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PREFACE

This edition of Women, Men, and Society is a year overdue. We have received many
phone calls and e-mail messages from colleagues and even some students and former
students, asking when the fourth edition would be ready. We’d like to take this oppor-
tunity to offer an apology for the delay, along with an explanation.

Early in 1996, Joe Renzetti, our father/father-in-law became sick and spent most
of that year in the hospital. At the start of 1997, although he appeared to be getting
stronger, he experienced heart failure and went into the hospital for the last time. He
lived for three and a half months, usually conscious but unable to speak, communicat-
ing only by squeezing our hands, blinking his eyes, and sometimes nodding his head.
Dad was a man who never let work interfere with family life, and he taught us to cher-
ish that value as well. During his long illness, many projects were delayed—including
this one—so we could be with him, Mom, and our extended family.

To those of you who have sent messages of support and sympathy, please know
that we were touched by and are grateful for your kindness, understanding, and
patience. We are grateful, too, to our “family” at Allyn and Bacon, who generously
extended deadlines and did all they could to ensure that we had time to spend with Dad
during his illness and time to grieve after his death.

When we finally got back to the business of revising this book, we looked to
reviewers’ suggestions for guidance. In response to these reviews, readers of this edi-
tion will find some significant changes. First, the text has been shortened somewhat,
but this has been accomplished without sacrificing the thorough coverage of essential
topics that reviewers praised. Chapters 3 and 13 have been eliminated; much of the
material in Chapter 3 has been integrated into other chapters throughout the text,
while the discussion of feminism, social movements, and social change has been moved
to Chapter 1. All the statistics and citations, of course, have been updated, but more
data on the intersection of gender with race and ethnicity, social class, sexual orienta-
tion, age, and ability/disability have been added whenever possible. We have also ex-
panded our discussions of men and masculinities. Readers will also find some new,
timely topics covered in this edition, such as pornography on the Internet, sex tourism
and the sexual exploitation of children, welfare reform, women and economic develop-
ment, and heterosexism in health care.

Despite these changes, we didn’t make change simply for change’s sake. We lis-
tened to reviewers, who basically said, “If it’s not broke, don’t fix it.” We remain true to
the goals we set for ourselves when we wrote the first edition of Women, Men, and Soci-
ety. Our first goal continues to be to assist students in connecting a central element of
their personal lives—their gendered experiences—with the social and political world in
which they live. To do so, we present a broad, but thorough sampling of the wealth of
recent scholarship on gender and gender-related issues. Most of this research is socio-
logical, but we have also drawn on the work of biologists, psychologists, anthropologists,
economists, historians, and others. This material often affirms students’ observations
that women and men are different in many ways, although perhaps less so than students
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might suppose. Clearly, women and men are treated differently in most societies, and
much of the research we examine addresses this differential treatment and its signifi-
cance in the everyday lives of women and men within the context of particular structural
or institutional arrangements.

Our second goal is closely intertwined with the first. Specifically, we seek to per-
suade students to look beyond the boundaries of their own lives so as to understand
the complexity and diversity of gendered experiences in terms of race and ethnicity,
cultural context, social class, sexual orientation, age, and physical ability/disability. Al-
though our primary focus is a critical assessment of gender inequality, we emphasize
in every chapter the interdependence of multiple inequalities. We want students to
understand how the constraints imposed on women and men by specific social con-
structions of gender may be tightened when combined with a devalued racial/ethnic
status, sexual orientation, age, economic status, or physical challenge. Moreover, while
the book is written from a feminist perspective, we expose students to the diversity that
makes up contemporary feminism, turning the analytic lens so that they see an issue
from various feminist perspectives.

Finally, we hope to accomplish these first two goals by presenting the material
in a way that students find stimulating, clear, and highly readable. Together, we have
brought to this project fifteen years of textbook writing experience and more than
thirty-five years of experience teaching the sociology of gender, women’s studies, fem-
inist theory, marriage and family, and similar courses. During our years in the class-
room, we have observed that students who take such courses often come from diverse
academic backgrounds. Although most are juniors and seniors, many have had only
one or two introductory-level social science courses. With this in mind, we have incor-
porated into the text a number of useful pedagogical tools. For instance, key terms or
concepts are emphasized in boldface within each chapter, allowing students to study
them in the context in which they are introduced. These key terms are also grouped at
the end of each chapter, where they appear with a brief definition. At the end of the
book, all of the concepts are alphabetized and defined in a glossary. Each chapter also
concludes with a brief list of suggested readings. An instructor’s manual for the text is
also available. The manual contains a test bank, film and video suggestions, classroom
exercises, and resources available in print form and through the Internet, including a
list of helpful Web sites and listservs. In response to reviewers’ suggestions, the instruc-
tor’s manual, and in particular the test bank, have been expanded considerably.

As with previous editions of this book, we have been fortunate to have colleagues
who are generous with both their time and their resources. We wish to thank those
who reviewed all or part of the third edition and this manuscript, offered insightful
comments and criticisms, suggested additional references, shared journals and other
publications, and passed along other relevant information that crossed their desks. In
particular, we wish to thank Betty A. Dobratz, Iowa State University; Clinton J. Jes-
ser, Northern Illinois University; Rebecca F. Guy, The University of Memphis; Sheila
Macrine, St. Joseph’s University; Mark McMinn, Wheaton College; Ken Pope, private
practice, Connecticut; and Richard Warren, St. Joseph’s University. Thanks also to the
librarians at St. Joseph’s University, especially Chris Dixon; our graduate assistants, Karen
McDonough and Carlyn Prisk; and our secretaries, Denise Shaw and Jane Downey.
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During the course of our long association with Allyn and Bacon, we have had the
good fortune of working with Karen Hanson, Editor-in-Chief, Social Sciences. Karen
guided this book through three editions before turning that responsibility over to Series
Editor Sarah Kelbaugh. Sarah has met the challenge with the kind of expert editorial
skills and good humor that most authors only wish for. We have also been blessed with
Kathy Smith, whose editorial production service is surpassed only by her warmth and
camaraderie.

While we were working on this preface, our son, Sean, inquired about what we
were doing. We explained that we were revising one of our books. “Again?” he asked.
But instead of walking away in exasperation, he sat down with us and actually offered
some advice about what we were writing. He was soon joined by his brother, Aidan,
and before long, we were reduced to laughter by their outrageous suggestions. There
are not enough words to thank our children for the sustenance they provide us, not
only in our work, but in every aspect of our daily lives. They are our anchors, and we
are forever grateful.
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CHAPTER ONE

“[e describe ourselves in many different ways. One of the most fundamental ways is
to say, “I am a man” or “I am a woman”—that is, to describe ourselves in terms of our
sex. However, the information conveyed by these simple phrases goes beyond mere
anatomical description. It also conjures up a configuration of personality traits and
behavior patterns. Without ever having seen you, others are likely to draw conclusions
about you—about the clothes you wear, the way you express yourself, and the various
activities you pursue.

If you are a woman, for example, people would not be surprised to see you wear-
ing slacks, but they might expect, and even be pleased, to see you in a dress. Most also
expect you to be rather passive and dependent, emotional and given to crying easily.
They will think of you as nurturing, preoccupied with romance and your appearance,
and inept with things mechanical.

If you are a man, though, people will expect to see you wearing slacks, and they
would be shocked, maybe even frightened, to see you in a dress. Most also expect you
to be assertive and independent, always in control of your emotions. They will think of
you as ambitious and competitive; preoccupied with your studies, work, or sports; and
mechanically inclined.

In other words, a biological given, sex (i.e., maleness or femaleness) is used as
the basis for constructing a social category that we call gender (i.e., masculinity or
femininity). It may be that few of the socially defined characteristics of your gender
describe you accurately, but this is perhaps less important than the fact that people
believe these assumptions to be true or appropriate and that they act on their beliefs,
treating women and men differently, even as opposites. Many people use gender
stereotypes to guide their interactions with others. A stereotype is an oversimplified
summary description of a group of people. There are positive and negative stereo-
types, and virtually every group in our society has been stereotyped at one time or
another; women and men are not exceptions. Gender stereotypes, then, are simplis-
tic descriptions of the supposedly “masculine male” or “feminine female.” Most peo-
ple conceive of these stereotypes in bipolar terms; that is, a normal male supposedly
lacks any feminine traits, and a normal female lacks masculine traits (Deaux & Kite,
1987). Thus, gender stereotypes are all-inclusive; every member of each sex is
thought to share the characteristics that constitute their respective gender stereo-
types. The reality, as we will learn throughout this book, is that many members of
each sex do not conform to their stereotyped images. Sometimes this may be looked
upon favorably by others, but often the nonconformist is labeled deviant, abnormal,
or bad and is treated as such.

Significantly, this kind of differentiation occurs not only on an interpersonal level
between individuals, but also on a structural level within a given society. Every society
prescribes traits, behaviors, and patterns of social interaction for its members on the
basis of sex. These prescriptions are embedded in the institutions of the society—in its
economy, political system, educational system, religions, family forms, and so on. This
institutionalized pattern of gender differentiation is referred to as a society’s sex/
gender system. An examination of sex/gender systems, as well as their consequences
for women and men, forms the major focus of this book.
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We will learn that sex/gender systems vary historically and cross-culturally. How-
ever, each system includes at least three interrelated components:

1. the social construction of gender categories on the basis of biological sex;

2. asexual division of labor in which specific tasks are allocated on the basis of sex;
and

3. the social regulation of sexuality, in which particular forms of sexual expression
are positively or negatively sanctioned (Rubin, 1975; Thorne, 1982).

Of special concern to us will be the ways in which a sex/gender system functions as a
system of social stratification; that is, the extent to which women and men, and the traits
and behaviors respectively associated with them, are valued unequally in a society.

Given that social institutions are imbued with the power to reward and punish—
to bestow privileges as well as to impose obligations and restrictions—a sex/gender sys-
tem has a profound impact on the lives and life chances of women and men. Consider,
for example, that in most countries throughout the world, during the last two decades,
women have entered the paid labor force in dramatic numbers, yet across countries,
economic sectors, occupations, and educational levels, women’s wages are significantly
lower than men’s wages, and women continue to shoulder primary responsibility for
traditional household chores (United Nations, 1997). These startling observations
reflect the fact that most women and men worldwide live in societies with patriarchal
sex/gender systems. A patriarchy is a sex/gender system in which men dominate
women, and what is considered masculine is more highly valued than what is consid-
ered feminine. However, as we will learn in this text, patriarchy is by no means univer-
sal. Thus, one of our tasks here will be to examine alternative, more egalitarian sex/
gender systems. We will also find that patriarchy does not benefit all groups of men
equally, just as it disadvantages some groups of women more than others.

Before we undertake our analysis of gender and sex/gender systems, though, we
should realize that not all sociologists agree on how to study gender or on what aspects
of sex/gender systems are most important to study. Why the disagreement? To under-
stand it better, let’s look at some of the research on gender and the various theoretical
perspectives that have informed it.

Sociological Perspectives on Gender

Broadly defined, sociology is the scientific study of human societies and cultures, and
of social behavior. Not all sociologists undertake this work in the same way, however.
Rather, a single social phenomenon—gender, for instance—may be researched and
explained differently by different sociologists. This may be a bit puzzling, since it is
commonly assumed that all sociologists by virtue of being sociologists share the same
perspective. Certainly, the traditional image of science itself is one of a cumulative
enterprise. That is, each scientist, whatever his or her specific field, supposedly works
to solve the problems that the members of the discipline have agreed are most impor-
tant. Each scientist’s work progressively builds on that of others until the answer or
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truth is attained. The fact of the matter is, though, that scientists, including sociolo-
gists, conduct their research within the framework of a particular paradigm.

What is a paradigm? A paradigm is a school of thought that guides the scientist
in choosing the problems to be studied, in selecting the methods for studying them,
and in explaining what is found. This implies that research carried out within a specific
framework is, to some degree, predetermined. The paradigm, in focusing researchers’
attention on certain issues, simultaneously blinds them to the significance of other
issues and also colors their view of the social world. This is not to say that there is no
objective social reality or that sociology is simply what our favorite paradigm tells us it
is. Instead, we can see that it indicates that sociological research, like all scientific re-
search, is subjective as well as objective. This is an important point, and we will return
to it shortly.

Sociology is a multiple-paradigm science; that is, it is made up of a number of
different—and some would say, competing—paradigms (Ritzer, 1980). This observa-
tion solves our earlier puzzle of how a single social phenomenon can be researched and
explained differently by different sociologists. At any given time, however, one para-
digm tends to dominate the discipline. This does not mean that other paradigms are
ignored, but rather that one paradigm seems to better explain current social condi-
tions. Consequently, the majority of sociologists at that time will carry out their work
within the framework of the dominant paradigm.

For much of sociology’s recent past—especially from the 1940s to the 1960s—
the dominant paradigm was structural functionalism. The structural functionalist per-
spective has been particularly influential in the study of gender, so it is important for us
to examine it carefully.

Structural Functionalism

The structural functionalist paradigm depicts society as a stable, orderly system in
which the majority of members share a common set of values, beliefs, and behavioral
expectations that may be referred to collectively as societal consensus. The social system
itself is composed of interrelated parts that operate together to keep the society bal-
anced or, as a functionalist would say, in equilibrium. Each element of the society func-
tions in some way to maintain social order. Change, then, must come about slowly, in
an evolutionary way; rapid social change in any element would likely be disruptive and,
therefore, dysfunctional for the system as a whole.

In their analysis of gender, structural functionalists begin with the observation
that women and men are physically different. Of special significance are the facts that
men tend to be bigger and stronger than women and that women bear and nurse chil-
dren. According to functionalists, these biological differences have led to the emer-
gence of different gender roles. More specifically, a social role, not unlike a theatrical
role, includes a set of behavioral requirements expected of the person occupying the
role. The concept of gender roles refers to the behaviors that are prescribed for a soci-
ety’s members, depending on their sex.

Functionalists maintain that for much of human history, women’s reproductive
role has dictated that their gender role be a domestic one. Given that women bear and



