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PreFace
With each new edition of Thinking about Women, there is an opportunity to reflect 
on changes in the status of women and men in society. News headlines and popular 
books proclaim various changes—that “The End of Men” is near or that women need 
to “Lean In” to find success in hitherto men’s worlds. Various commentators worry that 
now boys, not girls, are falling behind in school. Some of these claims are misleading; 
others hold a kernel of truth. A clear-headed assessment of how women’s and men’s 
lives have changed requires a more vigorous assessment. That is one of the purposes of 
this book.

Especially for the most likely readers—younger women and men enrolled in 
 college—the reality of gender in society may be clouded by the fact that women are 
now a majority of college students, outnumbering men on most college campuses. The 
current generation of readers can also see firsthand many of the changes in gender 
that have unfolded in people’s lives. Families are now more diverse than ever; women 
are found in some of the highest and most prestigious places in society. Perhaps even 
within the time frame of this edition it is possible that the United States could have its 
first woman President.

From a time not that long ago when women could not hold jobs as teachers if they 
were pregnant; when women were excluded from most of the most prestigious col-
leges in the country; when women could not have their own credit cards; when single 
women were barred from legal access to birth control—times have changed indeed. 
Yet, rates of violence against women—on campus, on the streets, and in the home—
remain frighteningly high. Sexualized stereotypes of women (and, increasingly, men) 
are common in the popular media. Baby girls are still typically dressed in pink, baby 
boys in blue. Despite a half century of laws providing equal pay for equal work, the 
wage gap between women and men persists.

How do we explain these truths? Some of the answers will be found in the chap-
ters of this tenth edition. Like the earlier editions of Thinking about Women, this new 
edition introduces readers to how gender operates in society. Studying how gender 
inequalities are found in women’s lives will unveil how gender shapes men’s lives, too. 
The presence of gender in society is ubiquitous—seen virtually everywhere, including 
the influence on women’s and men’s self-concepts as well as their relationships, atti-
tudes, beliefs and values, life opportunities, and other social behaviors. The long life 
of Thinking about Women (first published in 1983) indicates the strong interest in this 
subject, as well as the vitality of feminist scholarship over this period of time. It is an 
honor—and, frankly, a lot of fun—to continue revising this book to reflect the new 
ideas and new discoveries that emerge from research and theory about gender and 
women’s lives.

Each new edition of Thinking about Women provides an opportunity to think 
about how new generations of students might be thinking about gender. Most students 
in my classes have come of age at a time when it appears to them that women have 
it made, that barriers to women’s achievements are a thing of the past—a past about 
which they actually know very little. This provides an opportunity not only to try to 

xvi 
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connect to different generations but also to observe and analyze the changes that 
have taken place—and those that have not—in both women’s and men’s lives.

For young students reading this book, feminism may seem a thing of the past. The 
new visibility of women in prominent positions in society, the opening of new fields of 
work and study to women, changes in women’s and men’s roles in the family, and, in 
general, more liberal attitudes among much of the public on matters relating to gender 
make it seem that feminism is no longer needed. Indeed, much progress has been made 
in transforming women’s lives. But, as you will learn in this book, women and men 
continue to be unequal in many ways, and despite the progress that has been made, 
gender and the differences it makes still permeate women’s and men’s lives.

In this book, you will see how gender is socially constructed—that is, formed 
through early learning patterns that are continuously reinforced throughout 
all social institutions. You will also see how gender intersects with other social 
 factors, especially race and class, but also sexual orientation, age, religion, and 
nationality, among others. A large part of the book focuses on gender in major 
social institutions, including the economy and work, families, health care, reli-
gion, criminal  justice, education, and government. The book also reviews the 
development of  feminist thought and its relationship to the women’s movement 
over time.

Although the title of the book suggests that the text is only about women, that is 
not the case. Gender influences everyone in society. The new scholarship on gender first 
emerged from taking women’s lives seriously. Thus, much, but not all, of the focus of 
Thinking about Women is on women, but not to the exclusion of men. Men’s lives are 
influenced by gender, too, but in different ways than women’s lives. How gender orga-
nizes relations between and among women and men is an  important part of this book.

Furthermore, understanding gender means not treating women as a single 
 category—as if all women’s experiences are the same. Gender is also tangled with 
systems of race, class, and sexual inequality. From the early years when the feminist 
movement was largely centered on the lives and experiences of White women, feminist 
scholars now anchor their work in recognizing the interrelationship among gender, 
race, and class—and increasingly, sexuality.

Thinking about Women develops from the empirical research and feminist the-
ory that has taught us how much gender matters in society. It presents the most 
current scholarship on gender, but in a style that is accessible to those who have 
never thought much about it before, as well as to those who have been introduced 
to studying women in other undergraduate courses or life activities. Thinking 
about Women is grounded in a sociological perspective, although it can be used in 
interdisciplinary courses.

Organization of the Book
Thinking about Women is organized in four parts. Part I, Introduction, acquaints 
students to the study of gender as it is rooted in feminist analysis. It presents the 
sociological framework that underlies this book and shows how research on women 
and women’s studies has developed from the feminist movement. Part I also includes 
discussion of men’s studies and its connection to feminist scholarship.
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Part II, Gender, Culture, and Sex, focuses on the social construction of gender 
and the representation of gender in culture, particularly in the media. Chapter 2, 
“The Social Construction of Gender,” reviews the influence of gender socialization 
and the role of gender in shaping women’s and men’s identities. Chapter 3, “Gender, 
Culture, and the Media,” analyzes the increasing significance of the media and 
popular culture on the social construction of gender. Chapter 4, “Sexuality and 
Intimate Relationships,” examines the relationship between gender and sexuality 
as social constructions. This chapter shows how gender and sexuality reinforce 
each other.

Part III, Gender and Social Institutions, examines the institutional struc-
tures of work, family, health, religion, criminal justice, education, and politics. 
Chapter 5, “Gender, Work, and the Economy,” details research on women’s work 
and  economic status. The chapter includes a discussion of poverty and welfare 
reform, as well as the ongoing struggle of balancing work and family—a theme 
also picked up in Chapter 6. Chapter 6, “Gender and Families,” focuses on the 
historic evolution of contemporary family forms and emphasizes the diversity 
of women’s experiences in families. It also includes discussion of various prob-
lems for families, including family violence,  teen  pregnancy, and child care. 
Chapter 7, “Women, Health, and Reproduction,” looks at the consequences of 
gender inequality for women’s health compared to men’s and also includes an 
extensive discussion of reproductive  politics. Chapter 8, “Women and Religion,” 
conceptualizes religion as both a source of  women’s oppression and, ironically, 
a source of women’s liberation. Chapter 9, “Gender, Crime, and Deviance,” 
studies crime and women—both as victims and perpetrators. It also examines 
women’s victimization by violence and discusses how men’s violence is related 
to gender roles. Chapter 10, “Gender, Education, and Science,” looks at school-
ing, but it also shows how the construction of scientific knowledge is influenced 
by the exclusion of women from positions of scientific leadership. Chapter 11, 
“Women, Power, and Politics,” provides a transition to the last part of the book 
on social change, and looks at the engagement of women in political institutions. 
This chapter also includes an overview of the women’s movement and other 
forms of women’s political activism.

The final part of the book, Part IV, Gender and Social Change: Frameworks 
of Feminism, introduces students to feminist theory and its link to the  women’s 
movement historically and today. Chapter 12, “Women and Social Reform: Liberal 
Feminism,” reviews the evolution of liberal feminism, showing students how the term 
liberal—though widely stigmatized in conservative discourse—is a specific feminist 
philosophy with important implications for social change. By detailing the historical 
evolution of liberal feminism, students can examine their own assumptions about 
the dominant strategy of “equal rights” that has characterized much feminist trans-
formation of society. Chapter 13, “Contemporary Frameworks in Feminist Theory,” 
reviews more radical perspectives and updates the discussion of theory to include 
multiracial feminism, postmodernism, and queer theory. Throughout, the presen-
tation of theory emphasizes the need to examine one’s underlying assumptions—
theoretical or common sense—and to understand the different strategies needed to 
improve women’s lives.
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New to the Tenth Edition
Each new edition of Thinking about Women benefits greatly from the comments of 
faculty and students who have read earlier versions of the book. But this edition also 
reflects the transformation of teaching that is occurring with the increasing presence 
of Internet technology.

This edition maintains the features from the ninth edition, including: a 
box  in every chapter: History Speaks: Yesterday’s Feminists Talk about Today. 
This feature provides a brief biographical sketch of a historic feminist and 
briefly discusses some of her key ideas. The point is to introduce today’s students 
to some of the classic feminist thinkers whom they might not otherwise know, 
and also to show the relevance of their work when thinking about today’s world. 
Thus, the questions in these History Speaks boxes will invite students to reflect 
on what this person might think about a contemporary issue that stems from 
the chapter content. For example, students are introduced to Margaret Sanger 
in Chapter 7 on women and reproduction and are then asked to think about 
what she might be saying about a topic such as abstinence-only sex education. 
Or, in Chapter 4, students are introduced to Audre Lorde and asked to reflect 
on what she would be saying today about same-sex marriage. This feature not 
only provides some introduction to historic feminists but it also includes a criti-
cal thinking exercise that encourages students to relate historic feminist ideas to 
contemporary social issues.

The Thinking Further feature, appearing in some boxes and/or graphs, asks 
students a critical-thinking question that helps them interpret what they see in 
the box or figure and encourages them to ask new questions and think about 
additional insights that stem from the material presented. This feature appears 
throughout the text.

As in earlier editions, the tenth edition has a pleasing visual format with 
new photos and graphic features throughout that makes the text more visually 
appealing to today’s generation of visual learners. This edition also maintains the 
box features on media, research, and men that were included in earlier editions, 
including Focus on Research, Media Matters, and the retitled A Closer Look at 
Men. Thus, each chapter (except Chapter 1) has four boxes on the following 
themes:

•	 History Speaks: Yesterday’s Feminists Talk about Today
Example (Chapter 5): A biographical sketch of Emma Goldman is presented 
and a question is posed about her likely analysis of today’s high poverty rate 
among women and the role of the federal government in providing social 
 support programs.

•	 Focus on Research
Example (Chapter 6): A discussion of “opting out” frames an interesting ques-
tion: Are well-educated, middle-class women dropping out of the labor market 
to raise children? The media claim this is a strong trend, but is it? This box 
 feature examines new sociological research on this topic.

•	 Media Matters
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Example (Chapter 11): This box features new research on media coverage of 
First Ladies and poses a critical-thinking question about media coverage of 
Michelle Obama as the first African American First Lady.

•	 A Closer Look at Men
Example (Chapter 4): The theme of this box is about the peer socializa-
tion of young boys in which homophobic insults reinforce social norms of 
masculinity.

Throughout this new edition, current research has been incorporated and exam-
ples have been updated to appeal to contemporary students. Also, figures and empirical 
data reflect the most current information.

This text is available in two formats—digital and print. To learn more about our 
programs, pricing options, and customization, visit www.pearsonhighered.com.

Pedagogical Features
In addition to the boxed features, students and instructors will find useful peda-
gogical elements that enable learning and discussion. The Chapter Summary and 
Themes account concludes every chapter. These are intended to highlight the major 
points of each chapter, thus enhancing student learning.

Each chapter also includes Discussion Questions/Projects for Thought. This 
 feature can be used for in-class projects or research assignments and papers.

All Key Terms at the end of each chapter are also defined in a glossary at the end 
of the book. Chapter outlines open each chapter so that students will know what 
key ideas to look for. Graphics, developed by the author, are found throughout the 
book to help students learn to interpret data; these have been updated with the most 
recent data available.

Chapter-by-Chapter Changes
In addition to the updating and incorporation of new research, here are some of the 
highlights of individual chapters.

Chapter 1: Studying Women: Why Gender Matters The introductory 
chapter was reorganized for the tenth edition so that chapter heads would flow better 
from topic to topic. Also, there is more included in this first chapter on sexuality and 
sexual orientation in the spirit of inclusiveness that has always guided this book. New 
data from the Pew Research Organization on perceptions of gender discrimination is 
also included.

Chapter 2: The Social Construction of Gender New historical research 
on how the colors pink and blue became associated with girls and boys is included. 
There is also new material in this chapter on gender and video games, as well as 
gender and sports.

Chapter 3: Gender, Culture, and the Media Research on gender and 
social media has been given more attention than in previous editions and there is 
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also new research included on gender and speech, illustrated by a recent research 
study of gender and speech on the game show Jeopardy! There is also more and 
newer material on gender and the sexualization of women and girls in the media.

Chapter 4: Sexuality and Intimate Relationships Since the ninth edition, 
there has been an outpouring of research on “hooking up” and college sex; that new 
research is now shown here. This chapter also includes new scholarship on how 
stereotypes can be subverted. There is a discussion of the important Supreme Court 
decision outlawing the Defense of Marriage Act as unconstitutional.

Chapter 5: Gender, Work and the Economy The recent recession and 
ongoing economic downturn have had particular and differing effects on women and 
men. This chapter includes discussion of this phenomenon. There is more research 
included on various topics, including care work, gender segregation and promo-
tions, retirement, the “third shift” for women, household work, and the impact 
of welfare reform. The chapter heads were reorganized to include a discussion of 
Social Security in the section covering the social safety net. New data on gender and 
work are included throughout.

Chapter 6: Gender and Families This chapter was reorganized under new 
major headings. There is much more included on contemporary family changes 
and new research on several important topics, including women as breadwinners, 
fathers, interracial marriage, and work/family balance. Data on families are updated 
throughout to reflect the most recent available.

Chapter 7: Women, Health, and Reproduction A discussion of gender 
and the Affordable Care Act has been added to this chapter.

Chapter 8: Women and Religion This revised chapter includes new scholar-
ship on Islamic gender ideology, as well as new material on evangelical religion and 
gender ideology.

Chapter 9: Gender, Crime, and Deviance This chapter now includes a 
discussion of rape shield laws and a closer look at rape myths, including the issue 
of consent when alcohol is involved. Included is the new FBI definition of rape, 
amended in 2011—a change that includes all sexes, any kind of penetration, and 
a clause about the inability to consent. A discussion showing the link between 
 masculine gender norms and school shootings is included. There is new material on 
the effect of gender and the media on death penalty sentencing, among other new 
material. Data on crime have been updated throughout.

Chapter 10: Gender, Education, and Science This revised chapter 
includes new research on gender and the educational achievement gap. The contro-
versy over whether both genders are losing out at school is discussed. More mate-
rial has been  included on the status of women in STEM (science, technology, and 
 engineering) fields.



xxii    Preface

Chapter 11: Women, Power, and Politics Additional information is 
included in this chapter on women and the military, including women as veterans 
and new material on sexual assault in the military. The section on politics includes 
updated material on women in politics, including as voters and as elected officials. 
Updated information is given on conservative women, and a new box ponders when 
there will be a woman president in the United States.

Chapter 12: Women and Social Reform: Liberal Feminism Students are 
introduced to a discussion of neoliberalism and libertarianism, as they affect frame-
works of feminist thinking. There is also updated material on gender and the law.

Chapter 13: Contemporary Frameworks of Feminist Theory The 
chapter includes an expanded discussion of the so-called postfeminist generation.

Instructor Resources
Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank (ISBN 0-205-88967-6)
For each chapter in the text, this valuable resource provides Essay Questions, Classroom 
Activities & Student Assignments, and Suggested Readings. The Instructor’s Manual 
and Test Bank is available to adopters at www.pearsonhighered.com.
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Have you ever asked yourself:

•	 Why do so many women spend so much time and money on beauty and diet 
products—even when some of these products are detrimental to their health?

•	 Why is violence so much more likely to be committed by men—either against 
other men or against women and girls?

•	 Why are there not more women in fields such as science and math, even though, 
when girls are young, they do at least as well, if not better, in these subjects at 
school?

•	 Why do women’s sports not routinely draw the same crowds or media attention 
as men’s sports regularly do?

•	 What would happen if every woman in the United States stopped working for 
just one week?

You could ask yourself many questions like these—and you will find that such 
questions guide much of the content of this book. If you find them intriguing—or 
you want to know the answers—then you already have the kernel of imagination 
that can sprout the study of gender in society.

Gender refers to the cultural expectations and societal arrangements by which 
men and women have different experiences in society. As you will learn throughout 
this book, gender relations are complex, variable, and deeply entrenched in society. 
Gender shapes all facets of our experiences—what we think, how we interact with 
others, what opportunities we have, even how we walk and talk! There is no simple 
or single way to think about gender, but how gender affects women and men in soci-
ety is a fascinating subject—and one that is essential to making social changes that 
will improve people’s lives.

A Focus on Women: Taking Women Seriously
Women seem to have it made. Formal barriers to discrimination have been removed. 
Women have moved into many of the top professional positions, are now the major-
ity of college graduates, and are more visible in positions of power than at any other 
time in the nation’s history. The position of women in U.S. society has changed 
dramatically. The majority of women are employed, and they now number close to 
half of those in the workplace.

Attitudes have changed, too. When asked if they want to work outside the home or 
stay at home, both women and men are more likely than in the past to say they would 
prefer to work outside the home rather than stay at home. But here’s another interest-
ing change: A substantial number of men (29 percent) say they would actually prefer 
to stay at home (Saad 2007b). Among women, choosing only one  preference—home 
or work—is unusual because balancing the two is more common. Studies of  college 
women indeed find that most want to include careers, marriage, and motherhood in 
their futures (Gerson 2010).

These changes have led many to conclude that women now have progressed and 
that no further change is needed. Consider the following facts, however:

•	 Today, women who work full time earn, on average, 77 percent of what men 
working full time earn (DeNavas-Walt et al. 2013).
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•	 Despite three decades of policy change to address gender inequality at work, 
women and minorities are still substantially blocked from senior management 
positions in most U.S. companies. Women hold only 4 percent of the CEO 
positions in the Fortune 500 companies (U.S. Department of Labor 2012; 
Catalyst 2013).

•	 Thirty-four percent of all families headed by women are poor; the rates are 
higher for African American women, Latinas, and Native American women, and 
the rate has been increasing (DeNavas-Walt, Proctor, and Smith et al. 2013).

•	 Each year, one-quarter million women are raped or sexually assaulted, at least 
as reported to the police; over one-third (38 percent in 2011) of these reported 
 violent acts are committed by someone the victim knew—friends, acquain-
tances, or intimate partners (Bureau of Justice Statistics 2013).

•	 Despite the fact that they are the most likely to be employed, women of color 
are concentrated in the least-paid, lowest-status jobs in the labor market 
(U.S. Department of Labor 2012).

These facts indicate that although women have indeed come a long way, there is 
still a long way to go. Little wonder that there is a substantial gender gap in women’s 
and men’s perceptions of society’s treatment of women: Women are more likely than 
men to perceive discrimination against women as a serious problem (see Figure 1.1).

Look around, and you will see many signs of the status of women in society. In 
the grocery store, for example, women employees are clustered in those departments 
(deli and bakery) that are least likely to lead to promotion; men employees, on the 
other hand, predominate in departments such as produce and groceries, where the 
majority of store managers begin (Padavic and Reskin 2002). In schools, women 
constitute a large majority of elementary school teachers, but through the higher 
grades and into college, women become a smaller proportion of the faculty. Despite 
the recent movement of more women into political office, the vast majority of those 
who make and enforce laws are men, particularly among those holding the most 
influential positions.

Differences between women and men can also be observed in interpersonal 
interaction. Watch the behavior of men and women around you—how they act 
with each other and with those of the same sex. In public places, men touch women 
more often than women touch men. Men also touch women in more places on the 
body than women touch men. Despite stereotypes to the contrary, men also talk 
more than women and interrupt women more than women interrupt men or men 
interrupt each other. Women are more likely than men to smile when interacting 
with others (especially when with men), even when they are not necessarily happy. 
Men, in general, are less restricted in their demeanor than women and use more 
personal space. Although these patterns do not hold for all men and all women, nor 
 necessarily for people from various cultural backgrounds, in general they reflect the 
different ways that women and men have learned to interact (Mast and Hall 2004; 
Wood 2009; de Lemus, Spears, and Moya 2012).

Many current social problems also call attention to the status of women in 
 society. Violence against women—in the form of rape, sexual harassment, incest, 
and wife beating—is common. Changes in U.S. families mean that more fami-
lies are headed by women. Although there is nothing inherently wrong with such 
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arrangements, women’s low wages mean that female-headed households have 
an increased chance of being poor. As a consequence, the rate of poverty among 
 children in such households has increased dramatically in recent years.

Studying Women: Women’s Studies and Feminist Scholarship
Thinking about women helps us understand why these things occur. For many 
years, very few people thought seriously about women. Patterns affecting the lives 
of women were taken for granted as natural or to be expected. Few people ques-
tioned the status of women in society, presuming instead that studying women was 

Very serious Some what serious

Not too serious Not at all serious

13% 35% 36% 13%

16% 43% 31% 7%
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FIGuRe 1.1 Perceptions of Society’s Treatment of Women
Source: Pew Research Center. 2008. Men or Women? Who’s the Better Political Leader? A Paradox in Public 
Attitudes. Washington, DC: Pew Research Center. www.pewsocialtrends.org

Question asked: How serious a problem do you think discrimination against women is in 
this country—a very serious problem, a somewhat serious problem, not too serious, or not 
at all serious?
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trivial, something done only by a radical fringe or by frivolous thinkers. Even now, 
studying women is often ridiculed or treated with contempt. But, by bringing atten-
tion to the study of gender, studying women has opened new ways to think about 
and study men.

Women’s studies emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s to correct the 
exclusion of women in most academic fields. Today, it is now a thriving field of 
study. Studying women—and now, men—as gendered subjects has often required 
challenging some of the basic assumptions in existing knowledge—both in popu-
lar conceptions and in academic studies. Scholars have found that thinking about 
women changes how we think about human history and society, and revises how 
social institutions are understood. Thinking about women also reveals deep pat-
terns of gender relations in contemporary society. Gender relations are part of the 
social world that surrounds us. Much of the time, these patterns go unnoticed, but 
they influence us nonetheless, even though we often do not see or understand them. 
Gender influences who we are, what we think, and what opportunities are available 
to us. Women’s studies illuminates these patterns and thus can be very transforma-
tive in your thinking; it helps you see the realities of women’s experience.

Since the resurgence of feminism in the 1960s, women’s studies has produced a 
dramatic outpouring of studies and theories about women in society. These studies 
have questioned the assumptions and biases of existing work in almost every field, 
including science, the humanities, and the social sciences. Scholars working in differ-
ent fields have discovered that much of what stood for knowledge in their disciplines 
was either overtly sexist or ignored women altogether. Feminist reconstructions of 
academic scholarship have now touched every discipline and have resulted in major 
changes in the assumptions, theoretical frameworks, and research data in different 
fields in the arts, humanities, social sciences, and sciences.

Examples from many disciplines show that when women’s experiences are taken 
seriously, new methods and perspectives are established. For example, in  history, 
feminist scholars have criticized the “women worthies” 
approach for recognizing only women who meet the male 
standards for eminence in history. Although it is impor-
tant to recognize the contributions of prominent women 
in history, such women stand out because they are excep-
tional. In their transformations of historical scholarship, 
feminist historians have shown how even the periods used 
to define time frameworks in history are based on men’s 
achievements and men’s activities (Lerner 1976). The 
Renaissance, for example, is typically depicted as a pro-
gressive age that encouraged humanism and creativity; 
yet, for women, the Renaissance was a time of increased 
domestication of bourgeois wives and intensified perse-
cution of witches—most of whom were single peasant 
women. To see the Renaissance from a woman-centered 
perspective is to see that this was a period marked by 
increased restriction of the power of women (Kelly-
Gadol 1976), not just the era of creativity and humanism 
that has been the dominant characterization of the time.

During World War II this now-classic 
poster was used to recruit women 
into the labor force.
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Similarly, in psychology, women’s studies scholars have revised how scholars 
think about moral development. Carol Gilligan’s (1982) classic work showed how 
theories of moral development took men’s experiences as the norm and then measured 
the women’s experiences against that. In fact, as Gilligan has shown, women’s moral 
development follows a different plan from that of men: Women are more contextual 
in their judgments than are men. In other words, women base moral judgments on 
their assessments of conflicting responsibilities in a given situation, whereas men are 
more likely to make moral decisions based on their judgments of competing rights 
and abstract principles. Gilligan’s point is to show not only that men and women 
have different conceptions of morality but also that men’s experiences were taken by 
psychologists to be a universal standard by which both men and women are evalu-
ated. Deriving women’s experiences from the particular experiences of some men 
only makes women appear incomplete, inadequate, or invisible (McIntosh 1983).

Since its inception in the late 1960s/early 1970s, women’s studies has developed 
a more inclusive view of women. “Woman” is no longer considered a unitary cat-
egory. That is, women’s studies recognizes the diversity of women’s experiences, 
because of social factors such as race, sexual orientation, nationality, age, social 
class, and so forth. So, on the one hand, women are a definable social category, 
identifiable and understood simply in terms of their social status as women; on 
the other hand, women are also differentiated because of their location in multi-
ple social statuses. Understanding how these different experiences intersect within a 
given group’s experiences and among women is one of the most important contri-
butions of women’s studies and it has spawned, as we will see, the growth of fields 
such as Black feminist studies (Collins 1990; Crenshaw 1991; Andersen and Collins 
2013), as well as Latina studies, sexuality studies, and an increasing concern with 
global and cross-national studies of women.

One objective of women’s studies scholarship is to see all groups in relation-
ship to one another and to include multiple human groups in the concepts, theories, 
and content of human knowledge. Including women and people of color in our 
studies reveals hidden assumptions in what we learn from more exclusionary stud-
ies. Inclusive thinking—that in which women’s and men’s experiences are seen in 
relationship to the other and in which multiple human groups are included in the 
concepts, theories, and content of human knowledge—is a new way of thinking in 
academic studies. Revealing the assumptions embedded in ideas or knowledge helps 
us envision the process by which knowledge can become genuinely inclusive and 
take gender, race, and class together as part of the complexity of human experience.

The purpose of this book is to show how thinking about women explains pat-
terns of gender relations in society. A single book cannot discuss all of the research 
and theory that has been developed to understand gender in society, but it can show 
how thoroughly gender permeates the  structure of society and women’s and men’s 
lives within it.

Feminism: What’s in a Label?
Women’s studies is rooted in the feminist movement. Indeed, feminism and wom-
en’s studies emerged together as women sought to understand their experiences 
and put them in a framework that would guide social change. Feminism is based 
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on a philosophy of change—namely, that we can build a more just society for 
women if we consciously understand and seek to transform the social behaviors 
and institutions that are the basis for women’s experiences. Consequently, devel-
oping women’s studies as an academic field is part of the process of transforming 
women’s place in society—a fundamental premise of the feminist movement.

So, what is feminism? Feminism is not easy to define because it includes a variety 
of political perspectives and ideas. As you will discover, there is no single feminist 
perspective, and feminist theories and programs for social change sometimes differ 
quite substantially from one another. Moreover, feminism among young women has 
evolved compared to that of their feminist foremothers, as we will explore later in 
this chapter in the feature called “History Speaks.”

First, feminism begins with the premise that women’s and men’s positions 
in society are the result of social, not natural or biological, factors. Although 
different varieties of feminist thought have developed, feminists generally see 
social institutions and social attitudes as the basis for women’s position in soci-
ety. Second, because there are structured inequities between women and men, 
feminists believe in transforming society on behalf of women. Feminism is a way 

In 1968, one of the first feminist demonstrations was a protest against the Miss America 
 pageant in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Widely covered by the media, it called the public’s attention 
to how women were routinely defined in a demeaning way as sexual objects.
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of both thinking and acting; in fact, the union of action and thought is central to 
feminist programs for social change. Third, feminists believe that women’s expe-
riences, concerns, and ideas are as valuable as those of men and should be treated 
with equal seriousness and respect. This does not mean that women have to be 
like men, but that women’s interests should be central in movements for social 
change.

Public opinion polls indicate that the majority of women in the United States 
support feminist issues such as equal pay for equal work; improved child care poli-
cies; reduced violence against women; and greater opportunities for women regard-
less of their race, class, or sexual orientation.

Why, then, are so many people reluctant to call themselves “feminists?” The 
word feminism conjures up different images to different people. Sometimes not 
calling oneself a feminist reflects actual disagreement with feminist policies and per-
spectives, as will be seen in the discussion of antifeminist movements in Chapter 11.
Often, people are reluctant to call themselves feminists because of misunderstand-
ings about what it means. Feminism is often equated with being a lesbian, which, 
in turn, is equated with man-hating; thus, for many, rejection of feminism is linked 
to fears and stereotypes about lesbians. Others feel it is risky to become a feminist, 
fearing that friends and lovers might reject or tease them. These reactions show 
how threatened people can be by a movement that advocates change in women’s 
lives. Some have come to think that feminism is no longer necessary, assuming that 
discrimination has been eliminated by recent reforms and that women and men 
now stand on relatively equal terms. We will examine these assumptions, but the 
point is that many hesitate to call themselves feminists, even when they agree with 
the ideas of feminism.

Why is being a feminist so stigmatized? For some, feminism conjures up images 
of aggressive fanatics, as if to be feminist means one cannot be gentle and kind, be 
reasonable, or have good relationships with men. This is simply not true, as any 
careful look at the diverse women and men who are feminists would show. Others 
will say, “I’m not a feminist; I’m a humanist,” reflecting their belief in the better-
ment of life for all persons—men and women alike—but such a view does not pre-
clude being a feminist. In fact, if one really is in favor of the betterment of all human 
beings, then it is logical to call oneself humanist, antiracist, and feminist.

When Georgetown law student Sandra Fluke 
spoke out publicly, arguing that birth control 
should be available to students at religious 
institutions under the national health care policies, 
conservative radio commentator Rush Limbaugh 
called her a “slut” and a prostitute. He went on to 
say that birth control was expensive because she 

was having so much sex. Limbaugh added that 
he would “buy all of the women at Georgetown 
University as much aspirin to put between their 
knees as they want” (Fard 2012). His comments 
caused a national furor. Ask yourself: Without the 
influence of the women’s movement, would such 
comments have caused such a stir?

h ot  to p i C s
Gender in the Public eye
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The fact that the label feminist carries a stigma to some reflects the deep and 
continuing devaluation of women throughout U.S. society. Popular stereotypes of 
feminists as angry, radical, man-hating, “feminazis” encourage this kind of think-
ing. Some feminists are, indeed, angry—angry about the injustices women face in 
the workplace, angry about violence against women, angry about persecution of 
gays and lesbians, and angry about the persistent denigration of women in popular 
culture. Many feminists are also radical thinkers, particularly if we take radical to 
mean looking at the roots of women’s status in society. Feminism includes a wide 
range of feeling, thought, and ways of being, none of which are so narrow and ugly 
as the popular stereotype of feminists suggests.

Many feminists are men, although men may find calling themselves feminists 
especially difficult. Adopting a pro-woman attitude puts men and women at odds 
with the dominant culture. Men may think that by calling themselves feminists, 
they will be thought of as gay, itself a stigmatized identity in the dominant cul-
ture. As you will see in Chapter 4 on sexuality, this labeling, rooted in the homo-
phobic attitudes of our culture, is a form of social control. It is society’s way 
of trying to force men and women into narrowly proscribed gender roles. Men 
who call themselves feminists—some of whom are gay, others of whom are not—
are men who support women’s rights, who do not believe men are superior to 
women, and who are willing to work for liberating social changes for women and 
men. This shows another point learned from feminism—that men are subjected 
to cultural expectations about masculinity that affect their emotions, identities, 
and social roles.

The fact is that feminism is threatening to those who want to protect the 
status quo. Advocating for women’s rights can be downright dangerous, as you 
may recall the case of Malala Yousafzai who was shot in the head in 2012 by 
Pakistani militants who called her out of a school van and shot her for her advo-
cacy of educating women and girls. Although critically wounded and hospitalized 
for three months, Ms. Yousafzai subsequently founded the Women in the World 
Foundation to support the rights of girls and women worldwide (see www.
womenintheworld.org).

The danger that comes to those who advocate for women’s rights was also 
vividly shown in a global context when, in 1994, Taslima Nasrin of Bangladesh 
was threatened with death by Muslim extremists in her home country. Nasrin is a 
novelist and poet who, in her writing, challenged fundamentalist Islamic decrees 
on the role of women. When religious leaders called for her death, the Bangladesh 
government sought to arrest her. Islamic radicals renewed their death threat 
and offered a $5,000 reward to anyone who killed her. She has since been living 
in exile.

These cases are extreme, but one need not witness such extremes, nor leave the 
United States, to see how threatening feminism is for many. Conservative wom-
en’s groups have targeted women’s studies programs, accusing them of being like-
minded, distributing misinformation, and brainwashing women. The fact is that 
becoming a feminist does change the way you think because it gives you a critical 
awareness of relationships and social systems that you might have previously not 
questioned. Also, feminist programs for change would dismantle the privileges that 
many (though not all) men get simply by virtue of being men.




