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When I first wrote Thinking About Women in
the late 1970s and early 1980s, I do not think
I ever imagined that feminist scholarship
would become as firmly anchored in higher
education as it is now. Nor did I realize that
some of the founding mothers of the study
of gender would now be senior (and, in some
cases, retired) faculty. But here is the sixth
edition—an edition that reflects more than a
quarter of a century of feminist scholarship
in sociology and its sister disciplines. Had
you told me in 1983 (the first year that Think-
ing About Women appeared in print) that the
book would be published in this many edi-
tions, I would not have believed it. For
younger readers it may be hard to imagine
how marginalized the study of women and
gender was not that many years ago. Women
are now a strong presence in higher educa-
tion, and women'’s studies has become an es-
tablished field. In sociology, indeed in every
social science field, feminist scholarship has
transformed much of what is thought,
known, and questioned, and the study of
gender has become a legitimate and influen-
tial area of research and teaching. Women are
no longer the complete outsiders they once
were within higher education.

But we should not let the visible pres-
ence of women in higher education and the
growth of gender and women'’s studies blind
us to the continuing realities of gender dis-
crimination and institutional processes that
still differentiate women’s and men’s experi-
ences—both in higher education and in soci-
ety at large. As you will learn in Thinking
About Women, gender influences everything,
from our immediate bodily experiences to
the most abstract institutional processes.

The evolution of Thinking About Women
over the years reflects the intellectual and
political currents that have marked the last
quarter century of feminism in the United

States. If you looked back at the first edition,
you would find a more strident tone, one
centered in a critique of how existing knowl-
edge was distorted because of the exclusion
of women. As feminist scholarship has
grown over the years, feminist criticism has
continued, but there is now less criticism
about what is wrong with existing scholar-
ship and, instead, more elaboration (both
empirical and theoretical) of the significance
of gender in structuring all social relation-
ships and social institutions. Moreover, a
critical dialogue exists within feminist stud-
ies about the consequences of restricting
feminist analysis to the experiences of White,
middle class, heterosexual women. Thus,
one of the most important developments
within feminist studies is increased attention
to the diversity of women’s experiences.
Whereas the cutting edge of feminist schol-
arship in the 1970s was simply establishing
women as a legitimate topic for serious
study, now the diversity of race, class, sexu-
ality, and other social locations drives many
of the new insights of feminist work.
Readers encountering feminist scholar-
ship for the first time should understand that
thinking about the diversity among women
is not a new phenomenon, nor one that can
be attributed only to the feminist movement.
There is a long and rich history of thinking
about women by African American thinkers
(women and men) and others whose words
and thoughts do not always appear in histor-
ical accounts of the emergence of feminism.
This tradition predates the contemporary
feminist movement and can be found in the
narratives, speeches, letters and other docu-
ments of U.S. history. Similarly, labor orga-
nizers, abolitionists, and others who have
dared to challenge the established race, gen-
der, and class order of their times often artic-
ulated feminist ideals, although they are not
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always associated with the emergence of
feminism. And there are, no doubt, many
who believed in feminist principles, but
whose words and thoughts are lost to us now.
This is an important lesson: Knowledge
about those who have been excluded from
mainstream institutions does not just emerge
from intellectual traditions, but is deeply
rooted in movements for social justice.

Thus, the scholarship reviewing the sig-
nificance of gender that you will find
throughout this book owes a great debt to
the activists who have worked over the years
on behalf of all women. Thinking About
Women is a book about scholarship, but it is
also a book about political change—change
in how we think about women and change in
how we organize society to better women'’s
lives. Contemporary readers will bring in-
sights of their own to understanding gender
and its influence in their lives, and they will,
I hope, also work for changes in their own
times that will influence generations of
women and men in years ahead.

Organization of the Book

Thinking About Women is organized in four
major parts. Part I introduces students to
feminism and the study of gender, including
the growth of women'’s studies and, now, the
field of men’s studies. In this section, the
book provides a framework for studying the
importance of studying examining gender
and how the development of women’s stud-
ies has transformed thinking across the so-
cial sciences. At the suggestion of reviewers,
there is now more discussion of the growth
of men’s studies as it has grown from femi-
nist scholarship.

Part 1I, “Gender, Culture, and Sex,” fo-
cuses on the social construction of gender
and representations of gender in culture.
Chapter 2 in this section has been reorga-
nized to flow from the micro-level of the for-

mation of gender identity to the macrolevel
of social institutions. Throughout, the focus
is on how social institutions frame the con-
struction of gender identity. The new edition
includes more discussion of the questions
feminists scholars bring to the relationship
between biology and culture, and there is
also more focus on the concept of gendered
institutions. The inclusion of the section on
“socialization across the life course” also
gives greater attention to gender and aging.
Chapter 3, “Gender and Culture,” uses the
perspective of the sociology of knowledge to
examine how representations of gender in
popular culture shape concepts of gender
and gender identities. Chapter 4, on “Sexu-
ality and Intimate Relationships,” studies the
social construction of sexuality and the in-
fluence of gender in the formation of inti-
mate relationships, including dating and
friendships. There is new material here on
how homophobia influences lesbian and gay
experiences, as well as new material on in-
terracial relationships, as they are influenced
by gender and race.

Part III, “Gender and Social Institutions,”
examines the institutional structures of work,
family, health, religion, criminal justice, and
politics, and has a new chapter on entitled
“Gender, Education, and Science.” Through-
out these chapters, the focus is on how gen-
der is structured within institutions, with
data and empirical research in these areas up-
dated throughout. Chapter 5, on gender and
work, focuses on how economic restructur-
ing is affecting women and men at work. The
chapter includes a historical overview of
women’s work and presents current research
on data comparing men’s and women’s sta-
tus in the labor market. The chapter also has
new material on poverty and welfare reform
and ends by discussing housework as a form
of labor. Chapter 6, on families, provides a
historical context for the development of
family forms in Western culture and focuses
on the diversity of contemporary families
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and how they influence and are influenced
by gender relations. The chapter includes
material on marriage and divorce, lesbian
and gay families, family violence, teen preg-
nancy, child care, and care work. Chapter 7,
on gender and health, examines the connec-
tion between gender and health, including
new material on eating disorders, alcohol,
drugs, and smoking, and updated material
on women and AIDS. The chapter includes a
section on gender and reproduction, as well
as a section on the status of women in the
health care system. Chapter 8, “Women and
Religion,” is organized around the question
of whether religion is a source of liberation or
oppression for women. It includes material
on religion and the emergence of feminism,
women’s roles in religious institutions, and
how religious beliefs influence gender ideol-
ogy. Chapter 9, on women, crime, and de-
viance, includes material on women both as
victims of crime, including more research on
rape, and as criminals. Chapter 10, on women
and politics, examines the status of women in
political institutions and the military (up-
dated through 2000) and includes a dis-
cussion of the emergence of the women'’s
movement. The new chapter (Chapter 11) on
gender, education, and science includes ma-
terial on the history of women'’s education, as
well as contemporary material on gender and
schooling. The section of this chapter on
women and science includes material on the
status of women in science, as well as femi-
nist debates about gender and the social con-
struction of scientific knowledge.

Part IV, “Gender and Social Change,” is
an updated discussion of the frameworks of
feminist theory. When Thinking About Women
was first written, the major frameworks of
feminist theory were liberal feminism, so-
cialist feminism, and radical feminism. Al-
though the ideas and politics raised by these
perspectives are still important, the evolu-
tion of feminist thought has brought new
paradigms to theoretical discussions of gen-
der. Thus, the sixth edition of Thinking About

Women—long known for its inclusion of race
and class—has an expanded discussion of
multiracial feminism. Also in this section is
more discussion of the influence of post-
modernist feminism. The chapters dis-
cussing theory place liberal, socialist, and
radical feminism in the context of the histor-
ical evolution of feminist questions—still re-
lating them to the implications of different
theoretical paradigms, not only for theoreti-
cal analysis, but also for social policy and so-
cial change.

New to the Sixth Edition

The most obvious revision in the sixth edi-
tion of Thinking About Women is the addition
of a new chapter on gender, education, and
science (Chapter 11). This chapter reviews
the history of women in public education
and contemporary research on gender and
schooling, including the connection between
gender and educational achievement, gen-
der and educational curricula, and the con-
nections between gender, race, and class
inequality in education. There is a separate
section on women in higher education. In
addition, the chapter reviews research on the
status of women in science and reviews fem-
inist scholarship on gender and the social
construction of scientific knowledge.

In addition to the new chapter, the final
part of the book on feminist theory has been
substantially revised to reflect contemporary
frameworks of feminist thought. The chap-
ter on liberal feminism has been retained to
provide students with a solid understanding
of the philosophical, political, and theoreti-
cal framework of this still-current feminist
perspective. The original chapter on socialist
and radical feminism has been revised to
present socialist and radical feminism in
terms of their historical importance in the de-
velopment of the feminist movement and to
show how the central questions these two
frameworks generate still resonate in con-
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temporary feminist thought. Following this
discussion, there are new sections detailing
the frameworks of multiracial feminism and
postmodernist feminism. Throughout this
chapter, feminist theory is linked to the poli-
tics of the women’s movement.

Throughout the book, there is also sub-
stantial material on men, in response to re-
viewers who want their courses on gender to
focus on both women and men. Each time
this book is revised, some reviewers suggest
that the book be retitled, Thinking About Gen-
der to reflect the fact that feminist scholarship
is not just about women. This is a valid point,
but I have continued to keep the original title,
not just because of the existing identity of the
book, but to emphasize that it is thinking
about women that has made us think differ-
ently about gender, including thinking dif-
ferently about men. Thus, although the title is
the same, faculty and students will find fem-
inist scholarship about men integrated
throughout the book. Those who want sup-
plemental material on men now have a wide
range of additional books from which to
choose from, including Michael Kimmel and
Michael Messner’s classic anthology, Men's
Lives (Allyn & Bacon), a long-term good com-
panion for Thinking About Women.

The new edition also incorporates new
pedagogical features, such as chapter outlines
at the beginning of each chapter. These out-
lines will help students in their reading com-
prehension because they can see the major
topics and organization of the chapter before
they begin reading. Also included are Internet
resources, listed at the end of every chapter
and intended to give students links that will
lead them to Websites that are related to the
chapter material. These can also be used for
additional class projects and papers. Al-
though Internet addresses change frequently,
those presented here are stable sites. This edi-
tion also includes more figures and tables
throughout, both to teach students how to in-
terpret the presentation of such data and to
make the book visually appealing.

The book has been revised throughout to
reflect the most recent conclusions from re-
search on gender. Wherever possible, data
has also been updated to include data from
the 2000 census and other government
sources. There are also many new topics that
are either added or expanded. For example,
Chapters 4 and 6 include new material on in-
terracial dating and marriage; Chapter 3 has
new material on gender and immigration.
There is more discussion in Chapter 5 on the
effects of welfare reform, as well as new ma-
terial on women’s labor in sweatshops.
Thinking About Women has long been noted
for its inclusion of race and class; the new
edition is further strengthened in this regard.

A Note on Language

Transforming thought to be more inclusive
of gender, race, and class also involves trans-
forming the language we use. The language
we use to describe different groups is deeply
social and political in nature. It can belittle,
trivialize, and marginalize different people
and groups. For this reason, being conscious
of how you use language is part of changing
how you think about gender, race, and class.

In this book, I have capitalized Black be-
cause of the specific historical experience of
African Americans in the United States and
because, increasingly, this practice represents
the self-identity of African American people
in this country. For consistency, I have then
capitalized White. The experience of being
White has not historically been associated
with a group identity in the same sense that
being Black has signified a racial identity. Yet,
new scholarship shows how the term White
has also been socially and historically con-
structed. Capitalizing Black and White is not
meant to reify nor to essentialize these expe-
riences. Rather, it is intended to capture that
both terms refer to groups with particular so-
cial and historical experiences. Categories
such as Black and White are fraught with
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social meaning, with implications far beyond
matters of writing style. Although not all
readers will agree with my stylistic decisions
to capitalize these identities, I hope it will
challenge them to probe the sociological
meanings of these labels. I also use African
American, Black, and Black American inter-
changeably throughout the book.

I have also used Native American and
American Indian interchangeably, recogniz-
ing that these labels, like the label Hispanic,
Asian American, Black and White American,
for that matter, lump together groups whose
experiences and identities are quite hetero-
geneous. These general catagories homoge-
nize the experiences of groups with diverse
social, cultural, and historical backgrounds.
The same is true of the term women of color.
These categorical labels nonetheless are
meant to reflect the common experiences
such groups have and, as such, are sociolog-
ical meaningful despite their limitations.

Thus, when referring to Latinos, I use the
term Latino generically—to refer to groups
of Spanish descent in the United States. I use
the feminine form, Latina, where appropri-
ate. Latino and Hispanic are often used in-
terchangeably, and 1 follow that practice
here, particularly when citing other research
or data sources (such as the census and gov-
ernment data) that report in terms of “His-
panic.” I use Chicana/Chicano to refer
specifically to those of Mexican descent born
in the United States.

Readers should also be aware that we are
sometimes constrained in how we use lan-
guage by the source of the material we use. For
example, sometimes data in different census
publications are only reported as “Black” and
“White,” with Hispanics falling into either—
or both—categories. Often the census does not
report Asian Americans at all; seldom are Na-
tive Americans included as an identifiable
group in the periodic reports from govern-
ment data on which sociologists rely. Although
some of these practices are changing, authors
are limited by what is available to them.

My choices about language and style are
not perfect, but language and style reflect on-
going social and political, as well as linguistic,
issues. Readers should be aware of the signif-
icance of language in discussing the many
topics discussed in this book. Given the emer-
gent and contested character of the terms
used to refer to gender, sex, and racial-ethnic
groups, the only solution is to be aware of the
implications of the language you choose.

Pedagogical Features

The new edition of Thinking About Women re-
tains the pedagogical features of the last edi-
tion, but adds some new features. Each
chapter now includes Websites that will lead
students to resources on the Internet (see In-
ternet Resources at the end of each chapter).
These sites have been selected for their rele-
vance to the chapter content, but also be-
cause they have stable links.

Throughout the book, readers will find
more graphics that both make the book more
visually appealing and easier to read and
that give students visual aids that relay im-
portant social facts about the chapter con-
tent. These graphics can also be used to teach
students to interpret and read charts and ta-
bles, as well as to think about what questions
can be answered—and which cannot—using
these representations of data.

This edition also includes chapter out-
lines at the beginning of each chapter. These
are an important learning tool, because they
show students the major themes and organi-
zation of each chapter before they begin their
reading. This helps orient students to the
chapter material and thus can help their re-
tention of the information and major issues
in each chapter.

In addition to these new features, there is
a list of key terms at the end of every chap-
ter; all key terms are also included in a glos-
sary at the end of the book. There is also a list
of suggested readings at the end of each
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chapter, with annotations intended to cap-
ture student interest. These readings were se-
lected for their relevance to the chapter
subject and their accessibility to undergrad-
uate readers. They can also be useful for class
projects and research papers, or simply to
give students additional reading on topics
they find fascinating.

Finally, I have included several discus-
sion questions/projects for thought at the
conclusion of each chapter to stimulate stu-
dent interest and provide ideas for classroom
projects, research exercises, or group discus-
sions. These questions and projects are meant
to provoke further thinking about some of
the topics covered in each chapter.
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Part | Introduction

Why think about women? According to much popular thinking, equity for
women has been achieved. Formal barriers to discrimination have been removed.
Women have moved into many of the top professional positions, are now the ma-
jority of college graduates, and are more visible in positions of power than at any
other time in the nation’s history. Over the past 25 years (the full life span of many
of you reading this book), the position of women in U.S. society has changed dra-
matically. The majority of women are employed, and they now number close to half
of those in the workplace.

Attitudes have changed, too. The majority of young women now say they
would prefer to combine marriage, children, and a career. Men have also changed.
In the early 1970s, nearly half of all men thought that a traditional marriage—in
which the husband provided for the family and the wife ran the house and cared
for the children—would be the most satisfying lifestyle. Now, half of all men say
the most satisfying lifestyle would be a marriage in which the husband and wife
share responsibilities—work, housekeeping, and child care (Roper Organization,
1995).

These changes have led many to conclude that women now have it made, that
as long as women and men choose a satisfying lifestyle, no further change is
needed. Consider the following facts, however:

* Now, women college graduates who work full-time earn, on average, 74 per-
cent of what men college graduates earn working full-time (U.S. Census Bu-
reau, 2001).

* 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 (Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995).

* Twenty-five percent of all households headed by women are poor; the rates are
higher for African American women, Latinas, and Native American women
(Dalaker, 2001).

* Each year, one-half million women are raped or sexually assaulted; three-quarters
of these violent acts are committed by friends, acquaintances, or intimate part-
ners (Tjaden and Thoennes, 2000).

* 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, 2001).

* Married women and men have increased the number of hours they work per
year substantially since 1980—men by 4 percent, women by 42 percent (Mishel,
Bernstein, and Schmitt, 2001).

These facts indicate that although women may have 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 perception of society’s treatment of women: Women are
much more likely than men to perceive job discrimination based on gender (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 are clustered in those departments (deli and
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Question: Please say whether you are very satisfied, somewhat satisfied,

60 — somewhat dissatisfied, or very dissatisfied with the way women are treated.
50 —
40
30 —
20 —
0 : . = B
Very Somewhat Somewhat Very No Opinion
Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Dissatisfied

I:] Men
- Women

FIGURE 1.1 Perceptions of Society’s Treatment of Women

Source: Data from Lydia Saad. 2001. “Women See Room for Improvement in Job Equity.” Princeton,
NJ: The Gallup Organization. Website: www.gallup.com

bakery) that are least likely to lead to promotion; men, on the other hand, predom-
inate in departments such as produce and groceries, where the majority of store
managers begin (Reskin and Padavic, 1994). In schools, women constitute a large
majority of elementary school teachers, but through the higher grades and into col-
lege, women become a smaller proportion of the faculty. Despite the recent move-
ment 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 posi-
tions. Women can now be ordained in some religious faiths, but many still hold that
women’s proper place is in the home, reproducing and rearing children.

Even in interpersonal interaction, the difference in status between women and
men can be observed. 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 inter-
acting with others (especially 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 different cultural backgrounds, in general, they reflect
the different ways that women and men have learned to interact (Basow, 1992).

Many current social problems also call attention to the status of women in so-
ciety. Violence against women—in the form of rape, sexual harassment, incest, and
wife beating—is common. Changes in U.S. families mean that more families are
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headed by women. Although there is nothing inherently wrong with such arrange-
ments, the low wages of many women 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. As a final
example, the national controversy over health care also has particular implications
for women. Although women live longer than men, they report more ill health
than men do, spend their later years with more disabling conditions, and tend
to take primary responsibility for the health of others in their families (Horton,
1995).

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
trivial, something done only by a radical fringe or by frivolous thinkers. Even now,
studying women is often ridiculed or treated with contempt. For example, conser-
vative talk-show hosts portray feminism as “leftist extremism,” “out of touch with
the mainstream,” and “an attempt to transport unpopular liberalism into the main-
stream society” (Limbaugh, 1992:186-187). Attacks on new multicultural studies, of
which women'’s studies has been a strong part, have accused such studies of only
striving for “political correctness” and weakening the traditional “standards” of
higher education. Despite these claims, women'’s studies has opened new areas for
questioning, has corrected many of the omissions and distortions of the past, and
has generated new knowledge—much of which has important implications for so-
cial policy. Moreover, by bringing attention to the study of gender, studying women
has also opened new ways to think about and study men. The analysis of men and
masculinity is now an important part of gender studies.

Women'’s studies, as a field of study, is relatively new, having been established
in the late 1960s and early 1970s to correct the inattention given to women in most
academic fields. Because of the influence of the feminist movement, scholars in
most fields have begun thinking seriously about women. Whereas 25 years ago the
study of women’s lives and gender relations had barely begun, now women'’s stud-
ies is a thriving field of study. Studying women and men as gendered subjects has
often required challenging some of the basic assumptions in existing knowledge—
both in popular conceptions and in academic studies. Scholars have found that
thinking about women changes how we think about human history and society,
and it revises how social institutions are understood. Thinking about women also
reveals deep patterns of gender relations in contemporary society. Much of the
time, these patterns go unnoticed, but they influence us nonetheless. Often, we take
these patterns of everyday life for granted. They are part of the social world that
surrounds us and that influences who we are, what we think, and which opportu-
nities are available to us. Women’s studies scholarship is transformative; it informs
our understanding of women’s experiences and changes our thinking about soci-
ety and the assumptions that different academic fields use to understand the social
and cultural world.

The purpose of this book is twofold: to show how the sociological perspective
explains women’s lives and the structure of gender in society, and to show how so-



