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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

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/shawbe) 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. Beyoncé: 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
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71.
74.
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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 Jocal 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



CHAPTER 1 | 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 wiil 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



How Did WGS Originate?

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 challenge to trad1-

\ 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 ongms in the women’s movement of the 1960s and

addressed formal andmformal 1nequa11tles assocmted for example w1th 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

5
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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.

e Ensure that by 2015 all children, particularly giris, 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.

e 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/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/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 burn 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
1ntersect10na11ty which continues to transform the discipline. As Bonme Thomton D111 explams

vide more inclusive curricula mvolves the necessuy of i 1ncorporat1ng knowledge 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 Grimké, 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

T

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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ACTIVIS
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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 [ 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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MOM.. T DONT UNDERSTAND YOU WORKED, THAT'S NOT USTEN TOTRAT
WHY YoU HAVE SO MUCH SAY S RAISED ME, FEMINISM. MOUTH! DID
TROUBLE WITH FEMINISM. ! ORGANILED THATSJUST . | YoU PICK UP

A UNION... THAT LANGUAGE

IN YOUR WOMEN

il STUDES CLASS?

Stone Soup © 1992 Jan Eliot. Reprinted with permission of Universal Press Syndicate. All Rights Reserved.

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 (NAWSA) in 1890. NAWSA 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:

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

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

e 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.

e 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.

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

WHAT DOES WGS
HAVE 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 CEDAW (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). CEDAW 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!




What Are the Myths Associated with Feminism?

I

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 encouraged 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:
(1) 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 full of
misogyny, the hatred of, or contempt for, women, and every day we see examples of the
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Yes, | A

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. She’s 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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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 50-year collaboration to win for women their economic,
educational, social, and civil rights.

Sojourner Truth delivers her “And Ain’t | 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, 1da B. Wells-Barnett, Margaret Murray
Washington, Fanny Jackson Coppin, Frances Ellen Watkins
Harper, Charlotte Forten Grimké, 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. :
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Women win the right to vote in North Dakota, Ohio, Indiana,
Rhode island, Nebraska, Michigan, New York, and Arkansas.

1918 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.

1919 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.

1920 Henry Burn casts the deciding vote that makes Tennessee
the thirty-sixth, and final, state to ratify the Nineteenth
Amendment.

August 26 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:/iwww.rochester.edu/5BAftimeline1.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 turn 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 fo come into
possession of; to act as receptacle or container for;
to accept as authoritative or true. The difference i
that between acting and being acted-upon, and fér
womien it can literally mean the difference between @
life and death. 2

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 turn 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,” %61 ate hearing about
‘what men, above-all white 'men, in their-male sub-
jectivity, have decided is importants

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 of us have found ourselves poring eagerly
over books with titles like The Descent of Man; Man
and His Symbols; Irrational Man; The Phenomenon
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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 raking
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.

Responsibility to yourself means refusing to lgf
others do your thinking, talking, and naming fo¥
you; it means learning to respect and use your own
brains and instincts; hence, grappling with hard
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 Bronté’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 turn, 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.@@h&;dﬁfi@r@_nce‘o

‘between a life lived actively, and a life of passive

drifting and dispersal of energies, is an immense ?
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 antiwoman 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.

<Ihave said that the contract on the student’s pay
involves that you demand to be taken seriously go

“that you ean also go on taking yourself seriousl.

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.

2 i

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



Forty Years of Women'’s Studies | BEVERLY GUY-SHEFTALL 31

can find programs and research centers every-
where from Argentina to India to Egypt to Japan to

) 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-
‘ment, policy and research institutes, foundations

d nonprofit organizations.

During the 1970s, the pioneers of women'’s stud-
es focused on establishing the field as a separate
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.

[Also in the 80s, women of color began to cri- ¢

tique both women’s studies and gender-focused cury
riculum projects for their relative lack of attentiop
to questions of race, ethnicity, class and cultural

. o N2
differences. One of the hardest-hitting examinations’

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

[ has stimulated the development of other academig |

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.{It?

_fields as well: gay and lesbian studies, cultural stud-
“ies, gender studies, men’s studies, peace studies and 4
more)

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 isy
heightened consciousness and advocacy arousd
fape, incest, battering, sexual harassment, sex trafy
ficking, the feminization of poverty, and health dis- 7
parities related to race, gender and class. In addition,
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 particulay
experiences and needs of women of color or poo¥
women, but this just gives women’s smgi?s scholars
and activists a challenge for the futuie. /i,

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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assault 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,
beglnnlng with race, ethnicity, class and culture.

Today, one of the first things stadents Tearn i~
=Women’s: studles classes is how to look at worien’s
lives through these: multiple Tense® The concept of

qmtersectionmling 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.

. 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.

. 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.

. 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.

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

. 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!

. 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!!”

. 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.

. 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.

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

Q:; of your Whirlpool gas stove is Mrs. America. What

M is it like to be female?

¢ \M Babies born on this day are automatically given

el their 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,

L:f
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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, and-they’re”’
probably -getting ‘a bad reputationt If a_pregmancy

> _happens, afr-enterprising gal can get a legal abor-

" tion only if she lives in New York or is rich enough

~to fly there, or to. Cuba, London, or Scandinavia.
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 her of 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. Curfew »
is likely to be midnight on Saturday and 9 or 10 p/m.
the rest of the week. 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 Werkers can be fired
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ordetnoted for-being pregnant, aespecially 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.-A matried woman-can’t obtain credit withotit
Jher husband’s signature} 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 a job—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
divorcée, 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).(She" Il jist wake up-and-find that-the
choieerhas-been made for hers

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

belf 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?
most folks learn about feminism from patriarchal 1
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 as
“Christian” culture, masses of people continue to -
believe that god has-ordained that women be sub-
ordinate to men in the domestic household! 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, if Was-clear.

hat en-wanited to 164d, and they wanted Women to”
follow. 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. Reformist -thinkers chose to. emphasize

gender equajity. Revolutionary 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
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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 politics.f”‘“e*caﬁ?

. not be anti-abortion and an advocate of feministn.

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.

(Feminist_politics ‘is-losing- momentum because
feminist movement has-lost ‘clear définitions. 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 share”®
the-simple yet powerful message that feminism- is®
a movement to end sexist oppression. Let’s start °
there. Let the movément 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 clichéd
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—Iled 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 edito—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.
Reproductive—-freedom; ~ Baining. - reproductivg

fregdom,-is-the key to uaraveling this structure-that.
has falsely-ereated feminine and-masculine, sebject/ -

_ objeet 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. Lhave

‘mever-seen in any print, other than us, that the most,

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.“I'rmean;many fewer women- are thinking abouty
“Can-Ihave it all?” than are thinking about, “Wil}
Hose it all?”

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 narrative. 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. If I 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). Sometimes we make. tradeoffs, and

~write headlines that prioritize discoverability over
- 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:

¢ 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?

¢ 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 R
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 (just 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.

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

(chowe and the truth of her existence.”

(A femimist social network weuld fiot be a™prods
~yet” to- be sold to users; but would instead be @ Sex-
viee that was supported. by userS. 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 hierérchy.

¢ 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.

e 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.

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

e Would be created and sustained through feminist
design processes and feminist “management”

(a topic for another post).

e Would be socially, economically, politically
inclusive.

e Would allow for privacy and identity
protections related to political action.

e 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

(varied. : ’

e Would have terms of service (TOS) and regula-

gns about what is and is not allowed that did
Rot rf@f\orce sexism and racism.

Feminists would approach the project with a
political goal in mind. The overall intent of the
platform might be “general social networking,”
o Just as with the current Facebook. Biit the -drivs
(g interest might have been for creating frient-
d'ﬁships, affinity groups and social movements, not
checking out chicks to-evaluate whether you want
to date them.

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. I. 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,” in
which young womes report-expending an enormous®
amount-of- efforH)n_clothes, shoes; Wwotkout pro=
and diet. And hére's-a blast from the paSt:
they're expected “to ‘hide their-intelligence in order
to succeed with their male p peers.” 9

“Being ‘cute’ trumps being smart for women in
the 3001a1 environment,” the report concludes.

] feminist-That's-prefeminiss. Betty
Fnedan wrote The Feminine Mystzque 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.

R EADINSG

My Heroines | MARGE PIERCY 47

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

1. 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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CHAPTER )

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

49



50

CHAPTER 2 | Systems of Privilege and Inequality

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 occupation 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 SATs, 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 abled 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 Male Heterosexual

Middle or upper class Young Able-bodied
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e

FIGURE 2.1 Intersecting Axes of Privilege, Domination, and Oppression
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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.

RNING AC

LEA mivity Test for Hidden Bias

T

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 Implicit'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?




Difference, Hierarchy, and Systems of Privilege and Inequality 53

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.

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 Mclntosh 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 | 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 Maclntosh’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 iDenTiTEs — Thinking Outside the Check-Box

[ i

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)
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¢ DrMariaRoot.com—Information 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.

Illustrétion 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 ’'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 (whether 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. In 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 apostie 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: I[dentify 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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Your Assumptions
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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 | 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.

| 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, 1 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 | put my car keys. | 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 | 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 Yeskel 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 1, 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

RIS

R

+ 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 w1th
social, matenal practices to produce “regimes of truth.” These regimes of truth tell us |
what is “appropriate” in any given context. This involves the taken-for-granted rules
about what people 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 of friends; 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-retigion. 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. Yeskel 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 aresult, 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 horizontal 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

REPNEAY

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
bieaker 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-hg.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



Institutions

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 Anzaldda could not find

a publisher for This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of Color.
Kitchen Table/AWomen 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.”

—Noeleen Heyzer, UNIFEM

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.! 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 gir! chil-
dren. Caregiving responsibilities increase as health and social services decrease
and increasingly privatized services require a higher proportion of household
income.



Conclusion

e Because women often care for communities as well as families, their iliness or
absorption in sheer survival activities weakens the vital informal support sys-
tems on which poor and marginalized communities depend, deepening and
perpetuating poverty.?

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

e 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.

s 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 the 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.?

TFor 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

e,

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 aithough 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.”




Conclusion

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 Mclntosh
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

A P

ACT

i

iviTy Combating Hate

T

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.ad!.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.

69

Vi



70 CHAPTER 2 | Systems of Privilege and Inequality

LEARNING ACT

e

ity Transgendered Experiences Around the World

DRI

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:/iwww.un.orglen/documents/udhr/. 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?



Conclusion

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 v;/hichl is planted deep
within each of us. . C :

—Audre Lbrde, Sister butsider, 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

.I\ .
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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 géﬁder 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 the 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.

R ‘, - ,
HOW CAN WE RECONCEPTUALIZE 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
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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.
4 =

1. The Institutionali 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
modern 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,
Hispanics 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 fo 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 Feminine
aggressive  passive
leader follower
rational emotional
strong weak
intellectnal ~ 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
synibolic 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
‘1 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 worldview 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 choices 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-
reflection 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’% epjoy varying amounts of privilege
over me and thérefore 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 privéleges 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. . .. v

Each of us is called upon to take a sta;ld 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 tackle 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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Intersectionality
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



80 CHAPTER 2 | Systems of Privilege and Inequality

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.



A SNAPSHOT OF INTERSECTIONALITY

Rather than assume “everyone understands inter-
sectionality,” I want to pause to summarize some
of its central insights. Intersectionality 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. Intersectional-
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: Intersectionality 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.!

* 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
the known—factors usually considered outside
the realm of knowledge “proper.”

* .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.* 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
of 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 (Anzaldia 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

-.relying 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).% 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.’

» 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).° 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.!® 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,!
which is virulently antiwoman and antiblack, is also

R EADI NG

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

'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 Mclntosh (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.

1 think whites are carefully taught not to rec-
ognize white privilege, as_males are taught not to
recognize 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



P guvt
weightless knag‘sack 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.!
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-claim-that men must be central in the
curriculum because they have done most of what
is important or distinctive in life or in civilization.

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
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personally. Virtually all men deny that male over-
reward alone ¢an explain men’s centrality in all the
inner sanctuins 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, 1
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.
Slaves were 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 obnoxious this a titude can be in men.

After frustration’ with Yerr who would not rec-
ognize male privilege, I decided to try to work on
myself 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. Ican, if I 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.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

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

. If I want to, I can be pretty sure of finding a

publisher for this piece on white privilege.

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

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.

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.

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.

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

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

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.

people puf this down to my color.

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.

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

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

I am never asked to speak for all the people of
my racial group. T

I can remain oblivious 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.



23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

3L

32.

33.

35.

. I can worry about raci
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I can criticize our government and talk about
how much I fear its policies and behavior with-
out being seen as a cultural outsider.

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.

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

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

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.

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.

If I declare there is a racial issue at hand, or
there isn’t a racial issue at hand, my race will
lend me- mor&cred1b1hty for either position
than a person of color will have.

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.

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

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

without being seen as
self-interested or self-seeking.

I cﬁ'fék/ea\job_v;\/jlh,mﬁﬁ_mative action
employer-without-havirg my co-workers on
thejob-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. Ican 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. Ican be late to a meeting without having the
lateness reflect on my race.

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

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

42. 1 can arrange my activities so that I will never
have to experience feelings of rejection owing
to my race.

43. If I, Aave low gredlblllty as a leader, I can be
sure that my race is not the problem.

44, 1 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 [ 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

A5 taxonomy of privilege, for some of these varieties
N y of p 8

A
-

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

~ fairly 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-
Jully, to be like people of my race. 1 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 turn 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? carries the conno-
tation—eﬁbeingsomethingevmmguv@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

AN
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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 “privilege” may confer power,
it does not confer moral_strerféfhm do not
depend on 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, those-dominated-have-acty-
ally become strong-through not having all of these
unearned advantages, and this gives them a great
dedl toteach the others. Members of so-called privi-
leged groups czgx_sein_fggl_ish, ridiculous, infantile,
or dangerous by contrast.

I Wéht:’men, 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 darker-skinned Others seriously can be
seen as arbitrarily conferred dominance and should
not be W This paper results from a
process of coming to see that some of the power that
1 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, 1 am given considerable power to
escape many kinds of danger or penalty as well as to
choose which risks I want to take.

There is an ané@&“"ﬁére, 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 great deal to lose if they
oppose it _either. They simply have the power to
decide whether 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 truly distressed about systemic,
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

need 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.

A~
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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 doesn’t affect them because
they arglo’tge/qpli@gg_or they do not see “white-
notsec Wi
ness’ as a racial identity. Many men Tikewise think
that Women’s Studies does not bear on their-own

existenceswm they do
Insisting on the universal “effects” of “pnvﬂege
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, we need to similarly
examine the daily experience of having age advan-
tage, or ethnic_advanfage, or-physieal-ability; or
advantage related to nationality, religion, or sexual
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. Thave 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.>

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 was taught

to t Wmld end if white individuals
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changed their attitudes; many men think sexism can
béended by individual changes in daily_behavior
toward women. But a man’s sex provides advan-
tage for him whether 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-about. male advantage, is kept strongly
inculturated in the United States so as to Taintain

the myth of meritocracy, the myth that democratic

choice is equally available to all. Keeping 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
“an_this side,” while the prefix “trans” is generally
understood to mean “change, crossing, or beyond”
Cisgender people are t&)se whose gender identity,

role, or--expression is considered to match their
assigned.gender by societal standards. Transgender
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.

1. 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 M or 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-

o 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.

10.
11.

12.
13.

14.
15.

16.
17.
18.

19.

20.
21.

22.

23.
24.

25.

26.

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

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

Do people often act as if they are doing you

a favor by using the appropriate pronouns for
your gender?

Can you undress in a public changing room
without risk of being assaulted or reported?
Are you able to discuss your childhood without
disguising your gender?

Can you provide government identification
without risking ridicule for your name or legal
sex status?

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

Can you wear a socially acceptable bathing suit?
Does the government require proof of the state
of your genitals in order to change information
on your personal identification?

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

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

Do other people consider your lifestyle a men-
tal illness?

How many mental illnesses can be put into
total remission through medical surgeries?
Can you expect that your gender identity will
not be used against you when applying for
employment?

Do your sexual preferences cause people to
assume that your gender identity is mistaken?
Can you expect to be reasonably eligible to
adopt children if you should choose to?

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

On most days, can you expect to interact with
someone of a gender similar to your own?
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27. Can you expect to find a landlord willing to 39. Can you argue for gender equality without your
rent to someone of your gender? right or motivation to do so being questioned?
28. Do teachings about your national and cultural 40. Does the state of your genitals cause you to
history acknowledge the existence of people of fear violence if they are discovered?
your gender identity? 41. Are your height, weight, muscle mass, or hair
29. Can you be sure that your children will not be follicles used as “proof” that your gender
harassed at school because of your gender? identity is mistaken?
30. Can you be sure that school teachers will not try 42. Are your height, weight, muscle mass, or hair
to convince your children that their understand- follicles consistently pointed out as being
ing of their family members” bodies is incorrect? incongruent with your gender?
31. Are you able to use your voice and speak in 43. Are your basic healthcare needs minimized by
public without risk of being ridiculed? others who contrast them in priority with life-
32. Can you discuss feminism with others without saving surgeries?
the appearance of your genitals being called @ Can you find a religious community that will
into question? " not exclude you based upon your genital or
33. Can you freely use checks, credit cards, or hoﬁnjﬁal--structgres?
(\government-issued ID in a grocery store with- 45. ¥f you are having a difficult time making new
out being accused of using stolen finances? ‘ friends, can you generally be sure that it is not
34. Can you wait at a bus stop at noon without because of your gender identity?
passers-by assuming that you are working in 46. Can you choose whether or not to think of your
the survival sex trade? gender as a political or social construct?
35. If you are asked for proof-of-age in order to 47. When you tell people your name, do they ask
purchase tobacco or alcohol, can you be rea- ’ you what your “real” name is?
sonably sure that the cashier is trying to prove 48. Can you consider social, political, or profes-
your age, not your gender? sional advancements without having to con-
36. Can you be reasonably sure that, when dating sider whether or not your gender identity will
someone new, they will be interested in getting be called into question as being appropriate for
to know your personality over and above your advancement?
medical history? 49. Do people assume that they have a right to
@ . Can you smile at a young child without their hear, and therefore ask, about your intimate
parents scorning or explaining you to the child? medical history or future?

38. Can you be sure that your gender identity doesn’t 50. Can you find gendered privilege in other places?
automatically label you as an outsider, an anom-
aly, abnormal, or something to be feared?
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Opening Pandora’s Box: Adding Classism to the Agenda
Felice Yeskel (2007)
Imagine sitting in aroom in a circle of chairs. Across ~ meals. Her current net worth is over 14 million dol-

from you is someone who grew up in a small man- lars. To your left is someone with a net worth sig-
sion where servants, responding to a bell, served 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 Group! 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 Avenue, 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 Action? 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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1 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,? 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.%

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 America’ 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 factors®
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that create vast inequalities in wealth, along with the
beneficiaries of these policies, remain largely invisi-
ble.” 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.?

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.’

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.!® 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 turn fuels excessive consumer debt.!!

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.'2 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.!?
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.!4

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 classism!® 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.!6

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.!”
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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.



R EADING

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 creating
disability. 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. [ call the
interaction of the biological 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 socially constructed. Moreover, femi-
nist scholars have already 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.

Al L
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The Social Construction of Disability
‘ Susan Wendell (1996)
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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, much disability is created by the
violence of invasions,; wars, eivil wars, and ter-
rorism, which cause disabilities not only through
direct injuries to combatants and noncombatants,
but also throughi the 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
crimes such as shootings, knifings, beatings, and
rape all cause disabilities, so that a society’s suc-
cess or Tailure in protecting its citizens from inju-
rious crimes has a significant effect on its rates of
disability.

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 contamirfated 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 damage people’s bodies
almost always affect some groups in a society more

than_others because of racism, Sexism heterosex-

ism, agéist, and advantages) of class background,
wealth, and education. e

Medical care and practices, traditional and
Western-scientific, play an important role in both
preventing and creating disabling physical damage.
(They also play a ggle}i{}\deﬁning disability. . . .)
Lack of good prenat#l°care and dangerous or inad-
equate obstetrical practices cause disabilities in
babies in the women giving birth to them. Inoc-
ms%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 haye incurred. Moreover, public health
and sanitation' measures that increase the 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-
struction of disability that particularly 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.

When the pace.of life in 3 society increases, there
is;a E@Eggy / for more people to become disabled,
not only because of physically damaging conse-
quences of efforts to go faster, but also because
fewer people can meet expectations-ef _“normal”
pe@rmance;?ﬁﬁﬁyﬁaﬁnm;al) 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,ﬁMout-
side the home for wages, has to breast-feed a baby
or look after a sick child. Common colds can be
acknowledged publicly, and allowances are made
for them, but menstruatié‘i‘lmc‘énnot be acknowl-

edged and allowances are not made for it. Much of
the public world is also structured as though every-

one were physically strong, as though all bodies

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.



104  CHAPTER 2 | Systems of Privilege and Inequality

% ey

When public and private worlds ares/plit,kwomen
(and children) have often been relegated 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

Chlture makes major_contributions to_disability.
These contributions include not only the omission
of experiences of disability from cultural represen-
tations of life in a society, but also the cultural ste-
reotyping of people with disabilities, the selective
stigmatization "of phiysical 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 prevented with
good public health and safety standards and prac-
tices, but also by relatively minor changes in the
built environment fhat provide accessibility to peo-
ple with a wide ggg?g‘bf”ﬁﬁﬁ'wﬁ characteristics and
abilities. Many measures that are 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 the lack of signs that could be read from a dis-
impairments to expend a lot of energy unneces-
sa/rﬂb searching for rooms and offices. Although
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
modern 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 “lottery” 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 health care for themselves and their
families or basic education for-their children. 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 (feay, based on ignorance
and false beliefs about disability, makes it - difficult
for most non glsabled people to identify with peo-
ple with disabilities. If the non-disabled saw the
disabled as 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 deconstructed before disability can be
seen_by more people as a set of social probiems and
social respoMes Until that change in perspec-
tive happens, people with disabilities and their fami-
lies will continue to be given too much individual

responsibility f@rcorﬁg” disabilities, expec-

. T #_\
tations for the participation of people with disabili-

ties in_public life will be far too low, and social
injustices mt least 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|of discrimi-
nation on the basis of ability, the trick|is to distin-
guish ability to do the relevant things from ability to
do irrelevant things. But, given that so many places
and activities are structured for people 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 charaﬁcgens't_l«c_irglg!@nun 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 T expect the Act to have an invaluable
educational function, [ predict that it will be very
difficult to enforce until more people see accessibil-
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 Terrylene Sacchetti sued Burger
King under the ADA for refusing to serve her when
she handed the cashier a written order at the pickup
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,
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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.

1 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 develop their abilities, to work, .and to
participate in the ml—?ange of public and private
activities available to the rest of society.
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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 RENTAL 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
modern 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 Yezierska. Definitely auto-
biographical. Yezierska lays out the difficulties of
being both female and “a person” inside a traditional
Jewish family at the start of the twentieth century. . ..

T 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 Ibs. 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. 4

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
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you. And I know what itis. 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.
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Our Grandmothers
Maya Angelou (1990)

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.

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 of reason
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.
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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, On lonely street corners,
Annie to Zenobia. hawking her body.
In the classroom, loving the

She stands children to understanding.

before the abortion clinic,

confounded by the lack of choices. Centered on the world’s stage,

In the Welfare line, she sings to her loves and beloveds,
reduced to the pity of handouts. to her foes and detractors:

Ordained in the pulpit, shielded However I am perceived and deceived,
by the mysteries. however my ignorance and conceits,

In the operating room, lay aside your fears that I will be undone,
husbanding life.

In the choir loft, for I shall not be moved.

holding God in her throat.

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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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
femininity and masculinity are fluid and socially 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 anothe;;ggpﬂ’ies

that people growing up in different societies in different parts of the ferent
historical erform different gender € 1ORSs: 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” gender, 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 ‘What this means is that ;

In addition, the relatlonshlp 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. Many species are
W . or-male, but can be both female and male at the same tlme ~or be.on€or

gender is not only what we *“do”; it is a process by which we “are” or “become.” |

the other at different times. As discussed below, this ambiguity relates to humans too.
Some children dré 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 that “sex” asin “ ale” is actually gender all along.

An example that highliWiﬁWﬁMﬁesses
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, experiences .

of gender differ by race, class, age, and other factors. For example, due to historical and
cultural remmany 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 multiple/
patterns of interaction created and re-created constantly in human interaction. 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 addrgsses this

“naturalizing” of gender in the reading “Unraveling Hardwiring,” an excérpt from 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 peoplglengage; 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 ACTIV

R,

Ty More Genders

o

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 women.

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. Drag queens

are men doing female impersonation and-drag kings are women doing male impersonation.

N
bV\
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As a concept, transgender is different from andrégyny, 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 androgyny looking a lot more like masculinity than femininity. 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/Bisexual/Trans/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 empha-
sizes-that “woman” and “man” are changeable, evolving, and contested categories that
must-not be_seen as fixed, static, normalized, and taken-for-granted. 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.

7

LEARNING ACTIVITY Speaking of Women and Men

i TR

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
Nurturing Strong

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 MOME

NT  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, -



Masculinity

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 2% 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 intelligence, courage, and
honesty, with the addition of two other key dimensions. One of these dimensions revolves

around potent sexuality and an affinity for violence: the machismo element. Machismo

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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Calvin and Hobbes by Bill Watterson
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Calvin and Hobbes © 1990 Watterson. Reprinted with permission of Universal Press Syndicate. All rights
reserved.

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 machismo 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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Rites of Passage

T RN

In almost every culture, adolescents participate

in some rite of passage to mark entry into adult-
hood. Quite often, these, rites reinforce gender
distinctions. Most rifés of 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 Iria, 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 wearing 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.?

What are some rites of passage in the United States? How do these rites reinforce gender?
How might rites of passage be developed that acknowiedge entrance into adulthood without
reinforcing gender distinctions?

*Cassandra Halle Delaney, “Rites of Passage in Adolescence,” Adolescence 30 (1995): 891-987.
Ywww.siu.edu/~anthro/mccallichildren.html.
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ARNING ACTIVITY  Performing Gender in the Movies

R

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 Momma'’s House

Sorority Boys

Nutty Professor

Nutty Professor II: The Klumps
Connie and Carla

White Chicks

Yent/

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), confronts 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.

1 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.

| 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.

1 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.



| will be the one

with the rattlesnake that binds
my left arm and

in my right hand | 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, 1 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
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FEMININITY

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 Q 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
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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:

e 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.

To be a modern woman today (we might even say a “liberated woman™) is to be able
to do everythmg the superwoman It is important to ask who is beneﬁtlng from this new
social ‘sctipt. 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—éﬁmmugﬁne
mieans 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 and men-as important for determining aeces:s’tjgo@llgzcdﬁonﬁc,
and political resources. As defined in Cha;im(msmnmdﬁcﬁnﬁnates and privi-
legesonthe’ b’a”siéﬁ’éender and that results in gender stratification. Given the ranking of gender in
our society, sexism works to privilege men and limit women. In 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




Gender Ranking

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 jobs these privileged 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 nontarget 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 that are not generally
corisidered to be appropriate for 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 (LWPES),
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 inviyltion 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 United
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,"I had struck a nerve. The fact that so
many people could get riled up by my proposal to
revamp our sex and gender 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. T '

" Some find the changes under way deeply Qistu/rb\—
ing. Others find them Ii:berating. B

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 all

vary more than most people realize. Those born:
outside of the Platonic dimorphic mold are called
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
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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, howe\ver, 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 million; 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 casestudies 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 be 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 conditipg_g are not them-
selves diseases. h T

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
have access to the full range of information and
options 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. Forsome time, experts on genderdevelopment
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 Hermaphrodites
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 NATFIL 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 NATFI 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, modern 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 turn 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.! 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 genc}gr” (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. Sex _»glp\es_n_/’t/cgn_e . into
play again until puberty, but by that time, sexual
feelings and desires and practices have been shaped
by gendered norms and expectations. Adoléscent
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.’ 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, gender is one of the major ways that human
beings organize their lives. Human society depends
“on a predictable division of labor, 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, every society uses.gender and age
grades. Every society classifies people as “girl and
tﬁfchildren,” “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.
A
!
GENDER AS PROCESS, STRATIFICATION,
AND STRUCTURE

As asocial 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 ranks
men _above women_of the same race and class.
Women and men could be different but equal. In
practice, the process of creating difference depends
to a great extent on differential evaluation. . .. The
dominant categories are the hege@pﬁic idéals, 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 social history. It is not the result of
sex, procrég_t/i,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 socijal 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, violénce Euphold
the gendered social order in the face of resistance and

rebellion. Most people, however, voluntarily go along
with their society’s prescriptions for those of their

built into t thelr sense of worth and identity as [the- way_

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
Bem 1993; Frye 1983, 17-40; Goffman 1977.

2. In cases of ambiguity in countries with modern
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 (2010)

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.!
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.?



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.”

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 life.*

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, “[glenius was considered an
innate quality which would naturally be manifested
if it were possessed,” as psychologist Stephanie
Shields summarized.* 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™®)—appears to be no less appealing now
than it was over a century ago?’ 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.?

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 1Q, 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.®

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”).'® Susan Pinker also plays the
argument that “[m]en are simply more variable”
in the shadow of the Summers controversy.!! 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.”'? 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.”!3

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’.'4

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. !’
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.)!¢ 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.!”

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.”!® 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.!° 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.”?

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.?'

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 gir!
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-bomn
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.?
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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.”* 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.”?* 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.”?
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).?® 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.?’
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.”?8



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.?” 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.®®
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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 tomboi told me, *“You can tell by the 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.”! 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 gay (the frdornesian terms §) activist com-
munities in Indonesia only since the late 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.® 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

P

4
TOMBOIS PRAXIS AND
SELF-UNDERSTANDING

In research for this project in Indonesia, . . .1 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
range of socioeconomic backgrounds, from quite
poor to well-to-do, although most were of average
means. Their education levels ranged from middle
school to high school; most, but not all, were
Muslim. Their ages spanned the late teens to early
thirties; the average age in 2004 was closer to thirty.
Using friendship networks to make contacts meant
that most of the individuals I eventually met were of
the same age cohort. Further, most of the tombois
I interviewed belonged to two groups of friends.
Members of each group spent time together and had
been friends, in some cases, from when they were
in middle and high school. They had developed
and negotiated their identities Together and relied
on each other for knowledge about being tombois.

One tomboi in particular provided several of the
key stories in this article, but h/er* experiences and
self-positioning were echoed in the interviews I
conducted with other tombois.

First I examine tombois’ practices of masculin-
ity in the context of family and community spaces;
then I move to the contexts in which tombois per-
form some version of femininity. Tombois gener-
ally had close relationships with their natal families.
Most of them lived in the same residences with their
parents or kin and maintained close ties with mar-
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name, met me at h/er family’s business and then
took me to h/er mother’s house, which was off the
main road in a small group of houses nestled next to
rice fields. Dedi was dressed in h/er typical men’s
attire and appeared to be quite comfortable around
h/er family. H/er mother and older sister had pre-
pared the meal for us without Dedi’s assistance. S/
he and h/er close friend, Tommi, carried the food to
the half-finished house next door where we ate. On
this occasion as well as other times when I visited
Dedi at home or at the family business, I saw no
change in Dedi’s appearance, although her behavior
was more tempered in front of h/er elders.

The tombois I interviewed explained that they

have the same privileges as their brothers in terms
of mobilit au y. In fact, their move-

ment in public (men’s) spaces helped to confirm
their masculinity. Dedi said, “My family doesn’t
restrict me. I'm free to hang out with whomever I
want. At home I’m the only one who has this much
freedom.” In this statement s/he contrasts h/erself
with h/er unmarried sister and sickly brother.
Tommi, who also lived at h/er family home, told
me, “Since I was little I hung out with guys so
my family understands that I'm more like a guy.
After high school I was given my Treedom becatise
I promised to protect myself....I can go out at

ried and unmarried siblings. I use the word ‘@{ﬂﬁm night, like guys do. And I can also sleep wher-

to indicate that Padang families extend beyond and
encompass more than parents and children, usually
comprising three generations linked by emotional,
economic, and lineal ties. Several of the tombois
worked with close kin in family businesses; most
relied on their families for access to jobs or financial
support to start businesses or purchase things such
as motorcycles.

Despite the fact that kin thought of tombois
as female based on their knowledge of tombois’
physical bodies during the period when they were
growing up, they did not force tomboim;ar
in feminine attire within familial spaces. The tom-
bois whom I visited at their homes did not change
their appearance around family but wore the same

clothes they always wore: pants, T-shirts, belts, and

shoes, common attire for young men. The first time

ever I want to, like guys.” Dedi said that h/er habit
of sleeping “here and there,” meaning at different
friends’ houses, is one reason h/er family recog-
nizes h/er as a tomboi. Sal, who is in h/er early
twenties and has a room at h/er maternal aunt’s
house, commented, “I like my freedom and don’t
want to be tied down.” S/he is often away from h/er
aunt’s house visiting other tombois or at the local
coffee shop (warung). Tombois’ abilities to move
freely in space and to sleep wherever they want,

which are encoded as men’s privileges, signify

- ment of that masculinify:
i “" Tombois” narrativesunderscore the attributes that

l

. are associated with men. When asked to talk about
__}themselves, tombois laid claim to men’s feelings,

. characteristics (sifat), spirit/soul (jiwa), actions
I was invited to eat at Dedi’s house, however, I was j'

(tingkah laku), and appearance (penampilan). They

not sure what to expect. Dedi, which is not h/er real i ~ described masculine behaviors that are typical for

7
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young men, including Wrmkﬂg,@l(lﬁg, and

St@ late without supervisiop. 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 clearly: “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.’
Tombois’ performance does more than put into
effect what it names (masculinity); it attaches
masculinity to what tombois consider to be, and
what is culturally read as, a female body. John-
son’s‘quare theory suggests that performance not
only enunciatesa 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 and 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,

tomboi to navigate public and masculine
spaces (dunia laki- -laki) without problems helps to

conﬁrm for their families that their performance of
mascuhmty is fitting and perm1551ble

— —_

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,” because the i en-
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 . . .”¢ For tombois, however, marriage is the
most troubling challenge to their positionality as
men. Marriage places them ifrevocably ifi the social
MOry “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 and. reproducing
femininity to a certain extent despite presenting
themselves as men. In these instances, tombois do
not insist 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. Dedi said it means “doing feminine duties

around the ho ve

ishes, sweeping,
keeping my room clean.” At the same time that
Dedi 1§ careful to perform some feminine tasks, s/
he is not just like other women at home, because
there are limits to what s/he feels comfortable doing.
When I asked b/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 that s/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 angefed by The nieed to con-
ceal h/er masculine behaviors. By being “a woman
at home;*Dedi said, s/he 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 certain degree

because loyalty and duty 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, kin are a source of emotional and financial
support, paving the-way-for-future-opportunities by
paying for education, extending loans, and helping
find 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. H/er 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
contingenéy of their subject positions.

Iy

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 where s/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_
& woman hangs out with guys. people Wil say.she
is bad, but for tombois, they understand. They say
i’ natural—of course a tomboi 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 problems with 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. Here Dedirecalls
h/er female body as part of h/erself, giving voice to
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
bodies as they interact with others in community
spaces. Terms of address used in conversation in
Indonesia are based on the age, sex, and status of both
_speakers, effectively slotting péople 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.” Robi 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-hfer nickname, Tomboi,
or call h/er “clder brother” (uda), I asked h/er why
s/he was addressed like that atwork. S/he said sim-
ply, “Because it’s the workplace.” By calling her

@the employee marked Tommi as a woman,
which s/he did not contest, despite the fact that as
a manager, Tommi 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 1Ini is expected and unprob-
lematic at work. Similarly, one of the calalai Davies
interviewed said “it is not really important” whether
s/he is called Miss or Mister.? 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 called upon by family members and recalled by
tombais. 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 tombeis™masculinity as_contin-

gent 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
mascuhnlty €ast Asia that transgresses nor-

case through an exp11c1t 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 “just
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—TI 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 Univer-
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 20007 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



What's Up with Boys? | MICHAEL KIMMEL AND CHRISTINA HOFF SOMMERS 157

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 1
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, 1
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 of friends”—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.

25

When | Was Growing Up
Nellie Wong (1981)

I know now. that 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

1 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,
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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, Burean 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 modern-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
Jjeopardy 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
and 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 1 was a woman. And 1
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 modern 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.

CARETAKING

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 T 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 ahousehold with my mother,
and my grandmother lived around the corner. 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.
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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.! 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.? 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.?
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.* 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).> 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.
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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.® Wrestlers grapple face to face, using
strength, force, and skillful moves to battle their
opponents at close range.’

Like other contact sports, participants risk injury
and must have a high threshold for pain.® 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.®

The sport also stru ith what might look to
an outsider like a @yesﬂers
wear body-hugging lycra singlets;—and-up-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.!® 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.'!

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.”!? 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.!> On average,
these sports consume the vast majority of the total
men’s athletic operating budget in universities.!4
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.'> 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.'® 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.!” 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.'® By 2011, that number was over
7000. 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).?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).?! However, most states do not
have separate wrestling championships or separate
competitions for girls.?? And, despite their growing
numbers, girls are still only two percent of all high
school wrestlers.?3 As a result, girls must wrestle
boys if they are to have the opportunity to partici-
pate in the sport.?*

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.”? 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.? 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.?”’

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.? 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.?® 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.”*°
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.”' Others explain that they chose
the sport because it provides them with the ultimate
mental and physical challenge.® 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.3? 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.>* 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.?® The female wrestlers
in this study did not perceive such arole conflict, and
did not consciously try to overcome negative ste-
reotypes associated with female wrestlers by ramp-
ing up their femininity off the mat.’® 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.’” 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.® Notably, the wres-
tlers in the study claimed that they viewed wrestling
as a sport that is appropriate for wornen, and not a
masculine sport at all, while nevertheless acknowl-
edging that the general population perceives it as a
masculine sport.3? 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.*’ 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.*! As one female
wrestler explained: “I know that society thinks that
girls’ wrestling is not feminine. My dad thinks being
feminine is wearing a dress] j Paa i
Geing argeof yourseliE
stler added her ow
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.”*?* 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.*

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.” ** The two
female wrestlers interviewed in the story said that
the sport made them “stronger, better athletes and
more goal-oriented.”*6

Still, evenifthe 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.#’ 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.*® 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.*

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.”®

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.”! 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.> 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,”® He also, tellingly, expressed the wish
that there were enough girls in the sport so that girls
did not have to wrestle boys.>* 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.> 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.6

Other signs of ambivalence, if not outright
hostility, to girls’ participation in wrestling abound.
Mixed-sex wrestling matches often prompt nega-
tive publicity,” 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.”® 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.® 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.®® 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.5!



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.5? 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.”% Stories abound
of female athletes whose competitive opportunities,
and therefore skills development, were significantly
impaired because of forfeits by male opponents.5*
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.%

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.”% 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.®” 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.%® 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.%® 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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C HAPTER

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, performativity is constrained by
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 glve them meamng Gender performances
are not only what we ;-the : “bee

ar orandﬂhaj:@ is sh ﬁd by cultural 1deas, 50 Ms and structured

mgtrtutmns that give those everyday actions meaning. In addition, remember that all bod-
ies are racialized. “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 “naturally” 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
L g0
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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’uiar?

More or less mobile/ambulatory?

. ldentn‘y any access or usage barriers to people with phy5|ca| dlsablhtles Answer

. the followmg questlons
* Are classrooms accessuble to people who-can’t walk up or down stanrs" ’
Are emergency exit routes usable by people with limited moblllty?

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?
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Are audiovisual aids appropriate for people-with 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 against something that
is defi hi 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.

T ——

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, 111ustratmg
that there is no ﬁxed 1dea of “beauty » Contrary to this is the concept of bialogical -

wilere el6py-or genetic makeup,Tatherthan cultute of society,
determmes her/hls gestmy Thls approach sees people in terms of their reproductive
and b1010g10a1 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 \r/natters
‘*:o
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In addition, many societies have not only incorporated a distinction between nature and
culture, but oﬁEn/aﬁf()mination 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-results#he: femate/matiie side of this dichotomy is valued
less and often—denigg@tggﬁ(lgmrcén&oﬂcd.

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. Menstruation has
often Béen regé}a’ed negatively and described with a fmultiiude of derogafory\euphemisms
like the 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
women’s bodies are constantly in need of hygiqt;ic attention. Notice we tend not to get ads
for jock itch during’primé-time television like we'do ads for feminine “ailments.” In this
way, there is a strange, very public aspect to feminine bodily processes at the sjéll%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. A

In this way, although the body is an incredibly sophistica{ed jumble 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
opposed-teo—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. As we emphasize in this chapter and others in the book, this is- about.pewer and -
contrel gver women through practices-associated with the body. An example is female
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 intersection 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.
- Anessential.aspect of the gendering of bodies is- objectification (seemg the body asan
-and.separate: from its context) as supported by media and enterfail
as. well as by fashion. Both female- and male-identified bodies are objectlﬁed ‘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
Entertamment Television (BET).”

" 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 blogs as ways to celebrate nonnormatively raced, gen-
dered, sexed, and sized bodies.

As our lives become more complex and we have less power over the way we live
something we can use t 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 concems.

fifai ient. mdllsmes '
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ACTIVIST PROFILE  Maggie Kuhn

Most people are getting ready
to retire at 65. Maggie Kuhn
began the most important work
of her life at that 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.”




The Social Construction of the Body

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 BM/ 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.

7Y On the Rag

PR

LEARNING ACTIVI

BT RE s

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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attoos and p@cing among young women are examples of a trend toward self-
expression in the context of mass-market consumerism. Having a tattoo or multiple tattoos—
w or an outlaw, rebellious act—is a form of self—expreéﬁmor
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 relativel
ordinary fashjon practicem}'ﬁm
cmmﬁihg to pierce anything, just as you can buy temporary tattoos. In
fact, the self-consciousness involved in 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 lives 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 meQ@;ed though multlfaceted 1dent1t1es ansmg out of dlverse commumty membershlps

; ur boileser some: patrts @f ﬁhem Many of us are espe01ally troubled by pans of
- -qur, bodies perceived as larger than 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 are also increasi nfronted withideatized ifmages. Anxiety over the presence of
back hair or baldfiess s a case 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 products. Again all these standards: of how bodies
should look are mediated through.communities that interpret for people who identify as men
‘what amascmhnebody should lmk 'hka However, because women'’s, wgmns mcd to

.bodily standards. What this means is that despife the increasing 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) W@M@, (3) the
wawnw%@WS and (4) the relwn-
temporary beauty standards and consumerism and the growth of global capitalist expansion.
~ First, contemporary images of féimale 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. In;addition; as already discussed, standards of body appearance are-exported
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.

can clearly see these changes in femrnme “beauty even w1th1n 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 clasmmme

péWtordimryzmdim’i_nTa—te of acts, getting dressed, has very real political
~and 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, dependent, anid passive—respofises 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
emac@ed long-legged look, but with very short skirts and long hair. At the beginning of

T,
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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 l[anguage. 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.

: LR e e e L e
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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 popuiation 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 construct the thin, large-breasted, white (tanned,
me. 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 slender, large-breasted body type is still the standard of beauty to which most women
aspire. This is reflected in the increasing numbers of cosmetic surgeries involving 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 settings, aﬁg@wgmﬁm@e%ﬁmminner
Whether@ Mn. As explained in Chapter 2, these

Eleterious 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 con-
sumption of various products, and beauty product and fashion industries are multi-billion-
d(ﬂ]ie_mé?pm reading excerpted from Joan Jacobs Brumberg’s The Body
Project explains, garment industries in the Umted States helped sexuahze women’s breasts
through their development of the bra. Corpeiate pawers;. advert the Fashion,
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cosTmetics, and eqtertainment industries all help create standards for us and reinforce gender
Telations. Even the “natural look” is sold to us &s something to be tried on, When gbviously
the rel natural look is devoid of marketing illusions in the first place. Most of these indus-
tries are controlled by white males or by other individuals. who have accepted what many
scholars call ruling-class politics. The main point is that mostof 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:Nany eommufities; however; have- alternative tiotiehs of
feniinine beauty and actively resist'suelsnormalizing standards of Anglo culfure. 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 found no
ethnic differences. All women indulged in wishful identification and body survéilfanée
when comparing themselves to their faverite media 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 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 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, {we-adopt various stand—'

,ards-and integiate them as “chojces” we make for ourselves. Self-objectification, seeing
ourselves through others’ eyes, impairs women’s body image. Atthe:same-time.that young
girls are sexualized androbjectified-by ¢conteinporary: media, ﬂuey also-learn that theirbody
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-(cultural expectations). of female
beauty: are produced by all forms of contemporary media and by a wide array-of products.
For example, Victoria’s Secret, a lingerie company, sells more than underwear. Models are
displayed in-soft-porn.poses and-the company’s advertisements shape ideas about gender,
sexuality, and the body. Other companws have einphasized 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
for complying with-er-resisting them. This is especially true when it comes to hair. Hair
plays 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
practices associated with weight control and smoking. A recent study from the National
Institutes of Health reported that weight eoncerns 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-

. dure is often called “vaginal rejuvenation”), and clitoral unhooding (exposing the clitoris in

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 vagmal cosmetic surgeries in 2012 (from 2,142
erformed in 2011 to 3,521 in 2012). Adthoughlhese SUIZETies are SOmetimes;
edical reasons, their increase:is.related to what has been calle ; Hva
is important to understand that the aesthetics of the pelvic area ar€ related to NOr, 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. Celebrities, forexample; often set trends that

“ordinary” people try and: emulate. It ‘i known that Jennifer Lopez, for instance, had
thrée 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 lives 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 global media. 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 body and the v iouf§ T practlces associated with maintaining the female body are
probably the most salient aspects of what we understand as femlmmty, and they are cru-
cia 3}

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.

expressions of sexuality. Note how many bod11y practlces of contemporary’
femininity encourage women to stay small, not take up space, and stay young. Maturity in __
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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.edulvillanova/
studentlife/counselingcenter/infosheets/eating_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. '

e 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 | MAKE MYSELF FEEL BETTER IF '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.

e Mentally list at least three qualities and talents about which you are proud.

e 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.

e 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

| 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 | can and cannot eat.

I don't need to count calories or fat grams to feel that | 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.

| feel comfortable eating around other people—male or female.

I don‘t harm my body when dealing with stress.

1 don’t compare the way I look to the way my friends look.

I don't think 1 am much bigger or smaller than my friends tell me | am.

I am comfortable being naked when alone.

| am comfortable being naked with my partner—even with the lights on.

I do not feel that [ 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:/iwww1.villanova.edulvillanovalstudentlife/healthipromotion/goto/resources/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 for-all-of us, however, is that we are not good

" enough the way we are but need certain preducts to improve our looks and relationships.
“*"This dees not help the development of ‘pesitive self-esteem. 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 harder time than fat men in our culture. This is not to say that
fat men have an easy time; certairly, as dlready.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 /abiaplasty or vaginoplasty 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 tham 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. A study from the United Kingdo
found that the more overweight a child was, the more she or ie would eat when exposed

to advertisements following a television show. Obese children increased food intake by
lmmm{@lﬁﬁ 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 images, It is distressing that people often experience their 0dre§ as sources of anxiety
ra@lm_njpla_r;d\c:glgb\r@lgn Such images encourage body, It ; iEﬂd €2 ﬁédpiﬁate
eating disorders and other. unhealthy diserdered thinkifg. For example, Marni Grossman,
the author of “Beating Anorexia and Gammg Femlmsm 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.” T

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 ;WWDAC
than those who did not diet. Those on strict diets 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 tend-to-strive for perfection. 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
ASWQ@L Individuals with muscle dysmorphia
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.



Eating Disorders

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 with serious eati i i the disorder,
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 maintain 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 soforities 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. o A

 Organize a letter-writing campaign to protest the representation of such a

" small range of women’s shapes aid 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.

/,LW‘LL\’IW

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 third factor, the “beauty” ideal, with all the anxieties associated
with 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 mmmﬁg@@y_o&mb_ﬂﬁy
must_aspire to some often-unattainable standard of physical perfection. Such bombard-
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.

,,-gmvu"®

EGOTIATING “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,



Negotiating “Beauty” Ideals

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 and

practices is: -What’s wrong with being beautiful?- ‘Ferminists dnswer-that it is not beauty-‘

that is.a problem but, rather, the way- that bghisty hias been constructed by the deminant
culture. This construction excludes many “beautiful” intai artlcu—
lar (and very restricted) notions of femininity. In “Ys Fat a Feminist Issue?’ Fikkan and
Rothblum encourage us to understand the cultural loathing 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 repreductions of femfmmfy, itis

important to understand the bigger picture and be aware of the ways “beanty” ideals work -

to limit and objectify women, encourage competitivéress (Is she better looking than mef,’
Who is the cutest woman here? How do I measure up?), and ultlmately to lower womsh’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 cultural imperialism. The point
is for us to make conscious and informed choices about our relationships to the “heauty”

idedl and to respect, Tove, 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.

(e chanige-yeur. body-shapewillJ beadeamgppr@ggﬂW|@m ]ngh
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'li 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. 1t'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.
Notonly does exercise help boost your mood, itstimulates 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.comishapelcountdown/countdown.feature2.week7.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 in;- 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-
western 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 modern 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.
“T 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
“junior 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, “junior 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
Modern 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.

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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INPARDONING 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.
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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.

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 e 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 of legs 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

R EADING

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. 1 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.yvv

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. Inivent 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 of M&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
Chernik 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
Chernik’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 [ have ever committed.

As T 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 [ 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

214

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
internalization 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, [Whhite . . . 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 orinter-
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, 2011. Data
collection proceeded over multiple semesters to
increase the number of Black American women in
the sample.! 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 = 23.1; 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 Jogged
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 al], 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.? This subscale taps the tendency to
evaluate the body 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.?. . .
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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-
cemns 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” BML. 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

1. 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 [1bs]?) X 703

33

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.!

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.?

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,
T’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 with 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.* (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

What We Do for Love | ROSE WEITZ 223

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.’ 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.5

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.” 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.

Buteach 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 good 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.?

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.’

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 turn
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 thetr 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, ‘I’m 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.”
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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 in
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.!! 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 if he 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 [ 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 aresult, 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.'? 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.*
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’'malew.I’'mnotevenslightly 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 of a 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
itinto 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 WASPy 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-piercings 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 alsorealized 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
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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.
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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
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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.
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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 BMLI, 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 (Hebl 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 Hebl 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 turn 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 transgender 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 of friends 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 torn 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.



R EADING

37

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 turn, 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, fashion 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
tearn 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. Blogs 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

MAKI

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. | 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. LinkedIn 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 YouTube 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
soméone 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 other that we feel utterly alone. And
there is the Tisk that we come to see others as objects to be accessed—and om?parts
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 iﬂW&me 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, despite the-fact-that-Internet-technologies provide new opperturnities and
help people connect across wide geographical expanses, these technologies are not
available to-everyone—Social class limits—access fo all information 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, blogs, 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 the 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 oppertunities to dispute and
create new_knowledge. Many women have fought to make a place for themselves in the
technological world, developing their own activist websites, blogs, 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 effgctive form of feminist
activism?

3. ldentify three feminist bloggers and read a selection of their blogs 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 blogs? How effective do you think these blogs 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. Blogs
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
presence 1s taken for gramted in most households i the United States. Television impacts
family life because it encourages passive 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 Modern 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 Modern
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 usual. Sometimes

LEARNING AcTiviTY  Talking About Talk Shows

TR

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, althongh women are starting to be shown as competent, strong, athletic,
and in control of their lives rather than ditsy housewives or sex symbols, w
physically attractive and are often highly sexualized. In the reading, “Don’t Act Crazy,
Mindy,” Heather Havrilesky discusses the trend for smart leadmg 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 CSI. 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 CSI, 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 important role in shaping public opinion. Fox News,
for example,%mm. 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.

MOYVIES

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 of non-“Western” consciousness. Feminist film theorists

261



262

CHAPTER 5 | Media and Culture

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
romantic drama. Romantic comedies have become the de facto film prm
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

A ]

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? In 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.

Pornography is an extreme example. of the male gaze and the normalization of vio-
lence against women (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
that creates a very narrow definifion of what constitutes sexiness for women. SUcH pres-
stires 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
Walt Disney feature films. As mentioned, Disney Corporation is the number one media
comﬂd 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 “Vampires 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 traditional norms, oppose 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-1980s, 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
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¢ 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, Beyoncé, 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 Beyonc€ as a celebrity who
furthers the cause of social justice in “Beyoncé: 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, Redbook,
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 Sex/ Food/ Home
Title Makeup Clothes Hair Dating Dieting 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

ion magazines that focus on beauty, attracting and satisfying men, self-improvement,
and (occasionally) work and politics. Examples are @ (emphasizing fashion and
makeup), Cosmopolitar’ (emphasizing sexuality and relationships with mien), 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 ily,
cooking, household maintenance and decoration, and keeping the man you already have.
Examples include Good Housekeeping, Redbook, 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), Redbook, 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 hobby that appeals_to many women. Parents magazine is an example of an issue
periodical aimed at women (although not exclusively). Ms. magazine is one aimed at



268

HISTORI

CHAPTER 5 | Media and Culture

cALMomenT ST for Women

T I

By Lindsay Schnell

Featuring a variety of male
athletes, marketed to men and
written (mostly) by men, Sports
Hlustrated (5/) magazine has
never done a consistent job of
covering and featuring female
athletes. It's easy to see why:

S! 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
Illustrated 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,
5! 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! S/ 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, S/ for Women helped
athletes like soccer great Mia Hamm and basketball superstar Sheryl Swoopes
become household names. Unfortunately, S/ for Women wasn’t a hot seller on
the newsstands, and lasted just 18 issues. It folded in 2002, but in the two-and-
a-half years that S/ 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, S/ 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

ST

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 degradingto women. The editor did not capitufate, 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-chijef.

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.auntfute.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 artists and musicians have faced similar struggles. Women’s art has often been
labeled This is because women, who were often barred from enter-
ing the artistic establishment, have 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
Lorna 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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IsT PROFILE  Maxine Hong Kingston
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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?” [n 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, / 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 i f both ra r discrimination as well as the effects of
il@s. was mostly economically privileged women who were able to devote themselves

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 Haim, 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 Finiey 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)

... [IJt 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 corners. 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, torn 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?—xilled 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
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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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The Wife
Emily Dickinson (c. 1860)

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,
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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.
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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



280 CHAPTER 5 | Media and Culture

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 Bernholz 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 Bernholz.
“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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Poetry Is Not a Luxury | AUDRE LORDE 281

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/”! 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 (2010)

How do we square the persistence of female 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 O! 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.! 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.? 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—
I 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 CSIs;
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 1 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 turn 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.* 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.> 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.® 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.’

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
capital 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 CSIs, 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.”® 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 turn 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.
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Negra, “Feminist Politics and Postfeminist Culture,”
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3. Rosalind Gill does a superb job of summarizing post-
feminism in the media in Gender and the Media (Cam-
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view Press, 1992).
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See the Rockefeller Foundation/Time magazine poll
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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



R EADIN

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, modern 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 undermined. 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 p