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PREVFAGCGCE

Thinking About Women introduces students to the contemporary
research and theoretical perspectives which observe and explain the
sociological character of women’s lives in American society. The idea
for this book emerged from my dissatisfaction with textbooks on sex
roles and gender that take primarily a social-psychological view and
that also ignore theoretical issues about gender relations. Since I began
teaching courses on the sociology of sex roles in the early 1970s, a rich
and intellectually exciting literature has developed among feminist
scholars. In the most recent years, this scholarship has not only contrib-
uted new research insights, but it has also initiated theoretical discus-
sions that make women’s lives central to the basic concepts and per-
spectives of sociological thinking.

The sociological perspective is one that roots the experience of indi-
viduals and social groups in the social organization of the society in
which they live. But much of the sociological theory and research has
been flawed because it has largely overlooked women’s roles in society
and the way in which gender influences social organization. Like other
major sociological categories—class and race—gender influences who
we will become in society, what resources will be available to us, and
how we are defined by others. The wealth of research that has emerged
from feminist analysis of sociological issues shows how gender shapes
our personalities, skills, and self-concepts, organizes the social institu-
tions in which we live, and influences the distribution of wealth, power,
and privilege.

Hopefully, this book will sensitize students to the position of women
in American society and will give them the intellectual tools with which
to comprehend women’s experience. The sociological perspective is par-
ticularly significant to feminist thought because it ties individual expe-
rience to the social organization of society. Although this book is not
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intended to help students find personal solutions to collective problems,
it does show how individual experiences are created and transformed
through social, political, and economic institutions. Feminist scholar-
ship helps explain the structure of these institutions, and is also a means
of dispersing this knowledge to promote liberating social changes for
women and for men.

Part One of Thinking About Women introduces the sociological per-
spective and the emergence of feminist thinking in sociology. Chapter
1 is a discussion of feminist perspectives in sociology and it outlines the
criticisms that the feminist movement has brought to traditional socio-
logical study. Chapters 2 and 3 focus on the most immediately experi-
enced levels of gender relations—human biology and the individual in
society. Chapter 2 reviews biological issues about gender and its rela-
tionship to culture and social structure. Chapter 3 examines sex role
socialization, which is the process by which social expectations about
gender are developed.

Part Two studies the significance of gender in contemporary social
institutions. Institutions are established and organized patterns of val-
ues, norms, roles, and status that develop around some of the basic func-
tions of a society. The persistence of these social institutions defines the
social structure in which we live and also makes each society distinct.
Chapter 4 discusses women and economic institutions; Chapter 5 is an
analysis of women and the family; Chapter 6 examines issues surround-
ing women, reproduction, and health care; and Chapter 7 discusses
women, crime, and social deviance.

Part Three reviews feminist theoretical perspectives and the origins
of feminist thought, The ideas we form about women and gender,
although they are subjective in character, have their origins in objective
social systems. The dynamic relationship between social structure and
consciousness is such that one must understand social change as involv-
ing both changes in consciousness and objective social conditions. Chap-
ter 8 discusses the social construction of ideas about women and gender,
especially as they are created in the public media and in academic
knowledge. Chapters 9 and 10 review feminist theory and its implica-
tions for social change. These chapters are also organized according to
the dialogue that has emerged between liberal and radical perspectives
in feminist and social theory.

In developing research and theory on gender relations in society, fem-
inist scholars do not mean merely to create another abstract category
for sociological analysis. Like race and class, the social organization of
gender has specific social, economic, and political consequences for
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women, as well as for men. Feminist studies in sociology are not
intended to construct abstract empirical analyses of gender, nor to
develop grand theories that have no relevance to the lives of actual
human beings (Mills 1959). While concept-building and observational
studies are necessary in constructing accurate feminist accounts of
social life, their purpose is the transformation of gender relations and
the society in which we live. Thus, complete accounts of social life must
explain the experiences of all women. Just as male-centered sociological
studies are biased by their omission of women, so are feminist studies
flawed when they are based only on the experiences of white, middle-
class, and heterosexual women. Throughout this book, the questions
must be asked, “Is this true for nonwhite women and lesbian women?”
and “How is their experience similar to and different from other
women?”’ Because feminist analysis seeks to understand the common-
alities and the differences in women’s experiences, sound feminist schol-
arship must entail an understanding of race, class, and heterosexual
relations. Although this book may not stand up completely to the chal-
lenge, I hope that it does contribute to feminist scholars’ growing
analysis.

Many people have contributed to the development of this book. Their
ideas about women and their encouragement and support for this pro-
ject have been invaluable to me. Many provided thoughtful reviews of
earlier drafts of this book and many worked long hours typing and edit-
ing the manuscript. I see it as a measure of the success of the women’s
movement that this project has been accomplished with the help of such
a strong network of women friends and colleagues and the lively and
interdisciplinary community of feminist scholars who are working to
transform the academic disciplines.

In particular, I thank Peggy Phelan, Valerie Hans, Gloria Hull, Jerry
Turkel, Leslie Goldstein, Tricia Farris, Caryn Horwitz, Jan DeAmicis,
Patty Klausner, and Marion Palley for discussing numerous parts of
this book with me and providing careful reviews of my work. I also
thank the members of Sociologists for Women in Society for sharing
their criticisms of this book with me and for the many stimulating dis-
cussions we have had. Although many of my students remain unnamed
here, they have stimulated the creation of much of this book, both
through their enthusiasm for the material and their questioning about
the issues involved. I appreciate the timely support of a Grant-in-Aid
from the Dean of the College of Arts and Science at the University of
Delaware.
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I thank Gaye Tuchman, Anne Pottieger, and the anonymous review-
ers who provided valuable criticisms on earlier drafts of the manuscript.
I especially appreciated the assistance of Rachel Kahn-Hut whose
excellent editorial work provided careful criticism of the substance of
the book, at the same time that she gave excellent advice for the book’s
style and organization with an emphasis on clarity for readers. Ken
Scott, my editor, deserves special thanks because he is a superb editor
with great academic integrity and an encouraging attitude. And, with-
out the ongoing support of a group of wonderful, hardworking, and
grossly underpaid women, this work would never have been published;
I thank Carol Anderson, Marie Gregg, Claire Blessing, Sylvia Knight,
Fran Price, and Shirley Anderson for typing this manuscript and for
their generous assistance during the two years of writing this book.

Although I have no wife to thank for her constant support, attention
to detail, and undying loyalty, I do express my thanks to friends who,
in their own ways, helped me complete this book. Time and time again
I faced the problem of expressing my ideas with confidence and clarity
while retaining the intellectual doubts and questions that are essential
to the development of ideas. The very act of writing brings authenticity
to what we think and there were many times when maintaining the bal-
ance between doubting and knowing would not have been possible with-
out the support of some very special friends. Especially, I want to thank
Lewis Killian and Michael Lewis for teaching me the value of sociolog-
ical thinking and the necessity for creating a humanistic approach to
the study of social problems. There is no one who has contributed so
enormously to my feminist thinking as Sandra Harding. Her friendship,
wisdom, and intellectual challenge have kept me working when it
seemed impossible. I thank her deeply for her careful reading of my
work, her work as a coteacher, and her persistent passion for feminist
theory. Linda Hall and Jane Bennett have shown me the value of wom-
en’s lives in a way that no academic study could, and I thank them for
the support they provided throughout the time I was working on this
book. Also, I thank Jane, whose meticulous attention to detail made
order of a chaotic bibliography. And, in more ways than I could show
in print, I thank Richard Rosenfeld for his patience, humanity, and
humility and for keeping the home fires burning.

Margaret Andersen
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G OA P T e 1

SOCIOLOGICAL AND
FEMINIST
PERSPECTIVES

T

INTRODUCTION

’ PI1Cs TCVCALS pdtierns o § ,;E:Z;.,t,:..":,;l«'; JJ:“H \ yet,
much of the time, these patterns go unnoticed. So deep y" they
embedded in the minds of both men and women that, unless they
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4 Women’s Lives and the Sociological Perspective

become a problem, we are hardly aware of them. We take these pat-
terns of everyday life for granted and they become part of the natural
landscape that surrou ds

are influenced by ge ) Only recently, because of the influ-
ence of feminism, have ogists begun to study gender as a sociolog-
ical issue. As sociologists began to look more carefully at gender in soci-
ety, they often had to change some of their previous assumptions about
the roles of women and the ways in which gender relations were orga-
nized in society. Consequently, new studies about gender roles and
women’s status have transformed sociological perspectives on society
and the position of men and women within it. In this book, we will see
“how sociological and feminist perspectives inform us about women’s
lives, and we will rev1ew some of the recent research and theory that
scholars have rdu

'premnses of the socmloglcal perspectlve and will discuss the meaning of
femmlsm and its pertinence to sociological study. As we will see,

influence of feminism on sociological thinking has been considerable
and has raised new questions about the social organization of gender
relations, the possibilities for social change, and the relationship of
social change to academic knowledge. This first chapter introduces
these issues and discusses the emergence of feminist perspectives in soci-
ology and its related disciplines. We will begin by discussing feminism
and the sociological perspective.
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