recorded 
or taken seriously because women are not perceived 
as normative Jews. They are part of but do not define 
the community of Israel. 

The same evidence that speaks to women's 
silence in the tradition, to the partiality of Torah, 
also reflects an understanding of Israel as a commu
nity of males. In the narratives of Genesis, for exam
ple, the covenant moves from father to son, from 
Abraham to Isaac to Jacob to Joseph. The matri
archs' relation to their husbands' God is sometimes 
assumed, sometimes passed over, but the women 
do not constitute the covenant people. Women's 
relation to the community is also ambiguous and 
unclear in biblical legislation. The law is couched 
in male grammatical forms, and its content too pre
supposes a male nation. "You shall not covet your 
neighbor's wife" (Ex. 20: 17). Probably we cannot 
deduce from this verse that women are free to covet! 
Yet the injunction assumes that women's obedience 
is owed to fathers and husbands, who are the primary 
group addressed. 

The silence of women goes deeper, however, than 
who defines Torah or Israel. It also finds its way into 
language about God. Our language about divinity is 
first of all male language; it is selective and partial. 
The God who supposedly transcends sexuality, who 
is presumably one and whole, comes to us through 
language that is incomplete and narrow. The images 
we use to describe God, the qualities we attribute 
to God, draw on male pronouns and experience and 
convey a sense of power and authority that is clearly 
male. The God at the surface of Jewish conscious
ness is a God with a voice of thunder, a God who 
as lord and king rules his people and leads them 
into battle, a God who forgives like a father when 
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we turn to him. The female images that exist in the 
Bible and (particularly the mystical) tradition form 
an underground stream that occasionally reminds 
us of the inadequacy of our imagery without trans
forming its overwhelmingly male nature. 

This male imagery is comforting and familiar
comforting because familiar-but it is an integral 
part of a system that consigns women to the mar
gins. Since the experience of God cannot be directly 
conveyed in language, imagery for God is a vehicle 
that suggests what is actually impossible to describe. 
Religious experiences are expressed in a vocabulary 
drawn from the significant and valuable in a particu
lar culture. To speak of God is to speak of what we 
most value. In attributing certain qualities to God, 
we both attempt to point to God and offer God's 
qualities to be emulated and admired. To say that 
God is just, for example, is to say both that God acts 
justly and that God demands justice. Justice belongs 
to God but is also ours to pursue. Similarly with male
ness, to image God as male is to value the quality and 
those who have it. It is to define God in the image of 
the normative community and to bless men-but not 
women-with a central attribute of God. 

But our images of God are not simply male images; 
they are images of a certain kind. The prophetic meta
phors for the relation between God and Israel are met
aphors borrowed from the patriarchal family-images 
of dominance softened by affection. God as husband 
and father of Israel demands obedience and monoga
mous love. He repays faithfulness with mercy and 
loving-kindness, but punishes waywardness, just as 
the wayward daughter can be stoned at her father's 
door (Deut. 22:21). When these family images are 
combined with political images of king and war
rior, they reinforce a particular model of power and 
dominance. God is the power over us, the One out 
there over against us, the sovereign warrior with 
righteousness on his side. Family and political mod
els of dominance and submission are recapitulated 
and rendered plausible by the dominance and sub
mission of God and Israel. The silence and submis
sion of women becomes part of a greater pattern that 
makes it appear fitting and right. 

Clearly, the implications of Jewish feminism 
reach beyond the goal of equality to transform the 
bases of Jewish life. Feminism demands a new 
understanding of Torah, Israel, and God. It demands 
an understanding of Torah that begins by acknowl
edging the injustice of Torah and then goes on to 
create a Torah that is whole. The silence of women 
reverberates through the tradition, distorting the 
shape of narrative and skewing the content of the 
law. Only the deliberate recovery of women's 
hidden voices, the unearthing and invention of 
women's Torah, can give us Jewish teachings that 
are the product of the whole Jewish people and that 
reflect more fully its experiences of God. 

Feminism demands an understanding of Israel 
that includes the whole of Israel and thus allows 
women to speak and name our experience for our
selves. It demands we replace a normative male 
voice with a chorus of divergent voices, describing 
Jewish reality in different accents and tones. Femi
nism impels us to rethink issues of community and 
diversity, to explore the ways in which one people 
can acknowledge and celebrate the varied expe
riences of its members. What would it mean for 
women as women to be equal participants in the 
Jewish community? How can we talk about differ
ence without creating Others? 

Feminism demands new ways of talking about 
God that reflect and grow out of the redefinition 
of Jewish humanity. The exclusively male naming 
of God supported and was rendered meaningful 
by a cultural and religious situation that is passing 
away. The emergence of women allows and neces
sitates that the long-suppressed femaleness of God 
be recovered and explored and reintegrated into the 
Godhead. But feminism presses us beyond the issue 
of gender to examine the nature of the God with 
male names. How can we move beyond images of 
domination to a God present in community rather 
than over it? How can we forge a God-language that 
expresses women's experience? 



R E A D N G 1 

Everywoman Her Own Theology 
Alicia Suskin Ostriker ( 1986) 

I am nailing them up to the cathedral door 

Like Martin Luther. Actually, no, 
I don't want to resemble that Schmutzkopf 

(See Erik Erikson and N. 0. Brown 
On the Reformer's anal aberrations, 
Not to mention his hatred of Jews and peasants), 

So I am thumbtacking these ninety-five 
Theses to the bulletin board in my kitchen. 

My proposals, or should I say requirements, 
Include at least one image of a god, 

Virile, beard optional, one of a goddess, 
Nubile, breast size approximating mine, 

One divine baby, one lion, one Iamb, 
All nude as figs, all dancing wildly, 

All shining. Reproducible 
In marble, metal, in fact any material. 

Ethically, I am looking for 

An absolute endorsement of loving-kindness. 

No loopholes except maybe mosquitoes. 

Virtue and sin will henceforth be discouraged, 

Along with suffering and martyrdom. 
There will be no concept of infidels; 

Consequently the faithful must entertain 
Themselves some other way than killing infidels. 

And so forth and so on. I understand 

This piece of paper is going to be 
Spattered with wine one night at a party 

And covered over with newer pieces of paper. 

That is how it goes with bulletin boards. 

Nevertheless it will be there. 
Like an invitation, like a chalk pentangle, 
It will emanate certain occult vibrations. 

If something sacred wants to swoop from the 

universe 
Through a ceiling, and materialize, 

Folding its silver wings, 

In a kitchen, and bump its chest against mine, 

My paper will tell this being where to find me. 

R E A D N G 101 

Feminist Questions of Christianity 
Caryn D. Riswold (2009) 

Feminists are often suspicious of Christianity and 
have a lot of questions about a religion led by men 
that worships a male God. In what way can this 
religion be good for women and men who are inter
ested in an equal humanity? History provides many 
examples of the ways that Christianity has served 
to support and justify patriarchal ideas like wifely 
submission and women's second-class status. With 
the weight of this evidence, feminists wonder why 
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they should continue to care about Christianity. Per
haps it is only another patriarchal institution that 
needs to be dismantled. 

The questions in this reading capture this critical 
attitude toward Christianity, and the answers pro
vide some information about the religion in a way 
that takes the questions seriously, often recognizing 
where the suspicions are well grounded. 
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WHY SHOULD FEMINISTS CARE ABOUT 
CHRISTIANITY? 

Feminists should care about Christianity because it is 
simultaneously a religion with an egalitarian vision 
that has been and should continue to be liberating for 
women, and because it has been a major institution 
of patriarchy that remains a pervasive cultural force 
needing criticism. The first two waves of feminism 
demonstrated how various institutions of patriar
chy promoted injustice and inequality especially 
for women, and they helped bring about positive 
change in many of them. The work of criticizing the 
negative elements of Christianity while uncovering 
its positive legacy must continue today with third
wave feminist insights and strategies. 

One reason that feminists should care about 
Christianity is that it impacts women's lives in a 
significant way. It was during the second wave of 
feminism that activists and scholars began turning 
their attention to religion in a more sustained and 
sophisticated way than the suffragists had in the 
previous century. In the United States, this meant 
paying particular attention to Christianity. Early 
feminist theological works challenging the church 
as well as its ideas were written by Valerie Saiving 
and Mary Daly. Saiving offered the first critique of 
basic Christian ideas about sin, while Daly mounted 
a serious case against the Catholic Church for its 
treatment of women throughout history. They saw 
that like government, education, and the profes
sional world, religion was a powerful tool of patri
archy that needed challenge and reform. 

Because Christianity is a religion that helps per
petuate patriarchy, whether or not a woman partici
pates in a religious community, whether or not she 
is religious at all, religion affects her life because it 
shapes society. In any society, the dominance of one 
religion necessarily affects the culture and the laws 
that impact everyone. Despite the legal separation 
of church and state that defines religious freedom in 
the United States, Christianity is a dominant cultural 
force: every president to date has been a Christian; the 
vast majority of Supreme Court justices to date have 
been Christian. 1 This is one reason why, whether reli
gious or not, feminists need to engage in the critical 
examination necessary to understand Christianity. 

Effects of this cultural dominance of Christianity 
are seen in several events from recent years: Con
troversy erupted in several states when pharmacists 
refused to fill prescriptions for emergency contra
ception, written by medical doctors, on the claim 
that it violated their religious beliefs against con
traception and/or abortion. Much of the anti-choice 
and anti-abortion activism in America has its roots 
in Christian communities; the 2008 election saw 
the passage of Proposition 8 in California, which 
revoked the right of gay and lesbian Americans in 
that state to marry. This resulted in widespread pro
tests and demonstrations targeting Mormons and 
evangelical Christian churches, groups who pub
lically support outlawing gay marriage and who 
helped fund the Proposition 8 campaign. These 
examples show what many feminists consider to 
be the negative, sexist, and homophobic legacy of 
Christianity. Because it is a patriarchal institution, 
in practice as well as in its belief, that supports legal 
and political maneuvers to limits on rights based 
on gender, it necessarily commands attention from 
feminists. But that is not the only reason. 

Feminists should care about Christianity because 
it provides life and spiritual sustenance for many 
women. This has been true from the days that Jesus 
talked with, healed, and dined with women, and it is 
still true today. Feminist biblical scholars like Elisa
beth Schussler Fiorenza help Christians more fully 
understand the relevance of Jesus' own actions with 
regard to women. She suggests that there were femi
nist impulses within Judaism that Jesus amplified 
in his teaching and ministry. Scholars of the Pauline 
literature show some of the egalitarian impulses of 
that early Christian community, and how they were 
sidelined as the church grew and gained power into 
the fourth century. The inclusion of commendations 
and greetings for women like Phoebe ("minister of 
the church"), Prisca ("who work[ s] with me in Christ 
Jesus"), and Junia ("prominent among the apostles") 
at the conclusion of Paul's letter to the Romans 
(Romans 16:1, 3, 7), for example, suggests a gender 
ideology different from what many see in texts from 
1 Timothy and Ephesians that restrict women's public 
and teaching authority. Patriarchy ultimately defined 
the institution of Christianity due in no small meas
ure to the cultural and philosophical influences of the 
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society in which it emerged and took formal shape. 
Historians like Karen Torjesen, however, have metic
ulously shown how traditions such as women priests 
were in fact part of Christianity from the beginning. 

Beyond the early formative years and texts of 
Christianity, women's voices show how the religion 
continued to provide a source of life and liberation 
even as patriarchy took an entrenched hold on it. Medi
eval women mystics and martyrs give powerful testi
mony to the way visions of God and Jesus sustained 
them throughout their lives. Julian of Norwich's inti
mate descriptions of the Mother Jesus and Catherine 
of Siena's passionate engagement with the politics 
of the thirteenth-century church provide models of 
women who seized their voice because of their reli
gious experiences. Surviving narratives from slaves in 
the American historical record reveal further how bib
lical stories like the exodus provided the spark of hope 
that God was on the side of the enslaved, how Jesus 
was seen as the one who suffered like they did, and that 
there was liberation and new life awaiting them. 

If there is something good in Christianity, which 
legions of women and men throughout history and 
in the world today suggest, then feminist scholars 
have reason to pay attention to it. If there continues 
to be something problematic in the religion, which 
legions of critics and scholars suggest, then femi
nists have an obligation to engage it critically. This 
obligation includes bringing the most serious criti
cal feminist tools to bear on Christian beliefs and 
practices. This can contribute to chipping away the 
patriarchal mantle and liberating a core message 
that early on declared that ethnicity, sex, and status 
do not ultimately determine one's fate: "There is no 
longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, 
there is no longer male and female; for all of you are 
one in Christ Jesus" (Galatians 3:28). 

HOW HAS CHRISTIANITY BEEN 
A PROBLEM FOR WOMEN? 

A brief look into the history of Christianity shows 
how its view of women sits at the root of much social 
and theological sexism. Tertullian, while instructing 

women and men on how to dress in the third cen
tury, told women that they were the devil's gate
way, the means by which evil entered the world. He 
articulated the part of traditional Christian anthro
pology that views women as responsible for sin and 
evil entering the world because of Eve's actions in 
the Garden of Eden story of Genesis 3. This idea 
of some ancient and primordial human decision has 
had a tremendous influence not only on Christian
ity's view of women but on dominant Western cul
tural ideas about women and men. 

In addition, ancient misunderstandings of biol
ogy were woven into medieval Scholastic texts in 
a way that continues to misshape our understand
ings of sex and gender. Saint Thomas Aquinas's 
theological views of human nature reflected his 
thirteenth-century understanding of the process 
of procreation, borrowed from Aristotle: man 
supplies the form and the ideal representation 
of human being, and woman is merely the mat
ter and the place where the form grows. To put it 
more crudely, with ejaculation, the man implants a 
very tiny person (the homunculus) into the woman 
who is little more than the warm place for the tiny 
person to grow. The nineteenth-century discovery 
of the ovum and subsequent realizations about 
how procreation actually takes place rendered 
this understanding of human beings irrelevant. In 
many ways, however, the assumptions and dual
isms about men and women derived from it remain 
in place. Aristotelian biology and Aquinas's the
ological adoption of it provided a foundation for 
claims about male superiority that still exist: Men 
are superior, women are inferior; men are stronger, 
women are weaker; men are active and women are 
passive; men provide, women receive; men create, 
women participate. 

Ideas like these from the intellectual history 
of Christianity reveal where some of the roots of 
sexism and misogyny lie. Feminists who have an 
understanding of this can simultaneously point out 
the errors insofar as they exist, and they can push 
the religion and society toward better articulations 
of what it means to be human. Knowing specifically 
why Christianity has been a problem for women 
with these historical notes enables feminists to par
ticipate in fixing the problem. 
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The social and political implications of Christi
anity also deserve attention insofar as the religion 
has been oppressive for women both inside and out
side the church. In the Western world, Christianity 
has been the religion of the dominant classes, and as 
such it has provided ideological basis for many of its 
oppressive practices. Biblical texts have been used 
to support the notion that wives must submit to their 
husbands, and that slaves should obey their masters. 
Arguments presented in the early twentieth century 
against women gaining the right to vote in places 
like Britain and the United States relied heavily on 
assumptions drawn from Christian ideas about men 
and women, like those described above. The idea 
that women were fully dependent on and repre
sented by their husbands under the law stems in part 
from a reading of Genesis 2, where the woman is 
made from the rib of the man. The subsequent claim 
that women are physically inferior to men is also 
connected to the fl.awed biology and philosophical 
presumptions about form and matter from Aristotle 
and Aquinas. Dualisms borrowed in part from 
gnostic and Platonic philosophy also influenced the 
increasingly patriarchal Christianity to value spirit
ual over physical, free over slave, form over matter, 
and male over female. Patriarchy still depends on 
this mode of thinking to maintain the unquestioned 
dominance of men over women. 

Despite some core theological commitments to 
peace, justice, and compassion, Christianity has also 
justified violence against women, officially as well as 
subtly. This is where feminist critique of sexism in 
Christian theology becomes essential. Official sanc
tion of violence against women occurred with the 
persecution and subsequent execution of women as 
witches in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This 
enterprise was supported by a declaration from Pope 
Innocent VIII, and led by Heinrich Kramer and Jacob 
Sprenger, who authored the Malleus Mallificarum 
(the Hammer against Witches) in 1486. This text, a 
manual for finding and dealing with witches, exces
sively focused on women's sexuality and women's 
involvement in things mysterious to many men, like 
miscarriages and stillbirths. It reflected the Chris
tian theological views of women and sex promoted 
by Tertullian, Augustine, and Aquinas as described 
above. These Christian thinkers fundamentally 

believed that women were inferior beings more sus
ceptible to the influence of the devil in part because 
of the demands of their bodies. 

Historians conservatively estimate that sixty 
thousand people were executed during the medieval 
witch persecutions, a majority of them women; and 
some scholars estimate that millions were brought 
to trial.2 This massive tragedy was among other 
things a culmination of generations of misogyny 
and misunderstanding about women perpetuated in 
large part by the Christian church. 

Such sexism still exists today when well-intentioned 
pastors and Christian neighbors counsel women to 
endure mistreatment at their husband's hands in 
the spirit of turning the other cheek, or pressure a 
woman to prematurely forgive her rapist, or per
suade a woman not to file charges against an abuser 
because of how it will affect his life. 

Theological justification for counsel like this 
comes in part from biblical texts ("wives be subject 
to your husbands as you are to the Lord," Ephesians 
5:22) as well as from sexist religious culture. Carole 
R. Bohn has called this a "theology of ownership" that 
has promoted male dominion over all things, again 
based on a reading of the Genesis texts. In cases of 
child abuse by priests, a theology of ownership again 
paves the way for destructive actions. Once experi
ences like these are revealed and taken seriously, such 
justifications can be delegitimized. The more that 
women find the courage and support to tell their stories 
and hold their religious leaders to account, the fewer 
women and children there will be who receive such 
warped counsel. As the movement built on the very 
criterion of taking women's experience seriously, 
feminism has a crucial role to play in making such 
truths known and such actions and theological claims 
unacceptable within Christianity, holding it account
able to wider cultural parameters and critique. 

HAS CHRISTIANITY BEEN OPPRESSIVE 
ONLY ON THE BASIS OF GENDER? 

One of the more shameful legacies of the Christian 
tradition has been its use as the ideological basis for 
the persecution of Jews and Muslims. In addition, 
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Christianity has provided religious justification for 
the careless misuse of the earth's natural resources. 
Each of these realities is taken seriously by third-wave 
feminists, who are attuned not only to oppression on 
the basis of gender but also to justice throughout the 
global and multifaith human community. Looking 
at examples of how Christianity has been oppressive 
in other ways also reveals how initiatives to correct 
these problems have emerged. 

The Holocaust was in part made possible by cen
turies of Christian anti-Semitism, itself a gross mis
construal of the religion's relationship to Judaism. 
At the heart of the matter is the very difficult ques
tion of whether Christianity is inherently anti-Jewish 
because of its supersessionist tendencies. Superses
sionism is the belief that Christianity supersedes, 
completes, and fulfills Judaism. It is the belief that 
once Christianity arrived, Judaism was no longer 
needed because Jesus was the messiah, the prom
ised deliverer of the Jews; and anyone who didn't 
understand that was simply wrong. Since the begin
ning, Christians have had to walk a very fine line by 
maintaining a connection to Judaism while adher
ing to their claims that Jesus is God incarnate. Early 
Christianity was full of unfortunate tendencies to 
belittle Jews for their supposed ignorance because 
they did not accept Jesus as their savior. In Romans, 
for example, Paul speaks directly about the Jews 
when he says, "I can testify that they have a zeal for 
God, but it is not enlightened" (Romans 10:2). 

Such problematic views did not end with the 
early centuries. In fact, they were in some ways 
solidified and entrenched. In 1543, Martin Luther 
wrote "On the Jews and Their Lies," which reflected 
his own move from a theological anti-Judaism to a 
racist anti-Semitism. For among other things, he 
lambasted the Jews for refusing to accept Jesus as 
their savior (a theological point) and called them a 
lazy and irrational people (a racist point).3 

The Nazis in Germany were the fullest and most 
complex expression of a long history of anti-Semitism. 
The Christian churches in Europe retain a shame
ful legacy of nonintervention and collaboration in 
the mistreatment and murder of millions of Jews.4 

The weight of history clearly indicts Christianity for 
failing its Jewish neighbors, but glimmers of hope 
for a better future have since emerged. The World 

Council of Churches (WCC), founded in 1948 in 
part as a reaction to the world's collective failure 
in the Holocaust, holds as one of its chief purposes 
to "engage in Christian service by serving human 
need, breaking down barriers between people, seek
ing justice and peace."5 Seminars on human rights, 
religions of the world, and interfaith community 
building are now regularly offered at the wee 
ecumenical institute at Bossey in Switzerland. In 
addition, the Second Vatican Council of the Roman 
Catholic Church in the 1960s held discussions and 
produced official documents that took seriously the 
need for the Church to repair its relationship with 
Judaism. Nostra Aetate spoke of the "spiritual patri
mony common to Christians and Jews" and rejected 
"any discrimination against men or harassment of 
them because of their race, color, condition of life, 
or religion."6 These are just a few examples of the 
ways that Christianity has addressed the problems 
of its tenuous relationship with Judaism throughout 
history. 

Christianity's relationship with Islam has a 
similarly violent and troubled past. The early 
twentieth-century Catholic Encyclopedia described 
the Crusades as "expeditions under-taken, in fulfill
ment of a solemn vow, to deliver the Holy Places 
from Mohammedan tyranny."7 Christian beliefs 
here gave way to violent interaction with nations and 
people of other faiths. Various church-sanctioned 
military expeditions during the eleventh, twelfth, 
and thirteenth centuries resulted in shifting political 
boundaries and widespread resentment against Chris
tianity. In addition, "viewed from the aspect of their 
purposes the Crusades were failures. They made no 
permanent conquest of the Holy Land ... Their cost 
in lives and treasure was enormous. Though initiated 
in a high spirit of devotion, their conduct was dis
graced throughout by quarrels, divided motives, and 
low standards of personal conduct."8 

The impetus for this action was at least in part a 
misunderstanding of the religion of Islam, reflected 
by Christians' not only misnaming it with terms like 
"Mohammedan" but also believing it to be inher
ently tyrannical. These misunderstandings along 
with the history of aggressive colonialism working 
to ensure Christian domination of the world inform 
an increasingly complex relationship between the 
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Christian-dominated West and the Islamic-defined 
Middle East, well into the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries. 

Today much of Christianity better understands its 
familial relationship with both Judaism and Islam, and 
faithful scholars and leaders have worked to outline 
the necessity for and consequences of cooperation 
among the religions and their adherents. The National 
Council of Churches in the U.S. strengthens interfaith 
relations through various events and projects, and the 
Council on American-Islamic Relations today has 
ongoing interfaith outreach with Christian churches 
and their members. All this work is even more crucial 
in a world where Muslim is too often wrongly associ
ated with terrorist, and the civil rights of Muslims in 
the U.S. have been under constant threat since the ter
rorist attacks of September 11, 2001. 9 Islamic feminist 
movements have also emerged in this context, taking 
seriously women's experiences both within their reli
gion and as citizens of countries ravaged by sectar
ian violence and international military occupation. 
Third-wave feminism needs to engage these issues in 
order to fully participate in movements for peace and 
justice around the world. 

A final example takes seriously the Christian 
theological justification for human misuse of the 
earth. Often because of an interpretation of Genesis 
1 :28 that exhorts humans to subdue the earth, the 
Christian tradition has viewed humans as the most 
important part of creation. Along with that, the rest 
of the earth is secondary and subjected completely 
to the whims and wishes of human beings. The 
consequences of viewing humans as masters of the 
universe was famously connected to Christianity by 
Lynn White Jr. in his 1967 article, "The Historical 
Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis" in the magazine 
Science. In response to environmental awareness and 
activism that emerged over the past two generations, 
Christian churches, groups, and leaders are moving 
to articulate the trusteeship of creation that is given to 
humans by God. Leading second-wave feminist theo
logian Rosemary Radford Ruether has written "an 
ecofeminist theology of earth healing" that draws 
together resources from the Christian tradition to 
identify both its contributions to the destruction of 
the planet and the resources it provides for healing 
the earth. 

Third-wave feminists can see how, with regard 
to Jews, Muslims, and the earth, Christianity has 
been oppressive in a variety of ways. Feminism is a 
key critical voice that raises questions about power 
dynamics, about privilege and oppression in relation
ships with others, and about environmental exploi
tation. This is because patriarchy depends on and 
feeds off of racism, classism, and heterosexism as 
well as global capitalism, environmental racism, and 
religious discrimination. Third-wave feminism is 
keenly interested in the global reality of human life, 
which includes a multifaith community as well as 
responsibility for the effects of human participation 
in the ecosystem. If Christianity is not held to higher 
standards of relating to outsiders, insiders, and the 
planet, it will continue to support the destruction 
and division brought about by patriarchy. 

HOW HAS CHRISTIANITY AFFECTED 
WOMEN'S LIVES IN A POSITIVE WAY? 

Christianity has provided both a set of beliefs and 
a place that have been good for women individu
ally and collectively. While the oppressive and sex
ist tendencies of the religion are well documented 
and discussed, its empowering dimension is often 
overlooked by feminist critics. History, theology, 
and practice are instructive on this topic. Historically, 
Christians created a community that welcomed the 
marginalized and served the poor, and this practice 
can be found resurging today. Theologically, Christi
anity provides a basis for egalitarian and just human 
relationships. In practice, Christian churches have 
been and still are places where women have found 
and fostered community, developed leadership skills, 
and transfonned the societies in which they live. 

The early Christian community was viewed by 
the dominant class as a radical and threatening sect 
because of its claims about Jesus, and because it wel
comed women, slaves, and members of the lower 
social classes. Based in part on stories of Jesus' 
speaking to women in public (John 4), women's 
presence throughout his ministry (Luke 8), and 
his compassion for marginalized people (Matthew 
9: 10-12), the Christian community was founded 
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on the belief in a compassionate God who demon
strated on many occasions compassionate care for 
the poor and oppressed. In this way, early Christians 
continued the narrative that originated with the Isra
elite people's belief in God as the one who liberated 
the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, and who sus
tained them while exiled in Babylon. 

In response to the worsening conditions of daily 
life for multitudes of people throughout Latin 
America, this belief in a God who opts for the poor 
and marginalized was revitalized as a core princi
ple of Christianity in 1968. Inspired by the Second 
Vatican Council, Latin American bishops gathered 
at Medellin, Colombia, for a conference and Gus
tavo Gutierrez emerged as a leading voice of what 
became liberation theology. Gutierrez and the lib
eration movement insisted that Christianity was a 
religion that had become excessively focused on 
the afterlife and needed to become a religion more 
focused on the quality of life this world: "When 
we struggle for a just world in which there is not 
servitude, oppression, or slavery, we are signifying 
the coming of the messiah." 10 This opened up and 
affirmed entirely new forms of activism devoted to 
economic and social justice around the world. What 
liberation theology did was "shift the gaze" (to bor
row Gutierrez's phrase) of Christianity toward more 
careful attention to the injustices in human life here 
and now. This included justice for women. 

Practically speaking, Christian churches have been 
hubs of ordinary women's leadership, sometimes 
in spite of official denominational pronouncements 
to the contrary. Cheryl Townsend Gilkes's descrip
tive book title articulates a reality that many people 
know to be true: If It Wasn't/or the Women. Gilkes 
takes this phrase from a conversation she had with 
a bookstore manager who declared: "If it wasn't for 
the women, you wouldn't have a church!" 11 Many 
women social activists throughout history have 
taken their cue from their Christian identity. This 
is not only a modem phenomenon, as some medi
eval women's writing demonstrates. Catherine of 
Siena spoke out when she wrote to Pope Gregory 
XI in 1376 about the corrupt state of the church, 
urging the return of the papacy to Rome as well as 
the reform of its excessive focus on worldly things. 

Despite official limits on women's leadership in 
Christianity, women have a long history of finding 
ways to change their communities and their church. 

In American history, women who headed up the 
antilynching movement and the temperance and 
prohibition movements honed their organizational 
and leadership skills in their churches. In a soci
ety where women were not permitted to hold elec
tive office, to vote, or to own property in their own 
names, Christian churches were places where women 
designed, implemented, and led programs and pro
jects in their local communities. Ida B. Wells-Barnett 
wrote, spoke, and organized protests against lynch
ing in the late nineteenth century. Another female 
social activist at the time, with whom Barnett publi
cally sparred, was Frances Willard, president of the 
Women's Christian Temperance Union. There are 
many examples of social change led by women who 
gained practical leadership skills in their Christian 
churches, and who took many of their ideological 
commitments to community service, compassion, 
justice, and peace from that tradition. 

HOW ARE FEMINISTS CHANGING THE FACT 
THAT CHRISTIANITY HAS BEEN ANTI

FEMINIST, IF NOT ANTI-WOMAN? 

Feminists have been changing the sexist and misog
ynist tendencies of Christianity for generations. 
Examples from the first wave, the second wave, and 
the third wave of feminism demonstrate clearly how 
Christianity is in places becoming a pro-feminist 
and pro-woman religion. Continuing these efforts 
now is essential for the well-being of women and 
men around the world. 

In the modem world, significant attempts to criti
cally engage the Christian tradition gained public 
attention with the writings of abolitionist women 
and suffragists like Sarah Grimke, Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, and Matilda Joslyn Gage. Grimke wrote 
Letters on the Equality of the Sexes in 1838, and in 
these letters she criticized sexist interpretations of 
a variety of biblical texts in order to make her case 
for the equality of men and women. She modestly 
pointed out one of the disadvantages to women, 
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saying, "When we are admitted to the honor of 
studying Greek and Hebrew, we shall produce 
some various readings of the Bible a little different 
from those we have now." And despite her lack of 
advanced education, she was able to recognize that 
Jesus put forth ideas for all to follow "without any 
reference to sex or condition."12 

Stanton's and Gage's efforts to construct The 
Woman's Bible appeared in two volumes in 1895 
and 1898, representing another significant shot at 
patriarchally dominated schools of biblical interpre
tation. The effort itself, while not wholly successful, 
was monumental in scope, especially in its context. 
The legacy of The Woman's Bible is mixed because 
of the anti-Semitism present throughout, and the less
than-professional methodology used when Stanton 
physically cut out passages from the Bible. Because 
of several factors, it was not substantial enough to 
have a lasting impression on the field of biblical 
studies. Stanton and Gage were not trained scholars 
in the field of biblical commentary (a nineteenth
century woman rarely was, as Grimke had pointed 
out) and therefore were not able to break through. 
Gage went on to write a text with greater impact 
called Woman, Church, and State in 1893, in which 
she laid out the many ways the church has contrib
uted to maintaining sexism and women's second
class citizenship. The strategies these nineteenth 
century women employed reflect their key insight 
that getting to the heart of religious justifications for 
sexism must be part of combating it. 

Two important feminist theological works in 
the second-wave feminism were more substantial 
in their impact and marked an irrevocable shift in 
Christian theology. Valerie Saiving's article called 
"The Human Situation," published in the Journal 
of Religion in 1960, directly addressed the flaws 
in theological giant Reinhold Neibuhr's discus
sions of human nature and sin. Saiving showed how 
Niebuhr's focus on pride as the central human sin was 
steeped in androcentric thinking and did not resonate 
with women's experiences. On the contrary, Saiv
ing argued, women suffer from socially conditioned 
passivity. Their sin is, in fact, too little pride and not 
enough self-assertion. She pointed out that Christian 
exhortations for the faithful to humble themselves do 
not take into account those whom Christianity already 

humiliates. She showed definitively how Christian 
theology provided divine justification for the social 
reality of sexism and the second-class status of 
women. Saiving's argument influenced not only the 
specific field of Christian theological anthropology 
which discusses sin in particular, but also the entire 
Christian tradition which had up to that point been 
able to think and act based solely on male human 
experience. 

A concurrent social development inspired by 
second-wave feminism was the emerging under
standing in the medical sciences that testing and 
research on any number of diseases and conditions 
could no longer be done solely with male subjects. 
A conference on women's health and women's bodies 
in 1969 led to the formation of the Boston Women's 
Health Collective, and the publication of the ground
breaking book Our Bodies, Ourselves in 1971. Thus, 
activists in theology and in the sciences reached these 
conclusions about expanding their understanding of 
"human" experience around the same time because 
of second-wave feminism. No research on the human 
condition, spiritually or biologically, could be done 
in the same way after these breakthroughs in under
standing "human" experience. 

Another second-wave feminist theologian, Mary 
Daly, influenced the Christian tradition of thinking 
and speaking about God. In 1973 Daly encapsulated 
the problem of male images of God, about which 
she had been speaking and writing for many years. 
Drawing the connection between theology and soci
ology, Daly stated that "if God is male, then the 
male is god." 13 She showed how theological ideas 
have sociological roots as well as consequences. In 
fact, using theories of religion from Peter Berger and 
others, Daly showed that a group ascribes to its deity 
the attributes that it finds to be the highest and the 
most ideal. In patriarchy, that is first and foremost 
the male. Christian theology that has taken place 
after Mary Daly, whether it agrees with her or not, 
has had to reckon with the undeniable implications 
of exclusively male images and language for God. 

Many theologians have picked up precisely on 
that challenge and have constructed feminist lit
urgies as well as participating in reshaping cross
denominational worship resources. The Inclusive 
Language Lectionary project in 1983 represented 
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the National Council of Churches' belief that "All 
persons are equally loved, judged, and accepted by 
God ... God is more than male or female, and is 
more than can be described in historically and cultur
ally limiting terms."14 This is one example of putting 
into practice the theological claim made by Daly and 
others that exclusive male imagery and language for 
God is problematic. It also shows how Christian the
ologians, feminist or not, understand the problem of 
sexism. At the same time, the New Revised Standard 
Version of the Bible (NRSV), which was completed 
in 1989, openly addressed "the danger of linguistic 
sexism arising from the inherent bias of the Eng
lish language toward the masculine gender, a bias 
that in the case of the Bible has often restricted or 
obscured the meaning of the original text."15 These 
two pan-Christian efforts in particular show how 
feminists and supporters of anti-sexism work have 
been directly changing the fact that Christianity has 
been anti-woman and anti-feminist. 

Feminist theology in the third wave is more 
complex and continues to unfold around us today. 
Reflecting the third wave' s intersectional focus on 
race, class, gender, sexuality, and ecology among 
other things, the later ecofeminist work of Rose
mary Radford Ruether, the work of womanist 
theologian Delores S. Williams, and the thinking 
of mujerista theologian Ada Marfa lsasi-Dfaz set 
the stage for the more diffuse and complex rela
tionship between feminism and Christianity with 
which we now live. Ruether' s 1992 book Gaia and 
God spells out the responsibilities of Christianity 
to move toward a more ecologically minded theol
ogy; Williams, along with scholars like Jacquelyn 
Grant, inspired a generation of black (i.e. womanist) 
activists to engage the Christian tradition from their 
particular "tridimensional" experience at the inter
section of race, class, and gender; Isasi-Dfaz recent
ers Christian theology and ethics on the struggles 
that define Hispanic women's lives, recasting moral 
agency en la lucha (in the struggle). 

While the battles for the ordination and equal
ity of women in Christian churches defined much 
of the second wave, struggles for gay and lesbian 
Christians for full access to legal rights and church 
practices like marriage and ordination have begun to 
characterize one way that the third wave of feminism 

continues to change Christianity. Daniel Helminiak's 
basic text, What the Bible Really Says about Homo
sexuality, as well as the work of Episcopal bishop 
John Shelby Spong and church activists like Lutheran 
pastor Anita C. Hill continue to reframe Christian 
understandings of inclusion and social justice. 

As third-wave feminists continue to challenge the 
multifaceted sexism of Christianity, they are mov
ing their attention to the global religious context. 
Attending to the reality of women's lives around 
the world becomes more important as Christianity 
grows in Latin America and Africa, and as the world 
understands more thoroughly than ever before the 
multireligious nature of the global community. 
These are the ways that third-wave feminist activ
ism is moving its own advocacy work firmly into the 
new millennium, and the ways that it needs to con
tinue to reform Christianity for a new generation. 
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The Non-Religious Patriarchy: Why Losing Religion 
Has Not Meant Losing White Male Dominance 

Ashley F. Miller (2013) 

From the beginning, the non-religious movement 
has had women and African-Americans as promi
nent members. Women like Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
and Susan B. Anthony were non-religious-Stanton 
so much so that she got written out of history for 
her outspoken critiques of religion-and African
Americans like Frederick Douglass, W.E.B. Du 
Bois, and Asa Philip Randolph all spoke out strongly 
against organized religion and the harm it did to 
African-Americans. Langston Hughes, Zora Neale 
Hurston, and James L. Farmer, Jr. all also identi
fied as freethinkers. Despite being dominated by 
white men, the non-religious, humanist movement 
had a strong, vocal minority of women and African
Americans and was strongly involved in political 
causes like ending slavery and getting women the 
vote. As time has passed, however, the movement 
has continued to be dominated by white men who 
hold traditional privilege and power, in much the 
same way that they do throughout society. 

Despite the fact that the non-religious, atheist, and 
humanist movements began as a backlash against both 
Christian beliefs, which they considered false, and 
social injustice, which they believed to be caused by 
organized religion, the movement is still dominated by 
white men and white men's concerns. The movement is 
only 30 percent women and 15 percent people of color 
and focuses more on Biblical Criticism and debunking 
the supernatural than on social justice causes. 

A great deal of research has been done into the 
patriarchal underpinnings of many of the major 
world religions; in the United States, this is primarily 
Christian sects. While many of the churches in the 
United States have slowly made reform in the nature 
of the relationship of women to religion and to 
the church, progress is slow. However, despite the 
fact that there are no theological underpinnings to 
support the patriarchy in the movement, the atheist 
movement has struggled to fight the larger cultural 
underpinnings of the patriarchal hegemony. 
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Likewise, the atheist movement has failed to 
appeal to people of color and incorporate their con
cerns. Although atheists are predominately liberal 
and claim to be pro-equality for all races, genders, 
and sexualities, the movement has failed to attract 
those people they claim to support-despite the 
fact that organized religion often subjugates and 
oppresses those same people, they are not finding 
their way to the atheist movement. ... 

SKEPTIC, HUMANIST, AND ATHEIST 
MOVEMENTS 

Although the terms are often used interchange
ably, there are important differences between those 
who label themselves "Humanists," "Atheists," and 
"Skeptics." Broadly speaking, secular humanists 
focus on morality and being "good without god," 
atheists focus on arguing against organized reli
gion, and skeptics focus on debunking supernatural 
beliefs. Many people identify with all three, others 
identify with only one, but the demographics of all 
three movements are very similar and have similar 
aims. This article will refer to these three subgroups 
collectively as "the atheist movement" and focus on 
its presence and history in the United States. 

Atheism has recently experienced a resurgence 
known as the New Atheist movement and led by 
bestselling books like Christopher Hitchens' s God 
ls Not Great and Richard Dawkins's The God 
Delusion. Exploration of and research on the athe
ist experience has expanded to match. 1 This expan
sion has also included a burgeoning online social 
network and community that has connected atheists 
and secularists across the country and around the 
world; people who had previously been isolated by 
their minority view now use the Internet to create 
communities with people who have similar values.2 

Research has explored the atheist experience 
as well as the degree to which atheists are the 
victims of prejudice and bias. 3 Some research has 
found that atheists are the most reviled minority 
group in America today, less trusted than homosex
uals or Muslims.4 Consequently, the majority of the 
scholarly literature on atheism concerns anti-atheist 
bias and how to combat it. The expanded interest 

in atheists, their experiences, and anti-atheist senti
ment in the United States has included little research 
or exploration of the experience of atheist women 
and African-Americans. 

INTERSECTIONALITY AS AN APPROACH 

lntersectionality is a research approach to study 
"the relationships among multiple dimensions and 
modalities of social relationships and subject for
mations."5 The goal of an intersectional approach 
is to understand the interaction of societal concepts 
like race, class, gender, and sexuality and how they 
affect the "vectors of oppression and privilege."6 

The intersection of these different constructs not 
only reveals oppressions, but also offers insights 
into how different positions in society affect the 
people who occupy those positions. Not only do 
these insights help us to conceptualize problems, but 
they also offer us the opportunity to effect change 
informed by that insight. 

Traditionally, the intersectional approach has 
focused primarily on race, class, gender, and sexu
ality, but this article seeks to add religion to that 
approach. In the same way that race, class, gender, 
and sexuality offer privileges to the majority, so too 
does religion. In the United States, this privilege 
goes to the Christians, whose god is referenced in 
the Pledge of Allegiance, on every piece of money, 
and embraced by politicians at large to win votes 
from the American public. Those who are not Chris
tian are not considered fully American-"guns, 
freedom, Jesus" are what makes an American. 

This article applies an intersectional analysis to 
women and people of color in the secular humanist 
and skeptic movements. This complicated, multi
layered feminist and intersectional analysis helps to 
unpack the questions: Why are women and people 
of color underrepresented in the atheist movement? 
Does the movement appeal more to white men than 
to others? Does religion have a special hold on 
women and people of color? Does the movement 
fail to reach out to those who are not white men? 
Does the movement isolate women and people of 
color? What can be done to bring more women and 
people of color to the atheist movement? 
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Religion's role in the patriarchy 

Western culture depends heavily on the patriarchal 
structure that allowed for white male dominance of 
women and people of color. "Patriarchy is a theory 
that attempts to explain this widespread gender 
stratification as an effect of social organization rather 
than the result of some natural or biological fact" and 
to unpack why "there remains a near total domina
tion of women by men at both the micro level of 
intimate relationships and the macro level of govern
ment, law, and religion."7 Patriarchy is not limited 
to the system that controls women but is "always 
linked into other systems of inequality and privilege, 
including but certainly not limited to age, ability, 
education, race, sexual orientation, and class."8 

According to Gerda Lerner,9 the development of 
male-dominated society and slavery depended on 
the cultural move from hunter-gatherer societies 
to agricultural ones. Men took advantage of child
birth as a means of controlling women, which led 
to acceptance of people as property more generally. 
As time passed, religion and religious law devel
oped around the male-dominated society, making 
women's subjugation not just acceptable, but the 
only acceptable option. 

In the West, this structure was dependent on two 
ideas: one, the Aristotelian idea that women were 
flawed versions of men that could never reach the 
perfection of the male form, and two, the religious 
idea that a male God ruled over men who ruled over 
women. 10 The Judeo-Christian tradition meant that 
society functions based on the idea that the divine 
right of kings came from the divine right of Adam 
over Eve. 11 Through these developments, "the sub
ordination of women comes to be seen as 'natural', 
hence it becomes invisible. It is this which finally 
establishes patriarchy firmly as an actuality and as 
an ideology."12 

Religion's move in the direction of the patriarchy 
does not mean that religion was the cause of patri
archy. While it is now a tool for the continuation 
of male domination, it is possible, even probable, 
that changes in religion from fertility goddesses and 
polytheism to male-headed monotheism reflected 
a change in the culture, rather than the change in 
culture reflecting a change in religion. In other words, 
the shift "may be more prescriptive than descriptive. 

It may tell us more about what the upper class of 
royal servants, bureaucrats, and warriors wanted the 
population to believe than what the population actu
ally did believe."13 As much as atheists may now 
assert that "religion poisons everything,"14 religion 
developed as a function of the culture, not the other 
way around. Patriarchy uses religion as a tool for 
self-perpetuation, and so the fight against religion 
in the name of feminism is a logical one, but when 
you take religion away from the culture, you are still 
left with a patriarchal system. Which brings us to the 
atheist movement's patriarchal problem with women 
and people of color. 

Race and gender in the atheist movement 

Female atheists are a minority within a minority. 
Although the non-affiliated or "nones" are the fastest
growing demographic in the United States, having 
doubled to more than 15 percent since 1990, only 
2 percent of the population identifies as atheist. 15 And 
while women make up a slight majority of the U.S. 
population, they are only 40 percent of the "nones"16 

and only 30 percent of the atheists.17 As a whole, 
women in America think religion is more important 
than men do, are more likely to go to church, and are 
more likely to become religious after being raised 
secular.18 

The numbers for African-Americans and 
African-American women are even more 
religious-92 percent of African-Americans iden
tify as Christian and African-American women are 
the most religious demographic in the country. 19 

Atheism simply does not attract as many women as 
it does men with the result that, as with lesbians and 
African-Americans in the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 
trans gender (LGBT) movement, women are a minor
ity within a minority that is dominated by white men. 

This leads to the question: Why is the atheist 
movement so dominated by white men? The answer 
is this: there is a social cost to being an atheist that 
is more easily borne by those with privilege than 
by those who are already minorities. Women and 
people of color, occupying a fundamental minority 
position in society, will thus suffer far greater social 
costs by identifying with atheism than white men. 
People are drawn to religion for reasons beyond 
belief-organized religion offers cultural and social 
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capital and identity for people, especially for those 
who are disenfranchised already. Atheism means 
abandoning not just a belief system (which is, inci
dentally, the primary thing the atheist movement 
focuses on) but also an entire social system. 

There are several kinds of social costs that come 
with identity as an atheist. As previously mentioned, 
atheists are among the most reviled minority groups 
in the United States. Before taking into account any 
other reason, it is necessary to acknowledge that 
being out as an atheist comes with negative conse
quences, regardless of one's age, class, race, gender, 
or sexuality. Atheists face discrimination both legally 
and in terms of social shunning in the United States20 

because of stereotypes of being immoral, criminal, 
evil, and unfeeling, even though all evidence points 
to the contrary.21 Female atheists and atheists of color 
will endure the net effect of these consequences but 
still have additional obstacles facing them. 

One reason is the difference in earning power 
between men and women, white people and black 
people, and the lack of a social safety net for low
wage earners. According to Sikivu Hutchinson, 
"The domino effect of socioeconomic instability and 
diminishing job and education returns has appar
ently bolstered the influence of organized religion 
on African-American communities."22 The church 
provides economic resources to those who are not 
being supported by their communities or by the gov
ernment. In the United States, the highly disparate 
incomes of those at the top and those at the bottom 
and the lack of a strong social safety net mean that 
there is a large population of people who are strug
gling to get by and take care of themselves and their 
families. These people are disproportionately black 
and female. The church offers the safety net that the 
government and society at large does not, making 
leaving the church not just a risk of social discrimi
nation but a very real material loss of support like 
daycare and food. "This is especially true in African 
American communities where single parent female
headed households predominate."23 

The church also offers a way of maintaining iden
tities that are valued by society-it makes black men 
more masculine, women more feminine, and black 
women more innocent. "Patriarchy entitles men to 
reject organized religion with few implications for 
their gender-defined roles ... men do not run the risk 

of compromising their masculinity if they question, 
don't participate in, and/or actively reject organized 
religion,"24 but women are faced with the possibility 
of being seen as not feminine, or worse, "fallen" in 
the eyes of the religious culture around them. 

Furthermore, minority culture especially places 
high value on women being religious, often because 
they are seen as the arbiters of morality and the sole 
caretaker of children. When atheists are seen as 
fundamentally immoral, a woman who chooses to 
be an atheist is also choosing to imbue her children 
and the children of the community with immorality; 
this is doubly true for black women who are more 
likely to be the sole caretaker of children. Beyond 
that, the church is a deep part of mainstream identity, 
but even more so a part of black identity--churches 
in black communities represent a greater facet of the 
community's racial identity than churches in white 
communities. "Insofar as atheism is an implicit rejec
tion of both black patriarchy and authentic blackness, 
those who dare to come out of the closet as atheists 
are potential race traitors."25 On the other hand, white 
people do not face the threat of seeming "less white" 
by rejecting belief, nor do men face the risk of seem
ing less masculine by embracing what is portrayed as 
an emotionless, scientific, masculine lack of belief. 

There is a strong belief in the African-American 
community that church is one of the few ways that 
men can protect themselves from falling into drugs 
and going to prison and how women can redeem 
themselves for being unmarried with children.26 

Rather than address the systematic problems that 
cause the high incarceration rates of black men or 
provide social support that would reduce the stigma 
and financial difficulties faced by single mothers 
and without strong governmental programs to help 
them, the black community historically has turned 
to the church.27 When you are disenfranchised by 
the culture at large and the only place that will dis
cuss and address concerns that face your community 
is a church, the church is going to be where you tum. 

Historically, as well, the church has served 
either in practice or symbolically in the fights for 
civil rights, the end of slavery, and the cause of 
women's suffrage. "Organized religion enabled 
African-Americans to achieve self-determination 
and community under conditions of racial apart
heid" as well as creating the ability for black people 
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to become insiders to the dominant culture of Chris
tianity. 28 Oppressed groups often participate in their 
own means of oppression in an attempt for individu
als to gain more individual power29-perhaps 
Christianity subjugated African-Americans, but it 
also offered a means of critiquing social systems in 
place. "American blacks rejected as exemplars the 
slave-owning freethinkers of the Enlightenment in 
favor of a biblical Jesus who spoke to the human
ity of the most dispossessed elements of society."30 

Additionally, church was often the only or safest 
place for the community to discuss issues of social 
justice and community organizing. 

Beyond this, the atheist movement fails to 
address or analyze the problem in meaningful ways. 
Within the critiques of organized religion, there is 
"little analysis of the relationship between economic 
disenfranchisement, race, gender, and religiosity" 
meaning that such critiques inevitably are of "limited 
cultural relevance for people of color."31 Likewise, 
such critiques often fail to engage with the reasons 
that religion can be a very useful thing to women 
and people of color, in a strictly utilitarian way, even 
while it oppresses them. The atheistic, science-and
objective truth above all point of view means that 
the experiences of those without the luxury of choice 
or who cannot place more importance on philoso
phy than taking care of their families are both not 
explored and treated as inferior. Religion is not sim
ply about a belief system, and treating it as though it 
is, is only possible with a blindness to all of the social 
benefits it provides, even while acknowledging all of 
the injuries it creates as well. From the position of 
privilege many in the atheist movement occupy, the 
focus is always on what is false rather than on what 
helps one to survive. This is not to say that organized 
religion is a net good, or something not worth fight
ing against, but rather to say that ignoring the reality 
of how religion helps people means being unable to 
offer meaningful alternatives to it. 

There is a pervasive belief that "objective" sci
ence holds all of the answers without an acknowl
edgement that most values and causes are supported 
by philosophy and personal worldviews as well.32 

A white male scientist is naturally going to be inter
ested in causes related to being a white male scientist 
and blind to or ignorant of causes not related to that. 

It is a systematic bias. As a movement founded pri
marily by white male scientists who felt ostracized, 
the atheist movement has a difficult time acknowl
edging that science has its problems both histori
cally and as the sole foundation of a worldview and 
that being white confers special privileges, as does 
being male. Ironically, their deep commitment to 
skepticism often fails to include a skepticism aimed 
at their own worldview. 

The movement "likes to talk about the European 
Enlightenment as if nothing bad could ever legiti
mately be said about it"33 despite the fact that the 
Enlightenment was responsible for scientific ration
alization and implementation of terrible programs 
that exploited and hurt people of color and women. 
Historically, science has been responsible for: terri
ble programs of eugenics, claims of biological race, 
and sex differences that have sense been proven to be 
untrue, justification of slavery, scientific experiments 
on people of color, forced sterilization of women 
who committed the crimes of being poor, unmarried, 
or not white, forced imprisonment of women who 
were sexual or became involved with someone of a 
different race, and the list goes on. Science has been 
responsible for a great many crimes against human
ity, and the majority of these crimes have been com
mitted against those least able to defend themselves. 
There is a natural distrust from people who have 
faced generations of horror at the hands of scientists 
and science and the atheist movement's focus on sci
ence above all, with no recognition of the problem
atic history, makes it difficult for many to trust it. 

In addition to the fact that church offers so 
many benefits to women and people of color that 
the movement offers no alternative for, the atheist 
movement often fails to create a welcoming envi
ronment. Even without addressing the fact that the 
movement does not make an effort to emulate the 
community support of church, it also does not treat 
the issue of welcoming women and people of color 
as an important one. 

These explanations, however, are not the only 
ones found in the popular atheist books and websites, 
which often focus on "the supposed emotionalism of 
women versus the rationality of men" and women's 
nature as "naturally timorous and thus less inclined 
to question or challenge organized religion. "34 
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The bestselling atheist books and most popular 
atheist websites are all written by men. Though not as 
numerous as those written by men, there are a large 
number of books and websites written by atheist 
women, but these books and websites do not become 
as popular as those written by men. The women who 
do have large readerships online are generally, sim
ply by virtue of the demographics of the movement 
at large, writing for a male-dominated audience; Jen 
McCreight, writer of a popular feminist atheist blog, 
has an audience that is only 27 percent female. 35 

This is especially problematic because so much of 
the atheist community is experienced not in person 
but through online communities and atheist texts.36 

The atheist community is particularly reli
ant on the Internet as the home of its community. 
Because atheists make up a small percentage of 
the population at large, and an even smaller part 
of the population in rural areas and the South, the 
Internet has given them a means of connecting to 
those who are not geographically convenient.37 For 
minorities, the availability or an online community 
is even more important. If you are a woman or an 
African-American, the social cost of simply coming 
out in your community as an atheist is prohibitive; 
forming an online social network allows one to find 
similar people without any public activity that might 
reveal behavior that they are embarrassed of. As 
Emily Brennan puts it, "Feeling isolated from reli
gious friends and families and excluded from what 
it means to be African-American, people tum to 
these sites to seek out advice and understanding."38 

The rise of atheism in the public consciousness 
and the rise of awareness of prejudice and hatred 
toward atheists are largely dependent on the birth 
and growth of online networking and communities 
for non-believers. According to Cimino and Smith, 
the online community is the key to the rise in vis
ibility of atheists (2011, 2012). Interestingly, in 
their qualitative research into online communities, 
Cimino and Smith did not mention a single female 
atheist, though they mentioned over a dozen male 
atheists. Their research has thus overlooked a sig
nificant segment of the atheist population. 

The online atheist community does have vocal 
female participants. In the past year, there have 
been several widespread online uproars started by 

women complaining about their treatment at the 
hands of the male-dominated atheist community. 
In what has come to be known as "Elevatorgate," 
Rebecca Watson, one of the most well-known 
atheist women, complained about the behavior of 
another conference attendee who followed her alone 
onto an elevator at 4 a.m. and asked her back to his 
room; she said that this was not the way to make 
women feel comfortable at atheist events. An online 
forum, reddit, discussed her blog and the response 
was swift and furious and became a major in-group 
fight. Richard Dawkins himself joined the debate to 
accuse Watson of overreacting and suggesting she 
should not be upset because she had not been physi
cally harmed.39 Very ugly, anti-woman things were 
said about Watson, now referred to by a subset of 
the atheist movement as "twatson," personally and 
about women who supported her. 

"Elevatorgate" was followed at the end of 2011 
by a discussion that became known as "redditgate." 
A fifteen-year-old woman on reddit posted a picture 
of herself with an atheist book her religious mother 
had given her and was immediately swamped with 
comments about her appearance and sex appeal. 
There were many "jokes" about statutory and anal 
rape. There was, predictably, an outcry from femi
nists in the online community and a counter-outcry 
from those who felt that it was not a problem that 
atheists on reddit were joking about anally raping 
a fifteen-year-old who was interested in getting 
involved in the atheist community.40 

While these incidents are not necessarily repre
sentative of the atheist woman's online experience, 
community-wide online discussions about gender 
discrimination occur relatively regularly and some of 
the key contributors are women. The lack of scholarly 
attention to women atheists and their experiences in 
the atheist community and movement is problematic. 
It is problematic for the atheist movement in terms 
of attracting more female members; it is problematic 
for the women in the movement who are being ren
dered invisible; and it is problematic for researchers 
and writers who are not getting documenting and 
analyzing the full range of atheist communities and 
experiences. What is the atheist woman's experience 
in these important online communities? Do atheist 
women have a voice online, are they heard when they 
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speak, or are they often ignored, mocked, and con
fronted with "jokes" about rape? 

While the movement can be openly misogynistic, 
it is generally only tacitly racist. The movement is not 
generally interested in the issues that affect people of 
color or in promoting diversity within the movement, 
but racial epithets or claims of genetic inferiority of 
people of color are almost universally denounced, 
while calling women dykes, twats, and saying they 
are intellectually inferior to men is fairly common. In 
some ways, this makes having a conversation about 
race in the movement more difficult because the 
problem is more invisible, If no one is calling black 
people names or saying they cannot join, what's 
the problem? This refusal to recognize that there is a 
problem or belief that acknowledging race makes one 
racist leads to further alienation of people of color. 

HOW TO MOVE FORWARD 

Not all people or organizations fail to notice these 
problems; there is a small, vocal group within the 
movement that points out the failures of the move
ment to reach out to minorities and women. And 
though the most vocal are women and minorities, 
there are many white men in power who are also 
promoting the cause. Fred Edwords (2012) offers 
a critique, listing the problems that the atheist 
movement is failing to address to make itself 
relevant: 

Why, for example, would someone living in 
the inner city-dealing with the hard issues of 
economic survival, epidemics of drug abuse and 
AIDS, violent crime, urban blight, and other social 
problems-find it useful or even interesting to work 
her or his way through a cumbersome public transit 
system (designed to keep those from minority 
and poor neighborhoods balkanized) to reach the 
middle-class white suburbs and attend a humanist 
lecture or discussion about some abstract philo
sophical, scientific, or cultural matter or engage 
in social action on a mere symbolic issue like cer
emonial deism? After only a moment's thought, the 
utter irrelevancy of many humanist gatherings to 
minority concerns becomes staggering. 

When the vast majority of events appeal primar
ily to the concerns of white men without taking 
into account the concerns of other populations and 
how atheism, humanism, and skepticism can help 
those communities, the movement and organiza
tions therein need to recognize that oftentimes their 
focus is on issues that are not universal. The prob
lem is scope-"Liberation is not a matter of fighting 
against white racism, sexism, and classism, but of 
throwing off the shackles of superstition"41 never 
mind that racism, sexism, and classism are struc
tures just as illogical and unsupportable as religion. 
This leads to self-marginalization of the atheist 
community by making themselves irrelevant to the 
community at large. 

Refusing to focus on more than the interests the 
movement currently focuses on is often referred to 
as mission drift, without recognizing that the current 
focus is driven by cultural forces and the white male 
patriarchal paradigm. The movement also needs to 
recognize that focusing on issues that affect minori
ties and women is not addressing "special" concerns, 
but human concerns that affect everyone. The saying 
is trite but useful in this case: everyone does better 
when everyone does better; social justice issues are 
not issues just for "other people." Even Gerda Lerner, 
in 1986, describes the fight against the patriarchy 
as a skeptical issue: "To step outside of patriarchal 
thought means: Being skeptical toward every known 
system of thought; being critical of all assumptions, 
ordering values, and definitions" (p. 228). 

Sikivu Hutchinson recommends that the move
ment offers clear alternatives to supernatural beliefs, 
uses the moral values to critique socioeconomic 
problems, and creates atheist communities within 
communities of color. She could not be more correct. 
Atheism and humanism lead to a set of moral values 
that are not just useful for intellectual discussion but 
for the application to real-world problems that face 
women and people of color. Biblical scholarship and 
discussion of beliefs are, of course, important, but so 
are discussions of how to help those in need through 
a belief system that does not involve gods. 

But the movement also needs to be proactive 
in supporting community efforts, even when those 
efforts might involve working with churches in 
the community. De-stigmatization of atheism in 
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communities of color will go a long way toward 
helping minority communities see that one can still 
be black and an atheist. Mercedes Diane Griffin says 
that to "walk away from the only support system they 
have ever known, even when it comes with the price 
of intellectual stagnation, and repressive life options 
is not an easy one" and this "needs to be counter
acted by developing a structured support system."42 

That support network needs to be less judgmental 
and more visible in communities of color. 

Finally, there needs to be an attempt to reach out 
and work with other social justice movements that 
have historically been reluctant to work with atheists 
due to the stigma attached to non-believers. LGBT 
groups, feminist groups, and equal rights organiza
tions all have a history of being reluctant to have 
vocal non-theists in their movement or have made 
attempts to hide historical figures who were atheists. 
Groups like Foundation Beyond Belief have made 
strides in making atheist participation in charity 
more public, but atheists need to make a strong 
effort to be seen as positive contributors to other 
causes. Religion is a cause of great suffering for 
the LGBT, women, and people of color, and these 
communities could be greatly served by embracing 
a humanistic, loving outlook that does not include 
a judgmental god or religion. However, often for 
PR reasons, these groups are reluctant to ally them
selves with atheists. Atheists need to do everything 
they can to engage with them anyway. 

This is not to say there have not been positive 
changes in the movement. An excellent example 
of an organization making progress on this front 
is the Richard Dawkins Foundation, which is pro
viding free daycare at conferences so that women 
with young children have more opportunity to go. 
More conferences are also providing scholarships 
or reduced fees to make it easier for those with 
lower incomes to attend conferences. Many confer
ences, with a few notable exceptions, are making 
sexual harassment policies part of their conference 
guidelines. These are steps in the right direction, 
but a greater effort of being welcoming online, of 
reaching out to diverse people, of addressing issues 
pertaining to people who are not white men as main
stream issues rather than "special" ones is needed 
before true progress can be made. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 12 

1. Why do you think the control of women is a central component in many religions? 

2. How do you think religion has been both empowering and oppressive for women? 

3. How do you think the availability of a greater variety of images of God might impact religion and reli
gion's influence on social life? 

4. How might women work toward reform from within religious traditions? Why might some women feel 
the need to abandon religious traditions completely? 

5. How have negative stereotypes of witchcraft served to perpetuate the oppression of women? Why do you 
think practices of women's spirituality were (and still are) perceived as such a threat? 

6. How do nondominant religious traditions challenge the influence of hegemonic Christianity in 
U.S. society? 
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Activism, Change, 
and Feminist Futures 

THE PROMISE OF FEMINIST EDUCATION 

In Chapter 1 we discussed the goals of women's and gender studies as a discipline. These 
objectives include, first, an understanding of the social construction of gender: the ways 
gendered personhood is mapped on to physical bodies; second, the analysis of intersec
tions of gender with other systems of inequality, including the effects of imperialism and 
globalization; and third, a familiarity with the status of women and other marginalized 
people, and individual and collective actions for change. A fourth objective of women's 
and gender studies is that you will start thinking about patterns of privilege and discrimina
tion in your own life and understand your position vis-a-vis systems of inequality. We hope 
you will learn to think critically about how societal institutions affect individual lives
especially your own. We hope you will gain new insights and confidence and that new 
knowledge will empower you. 

Feminist educators attempt to give students more inclusive and socially just forms 
of knowledge and to support teachers using their power in nonexploitive ways. Women's 
and gender studies usually involves nonhierarchical, egalitarian classrooms where teach
ers respect students and hope to learn from them as well as teach them. The focus is 
on the importance of the student voice and experience and the encouragement for per
sonal and social change. Most women's and gender studies classes, however, are within 
colleges that do not necessarily share the same goals and objectives. Many feminist 
educators operate within the social and economic constraints of educational institutions 
that view "counter-hegemonic" education-that is, education that challenges the status 
quo-as problematic and/or subversive. Despite these constraints, feminist education, 
with its progressive and transformative possibilities, is an important feature on most 
campuses. 

For many students, and perhaps for you too, the term feminism is still problematic. 
Many people object to the political biases associated with feminist education and believe 
knowledge should be objective and devoid of political values. It is important to emphasize 
that all knowledge is associated with power, as knowledge arises from communities with 
certain positions, resources, and understandings of the world. This means that all knowl
edge (and not just feminist knowledge) is ideological in that it is always associated with 
history and politics. To declare an unbiased objectivity or value neutrality is to ignore or 
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mask the workings of power that are present in all forms of knowledge. Although feminist 
education is more explicit than other forms of knowledge in speaking of its relationship 
to power in society, this does not mean it is more biased or ideological than other forms 
of knowledge. It is important to note that some knowledge's claim to being objective, 
unbiased, and value neutral (these words essentially imply the same thing) is related to 
the claim to a scientific "truth." Feminist knowledge emphasizes that science is a human 
product and therefore hardly unbiased or value free either: All truth claims are relative 
and must be understood in the context of history, culture, and politics. This means that all 
knowledge, whether feminist or not, is "political." 

Many people support the justice-based goals of feminism but do not identify with the 
label. "Fear of Feminism: Why Young Women Get the Willies," the classic reading by 
Lisa Marie Hogeland that is still relevant after some 20 years, addresses this issue. She 
examines the continuing resistance to feminism as a political standpoint and as a set of val
ues that inform how we live our lives. She makes the important distinction between gender 
consciousness and feminist consciousness, explains why one does not necessarily imply 
the other, and discusses the fear of reprisals and consequences associated with a feminist 
consciousness. 

ACTIVISM 

We live in a complex time. White women have made significant progress over the past 
decades and are integrated into most societal institutions in the United States. Although the 
progress of women of color lags behind the gains made by white women, it too is begin
ning to be seen. Yet the big picture is far from rosy, as society has not transformed its core 
values in ways feminists throughout the last century hoped. And, as women experience 
more public power, they are encouraged to internalize more private constraints concerning 
the body and sexuality. In addition, an equitable sharing of power and resources in terms of 
gender, race, class, and other differences has not been actualized. Indeed, those whose dif
ferences, in terms of bodies and behavior, identify them as outside normative expectations 
are exposed to stigma and discrimination and endure both interpersonal violence (such as 
harassment and assault) and structural violence (such as poverty and homelessness). Wars 
rage around the world, violence is increasing in all walks of life, and the balance of power 
in the world seems fragile and in the hands ofrelatively few (often egocentric, delusional) 
men. If this wasn't bad enough, global climate change is affecting all communities, human 
and nonhuman alike. Global capitalism, which has allowed the privileged to lead lives of 
relative security, has deleterious consequences on humanity in many regions of the world. 
These are the issues around which individual and collective feminist activism, both in the 
United States and worldwide, coalesce. 

Key issues addressed by feminism that you might be dealing with include access to 
affordable higher education and preparation for work and professional careers at a time of 
economic recession and high unemployment. Currently more than half of all bachelor's 
degrees are earned by women, and there is an increasing number of women (especially 
low-income women) compared with men in institutions of higher education. Scholars 
emphasize that such figures must not be interpreted as lack of opportunities for men, or 
failure on their part, except to acknowledge how lack of socioeconomic resources affects 
working-class men. 



694 CHAPTER 13 I Activism, Change, and Feminist Futures 

Still, as you are aware, having a college degree does not always guarantee employment. 
This is especially true for those individuals who challenge gender conformity, although 
such problems do not start only after college. As the reading "Transgender Inclusion" by 
Kim Case, Heather Kanenberg, Stephen Arch Erich, and Josephine Tittsworth explains, 
transgender students face a host of obstacles on many college campuses. The reading dis
cusses student activism to change policy, in part through faculty-student alliances working 
to change university nondiscrimination policies. 

Other key issues often mentioned as being at the forefront of students' minds are ways 
to balance work and family at a time when women are increasingly wanting to combine 
a career and motherhood. Access to affordable childcare and equitable sharing of domes
tic responsibilities are also high priorities for families as are affordable health care and 
reproductive services. You might also wonder about the development of the Internet and 
virtual realities and the effects of these new ways of communication and entertainment on 
children and families. Do you think smartphones are actually making us smarter or not? 
How are these technologies affecting our relationships and everyday lives? What are your 
thoughts about your level of media literacy? What is your relationship to contemporary 
media and how do you see it intersecting with feminism? Alongside concern about media 
in society, contemporary students question faith in politicians and government officials to 
make the best choices for them. Finally, perhaps you are concerned about globalization 
and increasing levels of consumerism in the United States. If you care about environmental 
degradation and the need for sustainability, what kinds of things can you do-or are you 
already doing? These are the questions many college students talk and write about-and 
these are the issues that feminism attempts to address. Whether people consider themselves 
feminists or not is less important than empowerment and collective action around these 
and other issues that might be important to you: LGBQT issues and discrimination, sexual 
freedom, and safety from physical, emotional, and sexual abuse. The box, "How to Learn 
the Modern Art of Protest," gives you some ideas about collective action that can be used 
to address these issues. 

Many believe there is increasing prosperity in the United States, even though the 
gap between the rich and the poor is among the largest in industrialized nations and is 
increasing. Despite the widespread belief that the United States remains a more mobile 
society than some (meaning people can move out of poverty or move into more wealth), 
economists show that the typical child starting out in poverty here has less chance at pros
perity than one in continental Europe or Canada. The United States and United Kingdom 
stand out as the least mobile among postindustrial societies. It is estimated that the top 
1 percent of people in the United States own about 40 percent of the country's wealth, 
and 90 percent of new wealth in the last three decades has gone to 5 percent of the U.S. 
population. U.S. census data show more than 20 million people live in extreme poverty, 
and one in five children goes to bed hungry. Economists and sociologists emphasize that 
personal debt is a major problem in the United States-it is currently at about 120 percent 
of personal income. Despite this, U.S. workers tend to work about 9 weeks more a year 
than their European counterparts. The picture is one of great optimism and yet simulta
neous despair. Perhaps we can address the rage, cynicism, and often mean-spiritedness 
of this historical moment and come up with a transformational politics that encourages 
a consciousness shift and extends generosity and compassion toward others. Any move
ment for justice-based equalities must have a strong moral foundation based on love, 
human dignity, and community. 



Activism 695 

LEARNING ACTIVITY Feminist.com 

Visit the website www.feminist.com and follow the link to the activism page. 
There you'll find links to action alerts and legislative updates for a number of 
feminist organizations, including the National Organization for Women (NOW), 
Code Pink, Feminist Majority, the League of Women Voters, the White House 
Project, and Planned Parenthood. Follow these links to learn what actions you can 
take. Find links to articles, speeches, and other websites on feminist.corn's resource 
page, and, for feminist spins on current events, check out the site's news page. 

As Audre Lorde, one of the most eloquent writers of the feminist second wave, once 
declared, "Silence will not protect you." Lorde wrote about the need to be part of social 
change efforts, and she encouraged us to speak out and address the problems in our lives 
and communities. And, as the reading by Byron Hurt, "Feminist Men," implies, speaking 
out and addressing inequities involves learning how to be an ally to people who are differ
ent from you and who do not enjoy the privileges you enjoy. Hurt writes about why black 
men should be embracing the "f' word (feminism) and emphasizes the necessity of men 
joining with women to make this world better for everyone. In this sense, coalitions are a 
central aspect of social change efforts. 

In the past four decades there has been significant resistance to the status quo, or estab
lished power, in U.S. society, despite enormous backlash from the conservative right and 
other groups that seeks to maintain this power. As already mentioned in previous chapters, 
backlash can be defined as organized resistance to something that has gained popularity, 
prominence, or influence. In particular, there has been backlash to feminist advancements 
by groups seeking to prevent what they perceive as a loss of power and influence as a result 
of this movement for social justice. In 1991 Susan Faludi wrote Backlash to address the 
"undeclared war against women" that critiqued feminism as out of touch and elitist, among 
other things. This critique of feminist activism tended to center on the myths laid out in 
Chapter 1 and was often religion-based. Today, as Susan Douglas explains in the reading in 
Chapter 5, contemporary backlash also involves "enlightened sexism" and appropriation of 
the language of feminism. Examples include media portrayals of sassy, powerful women 
and messages that gender equality is an accomplished fact. 

The strength of feminist justice-based movements involves their multi-issue and mul
tistrategic approaches. Multi-issue means organizing on many fronts over a variety of dif
ferent issues that include political, legal, and judicial changes, educational reform, welfare 
rights, elimination of violence, workplace reform, and reproductive issues. Basically all the 
issues in this text are components of a multi-issue approach to feminism. Multistrategic 
means relying on working coalitions that mobilize around certain shared issues and involve 
different strategies toward a shared goal. 

Although human rights frameworks encourage coalitions to apply human rights stand
ards associated with justice and human dignity to individual and community problems, 
they also promote a broad array of activist strategies from voting and policy changes, like 
the inclusion of LGBTQ issues in nondiscrimination statements in higher education, as 
already discussed, to art and music. The Russian feminist punk band Pussy Riot, which 
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How to Learn the Modern Art of Protest 

INSTRUCTIONS 

1. Focus on your target audience. Convincing people who already support you is 
a waste of time. Trying to change those diametrically opposed to you is point
less. Figure out who hasn't made up their mind yet but could be swayed to 
your side. Their support can help you get what you want. 

2. Come up with an attention grabbing idea. PETA always gets on the news 
because they do outrageous things like having naked women go out in public 
to protest fur coats. The modern art of protest is all about media friendly 
events. Anything you decide to do should stop traffic. Otherwise the media 
won't care. 

3. Organize your supporters. Gather together others who believe as you do. 
Enlist them to help you in your protest. Email, Facebook, Twitter, chat rooms 
and phone trees can all help you recruit followers. 

4. Schedule your protest for the greatest impact. If your protest takes place on a 
busy news day it is less likely to be covered by the media. Late mornings and 
early afternoons on weekends tend to be the slowest time for news. Consider 
scheduling your protest then. If your protest would make a great live shot on 
the TV news then do it during the local morning news from 5 a.m. to 7 a.m. or 
afternoon broadcasts from 4 p.m. to 7 p.m. 

5. Advertise your intentions. Write out a media release and be sure every media 
outlet in town gets it. Send both email and regular mail copies to everyone. 
Follow up with phone calls the day before the protest. The media release 
should be straightforward and simple. State your intentions and details of 
who, what, where and when. Contact people and their phone numbers should 
be prominent in the media release. 

6. Be media friendly. During your event have designated people looking for 
reporters. Approach them and ask if they need any elements for their story. 
Provide easy access to people to interview, video opportunities and informa
tion. Have a focused message. Do not try to tell them everything. Keep your 
argument simple and straightforward. 

7. Follow up. Watch the news and read the newspaper to see how much buzz you 
created. Put pressure on those whom you are protesting and let them know you 
will do it again if your demands are not met. If you make progress approach the 
media with a story about your results. If little changed protest again. This time 
top yourself and come up with something even more memorable. 

TIPS & WARNINGS 

• Be careful not to protest in the same way too often. The media will get bored 
quickly and ignore you. Be creative and choose your protests wisely. 

• Understand the consequences of breaking the law during your protest. It is 
always best to obey the law, but historically some protesters have achieved 
change by being conscientious objectors. If you are planning to get arrested 
be sure you understand what will happen to you as a result of your arrest. 

Source: Kent Ninomiya, eHow.com. 
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caused a scandal in Russia in 2012 when they sang a protest song in opposition to Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and the growing political power of the Russian Orthodox Church, 
are illustrative of the activist power of music. Their story is shared in the reading "What 
Pussy Riot Taught the World" by Michael Petrou. 

Similarly, in the reading "We Are the Ones We've Been Waiting For," Moya Bailey 
and Alexis Pauline Gumbs write about the contemporary U.S. black feminist movement 
and its use of the Internet and blogosphere to connect scholars and activists, provide 
networking opportunities, and organize activism. The "Quirky Black Girl" social network 
site, for example, encourages a diverse group to share experiences and post videos and 
music while "building bravery and challenging each other's thinking." This reading 
emphasizes the multiple strategies of feminist activism that include online organization 
and activism. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, some liberal or reformist activists have worked within the 
system and advocated change from within. Their approach locates the source of inequal
ity in barriers to inclusion and advancement, and they have worked to change women's 
working lives through comparable worth, sexual harassment policy, and parenting leaves. 
Legal attacks on abortion rights have been deflected by the work of liberal feminists 
working within the courts, and affirmative action and other civil rights legislation have 
similarly been the focus of scholars, activists, and politicians working in the public sphere. 
These organizations tend to be hierarchical with a centralized governing structure (presi
dent, advisory board, officers, and so forth) and local chapters around the country. Other 
strategies for change take a radical approach (for example, radical or cultural feminism) 
and attempt to transform the system rather than to adapt the existing system. Together 
these various strategies work to advocate justice-based forms of equality. Contemporary 
feminism (both self-identified third wave activism and others) uses both liberal and radical 
strategies to address problems and promote change. 

Although differences in strategy are sometimes a source of divisiveness among activ
ists and feminists, they are also a source of strength in being able to work on multiple issues 
from multiple approaches. Indeed, any given issue lends itself to both reformist and radical 
approaches. LGBTQ rights, for example, is something that can be tackled in the courts and in 
the voting booths as organizations work toward legislation to create domestic partner rights 
or community civil protections. At the same time, consciousness-raising activities and grass
roots demonstrations, such as candlelight vigils for victims of hate crimes and Queer Pride 
parades, work on the local level. Together, different strategies improve the quality of life. 
This is what is meant by multistrategic. 

One important aspect to consider is that simply increasing women's participation and 
leadership does not necessarily imply a more egalitarian or feminist future. As you know, 
there are white women and women and men of color who are opposed to strategies for 
improving the general well-being of disenfranchised peoples. Changing the personnel
replacing men with women, for example---does not necessarily secure a different kind 
of future. Although in practice liberal feminism is more sophisticated than, for example, 
simply considering female leaders merely because they are women, it has been criticized 
for promoting women into positions of power and authority irrespective of their stance on 
the social relations of gender, race, class, and other differences. Still, the encouragement of 
women into leadership positions is a central aspect of feminist change. 

Contemporary U.S. feminism is concerned with issues that are increasingly global, 
inevitable in the context of a global economy and militarism worldwide. These concerns 
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The World's Most Powerful Women 2013 

For the 10th annual Forbes Power Women list, the mission is to redefine power. 
Forbes selected 100 women who go beyond the traditional classifications of the 
power elite (political and economic might). They are actually shifting our very 
idea of clout and authority and transforming the world and in exhilarating and 
novel ways. This annual snapshot of the 100 women with impact are top politi
cians and CEOs, activist billionaires and celebrities who matter. In roughly equal 
measure you'll find next gen entrepreneurs, technologists and philanthropists
all ranked by dollars, media momentum and impact .... 

In 2013 the list featured eight heads of state-including our No. 1 for the eighth 
time, German Chancellor Angela Merkel-who run nations with a combined GDP 
of $9.9 trillion. The 24 corporate CEOs control $893 billion in revenues and of 
16% of the women here have founded their own companies, including two new 
billionaires to the list, Tory Burch and Spanx's Sara Blakely. Speaking of, the 2013 
class has 14 billionaires. 100 women on the 2013 list have major reach: a com
bined Twitter following of over 153 million. Following are the Top 10. 

THE TOP 10 MOST POWERFUL WOMEN 

Angela Merkel, Chancellor, Germany 

The world's most powerful woman is the backbone of the 27-member European 
Union and carries the fate of the euro on her shoulders. Merkel's hard-line 
austerity prescription for easing the European debt crisis has been challenged by 
both hard-hit southern countries and the more affluent north, most particularly 
French President Francois Hollande. Merkel has served as chancellor since 2005, 
the first woman in the position, but her biggest challenge may still lie ahead: she 
is running for a third term this fall's general elections. 2013 SPOTLIGHT: Merkel 
has earned the top spot on the FORBES list of Most Powerful Women In The 
World for eight of the past 10 years. 

Dilma Rousseff, President, Brazil 

Now at the midpoint of her first term, the former revolutionary sits atop the 
world's seventh-largest national economy (GDP $2.4 trillion), Despite Brazil's 
size, Rousseff is tasked with pulling the country out of its slowest two years of 
growth in more than a decade. Her emphasis on entrepreneurship has inspired 
a new generation of startups, however many criticize the leader for favoring pro
development policy over more humanitarian concerns. 2013 SPOTLIGHT: Rousseff 
has a new ally in the first-ever Brazilian director-general of the World Trade 
Organization, Roberto Azevedo, who was confirmed in Geneva in early May. 

Melinda Gates, Cochair, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, U.S. 

Primary goals for the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation this year have been to 
eradicate polio worldwide by 2018 and get modern contraceptives to another 
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120 million women by 2020; the Foundation has committed $140 million annu
ally to this cause. In 2012 a particular emphasis was placed on devising tools for 
quantifying the success of initiatives as governments increasingly look for proof 
of the efficacy of the programs they pay for. "Some of the projects we fund will 
fail," the Gates say on the Foundation website of their own financial commit
ments. "We not only accept that, we expect it because we think an essential role 
of philanthropy is to make bets on promising solutions that governments and 
businesses can't afford to make." 2013 SPOTLIGHT: The Gates Foundation gave 
away $3.4 billion last year, the vast majority to global health programs, and has 
made more than $26 billion in grant commitments since the Foundation's 2000 
founding. 

Michelle Obama, First Lady, U.S. 

The Harvard grad and former corporate attorney (and husband Barack Obama's 
boss) actively uses her platform as first lady to fight childhood ob~sity and pro
mote healthier eating and lifestyles. With 67% of Americans viewing Michelle 
Obama in a positive light, she's more popular than her husband by far (47%)
likely because she spends more time laughing on TV than running the country. 
This year alone she's appeared on the shows of Katie Courie and Jimmy Fallon 
and announced the Best Picture for the Academy Awards. 2013 SPOTLIGHT: At a 
keynote address in March, she kept it real, saying "It wasn't that long ago that 
I was juggling a demanding job with two small children and a husband who 
traveled." 

Hillary Clinton, Former Secretary of State, U.S. 

The whole world is watching: Will Hillary run? Clinton has a CV full of firsts: She 
is the only first lady to become a U.S. senator turned viable presidential candi
date turned secretary of state. Now a private citizen, she holds her position as 
one of the most powerful women on the planet with all bets on that she will 
be the 2016 Democratic presidential candidate and likely next leader of the 
free world. The polls don't lie. Sixty-five percent of Democratics say they'll vote 
Team Hillary, while another poll has her beating the two Republican forerunners 
by 52%. Her only speed bump now is the Benghazi controversy. And while Bill 
Clinton calls speculation about his wife's intention to run as "the worst expendi
ture of our time," she's done little to quiet the chatter, including hitting the 
speaking circuit last month at an estimated $200,000 fee per event and inking a 
reported $14 million book deal. 2013 SPOTLIGHT: Super PAC Ready for Hillary, 
launched in April, has nearly 150,000 Facebook likes, over 60,000 Twitter follow
ers and more than 1,000 financial contributions. 

Sheryl Sandberg, COO, Facebook, U.S. 

Facebook's COO incited a new conversation on feminism in the workplace 
with her March 2013 book, Lean In: Women, Work and the Will to Lead. 

(continued) 
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The manifesto sold nearly 150,000 copies in its first week and has held the top 
non-fiction spot on bestseller lists since. But Sandberg's biggest success of the 
year may have happened right in Menlo Park. After adding ads to its mobile 
news feed, Facebook earned more U.S. mobile revenue than any other publisher 
in 2012, with an 18.4% share of the entire market. The April release of "Home," 
the new Facebook phone, will reportedly allow companies to send advertising 
directly to users' smartphones even if the home screen is locked. 2013 SPOT
LIGHT: One year after Facebook's initial public offering, the company's stock is 
down roughly 30%. 

Christine Lagarde, Managing director, l.M.F., France 

The first woman to run the 188-country financial organization spent much of 
her first two years on the job battling the debt crisis in Europe and calling for 
ailing global economies to accelerate steps for stable growth. Her push for debt
sharing between EU nations and an increase in rescue funds has faced resistance 
from fellow power woman Angela Merkel, chancellor of Germany. French-born 
Lagarde was a labor and antitrust attorney in the U.S. before a six-year stint as 
French finance minister. 2013 SPOTLIGHT: Tongues are wagging that she may 
make a run for the French presidency. 

Janet Napolitano, Secretary, Homeland Security, U.S. 

Helms the third largest department in U.S. politics, overseeing a budget of 
$48 billion, a staff of 240,000 and 22 agencies, including FEMA, Customs, 
INS, the Secret Service and cyber security, which she describes as the fastest
growing threat to the country. Napolitano describes her leadership style as 
"keep[ing] your eye on long-term vision while dealing with the crisis du jour." 
2013 SPOTLIGHT: At the Forbes Women's Summit in May, Napolitano said, "At 
such a critical time for our country, the participation of women in our political 
process has never been more important." She took on the position as the first 
female head of Homeland Security after serving as the third female governor of 
Arizona from 2003 to 2009. 

Sonia Gandhi, President, Indian National Congress party, India 

As the longest-serving chief of India's ruling political party, Gandhi has the 
reins of the world's second-most-populous country and tenth-largest economy. 
Rumors persist over a rift between her and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, 
with many expecting Singh to leave office before the 2014 general elections. 
Son Rahul is next in line to take over India's most famous political dynasty. 
2013 SPOTLIGHT: In May it was announced that women commandos of the elite 
Special Protection Group may soon be guarding Gandhi, her daughter Priyanka 
Vadra, and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh's wife, Gursharan Kaur. 
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Indra Nooyi, CEO, PepsiCo, U.S. 

Nooyi has been busy pushing changes through PepsiCo this year. For starters, 
she boosted quarterly results-revenue jumped 1.2% to $13 billion-with higher 
prices and sales of the company's snacks like Doritos and Cheetos. Under her 
urging, PepsiCo is researching a new sweetener that could result in trading 
places with rival No. 1 Coca-Cola. 2013 SPOTLIGHT: Her total compensation 
dropped 17% after the company phased out option awards for top executives 
and offered stock awards for long-term performance. 

Caroline Howard, Forbes Staff 

have resulted in the sponsorship of numerous international conferences and have promoted 
education about women's issues all over the world. And, as communication technologies 
have advanced, the difficulties of global organization have lessened. Transnational feminist 
groups have worked against militarism, global capitalism, and racism, as well as supported 
issues identified by indigenous women around the world. This activism was demonstrated 
in 1995 with the United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing, 
China (the first conference was held in Mexico City in 1975, the second in Copenhagen 
in 1980, and the third in Nairobi in 1985). More than 30,000 women attended the Beijing 
conference and helped create the internationally endorsed Platform for Action. This plat
form is a call for concrete action involving human rights of women and girls as part of 
universal human rights, the eradication of poverty of women, the removal of obstacles to 
women's full participation in public life and decision making, the elimination of all forms 

IDEAS FOR ACTIVISM 

• Organize an activism awareness educational event on your campus. Invite 
local activists to speak about their activism. Provide opportunities for students 
to volunteer for a wide variety of projects in your area. 

• Find out about your school's recycling program. If there's not one in place, 
advocate with administrators to begin one. If one is in place, try to find ways 
to help it function more effectively and to encourage more participation 
in recycling. If recycling services are not provided in your local community, 
advocate with city and county officials to begin providing these services. 

• Find out what the major environmental issues are in your state and what 
legislative steps need to be taken to address these concerns. Then organize a 
letter-writing campaign to encourage legislators to enact laws protecting the 
environment. 

• Identify a major polluter in your community and organize a nonviolent 
protest outside that business deman'ding environmental reforms. 

• Sponsor a workshop on conflict management and nonviolence for campus and 
community members. 
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of violence against women, the assurance of women's access to educational and health ser
vices, and actions to promote women's economic autonomy. Since the Beijing conference 
in 1995, conventions under the leadership of the United Nations Commission on the Status 
of Women (CSW) continue to provide "progress reports" and re-formalize the platform in 
light of global changes since the conference. As of this writing, the most recent 57th ses
sion of CSW took place in New York in March, 2013, with a priority theme focusing on 
the elimination and prevention of all forms of violence against women and girls. Activism 
continues for U.S. ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis
crimination Against Women (CEDAW) and for other struggles to improve women's lives 
worldwide. 

UN Millennium Development Goals 

1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 

Target 1.A: 
Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income is less 
than $1.25 a day 
• The target of reducing extreme poverty rates by half was met five years 

ahead of the 2015 deadline. 
• The global poverty rate at $1.25 a day fell in 2010 to less than half the 1990 

rate. However, projections indicate that in 2015 almost one billion people 
will still be living on less than $1.25 per day. 

Target 1.B: 
Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, including 
women and young people 
• Globally, 456 million workers lived below the $1.25 a day poverty line in 

2011-a reduction of 233 million since 2000, heavily influenced by progress 
in East Asia. 

• Vulnerable employment-insecure, poorly paid jobs-accounted for an 
estimated 58 percent of all employment in developing regions in 2011, 
down from 67 percent in 1991, with women and youth more likely to hold 
such positions. 

• More than 80 percent of working women in sub-Saharan Africa, Oceania, 
and Southern Asia held vulnerable jobs in 2011. 

Target 1.C: 
Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who suffer from 
hunger 
• About 850 million people, or nearly 15 percent of the global population, are 

estimated to be undernourished. 
• Despite some progress, nearly one in five children under age five in the 

developing world is underweight. 
• Children in rural areas are nearly twice as likely to be underweight as those 

in urban areas. 
• More than 42 million people have been uprooted by conflict or 

persecution. 
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2. Achieve universal primary education 
Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to 
complete a full course of primary schooling 
• Enrolment in primary education in developing regions reached 90 percent 

in 2010, up from 82 percent in 1999, which means more kids than ever are 
attending primary school. 

• In 2010, 61 million children of primary school age were out of school. More 
than half of them (33 million) were in sub-Saharan Africa and a further one 
fifth (13 million) in Southern Asia. 

• Even as countries with the toughest challenges have made large strides, 
progress on primary school enrolment has slowed since 2004, dimming 
hopes for achieving universal primary education by 2015. 

• With more children completing primary education, the demand for second
ary education is growing. In 2010, there were 71 million young adolescents 
{typically aged 12-15 years) out of school around the world. 

• Gender gaps in youth literacy rates are also narrowing. Globally, there were 
95 literate young women for every 100 young men in 2010, compared with 
90 women in 1990. 

3. Promote gender equality and empower women 
Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 
2005, and in all levels of education no later than 2015 
• The world has achieved parity in primary education between girls and boys, 

but for girls in some regions, education remains elusive. 
• The ratio between the enrolment rate of girls and that of boys grew from 

91 in 1999 to 97 in 2010 for all developing regions. The gender parity index 
value of 97 falls within the plus-or-minus 3-point margin of 100 percent, the 
accepted measure for parity. 

• Gender inequality persists and women continue to face discrimination 
in access to education, work and economic assets, and participation in 
government. 

• Globally, women's share in paid jobs outside of the agricultural sector 
increased only slightly from 35 percent in 1990 to 40 percent in 2010. 

• Violence against women continues to undermine efforts to reach all goals. 
• Poverty is a major barrier to secondary education, especially among 

older girls. 
• Women are largely relegated to more vulnerable forms of employment. 
• Globally, women occupy only 25 percent of senior management positions 

and, in 2008/2009, were on average paid 23 percent less than men. 
• Business ownership is concentrated in men's hands throughout the 

developing world. 

4. Reduce child mortality 
Reduce by two thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-five mortality rate 
• Despite population growth, the number of deaths in children under five 

worldwide declined from 12.4 million in 1990to 6.9 million in 2011, which 
translates into about 14,000 fewer children dying each day. 

(continued) 
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• Despite determined progress, an increasing proportion of child deaths are in 
sub-Saharan Africa. 

• As the rate of under-five deaths overall declines, the proportion that occurs 
during the first month after birth is increasing. 

• Mortality is more likely to strike children in rural areas. 
• Children born into poverty are almost twice as likely to die before the age 

of five as those from wealthier families. 
• Children of educated mothers-even mothers with only primary schooling

are more likely to survive than children of mothers with no education. 

5. Improve maternal health 

Target 5.A: 
Reduce by three quarters the maternal mortality ratio 
• Maternal mortality has nearly halved since 1990. An estimated 287,000 

maternal deaths occurred in 2010 worldwide, a decline of 47 percent from 
1990, but levels are far removed from the 2015 target. 

• The maternal mortality ratio in developing regions is still 15 times higher 
than in the developed regions. 

• The rural-urban gap in skilled care during childbirth has narrowed. 

Target 5.B: 
Achieve universal access to reproductive health 
• More women are receiving antenatal care. 
• More pregnant women are receiving care with the recommended 

frequency, but gaps still exist in regions most in need. 
• Fewer teens are having children in most developing regions, but progress 

has slowed. 
• The large increase in contraceptive use in the 1990s was not matched in the 

2000s. 
• The unmet need for family planning remains persistently high in regions 

with low levels of contraceptive use. 
• Official Development Assistance for reproductive health care and family 

planning remains low. 

6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases 

Target 6.A: 
Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS 
• New HIV infections continue to decline in the hardest-hit regions. 
• More people than ever are living with HIV due to fewer AIDS-related deaths 

and the continued large number of new infections. 
• Comprehensive knowledge of HIV transmission remains low among young 

people, along with condom use. 

Target 6.B: 
Achieve, by 2010, universal access to treatment for HIV/AIDS for all those who 
needit 
• Access to treatment for people living with HIV increased in all regions. 
• At the end of 2011, 8 million people were receiving antiretroviral therapy 

for HIV or AIDS in developing regions. This total constitutes an increase 
of over 1.4 million people from December 2009, and the largest one-year 
increase ever. 



Activism 705 

Target 6.C: 
Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence of malaria and other 
major diseases 
• The global estimated incidence of malaria has decreased by 17 percent since 

2000, and malaria-specific mortality rates by 25 percent. 
• Countries with improved access to malaria control interventions saw child 

mortality rates fall by about 20 percent. 
• Thanks to increased funding, more children are sleeping under insecticide

treated bed nets in sub-Saharan Africa. 
• The anti-tuberculosis drive is closing in on a 50 percent cut in the 1990 death 

rate and more TB patients are being successfully treated. 

7. Ensure environmental sustainability 

Target 7.A: 
Integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies and 
programmes and reverse the loss of environmental resources 
• Forest area increase in Asia is helping to slow, but not reverse, global losses 

worldwide. 
• Of all developing regions, South America and Africa saw the largest net 

losses of forest areas between 2000 and 2010. 
• In the 25 years since the adoption of the Montreal Protocol on Substances 

that Deplete the Ozone Layer, there has been a reduction of over 98 percent 
in the consumption of ozone-depleting substances. 

• At Rio+20, the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, 
world leaders approved an agreement entitled "The Future We Want," 
and more than $513 billion was pledged towards sustainable development 
initiatives. 

Target 7.B: 
Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant reduction in the rate 
of loss 
• More areas of the earth's surface are protected. Since 1990, protected areas 

have increased in number by 58 percent. 
• Growth in protected areas varies across countries and territories and not all 

protected areas cover key biodiversity sites. 
• By 2010, protected areas covered 12.7 percent of the world's land area but 

only 1.6 percent of total ocean area. 

Target 7.C: 
Halve, by 2015, the proportion of the population without sustainable access to 
safe drinking water and basic sanitation 
• The world has met the target of halving the proportion of people without 

access to improved sources of water, five years ahead of schedule. 
• Between 1990 and 2010, more than two billion people gained access to 

improved drinking water sources. 
• The proportion of people using an improved water source rose from 

76 percent in 1990 to 89 percent in 2010. 
• Over 40 percent of all people without improved drinking water live in 

sub-Saharan Africa. 

(continued) 
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• Eleven percent of the global population-783 million people-remains with
out access to an improved source of drinking water and, at the current pace, 
605 million people will still lack coverage in 2015. 

• Access to improved sanitation facilities increased from 36 percent in 1990 
to 56 percent in 2010 in the developing regions as a whole. The greatest 
progress was achieved in Eastern and Southern Asia. 

• Despite progress, 2.5 billion in developing countries still lack access to 
improved sanitation facilities. 

8. Develop a global partnership for development 

Target 8.A: 
Develop further an open, rule-based, predictable, non-discriminatory trading 
and financial system 
• Despite the pledges by G20 members to resist protectionist measures initi

ated as a result of the global financial crisis, only a small percentage of trade 
restrictions introduced since the end of 2008 have been eliminated. The 
protectionist measures taken so far have affected almost 3 percent of global 
trade. 

Target 8.B: 
Address the special needs of least developed countries 
• Tariffs imposed by developed countries on products from developing coun

tries have remained largely unchanged since 2004, except for agricultural 
products. 

• Bilateral aid to sub-Saharan Africa fell by almost 1 percent in 2011. 
• There has been some success of debt relief initiatives reducing the external 

debt of heavily indebted poor countries (HIPCs} but 20 developing countries 
remain at high risk of debt distress. 

Target 8.C: 
Address the special needs of landlocked developing countries and small island 
developing States 
• Aid to landlocked developing countries fell in 2010 for the first time in a 

decade, while aid to small island developing States increased substantially. 

Target 8.D: 
Deal comprehensively with the debt problems qf developing countries 
• At this time, it appears developing countries weathered the 2009 economic 

downtown and in 2011 the debt to GDP ratio decreased for many develop
ing countries. Vulnerabilities remain. Expected slower growth in 2012 and 
2013 may weaken debt ratios. 

Target 8.E: 
In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies, provide access to affordable 
essential drugs in developing countries 
• Resources available for providing essential medicines through some disease

specific global health funds increased in 2011, despite the global economic 
downturn. 

• There has been little improvement in recent years in improving availability 
and affordability of essential medicines in developing countries. 



Future Visions 707 

Target 8.F: 
In cooperation with the private sector, make available benefits of new tech
nologies, especially information and communications 
• 74 percent of inhabitants of developed countries are Internet users, com

pared with only 26 percent of inhabitants in developing countries. 
• The number of mobile cellular subscriptions worldwide by the end of 2011 

reached 6 billion. 

By the year 2015 all 189 United Nations Member States have pledged to meet the 
above goals. 

Source: http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals!. 

FUTURE VISIONS 

How might the future look? How will our knowledge of gender-, race-, and class-based 
inequalities be used? Does our future hold the promise of prosperity and peace or economic 
unrest and increased militarization? Will technology save us or hasten our destruction? 
Will feminist values be a part of future social transformation? Future visions are metaphors 
for the present; we anticipate the future in light of how we make sense of the present and 
have come to understand the past. This approach encourages us to look at the present mind
fully, so that we are aware of its politics, and creatively, so that we can see the possibility 
for change. In her playful poem "Warning," Jenny Joseph looks to the future to offer some 
guidance in the present. 

There are some social trends that have implications for the future. Given the higher 
fertility rates among the non-white population as well as immigration figures, whites in 
the United States will eventually become a relatively smaller percentage of the popula
tion until they are no longer a majority, and the proportion of mixed-race individuals will 
increase. Latinas/os are the largest growing group, estimated to increase from the current 
16 percent of the U.S. population to more than 20 percent by 2025. In addition, the rise in 
births between 1946 and 1960 (the baby boomer cohort) and the decline through the 1970s 
means a large percentage of the population will be older than 65 years old within the next 
couple of decades. Census reports suggest that by 2030 there will be about 70 million older 
persons (65 years and older): more than twice their number in 2000 and reaching approxi
mately 20 percent of the population. Currently, persons 65 years and older represent about 
13 percent of the population. And, although some people have always lived to be 80, 90, 
and 100 years old, the number of aged will grow in response to better nutrition and health 
care among certain segments of the population. As the baby boomers age, they will create 
stress on medical and social systems. They might also influence family systems as several 
generations of aged family members could require care at the same time. This is compli
cated by the fact that families are becoming smaller, women are marrying later if at all, 
and many women are the primary breadwinners and raising children alone. Ties between 
stepfamilies and other nonfamilial or "chosen family" ties are most likely going to become 
more important in terms of care and support. 
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ACTIVIST PROFILE Andrea Smith 

Cherokee academic and activist Andrea Smith was born in California and received 
her BA in comparative religions from Harvard, her MDiv from Union Theological 
Seminary, and her PhD in History of Consciousness from the University of 
California, Santa Cruz. She is currently associate professor of media and cultural 
studies at the University of California, Riverside. 

While living in Chicago after college, Andrea attended an American Indian 
Movement conference and was challenged to put work back into her com
munity. A woman working with Women of All Red Nations (WARN) encour
aged conference attendees to return to their communities and start a WARN 
chapter, and so Andrea did. While she had already been involved with activist 
causes, WARN marked a turning point for more focused activism. As she strug
gled to understand how to deal with global oppression, she decided to go to 
seminary. While she was there, her mentor, Dr. James Cone, a leader in black 
liberation theology, encouraged her to continue her education in a doctoral 
program. Andrea says her exposure to liberation theology, after having grown 
up in fundamentalist Christianity, allowed her to see how she could be a person 
of faith committed to ending global oppression. 

Initially Andrea thought her stay in the academy would be short-lived, but she 
discovered that she could do both academia and activism, and so she made 
higher education her home base for her struggle to help end oppression. She 
says the academy gave her a place to think critically about her activism and 
develop effective strategies for change. 

Andrea's greatest passion for change centers on ending violence against women 
of color. She is a co-founder of INCITE! Women of Color Against Violence (see 
Chapter 10 activist profile). She is author of Conquest: Sexual Violence and 
American Indian Genocide. Smith also authored Native Americans and the 
Christian Right: The Gendered Politics of Unlikely Alliances and is co-editor of 
INCITE!'s two anthologies, The Revolution Will Not Be Funded: Beyond the Non
Profit Industrial Complex and Color of Violence. Andrea is also a founding mem
ber of the Boarding School Healing Project, which works to document boarding 
school abuses and help Native Americans recover from that abuse. 

In her teaching, she seeks to create an environment in which students can hear 
and critically reflect on issues of difference, power, and oppression. Often her 
students choose to do activism projects in her classes, and so she is teaching 
another generation of young activists who can also work to bring about an end 
to global oppression. 

In our society, where the profit motive runs much of our everyday lives, where many citi
zens have lost respect for political and governmental institutions and are working longer hours 
and may feel disconnected from families and communities, the issue of integrity is something 
to consider. The definition of integrity has two parts: one, it is a moral positioning about the 
distinction between right and wrong, and two, it is a consistent stance on this morality such 
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Principles of Environmental Justice 

1. Environmental justice affirms the sacredness of Mother Earth, ecological 
unity and the interdependence of all species, and the right to be free from 
ecological destruction. 

2. Environmental justice demands that public policy be based on mutual respect 
and justice for all peoples, free from any form of discrimination or bias. 

3. Environmental justice mandates the right to ethical, balanced, and responsible 
uses of land and renewable resources in the interest of a sustainable planet 
for humans and other living things. 

4. Environmental justice calls for universal protection from nuclear testing, 
extraction, production and disposal of toxidhazardous wastes and poisons 
that threaten the fundamental right to clean air, land, water, and food. 

5. Environmental justice affirms the fundamental right to political, economic, 
cultural, and environmental self-determination of all peoples. 

6. Environmental justice demands the cessation of the production of all toxins, 
hazardous wastes, and radioactive materials, and that all past and current 
producers be held strictly accountable to the people for detoxification and 
containment at the point of production. 

7. Environmental justice demands the right to participate as equal partners at 
every level of decision making, including needs assessment, planning, imple
mentation, enforcement, and evaluation. 

8. Environmental justice affirms the right of all workers to a safe and healthy 
work environment, without being forced to choose between an unsafe liveli
hood and unemployment. It also affirms the right of those who work at home 
to be free from environmental hazards. 

9. Environmental justice protects the right of victims of environmental injustice 
to receive full compensation and reparations for damages as well as quality 
health care. 

10. Environmental justice considers governmental acts of environmental injustice 
a violation of international law, the Universal Declaration on Human Rights, 
and the United Nations Convention on Genocide. 

11. Environmental justice must recognize a special legal and natural relationship 
of Native Peoples to the U.S. government through treaties, agreements, com
pacts, and covenants affirming sovereignty and self-determination. 

12. Environmental justice affirms the need for urban and rural ecological policies 
to clean up and rebuild our cities and rural areas in balance with nature, hon
oring the cultural integrity of all our communities, and providing fair access 
for all to the full range of resources. 

13. Environmental justice calls for the strict enforcement of principles of 
informed consent and a halt to the testing of experimental reproductive and 
medical procedures and vaccinations on people of color. 

14. Environmental justice opposes the destructive operations of multinational 
corporations. 

15. Environmental justice opposes military occupation; repression and exploita
tion of lands, peoples and cultures, and other life forms. 

16. Environmental justice calls for the education of present and future genera
tions that emphasizes social and environmental issues, based on our experi
ence and an appreciation of our diverse cultural perspectives. 

(continued) 
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17. Environmental justice requires that we, as individuals, make personal and 
consumer choices to consume as little of Mother Earth's resources and to pro
duce as little waste as possible; and make the conscious decision to challenge 
and reprioritize our lifestyles to ensure the health of the natural world for 
present and future generations. 

Source: People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit, 1991. www.umich.edurjrazer/nre/whatis 
.html. 

that we act out what we believe and attempt to live our ideals. "Do as I say and not as I do" is 
an example of the very opposite of integrity. What might it mean to live with feminist-inspired 
integrity as well as envision a future where feminist integrity is central? We understand that 
this notion of feminist integrity is rather a nebulous concept and invite you to consider what it 
might mean for your life. We'll discuss seven implications here. 

First, it is important to set feminist priorities and keep them. In a society where sound 
bites and multiple, fragmented pieces of information vie to be legitimate sources of knowl
edge, we must recognize that some things are more important than others. Priorities are 
essential. Postmodemism might have deconstructed notions of truth to the point where some 
argue that there is no such thing as the truth; yet some things are truer than others. Figure out 
your truths and priorities based upon your own values and politics. Decide where to put your 
energy and figure out which battles are worth fighting. This also means developing personal 
resilience to weather the ups and downs (and, for some, the deeper trauma) of our lives. 
Survivors act not only from self-interest, but also in the interest of others. Having a relaxed 

Women Working for Peace 

The International Peace Bureau (JPB) is the world's oldest and most comprehen
sive international peace federation. Founded in 1892, the organization won the 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1910. Its role is to support peace and disarmament initiatives. 
Current priorities include the abolition of nuclear weapons, conflict prevention 
and resolution, human rights, and women and peace. To learn more about the 
IPB, visit the website at www.ipb.org. 

The Women's International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), founded in 
1915 to protest the war in Europe, suggests ways to end war and to prevent war 
in the future; as well, it seeks to educate and mobilize women for action. The 
goals of the WILPF are political solutions to international conflicts, disarmament, 
promotion of women to full and equal participation in all society's activities, 
economic and social justice within and among states, elimination of racism and all 
forms of discrimination and exploitation, respect of fundamental human rights, 
and the right to development in a sustainable environment. For more information, 
including action alerts and readings, visit the WILPF homepage at www.wilpf.org. 
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awareness and the confidence that it brings allows us to prioritize and use our energy for 
things that really matter. Refusing to be controlled by improper laws or social standards, yet 
choosing to abide by them for the sake of others and with an eye to changing these structures, 
is what Bernie Siegel in Love, Medicine and Miracles calls "cooperative nonconformity." 

Second, it is important that we live in and envision a society that balances personal 
freedom and identity with public and collective responsibility. Transformational politics call 
for living with communal values that teach how to honor the needs of the individual as well 
as the group. The United States is a culture that values individualism very highly and often 
forgets that although the Constitution says you have the right to do something, we also 

Female Nobel Peace Laureates 

Fifteen women have been honored with the Nobel Peace Prize for their work for 
justice: 

Baroness Bertha Von Suttner (1905) Austrian honored for her writing and 
work opposing war. 

Jane Addams (1931) International President, Women's International League 
for Peace and Freedom. 

Emily Greene Balch (1946) Honored for her pacifism and work for peace 
through a variety of organizations. 

Betty Williams and Mairead Corrigan (1976) Founders of the Northern Ireland 
Peace Movement to bring together Protestants and Catholics to work for 
peace together. 

Mother Teresa (1979) Honored for her "work in bringing help to suffering 
humanity" and her respect for individual human dignity. 

Alva Myrdal (1982) Honored with Alfonso Garcia Robles for their work with 
the United Nations on disarmament. 

Aung San Suu Kyi (1991) Burmese activist honored for nonviolent work for 
human rights in working for independence in Myanmar. 

Rigoberta Menchu Tum (1992) Honored for her work for "ethno-cultural 
reconciliation based on respect for the rights of indigenous peoples." 

Jody Williams (1997) Honored for her work with the International Campaign 
to Ban Landmines. 

Shirin Ebadi (2003) Honored for her efforts to promote democracy and human 
rights. 

Wangari Maathai (2004) Honored for her contribution to sustainable develop
ment, democracy, and peace. 

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, Leymah Gbowee, and Tawakkol Karman (2011) Honored 
for their nonviolent struggle for the safety of women and for women's rights 
to full participation in peace-building work. 

Source: http://www.nobelprize.org/nobe/_prizeslpeacellaureates/. 
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have the right to criticize you for it. Similarly, we might question the limitations associated 
with certain rights. Is your right still a right if it violates our rights or hurts a community? 
And, just because the Constitution says something is your right, that does not necessarily 
make that act a moral choice. Just because we can do something doesn't mean we have 
to do it. Although the Constitution exists to protect choices and rights, it does not tell us 
which choices and rights are best. 

Third, recognize that corporate capitalism does not function in everybody's inter
ests. In this sense, economic freedom must not be confused with economic democracy. 
Because we can choose between 20 different kinds of breakfast cereal does not mean we 
have economic or political democracy where we actually all can afford to buy the cereal 
or live in neighborhoods where there actually are 20 different kinds of cereal available. 
Many of us have learned that capitalist societies are synonymous with democracies and 
that other economic systems are somehow undemocratic in principle. We live in a society 
that attempts a political democracy at the same time that economic democracy, or financial 
equity for all peoples, is limited. Unfortunately, capitalism has had negative effects on both 
physical and human environments, works hand in hand with imperialism and militarism, 
and has exacerbated global inequality. Poverty is probably the most serious social problem 
in the United States and worldwide. Starvation and hunger are often a result of inequity 
and politics, not a shortage of food. Consumerism has changed families and communities 
by encouraging people to accumulate material possessions beyond their immediate needs. 
Perhaps a motto for the future might be "pack lightly." 
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Fourth, a present and future with a core value of feminist integrity is one that under
stands the limitations of technology as well as its liberating aspects. The future vision must 
be one of sustainability: finding ways to live in the present so that we do not eliminate 
options for the future. It is important to balance economic, environmental, and community 
needs in ways that do not jeopardize sustainability. This means being in control of technol
ogy so that it is used ethically and productively, an issue that is related to the previous point 
about capitalist expansion. Corporations have invested heavily in new technologies that do 
not always work for the collective good. Certainly the recent oil spills with their poign
ant consequences for human and nonhuman communities is a case in point, as also is the 
problem of global climate change and water shortages that are caused by industrialization 
and global capitalist expansion. As the reading "Fracking Is a Feminist Issue" by Rebecca 
Clarren explains, the technology called hydraulic fracturing, which is commonly called 
fracking, mines natural gas trapped in sand and shale formations. After wells are drilled, 
chemical additives, water, and sand are injected under high pressure to break the rock and 
release the gas. Clarren discusses the potentially toxic consequences of this domestic natu
ral gas boom for families and communities. 

Closely related to understanding the limits of technology is our fifth notion of feminist 
integrity: the need to advocate a sustainable physical environment. There is only one world 
and we share it; there is an interdependence of all species. Given this, it makes no sense to 
destroy our home through behaviors that bring about global climate change, environmental 
pollution, and species eradication. A source of clean and sustainable energy to replace reli
ance on oil and other fossil fuels is imperative at this moment. Sustainable environmental 
practices start with addressing issues associated with capitalist global expansion and tech
nological development, as discussed previously. Is it possible to own the rivers and other 
natural resources of the land? What does it mean to tum precious resources into commodi
ties and what might be the consequences? Could we imagine such resources as sustainable 
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communal property held in trust to be used in equitable ways by future generations? If 
this were possible, might we see air pollution, for example, as a violation of community 
property rights? Central here is the need for environmental justice because the poor and 
communities of color have suffered disproportionately in terms of environmental pol
lution and degradation. As already discussed, environmental justice calls for protection 
from nuclear testing, extraction, production, and disposal of toxic and hazardous wastes 
and poisons that threaten the fundamental right to clean air, land, water, and food. It also 
demands that workers have the right to safe and healthy work environments without being 
forced to choose between unsafe livelihood and unemployment. 

Sixth, a peaceful and sustainable future is one that respects human dignity, celebrates dif
ference and diversity, and yet recognizes that diversity does not necessarily involve equality. It 
is not enough to be tolerant of the differences among us, although that would be a good start; 
it is necessary to recognize everyone's right to a piece of the pie and work toward equality of 
outcome and not just equality of access. Natalie Merchant's song lyrics, "Wonder," speak to 
the rights of individuals to make their own way in the world. The song celebrates the differ
ences among us-including those with disabilities-and emphasizes that thriving involves 
love, patience, and faith. These lyrics speak about human dignity and individual rights to live 
a productive life. We believe we must create social movements that derive from an ethic of 
caring, empathy, and compassion for all people. 

Seventh and finally, we believe it is important to have a sense of humor and to take 
the time to play and celebrate. As socialist labor reformer Emma Goldman once said, "If I 
can't dance, it's not my revolution!" 

A justice-based politics of integrity embraces equality for all peoples. It is an ethic 
that has the potential to help create a peaceful and sustainable future, improving the quality 
of our lives and the future of our planet. An ethic that respects and values all forms of life 
and seeks ways to distribute resources equitably is one that moves away from dominance 
and uses peaceful solutions to environmental, societal, and global problems. As a blueprint 
for the future, a focus on justice and equality has much to offer. The struggle has begun 
and there is no end in sight! 
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Feminist Men 
Byron Hurt (2011) 

The word turns off a lot of men (insert snarky 
comment about man-hating feminazis here)
and women. But here's why black men should be 
embracing the "f" word. 

When I was a little boy, my mother and father 
used to argue a lot. Some mornings, I would wake 
up to the alarming sound of my parents arguing 
loudly. The disagreement would continue until my 
father would yell with finality, "That is it! I'm not 
talking about this anymore!" The dispute would end 
right there. My mother never got the last word. 

My dad's yelling made me shrink in fear; I 
wanted to do something to make him stop raging 
against my mother. In those moments, I felt power
less because I was too small to confront my father. 
I learned early that he had an unfair advantage 
because of his gender. His size, strength and power 
intimidated my mother. I never saw my father hit 
her, but I did witness how injurious his verbal jabs 
could be when they landed on my mom's psyche. 

My father didn't always mistreat my mother, but 
when he did, I identified with her pain, not his bully
ing. When he hurt her, he hurt me, too. My mother 
and I had a special bond. She was funny, smart, lov
ing and beautiful. She was a great listener who made 
me feel special and important. And whenever the 
going got tough, she was my rock and my foundation. 

One morning, after my father yelled at my mom 
during an argument, she and I stood in the bathroom 
together, alone, getting ready for the day ahead of 
us. The tension in the house was as thick as a cloud 
of dark smoke. I could tell that my mother was 
upset. "I love you, Ma, but I just wish that you had 
a little more spunk when you argue with Daddy," I 
said, low enough so my father couldn't hear me. She 
looked at me, rubbed my back and forced a smile. 

I so badly wanted my mother to stand up for 
herself. I didn't understand why she had to submit 
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to him whenever they fought. Who was he to lay 
down the law in the household? What made him so 
special? 

I grew to resent my father's dominance in the 
household, even though I loved him as dearly as 
I loved my mother. His anger and intimidation shut 
down my mother, sister and me from freely express
ing our opinions whenever they didn't sit well with 
his own. Something about the inequity in their rela
tionship felt unjust to me, but at that young age, 
I couldn't articulate why. 

One day, as we sat at the kitchen table after 
another of their many spats, my mother told me, 
"Byron, don't ever treat a woman the way your 
father treats me." I wish I had listened to her advice. 

As I grew older and got into my own relation
ships with girls and women, I sometimes behaved 
as I saw my father behave. I, too, became defensive 
and verbally abusive whenever the girl or woman 
I was dating criticized or challenged me. I would 
belittle my girlfriends by scrutinizing their weight 
or their choices in clothes. In one particular college 
relationship, I often used my physical size to intimi
date my petite girlfriend, standing over her and yell
ing to get my point across during arguments. 

I had internalized what I had seen in my home 
and was slowly becoming what I had disdained as a 
young boy. Although my mother attempted to teach 
me better, I, like a lot of boys and men, felt entitled 
to mistreat the female gender when it benefited me 
to do so. 

After graduating from college, I needed a job. 
I learned about a new outreach program that was 
set to launch. It was called the Mentors in Violence 
Prevention Project. As a student-athlete, I had done 
community outreach, and the MVP Project seemed 
like a good gig until I got a real job in my field: 
journalism. 
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Founded by Jackson Katz, the MVP Project was 
designed to use the status of athletes to make gen
der violence socially unacceptable. When I met with 
Katz, I didn't realize that the project was a domes
tic violence prevention program. Had I known that, 
I wouldn't have gone in for the job interview. 

So when Katz explained that they were looking 
to hire a man to help institutionalize curricula about 
preventing gender violence at high schools and col
leges around the country, I almost walked out the 
door. But during my interview, Katz asked me an 
interesting question. "Byron, how does African
American men's violence against African-American 
women uplift the African-American community?" 

No one had ever asked me that question before. 
As an African-American man who was deeply con
cerned about race issues, I had never given much 
thought about how emotional abuse, battering, sex
ual assault, street harassment and rape could affect 
an entire community, just as racism does. 

The following day, I attended a workshop about 
preventing gender violence, facilitated by Katz. 
There, he posed a question to all of the men in the 
room: "Men, what things do you do to protect your
self from being raped or sexually assaulted?" 

Not one man, including myself, could quickly 
answer the question. Finally, one man raised his 
hand and said, "Nothing." Then Katz asked the 
women, "What things do you do to protect yourself 
from being raped or sexually assaulted?" Nearly all 
of the women in the room raised their hand. One by 
one, each woman testified: 

"I don't make eye contact with men when 
I walk down the street," said one. 

"I don't put my drink down at parties," said 
another. 

"I use the buddy system when I go to parties." 
"I cross the street when I see a group of guys 

walking in my direction." 
"I use my keys as a potential weapon." 
"I carry mace or pepper spray." 
"I watch what I wear." 

The women went on for several minutes, until their 
side of the blackboard was completely filled with 
responses. The men's side of the blackboard was 

blank. I was stunned. I had never heard a group of 
women say these things before. I thought about all 
of the women in my life-including my mother, sis
ter and girlfriend-and realized that I had a lot to 
learn about gender. 

Days after that workshop, Katz offered me the 
job as a mentor-training specialist, and I accepted 
his offer. Although I didn't know much about gen
der issues from an academic standpoint, I quickly 
learned on the job. I read books and essays by bell 
hooks, Patricia Hill Collins, Angela Davis and other 
feminist writers. 

Like most guys, I had bought into the stereotype 
that all feminists were white, lesbian, unattractive 
male bashers who hated all men. But after reading 
the work of these black feminists, I realized that this 
was far from the truth. After digging into their work, 
I came to really respect the intelligence, courage and 
honesty of these women. 

Feminists did not hate men. In fact, they loved 
men. But just as my father had silenced my mother 
during their arguments to avoid hearing her gripes, 
men silenced feminists by belittling them in order to 
dodge hearing the truth about who we are. 

I learned that feminists offered an important cri
tique about a male-dominated society that routinely, 
and globally, treated women like second-class citi
zens. They spoke the truth, and even though I was 
a man, their truth spoke to me. Through feminism, I 
developed a language that helped me better articulate 
things that I had experienced growing up as a male. 

Feminist writings about patriarchy, racism, 
capitalism and structural sexism resonated with me 
because I had witnessed firsthand the kind of male 
dominance they challenged. I saw it as a child in my 
home and perpetuated it as an adult. Their analysis 
of male culture and male behavior helped me put my 
father's patriarchy into a much larger social context, 
and also helped me understand myself better. 

I decided that I loved feminists and embraced 
feminism. Not only does feminism give woman 
a voice, but it also clears the way for men to free 
themselves from the stranglehold of traditional mas
culinity. When we hurt the women in our lives, we 
hurt ourselves, and we hurt our community, too. 

As I became an adult, my father's behav
ior toward my mother changed. As he aged he 



mellowed, and stopped being so argumentative and 
verbally abusive. My mother grew to assert herself 
more whenever they disagreed. 

It shocked me to hear her get in the last word 
as my father listened without getting angry. That 
was quite a reversal. Neither of them would con
sider themselves to be feminists, but I believe they 
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both learned over time how to be fuller individuals 
who treated each other with mutual respect. By the 
time my father died from cancer in 2007, he was 
proudly sporting the baseball cap around town that 
I had given him that read, "End Violence Against 
Women." Who says men can't be feminists? 

Fear of Feminism 
Why Young Women Get the Willies 

Lisa Marie Hogeland ( 1994) 

I began thinking about young women's fear of femi
nism, as I always do in the fall, while I prepared to 
begin another year of teaching courses in English 
and women's studies. I was further prodded when 
former students of mine, now graduate students 
elsewhere and teaching for the first time, phoned 
in to complain about their young women students' 
resistance to feminism. It occurred to me that my 
response-"Of course young women are afraid of 
feminism"-was not especially helpful. This essay 
is an attempt to trace out what that "of course" really 
means; much of it is based on my experience with 
college students, but many of the observations apply 
to other young women as well. 

Some people may argue that young women have 
far less to lose by becoming feminists than do older 
women: they have a smaller stake in the system and 
fewer ties to it. At the same time, though, young 
women today have been profoundly affected by the 
demonization of feminism during the 12 years of 
Reagan and Bush-the time when they formed their 
understanding of political possibility and public 
life. Older women may see the backlash as tempo
rary and changeable; younger women may see it as 
how things are. The economic situation for college 
students worsened over those 12 years as well, with 
less student aid available, so that young women may 

experience their situation as extremely precarious
too precarious to risk feminism. 

My young women students often interpret cri
tiques of marriage-a staple of feminist analysis for 
centuries-as evidence of their authors' dysfunc
tional families. This demonstrates another reality 
they have grown up with: the increased tendency to 
pathologize any kind of oppositional politics. Twelve 
years of the rhetoric of "special interests versus fam
ily values" have created a climate in which passionate 
political commitments seem crazy. In this climate, the 
logical reasons why all women fear feminism take on 
particular meaning and importance for young women. 

To understand what women fear when they fear 
feminism-and what they don't-it is helpful to 
draw a distinction between gender consciousness 
and feminist consciousness. One measure of femi
nism's success over the past three decades is that 
women's gender consciousness-our self-awareness 
as women-is extremely high. Gender conscious
ness takes two forms: awareness of women's vulner
ability and celebration of women's difference. Fear 
of crime is at an all-time high in the United States; 
one of the driving forces behind this fear may well 
be women's sense of special vulnerability to the epi
demic of men's violence. Feminists have fostered 
this awareness of violence against women, and it is 
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to our credit that we have made our analysis so pow
erful; at the same time, however, we must attend to 
ways this awareness can be deployed for nonfeminist 
and even antifeminist purposes, and most especially 
to ways it can be used to serve a racist agenda. Femi
nists have also fostered an awareness of women's 
difference from men and made it possible for women 
(including nonfeminists) to have an appreciation of 
things pertaining to women-perhaps most visibly 
the kinds of "women's culture" commodified in the 
mass media (soap operas and romance, self-help 
books, talk shows, and the like). Our public culture 
in the U.S. presents myriad opportunities for women 
to take pleasure in being women-most often, how
ever, that pleasure is used as an advertising or mar
keting strategy. 

Gender consciousness is a necessary precondition 
for feminist consciousness, but they are not the same. 
The difference lies in the link between gender and 
politics. Feminism politicizes gender consciousness, 
inserts it into a systematic analysis of histories and 
structures of domination and privilege. Feminism 
asks questions---difficult and complicated questions, 
often with contradictory and confusing answers
about how gender consciousness can be used both 
for and against women, how vulnerability and dif
ference help and hinder women's self-determination 
and freedom. Fear of feminism, then, is not a fear 
of gender, but rather a fear of politics. Fear of poli
tics can be understood as a fear of living in conse
quences, a fear of reprisals. 

The fear of political reprisals is very realistic. 
There are powerful interests opposed to feminism
let' s be clear about that. It is not in the interests of 
white supremacy that white women insist on abor
tion rights, that women of color insist on an end 
to involuntary sterilization, that all women insist 
on reproductive self-determination. It is not in the 
interests of capitalism that women demand eco
nomic rights or comparable worth. It is not in the 
interests of many individual men or many institu
tions that women demand a nonexploitative sexual 
autonomy-the right to say and mean both no and 
yes on our own terms. What would our mass cul
ture look like if it didn't sell women's bodies-even 
aside from pornography? It is not in the interests of 
heterosexist patriarchy that women challenge our 

understandings of events headlined MAN KILLED 
FAMILY BECAUSE HE LOVED THEM, that 
women challenge the notion of men's violence 
against women and children as deriving from "love" 
rather than power. It is not in the interests of any of 
the systems of domination in which we are enmeshed 
that we see how these systems work-that we 
understand men's violence, male domination, race 
and class supremacy, as systems of permission for 
both individual and institutional exercises of power, 
rather than merely as individual pathologies. It is 
not in the interests of white supremacist capitalist 
patriarchy that women ally across differences. 

Allying across differences is difficult work, and 
is often thwarted by homophobia-by fears both of 
lesbians and of being named a lesbian by associa
tion. Feminism requires that we confront that hom
ophobia constantly. I want to suggest another and 
perhaps more subtle and insidious way that fear of 
feminism is shaped by the institution of heterosexu
ality. Think about the lives of young women-think 
about your own. What are the arenas for selfhood 
for young women in this culture? How do they dis
cover and construct their identities? What teaches 
them who they are, who they want to be, who they 
might be? Our culture allows women so little scope 
for development, for exploration, for testing the 
boundaries of what they can do and who they can 
be, that romantic and sexual relationships become 
the primary, too often the only, arena for selfhood. 

Young women who have not yet begun careers 
or community involvements too often have no 
public life, and the smallness of private life, of 
romance as an arena for selfhood, is particularly 
acute for them. Intimate relationships become the 
testing ground for identity, a reality that has enor
mously damaging consequences for teenage girls 
in particular (the pressures both toward and on sex 
and romance, together with the culturally induced 
destruction of girls' self-esteem at puberty, have 
everything to do with teenage pregnancy). The 
feminist insistence that the personal is political 
may seem to threaten rather than empower a girl's 
fragile, emergent self as she develops into a sexual 
and relational being. 

Young women may believe that a feminist iden
tity puts them out of the pool for many men, limits 



the options of who they might become with a part
ner, how they might decide to live. They may not 
be wrong either: how many young men feminists 
or feminist sympathizers do you know? A politics 
that may require making demands on a partner, or 
that may motivate particular choices in partners, can 
appear to foreclose rather than to open up options 
for identity, especially for women who haven't yet 
discovered that all relationships require negotiation 
and struggle. When you live on Noah's ark, anything 
that might make it more difficult to find a partner 
can seem to threaten your very survival. To make 
our case, feminists have to combat not just homo
phobia, but also the rule of the couple, the politics 
of Noah's ark in the age of "family values." This 
does not mean that heterosexual feminist women 
must give up their intimate relationships, but it does 
mean that feminists must continually analyze those 
pressures, be clear about how they operate in our 
lives, and try to find ways around and through them 
for ourselves, each other, and other women. 

For women who are survivors of men's violence
perhaps most notably for incest and rape survivors
the shift feminism enables, from individual pathology 
to systematic analysis, is empowering rather than 
threatening. For women who have not experienced 
men's violence in these ways, the shift to a systematic 
analysis requires them to ally themselves with survi
vors-itself a recognition that it could happen to me. 
Young women who have not been victims of men's 
violence hate being asked to identify with it; they 
see the threat to their emergent sense of autonomy 
and freedom not in the fact of men's violence, but 
in feminist analyses that make them identify with it. 
This can also be true for older women, but it may 
be lessened by the simple statistics of women's life 
experience: the longer you live, the more likely you 
are to have experienced men's violence or to know 
women who are survivors of it, and thus to have a 
sense of the range and scope of that violence. 

My women students, feminist and nonfemi
nist alike, are perfectly aware of the risks of going 
unescorted to the library at night. At the same 
time, they are appalled by my suggesting that such 
gender-based restrictions on their access to univer
sity facilities deny them an equal education. It's not 
that men's violence isn't real to them-but that they 
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are unwilling to trace out its consequences and to 
understand its complexities. College women, how
ever precarious their economic situation, and even 
despite the extent of sexual harassment and date 
rape on campuses all over the country, still insist on 
believing that women's equality has been achieved. 
And, in fact, to the extent that colleges and univer
sities are doing their jobs-giving women students 
something like an equal education-young women 
may experience relatively little overt or firsthand 
discrimination. Sexism may come to seem more the 
exception than the rule in some academic settings
and thus more attributable to individual sickness 
than to systems of domination. 

Women of all ages fear the existential situa
tion of feminism, what we learned from Simone 
de Beauvoir, what we learned from radical femi
nists in the 1970s, what we learned from feminist 
women of color in the 1980s: feminism has conse
quences. Once you have your "click!" moment, the 
world shifts, and it shifts in some terrifying ways. 
Not just heterosexism drives this fear of political 
commitment-it's not just fear of limiting one's 
partner-pool. It's also about limiting oneself-about 
the fear of commitment to something larger than the 
self that asks us to examine the consequences of our 
actions. Women fear anger, and change, and chal
lenge-who doesn't? Women fear taking a public 
stand, entering public discourse, demanding-and 
perhaps getting-attention. And for what? To be 
called a "feminazi"? To be denounced as traitors to 
women's "essential nature"? 

The challenge to the public-private division that 
feminism represents is profoundly threatening to 
young women who just want to be left alone, to 
all women who believe they can hide from femi
nist issues by not being feminists. The central 
feminist tenet that the personal is political is pro
foundly threatening to young women who don't 
want to be called to account. It is far easier to rest 
in silence, as if silence were neutrality, and as if 
neutrality were safety. Neither wholly cynical nor 
wholly apathetic, women who fear feminism fear 
living in consequences. Think harder, act more 
carefully; feminism requires that you enter a world 
supersaturated with meaning, with implications. 
And for privileged women in particular, the notion 
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that one's own privilege comes at someone else's 
expense-that my privilege is your oppression-is 
profoundly threatening. 

Fear of feminism is also fear of complexity, fear 
of thinking, fear of ideas-we live, after all, in a 
profoundly anti-intellectual culture. Feminism is 
one of the few movements in the U.S. that produce 
nonacademic intellectuals-readers, writers, think
ers, and theorists outside the academy, who combine 
and refine their knowledge with their practice. What 
other movement is housed so substantially in book
stores? All radical movements for change struggle 
against the anti-intellectualism of U.S. culture, the 
same anti-intellectualism, fatalism, and disengage
ment that make even voting too much work for 
most U.S. citizens. Feminism is work-intellectual 
work as surely as it is activist work-and it can be 
very easy for women who have been feminists for 
a long time to forget how hard-won their insights 
are, how much reading and talking and thinking and 
work produced them. In this political climate, such 
insights may be even more hard-won. 

Feminism requires an expansion of the self-an 
expansion of empathy, interest, intelligence, and 
responsibility across differences, histories, cultures, 
ethnicities, sexual identities, othemesses. The dif
ferences between women, as Audre Lorde pointed 
out over and over again, are our most precious 
resources in thinking and acting toward change. Fear 

of difference is itself a fear of consequences: it is less 
other women's difference that we fear than our own 
implication in the hierarchy of differences, our own 
accountability to other women's oppression. It is 
easier to rest in gender consciousness, in one's own 
difference, than to undertake the personal and politi
cal analysis required to trace out one's own position 
in multiple and overlapping systems of domination. 

Women have real reasons to fear feminism, and 
we do young women no service if we suggest to 
them that feminism itself is safe. It is not. To stand 
opposed to your culture, to be critical of institutions, 
behaviors, discourses-when it is so clearly not in 
your immediate interest to do so-asks a lot of a 
young person, of any person. At its best, the femi
nist challenging of individualism, of narrow notions 
of freedom, is transformative, exhilarating, empow
ering. When we do our best work in selling femi
nism to the unconverted, we make clear not only its 
necessity, but also its pleasures: the joys of intellec
tual and political work, the moral power of living in 
consequences, the surprises of coalition, the rewards 
of doing what is difficult. Feminism offers an arena 
for selfhood beyond personal relationships but not 
disconnected from them. It offers-and requires
courage, intelligence, boldness, sensitivity, relation
ality, complexity, a sense of purpose, and, lest we 
forget, a sense of humor as well. Of course young 
women are afraid of feminism-shouldn't they be? 

R E A D N G 105 

Fracking Is a Feminist Issue 
Rebecca Clarren (2013) 

AT NIGHT, BARB JARMOSKA looks out the 
window of her rural house and sees the flickering of 
flares in what was once an inky, endless sky. These 
20 acres in Montoursville, Pa.-land her grandfather 
bought, where she once rode horses through moun
tains of tall pine and swam in the creek with her 

grand kids-are now an industrial landscape. Since 
2009, she says, as many as 40 natural-gas wells have 
been drilled within a 5-mile radius of her home. 

Due in large part to the embrace of a technology 
called hydraulic fracturing (commonly calledfrack
ing), previously inaccessible deposits of natural gas 
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trapped in tight sands and shale formations are now 
being mined. After a well is drilled, tens of thou
sands of gallons of chemical additives, water and 
sand are injected under great pressure to crack rock 
and stimulate gas flow. 

The potential for contamination terrifies Jar
moska. "Can I drink my water? Can I breathe my 
air? Will my horses die?" Jarmoska asks. "I worry 
about it every day." 

Today, many Americans share their neighbor
hoods with drill rigs, ponds of wastewater, pipe
lines, truck traffic and compressor stations. Some 
gas wells are drilled, fracked and flared within 
150 feet of homes and schools. The Energy Infor
mation Administration estimates that there are more 
than half a million natural-gas wells in 31 states, and 
that more than 630,000 oil and gas wells could be 
fracked in the coming decades. 

Americans "should welcome" the domestic gas 
boom, President Barack Obama said at a campaign 
event in Ohio last summer, adding during his 2013 
State of the Union address that his administration 
"will keep cutting red tape and speeding up new 
oil and gas permits." However, this rush to develop 
natural gas is taking place without key environmen
tal safeguards. Congress has exempted fracking 
from the Safe Drinking Water Act and aspects of 
the Clean Air Act and Clean Water Act. A subcom
mittee created in 2011 by the secretary of energy 
to study the impacts of fracking doesn't include a 
single medical expert. 

Between 30 and 70 percent of fracturing fluid 
remains underground indefinitely, according to 
studies by the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) and the oil and gas industry. Critics fear that 
over the long term residual toxic fluids may contam
inate groundwater. The EPA is currently studying 
the issue, but results won't be available for at least a 
year. Meanwhile, industry spokespeople say there's 
no proof that fracking contaminates drinking water, 
and yet claims of such pollution have been settled 
out of court, the records are predominantly sealed. 

Fracking has ignited a wildfire of debate and 
activism. Vermont has banned it outright, and 348 
local communities have passed measures to curtail 
or block it. As is the case with so many environ
mental movements, women are assuming a key role, 

fighting to ensure that domestic energy isn't coming 
at the cost of our health. 

On the Blackfeet Indian Reservation in Montana, 
native women are working to convince their leaders 
to stop supporting fracking on tribal lands. Women 
in Pennsylvania, Ohio and Illinois are joining anti
fracking coalitions. In a New York effort led by 
biologist and author Sandra Steingraber, a letter sent 
to Gov. Andrew Cuomo asking him to wait for stud
ies to conclude before considering lifting a frack
ing moratorium was signed by hundreds of medical, 
environmental and political leaders, including Glo
ria Steinem and breast-cancer advocacy groups. 
Outside the U.S., South African women decry plans 
to frack the pristine Karoo region. 

The majority of states that allow fracking do not 
require companies to disclose the quantity or the 
chemicals used during fracking, making it nearly 
impossible to link them to specific diseases. Theo 
Colborn and researchers at the Endocrine Disrup
tion Exchange in Colorado pored through industry 
and government documents to assemble a list of 
generic chemicals that may be used during hydraulic 
fracturing, and her findings-published in the scien
tific journal Human & Ecological Risk Assessment 
in 2011-are scary. Of 353 chemicals for which 
they could find health information, nearly half could 
affect the brain and nervous system, a quarter may 
cause cancer and nearly 40 percent could affect the 
endocrine system, which regulates sexual develop
ment, pregnancy and many aspects of childhood 
development. 

The oil and gas industry and its supporters say 
there's little reason for concern because they use 
such low concentrations of these chemicals, but 
scientists like Colborn aren't assured. Fetal and 
early childhood exposures to very low levels of 
endocrine-disrupting chemicals can have lifelong 
effects such as infertility and early puberty in girls. 

What's more, after a well has been fracked, about 
one-third of the fluid flows back to the surface to 
sit in tanks or pits, and this "produced water" con
tains not only the chemicals injected into the ground 
but heavy metals and radioactive material found in 
deep geological layers. That water is either reused 
for another fracking, injected back or evaporated
passively or with aerators. Aeration can send 
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radioactive material drifting onto nearby homes 
and schoolyards, says environmental scientist Alisa 
Rich, Ph.D., MPH, from the University of North 
Texas Health Science Center. 

"The people who live nearby aren't aware of their 
exposure-it's forced on them," says Rich, who 
published a study of such ponds in Texas in New 
Solutions: A Journal of Environmental and Occu
pational Health Policy. "Many scientists, including 
myself, don't believe that the current method used 
for mining natural gas is safe for the public, workers 
or the environment." 

A Pennsylvania group hosts a "List of the 
Harmed" on its website, where citizens who live 
near gas operations detail such complaints as 
rashes, headaches, asthma, insomnia, dizziness and 
rare tumors. But without published epidemiological 
studies, such claims are impossible to validate. 

R E A D N G 1 

"On the one end of the spectrum, environmen
tal advocacy groups say there has to be a morato
rium and on the other end industry says it's safe, 
safe, safe and there's no cause for concern," says 
Trevor Penning, director of the University of 
Pennsylvania's Center for Excellence in Environ
mental Toxicology. Penning's center, working with 
Columbia University, is conducting the first epide
miological study to determine whether there is an 
association between water quality and the health of 
people who live near fracking operations. Results 
could be published within 18 months. 

Until then, the activism will go on. "Fracking is a 
feminist issue," insists Steingraber, who cofounded 
the anti-fracking group Concerned Health Profes
sionals of New York. "More than bedrock is fractured 
during gas extraction: It's our land, our water, our air. 
There's an inherent violence and lack of consent." 

Wonder 

Doctors have come from distant cities 
Just to see me 
Stand over my bed 

Disbelieving what they're seeing 

They say I must be one of the wonders 
Of god's own creation 

And as far as they can see they can offer 
No explanation 

Newspapers ask intimate questions 
Want confessions 
They reach into my head 
To steal the glory of my story 

They say I must be one of the wonders 
Of god's own creation 

Natalie Merchant ( 1995) 

And as far as they can see they can offer 
No explanation 

0, I believe 

Fate smiled and destiny 
Laughed as she came to my cradle 
Know this child will be able 
Laughed as my body she lifted 
Know this child will be gifted 
With love, with patience and with faith 
She'll make her way 

People see me 
I'm a challenge to your balance 
I'm over your heads 
How I confound you and astound you 
To know I must be one of the wonders 
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Of god's own creation 
And as far as you can see you can offer me 
No explanation 

0, I believe 
Fate smiled and destiny 
Laughed as she came to my cradle 

Know this child will be able 
Laughed as she came to my mother 
Know this child will not suffer 
Laughed as my body she lifted 
Know this child will be gifted 
With love, with patience and with faith 
She'll make her way 
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What Pussy Riot Taught the World 
Michael Petrou (2013) 

After seven months in jail, one member of Pussy 
Riot is still eager to court controversy 

Y ekaterina Samutsevich is a member of argu
ably the most famous musical ensemble ever to 
come out of Russia, but when not wearing a fluo
rescent balaclava and shouting, she's easy to miss 
in a crowd. Samutsevich is short and walks quickly, 
leaning forward with a hunched and self-effacing 
shrug in her shoulders. She wears a faded sweatshirt 
over an equally faded T-shirt and has her hair cut in 
the long-banged style that a teenaged skateboarder 
might have worn two decades ago. She seems a lot 
younger than her 30 years. 

Her band, Pussy Riot, gained worldwide 
notoriety-and in Russia, a great deal of infamy
when its members stormed Moscow's Cathedral of 
Christ the Saviour to stage a "punk prayer" protest 
song to show their opposition to Vladimir Putin and 
the increasingly close ties between the Russian pres
ident and the country's Orthodox Church, which she 
says is an anti-feminist institution. 

In the end, they were barely able to start before 
security was on them. Samutsevich didn't even get 
her guitar out of its case-which probably saved her 
from a lengthier incarceration. She was convicted 
of "hooliganism motivated by religious hatred" and 
sentenced to two years in prison. But her sentence 

was suspended on appeal, and she was released 
in October, after almost seven months in jail. Her 
bandmates Nadezhda Tolokonnikova and Maria 
Alyokhina are still serving out their two-year 
sentences. 

Sitting in a Moscow cafe with walls covered 
in photos of Soviet-era women heroes, and drink
ing hot chocolate in rapid spoonfuls, Samutsevich 
argues that the Russian authorities' harsh response 
is part of a bigger campaign to slander and pun
ish political artists. Some 20 Russians who took 
part in a sanctioned anti-Putin protest in Moscow's 
Bolotnaya Square last May have been charged with 
"mass unrest" and assaulting police. Most are cur
rently in jail or under house arrest. One man, Maxim 
Luzyanin, co-operated with police and pleaded 
guilty. He has been sentenced to 4Y2 years in jail. 
Alexei Navalny, a protest-movement leader who 
has exposed numerous cases of corruption among 
Russia's political elite, is also fighting charges of 
embezzlement. Many analysts believe these cases 
are politically motivated. Dissidents in Russia tend 
to encounter legal problems of one type or another. 

Pussy Riot is comprised of around 10 women. 
Samutsevich, who studied at Moscow's Rodchenko 
School of Photography and Multimedia, met some of 
the other band members at art exhibitions. She says 

/, 



724 CHAPTER 13 I Activism, Change, and Feminist Futures 

they were inspired by the feminist punk movement 
of the 1970s, and the American '90s band Bikini 
Kill. They chose the name "Pussy Riot" because of 
its intrinsic contrast: "pussy" objectifies women as 
soft and passive; "riot" is a reaction against that. 

The band wanted to pursue the "art of activism" 
by staging creative and unexpected public events. 
They were particularly active during the run-up 
to last year's presidential election that saw Putin 
returned to power. Last January, in Red Square, the 
band performed a song titled Putin's Pissed Him
self. "We ruined the campaign a little bit," she says. 
"It might have been some kind of personal grudge." 

Samutsevich says protesting inside the Cathedral 
of Christ the Saviour wasn't a random act or the 
result of a flippant decision. They thought a lot 
about it. Patriarch Kirill, head of the Russian Ortho
dox Church, had called Putin's presidency a "mira
cle of God," and describes feminism as a dangerous 
phenomenon. "We needed to do it where Patriarch 
Kirill had stood," she says. 

Pussy Riot members didn't expect such a strong 
state reaction. Some of them had been detained pre
viously but were always released. Performing in a 
church might have been one step too far across an 

invisible line. But it's more likely that a legal case 
against them was inevitable. Still, Samutsevich says 
she has no regrets. "People ask us all the time if we 
would do it again," she says. "Yes, we would." 

Samutsevich does worry about Tolokonnikova 
and Alyokhina, her jailed bandmates, and as the 
interview winds up, she guides the conversa
tion back to them. Both have young children. 
Tolokonnikova was recently denied parole because 
she didn't show remorse and refused to participate 
in some prison activities, such as the "Miss Charm 
Prison Camp 14" beauty contest. The judge did 
not allow the defence to make a closing argument. 
In her statement, which Tolokonnikova wrote but 
could not present, she said she would not admit guilt 
and lie for the sake of parole. 

She added: "I am truly grateful to the people 
I have encountered in my life behind barbed wire. 
Thanks to some of them, I will never call my time 
in prison time lost I will surely use my experience in 
[the penal colony] in my future work and, although 
this will not happen until completion of my sen
tence, I will implement it in projects that will be 
stronger and politically larger in scale than every
thing that has happened to me before." 

R E A D N G 108 

We Are the Ones We've Been Waiting For 
Moya Bailey and Alexis Pauline Gumbs (201 O) 

For black feminists in the U.S., it has always been 
uncertain whether and how our words will survive. 
Who would have thought that the line "we are the 
ones we've been waiting for," from June Jordan's 
1980 "Poem for South African Women," would 
have ended up in a speech by a successful presi
dential candidate-Barack Obama-and then [be] 
dispersed, unattributed, on countless mugs, T-shirts, 
key chains and posters? Who would have thought 

that classic literary devices such as dramatic irony, 
used by enslaved 18th-century poet Phillis Wheatley 
to ensure her words would be published despite 
unspeakable odds, would be the same devices that 
convinced Black literary critics her work was "not 
black enough" for more than a century? 

When Black feminism's words do live on, it 
is not by accident, default or simple popularity: 
It is often because Black feminists scraped coins 
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together to publish them, as when Black women's 
social clubs raised the funds for Ida B. Wells to 
put out her 1890s anti-lynching and anti-rape pam
phlets. Similarly, nearly a century later, in the late 
1980s, Barbara Smith risked bankruptcy to continue 
funding Kitchen Table, an autonomous press for 
writing by women of color. 

We-the 1980s babies who authored this article
treasure this grassroots legacy, while knowing that 
Black feminism still lives on unstable ground. So 
from these roots, a new( er) generation of Black fem
inist voices corning out of academia are using free 
and direct means of publication-the Internet and its 
social media-to spread our visions and provoke on 
ongoing dialogue. 

The Black feminist blogosphere that we are con
nected to includes more than 100 sites. To name just a 
couple created by Black feminist Ph.D. students at the 
University of Maryland, there are women's studies stu
dent Renina Jarmon' s blog Model Minority: Thugs + 
Feminists + Boom Bap, which takes Black feminist 
theory to the streets, and Jessica M. Johnson's blog 
African Diaspora, Ph.D., which "honors the activists, 
artists, teachers, researchers, librarians, bloggers and 
others who bring depth to our work." 

These sites defy the voices of cynics who have 
lamented since before we were born that when 
Black feminism moved into the academy it moved 
away from its activist roots. We know that the work 
of Black feminist critical practice has never been 
contained within the walls of universities, and has 
consistently lived in popular media outlets, including 
pamphlets, stickers and open letters. Thus, we, work 
with interactive modes of inquiry that challenge the 
ownership of knowledge within the university. 

For instance, we're involved with Eternal Sum
mer of the Black Feminist Mind, a blog that hosts 
a series of virtual and in-person "potlucks" that 
brings together participants from Durham, N.C., to 
Washington, D.C., and from Chicago to Nairobi, 
Kenya, to discuss Black feminist theory. In this way, 
we can take the research we've gained on the univer
sity's dime and use it to fortify and inform popular 
conversations based in activist communities. 

Then there's the blog FireWalkers, a list-serv
linked network of African Diaspora women who do 
feminist activism and research both within and out-

side of the academy. Taking our name from Beverly 
Guy-Sheftall's Word of Fire, we cross the artificial 
line between the politics of Black liberation and 
women's liberation, sometimes catching fire from 
both sides yet continuing to move forward with pur
pose. With our scholarship we hope to evolve the 
conversations in the Black and feminist communities 
into a more holistic understanding of each other. 

Our websites also challenge the dominance of 
mainstream publishing. For instance, when the 
mainstream media gave little attention to a series 
of violent acts against Black women in the fall of 
2007, Black feminist University of Chicago gradu
ate student Fallon Wilson and activist Izetta Mobley 
used the Web to launch the Be Bold Be Red Be 
Brave: Ending Violence Against Women of Color 
campaign. Students, faculty, community organizers 
and other concerned individuals nationwide posted 
photos of rallies and vigils in which they wore red 
to protest a media that seemed only able to see racist 
and gendered violence as separate issues, not linked, 
and occurring only one sensationalist moment at a 
time. The site quotes Audre Lorde's words, "When 
we speak we are afraid our words will not be heard 
or welcomed. But when we are silent, we are still 
afraid. So it is better to speak." 

Another important aspect of these networking 
endeavors is the social-long a key part of Black 
feminist movements. Black feminists have created 
alternative rituals and understandings of beauty, 
love, friendship, celebration and mourning as a way 
to critique, reject and replace dominant norms. We're 
inspired by the 1977 statement by the Combahee 
River Collective, a Black feminist socialist collec
tive in the Boston area, which wrote about how valu
able it was to have "found each other." 

So we, Alexis and Moya, decided to create a 
social network called Quirky Black Girls, which 
allows a diverse group of self-identified QBGs to 
post our own videos, music and imagery, all the 
while building bravery and challenging each other's 
thinking. We maintain a blog, a site on social net
working service Ning, a Facebook group and a Black 
speculative fiction reading group, and we organize 
regular in-person arcade nights, jam sessions, cook
outs and more. We put the network in an explicitly 
Black feminist frame by reflecting weekly with the 
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group on specific quotes from the Combahee River 
Collective Statement and Audre Lorde's journals. 

The two of us have found that our Web activ
ism carries into our very relationships and the way 
we speak. When the Black women's blogosphere 
grieved over the brutal multiple rape of a 20-year
old who was in her apartment and went unaided by 
neighbors who listened for four hours, we commu
nicated through list-servs and biogs to create action 
plans in our neighborhoods. We discussed our desire 
for responses that didn't involve the police and 
instead affirmed our faith in each other. Many ideas 
were spawned, including baking cupcakes in our 
apartment buildings and sharing them with fellow 
renters in order to dissolve the culture of anonymity 
and ambivalence an apartment complex can create. 

In another action, after noticing the absence 
of children and their parents from activist events, 
Black feminists-along with other folks of color 
and white allies-felt the need to create child-care 
collectives. Online tools like Google groups and 

riseup.net helped us create a network of volunteers 
to provide this child care. 

And finally, out of our desire to see, hear and feel 
Black women artists who create work that resonates 
in our souls, we are using Google Wave technology 
to plan a Quirky Black Girl Festival for 2012. The 
power of connecting people who might otherwise 
feel isolated and alone, but for the song that gets 
them through the day or that painting that rejuve
nates the spirit, is a magic that the Internet seems 
born to do. 

Our projects to create online and in person spaces 
for Black feminist conversation honor and supple
ment the rich tapestry of Black feminism that has 
come before us. We are the new thread connecting 
patches in a well-worn quilt, both tactile and virtual. 
We believe that our ancestors knew we were com
ing, and that our elders, communities, students and 
future comrades have demands on us that require a 
fully interactive frame. We are the ones we've been 
waiting for. 
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Warning 
Jenny Joseph (1992) 

When I am an old woman I shall wear purple 

With a red hat which doesn't go, and doesn't suit me. 

And I shall spend my pension on brandy and 

summer gloves 

And satin sandals, and say we've no money for 

butter. 
I shall sit down on the pavement when I'm tired 

And gobble up samples in shops and press alarm bells 

And run my stick along the public railings 

And make up for the sobriety of my youth. 
I shall go out in my slippers in the rain 

And pick the flowers in other people's gardens 

And learn to spit. 

You can wear terrible shirts and grow more fat 

And eat three pounds of sausages at a go 
Or only bread and pickle for a week 

And hoard pens and pencils and beermats and things 

in boxes. 

But now we must have clothes that keep us dry 

And pay our rent and not swear in the street 
And set a good example for the children. 

We must have friends to dinner and read the papers. 
But maybe I ought to practise a little now? 

So people who know me are not too shocked or 

surprised 

When suddenly I am old, and start to wear purple. 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 13 

I. How does a feminist classroom differ from a non-feminist classroom? What impact do 
these differences have on students? 

2. What activist work must be done to build a truly inclusive, peaceful, healthy, and 
egalitarian community? 

3. Why are peace and environmental justice important feminist issues? 

4. What is the significance of a "transformational politics" for feminist activism? 

5. How can feminist activists build inclusive alliances and coalitions for social change? 
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social construction of, 50, 101-108 
social deconstruction of, 105-106 
social factors constructing, 101-104 

The Disability Rag and Resource, 107-108 
Disciplinary body practices, 193, 202 
Discourse 

asexuality in academic, 349-350 
with power and knowledge, 60-63 
with regimes of truth, 60-61 

Discrimination 
CEDAW and, 15, 419, 561, 702 
gender, 163, 169, 173,275 
human rights document on, 561-562 
legislation against, 9, 15 
workplace, 9, 27, 286 

"Dismantling Hierarchy, Queering Society" 
(Smith, A.), 319, 323, 354-356 

Diversity 
gender ambiguity and, 117-118, 134, 136-140 
professionals, 99 

"Divide and conquer" tactics, 63 
Divinity, from queer perspectives, 57 
Divorce,36,445,446 
Djajic-Horvath, Aleksandra, "First Morning in 

Exile," 633 
Dobbs, William, 461 
Domestic Workers' Bill of Rights, 472 
Domination, with privilege and oppression, 52 
Donlan, Larry, 429, 430 
"Don't Act Crazy, Mindy" (Havrilesky), 260, 

293-295 
"Don't ask, don't tell" policy, 9, 316-317 
"Don't Laugh, It's Serious, She Says" (Mamber), 

59, 100 
Douglas, Susan, "Enlightened Sexism," 21, 260, 

263-264,283-287,695 
Douglass, Frederick, 10 
Dow, Unity, 16 
Doyle, Sady, 279 
Drag kings, 121, 343 
Drag performances, 181 
Drag queens, 121, 132 
Dreger, Alice Domurat, Hermaphrodites and the 

Medical Invention of Sex, 139 
Drexler, Peggy, "The Sexist Truth About Office 

Romances," 528-530 

Driskill, Qwo-Li 
For Marsha P. (Pay It No Mind!) Johnson, 

128-130 
Queer Indigenous Studies: Critical Interventions 

in Theory, Politics, and Literature, 128 
Scars Tell Stories: A Queer and Trans (Dis)ability 

Zine, 128 
Walking with Ghosts: Poems, 128 

Duality, gender and, 662 
Dube, Musa, 16 
Durrow, Heidi W., 56 
Dweck, Carol, 148 
Dworkin, Andrea, 351, 352 
Dyeing, hair, 223 
Dyer, Sarah, 308 
Dyke, 314-315 

E 
Eating, rites of passage and, 127 
Eating disorders, 196, 201-202 

anorexia nervosa, 199, 200-201, 211-213, 241 
in Asia, 201 
information about, 196, 199 
power and, 202 
types of, 169, 200-201 

Ebadi, Shirin, 7 I I 
Ebony,267 
Economy 

classism beyond, 98-99 
with equal pay, 4I, 98 
with gender disparities in health, 401 
with gender inequality, 66, 67 
with globalization, 1I7 
human rights document and, 56 I 

Education 
asexuality in academic discourse and, 349-350 
"Claiming an Education," 2, 28-30 
college campuses and higher, 3-4, 5, I2-13 
feminist, 692-693 
gender inequality in, 64 
literacy and, 6, I2 
single-sex, I58 
UN and, 703 
U.S. Census and, 99 
weight bias and, 236-237 
women of color and higher, 3-4, I I, 35 

Education Amendments of I972, Title IX, 9, 65, 158, 
174 

Education for All (EFA), 6 



Edwards, Laurie, "The Gender Gap in Pain," 369, 
395-396 

Egypt, 187, 298-303 
Ehrenreich, Barbara, "Maid to Order: The Politics of 

Other Women's Work," 471-472, 517-522 
Eighth Amendment, 274 
El Salvador, 73 
Elders, Jocelyn, 416 
Eliot, George, 271 
Eliot, Jan, 12 
Elliot, Missy, 265 
Eltahawy, Mona, 299, 303, 304 
Emotions. See also Romantic relationships 

anger, 21, 63, 80 
emotional intimacy, 329 
emotional support and, 165 
love,203-204,339-345,379 
women's ability to express, 164 

Empathy, building of, 77-79 
Employment. See also Occupations; Workplace 

gendergapsin,484-487 
weight bias and, 234-235 
women and global trends in, 484-487 

Engineering, women in, 64 
"Enlightened Sexism" (Douglas), 21, 260, 263-264, 

283-287,695 
Enlightenment rationalism, fundamentalism and, 

654-655 
Entitlement, power and, 526--527 
Environment 

capitalism and influence on, 17 
with climate change and e-waste, 352 
with environmental justice principles, 709-710, 

713-714 
with fracking as feminist issue, 713, 720-722 
Native Americans and, 371 
with toxic chemicals, 372 
UN and, 705 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 721 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 

(EEOC), 9, 36 
Equal Pay Act of 1963, 9, 478 
Equal Protection Clause. See Fourteenth Amendment 
Equality 

with backlash and anti-LGBTQ violence, 579 
capitalism with freedom and, 20-21 
education and ~ender, 6 
equal pay and, 41, 98 
housework and, 503-507 

inequality and, 49-71, 169 
marriage, 459-464 
sameness and, 22 
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"Equality's Brutal Backlash" (Signorile), 579 
Esposito, Jennifer, "Vampires and Vixens," 264, 

288-293 
Ethgender, 161 
Ethnicity. See also Race 

with body consciousness and African Americans, 
192,214-221 

with ethnic profiling and gender, 370 
weight bias and, 192, 239-240 

"Ethnicity and Body Consciousness" (Greenwood and 
Dal Cin), 192, 214-221 

Ettelbrick, Paula, 461 
Eugenics, 375 
Evans, Alex, 158 
Evans, Marnie, 92 
"Everywoman Her Own Theology" (Ostriker), 673 
E-waste, 253 
Expression, gender, 119, 120 

F 
FAAN (Fostering Activism and Alternatives Now!) 

Project, 250 
FACE (Freedom of Access to Clinic Entrances) Act 

of1994,9 
Facebook, 254, 279, 280, 288. See also Arab Spring 

uprisings 
"Facebook for Women vs. Facebook Designed 

by Feminists: Different vs. Revolutionary" 
(Harquail), 18, 43-45 

Faith, women of, 636 
Falkner, N. H., 236 
Faludi, Susan, 213, 695 
Families, 434-435, 468-469 

adoption in, 451 
body image and, 196 
with class as collective secret, 96--97 
defined,433-440 
gender inequality in, 446 
incestand,292,390,560-563,577 
institutional connections and, 440-443 
with labor unpaid in home, 449, 470-477 
of migrant workers, 562 
mothering and, 450-451 
with mothers in workplace, 162 
myths and facts about lesbian, 436-437 
poverty and, 402, 438, 441, 442, 694 

/ 



f\ 

/ 

1-10 INDEX 

Families (Continued) 
with power and family relationships, 443-450 
on television, 259-260 
women and, 434 
with work and caretaking options, 165-166, 168 
with work-family options, 166, 168 

Family Medical Leave Act of 1993, 9 
Family Protection Act, 86 
"Family Way" (Warner, J.), 441, 448, 450, 456-459 
Farce, virginity as, 336-338 
Farfan, Sergio, 399, 400 
Farr, Kathryn, 226 
Fashion 

with breasts sexualized, 191 
feminism/feminists and, 185, 189, 247-248 
magazines, 267 

Fat. See Obesity; Weight bias 
Fat Is a Feminist Issue (Orbach), 233 
Fathers, salaries for, 451 
Fattah, Esraa Abdel, 299 
Fausto-Sterling, Anne 

"The Five Sexes," 136 
"The Five Sexes, Revisited," 117-118, 136-140 

Fear of a Queer Planet: Queer Politics and Social 
Theory (Bersani), 352 

"Fear of Feminism: Why Young Women Get the 
Willies" (Hogeland), 693, 717-720 

Fears 
of feminism/feminists, 693, 717-720 
ofrape, 163,291 

Female genital cutting (FGC), 184, 403-404 
The Female Eunuch (Greer), 330 
Females. See also Women 

beauty, 6 
with female sexuality and silence, 66 
FGC, 184, 403-404 
heterosexuality and queering black, 185, 320, 323, 

356-360 
love and female masculinity, 342-343 
math performance, gender and, 146-149 
in national legislatures worldwide, 589-590 
pseudohermaphrodites, 136, 139 
symbolism, 132 

Femicide, 302, 546-547 
The Feminine Mystique (Friedan), 46, 47, 290, 447 
Femininity 

capitalism and, 133 
class and, 134-135 
dual aspects of, 132 

gender and, 131-133 
with gender swapping on Internet, 121, 131 
passivity and, 119, 132 
physical movement and, 132 
tombois and, 153-154 

Feminism/feminists. See also "Beating Anorexia 
and Gaining Feminism"; "A Day Without 
Feminism"; "Is Fat a Feminist Issue? Exploring 
the Gendered Nature of Weight Bias"; "Who 
Wants to Marry a Feminist?" 

abortion and, 39 
with activism, social change and feminist futures, 

692-727 
African American, 11, 258, 697, 724-726 
artists, 272 
asexuality and, 350-352 
with Beyonce as icon?, 266, 296-297 
connotations, 65 
consciousness, 693 
cosmetic surgery and, 198 
defined, 13-14,22,43-44,46 
Facebook designed by, 18, 43-45 
fashion and, 185, 247-248 
with feminist design, 44 
feminist men, 695, 715-717 
with fracking as feminist issue, 713, 720-722 
lesbian, 343-344 
liberal and radical, 15-17 
marriage equality and, 438, 459-460 
myths, 19-27 
other feminist perspectives, 17, 23, 38-39 
politics and, 17, 27, 37-39 
polls on, 19 
postfeminism and, 20, 289-290 
postmodemism and, 17 
with promise of feminist education, 692-693 
publishers, 65, 270 
with questions of Christianity, 673-682 
sex work in Africa and, 530-536 
stereotypes, 21-23, 27 
"Still Needing the F Word," 27, 46-47 
transnational, 14-15, 16 
WGS and, 13-19 
women and fear of, 693, 717-720 
women of color, 65 
women's studies and, 5 

"The Feminist Factor" (Smeal), 607-609 
Feminist HCI (Human Computer Interface), 44-45 
Feminist Majority, 695 



"Feminist Men" (Hurt), 695, 715-717 
"Feminist Politics: Where We Stand" (hooks), 17, 27, 

37-39 
"Feminist Questions of Christianity" (Riswold), 673--682 
Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (hooks), 31, 

37,39 
Feminist.com, 695 
Feminists for Free Expression, 274 
Femme, 150-151, 315 
Ferry, Thomas W., 25 
Fertility rites, 127 
Festa das Mocas Novas, 127 
Fetishistic transvestism, 122 
Fey, Tina, 41 
Fields, Karen, 90 
Fields, Mamie, 90 
Fifth Amendment, 438 
The Fifth Book of Peace (Kingston), 274 
Fikkan, Janna L., "Is Fat a Feminist Issue? Exploring 

the Gendered Nature of Weight Bias," 191, 
192,203,233-245 

Films, 343, 349 
African Americans in, 357, 358 
Asian Americans in, 290 
about bodies, 207 
Bollywood, 261-262 
counter cinema and, 262 
genderin, 128,262,264 
genres, 261-263 
media and, 261-264 
Native Americans in, 289, 290 
patriarchal ideology in, 291 
with popular culture and postfeminism, 289-290 
with popular culture as education, 289 
queer cinema, 262, 317 
race in, 291 
sexualized violence in, 264, 288-293 
stereotypes in, 291 
women making, 262, 358 
youth and influence of, 292 

Fine, Allison, 279 
Fine, Cordelia, "Unraveling Hardwiring," 119, 144-149 
Fine arts, 272 
Finley, Karen, 274 
Firestone, Shulamith, 330, 407, 408 
al-Firgani, Sarah, 303-304 
"First Morning in Exile" (Djajic-Horvath), 633 
Fitzgerald v. Barnstable School Committee, 9 
"The Five Sexes" (Fausto-Sterling), 136 
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"The Five Sexes, Revisited" (Fausto-Sterling), 
117-118, 136-140 

Flaming Iguanas: An Illustrated All-girl Road Novel 
Thing (Lopez, E.), 56 

Fleck, John, 274 
Fluke, Sandra, 279, 280 
Fogel, Susan Berke, 426 
Fonda,Jane,223 
Fonda, S. J., 235 
Food. See also Eating disorders 

associations with, 202, 204 
cheap and toxic, 199 
dieting and, 200, 201 
overeating, 169 

Food and Drug Administration (FDA), U.S., 193-194, 
380,383,390,395 

"For Anna Mae Pictou Aquash ... " (Harjo), 128 
"For Better or For Worse" (Johnston), 368 
For Marsha P. (Pay It No Mind!) Johnson (Driskill), 

128-130 
Ford, W. F., 235 
"Forty Years of Women's Studies" (Guy-Sheftall), 

4, 7, 12,30-32 
Foucault, Michel, 63, 222 
Foudy, Julie, 268 
Fourteenth Amendment, 9, 25, 176 
Foxy Brown, 358 
"Fracking Is a Feminist Issue" (Clarren), 713, 

720-722 
Franklin, Aretha, 265 
Fredrickson, B. L., 215 
Free to Be ... You and Me (record album/book), 34 
Freedom 

capitalism with equality and, 20-21 
with independence from men in romantic 

relationships, 226-228 
reproductive, 40-41 

Friday, Nancy, 213 
Friedan, Betty, 213 

The Feminine Mystique, 46, 47, 290, 447 
Friendships 

body image and, 196 
with friends in love, 340, 343-344 
race and, 164-165, 168 

Frohnmeyer, John, 274 
From, Sarah, 467 
"From Rights to Justice: Women of Color Changing 

the Face of US Reproductive Rights 
Organizing" (Luna), 364, 373, 414-423 
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Frosch, Dan, "Bodies and Bathroom," 185, 245-246 
Frye,Eugene,428-429 
Frye,l\1arilyn,63-64,80, 132 
Fundamentalism 

anti-abortion movement in U.S. and, 652 
with changing world, 652-653 
cross-cultural, 653-654 
Enlightenment rationalism's failed promise and, 

654-655 
religion and, 651-655, 656 
women's rights and, 655-656 

"Fundamentalism and the Control of Women" 
(Brown, K.1\1.), 651-655 

Future 

G 

activism, social change and feminist, 692-727 
of feminism with young women, 20 

Gage, l\1atilda Joslyn, History of Woman Suffrage, 25 
Gaines, Carl, "Southern Discomfort," 367, 396-400 
Gallagher, Chet, 428, 430 
Gandhi, Sonia, 700 
Garland-Thompson, Rosemarie, 60 
"Gate C22" (Bass), 327, 339 
Gates, l\1elinda, 698-699 
Gay men, 8. See also Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

and Transgender; Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender and Queer 

in education, 64 
LGBT rights and, 320--322 

Gaze 
male, 261, 263 
oppositional, 261 
subversive gazing, 261 

Gender, 56. See also Women's and Gender Studies 
with advantages perceived, 164, 167-168 
advertisements and, 184, 187 
ambiguity, 117-118, 134, 136--140 
assignment, 119, 138, 139 
in atheist movement, 684-688 
brain chemistry and, 144-149 
caretaking and, 165-166, 168 
Christianity, oppression and, 676-678 
class and, 66-67, 72-76 
with coalitions for social change, 76--79 
consciousness, 693, 718 
culture, biology and, 116--125 
defined, 1, 7 
discrimination, 163, 169, 173,275 

duality and, 662 
equality in education, 6 
equilibrium as gender equity, 663 
ethnic profiling and, 370 
expression, 119, 120 
femininity and, 131-133 
in films, 128 
gap with pain, 369, 395-396 
gaps and labor force, 484-487 
with gender lines crossed, 341-342 
genderqueer and, 122-123 
girls and, 173-180 
hate crimes and, 67-68 
health and disparities in sex and, 362-364, 

395-396,400--401 
HIV I AIDS and, 66-67 
with human nature paradox, 143 
illusionists, 122 
International Bill of Gender Rights, 140 
marketing and, 123-124 
masculinity and, 125-131, 133-134 
math performance and, 146--149 
mistreatment based on, 163-164, 167-168 
multiracial feminism and, 17 
naturalizing of, 119 
neutral language, 155-156 
postmodern views of, 122 
as process, stratification and structure, 142-143 
race and, 66-67, 72-76, 160--161, 163-164, 167-169 
ranking, 133-135 
religion and gendered messages, 61 
rites of passage and, 127 
social construction of, 119, 133, 141-144 
sports and, 123-124, 173-180 
Steinem on, 130 
stereotypes, 74, 122, 125, 132, 134-135, 162, 169, 

179,357 
studies, 161, 169 
subordination, 187 
testing, 124-125 
tombois and, 120, 150--156 
tomboys and sissies, 116, 117 
variation as normal, 138, 139-140 
weight bias and, 191, 192, 233-245 

''The Gender Gap in Pain" (Edwards), 369, 395-396 
Gender inequality 

economy and, 65, 67 
in education, 64 
in families, 446 



health care and, 66-67, 362-364, 368-370 
in society, 103-104, 143, 276-278 
sports and, 65 

Gender Outlaws (Bornstein and Bergman), 54 
Gender studies, 7, 8. See also Women's and Gender 

Studies 
Gender violence, 4, 537-538 

anti-LGBTQ and hate violence, 543-545, 577-581 
anti-LGBTQ and HIV-affected hate violence, 

543-545 
incest and, 292, 560-563 
physical abuse and, 226, 292, 555-560 
police with, 302 
pornography and, 563-564 
sexual assault, rape and, 292, 302, 355, 384, 404, 

550-555 
stalking and, 546-548 
Violence Against Women Act of 1994, 539 

General Recommendation No. 19, 562 
Genes, 137, 144-145 
Geneva Conventions of 1949, Additional Protocol 

I and II, 562 
Genitalia 

ambiguous, 136-138 
cultural genitals and, 140 
FGC, 184, 403-404 
surgery, 138, 184, 194, 198 

Genres 
film, 262-263 
music, 265-266, 287, 357-358 

Giftedness, in children, 146-147 
Gillette, Hope, "Violence Against Transgender 

Women in Latin America," 580-581 
Gilligan, Carol, 159 
Ginty, Molly M., "Treatment Denied," 393, 425-426 
Giovanelli, D., 239 
Giovanni, Nikki, 76 
The Girl from Foreign: A Memoir (Shepard), 56 
Girls, 56 

with delinquency, 624-629 
EFA and, 6 
with gender and wrestling, 173-180 
"Guerrilla Girls," 272 
with health of girl-child, 401-405 
with IQ study, 146 
marketing to, 207 
rites of passage for, 127 
"Run the World (Girls)," 297 
"training" bras and, 205-209 
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The Girl Who Fell from the Sky (Durrow), 56 
Glass-ceiling index, 493 
Glenn, E. N., 162 
Glick, Elisa, 350-351 
"A Global Health Imperative" (Woods), 365, 367, 

400-406 
Globalization, 117, 40 I, 4 71, 482-483 
"Gloria Steinem, a Woman Like No Other," 43 
"God Says Yes to Me" (Haught), 651 
Goddess, 137, 152, 644 
GoGirlsMusic, 266 
Goldman, Emma, 324, 445, 714 

"Marriage and Love," 446, 452-454 
Gong, Sherry, 147 
Gonorrhea, 381 
Good Housekeeping, 267 
Google, 254, 256, 726 
Gould, Janice, 128 
Government 

criminal justice system and, 598-600 
with legislation and social policy, 582-605 
military and, 600-605 
public policy and, 594-598 
representation in, 584-594 
with women in national legislatures worldwide, 

589-590 
GQ, 296 
Graham, Cynthia A., 350 
Graphic arts, 272 
Gray, Ruby, 399 
Gray Panthers, 186 
Great Depression, 478, 509-510 
Greater Male Variability hypothesis, 145, 146, 148 
Greenwood, Dara N., "Ethnicity and Body 

Consciousness," 192, 214-221 
Greer, Germaine, 330 
Gregory, C. A., 235 
Grimke, Angelina, I 0 
Grimke, Charlotte Forten, 26 
Griswold v. Connecticut, 287 
Grossi, Giordana, 145, 146 
Grossman, Marni, "Beating Anorexia and Gaining 

Feminism," 199, 200, 211-213 
Gruys, K., 241 
"Guerilla Girls," 272 
Guisewite, Cathy, 124 
Guiso, Luigi, 146 
Gumbs, Alexis Pauline, "We Are the Ones We've 

Been Waiting For," 258, 697, 724-726 
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Guyland (Kimmel), 157 
Guy-Sheftall, Beverly 

"Forty Years of Women's Studies," 4, 7, 12, 30-32 
Word of Fire, 725 

H 
Hair 

African Americans and, 223-224 
body, 195 
cutting, 225-226 
disabled persons and, 224-225 
dyeing, 223 
flip, 222-223 
identity and, 228-229 
Muslims and, 227 
romantic relationships and, 193, 221, 225-229 

Hall, Radclyffe, 35 
Halpern, C. T., 237 
Hamar people, 187 
Hamer, Fannie Lou, 68-69 
Hamm, Mia, 268 
Hampson, Joan G., 138 
Hampson, John L., 138 
Han, E., 235 
Happel, Alison, "Vampires and Vixens," 264, 

288-293 
Harassmap, 303 
Harding, Kate, 280 
Harding, Sandra, 73 
Hardwicke, Catherine, 288 
Harjo, Joy, 128 
Harper, Frances Ellen Watkins, 26 
Harquail, C. V., "Facebook for Women vs. Facebook 

Designed by Feminists: Different vs. 
Revolutionary," 18, 43-45 

Harris, Tamara Winfrey, "Singled Out," 435, 464-466 
Harrison, Kathryn, 212, 215 
"Harrison Bergeron" (Vonnegut), 294-295 
Hartley, C., 241 
Hartouni, Valerie, 409, 412, 413 
Harvey, Hattie, 158 
Harvey, Steve, 464-465 
Hasan, Liza Mohamed, 302 
Hate 

combating, 69 
crimes, 68-69, 134 
misogyny and, 21-22, 54-55, 125 
violence, 393, 426-429, 543-545, 577-581 
women and men with, 21-22, 135 

Haught, Kaylin, "God Says Yes to Me," 651 
"Having it all," 41, 46, 133 
Havrilesky, Heather, "Don't Act Crazy, Mindy," 260, 

293-295 
Hazards, occupational, 371, 404, 480, 522-523 
Head Start, 69 
Headscarf. See Hijab 
Health, 50, 101-108 

breast science and, 371 
eating disorders and, 169, 196, 199-202, 

211-213, 241 
food and, 199 
of girl-child, 401-405 
HIV fact sheet for women, 365-366 
movement, 36, 374-375 
poverty influencing, 98 
reproductive justice and, 373-394 
sex and gender disparities in, 362-364, 395-396, 

400-401 
sexual assault and rape influencing, 554-555 
wellness and, 362-372 
women, heart disease and cancer, 364 

Health care, 36 
gender inequality and, 66-67, 362-364, 368-370 
as human right, 186 
as institutionalized, 68 
legislation, 9, 362-363, 398, 418 

Heart disease, 364 
Heath, Terrance, "Will Marriage Equality Lead to 

Equal Sharing of Housework?," 470-477, 
500-503 

Heb!, M. R., 234, 240 
Helmi, Malvis, 206 
Helms, Jesse, 274 
Helstein, Michelle, 174 
Hensel, Fanny Mendelssohn, 275 
Henzel, Laurie, 308, 310, 311 
Here Come the Brides! Reflections on Lesbian Love 

and Marriage (Bilger and Kort), 460 
Hermaphrodites, 136, 138, 139 
Hermaphrodites and the Medical Invention of Sex 

(Dreger), 139 
Herpes Simplex Virus (HSV), 382 
Hersch, Joni, 472-473 
Hesse-Biber, Sharlene, "A Brief History of Working 

Women," 477-478, 503-515 
Heteronormativity, 316, 323, 326 
Heteropatriarchy, 128, 323, 355 
Heterosexism, 54 



Heterosexuality, 314 
compulsory, 50, 316 
love within constraints of, 339-340 
marriage expectations and, 152 
queering black female, 185, 320, 323, 356-360 

Heyes, Cressida J., Cosmetic Surgery: A Feminist 
Primer, 198 

Heyzer, Noeleen, 66 
Hierarchy 

with difference, inequality and privilege, 51-60 
without hierarchy of oppression, 57, 85-86 
queering society and dismantling, 319, 323, 

354-356 
Hiers, Kathie, 397, 399, 400 
llijab(headscarf), 185,227-228,302 
Hill Collins, Patricia, 61, 69, 83, 358, 716 

Black Sexual Politics, 357 
on institutions, 63 
"Toward a New Vision," 56, 72-79 

Hillyer, Barbara, 106 
Himes, S. M., 239 
Hindilanguage,261-262 
Hip Hop, 265, 287, 357 
History, rainbow, 318-319 
llistory of Woman Suffrage (Anthony, Gage and 

Stanton), 25 
HIV/AIDS, 16,20,364 

fact sheet, 365-366 
gender, race, class and, 66-67 
hate violence and, 543-545 
legislation, 398 
poverty and, 367, 396-400 
SisterLove and, 379 
transgender women, sex work and, 580 
UN and, 704 
U.S., global gag rule and, 368 

Hobday, Tony, "Anti-LGBT Violence Spreads 
Throughout Russian Regions," 577-579 

Hochschild, Arlie Russell, 4 7 4 
Hogeland, Lisa Marie, "Fear of Feminism: Why 

Young Women Get the Willies," 693, 717-720 
"Hold That Nose" (Miya-Jervis, Lisa), 192, 231-233 
Holiday, Billie, 265 
Hollander, Nicole, 3, 332 
Hollingworth, Leta Stetter, 146 
Homicides 

femicide, 302, 546-547 
hate violence and, 393, 426-429, 543 

Homoeroticism, 331 
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Homogeneity, coalitions without, 82 
Homophobia, 23, 54-55, 64, 316, 331, 370 
Honduras, 320-321 
Hong Kong, 342-343 
hooks, bell, 213, 308, 716 

counter cinema and, 262 
"Feminist Politics: Where We Stand," 17, 27, 

37-39 
Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, 31, 

37,39 
on oppositional gaze, 261 

Hoover, J. Edgar, 324 
Horacek, Jody, 59, 62, 712 
Hormone therapy, 118, 122 
Hornbacher, Marya, 212 
Horror films, 262-263 
Hostility, horizontal, 63 
Housework 

marriage and equal sharing of, 470-477, 500-503 
salaries and, 473, 477 
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New to the Sixth Edition: 
· Revised chapter framework essays include new statistics and information 
· that reflect the most up-to-date research and theory in the field. 

New contemporary readings cover topics including Cisgender privilege, 
fas~ion, social media, marriage equality, office romance, anti-LGBTQ violence, 

tracking, reproductive justice, and women's health. 

New sidebars contain thought-provoking learning activities. 

What Instructors are Saying about Womens Voices, Feminist Visions: 
"A fantastic text: comprehensive, sharply focused, feminist and contemporary." 
-Beth Younger, Drake University 

"It is an excellent, varied survey text with very readable and up-to-date introductions 
and annotations. It is one of the few introductory texts that can stand on its own." 

-Karen M. Booth, University of North Carolina or Chapel Hill 

" .. . an excellent introductory text that balances theory and personal experience as 
well as historical context and contemporary issues ... it is easy to assign the chapter 
overview material with a few of the essays to customize the course." 
- Alicia Mischa Renfroe, Middle Tennessee Srare University 

"This textbook is the gold standard for women's studies today." 
- Diane Perpich, Clemson University 

Visit the Online Learning Center at www.mhhe.com/shaw6e for a wealth 
of Instructor resources! 


