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The first edition of Feminist Frontiers was conceived in the late 1970s, at a time when many women inside and outside
academia were beginning to recognize and challenge male domination. At the time of its publication, only a handful of
books and anthologies written for classroom use presented a feminist perspective on women’s status. The evolution of this
book through four editions reflects both the successes of the women’s movement and the development of feminist scholar-
ship over the past two decades. Women’s studies courses have blossomed and spread to campuses in even the most conser-
vative regions of the country. Feminist scholars in the meantime have refined and enlarged our understanding of how gender
inequality operates and how it intersects with other systems of domination based on race, ethnicity, nationality, class, and
sexuality. There is no doubt that the situation of women has changed since the publication of the first edition of Feminist
Frontiers. Gender inequality has not, however, disappeared.

With pride and excitement we write this preface to Feminist Frontiers IV. We are proud to be part of the continuing
women’s movement which struggles to reform the structure and culture of male dominance; and we are excited by the bur-
geoning of knowledge about diversity and differences among women. We feel fortunate to be writing, teaching, and learning
at a time when feminist thought and research are flourishing and deepening. It is simultaneously a time to enjoy the bounty
of feminist scholarship and to sow new feminist seeds. This fourth edition of Feminist Frontiers includes a new coeditor,
Nancy Whittier. We are proud that this book is the collective effort of two established feminist scholars, Verta Taylor and
Laurel Richardson, and a member of the new generation of feminist scholars, Nancy Whittier. We have enjoyed this collab-
oration across feminist generations, and we think it has enriched the book.

Feminist thought seeks to transform, in fundamental and profound ways, ali the old patriarchal ways of seeing, defining,
and understanding our experiences and the social world. Feminists view the accomplishment of this transformation as a
global activity that must take account of differences and diversity. The articles in Feminist Frontiers IV underscore the per-
vasive cultural, racial, ethnic, sexual, and other differences that interact with gender. The experience of being a woman is
not the same for different groups.

We developed this book for use as the major or supplementary text in courses on the sociology of women, women’s stud-
ies, gender studies, or sex roles. In addition, because the book offers a general framework for analyzing women’s status, it
can be used as a supplementary text in introductory sociology courses and in courses on social problems, foundations of
society, comparative studies, and American studies. Although we have retained some of the articles from previous editions
of Feminist Frontiers, particularly writings that have become feminist classics, approximately half of the readings are new
to this edition. We have selected readings that continue to emphasize the diversity of women’s experiences and multicultural
perspectives, while strengthening several sections and bringing in the most current issues in feminist scholarship.

Feminist Frontiers IV is organized into four parts, each introduced by a sociological-feminist analysis. Part One,
“Introduction,” begins with a section representing the diversity of women’s experiences and gender systems, and contains a
new second section, “Feminist Perspectives,” which presents engaging and accessible feminist theoretical approaches. Part
Two, “Learning Gender,” has two sections, “Language, Images, and Culture” and “Socialization.” The five sections of Part
Three, “Social Organization of Gender,” provide readings on work, families, intimacy and sexuality, bodies and medicine,
and violence against women. Part Four, “Social Change,” includes articles on politics and the state and on social protest and
the feminist movement.

The new edition has an expanded focus on conceptualizing gender, with a new section on Feminist Perspectives that
combines new work on gender categories, the social construction of gender, transsexualism, and black feminism, with femi-
nist classics. We have also strengthened the sections on Language, Images, and Culture; Bodies and Medicine; Politics and
the State; and Social Protest and the Feminist Movement by adding many new selections that reflect the growing body of
research in these areas, on topics including women’s music, hate radio, eating disorders, breast cancer, welfare policy
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P A R T O N E

N

Introduction

What does it mean to be a woman? Thinking about women'’s experiences is a complicated task
because women have as many differences from each other as commonalities. On the one hand,
women everywhere suffer restrictions, oppression, and discrimination because they are living in patri-
archal societies. Yet gender is not the sole influence on any woman'’s life. Differences of race, ethnicity,
class, sexuality, age, nation, region, and religion shape women’s experiences. Moreover, these differ-
ences intersect with each other. Lesbians of different ages, social classes, races, and religions, for exam-
ple, have different experiences.

The experience of being a woman may be quite different for distinct groups of women. For a white,
upper-class, heterosexual, American woman, for example, femininity might entail being economically
dependent on her husband, perfecting a delicate and refined physical appearance, and achieving social
influence through child-raising and volunteer work. Womanhood for a middle-class African-American
woman might mean providing financial support for her children, holding influential and respected posi-
tions within her church and community, yet being stereotyped by the dominant white culture as sexu-
ally promiscuous or unintelligent. For a Cambodian immigrant to the United States, being 2 woman
might mean seeing herself as secondary to her husband, yet enjoying support and influence within net-
works of other women. In short, gender is defined in various ways for different groups. Gender defini-
tions bring with them a distinct set of restrictions and disadvantages for women in each group, as well
as privileges and sources of power or resistance.

As if matters were not complex enough, feminist scholars also recognize that individuals have
unique constellations of experiences: We each have our own story to tell. Each of us has multiple
alliances and identifications with groups that shift through time and social context. The religious iden-
tity of childhood may be shunted aside during young adulthood, for example, only to be reclaimed
again in later years. Self-definitions as heterosexual may give way later in life to new identities as les-
bian or bisexual. As biracial or bicultural or mixed-religion daughters, we might identify with either
parent’s heritage or that of both. Large social forces such as sexism, racism, heterosexism, and class
inequality shape our biographies, but it is as individuals that we experience and make sense of our
lives. Individuals do not easily attribute our experiences to class, race, or gender as separate or separa-
ble enties.We rarely see our own biographies as sociohistorically situated.

The task of feminist scholarship, and of this volume, is to illuminate the social and structural roots
of women’s experiences, while simultaneously recognizing the complicated and unique factors that
shape each woman’s life. Feminist research builds upon and links two levels of analysis: structure and
biography. The structural level looks at social institutions and cultural practices which create and sustain
gender inequalities and links those inequalities to other systems of oppression such as racism, ageism,
and homophobia. The biographical level honors each woman's expression of her own experience. It
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makes available individual self-representation and personal voice. Because feminist scholarship links
structural understandings with individual biography, we learn how difference and commonality are

structurally induced and personally experienced. We can see how larger social forces affect our own
and others’ lives. '

Feminist research is not just about analyzing the ways that social structures shape and restrict the
lives of women. Of course, documenting the inequalities faced by various groups of women and exam-
ining the ways that women have been oppressed and victimized based on gender are important tasks
for scholars. Such experiences—discrimination in hiring and pay, sexual violence, and legal subordina-
tion, for example—are undeniably central to gender. Yet feminist scholarship also emphasizes the
sources of power that women find—how women define themselves, influence their social contexts,
and resist the restrictions they face. The articles in this volume view women not simply as passive vic-
tims of patriarchal social structures, but as actors who exercise agency despite social constraints. By
documenting the influence of social structures and highlighting women’s agency, feminist scholarship
leads us to rethink the structural changes necessary to meet the needs of actual women.

Given the issues of diversity and difference, the resulting difficulty of analyzing women (or men) as
a group, and the need simultaneously to document women’s oppression and to recognize women'’s
resistance, how do feminist researchers approach their work? Not surprisingly, there is considerable
variation and debate among feminist scholars about theoretical explanations of gender and
approaches to research. Nevertheless, feminist approaches have some identifiable commonalities.
Building upon and adding to Judith Cook and Mary Margaret Fonow’s analysis of feminist methodol-
ogy, we will discuss five central “feminist ways of knowing”

I. Acknowledging the pervasive influence of gender. Gender and gender asymmetry are basic features of
social life. Women, their worlds, and their subjective experiences, including their relationships to
men and to gender inequality, are the focus. Claims about “human” behavior based on research on
men are subject to critique. Indeed, the entire academic enterprise is scrutinized: How do claims to
scientific and scholarly objectivity disguise male bias? How do the social conditions and practices of
doing research reinforce gender inequities? Feminist scholars ask how research is conducted, how
it is analyzed, and how the researchers, social settings, and financial support for research affect or
bias the conclusions.

2. Uncovering the links between gender and other asymmetric systems. Feminist researchers understand
systems of oppression as interlocking: Race, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and other systems of
domination affect how one experiences gender. Therefore, although gender asymmetry is a basic
fact of social life, it is experienced differently by women situated differently in society. These differ-
ences in women’s experiences are not to be ignored or dismissed, but uncovered. Just as feminist
researchers challenge knowledge claims based on research on men, they question knowledge about
“women” based on research on white, middle-class women. In a self-reflexive manner, feminists
question how their own scholarly practices and social locations (such as in a predominantly white
academic department) bias their research and lead to false generalities.

3. Focusing on consciousness-raising. Consciousness-raising refers to the experience of recognizing
through contact with other women (reading, research, discussion) that one’s own experiences and
problems are shared by others, and thus are a result of structural forces rather than personal .fa_il-
ings. Feminist research alters the consciousness of researchers. As members of a society, feminist
researchers have incorporated cultural understandings about women; as feminists, they have ana-
lyzed official ideologies and practices to reveal their implications for women’s oppression. They
have, therefore, as Liz Stanley and Sue Wise put it, “double vision”: They see women’s lives simulta-
neously through the old lens of patriarchy and the new lens of feminism. Having double vision helps
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feminist researchers to recognize the diversity of responses to oppression and the contradictions
between consciousness and action. Much feminist research looks at crisis points and transitions in
women’s lives, such as divorce, rape, coming out, pregnancy, menopause, sexual harassment, and
career shifts. These transitions rupture the taken-for-granted world; at such times the “normalcy”
of patriarchy is revealed to women, giving them an opportunity to rethink their lives.

4. Rethinking the relationship between the researcher and the researched. Scientific research assumes that
there is a separation between the “researched” and the “researcher” and that this separation pro-
duces “objective” and “valid” knowledge. Feminist researchers challenge this tenet. Treating women
as “objects” of research contravenes feminist goals for equality by elevating the researcher and her
agenda above the researched and her agenda. One of the major questions of feminist thought is
how to do research that empowers both the researcher and the researched. How do we create
social research practices that reduce the power of the researcher to collect, categorize, and name
the experiences of other women? For some, the solution has been to write about their own lives;
some acknowledge directly how their own biases affect their work on other women; some study
groups of which they are a part; and still others do “participatory” or “action” research in which
the researcher and the researched determine together the topics, methods, goals, and political
action to follow from the project, so that the scholar is a participant in the project, but not its
leader.

These are not only pragmatic or theoretical concerns. For contemporary feminist researchers
these are important ethical questions. What right does a scholar have to study and write about
another woman'’s life? For what audiences should she write? What do you do if, through your inter-
viewing, for example, you have raised the consciousness of a woman but cannot change her life cir-
cumstances! How can feminist scholars use the skills and privileges of academic practice to
improve the life opportunities of other women? Feminist research is thus characterized by a con-
stant critique of the morality of its labors.

5. Emphasizing empowerment and transformation. Ultimately, feminist researchers are concerned not
only with understanding the structures of gender, but also with how their research can be used to
improve the lives of women through individual empowerment or social change. For example, a
study of battered women might be based on interviews with women in battered women'’s shelters
and tell the stories of individual women and the effects that the shelter movement has had on their
lives. The results may be disseminated through different media with the hope of reaching other
women caught in abusive relationships. The topics for feminist research are legion because the sites
in need of transformation—such as work, the family, sexual socialization, education, health care, and
politics—are everywhere. Therefore, the opportunities for empowering women—and oneself—
through research are, also, everywhere.

We invite you to engage in reading, thinking about, and doing feminist research. We encourage you
to discuss your ideas, to debate the issues this volume raises with your friends and classmates, to dis-
agree with the authors here when necessary, and to come to your own conclusions. We hope that
through this engagement, you will discover how gender has shaped your life and how gender inter-
sects with the other systems of inequality that affect you.We hope that you will share your under-
standings with others, becoming a researcher yourself and a theorist of your own and others’ lives so
that you might help empower us all and transform society.



