An Introduction to Sociology
Feminist Perspectives

Third edition

Pamela Abbott, Claire Wallace and Melissa Tyler

é Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group
LONDOM AND NEW YORK

Also available as a printed book
see title verso for ISBN details







rajeswarit
File Attachment
2000c7e9coverv05b.jpg


AN INTRODUCTION TO SOCIOLOGY

This third edition of An Introduction to Sociology: Feminist Perspectives reaffirms the
contribution of feminist perspectives and research to sociology and introduces students
and readers to the wide range of feminist contributions to key areas of sociological
concern. This completely revised edition includes updated and expanded theoretical
and empirical material as well as two new chapters on sexuality and media culture.

The book begins with a consideration of the relationship between feminism and the
sociological imagination, focusing on the feminist critique of malestream sociology. It
then considers feminist sociological theory, taking account of debates and issues
relating to post-feminism and post-colonialism. Various sociological themes are
considered from a broad range of feminist perspectives and in the light of current
feminist research, including: stratification and inequality, education, the life course,
the family and the household, health, illness and caring, sexuality, crime and criminal
justice, politics, the mass media and popular culture, and feminist knowledge.

The book is especially designed to be useful at an introductory level and includes:

» careful consideration of key sociological concepts

+ exploration of ongoing debates within sociology

» arange of theoretical approaches

* up-to-date research from a range of international sources
* abroad range of international literature

* bullet-point chapter summaries

+ annotated suggestions for further reading
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Aberdeen. Melissa Tyler is a Lecturer in Organisation Studies at Loughborough
University.






An Introduction to Sociology

Feminist Perspectives

Third edition

Pamela Abbott, Claire Wallace and Melissa Tyler

£ ¥ Routledge

g Taylor &Francis Group

LONDON AND NEW YORK



First published 1990

by Routledge

Second edition published 1997

This third edition published 2005

by Routledge

2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

Simultaneously published in the USA and Canada
by Routledge
270 Madison Ave, New York, NY 10016

This edition published in the Taylor & Francis e-Library, 2006

“To purchase your own copy of thisor any of Taylor & Francis or Routledge’s
collection of thousands of eBooks please go to www.eBookstore.tandf.co.uk.”

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group

© 1997, 2003 Pamela Abbott and Claire Wallace
© 2005 Pamela Abbott, Claire Wallace and Melissa Tyler

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or
reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic,
mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented,
including photocopying and recording, or in any information
storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing

from the publishers.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

A catalog record for this book has been requested

ISBN 0-415-31258-2 (hbk)
ISBN 0-415-31259-0 (pbk)



Contents

List of tables ix
Preface xi
Acknowledgements xvii
1 Introduction: feminism and the sociological imagination 1
Setting the agenda 1
Gendering the sociological imagination 4
Ideologies of sexual difference 6
The sex—gender distinction 8
The feminist critique of malestream sociology 9
Towards a feminist sociology 11
Conclusions 14
Summary 14
Further reading 15
2 Feminist sociological theory 16
Feminist perspectives and sociology 17
An invitation to feminist sociology 18
The insights of sociology 19
The historical context of sociology 21
Theory and theorising 23
Feminist theory 27
Feminist debates on sexual difference 29
Feminist theoretical perspectives 31
Postfeminism 51
Conclusions 55
Summary 56
Further reading 56
3 Stratification and inequality 57
Gender-based stratification 59
Social class-based stratification 64
Race, ethnicity and stratification 70

Disability and stratification 76



CONTENTS

vi

Global stratification
Conclusions
Summary

Further reading

Education

Girls” educational achievements

The history of girls” education in Britain
Explaining girls’ continued disadvantage
Global inequalities in literacy and education
Feminist perspectives on education
Masculinity and education

Conclusions

Summary

Further reading

The life course
Childhood
Adolescence
Adulthood
Ageing
Conclusions
Summary
Further reading

The family and the household

Sociological perspectives on the family

Feminist approaches to the family
Industrialisation and the origins of the family wage
Diversity in family forms and practices

Familial ideology

Gendered experiences of family life

Conclusions

Summary

Further reading

Health, illness and caring
Women and medicine

latrogenic medicine

Gender, power and medicine
Women as providers of health care
Conclusions

Summary

Further reading

80
87
87
88

89
91
95
99
107
109
114
115
115
116

117
117
126
132
135
141
142
143

144
145
147
148
151
157
158
168
169
170

171
172
180
183
190
196
197
197



8

10

11

Sexuality

Essentialist perspectives on sexuality
Sociological perspectives on sexuality
Postmodern sexualities

Feminist perspectives on sexuality
Women’s sexual experiences and attitudes
Sexuality and power relations

Race, ethnicity and sexuality
Sexuality and HIV/AIDS

Conclusions

Summary

Further reading

Work and organisation

Gender ideology and the sexual division of labour
Industrialisation and the gendered organisation of work
The gendered division of domestic labour

Men, women and the labour market

Feminist studies of the workplace

Gender and the professions

Managerial work

Sexuality and work

Explaining the gendered labour market

The changing nature of work

Conclusions

Summary

Further reading

Crime, violence and criminal justice
Explaining crime — women as criminals
Men, women and crime

The need for feminist theory

Feminist theories of crime

Violence, fear and social control
Crimes against women

Women, violence and male power
Conclusions

Summary

Further reading

Politics

Men, women and voting studies
Defining feminist politics
Feminist political activism
Women and the state
Conclusions

CONTENTS

198
199
203
206
210
213
215
225
226
228
229
229

231
232
234
236
240
250
258
261
264
265
267
270
270
271

272
272
274
278
279
286
288
299
300
301
301

303
303
306
307
311
316

vii



CONTENTS

12

13

viii

Summary
Further reading

Mass media and popular culture
‘Culture’: a brief history of the concept

The sociology of culture and the emergence of cultural studies
Cultural studies as ideology studies

Studying media culture

Sociological perspectives on media culture
Youth culture and rebellion

Postmodern cultural forms

The feminist critique of cultural studies
Feminist studies of media culture
Masculinity and media culture

Feminist perspectives on language

New media technologies and cyberfeminism
Conclusions

Summary

Further reading

Feminist knowledge

Doing feminist research
Feminist epistemologies
Epistemic communities

Conclusions

Summary

Further reading

References

Additional web-based resources
Author index

Subject index

316
316

318
322
323
325
327
329
335
338
340
344
351
354
359
361
363
363

364
366
370
382
383
384
385

386
411
412
420



Tables

3.1
3.2
3.3
3.4
4.1
4.2

43
6.1
6.2

6.3
6.4
8.1
8.2
9.1

9.2
9.3
9.4

9.5
9.6

9.7
10.1

10.2

10.3
10.4

10.5

Sex—gender order

Registrar General’s scale

National Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC)
Economic activity status of disabled people by sex, UK, 2001

Obtainment of 2+ A level passes or 3+ SCE Highers by sex, UK, 2000/ 1

Full- and part-time enrolments in higher education by sex, UK,
1970/1-1992/3

Achievements at GCSE/GNVQ by ethnicity and sex, UK, 2003
Cohabitation by sex and relationship type, UK, 2002

Western European women never married by the age of 45-49,
¢.1900 and 2000

Family status of women in the EU, 1996

Family type and marital status of lone mothers, UK, 1971-2001
Rubin’s hierarchy of sex

Attitudes to sexual relations, 1998

Occupational segmentation of employees and self-employed
(aged 16 and over), UK, 2003

Part-time employees (aged 16 and over), UK, 2003

Male and female employees working full- or part-time, UK, 2003
Part-time employees (aged 16 and over) by reason for working
part-time, UK, 2003

Gender pay gap, 2003

Employment in selected professional and associated professional
occupations, UK, 2000

Female share of managers, UK, 1990-2001

Persons sentenced or cautioned for indictable offences by sex and
age, in England and Wales, 2002

Offenders found guilty of indictable offences at all courts by type
of offence, in England and Wales, 2002

Selected sentences awarded by sex, 2002

Proportion sentenced to immediate custody and average term
awarded, by sex and court, 2002

Offenders found guilty at all courts by sex and type of offence, in
England and Wales, 1977-2001

63
68
68
77
92

93
96
153

153
154
155
205
210

243
244
244

245
247

259
261

275

275
276

276

277



TABLES

10.6

10.7
10.8
10.9

Self-report of delinquent acts and offences committed by girls in
research by Shaklady Smith (1978)

Fear of crime: sex, age and type of crime

Feeling unsafe at night by country

Objective risk of violent crime — selected age ranges

284
287
287
287



Preface

In feminist terms the twentieth century began, in Britain at least, with the suffragettes
and ended with the Spice Girls and the popular perception, as Germaine Greer wryly
observed, that ‘feminism has served its purpose and should now eff off’ (1999, p. 5).
During the intervening period, feminism achieved profound success, improving the
social, political, cultural and economic position of women in a whole range of ways.
At the same time, feminist theory, particularly in the last three decades or so, has made
a significant contribution to rethinking many aspects of the ways in which we make
sense of society. Yet, many post-feminists consider that feminism has now achieved
its aims and is therefore no longer relevant (or welcome) politically or theoretically,
given the diversity of womanhood; or that feminism has simply gone ‘too far’ towards
benefiting women, resulting in a gender ‘backlash’. Others claim that feminism has not
gone far enough in addressing social inequalities, and that those gains that have been
made have focused too specifically on the needs of middle-class, white professional
women living in the West. In many respects therefore, feminism (including feminist
sociology) is currently engaged in something of a ‘stock-taking exercise’, reflecting
critically on questions such as how to address the diverse experiences of women whilst
maintaining some notion of commonality, at the same time as examining the relevance
of the feminist project at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

Forus, the relevance of feminism as both a political and a theoretical commitment,
and its centrality to sociology as a critical project, becomes immediately apparent
when we step outside of these debates and locate feminism and its relationship to
sociology within the broader social totality.

As Goran Therborn (2004, p. 17) notes in his discussion of patriarchy throughout
the course of the twentieth century, ‘in the beginning of our story all significant societies
were clearly patriarchal’. However, in many societies, he argues, patriarchy was forced
into retreat during the last century, a process he describes as de-patriarchalization
(p. 73). In most countries, the legal rights of women and girls have been extended, and
the expansion of education and paid work has increased women’s autonomy in many
respects. Dramatic socio-economic, political and cultural changes have undermined
the authority of individual husbands and fathers, and of men’s power over women
as a group. Yet this process of ‘de-patriarchalization’ has by no means been even. As
Therborn puts it, ‘the most important feature of the twentieth-century change of patri-
archy is not its universal tendency. It is the variation in outcome as well as in timing’
(p. 129). This means that there are many areas of the world where patriarchy is still
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well entrenched; South and West Asia, North and sub-Saharan Africa, are notable
examples. As he puts it, in these areas of the world

The entanglement of patriarchy and misogyny with caste and religion through
rituals and rules of pollution and purity provides male domination with a deep
social anchor, largely out of reach for a secular bureaucracy and its discourse of
equal rights.

(Therborn, 2004, p. 112)

Even in those Western societies shaped by a commitment to equality, it is no
exaggeration to argue that the difference between men and women continues to shape
almost every aspect of our lives. Jan Morris, who started life as a male journalist called
James and became a woman when she was in her thirties, sums up some of the
experiences of living as both a man and a woman in her book Conundrum:

We are told that the social gap between the sexes is narrowing, but [ can only
report that having, in the second half of the twentieth century, experienced life in
both roles, there seems to me no aspect of existence, no moment of the day, no
contact, no arrangement, no response, which is not different for men and women.

(Morris, 1997, p. 1)

But as feminists have argued, men and women’s respective experiences of the social
world are not only shaped by difference, but by a hierarchical ordering of difference,
what feminists have called ‘the gender order’. This means that most societies value men
and masculinity more so than women and femininity; the relationship between
men and women is not simply shaped by difference, but by inequality. The conse-
quences of this are summed up by an Amnesty International briefing to the United
Nations on the global nature of discrimination against women:

In every corner of the world, women and girls continue to face horrifying violence,
systematic discrimination and other serious human rights abuses. They are beaten
and killed in their homes, attacked in their communities, raped and brutalized in
war, turned away as refugees, denied the right to education and employment, and
are excluded from public life and exploited — simply because of their gender.
(Amnesty International, 2002, p. 3)

[t is with an awareness of the extent to which, while the lives of many people
(particularly those living in the West) have improved considerably in recent years,
this is certainly not the case for the majority of the world’s women, that we have
approached this third edition of An Introduction to Sociology: Feminist Perspectives. In the
decade or so since the first edition of the book, the debates within feminism and within
sociology have clearly moved on considerably. When the second edition was published
in 1997, it seemed that debates about postmodernism and media culture were
beginning to displace more traditional, sociological preoccupations with work, family
and stratification and also, to some extent, feminism itself. In the intervening years,
feminist research has begun to reaffirm its commitment to these key areas of sociology,
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however, at the same time as incorporating new ways of thinking about established
topics. Black and post-colonial perspectives have been brought to bear, for instance,
on traditional sociological concerns with issues such as social class, the household
and the sexual division of labour.

The original text embodied the argument that an appreciation of society from
women’s perspective leads to a recasting of traditional sociological distinctions
between, for example, work and the family or between violent crime and sexuality.
Now, the impact of feminist scholarship has led to a recasting and, to some extent, a
transgression of former boundaries between disciplines, as well as within them. It has
also problematised the idea of a single women’s perspective, emphasising instead
the diversity of women’s experiences and viewpoints. Much of the material in the
first and second editions remains relevant, but in this third edition we have taken
account of the shifting parameters and interests of feminism, and of diverse groups of
men and women. We have brought the empirical data up to date and included material
on new debates and issues to which feminist perspectives have made a significant
contribution.

Our own position is that while there are important differences in women'’s experi-
ence, there are also important commonalities; while acknowledging the contributions
postmodernist scholars have made to the study of gender, we would nevertheless
argue that sociology as a critical discipline can help to elucidate women’s position
and that feminist sociology still has an important contribution to make — yet one that
is by no means universally recognised. We use the term feminist” here to refer to those
who see women as exploited, devalued and oppressed, who are committed to chang-
ing this, and who consequently adopt a critical perspective towards dominant
intellectual traditions, modes of social organisation and cultural belief systems that
have ignored or justified women'’s oppression. Our position as feminist sociologists is
problematic in this sense, as our critical perspective is sociological, but as feminists
we are also critical of sociology itself, for the ways in which it has tended to ignore,
marginalise and exclude both women, and feminist perspectives.

Sociologists have now — in the main — taken some of the feminist criticisms
of malestream sociology on board, but feminist arguments still tend to be ignored or
marginalised in many areas of sociological thought. Although feminism has had
more of an impact in sociology than in many other disciplines, it is still the case that
the reconceptualisation of the discipline, which, we would argue, is necessitated by
acceptance of the feminist critique, has not taken place in many areas of the discipline,
particularly in sociological theory. Despite the proliferation of feminist studies over
the past thirty years or so in sociology, their impact has been uneven. In this sense,
our book still stands as one of the only feminist commentaries, and as something of a
corrective to the other introductory textbooks in sociology.

The first edition of the textbook was written from a British perspective —we were
British sociologists who had spent our working lives in Britain and were reporting
largely British research. However, the textbook has been used in many countries
of the world and translated into several languages. Moreover, over the last ten years
or so British sociology has begun to reflect on its own ethnocentrism. To take account
of the wider readership and shifts in both sociological and feminist thought we have
therefore sought to introduce a more comparative perspective to this third edition,
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by incorporating a broader range of international literature and empirical data, and by
rethinking our own perspectives.

The result, intended for students and for the general reader interested in under-
standing the feminist contribution to sociology, provides an introduction to feminist
perspectives in sociology that stands on its own or can be used in conjunction with
more conventional introductory textbooks. For those readers who want to incor-
porate feminist perspectives into their sociological understanding we suggest reading
the appropriate chapter in this book after reading the corresponding chapter of a
conventional textbook. The chapters in this book do not have to be read in the order
in which they are written. We would suggest reading Chapters 1 and 2 first, however,
as these give a broad overview of both the feminist critique of malestream sociology,
and of the range of theoretical perspectives that feminists have developed. After that,
you can follow your own interests or read the relevant chapters in line with the
sequencing of the syllabus that you are following.

Of course, we are not presenting this as a ‘true’ or universal account of social reality,
nor do we see ourselves as neutral scientists merely recounting the work of others. Nor
are we claiming that our coverage of sociological concepts, topics and debates is in any
sense exhaustive. All knowledge is partial and provisional, and this applies as much
to feminist as to malestream knowledge. Feminism is not one theoretical perspec-
tive within sociology, but a broad range of complex (and often contradictory) ideas.
However, feminist knowledge has made an important contribution to sociology and has
challenged the basic theoretical assumptions of malestream work, arguing that
sociological theories, methods and explanations need to be reconceptualised. It is with
developing and illustrating this argument that we are concerned in this book.

Feminism is not a unified movement. While all feminists are agreed that women
are subordinated and that it is necessary to develop strategies to liberate them, there
are fundamental disagreements about the causes of that oppression and the strategies
for achieving liberation. There are even disagreements about what the feminist project
is about and, indeed, what women are (or, as we shall explore throughout the book,
ifwomen as a category even exist). There are a large number of feminisms. In this book
we have tried to describe some of the main theories of relevance to sociology, but this
inevitably means that some feminist theories — such as psychoanalysis and feminist
literary theory — which have made a great contribution to understanding women's
experiences have been left out.

This problem of distinguishing between different feminist perspectives is not just
an academic one, but also a personal one. We have to try to identify ourselves as well.
In the last edition we described ourselves as Marxist feminists who had evolved into
socialist feminists — feminists who saw class and gender as carrying equal weight in
shaping our experiences of the social world, and also in how we make sense of those
experiences. This affected our interpretation of the material used in the book. We have
since then been influenced by the poststructuralist and postmodernist critique of
modernism and its associated theories —including those of Marxism and socialism. We
have also been influenced by the claim made by Black and post-colonial feminists that
Western feminism has been ethnocentric in its account of women’s lives. Our position
would now be a rather more eclectic one; while still seeing the need to take a funda-
mentally critical perspective on society, on sociology and on the issue of sexual
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difference (the difference between men and women), we are inclined to work more
from a diversity of theoretical perspectives, arguing that all of them contribute to our
understanding of the social world. Although we are of course aware that some ideas
are incompatible (structural-functionalism and postmodernism, for instance), we would
also argue that it is understanding rather than purity of theory that is of crucial
importance. This book is therefore centrally a contribution to documenting how
feminist sociology can enable us to better understand our lives.

[t is important that you, the reader, be aware of our position. We do not feel that
it is possible for us to detach ourselves from our theoretical perspectives and become
neutral reporters of other feminists’ arguments and research findings. It is important
that you are aware that we are not neutral, and that our view is that it is neither possible
nor desirable for anyone to be neutral. This lack of neutrality is especially important
for you, the reader, to keep in mind when we are evaluating the adequacy of work by
other feminists and sociologists.

Whilst feminist perspectives have had a considerable impact on sociology in
recent years, particularly in terms of the sociological consideration of topics such as
the body, sexuality, culture and lifestyle, recent debates in which feminist theory has
been engaged have tended to take place largely at academic conferences or in the
pages of scholarly journals. In this third edition we have aimed to provide a summary
of this recent scholarly activity, by integrating it into a revised and updated version of
the existing framework, hoping that it will be both accessible and stimulating to a
wide audience. Hence, this updated version is intended to be more comprehensive,
not only in its coverage of sociological topics (this edition features two new chapters
on sexuality and media culture) but also in the range of theoretical perspectives
and comparative material included, much of it written by international feminists and
sociologists. But we are also mindful of the extent to which many academics feel it
is undesirable to encourage students at any level to rely solely on a single textbook.
This third edition is thus intended to be more comprehensive and comparative in
its coverage of the feminist contribution to sociology, yet at the same time, seeks
to provide a guiding framework to stimulate and actively encourage further reading
on specific topics in more depth. For this reason, we have also included annotated
suggestions for further reading.

We hope you will enjoy reading the book and will learn from it. We have learned
much from writing it and have enjoyed the process. Feminism and sociology are
not academic subjects that are just to be learned, but ways of coming to understand
the society in which we live and our position in it. We hope that this book will stimulate
you to look at the world afresh and come to new insights.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction: feminism and the sociological
imagination

Setting the agenda

Despite long-standing criticism for its malestream orientation and bias, sociology
remains a relatively male-dominated discipline. This has fundamental implications for
its theories, methods, research and teaching. While the majority of students studying
the subject —as well as an increasing number of lecturers and researchers —are women,
women are found in senior posts less often than men. Female students tend to be
taught ‘malestream’ sociology and so are inducted into knowledge that plays a key
role in justifying the relatively disadvantaged structural position of (the majority of)
women, and in perpetuating the cultural inferiority of femininity. Similarly, what is
perceived as ‘mainstream’ sociological research and theory tends to be that which
male sociologists produce.

However, there has been some progress. Sociologists can no longer afford to
ignore sexual difference (a term used here to refer to the difference between men and
women as social subjects), and there is now some discussion within the discipline
about the changes needed for its malestream bias to be overcome. There is a steady
flow of books, journal articles and conference papers published by women writing
from feminist perspectives in sociology, and most academic social science publishers
have a Feminist, Gender Studies or Women'’s Studies list. However, much sociological
research continues to focus on men and boys, and to ignore women and girls or to
incorporate women but without modifying the theories that justified their subordinate
status. There is still a tendency in the social sciences, albeit a declining one, to gen-
eralise from male samples to the whole population, or to overlook the ways in which
sexual difference shapes the social world and our experiences of'it, and for textbooks
to ‘add gender in’ as an extra topic or chapter rather than fully incorporating research
findings on women and gender into each substantive area. There is also a tendency
for feminist thought to be seen as an addendum deserving one or two lectures, or
something that can safely be left to women to teach as an optional course, rather than
as a core element of the sociology curriculum.

The relative success of textbooks such as this indicates that there is a demand for
an alternative approach, however; one that places feminist contributions to sociology
at the heart of the discipline. It is now the case that in most Western countries few
courses in sociology could be designed without at least some recognition of feminist
perspectives, while journal articles and research designs are routinely required by their
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reviewers to problematise sexual difference, or to incorporate a perspective that at
least takes account of the differences between men and women. Indeed, in these
contexts, feminist perspectives are more developed and more influential in sociology
than in most other social science disciplines. So, much progress has been made.
Sociology nevertheless remains a relatively male-dominated academic discipline, and
in many parts of the world a feminist perspective is marginalised, missing from the
agenda completely, ridiculed or even treated with outright hostility.

Even within Western sociology, acceptance of the centrality of feminist per-
spectives has been far from universal. Indeed, a number of malestream responses
to feminist contributions can be discerned involving, at one extreme, ghettoisation
and, at the other, colonisation. By ghettoisation we mean the marginalisation of femi-
nist sociology as something that female lecturers can do or that should be taught
on Women’s Studies courses. While differences between men and women may be
accepted as important, gender is added on as another variable, along with class and
race; the serious challenge posed by feminists to malestream theories is ignored,
distanced or undermined. In the main, men do not teach on these courses — possibly
because they are not seen as prestigious enough or likely to lead to promotion
(Richardson and Robinson, 1994), or because sexual difference, and gender particularly,
continues to be seen as a ‘women’sissue’. The relatively small number of male students
taking courses on feminist theory or gender issues certainly seems testimony to this.
Perhaps the most problematic, enduring and frustrating response feminist approaches
to sociology have been met with in recent years, in this respect, has been one of apathy
from male academics, male students and from female students as well.

At the other extreme, we find what might be regarded as colonisation — the
development of Men’s Studies, and the argument that men need to study men in a way
analogous to the way in which women have claimed the need to study women. Victor
Seidler (1994), for example, has argued that problematising masculinity is central
to the development of social theory. In contrast, Dianne Richardson and Victoria
Robinson (1994) suggest that the development of Men'’s Studies may actually enable
men to avoid taking seriously the key issues about masculinity that feminists have
highlighted. They point out that Men’s Studies is concerned mainly with masculine
subjectivity rather than with research that would provide a greater understanding of
how men gain, maintain and use power to subordinate women. Indeed, Men’s Studies
is often conceived largely as a concern with liberating men (Seidler, 1994). As Jalna
Hanmer has suggested,

To conceive of the study of men to be about liberating men is to have little interest
in any area of social analysis that seriously critiques men as men, as part of the
problem, not just to women and each other but to society and our continuation
as a species.

(Hanmer, 1990, p. 29)

A related development in the last fifteen years or so has been the general trend,
in the UK at least, to rename Women'’s Studies ‘Gender Studies’ or to develop new
courses entitled Gender Studies instead. Indeed, some publishers have changed the
name of their lists from Women’s Studies to Gender Studies. What is interesting is that
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in many cases this has not changed the content of courses; rather the concern has
been to recognise that feminist research and theorising is not just about women and
for women, but must include an analysis of women in relation to men, and that if
women are to be liberated both men and women must change. However, in some
cases this change seemingly involves a failure to recognise the ways in which male-
stream disciplines, including sociology, have been implicated in the subordination
of women. Related to this, the move towards Gender Studies represents what might
be regarded as a de-radicalisation of women’s studies. The danger is that the key
insights and challenges to malestream sociology made by feminists will be diluted.
The central issue for feminists is not that sexual difference divides — that differences
between men and women need to be taken seriously —but that the subordination and
exploitation of women (albeit recognising differences and divisions between women)
needs to be explained. In other words, an awareness needs to be maintained that the
subjectivity of women has to be understood in a structural relationship with men —
a relationship shaped by difference and inequality.

The feminist challenge to malestream sociology is one that requires a radical
rethink of the content and methodology of the whole enterprise; one that recognises
the need not simply to see society from the position of women as well as from the
standpoint of men, but to see the world as fundamentally gendered. Indeed, it is
the feminist challenge to sociology that has been instrumental in triggering the now
almost taken-for-granted understanding that a variety of standpoints — gendered,
racialised, sexualised, embodied, ageing, and so on —need to be recognised, and that
we need not only to deconstruct human’into men and women, but also to deconstruct
these categories in themselves.

Thus many of the criticisms we have made above apply as much, if not more, to
questions of ethnicity, social class, disability and sexuality. Sociology is a discipline that
has been and continues to be dominated by able-bodied, white males who are middle
class by destination if not necessarily by origin. Women have come into the disci-
pline and challenged the relatively blinkered view of malestream sociology, but they
too have tended to be white, Western and largely middle class. Hence, many white
feminist sociologists have been criticised for their ethnocentric view of gender
relations, and for their failure to take adequate account of diversity amongst men and
women in relation to social class, age, sexuality, disability and global power dynamics.
Yet recognition of the sociological significance of these various forms of social identity,
and crucially of the interrelationships between them, has emerged — we would argue
—partly as a result of the space created by feminist research, theory and politics.

With this in mind, we examine in the various chapters that follow the contribution
that feminists have made and are making to sociology, but aim to do so in a reflexive
and constructive way. We aim to explore the society in which we live from a range of
feminist perspectives. In doing so, we have not aimed to provide an exhaustive
overview of the contributions of female sociologists — recognising, of course, that not
all (pro) feminist sociologists are women and that not all female sociologists are
feminists; nor have we sought to present a comprehensive summary of empirical
research findings. Rather, we have selected material that enables us to demonstrate
the contribution that feminism has made and is making to sociology, and also to
reflect on areas where there is more to be done. We have tried therefore to include
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comparative material where possible, including some of our own research. In doing
so we recognise that although some issues — such as women'’s oppression within the
family — are important global concerns for feminist sociology, such issues are also
contextual. This means that gender issues may well mean something different to
women in different parts of the world, and in different sectors of the same society. In
other words, the lived experience of structural similarities and differences is socially
and culturally specific.

Hence, although domestic violence, for instance, is often triggered by the
perception that a woman has ‘failed’ to fulfil her wifely duties, just what these wifely
duties are can vary considerably throughout the world. In some countries a woman
may be abused because her family has failed to supply a full dowry, whereas in other
societies women are attacked for failing to cook or clean, or manage the housekeep-
ing budget adequately. Many of the issues are the same; they are issues of power and
control, shaped by sexual difference. In Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union
women were not liberated by their entry into paid employment, although many
Western feminists drawing on a long tradition of liberal humanism had seen this as
the road to independence. Hence, although our focus here, in terms of the research
material we refer to in the book, is primarily on contemporary capitalist societies, we
have attempted to take a broad, comparative and reflexive approach to understand-
ing some of the similarities and differences in women'’s experiences and the sense
which sociology might make of them on a global scale, whilst recognising that much
more needs to be done —both politically and academically — in this respect.

As soon as we take the feminist criticisms of malestream sociology seriously we
realise that we need to ask different questions and that in order to answer them we need
to develop new concepts and theories; new ways of looking at and understanding the
world sociologically. This is because the malestream legacy contemporary sociology
has inherited from its ‘founding fathers’ in the main saw women’s roles as natural and
therefore did not investigate or problematise them; sociology was developed to
understand the public world of men and, hence, is often inadequate for investigating
the world that women inhabit and the relationships between men and women.
Questions such as: Why is it usually women who care for young children? Why are
there more male than female political leaders? Why do men rarely wear make-up,
at least in Western societies, whereas women are often expected to do so? become
key issues — sociological problems — requiring investigation and explanation. What
is required, we would argue, is for sociology to be rethought or re-imagined, from a
feminist perspective.

Gendering the sociological imagination

Sociology is about understanding the relationship between our own personal
experiences and the social structures we inhabit (Mills, 1954). However, in the 1960s
and 1970s women began to express the feeling that sociology did not relate to their
experiences, because it examined the world primarily from the perspective of men.
Indeed, existing theories and explanations could be challenged, they argued, if
the perspective of women was taken into account. The realisation of this failure of
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sociology to speak to the experiences of women, and its consequent inability to
theorise comprehensively, therefore led feminists to examine more closely why this
was the case; why sociology, despite its claims to neutrality, had a malestream bias.
Sociologist Dorothy Smith (1987) argued that this was because women’s concerns
and experiences were not seen as authentic, but subjective, while men’s were seen as
the basis for the production of ‘true’ knowledge. Consequently, sociological knowledge
portrayed women as men saw them, not as they saw themselves. Sociology also played
a key role in maintaining women’s subordinate and exploited position. While sociology
claimed to put forward a detached and impartial view of reality, in fact it articulated
a view from the perspective of men, so that women became the objects rather than
the subjects of the sociological imagination.

In this respect, it has been argued that women are relegated by sociology and
within a whole range of other academic disciplines to a more ‘natural’ role than men,
one defined by their biology and nature’, while men are seen more in terms of ‘culture’
and ‘civilisation’, resulting in a relationship between ‘cultured man’ and ‘natural
woman’. Following Simone de Beauvoir (1988 [1949]), French feminists in particular
have argued that, in this sense, women constitute the ‘Other’ against which culture,
society, rationality, and so on are constructed. Thus women are seen as gendered but
men are not (hence, sociology books, conferences and courses that focus on gender
are often seen as being primarily for women, and not of interest or direct relevance to
men). Men tend to be regarded as being part of universal rationality — those who
analyse and understand the world from a (social) scientific perspective — and women
are the ones who need explaining or ‘bringing in’. Yet, arguments for the ‘special’
perspective and understanding of women often reinforce this point of view.

Some feminists have argued that women have a unique outlook on the social
world, rooted in the ‘special’ nature of their experiences of the body, and particularly
of motherhood, which are different from those of men. Such feminists have therefore
concurred with other (more conservative) perspectives claiming that differences
between men and women are ultimately rooted in biology. Others argue that such
differences between men and women are largely socially constructed and should be
overcome, or at least their impact on men’s and women'’s lives ought to be minimised
(see Chapters 2 and 3).

Our own position is somewhere in between these two extremes, in that we regard
sexual difference as a socio-cultural construction. In our view, biological and physio-
logical differences are often used as the basis for an ideology of sexual difference, one
that serves to jjustify’ and hence maintain women'’s inferior social position. We would
argue that gendering is a process whereby biological differences are used post ~oc to
justify subordination and exploitation based on sexual difference, and are not the basis
of the original differentiation. This is not a fixed process but is culturally and socially
variable, so that ideologies of sexual difference need to be subjected to sociological
analysis.
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Ideologies of sexual difference

Feminists argue that malestream theories fail to meet the criteria for being accepted
as adequate and valid knowledge because they do not take account of men’s and
women’s different experiences of the social world. They in fact serve as an ideological
justification for the subordinate position of women, rather than a critique or an
explanation of it. By ‘ideological’ we mean a pattern of ideas (knowledge that is
regarded as ‘common sense’) —both factual and evaluative —which purports to explain
and legitimate the social structure and culture of a social group or society and which
serves to justify social actions which are in accordance with that pattern of ideas.
Ideology also shapes our everyday feelings, thoughts and actions. However, the
knowledge provided by an ideology is partial or selective and sometimes provides
contradictory descriptions and explanations of the social world. I[deologies, especially
dominant ones, also serve to construct certain aspects of the social world as natural
and universal and therefore unquestionable and unchangeable. Aspects of the social
world that are created as natural and universal by an ideology are thereby protected
from the charge of being socially produced.

There are a number of ideologies of sexual difference that do not necessarily
present consistent accounts but cohere together to form a ‘dominant ideology’. A
dominant ideology is more easily able to present its ideas as natural and universal
because it is produced and reproduced by those in positions of relative power. The
exclusion of women from positions of power and from the production of knowledge
has, feminists argue, meant that patriarchal ideology (male-dominated ideas) has
been able to present itself as universal knowledge. However, feminists have challenged
and continue to challenge patriarchal ideologies — that is, ideas that support male
supremacy — arguing that they are partial and distorting. But because men are in
positions of relative power (in politics or in the mass media, for instance) they are able
to marginalise feminist ideologies.

Ideology as we are using the term, then, is made up of a set of common-sense
beliefs or practical knowledge that form the basis for social action. For example, familial
ideologies in capitalist societies tend to present the nuclear family — of mother, father
and dependent children living as a household, with the man as economic provider and
the woman as the primary carer in the domestic sphere — as a natural (biologically
based) and universal institution. Alternative styles of living are represented as
deviations because they try to change that which is believed to be inevitable. However,
ideologies conceal the fact that they are socially constructed and benefit some groups
more than others. The nuclear family, with a gendered division of labour, serves the
interests of men as well as capitalist development, feminists have argued.

However, ideologies are not all encompassing; they can be opposed by sub-
ordinate social groups and forces and become subject to contestation and change.
Feminists challenge patriarchal ideologies by demonstrating their partial and distorted
view of the world, or by undermining them. Think of internationally renowned pop
star Madonna’s various attempts to parody patriarchal representations of feminine
sexuality as passive and servile, for instance, or of TV character Buffy the Vampire
Slayer’s physical strength and ingenuity. Whether we find these strategies convincing
or not, they are part of the culture of feminist challenges to patriarchal ideology.
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Patriarchal ideologies have the effect of disguising the actuality of male power. Men
defined themselves as powerful because of their ability to master nature — to be
dominant. Women, because of their biological role in reproduction, have traditionally
been defined as being closer to nature than men, thus justifying their domination by
men. Male ideology confirms and reinforces men’s dominant status by devaluing
women’s work and reproductive functions while at the same time presenting male
work as of social and economic importance. Masculinity (‘man’) is equated with the
public sphere; to be a man is to be a person who does important things outside of
the domestic sphere.

In some Eastern and Central European countries, women were expected to work
in the public sphere in the same way as men throughout most of the twentieth century.
However, this did not ‘Tiberate’ them in the way that Marxists and socialists assumed
it would, partly because of the patriarchal division of labour that continued in the home
and also because of patriarchal assumptions that pervaded the workplace and public
life. Therefore it is not simply a question of changing laws and putting women in the
same position as men. What is needed is an understanding of the structures of power
and the way in which the sex/gender system, and ideologies of sexual difference,
forms part of it. This means developing an understanding of the private as well as the
public sphere from a range of feminist perspectives.

Feminists have challenged the notion that biology is destiny, emphasising instead,
as Simone de Beauvoir put it, that ‘one is not born but rather becomes, a woman’
(1988, p. 295). They have argued that biological differences between men and women
do not explain their social roles and that these need to be understood as socially
constructed and in need of sociological explanation. While there may be anatomical
differences between males and females, what is important is the way these differences
are perceived and evaluated, the way boys and girls are socialised into what is seen
as appropriate gender behaviour, and what behaviour is expected and valued. Parents,
teachers and society in general both treat boys and girls differently and have different
expectations as to how they should behave. The expected behaviour of boys and
girls is both encouraged and reinforced by the adults with whom they come into
contact and the institutions of which they are members. Thus television programmes
and school reading schemes both show appropriate role models. Boys and girls who
do not conform to the appropriate role model are both chastised and ridiculed by
adults and by their peers. Boys who display what are seen as feminine traits are referred
to as ‘wimps’, and girls who behave in masculine ways as ‘tomboys’. While some girls
may actually welcome being referred to as tomboys, boys often dislike being called
‘sissies’, which is seen as a term of derision both in terms of gender and sexuality; boys
and young men tend to act to avoid any notion that they have what may be seen as
female traits (see e.g. Willis, 1977).

However, historical and anthropological research suggests that what is seen as
an appropriate role for men and women is specific to particular societies, or social
strata within societies, at particular times (Oakley, 1972). Different societies have
different images of what is appropriate behaviour for males and females, and these
also differ over time. There are important differences in the ways in which gender roles
are defined even within any given society either at different points in history or between
social and ethnic groups. Female sexuality, for example, can be seen as a source of
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untrammelled libido at one point in time or by one social group, and as completely
missing in other social groups or at other points in time. In the nineteenth century in
Britain and the USA, for example, white women were seen as having no sexual desires
at all, while Black women were seen as uncontrollably promiscuous (see hooks, 1992).
While working-class women were required to work long hours in paid employ-
ment, middle-class women were excluded from paid employment on the grounds of
their ‘biological weakness’. Explanations based on biological differences or biological
factors are therefore unconvincing. It is necessary for sociology to develop theories
that are adequate both for explaining gender divisions and for taking account of gender
differences.

The sex—gender distinction

Largely following Ann Oakley (1972), feminist explanations for inequalities based on
sexual difference have tended to make a distinction between ‘sex” and ‘gender’, one
that parallels a more general sociological separation of the biological from the social;
of ‘nature’ from nurture’. According to this distinction, while ‘sex’ refers to the biological
differences between males and females and provides the (pre-social) basis for gender
socialisation, ‘gender’ refers to the socio-cultural construction of roles appropriate to
men and women, and to the qualities and characteristics ascribed to being masculine
or feminine. To put it simply, biological sex is deemed to be an aspect of identity
a person is born with, whereas (social and cultural) gender is an identity we learn and
acquire through an ongoing (lifelong) process of socialisation. From this perspective,
we are born as human beings (males and females) who become socia/beings (gendered
subjects) in part through learning and acquiring a (socially acceptable) gender identity.
Feminists such as Oakley have argued that socially acceptable gender roles for
males and females are defined according to patriarchal ideology. In this respect,
the family, peer groups, education, work, religious and cultural beliefs and practices,
and particularly the mass media are all regarded as key agents of gender socialisation.
Hence, feminist approaches to understanding gender roles as shaped by the
‘sex—gender distinction’ tend to emphasise the role of social structures in shaping
gender socialisation and in constraining the identities into which men and women are
socialised.

More recent approaches have tended to emphasise not merely the role of social
structures in constricting men and women into a relatively narrow range of gender
roles, but also their capacity to exercise agency — to challenge and resist gender social-
isation and stereotypes. ‘Agency’ refers to the ability of individuals and groups to
think, speak and act as knowing subjects who are able to engage and interact with the
social world (including social structures) in a purposeful and meaningful way. In short,
an approach that privileges agency highlights the extent to which gender is not simply
something that is ‘done to us’ but rather something that we ‘do’ — an aspect of our
identity and behaviour in which we play an active part. Influenced largely by post-
structuralist and postmodernist perspectives some feminists developing this approach
— one that has come to be known as a ‘doing gender’ perspective —have argued that,
just as ‘gender’ is a social construct, so too is ‘sex’ —in other words, that sex is used as
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a justification for the subordination of a group, rather than providing any (pre-social)
basis for social differentiation.

Judith Butler (1990) in particular argued that feminists need to begin to understand
not simply the relationship between sex and gender as one that is shaped by a
distinction between the natural and the social, but rather between sex, gender and
sexuality, and that this relationship is far more complex than a simple nature—nurture
distinction would suggest. Rather than biology (sex) providing the foundation for
socially constructed gender, sexual difference (the differences between men and
women as social subjects shaped by sex, gender and sexuality) ought to be understood
as being shaped according to an ideological framework that Butler (1990) describes
as a ‘heterosexual matrix’. Drawing on de Beauvoir’s (1988, p. 295) earlier contention
that ‘One . . . becomes, a woman’, Butler argues that according to this matrix, males
are socialised as masculine and (hetero)sexually dominant, whereas females are
compelled to become feminine and (hetero)sexually passive. Butler (1993) also con-
tends that according to this ideological framework, biology (in the form of bodies) is
socially constructed in so far as the heterosexual matrix requires men and women
to present and ‘perform’ their bodies in particular (gendered) ways. Hence, feminine’,
(hetero)sexual women are not supposed to develop their muscles, whereas ‘masculine’,
(hetero)sexual men are often not permitted (in the West at least) to wear make-up. In
order to challenge, resist and ultimately undermine the ‘heterosexual matrix’, Butler
(1990) urges men and women to transgress these boundaries and to live outside of
gender by making what she terms ‘gender trouble’.

Postmodernist feminists also emphasise the differences between women, and
resist dividing the world into simplistic categories from which interests are supposed
to derive. Thus simple divisions between ‘black’ and ‘white’ or ‘male’ and ‘female’ are
not sufficient — we need, they argue, to take into account the complex cross-cutting
divisions based upon a variety of identities and differences. This means, however,
as Susan Bordo (1990) argues, that an endless process of fragmentation starts to
take place so that any coherent critique — including a discernibly feminist one — is
impossible. We would agree with this viewpoint and in the chapters that follow attempt
to explore some of the conceptual and theoretical insights of postmodern and
poststructuralist feminist perspectives, whilst remaining committed to the project of
a critical, feminist sociology.

The feminist critique of malestream sociology

Feminists from a range of theoretical perspectives have made a number of criticisms
of malestream sociology. These are based primarily on the view that:

1 sociology has been mainly concerned with research on men, and by implication with
theories and concepts that apply primarily to men’s lives;

2 research findings based on all-male samples are generalised to the whole of the
population;

3 areas and issues of concern to women are frequently overlooked or seen as
unimportant;
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4 when women are included in research they are often presented in a distorted and
stereotypical way;

5 when sex and gender are included in research they have tended to be just ‘added
on’,ignoring the extent to which the explanatory theories used are ones which have
justified the subordination and exploitation of women.

In summary, this means that there is at best no recognition that women’s structural
position and consequent experiences are not the same as men’s and that sexual
difference is therefore an important explanatory variable; at worst women'’s experi-
ences are deliberately ignored or distorted. Furthermore, the ways in which men
dominate and subordinate women are either ignored or seen as natural. Ann Oakley
(1982) has suggested that there are three explanations for this. These are that:

1 sociology has been biased from its origin;

2 sociology is predominantly a male profession; and

3 ideologies of sexual difference result in the world being constructed in particular
ways and in assumptions being made about how we explain differences between
men and women.

[tis evident that these three factors are interrelated. Sexist assumptions were built into
sociology from its origins and in many ways these still underline sociological theory
and research. Sociology as a discipline developed in the nineteenth century, and early
or ‘classical’ sociologists were primarily concerned with understanding political and
economic changes relating to the development of industrial capitalism. These changes
included the growth of factory production, new class divisions and relationships, the
growth of a politically conscious (male) working class and the extension of political
participation to more of the adult (male) population. A central aspect of this process
for women was the increased separation of home from work, the separation of
production from consumption and reproduction, and the development of an ideology
that ‘a woman’s place is in the home’. Women became increasingly associated with
the domestic (private) sphere of the home and with domestic relationships, and men
with the public sphere of politics and the marketplace.

Most sociologists concentrated on the public sphere of government and the
workplace and ignored the private sphere of the home and domestic relationships (see
Engels, 1972 [1884] for a notable exception). This was at least in part because the
division of labour between the public sphere (men) and the private sphere (women)
was seen as natural — that is, as having a biological, essential basis. The biologist
Charles Darwin indicated that

The chief distinction in the intellectual powers of the two sexes is shown by man
attaining to a higher eminence, in whatever he takes up, than woman can attain
— whether requiring deep thought, reason, or imagination, or . .. the use of the
senses and the hands.

(Darwin, 1871)

This meant that there was no reason for sociology to explain sexual difference; it
accepted biology as a pre-social given and therefore had no need to consider gender
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as an explanatory variable or to theorise the subordination and exploitation of women.
Women were consequently ‘hidden’ from the sociological gaze, both theoretically and
empirically.

Sociology has tended to ignore not just women, but the whole private sphere of
domestic relationships; areas of interest to women were not theorised and researched
in any sustained way until relatively recently. This means that sociology has failed
to develop analytical tools that can be used to understand the public and the private
sphere and the changing relationships between the two. While men have been seen
as inhabiting both spheres and indeed as mediating between the two, women have
tended until relatively recently to be seen primarily as inhabiting the private sphere,
even when they have paid employment outside of the home. Consequently, expla-
nations for men’s attitudes and behaviour are generally based on their position in
the public world (largely with reference to social class), while women’s are explained
largely by reference to their role in the private sphere as wives and mothers.

Towards a feminist sociology

The feminist challenge has meant that in many countries across the world, women’s
perspectives are seen as more important now than in the past. Sara Delamont (2003)
points out that opening up new topics, as well as creating new intellectual spaces and
definitions of ‘knowledge’, has been one of the main achievements of feminist
sociology. We can identify some areas of sociology that have been reconstructed as
a result of feminist contributions, some areas where there has been some impact, and
some areas where feminist ideas have yet to be recognised:

1 Areas of sociology which have been revived or reconstructed from feminist perspectives.
sexuality and the body; identity and difference; visual and cultural sociology.

2 Areas of sociology where feminist perspectives have made a significant impact: health and
illness; the family and domestic labour; work, employment and organisation;
education; crime and deviance; age and the life course; mass media and popular
culture.

3 Areas of sociology where feminist perspectives have not in the main been incorporated.:
social class and stratification; political sociology; social and sociological theory.

Feminists are not agreed on what is required to fill the gaps in existing theory and
research in sociology. We would suggest that there have been three broad responses:

1 integration
2 separatism

3 reconceptualisation.

We will deal with each of these in turn.

1
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Integration

This position sees the main problem as being the sexist bias in malestream sociology.
The task is seen as being to remove this bias by reforming existing ideas and practices
in sociology, to bring women in (by providing courses or module options on the
sociology of gender, or on ‘gender issues’, for instance) and thereby to fill in the existing
gaps in our knowledge. The way forward is to carry out research that incorporates
women in samples and to reform existing theories.

The major problem with this approach is that women are likely to continue to be
marginalised. They will become merely an addition to the syllabus (‘gender issues’ is
often regarded as ‘women’s issues’, for instance, and frequently opted for only or
primarily by female students) and lip-service will be paid to incorporating women into
research samples. Moreover, it leaves the basis of the discipline untouched; it fails to
challenge the assumption that the discipline is (or should strive to be) scientific, and
does not take into account feminist criteria on what counts as knowledge. For example,
this approach would leave unchallenged malestream assumptions about the division
between the public and the private, about the primacy of paid work, about class being
the fundamental division in society, and so on. Possibly most serious of all, it fails to
recognise that gender is not just a variable of differentiation, but that men subordinate
and exploit women and that sociology as a discipline has played a role in justifying that
exploitation and in perpetuating gender ideology.

Separatism

12

This position — associated largely with women’s studies — argues that what is needed
is what Dorothy Smith (1987) described as a sociology forwomen by women. Feminists
should not be concerned with trying to change the biases of existing sociology, but with
developing a sociological knowledge which is specifically by and about women.
Explicit recognition is given to the fact that the world is always seen from a particular
position or site and that women'’s perceptions are different from men’s. Furthermore,
gender — or rather sexual difference — is seen as the primary division in society; all
women are seen to share a common position because they are both exploited and
dominated by men. Feminist scholarship should be concerned with developing
theories and carrying out research on women that is of benefit to women. The strength
of this approach, apart from its gynocentrism (or woman-centredness), is that it tends
to be very multi- or even trans-disciplinary in its approach, drawing on feminist
contributions in psychology, literary theory, history, media and cultural studies, and
So on.

Its main problem, however, is that it tends to perpetuate the marginality of women.
Rather than trying to overcomes women’s marginalisation and exclusion from the
discipline (and from the academy generally), a separatist approach tends to celebrate
it. This means that malestream sociology is left to get on with the ‘real’ theorising
and research and continue to ignore women and feminist perspectives. Furthermore,
by ignoring men, important aspects of women’s social reality continue to be ignored,
including the ways in which men exploit, dominate and subordinate women in the
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public and the private spheres. Any analysis of women’s oppression must reflect on —
and attempt to challenge and resist — the role played in this by men and men’s interests.

Reconceptualisation

This position also recognises the need for sociological research by women and for
women, and the notion that women have different points of view from men, but also
emphasises that it is essential that sociology is reconstructed to take account of men’s
and women’s different experiences and of feminist perspectives. It recognises that it
is necessary for women to carry out research on men and boys as well as women and
girls and acknowledges that malestream sociological theories and research findings
can have an impact on feminist sociology as well as vice versa.

However, it rejects the view that all that is needed is to integrate feminist sociology
into existing sociological theory and research findings — that is, as it were, to fill in the
gaps in our knowledge and to tinker with the edges of existing theories. Instead, it is
seen as necessary to reconceptualise sociological theories; a total rethinking, rather
than partial reform, is necessary. This is both because existing theories are sexist
beyond reform by mere tinkering, and because feminist research actually challenges
assumptions and generalisations made on the basis of malestream research. Feminist
sociologists, for instance, have highlighted that Giddens’s (1991, p. 219) understand-
ing of the body as an integral element of the ‘reflexive project of the self’ seriously
underestimates the extent to which women’s bodies as projects continue to be more
reflective of partriarchal norms and values than reflexive expressions of a self-
determined individuality (Tyler and Abbott, 1998, p. 437). Similarly, the revised edition
of Daniel Bell's (1999) The Coming of Post-Industrial Society includes merely ‘a note on
women’ in the foreword, rather than a reassessment of the post-industrial thesis that
takes account of sexual difference.

What is needed is a total and radical reformulation of sociology so that it is able
to incorporate women adequately. In this sense, a feminist reconceptualisation of
sociology urges us to think critically and reflexively about our assumptions about
the nature of the social world, about the methods and methodologies we devise to
understand that world, about the concepts and theories we draw upon, and about
the perspectives we adopt in order to justify our knowledge and what we claim to
be ‘true’. Many feminists would argue that despite ongoing debates and criticisms,
malestream sociology has tended to take the latter more seriously than the feminist
contribution.

The major problem with this approach is that many malestream sociologists
are resistant to the view that there is a need for a feminist reconceptualisation.
Nevertheless, this is the position that we (the authors) advocate and have sought to
pursue in our own work, and while we recognise that this is an uphill struggle we think
that it is a necessary one if sociology as a discipline is to continue to provide any
meaningful critique of the social world.

13
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Conclusions

In this chapter we have argued that it is necessary for there to be a sociology from
the position of women and that if this is to become an integral part of sociology
then sociology itself needs to be reconceptualised. ‘Filling in the gaps’ by carrying out
research on women and tinkering with existing theories is not sufficient. Looking at the
world from a range of feminist perspectives means that we need to rethink sociology
and to challenge existing theories and research findings. In the rest of this book we
substantiate this, not only by explaining what feminist sociologists have found out but
also by demonstrating how this requires a rethinking of existing sociological
assumptions, methods, concepts and theories.

Finally, we want to point out that we have subtitled this book ‘feminist per-
spectives’, not ‘the feminist perspective’ or even ‘a feminist perspective’. This is because
there are a number of feminist perspectives considered here, not just one. In male-
stream sociology there are an increasingly complex range of competing theoretical
approaches — Marxist, Weberian, symbolic interactionist, ethnomethodological,
structural-functionalist and postmodernist, to name but a few of those most frequently
encountered. Feminist sociologists are also divided among these schools of thought;
what feminists have in common is a commitment to looking at the social world through
the lens of sexual difference. We go on to examine the main feminist perspectives in
the next chapter.

SUMMARY

14

What is needed is sociological theory and practice that recognises:

1 the importance of sexual difference (sex, gender and sexuality) as well
as class, ‘race’, age, disability and other forms of differentiation;

2 thatthe world needs to be understood as being shaped by these forms
of differentiation;

3 that social spheres such as the public and the private are not separate
worlds, but have been socially (economically) structured as such.
Instead, they are areas of mutual influence, and the relationship
between the two changes and needs explaining; and

4 the existing assumptions, concepts and theories of sociology need to
be reconsidered.



INTRODUCTION

FURTHER READING

Beasley, C. (1999) What is Feminism? An Introduction to Feminist Theory. London: Sage. This
introductory text outlines in a highly accessible way the complex and often conflicting ideas
shaping contemporary feminism. Overall, it is a clear and concise guide to contemporary
feminist ideas. [ts main weakness is perhaps its brevity —it is very much an introductory outline.
But in this sense, it provides a sound basis on which to explore the ideas introduced in more depth
elsewhere.

Delamont, S. (2003) Feminist Sociology. London: Sage. This book is a lively and engaging
exploration of the achievements of feminist sociology in theory, methods and empirical research.
One of'its main strengths is its consideration of the work of the ‘founding mothers’ of sociology,
as well as the contemporary opportunities and challenges posed by postmodernism. Its focus
is primarily Anglo-American, however.

Freedman, J. (2001) Feminism. Milton Keynes: Open University Press. This short book provides
a comprehensive introduction to some of the major debates within contemporary feminism,
focusing on the equality versus difference debate and considering a range of feminist
perspectives.

Macionis, J. and Plummer, K. (2002) Sociology: A Global Introduction. Second edition. London:
Prentice Hall. This is a comprehensive and engaging mainstream sociology text which takes a
global perspective, and which also incorporates a consideration of feminist contributions and
issues of sexual difference into every chapter.

Mills, C. Wright (1954) The Sociological Imagination. Harmondsworth: Penguin. This book is a
sociological classic and is an excellent introduction to the idea of thinking sociologically, and
to the concept of the sociological imagination — a way of thinking about the social world that
links individual, personal experience to its broader social context, and vice versa.

15



16

CHAPTER TWO

Feminist sociological theory

A feminist sociology is one that is not just or necessarily about women but one that
challenges and confronts the male supremacy that institutionalises women'’s inequality.
The defining characteristic of feminism is the view that women'’s relative subordination
must be questioned and challenged. This involves:

* feminist research (that attempts to document and describe the main social differences
and inequalities between men and women);

* feminist theory (that attempts to explain and account for these differences and
inequalities);

 feminist politics (that attempts to challenge and resist inequalities between men
and women).

Throughout this book, we are concerned with each of these aspects of feminism but
in this chapter particularly, our focus is on feminist theory.

Feminism proceeds from the view that women are oppressed and that for many
women this oppression is primary, whereas for others it is part of a multiplicity of
oppression. Women'’s freedom of action and expression is limited by the relative power
of men — because men, in the main, tend to possess more economic, cultural and
social resources than women. This is not to ignore the fact that there are differences
between women and between men, and indeed that these differences themselves
involve subordination and exploitation. Nor is it to suggest that differences are additive;
we recognise, for example, that race and gender articulate to produce a unique sub-
jectivity for Black women rather than simply ‘layers’ of oppression (see hooks, 1982).
Nonetheless we would point out that the traditional emphasis in sociology on the
state, economy and other public institutions as the main sources of oppression tend
to ignore power inequalities in ‘private’ institutions such as the family and in personal
relationships in both the public and the private sphere. Feminists have argued that
‘the personal is political’ — that is, that it is active agents who ‘do the oppressing” and
that it is necessary to give credence to women'’s concrete experiences of oppression
—ones occurring in personal, everyday encounters — as well as those at the collective
and institutional level. Feminist sociologists, then, are concerned to examine the
relationship between individuals and the social structure, between women’s everyday
experiences and the structure of the society in which we live, between men’s relative
power in interpersonal relationships and the ways in which that power is institution-
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alised in a range of societies. Feminist sociologists are also concerned to understand
the ways in which relationships between men and women, and between men and
between women, are changing, and to reflect on the causes and consequences of some
of these changes.

Feminist perspectives and sociology

In order to understand why sociology needs feminism it is necessary to understand
what sociology is trying to do as a discipline. It is concerned with providing an under-
standing of the social; to enable us to understand the social world we inhabit, and
our position within it — to develop and deploy the sociological imagination (see Chapter
1). Feminist sociological theory has pre-eminently been concerned with enabling
women (and men) to understand the subordination and exploitation of women. Without
taking account of the criticisms that feminists have made of traditional sociological
theory and reformulating these theories to take account of feminist perspectives,
sociology will continue to produce only limited accounts of the social world which,
feminists have argued, are complicit in the subordination of women.

As feminists and sociologists we want a reformulated sociology, one infused
by feminist ideas. However, one of the areas of sociology that has been most resistant
to change hasbeen theory —traditionally seen as a male preserve. Before we consider
feminist theories and the ways they enable us to think about the social world as a whole
(rather than just women’s experiences of it), we want to consider what sociological
theory is and what it means to ‘think sociologically’. Theory is the basis not just of
sociology, but of social science more generally. Theories shape the ways in which
we make sense of the world — the questions we ask and the range of answers that we
are prepared to accept. As John Scott (1995, p. xii) has pointed out, ‘sociology is a
theoretical enterprise’ — it is about making sense of the world in which we live — yet,
as we pointed out in Chapter 1, it is not just that the discipline has ignored sexual
difference (the difference between men and women as social subjects), but rather
that it has been complicit in justifying subordination and exploitation based on these
differences. Theory is also the area that has been slowest to change — to take the
feminist critique seriously.

While empirical sociology has by and large begun to recognise the need to
incorporate differences between men and women into research designs, malestream
theorists tend to remain relatively silent on sexual difference and on the contribution
of feminist thought to sociology and social theory more generally. Rob Stones’s (1998)
Key Sociological Thinkers includes only three chapters (out of 21) on female (in this
case, feminist) theorists, and only three chapters written by women. A similar text,
Profiles in Contemporary Social Theory (Elliott and Turner, 2001) includes only five
chapters (out of 34) on female theorists, and only nine chapters written by women.
These omissions not only marginalise and devalue the contribution that female
sociologists (both feminist and non-feminist) have made to sociological theory, they
also perpetuate the myth that theory is ‘difficult’, and is something that only men can
do well. They also reinforce the view that theory is an account of the thoughts of great
men rather than an attempt to develop ideas that enable us to understand and influence
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the world in which we live. Furthermore, it demonstrates that male sociological
theorists have not recognised the need to reformulate theory to take account of the
critique made by feminist sociologists. It is in the area of theory, then, that we can
perhaps see the greatest resistance within sociology to the challenge made by feminists
to the phallocentrism (male centredness) of the discipline. However, as feminists,
we remain committed to the development of a reformulated sociology that is able to
theorise the social world adequately, for women as well as for men.

An invitation to feminist sociology

18

When we (the authors) first started sociology, we each of us found that we did not
really understand what we were supposed to be learning, but we also felt that what
we were doing was not just interesting but exciting. We were being asked to look at,
make sense of, and ask questions about the society in which we lived, in ways that
had not necessarily occurred to us before, and we found the tentative answers put
forward by sociologists challenging — they made us think about society and social
relations in new ways and provided a much clearer and much more interesting
set of answers than we had come across before. We were being invited to grasp
what Charles Wright Mills (1954) called ‘the sociological imagination’ (see Chapter 1).
[t was not easy to come to understand how to think sociologically, and indeed
each of us is still learning, but we certainly came to a new perspective, a new way of
thinking and, equally importantly, we began to ask new’ questions about the social
world.

Our concern in this chapter particularly, but in the book as a whole, is to explore
what it means to ‘think sociologically’ from a range of feminist perspectives. In Chapter
13 we shall look at questions relating to the status of feminist knowledge, but the
focus of this chapter is on the plurality of feminist perspectives — frameworks for
understanding and making sense of social relations, which is the subject matter of
sociology.

Sociology is of interest to us all because it is about subjects that concern us all in
our everyday lives: media culture, crime, families, work, education, race relations,
class, gender, political behaviour, and so on. These are issues of general concern, the
frequent topics of newspaper articles and news broadcasts, the subjects of novels and
plays. Sociologists, including feminist sociologists, explore these issues and try to
provide answers to the kinds of questions we commonly ask, for example: How do
images of ‘perfect bodies’ in the mass media — in advertising or in films, for instance
— affect us? Why do some people commit crimes and not others? Why does getting
married continue to be so popular, even in societies in which divorce is relatively
common? Why do people do the jobs they do? Why do some people become political
leaders and not others? We also ask these questions in relation to our own lives: Why
do [ feel conscious about my body size and shape? Why didn’t I get that job? However,
the questions feminist sociologists ask often take a different slant: Why are women
more likely than men to develop an eating disorder? Why do so few women commit
crime? Why do more women than men tend to experience poverty on divorce? Why
are most secretaries women, most engineers men? Why are relatively few women
involved in politics?
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When we answer these questions we do not just look at ‘the facts’; mere
description can only tell us that something is the case, not why it is the case. When we
try to say ‘why’, we are going beyond the facts; we are trying to explain them. Doing
this, we are using and developing theories. In explaining to ourselves what is going on
in our lives we often use ‘common sense’; we justify our answers by saying that ‘it
stands to reason’, or ‘it is common sense’ and ‘everyone knows that. We do not ask
ourselves what our theory is and where it comes from, nor do we try to refute our own
conclusions. Common-sense theories frequently ‘blame the victim’ — divorced women
are living in poverty because they would rather live on state benefits than take a job;
women make good secretaries because they have nimble fingers, and are naturally
more obedient and diligent than men; women don’t become political leaders because
they are too ‘soft’ and not rational or competitive enough to cope with the respon-
sibility. Of course, sociologists share some of these common-sense views — they are
members of society whose experiences and expectations shape their own beliefs —but
they try to go beyond them, to draw on their sociological knowledge and research to
construct theories which provide a more sophisticated understanding of the social
world as a complex totality, and which are not based merely on taken-for-granted
assumptions and values, but instead seek to challenge them.

The insights of sociology

As feminist sociologists we do not want to reject sociology and the insights it provides
us with; what we want to do is develop a feminist sociology. What defines sociology
is not what it studies but ~ow: the sociological perspective is a distinctive way of look-
ing at the social world. It is concerned with the patterned regularities in social life
and rejects the view that these can be explained adequately by reference to the biology
or psychology of individuals. This is not to say that biological or psychological
explanations are wrong, but that on their own they are inadequate. It is not possible,
sociologists argue, to understand the social purely by reference to characteristics that
are presumed to be inherent (pre-social) in the individual, nor by reference to the
psychological qualities of individuals. Yet this is how we often explain things to
ourselves. We perceive that it is natural’ to grow up and fall in love, for example. In
Western cultures, we grow up to assume that we will marry the person we fall in love
with, or at least make them our long-term partner, whereas in communities in which
arranged marriages are more common, the natural’ assumption is that we will grow
to love and respect the person we marry, or that marriage and love are separate but
somewhat inevitable aspects of adult life. These assumptions, that we learn and acquire
through processes of socialisation, mean that we come to perceive non-married adults
—particularly women, for whom marriage and the family are often seen as the primary
role — as having somehow ‘failed’ or deviated in this respect.

Sociologists challenge these seemingly common-sense assumptions about what
is ‘normal’ and natural” as explanations and argue that they are inadequate because
they do not take into account the ways in which the structures of society and our social
interactions with others influence and shape us. Sociologists point out that we need
to question these taken-for-granted explanations and then construct more adequate
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explanations — theories that help us to understand and make sense of what is going
on, to look beneath the surface, to be sceptical and to have a questioning mind. What
is necessary is to develop feminist sociological perspectives that enable women to
become fully integrated into sociological understanding.

Once particular explanations have begun to dominate theoretical debates, other
perspectives tend to challenge them and formulate alternative ideas, and so new
theories evolve and begin to establish themselves. Hence, new ways of understanding
and explaining the world tend to emerge from a critique of existing ideas. In this sense,
sociological theory is always provisional and partial, because theory is never ‘perfect’
or ‘total’, and because the social world is constantly changing — if we had complete
understanding we would have no more need for sociology. In the same way, if we
knew the truth about everything in the natural world we would have no more need
for biology or physics or chemistry, but we know that this isn’t possible because, like
the social world, the natural world is complex and constantly changing. We would
suggest that while many substantive areas in sociology have recognised the need to
take feminist critiques seriously, there has not been the same awareness of a need
to reformulate sociological theory in the same way. Feminist theory has been seen
as concerned with explaining the specific position of women, rather than as meta- or
mainstream sociological theory. We would argue that it is much more than this, even
if the position of women has been a central concern. Once the feminist critique of
conventional sociology is taken seriously, and feminist theories are given careful
consideration, it becomes evident that sociological theory as a whole needs to be
reformulated.

In his book The Sociological Imagination C. Wright Mills (1954) provides one of
the best accounts of what it is to grasp the sociological imagination, the relationship
between biography and history, and to recognise the inadequacy of individualistic
explanations. The sociological imagination should enable us to grasp that personal
troubles are frequently social ills, that what we perceive as social problems can only
be understood and explained fully when we examine social, political and economic
factors —when we look for social explanations. Think, for instance, of women’s position
in the labour market and the systematic way in which women are concentrated in jobs
that have a lower status and lower remuneration than men (see Chapter 9). This cannot
be explained simply by reference to the characteristics of individual women; we have
to consider structural factors that shape women’s experiences. In this respect, we
have to consider the relationship between structure (the constellation of social institu-
tions, organisations and practices that shape our behaviour) and agency (the capacity
of individuals to act) in shaping our experiences of, and positions within, the social
world. Many women might choose to work part-time, for instance (and hence exercise
agency), but they exercise that ‘choice’ within the context of structural constraints (a
relative lack of availability of state-provided or funded childcare, inflexible working
arrangements, ideologies of gender and so on).

Sociology, then, is about understanding the relationship between our own
experiences and the social structures we inhabit. Students are often resistant to
sociology because they feel that it denies that they and other people have ‘free will’
— that it takes away from people the responsibility for their actions and suggests that
we are totally constrained by factors over which we have no control. Sociology is not
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the only subject in danger of reductionism and determinism; biological and psycho-
logical explanations can be equally reductionist. Biology and psychology tend to blame
the “victim’s’ biology (genetic make-up) or psychological constitution for social or
psychological ‘problems’ (phenomena in need of explanation); sociologists tend to
shift the blame to outside the individual, to external factors (as indeed do some
psychological perspectives — behaviourism, for instance).

Thus there is a tension between acknowledging the power of social structures, and
giving due allowance to individual variation in human behaviour. To grasp the full
complexity of individual social behaviour and to discover the underlying patterns
of similarity which may link them together requires a theory that can explain how
the moral imperatives of ‘society’ are translated into the norms and standards that
form the guidelines for people’s lives. We are socially determined and yet determining;
we are acted on and yet we act. This tension between agency (underpinning life
choices) and structure (shaping life chances) is one of the issues that distinguishes
different sociological and indeed feminist perspectives; some give more weight to
structures emphasising the constraining effects of social structures on individuals and
groups, and others give more weight to agency, stressing the ways in which we act on
the world and in the process have the capacity to change it. Others have developed
theories that attempt specifically to understand the relationship between these two
aspects or dimensions of the social world, describing the dynamic relationship between
structure and agency in terms of ‘structuration’ (see Giddens, 1991).

The historical context of sociology

To understand fully the sociological imagination and the contemporary theoretical
debates in sociology and feminism, it is necessary to understand the historical devel-
opment of sociology as a discipline. Although men and women have always asked
questions about, and tried to understand and explain, society and social relations,
sociology as a distinct discipline developed only in any coherent and purposeful way
in the nineteenth century. It arose during a particular intellectual and social period
in the history of European societies that has subsequently come to be known as
‘modernity’. The changes that took place in European societies during the course of
the nineteenth century, and which have since become more global, resulted in the
social transformation of those societies. Three specific developments are crucial:

1 the scientific revolution which started in the sixteenth century;
the development of Enlightenment thought during the eighteenth century, culminating
in the French Revolution; and

3 the industrial revolution which started in the late eighteenth century in England, and
which provided the foundation for the development of modern capitalism.

Sociology is seen as a reaction to each of these developments, but also as a
fundamental contributor to the ongoing social, economic, political and intellectual
movements that developed as a result. In essence, sociology as an intellectual project
—that is, as a set of concepts and ideas that sought to make sense of the ascendancy
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of science, the impact of the European Enlightenment and the development of
capitalism — can be understood as part of a body of ideas that are thought of as
‘modernist’. Modernist thought rejects religious doctrine as the guarantor of truth and
replaces it with a commitment to rationality, reason and science — values that under-
pinned early (nineteenth-century, or post-Enlightenment) forms of sociology.

The scientific revolution made possible an unprecedented understanding and
control of the natural world. Sociologists thought that the methodology of the natural
sciences would make it possible to understand and control the social world also.
Enlightenment thought led to the dominance of ideas of progress and of liberty and
individualism. As well as the scientific method, sociologists took on the idea of progress
but reacted against the emphasis on individualism, stressing the importance of the
collectivity and the interrelationship and interdependence of members of society.
The industrial revolution and the development and growth of industrial capitalism
resulted in dramatic social and economic changes stemming largely from the
separation of work and home (the public and the private) — urbanisation, new class
relationships, paid employment, the economic dependence of women and children,
and so on. Sociologists wanted to understand and explain these changes. In doing
so, they also suggested ways in which societies could be reformed and the whole
modernisation process could be ‘mastered’.

Some sociologists and feminists argue that the late twentieth century witnessed
a further transformation, into a ‘post-modern’ society, and that new postmodern
theories, are necessary to make sense of what is happening as a result. The post-
modern condition is seen as arising from a variety of social and cultural changes that
took place in the latter part of the twentieth century — rapid technological change,
shifting political concerns, globalisation, the creation of a knowledge society, and
the rise of new social movements, for instance. Postmodernism rejects the ideas of the
Enlightenment, of progress, of scientific truth and the possibility of universal, totalis-
ing theories (or ‘metanarratives’ — Lyotard, 1984) — theories such as Marxism which
claim to explain everything and to have the sole explanation, often with reference to
one particular determining factor, capitalism. Instead, postmodern theorists argue that
there are no metanarratives, no notions of progress and no single history — there are
different histories and multiple truths, rather than one foundational, universal truth.
Many different and equally authoritative voices and orientations are possible in the
post-modern world. Postmodernism therefore questions the foundationalism and
absolutism of modernism — it challenges both positivistic and humanistic approaches
to social science. Postmodernism rejects the declaration of difference between natural
and social sciences — even Marxism, postmodernists point out, did not challenge the
status of scientific knowledge but argued that social-scientific knowledge was equally
as good as natural science, but different.

Feminists, too, have questioned many of the epistemological foundations of
Western thought and argued that modernist knowledge, in the name of objectivity
and truth, has subordinated and subjugated women. Some feminists have argued that
feminism and postmodernism are therefore natural allies, as both have been critical
of modernist thought — and there are a substantial number of feminists who identify
themselves as postmodernist accordingly. However, others have indicated that total
relativism and the abandonment of theory are as problematic for feminism as for
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sociology. Postmodernism, in their perception, challenges the very enterprise of both
sociology and feminism —which is not just understanding what is going on but changing
the social world, achieving progress by acting on the world on the basis of a ‘truth’
position.

Theory and theorising

In some ways, we are all theorists. Everybody thinks, everybody has ideas — not just
experts and intellectuals. We all analyse and interpret in order to make sense of what
is going on around us. Theories are how we try to explain, and make sense of, the
social world. What is the difference, then, between our everyday, common-sense
theories and sociological theory? Broadly speaking, in social science we tend to call
an explanation a ‘theory’ if it is open-ended, open to new evidence, capable of modi-
fication and improvement, and clear about the way its concepts are formed. However,
there is no absolute distinction in social science between science (knowledge based
on disinterested explanation) and ideology (knowledge which reflects particular
interests). Marxism, for instance, is both a theory and an ideology in so far as it tries
to explain how society works, but also provides a guide for action. The same point
applies to feminism and many of the others ‘isms’ within sociology.

All sociologists try to think theoretically, and social or sociological theories
(including feminist ones) can be distinguished from our common-sense, everyday
understandings and explanations in the following ways:

1 theory attempts to be systematic about explanations and ideas — it attempts to be
internally logical and coherent,

2 it attempts to provide adequate explanations — that is, it tries to take account of
competing explanations, different viewpoints, and so on and to /ocate particular
phenomena within a totality — to see ‘the whole picture’;

3 itis open to refutation and critique.

A theoretical perspective is a lens through which the social world is ‘seen’, one that
makes theorising (explaining and making sense of what is going on) possible. A
theoretical perspective helps us to ask questions and to think about what we might need
to answer those questions, directs us to the material (‘evidence’) we need and suggests
how best to interpret and explain things. Sociology is always theoretical and sociol-
ogists adopt different theoretical perspectives.

From a narrow scientific view, a theory is a series of properties that describes a
set of observations. Theories summarise and organise what we know about the world.
A theoretical perspective, however,

1 suggests the types of question we should be asking and draws our attention to certain
kinds of events rather than others (those we define as ‘problems’ — phenomena in
need of explanation) — e.g. feminist sociologists ask the question “‘Why do women
tend to do more housework than men?’;

2 provides us with the concepts to use in our analysis and accounts of our observations
of social life — e.g. gender ideology, division of labour;
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3 provides us with ways of answering questions in the form of orienting assumptions and
guides to observation —e.g. feminist sociologists assume that the gendered division
of labour is something that needs to be explained;

4 helps us to interpret what we observe — theory structures the process of perception
— e.g. feminist sociologists explain the gendered division of labour as the outcome
of patriarchal and/or capitalist processes;

5 involves value judgements about what social scientific knowledge is for and how it
is to be applied to social life.

Thus sociological (and feminist) theories provide answers to ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions
but they do not necessarily agree on the answers to these questions, or even what the
questions themselves should be. Just as we can disagree on how something is to be
explained in our day-to-day lives, so sociologists (and feminists) disagree when they
are explaining the same thing. This is because ‘facts do not speak for themselves’;
they have to be explained, and it is theory that enables us to understand them.

Furthermore, what the facts are is not always self-evident. Take, for example,
the question, ‘What counts as crime?’: this might seem self-evident at first, but on closer
examination we realise that it is not. For example, is ‘crime’ all behaviour that breaks
the law, oris it only that behaviour which islabelled as ‘criminal’ — and, if so, by whom?
Even when the facts are straightforward, no amount of observation and data-gathering
will explain them. For example, in Britain statistics on birth are probably almost totally
reliable. It is very difficult not to register the birth of a baby. However, no amount
of collecting and dissecting birth statistics will lead to an explanation of fluctuations
in the birth rate. Description alone will explain neither the fluctuation or how it relates
to other events and processes — e.g. the economic situation, the proportion of the
population marrying, the infant mortality rate, and so on.

Sociologists (and feminists), then, develop theories that enable them to make
sense of the social. Theories make sense of the facts — they interpret them for us. In
sociology, theories are used to provide arguments about how society should be viewed
and how the ‘facts’ should be apprehended and ordered. Facts alone cannot resolve
theoretical disputes, because theories are explanations of the facts. Even when there
is agreement as to what the facts are, they can be used to support different theories;
two theories may be incompatible with each other and yet agree on what the available
facts are.

Theories, then, direct us to what evidence to look for and then enable us to make
sense of the facts that we have collected. This does not mean that facts and factual
knowledge are not important for sociological understanding. It is important that
sociological and feminist theories are open to refutation — that facts can refute our
theories — and that theories take the facts fully into account. There is a complex rela-
tionship between fact and theory and disagreement over what is to count as a ‘fact’,
as valid evidence or data. Theories guide us as to what counts as evidence. When we
describe the relationship between two events as causal we are making a theoretical
statement, not a factual one; we are explaining and interpreting, not describing.

Sociological and feminist theories are attempts to explain social life, and they
comprise sets of logically connected ideas that can describe and explain social reality
and be validated/refuted by evidence. Each of these approaches answers the questions
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(1) ‘What is the nature of social reality?” (answers to this question are what we call
‘ontologies’ — theories of existence or being) and (2) ‘How can we know about it?’
(answers to this question are what we call ‘epistemologies’ — theories of knowledge,
see Chapter 13). When social scientists develop theories, their epistemology or theory
of knowledge is often determined by the ontological position they take; that is, their
understanding of the nature of reality. Broadly speaking, four ontological perspectives
can be discerned within sociology. These are:

positivist
idealist

realist, and
postmodernist.

B W N

Positivism

A positivist approach sees continuity between the natural and social sciences, with
society existing as an analytic reality. Social structures and social processes are seen
as comparable to those of the natural world and can be studied by the same methods
and according to the same values as are used in the natural sciences. The sociologist’s
task is to collect empirical evidence — social facts — and on the basis of this to explain
and predict the social world. Sociologists construct theories that comprise general
statements about relationships existing in the (real) social world. A positivist approach
therefore emphasises that the sociologist should study the social world in much the
same way as a geologist might examine rock formations, or a chemist might study
chemical reactions — as neutral, impartial observers. For a positivist, then, values such
as objectivity, reliability and validity are seen as crucial in making convincing claims
to scientific knowledge.

Idealism

The idealist approach sees social life as the product of human consciousness
(subjectivity) — of the meaning that human beings give to their conduct rather than as
an external (objective) reality. The sociologist’s task is to explain the ideas, beliefs and
motives of social actors —to interpret the meaning of social events. Sociology’s subject
matter is the meaning of social-historical reality. This approach rejects the view that
the methods of the natural sciences are appropriate for sociologists, emphasising for
instance the extent to which the social world is complex and messy; that inanimate
entities such as rocks and chemicals cannot attribute meaning to their experiences,
nor can they exercise agency or engage in social interaction — all key concerns of the
sociologist.
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Realism

In contrast, the realist approach argues that there is an external (objective) social
reality, but that it is not immediately (subjectively) apprehensible. The task of the
sociologist is to uncover underlying social structures — the reality that underpins and
explains particular events. Sociology is seen as an empirically based, rational and
objective discipline, but realists make a distinction between explanation and prediction
and see the primary object as explanation. Realist sociologists explain why something
happens by showing how and by what means it occurs.

Postmodernism

26

A postmodernist approach argues that there are only interpretations — ‘readings’ — of
social texts (phenomena capable of multiple meaning and interpretation), that there
is an indeterminacy and heterogeneity of actual meanings and meaning-productions.
Like the idealist approach it rejects the ideals of objectivity and neutral judgement
and argues that such ideas are the creation of social beings rather than the (more or
less adequate) representations of material reality. However, postmodernists reject the
idea that in order to know about the social world we need to transcend our own
position so as to achieve objective knowledge, emphasising instead that all knowledge
is situated, partial and provisional; in other words, relative. Whereas modernists tend
to argue that objective knowledge can be obtained, in principle at least — and that
scientific knowledge is thereby objective as opposed to the everyday subjective
knowledge of ‘lay people’, for postmodernists subjectivity cannot be transcended even
in principle — there is no objective ‘view from outside’. Furthermore, given the multi-
plicity of subject positions and the ways human beings make and continuously remake
meaning in the world, so that there are endless ‘points of view’, claims to the discovery
of universal, foundational ‘truth’ are seen as meaningless.

Sociologists (and feminists), then, disagree about what valid sociological knowledge
is, and about how that knowledge can best be obtained and defended. Thus sociology
and feminism are characterised by fierce and open debates about intractable and
important questions. Students have traditionally been introduced to sociological theory
via a ‘schools of thought’ approach, each perspective being seen as internally coherent
and as rejecting the validity of other approaches. However, there has been a move
more recently in sociology (largely since the impact of postmodernist thought on the
discipline in the past decade or so) to accept that all theories, all understandings,
all explanations are provisional and partial, and perhaps that they provide different
(compatible rather than competing) versions of ‘truth’. Although, as we noted above,
some explanations continue to be seen as more important, more authoritative and
therefore more ‘truthful’ than others —namely malestream rather than feminist theories.

In sum, sociologists and feminists do need a framework that enables them to
make sense of the social world, to make it meaningful and intelligible. There is no
one sociological or feminist perspective, but a set of interrelated theories all providing
provisional and partial accounts. Some of them provide competing explanations, but
others provide (compatible) understandings of different aspects of social reality and
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social processes and enable us to make some theoretical sense of what is going on in
the social world, however we conceptualise it.

Feminist theory

There are a wide variety of feminist views regarding the relationship between feminism
and malestream social, political and cultural theory. As Chris Beasley puts it:

They range from a perspective which considers feminism and mainstream theory
to be compatible and quite similar, to an approach which sees feminism as break-
ing down the very categories that are used in traditional theory. ... However,
the critique offered by feminism — that is, the viewpoint that there is something
inadequate and unjust about traditional theory — is more straightforwardly
encapsulated than what feminism offers as the alternative. What feminism actually
offers, beyond its initial criticism of existing thought, is very diverse. And so the
question remains, ‘what is feminism?’

(Beasley, 1999, pp. 14-15)

Feminism, like sociology, is a theory — a world view. However, it is not a unified
one; feminists do not agree on the ways in which we can explain women'’s subordi-
nation or on how women can be emancipated, or even on what constitutes oppression.
As Alison Jagger (1983, p. 353) has put it, ‘there are many ways of being a feminist’.
Indeed, by the close of the twentieth century, Western feminism could no longer be
divided simply into the general categories of liberal, radical and Marxist traditions — if
indeed, it ever could. ‘Many other approaches, drawing upon an increasingly eclectic
and sometimes rather inaccessible range of social and political theories, became a
feature of academic feminism at least’ (Beasley, 1999, p. 65).

Hence, there are now a large number of feminist perspectives, and feminist
sociology draws on a wide range of disciplines, so that any attempt to classify femi-
nist theories is fraught with problems. Also, the impact of postmodern thought
on sociology means that theoretical perspectives that might previously have been
regarded as incompatible (Marxist and radical feminisms, for instance) have in some
ways begun to cross-fertilise. Similarly, the assumption that sociologists adhered to
one particular theoretical perspective and so rejected all others out of hand has also
been largely disregarded. Any system of classification is therefore arbitrary and
incomplete. It is arbitrary because we force ideas into a category, one with which
feminist theorists themselves may not identify, and describe a given position as if it
were totally unified rather than representing a range of ideas that show some broad
agreement, or that share certain concepts and influences in common. It is incomplete
because our categories do not incorporate all feminisms (psychoanalytic and
existentialist feminisms, for instance, have not been included here as, to date, their
impact on sociological thought has been relatively limited).

Early second wave feminism (in the 1960s and 1970s) emphasised the role of
structural and material factors in understanding women'’s oppression, whereas more
recent approaches (largely since the 1980s) have shifted the feminist focus to symbolic
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and representational issues, addressing questions of power, knowledge and subjec-
tivity. This has led some feminists to argue that the arts, humanities and philosophy
have replaced sociology as the major arenas in which feminist theorising takes place.
In part, we hope to counter this claim by demonstrating the breadth and depth of
ideas that feminists have contributed to sociology in recent years, and by outlining the
ways in which feminist thought has been shaped by an engagement with ongoing
theoretical debates within the discipline. We are not therefore stressing the primacy
of any one theoretical perspective, but try to show the strengths and weaknesses of
each. The epistemological foundations of different feminist positions are explored
more fully in Chapter 13.

We have identified seven feminist perspectives: liberal, Marxist, radical, dual-
systems, postmodernist, critical, Black/post-colonial. We also consider post-feminism
here (as both an empirical claim, and a theoretical disposition). All these perspectives
address the question of what constitutes the oppression of women, how that oppression
might be explained, and all suggest strategies for overcoming it. All argue that women
are oppressed but they differ in their explanations of the ‘cause’ of this oppression and
their suggested strategies for overcoming it. In brief, liberal feminism is concerned
to uncover the immediate forms of discrimination against women and to fight for legal,
educational and other reforms to overcome them. Marxist feminists argue that the
family is a key site of women’s oppression on a global scale and that the struggle
for gender emancipation is an integral part of the struggle against capitalism. Radical
feminists see male control of women (patriarchy) as the main problem and argue that
women across the world must fight to free themselves from this control. Dual-systems
feminists argue that women'’s oppression is both an aspect of capitalism and of
patriarchal relations. An end to capitalism, they argue, will not lead automatically
to the emancipation of woman (hence, gender inequalities in socialist or communist
societies) — women also need to fight to free themselves from control by men.
Postmodernist/poststructuralist theories argue that we need to deconstruct the
binary oppositions through which women are constructed as socially inferior. They also
argue that rationality, and therefore sociology, is a product of a masculine (phallo-
centric) attempt to objectify and control the world. Materialist/critical feminists
argue that women as a social group are exploited and subordinated by men as a group,
and that sexual difference (the social differences between men and women) provides
merely the ideological justification rather than the foundation for this exploitation.
Black and post-colonial feminists argue that a feminist perspective needs to take into
account the impact of race and racism, as well as issues of global power relations,
migration and colonialism in understanding women'’s oppression, and to be more
reflexive about ethnocentrism within (white, mainstream) feminism.

Feminist theories differ, then, according to the ways in which they explain the
subordination of women, and the different theories mean that feminists working
from different perspectives tend to be interested in different aspects of the social world,
to ask different questions and to come to different conclusions. This will become
evident as you read this book, when we look at specific aspects of men’s and women’s
lives. One key concern that unites these otherwise disparate perspectives is the
meaning and significance of sexual difference: the difference between men and women
as social subjects.
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Feminist debates on sexual difference

As Chris Beasley (1999, p. 15) notes, ‘sexual difference is inevitably of some importance
in feminism given feminists’ inclination to consider the subject of “women” —a group-
ing identified by sex differentiation’. Broadly speaking, sexual difference refers to
the difference between men and women as social subjects, and not merely to biological
differences between males and females, or to gender differences between masculinity
and femininity, and is thought, by most feminists, to be one of the primary forms
of social stratification. Seyla Benhabib (1992, p. 152) defines sexual difference as ‘the
social-historical, symbolic constitution and interpretation of the differences between
men and women'’. Chris Beasley outlines four approaches to understanding sexual
difference within feminism. We would describe these as:

1 humanism

2 gynocentrism

3 postmodernism, and
4 critical feminism.

Humanism

Humanist feminists who emphasise not difference but ‘sameness’ argue that, as rational
social beings, men and women are essentially the same and hence, are engaged
in reworking what they regard as defective, ill-conceived, biased or ideological repre-
sentations of women in social theory and society. These feminists argue that men and
women are human beings, but that women have been denied many of the rights
and responsibilities accorded to humanity, resulting in the restriction of women’s
potential. From this perspective, ‘women are seen as capable of doing what men do,
as capable of being “men” and are expected to enter the world of men’ (Beasley, 1999,
p. 13). This approach is described variously as equality, egalitarian or humanist
feminism, and is associated most commonly with liberal feminism, but also with
Marxist and socialist feminisms, and often with the work of feminists based in the UK
and North America. For this reason, this approach is also often termed (perhaps
oversimplistically) Anglo-American feminism.

Gynocentrism

Gynocentric (woman-centred) perspectives emphasise women’s difference from
men (or rather, the difference between men and women), and define their political
agenda largely in relation to a celebration or valorisation of women'’s social and cultural
constitution as different. ‘Difference feminism’ as it has come to be known involves
reconceiving the relationship between men and women as ‘different but comple-
mentary’. This involves valuing difference but, crucially, seeking to dismantle and
undermine the hierarchy underlying the relationship between men and women in
patriarchal societies. By contrast with views found in traditional, malestream thought,
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where women’s difference from men is taken as indicative of inferiority, sexual
difference is celebrated by those who champion gynocentric feminism. This celebration
is most commonly associated with radical feminism.

Some feminists consider women'’s difference from men to render them ethically
superior; to be somehow better than men — more caring or intuitive, for instance. This
approach involves not so much a flattening, but rather a reversal of the traditional
gender hierarchy that tends to characterise patriarchal societies. In other words,

the hierarchical relationship between the sexes assumed to be associated with
sexual difference in mainstream theory is turned upside down. The notion of
women as better people is often (though not always) connected to a perception
of women as innately, intrinsically pre-eminent.

(Beasley, 1999, p. 18, original emphasis)

Women’s inherent superiority is often deemed to be associated with their moral-
ethical constitution, deriving from the life-giving potential of their bodies and/or their
close connection with others (through, for instance, their emotional disposition,
experience of socialisation, child bearing/rearing capacities, and so on). Such an
approach is particularly associated with North American radical feminism of the
1970s, and its various antecedents such as Carol Gilligan’s (1982) work on women
and ethics.

Postmodernism

30

Anincreasing number of (relatively disparate) feminists writing largely since the 1980s
(or whose work has been translated into English since then) have expressed concerns
regarding any straightforward distinction between sameness and difference. They
tend to emphasise men’s and women’s difference from each other, but in a less cele-
bratory way than gynocentric feminists, acknowledging that some of these differences
remain problematic. They are thus less inclined than the previous group to celebrate
sexual difference but instead seek to reflect critically on how differences between
men and women are constructed and maintained. This latter approach has come to
be associated most commonly with (Western) European or Continental feminism, and
has sought to deconstruct sexual difference, focusing on the ways in which differences
between men and women (as well as amongst men, and amongst women) are socially
constructed. In particular, this approach is characteristic of poststructuralist and
postmodern feminism. (Again, however, this categorisation is somewhat simplistic,
because the division of feminist thought into ‘Anglo-American’ and ‘European’ con-
flates many complex diversities both within and between these bodies of work, as well
as serving to exclude those writers whose work may fit somewhere in between.)
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Critical feminism

Several feminist writers have also argued that men and women are not necessarily the
same in an ontological sense; that is, they do not experience the same biological or
social reality, but that they are allies engaged in many of the same political struggles.
The issue of sexual difference (the question of whether men and women are the same,
or different) is thus viewed through a political lens — men and women are seen to
be essentially and/or socio-culturally different, but often occupying the same political
or social position (in terms of social class or race and ethnicity, for instance). It is this
similarity in political struggle or marginalisation that is seen to produce the similarities
between men and women rather than some essential humanity’. Feminists adopting
this critical perspective tend to perceive women as the same or as different from
men in a range of ways, but all tend to be wary of any position that celebrates women'’s
existence as a universal or essential group in the way that gynocentric feminists tend
to. This way of thinking about sexual difference is the starting point for several theoretical
perspectives within feminism, and is associated with Black and post-colonial feminists
concerned with racism and ethnocentrism, and with feminist critical theory.

Feminists respond to the question ‘Are men and women the same or different?’ in
anumber of ways then, depending on whether a humanist, gynocentric, postmodernist
or critical perspective is adopted. Each of these different ways of understanding sexual
difference — of thinking about the nature of the social relationship between men and
women, and of what it means to be a man or a woman in a patriarchal society — provide
the basis for the various, and increasingly complex, theoretical perspectives that
constitute contemporary feminist thought.

Feminist theoretical perspectives
Liberal/reformist feminist theory

In some ways liberal feminism is the most widely known form of feminist thought,
and perhaps the easiest to understand in relation to the question of sexual difference
— largely because of its associations with equal rights and equal opportunities. It is
perhaps the most moderate or mainstream version of feminism in this respect, and
is therefore also often referred to as reformist or equality feminism. It is also quint-
essentially modernist, largely because of its commitment to humanism (a belief in
the advancement of humanity by its own efforts), emancipation (freedom from un-
necessary social, political or legal restrictions) and the creation of a just society (based
for liberal feminists on a meritocracy in which power and reward are distributed solely
on the basis of ability and effort, rather than gender privilege).

Liberal feminism has inherited from liberal political thought a conception of men
and women as the same; this sameness is located, for liberal feminists, in men and
women's equal (human) capacity for rational thought and action. As Beasley notes
(1999, p. 52, original emphasis): liberal feminist political strategies reflect a conception
of a fundamentally sexually undifferentiated human nature — that is, since women are much
the same as men, women should be able to do what men do.’
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Liberal feminists place great emphasis on the rights of individuals to compete in
the public sphere (in the labour market, for instance) and also on what they see as
the corresponding responsibilities of individuals to take part in public life (in politics
for instance, or through financial contributions to social welfare). Liberal feminists
emphasise that women'’s unequal position is a result of artificial barriers to women’s
full participation in the public sphere (beyond the home and the family), and hence their
inability to fulfil their potential as human beings (as men’s equals). One of the key
political goals associated with liberal feminism is therefore equality of opportunity.
Public citizenship and the attainment of equality with men in the public sphere are
central to this approach.

Liberal (equality) feminism, then, asks for equality in the sense of sameness of
attainment, and therefore treatment, and justifies it via sameness, ‘androgyny’.
It says: we deserve to be equal with you, for we are in fact the same. We possess the
same capabilities; but this fact has been hidden, or these abilities have, while still
potentially ours, been socialized, educated ‘out’.

(Evans, 1995, p. 13, emphasis added)

Liberal feminism has therefore been concerned to argue for equal rights for
women —for women to have the same citizenship rights as men. Equality feminists have
fought against laws and practices that give rights to men and not women, or which
are designed to ‘protect’ women. Recognising that mere formal equality is insufficient,
they have also advocated the passing of laws to outlaw discrimination against women
and to give women rights in the workplace such as maternity leave and pay, although
the global impact of this has been variable.

Women, liberal feminists argue, are human beings; they have the same inalienable
rights as men. A woman’s sex is irrelevant to her rights; women are capable of full
rationality and therefore are entitled to full human rights. However, women are denied
equal rights with men, and as a group are not allowed some freedoms that men
as a group are permitted to enjoy. Furthermore, while men are judged on merit as
individuals, women tend to be judged on their accomplishments as females — that
is, they are denied the same right as men to pursue their own interests.

In sociology, liberal or ‘reformist’ feminists have been concerned to demon-
strate that the observable differences between the sexes are not innate but a result of
socialisation or ‘sex-role conditioning’. The ways in which boys and girls are treated
differently, from about the moment of birth (or even before), arguably discourage
women from developing their full potential as human beings. Feminist researchers
have carried out research to demonstrate that women are discriminated against and
treated differently from men, and argue that this explains women’s subordinate position
in society. To liberate women it is necessary to demonstrate that men and women are
equal in potential, that women are fully human, that the differences between men and
women in Western society are due to the different ways in which boys and girls are
socialised and the different social expectations they face, together with discriminatory
legislation.

Liberal feminism has certainly had a major impact on feminist theory and
sociology particularly in Western societies — the publication of Betty Friedan’s book
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The Feminine Mystique in 1963 is cited by Judith Evans (1995) as the start of second
wave feminism, for instance. However, it has been criticised on a number of grounds,
particularly for its seemingly uncritical acceptance of male values as human values.
This has led to accusations that liberal feminists suffer from a kind of ‘penis envy’
(Tong, 1998, p. 31). Indeed, Tong goes on to criticise liberal feminism on the grounds
that it valorises a gender-neutral humanism over a gender-specific feminism.
Sociological research from a reformist position does not tend to explore women’s
lived experiences, nor does it challenge the use of concepts and tools developed to
explore society from the standpoint of men. Further, it does not really explain women's
inequality (as it fails to take account of the structural origins and implications of
the gender inequalities constraining women), it merely describes and challenges it.
Liberal feminists place considerable emphasis on disadvantage being the sum total
of individual (or collective) acts of discrimination. In this sense, their faith in legislation
and education as the ‘solutions’ to gender discrimination ignores invisible, structural
or cultural constraints that might defy such practices. Nor does liberal feminism
adequately challenge malestream views of what the major issues are. It argues for the
incorporation of women in research samples and for women to carry out research,
but leaves intact the foundations of existing theoretical perspectives. However,
research from this perspective has demonstrated the ways in which women are denied
equal opportunities and are discriminated against, and has challenged the view that
inequalities between men and women are adequately explained by biological sex
differences.

Radical feminism

Unlike other versions of feminist theory radical feminism is not drawn directly from
other bodies of malestream social, political or cultural theory — it is feminism in its
‘purest’ form, some might argue. It offers a challenge to, and a vehement rejection
of, the humanism (and commitment to ‘sameness’) underpinning liberal feminism.
Radical feminism is concerned with women'’s rights, rather than gender equality
and emphasises (rather than seeks to overcome) the differences between men and
women. In this respect, radical feminism is sometimes also referred to as gynocentrism
(a woman-centred approach). Gynocentrism maintains the existence of a female or
feminine nature that has been concealed and/or distorted throughout history; one
that needs to be liberated and revalued.

Radical feminists argue that women’s oppression is primary and fundamental.
Patriarchy, an elaborate system of male domination which pervades all aspects of
social and cultural life, is seen as trans-historical and global and is accorded particu-
lar explanatory power within radical feminism. Although the subject of considerable
debate, the term patriarchy is widely used by radical feminists to refer to a society based
on universal male supremacy and female subordination. All women are oppressed
irrespective of historical, national, cultural, class or racial or ethnic differences. The
notion that all women share an experience of oppression is intimately connected with
a strong emphasis on sisterhood in radical feminism. The family is seen as a key instru-
ment of the oppression of women, through sexual and maternal obligation, as is male
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control of women’s bodies. One of the key concerns of radical feminists in this respect
is the extent to which women themselves become so oppressed by patriarchal
ideologies that they perpetuate men’s control of women'’s bodies themselves. Radical
feminists have cited cultural practices ranging from Chinese foot binding to wearing
Wonderbras as examples of female collusion with patriarchal oppression. Radical
feminists do not, on the whole, deny biological differences between men and women,
but they challenge the meanings given to them. Women'’s oppression is seen as rooted
either in men’s control of women’s biological capacity for motherhood or in the innate,
biologically determined aggression of the male, as manifest in rape or in the ritual
stoning of women accused of adultery, for instance.

The central tenet of radical feminism is that gender inequalities are the outcome
of an autonomous system of patriarchy and are the primary form of social inequality.
They argue that there has always been a sexual division of labour underpinning and
reinforcing a system of male domination. Patriarchy is a universal system in which
men dominate women. Radical feminists argue that no area of society is free from
male definition, and consequently every aspect of women’s lives currently accepted
as ‘natural” has to be questioned and alternative ways of living together as men and
women must be found. Theory, they argue, is not a specialist area of academic activity,
carried out by an intellectual elite, but is an integral aspect of feminist practice and
politics. Theory arises out of practice and is continually measured against experience
and continually reformulated. In practice, therefore, radical feminists have approached
the dismantling of patriarchy through the pursuit of political action calling for change
in gender relations, drawing political strength primarily from women’s organisations.
In contrast to liberal feminists, radical feminists tend to be very suspicious of govern-
ment intervention, perceiving the state itself to be inherently patriarchal; dominated
by men and men’s interests (MacKinnon, 1987).

Radical feminists do, however, reject the view that women’s subordination is
anything to do with their biological inferiority. They reject the idea that the victim
(woman) is to blame. Those who do argue for a biological explanation argue that
male biology is to blame: men are naturally aggressive and use their aggression to
control women (as, for example, in rape and domestic violence). Mary Daly (1978), in
Gyn/Ecology: The Metaethics of Radical Feminism, documents the ways in which men
have used aggression to control women. She cites Indian suttee, Chinese foot binding,
African ‘genital mutilation’, European witch hunts and American gynaecology as
examples of the ways in which men have systematically abused women and used
violence against women'’s bodies to control them (and continue to do so). Some
feminists such as Daly encourage women to create a new identity for themselves
founded on ‘true’ femaleness, based on the biological nature of women which has been
distorted by patriarchy. Women are encouraged to celebrate a new female creativity,
based on sisterhood and self-identification. They reject androgyny because they argue
that the most valuable qualities are those that are specific to women and, therefore,
that women are morally superior to men. Also, because men dominate women even
in the most intimate of relationships, women must live separately from men. The ideal,
they argue, is for women to live free from patriarchy, which divides and mutilates them.

For radical feminists the subordination of women is the central concern, and their
theories seek to uncover and eliminate the subordination of women by men. Men, it
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is argued, systematically dominate women in every sphere of life, and all relationships
between men and women are institutionalised relationships of power and therefore an
appropriate subject for political analysis. Thus radical feminists are concerned to reveal
how male power is exercised and reinforced in all spheres of life, including ‘personal’
relationships such as child-rearing, housework and marriage and in all kinds of sexual
practices including rape, prostitution, pornography, sexual harassment and sexual
intercourse, and in the purchasing of so-called ‘mail order’ brides from developing
countries or in practices of ‘sex tourism’ (see Chapter 8), for instance.

Radical feminists argue that women’s culture, knowledge, and lived experience
have all been denied by men —what is taken as ‘truth’” has been defined by men. Male
science (including social science) has been used to legitimate the ideologies that define
women as inferior, and women'’s role to be that of domestic labourers. Sociology is
seen as part of this male-defined, distorting male culture. Radical feminists, then, do
not want to participate in sociology — to bring women in — but to transform the way
knowledge is produced so that women’s subjective understandings are revalued. Much
radical feminist research has been concerned with analysing male violence towards
women and the ways in which this is hidden, marginalised or blamed on women
by malestream social science imbued with patriarchal values. Radical feminists have
also been concerned to uncover ‘her-story’, to recover for women their own cultural
heritage and to reveal the ways in which women'’s knowledge and lived experience
have been devalued and distorted.

Radical feminism has uncovered the ways in which even the most intimate and
personal relationships are political — that is, are power relationships. They have also
documented the universality of patriarchal relations. However, they have failed to
adequately explain the ways in which women are subordinated and exploited by
men in relation to either continuities or changes in patriarchy. They tend not to take
sufficient account of the diverse forms that patriarchal relationships can take in different
societies. They also tend to discount the ways in which men and women'’s experiences
are shaped not simply by sexual difference, and patriarchal relations, but also by a
whole range of other factors such as social class, nationality, race and ethnicity,
sexuality, age, and so on (see Chapter 3) which problematise the concept of a ‘universal
sisterhood'.

Radical feminist biological explanations, while very different from those developed
by malestream theorists, are equally reductionist and fail to take account of ideology
and culture. Also they give the opportunity for socio-biological theories to be devel-
oped as a counter to feminist ones — theories that argue that women’s role as presently
constituted is naturally determined. However, not all radical feminists accept biological
theories, arguing that they are developed to justify the subordination of women and
that it is necessary to challenge the argument that there are two biologically determined
Sexes.
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Marxist feminism
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The third major feminist theoretical tradition we consider here derives from Marxism,
and was particularly influential (often in dialogue with radical feminism) in the 1960s
and 1970s. As Chris Beasley observes, however,

while the impact of Marxism on feminist theory remains evident in a number
of contemporary approaches (such as psychoanalytic and postmodern/post-
structuralist feminisms, as well as those concerned with race and ethnicity), the
Marxist feminist tradition is now waning,

(Beasley, 1999, p. 58)

and has been largely superseded by feminist critical theory, that we consider below.
Indeed, Curthoys (cited in Beasley, 1999, p. 59) asserts (perhaps prematurely, given
that many feminists are still influenced by Marxism, even if they don’t actually label
themselves as Marxist feminists), that Marxist feminism ‘more or less died at the end
of the 1980s’.

Marxist feminism is sometimes also referred to as materialist feminism because
of its emphasis on concrete, structural aspects of social organisation, particularly
the role of the family and the sexual division of labour. As Kuhn and Wolpe (1978,
p. 9) have put it; ‘in this context, two interrelated issues are raised — the family and the
sexual division of labour — whose crucial importance to a theorisation of the situation
of women is constantly claimed.’

Marxist feminism developed out of feminist attempts to adapt Marxist theory
so that it might provide an adequate explanation for the subordination and exploita-
tion of women in capitalist societies. Marxist feminists recognise that Marxism is
inadequate as it stands and needs to be developed in order to explain why women are
excluded from the public sphere and are the main unpaid workers in the domestic
sphere. They have also had to deal with the fact’ that women did not become
subordinated under capitalism but were subordinated already, and with the strong
suspicion that the overthrow of the capitalist mode of production would not result in
the emancipation of women — as has been demonstrated in Eastern European societies,
forinstance. However, while they recognise that the struggle between the sexes is not
reducible to the class struggle, they tend to give primacy to the latter.

For Marxist feminists the defining feature of contemporary society is capitalism,
within which women are subject to a special form of oppression, one that is mainly
the effect of their exclusion from wage labour and of their role in the domestic sphere
reproducing the capitalist relations of production. The main beneficiary of women’s
unpaid labour is capitalism, although men also benefit to some extent. Marxist feminists
argue that women'’s role in the family benefits capitalism in three basic ways:

1 women perform domestic labour on an unpaid basis, and provide care for the current
(and increasingly the previous) generation of workers;

2 women also reproduce and socialise the next generation of workers;

3 women consume the goods and services produced by capitalism.
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A major problem that Marxist feminists confront is that Marx himself was not
particularly concerned with the position of women in capitalist society. Marx rejected
notions of morality, justice and equal rights as bourgeois ideas. He was concerned not
with reform, but with developing a scientific account of the exploitation of the working
class under capitalism, with a view to overthrowing that system.

The concepts Marx uses appear to be neutral, but they are in fact phallocentric;
he fails to recognise that women are subject to a special form of oppression within
capitalist societies and does not analyse gender differences and gender ideologies.
Although he uses abstract categories such as ‘labour power’, his specific analyses
suggest that he assumed a male waged labour force. He also adopted a naturalistic
approach to the family, maintaining that women should provide care in the domestic
sphere. The paid labour of women and children was seen by Marx as a threat to
male workers — women and children, he argued, were used by capitalists to reduce
the costs of production. Cheap female labour was or could be used to replace more
expensive male labour. (Marx did not challenge the practice of paying women less than
men.) This analysis ignores the fact that women have always made a contribution
to the economic survival of the household and does not challenge the view that men
should be paid more for their labour than women — presumably because men should
be paid a family wage.

Marxist feminists want to retain the Marxist analysis of capitalist societies,
integrating into it an explanation for the subordination of women. A starting point
for the development of a Marxist feminist theory was the work of Engels, Marx’s
collaborator. In his analysis of the relationship between the origins of the family and
the development of capitalism, Engels (1972 [1884]) argues that the bourgeois nuclear
family was formed because of the needs of the capitalist system, and specifically
because men wanted to pass on their property to their legitimate heirs. Engels argues
that this meant men needed to control women in marriage so that they knew
who their heirs were. Women’s subordinate position was/is a form of oppression that
serves the interests of capitalism. All women are oppressed, whether they are married
to bourgeois or proletarian men.

Marxist feminists have adapted this line to develop a theory which attempts
to provide an adequate account of the subordination of women as well as forms of
class exploitation and which overcomes the theoretical marginalisation of women
in conventional Marxist theory. They seek to analyse and explain the relationship
between the subordination of women and other aspects of the organisation of the
capitalist mode of production. The attempt to marry Marxism with feminism has
been difficult, but Marxist feminists have argued that it is essential to recognise that
the oppression of women is inextricably linked to the capitalist order. Given this,
coupled with Marxism’s sex-blindness, it is necessary to reformulate Marxist theory
so that it provides an adequate explanation for the subordination of women, and
of ethnic minorities and other exploited groups in capitalist societies as well. Such a
theory, it is argued, will enable us to develop strategies that result in the emancipation
of subordinated groups — something that the overthrow of the capitalist system would
not automatically achieve by itself.

The major problem with Marxist feminist theory is that it places insufficient
emphasis on the ways in which men oppress women, and the ways in which men
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benefit from their unpaid domestic labour. While Marxist feminists have recognised
that it is necessary to understand the importance of patriarchal relationships and how
these are intertwined with capitalism, they see them as relatively static and fail to
recognise that there is no necessary and inevitable congruence between the interests
of patriarchy and the interests of capital. Marxist feminism tends to reduce feminist
(gendered) explanations to the categories of Marxist theory, then. It fails to take
account of patriarchal relationships in societies other than capitalist ones, nor does it
fully consider the specific location of women in post-colonial or developing societies.
Much like radical feminism, it also tends to be relatively abstract and far removed from
the everyday experiences of women in their relationships with men.

Dual-systems theory

38

Largely since the 1980s, and as a consequence of debates between radical and Marxist
feminisms that took place a decade or so previously, socialist feminists began to
develop a perspective that has come to be known as dual-systems theory. Socialist or
dual-systems feminists argue that what is necessary is a dual analysis that articulates
Marxist class theory with a feminist theory of patriarchy; a theory that takes account
of what unites all women — oppression by men — as well as the class divisions between
us. Dual-systems theory therefore attempts to maintain the materialist elements
of Marxism, whilst incorporating a radical feminist emphasis on patriarchy and gender
oppression into its perspective. While Marxist feminist theory continues to give
primacy to class analysis, dual-systems feminists take as their concern the relationship
of women to the economic system as well as the relationship of women to men.
The key question for dual-systems feminists is the cause of male exploitation and
domination of women. Dual-systems feminist Heidi Hartmann (1978) points out
that the categories of Marxism are sex-blind and that patriarchal oppression preceded
capitalism and undoubtedly succeeds it as well. In order to understand the sub-
ordination of women in capitalist societies, she suggests, it is necessary to articulate
Marxism with a critique of patriarchy — that is, to show the specific form that female
exploitation takes in capitalist societies.

The form that patriarchy takes under capitalism is seen to be different from the
form that it takes in other socio-economic systems. Patriarchy predates capitalism,
but it takes new forms within distinct stages of capitalist development. In agricultural/
developing societies men have to leave their home to work, and women work both
in the home and in the fields. With industrialisation men tend to go out to work, and
women are gradually excluded from much paid work (as Engels (1972) noted, the
separation of the public and private spheres occurred following industrialisation
in Europe). The confinement of women to the home is not unique to capitalist society,
however; in most Islamic societies —industrial and pre-industrial - women are confined
to the home, and upper-class women did not work in pre-industrial or industrial Europe.

However, the development of industrial capitalism did lead to changes. Women
were excluded from certain types of paid work, especially skilled work, and lost certain
legal rights they had previously held over property. Men also made gains: men had
control over credit, and some men but few women had access to political arenas
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including Parliament. Men developed many new bases of power in the public sphere
from which women were barred, and domestic ideologies became more dominant. The
form that women'’s subordination takes in capitalist society is not an outcome of the
logic of capitalism or patriarchy, but the result of a shift in the resources of male power
consequent upon the development of capitalism. Men were in a position to develop
new power bases as the domestic economy contracted and was replaced by capitalist
production.

Dual-systems theory, then, attempts to develop an analysis that recognises two
systems: the economic and the sex—gender. Patriarchy is seen as trans-historical —
that is, men exercise power over women in all societies. However, an adequate feminist
theory, dual-systems feminists argue, has to recognise that patriarchy takes a specific
form in capitalist societies. The aim is to develop a theory of capitalist patriarchy
that makes possible an understanding of the ways in which the capitalist system
is structured by male domination.

Marxist theory presents the world from the position of the proletariat (working
class); what is necessary, dual-systems feminists argue, is to develop a world view
from the position of women. Traditional Marxist theory ignores women'’s labour
outside of the market (domestic labour) and the gender-defined character of women'’s
work within the market, and therefore obscures the systematic domination of women
by men. Women, however, are controlled both by the ruling class and by men; male
capitalists determine the conditions under which women sell their labour, and male
workers receive monetary and other advantages from the fact that women’s waged
labour is remunerated at a lower rate than men'’s, and that women perform unpaid
domestic labour. Also, men’s sexual desires are taken as primary in the definition of
women as sexual objects.

To understand women’s oppression fully it is necessary to examine the sexual
division of labour in the domestic sphere as well as in the labour market, and the
relationship between the two. Women'’s reproductive labour limits their access to wage
labour, but the limited range of wage labour available to women is what drives many
of them into marriage. The ideology of marriage and motherhood as women’s primary
role serves to conceal this. The public/private distinction not only benefits capital
but also men. The exclusion of women from the public sphere benefits men as well
as capitalists, while women’s unpaid domestic labour also benefits both men and
capitalists.

Sylvia Walby (1990), emphasising the need for a dual analysis, argues that in
capitalist society the key sites of patriarchal relations are to be found in domestic work,
paid work, the state, culture, male violence and sexuality. Social relations in domestic
work constitute the patriarchal mode of production, and this, she argues, is of particular
significance in the determination of gender relations. However, when patriarchy is
articulated with the capitalist mode of production, patriarchal relations in paid work
are of central importance to the maintenance of the system. Walby also argues that
throughout the course of the twentieth century, a shift from private to public patriarchy
occurred in capitalist societies, partly because of the capitalist demand for labour and
partly, somewhat ironically perhaps, as a result of feminist political activity. However,
the interests of patriarchy and of capital are not necessarily the same; the main basis
of the tension between the two lies in the exploitation of women’s labour. It is in
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capital’s interests, she argues, to recruit and exploit cheap female labour, labour which
is cheaper than men’s because of patriarchal structures and ideologies. This is resisted
by patriarchy, which seeks to maintain the exploitation of women in the household.
When men struggle to exclude women from competition for jobs, there is a strong
cross-class patriarchal alliance. However, this cross-class alliance is weakened when
itis in the interests of employers (capitalists) to recruit women, and then there is conflict
between capitalism and patriarchy.

A way of reaching what Walby describes as a ‘mutual accommodation’ is for
capital to recruit women to jobs defined as women'’s jobs — jobs which pay less than
men’s and which have a lower status. When this happens patriarchy fights to ensure
that women are recruited only for women’s work. Walby argues that the power of
capital prevents this exclusionary strategy working in the long term and that segre-
gation develops as an alternative at least in part because of the feminist movement
— women demanding the right to have paid employment. Consequently, in Britain
there has been a move from private patriarchy to a more public form, marked by a shift
from exclusionary to segregation-based labour market strategies.

Despite its attempt to develop a more complex account of men and women’s
relative social and economic position than radical or Marxist feminism, dual-systems
theory has been criticised forits lack of theoretical sophistication (for being unable, for
instance, to articulate the nature of the ‘duality’ of capitalism and patriarchy). It has
also been criticised because it tends to marginalise other categories of power (distinct
from, but related to, class and gender) such as race and ethnicity, for instance, or
to take account of global dynamics in shaping the relationship between patriarchy and
capitalism.

Postmodern feminism
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There has been a widespread debate within feminist theory and sociology more
generally about the relationship between feminism and postmodernism. Within feminist
thought, postmodernism tends to be viewed as either an unprecedented opportunity
for women to resist their designation as the ‘second sex’ (de Beauvoir, 1988), or as a
theoretical movement that is politically disabling, just as feminism is beginning to make
a political and social impact (Nicholson, 1990). Many feminists have been critical of the
ways in which modemist theory devalued their concerns. Their dissatisfaction with
modernism’s legacy therefore led many feminists to develop an interest in, and affinity
with, postmodernism. In particular, postmodern feminists have

mobilized the postmodern critique of the authority and status of science, truth,
history, power, knowledge and subjectivity, bringing a transformative gender
dimension to postmodern theory and developing new ways of understanding
sexual difference.

(Weedon, 1997, p. 171)

One of the main difficulties we face when considering the ideas of postmodern
feminists is that the terms used to describe their work are often variable and confusing.
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Broadly speaking, we use the term ‘postmodern’ here to refer to a range of ideas
influenced largely by a particular group of (primarily male) French social theorists,
including Jean Baudrillard, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault and Jean-Francois
Lyotard. It is important to note, however, that the group of writers whose work we
are discussing here tend not to apply the label ‘postmodern’ to their own writing
— rather this is a term used in texts such as this one in an attempt to make sense of
some of the commonalities and differences in their ideas. In this sense, Chris Beasley
(1999, p. 89) goes as far as to assert that the term ‘postmodernism’ was actually ‘made
in America’ and that ‘the invention of the label . . . as a cultural remove . . . may well
have overly encouraged misleading conceptions of it as a coherent intellectual
phenomenon’. Such confusion is hardly surprising, given that if postmodern ideas share
anything in common it tends to be a rejection of the notion of a foundational truth
or essence, in favour of an emphasis on truth as constructed, partial and contingent.
Nevertheless, in terms of their shared critique of modernist conceptions of the self, of
knowledge and of language (as well as their overall impact on contemporary feminist
thought), it makes sense to consider the contribution of postmodernism as a distinct
and relatively coherent perspective.

Postmodern feminists argue that it is not simply that we live in a postmodern
world — the postmodern condition — but that postmodernism is a style or mode of
thinking that is more appropriate than modernist ideas to make sense of that world.
Postmodern theory abandons explanatory goals and realism (a belief in the objective
existence of an external reality) in favour of an extreme form of social consructionism
or idealism, emphasising the discursive nature of reality. This means that, for post-
modernists, there can no longer be any attempt to describe, analyse or explain reality
in an objective or scientific way.

Postmodernism therefore challenges the explanatory (scientific) claims of
approaches such as Marxism that propose an account of society as structured accord-
ing to a determining principle (capitalism). Ironically, we might argue, any unity or
common ground between otherwise disparate ideas lies in their shared antagonism
to singular structural explanations, and their attraction to multiple determinants,
diversity, plurality and indeterminacy. Postmodernists tends to stress the shifting,
fragmented nature of meaning (and relatedly power) rather than its stability, and reject
the idea that a stable relationship exists between an objective social reality and the
language used to represent or describe it.

Among the key ideas that feminism and postmodernism share in common is
a critique of the status of general, universalising theories or what postmodernists term
‘metanarratives’ (Lyotard, 1984). Feminism has criticised many of the metanarratives
of Western thought (such as liberalism, Marxism, science and philosophy, for instance)
for ignoring or trivialising sexual difference — for failing to regard difference as a
fundamental aspect of human existence or for assuming that differences between men
and women are natural, essential and pre-social (and not therefore the legitimate
concerns of social theory). Postmodernist feminists are therefore inclined to connect
modernist thinking with phallocentrism in (supposedly neutral) claims to knowledge.
Claims to know the ‘truth’, they argue, are not neutral but gender-specific reflections
of power (think, for instance, of the ‘scientific’ claim not uncommon in nineteenth-
century Britain that formal education and over-development of the intellect would
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damage a woman'’s reproductive capacities). Postmodern feminists reject claims to
knowledge based on absolute truth or universal meaning, arguing that knowledge is
always contingent and contextual and is shaped by subjective interests. They emphasise,
then, that there is not one truth but many, so that men and women literally ‘know’ the
world differently yet neither version is more or less true than the other.

However, metanarratives have often played a crucial role in feminist political
struggles. For example, Enlightenment ideas about human progress, emancipation
and human rights have been fundamental to feminist theory and politics, in the fight
for political representation and protective legislation, for instance. Hence, while some
feminists have sought to produce their own metanarratives (Marxist feminist theories
of capitalism, or radical feminist accounts of patriarchy, for instance), others have
sought to deconstruct existing metanarratives (arguing that deconstruction in itself is
a political activity), and to develop new (postmodern) theories that insist on specificity
and no longer claim universal or ‘meta’ status.

Such approaches, however, have often been accused of relativism (the belief
that all claims to truth are equally valid), and this is clearly problematic for feminism
given its claim to know’ that women are oppressed and that patriarchy is unjust.
This means that some feminists see postmodernism as a threat to the integrity of
feminism as it undermines the emancipatory potential of feminism as a political
movement. Such feminists have emphasised that much of the feminist critique hinges
on the claim that the oppression of women is ‘irrational’. Hence, ‘if we want to argue
for changing, rather than merely deconstructing, some of the myths of femininity
that have lingered for centuries, we need to admit to holding a rational position from
which to argue this’ (Nicholson, 1990, p. 39).

[t is not only metanarratives that both feminism and postmodernism challenge.
Another crucial area in which their respective concerns overlap is on the question of
subjectivity — the nature and status of the social ‘self’. Central to postmodern theory
is the recognition that identity is multiple and provisional — race, sex, age, sexuality,
and so on are constantly revised and renegotiated. By rejecting the idea of an essential
core self constituting the person, postmodernism shifts attention away from the subject
as a manifestation of her ‘essence’ to an emphasis on ‘the subject in process’ — never
unitary or complete. In many ways, this aspect of postmodern feminist thought draws
on de Beauvoir’s (1988, p. 295) contention that ‘One is not born but rather becomes,
awoman’ (see Chapter 1) in its emphasis on becoming gendered as an ongoing social
process. However, rather than seeking to overcome women’s Otherness in the way
that de Beauvoir urged women to, some postmodern feminists tend to celebrate
women’s marginalisation from the malestream, arguing that this marginalisation
enables women to challenge and undermine phallocentrism through the use of irony
and parody (Butler, 1990).

So-called New French feminists (so-named in order to distinguish their work
from de Beauvoir’s earlier, more humanist approach), such as Héléne Cixous, Julia
Kristeva and Luce Irigaray, tend to reject de Beauvoir’s claim that women should
try to overcome their femininity, arguing instead that we cannot reject what it means
to be a woman because within the context of patriarchal discourse and power/
knowledge, women’s ways of being are yet to be understood in their own terms.
In other words, we can never really ‘know’ what it means to be a woman within a
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patriarchal (phallocentric) society because all knowledge — of both men and women
— is patriarchal. This means that postmodern feminists challenge the positioning of
woman as Other, and the privileging of men/masculinity over women/femininity, but
not on the basis of any particular characteristics deemed to distinguish all women (in
the way that some radical feminists do), arguing instead that there is nothing essential
(or even stable) in the category ‘woman’; it has no intrinsic qualities or universal
content, and is yet to be ‘known’ from women’s own perspective.

Some feminists who adopt a postmodern perspective reject the idea of substituting
feminist theories for malestream ones, because they are sceptical about the possibility
of true knowledge and argue instead that there is a multiplicity of truths. They argue
for the need to deconstruct truth claims and analyse the power effects that claims
to truth entail — to recognise, as Foucault (1980) argued, that knowledge is inextricably
a part of power and vice versa. It is therefore necessary to focus on knowledge as
opposed to truth, not only because there is no foundational truth, but because there
is no reality ‘out there’ that can arbitrate between competing truth claims — proving
that some ideas are true and others are false. There is no one truth, no privileged
knowledge or producers of knowledge for postmodern feminists. All knowledge
is historically and culturally specific, the product of particular discourses. The dis-
courses that create knowledge also create power — the power that constitutes subjects
as actors, and the mechanisms through which subjects are subjugated. The power of
particular discourses depends on the extent to which their truth claims are successful
— the extent to which the knowledge they produce is accepted as true, often because
it is produced and disseminated by powerful actors (male sociologists and social
theorists, for instance).

The work of postmodern theorists has been stimulating in raising new questions
about social change and about the nature of feminism and sociology itself, and par-
ticularly so in encouraging a more reflexive approach to the development of feminist
knowledge (see Chapter 13). Those feminists who argue for the development of a
closer engagement between feminism and postmodernism emphasise that such an
alliance would:

1 avoid the perpetuation of the modernist oppression and exclusion of women from
social theory;

2 resolve some of the issues debated in contemporary feminist theory such as the
nature of sexual difference;

3 contribute to debates on postmodernism in the social sciences and humanities
more generally, by integrating a consideration of sexual difference into the
development of theory (‘a dimension lacking in many postmodern accounts’,
Hekman, 1990, p. 3).

Many such feminists believe that feminist notions of the self, knowledge, truth and
language are too contradictory to those of the Enlightenment to be contained within
its theoretical concepts and categories (Flax, 1997). Others have noted, however, that
there is something of ‘an uneasy alliance’ (Benhabib, 1995) between feminism and
postmodernism. On the one hand, because of its challenge to modernist, Enlightenment
thought (the critique of metanarratives, of truth claims, and of a humanist conception
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of the self), feminism appears to be an intellectual ally of postmodernism; on the other
hand, because of its commitment to emancipation and human progress, feminism can
also be seen as a fundamentally modernist movement. As we noted earlier in this
chapter, the historical origins of feminism lie in liberal humanism, a movement that is
one of the primary objects of the postmodern critique. Although Marxist feminism
represents in many respects a rejection of liberal feminism, it too has fundamentally
modernist roots. As Hekman (1990) notes, from both traditions, feminism inherits
a legacy that is thoroughly modemist. Yet, the contradiction between this legacy and
many of the concerns and insights of contemporary, postmodernist feminism means
that attempts to categorise feminist theory as either modernist or postmodernist
continue to be problematic, for in many ways it is both and neither — modernism and
postmodernism being categories of malestream rather than feminist thought.

Feminist critical theory
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Several contemporary feminists are working towards attempting to reconcile the
emancipatory impetus of feminism (and its modernist legacy) with the critical insights
of postmodernism. It is at this theoretical juncture that perhaps some of the most
interesting and insightful developments in contemporary feminist theory are taking
place; in work that has come to be known as feminist critical theory.

Feminist critical theory has come to be associated with a body of ideas that draws
together some of the conceptual insights of the poststructuralist critique of modernism,
and subjects these to a revised Marxist approach to feminism. The latter draws from
Marxism an emphasis on the appropriation of women’s labour (both in terms of
paid work and domestic labour) as an experience that many women share in common.
Feminist critical theorists also take from Critical Theory (the body of writing associated
primarily with the Frankfurt School — see Chapter 12) a concern with the role of culture
in maintaining oppressive social relations — hence, they emphasise the need to
understand both material and cultural forms of power in relation to sexual difference.

Whilst those writers who have broadly come to be associated with the development
of feminist critical theory — Seyla Benhabib, Nancy Hartsock, Sandra Harding and Iris
Marion Young, for instance — share in common with postmodernism the conception
of subjectivity as a process, they tend to reject the corresponding emphasis post-
modernism places on this process as discursive. Particularly controversial among
feminists who are unsympathetic to the postmodern project is the view that subjectivity
is merely an effect of discourse. They argue that such an approach effectively denies
women a position from which to develop a critique of patriarchal power relations
outside of this established discourse. Many such feminists argue that postmodernism,
in contesting Enlightenment values such as emancipation and progress, expresses the
claims and needs of white, relatively privileged Western men who have effectively
had their Enlightenment and can now reflect critically on it. Nancy Hartsock, for
instance, asks

Why is it that just at the moment when so many of us who have been silenced
begin to demand the right to name ourselves, to act as subjects rather than objects
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of history, that just then the concept of subjecthood becomes problematic? Just
when we are forming our own theories about the world, uncertainty emerges about
whether the world can be theorized. Just when we are talking about the changes
we want, ideas of progress and the possibility of systematically and rationally
organizing human society become dubious and suspect?

(Hartsock, 1990, pp. 163—164)

Postmodernism is often criticised on the basis that it leads to pluralism, relativism
and ultimately to a highly individualistic politics. To avoid this, feminist critical theorists
have argued that feminism requires a general theory of oppression and liberation,
yet one grounded in the lived experience of men and women. Feminist critical theory
thus locates itself neither in the metanarratives of liberal, radical or Marxist feminisms,
nor in the abandonment of theory associated with postmodernism. It is not based
on an essentialist notion of the stable, rational subject of the Enlightenment, or on a
postmodernist conception of the subject as the outcome of discourse, but somewhere
between these two alternatives.

In relation to knowledge, feminist critical theorists do not argue for relativism and
multiplicity, but for ‘the necessarily always partial, historically specific and interested
nature of theory and practice’ (Weedon, 1997, p. 178). Thus, while feminist critical
theorists reject essentialising or totalising theories in the form of metanarratives, they
continue to use theory strategically — namely, in working towards understanding and
transforming oppressive social relations.

Aswell as a critical engagement with postmodernism, many feminists associated
with feminist critical theory draw (critically) on Marxism, arguing particularly that
Marxist theory contains several features that can help feminists gain a better under-
standing of the social world. However, they have also rejected and questioned some
fundamental categories of Marxist analysis. Hartsock (1998, p. 400) outlines these as
follows:

1 feminists have raised questions about how labour is understood, and have
highlighted the importance of non-waged labour;

2 feminists have challenged the centrality of class as the only foundation for social
analysis;

3 feminist theory raises questions about Marxism as a theory of social evolution and
progress, noting the persistence of patriarchal relations in non-capitalist societies;

4 feminist theory has questioned (in line with postmodernism), the Marxist claim to
be a single theory that can explain all aspects of society, including its history and
future.

Rethinking these basic categories of Marxist analysis, many feminists drawing
on critical theory have argued, however, that ‘in the context of a capitalism that has
become truly global, and in which ever more of life is commodified, much of Marx’s
critique of capitalism remains very apt’ (Hartsock, 1998, p. 401). Feminist critical
theorists tend to share in common with Marxism the contention that relations of sexual
difference are shaped primarily by the appropriation of labour, and also emphasise
the idea (known as ‘dialectics’) that the social world is composed not of ‘things’ but of
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processes — a perspective which holds that social phenomena must be understood
within the context of the social totality. This emphasis on the dialectical nature of
social reality is believed by some feminists to provide a more complex and sophis-
ticated understanding of the social world than is available from either liberal-humanism
(modernism) or theories associated with postmodernism. It also has important
implications for the ways in which power and knowledge are understood (see Chapter
13) within feminist critical theory, and for the ways in which the purpose and nature
of feminism itself is defined.

Seyla Benhabib and Drucilla Cornell (1987, p. 1) outline what they term ‘feminism
as critique’, which represents an attempt to link a conception of the social world
(and our social identity) as dialectical, with a commitment to the idea that knowledge
and power are ‘situated’. This involves a theoretical shift in Marxist feminism, amount-
ing to what they term ‘the displacement of the paradigm of production’. The traditional
Marxist category of production involves an active subject transforming, making and
shaping an object (the product of labour). According to Benhabib and Cornell, this is
inadequate to understand much of the labour that women perform (both in the home
and in paid work) that involves not subject—object relations, but inter-subjective
relations. They also argue that the Marxist emphasis on production as the structuring
principle of society subsumes feminine categories and inter-subjective relations. For
Benhabib and Cornell, this model (and the public/private distinction on which it
depends) is detrimental to acknowledging the social significance of women'’s labour,
and effectively trivialises women’s social and economic role.

As well as their critique of the Marxist paradigm of production, Benhabib and
Cornell reject the liberal-humanist conception of the ‘self’. They argue that the liberal
definition of the self as the bearer of certain rights and responsibilities is belied by the
inequality, asymmetry and domination which permeates the gendered identity of this
self. Feminist critical theory, or what they term ‘feminism as critique’ therefore involves
a critique of the postmodernist rejection of metanarratives, the Marxist paradigm
of production, and the liberal-humanist conception of the self.

In the main, feminist critical theorists are sceptical about the claims of post-
modernism and argue that the project of modernity (with its core concepts of progress,
humanity and liberation), despite its flaws, still contains considerable potential on
which to ground an emancipatory, feminist politics. But they also argue that we must
give more attention to gendered subjectivity, to the body and to language than has
traditionally been the case in (modernist) feminist theory and to begin to understand
the role of culture in perpetuating women'’s oppression. Feminist critical theorists also
tend to reject the liberal-humanist (and also Marxist) conception of a core, essential
selfin favour of a view of the self as the outcome of process. Theorists such as Benhabib
(1992, p. 213) argue that ‘one of the main consequences of the androcentric [male-
centred] conception of the universal subject has been to obscure the fact that men, too,
are gendered beings’. They argue that it is not an essential self that women are alienated
from (in the way that liberal, Marxist or radical feminists might), but from the process
of becoming a subject (that, for instance, dominant images of feminine bodies in the
mass media serve to define and constrain female embodiment within patriarchal and
capitalist norms, rather than enabling women to identify subjectively with their ‘lived’,
material bodies).



FEMINIST SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

Feminist critical theorists emphasise that the relationship of feminism to modernism
is one shaped by conflict and contradiction, but that, nevertheless, the future of femi-
nist theory lies in a critical continuation of modernism, not a rejection of it. Hence,
feminism is seen to constitute both a critique and a defence of modernist thinking.

Feminist critical theory also rejects the poststructuralist critique of metanarratives,
arguing that feminism needs to develop a theoretical framework that both recognises
the plurality of women'’s experiences and perspectives, whilst also emphasising the
importance (politically and intellectually) of a commitment to solidarity, and to under-
standing shared experience; the latter is deemed to be based largely on the exploitation
of women'’s labour. Feminist critical theorists are thus critical of the postmodernist
demand for an abandonment of the search for any certain or stable foundation for
knowledge, as this is thought to undermine, as Hartsock puts it, ‘the very real political
interests which underlie feminist theory, which are necessarily founded on the belief
that a feminist perspective is superior to a non-feminist perspective’ (1998, p. 403).

Feminist critical theorists believe, then, that it is possible for feminism to radically
challenge the core beliefs of modernism, whilst retaining a commitment to its political
impetus: ‘to reshape its categories of analysis without severing ties with its emancipatory
aspirations’ (Benhabib, 1995, p. 32).

Black and post-colonial feminisms

While Marxist, dual-systems and feminist critical theorists have all argued that it
is necessary to analyse and explain class, gender and racial subordination, Black
and post-colonial feminists have been critical of the lack of centrality given to issues
of ethnic difference, racialisation, colonialism and racism in feminist theory and
research. Here the term Black (with a capital b’) is used to refer to a group of people
who have a subjective sense of belonging together not because of the colour of their
skin, but because of a shared experience of marginalisation, oppression and racial-
isation. This political (rather than racial) use of the term has been criticised, however,
particularly by post-colonial feminists who argue that it loses sight of important
differences in the experience (and causes) of racism, thereby homogenising diverse
identities and experiences. By ‘post-colonial’ we mean groups of people whose identity
is shaped, at least in part, by a shared history or experience of subjection to colonial
power, and often also to migration.

There has been a growing sociological interest in post-colonial studies in
recent years. Many would argue that this in itself represents merely another form
of colonisation. Others might argue, more optimistically perhaps, that this signifies
the extent to which the discipline (partly as a result of the impact of feminism, post-
modernism and post-colonialism) is becoming more reflexive. That is, more aware
of the ways in which sociology itself has perpetuated inequalities in power and
the marginalisation of particular groups of people. The sociological interest in post-
colonialism seems to have been fuelled by a growing awareness of the Eurocentrism
of the Enlightenment, and of the liberal traditions it engendered. The Enlightenment,
according to this outlook, actually perpetrated the interests of the few — European,
mostly white, men — in the name of a generic commitment to universal values such as
rationality, liberation, democracy, equal rights, and so on.
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Black and post-colonial feminists have argued that the universal claims of white
feminists do not provide adequate theoretical explanations for the unique experiences
and structural locations of Black and post-colonial women. They point out, for example,
that the relationship between white women and white men is not the same as that
between Black women and Black men. They do not deny that Black men oppress
Black women in patriarchal ways but argue that capitalism and patriarchy do not
distribute power evenly among Black and white men, so that there is often more
solidarity (in terms of shared experiences and interests) between white males and
females than there is between white males and Black males.

What the relatively disparate range of approaches to Black and post-colonial
feminist theory share in common is a critique of white mainstream, academic feminism.
As Beasley has put it,

The only assertion that is consistently reiterated within the field is the critique of
feminism as, at minimum, inattentive to race and ethnicity. More often feminism is
seen as being exclusionary and (either implicitly or explicitly) racist/ethnocentrist.

(Beasley, 1999, p. 104, original emphasis)

Broadly speaking, Black and post-colonial feminist theory has brought four particular
‘charges’ against mainstream, white feminism. These can be summed up as:

ethnocentrism,

the perpetuation of a ‘victim ideology’,
theoretical racism, and

cultural appropriation.

NwW N

Ethnocentrism

Black and post-colonial feminists have argued that white feminism has ignored the
existence and specific experiences of Black women, and has over-homogenised
‘women’s experience’ derived from white perspectives and priorities. In particular,
radical feminists’ insistence that sexual oppression is the most fundamental form
of power and their related view that women have more in common with each other
than with any man is perceived as exemplifying authoritarian claims that Black and
post-colonial feminists refute. Rather, as Beasley notes,

Feminists concerned with race/ethnicity draw attention to the solidarity created
between men and women who experience racism/ethnocentrism and, in asserting
this commonality, they sometimes pose race/ethnicity as the more fundamental
form of power.

(Beasley, 1999, p. 111)

In this respect, white feminism is charged with being ethnocentric — based on
the perspective, experiences and priorities of one particular ethnic or racial group,
yet making statements about social reality that are claimed or assumed to be universal.
The claim that Christopher Columbus ‘discovered’ America, or that Australia is a little
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over two hundred years old, is ethnocentric, for instance. Similarly, the feminist claim
that the family is one of the key sites of women'’s oppression could be regarded as
ethnocentric, because it fails to take account of the diversity of experiences of family
life amongst women of different racial, ethnic and national identities. Women living in
post-colonial and developing countries particularly have challenged the assumption
that there is a generalisable, identifiable and collectively shared experience of
womanhood.

The perpetuation of a ‘victim ideology’

It is also argued by Black and post-colonial feminists that white, Western feminist
theory has tended to see Black and post-colonial women as the helpless victims of
racism (or simply of their racial, ethnic, cultural or religious identities), and so have
failed to take account of the complex interaction between race and sexual difference
in relation to cultural practices that are unfamiliar. In her book The Whole Woman,
Germaine Greer (1999) discusses some of the complex issues underpinning feminist
(and non-feminist) debates on clitoridectomy (referred to by radical feminists such as
Mary Daly as ‘genital mutilation’ — see above). Greer outlines how when she discussed
breast augmentation surgery with Somali women, many of whom had experienced
clitoridectomy themselves, they were horrified at the lengths women in the West would
go to mutilate their bodies in order to make themselves more sexually attractive to
men. Greer argues that this indicates the level of ethnocentrism underpinning the
‘victimideologies’ at work in Western feminist thought. Other examples we might cite
are assumptions about dress codes and arranged marriages, for instance. As Jennifer
Saul (2003, p. 266) notes in her discussion of Western judgements about Islamic
women’s ‘veiling’ (itself a homogenising term that refers to a range of garments and
practices), veiling — although in many ways problematic — has historically been widely
‘misunderstood and oversimplified’ by Western feminists.

Theoretical racism

[t is this lack of reflexivity that bell hooks (1982, 1984) is particularly critical of in
her evaluation of white feminism. She accuses feminist theory of racism, and argues
that in recent years a division has arisen in the ‘type’ of writing that feminists are
expected to produce. She argues that Black and post-colonial women are expected
to write ‘from the heart” about their lived experiences, whereas white feminists are
expected to write ‘from the head’ and to provide theory according to which Black
women'’s experiences can be analysed and explained. hooks argues that this racial/
epistemological division of feminism effectively reproduces the dichotomies of
modernist, patriarchal thought that feminism is supposed to challenge, and according
to which women’s experiences were understood with reference to the systems of
meaning produced by men.

Most Black and post-colonial feminists are highly critical, therefore, of the ways
in which feminist empirical, theoretical and political claims have been based largely
on the experiences of relatively affluent and privileged white, Western women. This
‘false universalism’, hooks argues, has been profoundly ethnocentric.

49



FEMINIST SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

Furthermore, Black and post-colonial feminists have argued that the customary
division of the history of feminism into ‘waves’ reflects the extent to which feminism
has tended to be constructed and organised with reference to North American and
European thought. Irene Gedalof (1999) in her book Against Purity has also developed
a critique of the ways in which white, Western feminism has tended to conceptualise
a focus solely (or even primarily) on gender as feminism in its ‘purest’ form. Her account
of Indian feminist theory shows how Indian feminist ideas and politics have evolved
alongside anti-colonial movements and within the context of Hindu/Muslim conflicts.
Thus, writers such as hooks and Gedalof have argued that, however unintentionally,
the ‘grand narrative’ of feminism becomes the story of Western feminist endeavours,
and tends to relegate the experience of non-Western women to the margins of feminist
theory.

Cultural appropriation
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bell hooks (1992) has also been particularly critical of the ways in which, at the other
extreme and especially within popular culture, the experiences and identities of (or
rather attributed to) Black women have been appropriated by white women in the
name of feminism. Writing in the early 1990s, hooks has been particularly critical of
Madonna in this respect, but argues that much the same critique can be developed
of feminist theory. This, she argues, effectively amounts to a cultural (and material)
colonisation of Black and post-colonial women by white feminism. She also notes, in
this respect, how white feminism has often served not only to leave intact but often to
reinforce racist stereotypes of Black femininity. hooks (1992) argues, for instance, that
white feminist perceptions of Madonna as subversive fail to acknowledge that her
projection of aggressive sexual agency is scarcely of use to Black women who might
wish to challenge racist representations of themselves as explicitly and overly sexual.

In common with postmodernist feminism, then, many Black and post-colonial
feminists are committed to questioning universal assumptions about ‘womanhood’.
Both approaches are concerned with developing theory that avoids generalising
from the experiences of white, Western heterosexual, middle-class women. Indeed, it
may be argued that, as Chris Weedon (1997, p. 179) notes, ‘by questioning all essences
and relativising truth claims, postmodern feminisms create a space for political per-
spectives and interests that have hitherto been marginalised’. They also help guard
against creating alternative generalising theories in their place.

However, Black feminists such as bell hooks in particular — in their commitment
to racial as well as gender emancipation — do not abandon any sense of collective
politics. Rather, they argue that some notion of a shared experience of womanhood
remains politically necessary. In particular, bell hooks is concerned that postmodern-
ism may mean that feminism becomes overly preoccupied intellectually with
recognising and celebrating differences amongst women at the expense of maintaining
a commitment to emancipatory politics.

This dilemma leaves feminism with something of a theoretical (and a political)
problem — How can feminist theory base itself upon the uniqueness of women’s
experience of the social world, without reifying one particular definition or description
of what that experience is; without succumbing, in other words, to universal claims
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about women'’s position? Postmodernism, Black and post-colonial feminisms all raise
fundamental questions for feminist theory about the nature and role of feminism itself.
The current stress on diversity amongst women complicates the question ‘What is
feminism?’ and particularly ‘Who is feminism trying to emancipate?” This complexity
hasled some feminists to argue that we now live in what should be regarded as a post-
feminist era.

Postfeminism

Sarah Gamble sums up some of the issues raised by postfeminism when she notes
that

‘postfeminism’ is a term that is very much in vogue these days. In the context
of popular culture it’s the Spice Girls, Madonna and the Girlie Show: women
dressing like bimbos, yet claiming male privileges and attitudes. Meanwhile, those
who wish to maintain an allegiance to more traditional forms of feminism circle
around the neologism warily, unable to decide whether it represents a con trick
engineered by the media or a valid movement.

(Gamble, 2001, p. 43)

Indeed, as Gamble goes on to note, many feminist and sociological texts tend
to barricade the term in inverted commas ‘thus keeping both author and reader at a
properly skeptical distance’ (p. 43). For many feminists, postfeminism is best under-
stood not as something that comes after feminism but rather as a regressive
development — as a perspective that ‘delivers us back’ as Tania Modleski (1991) has
put it. Perhaps the most clearly articulated discussion of postfeminism as a relapse
can be found in Susan Faludi’s (1991) Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women.
For Faludi, postfeminism — which she defines as an ironic, pseudo-intellectual critique
of the feminist movement — is a backlash against the achievements of second wave
feminism. She notes how, in a society in which we define ourselves largely with
reference to media culture (see Chapter 12), women are easily persuaded that feminism
is passeé.

Although for some, postfeminism engenders scepticism, for others, it represents
something much more liberatory and an opportunity to throw off the stifling shackles
of an ethnocentric and anachronistic movement. Much of this latter approach
coalesces around a liberal ideology of individualism and a rejection of what is perceived
as a victim mentality within second wave feminism. In The Morning After: Sex, Fear and
Feminism, for instance, Katie Roiphe (1993) argues that the feminist perpetuation of
an image of women as victims of their gender and sexuality transports us back to
the ideas of earlier generations that framed women as delicate and in need of protec-
tion —ideas that both first and second wave feminism fought hard against. In a similar
vein, Rene Denfeld’s (1995) The New Victorians emphasises that the term ‘feminism’
has come to stand for an extremist movement that valorises what she calls ‘the figure
of the female victim’. She concludes that feminism is becoming a spent force — one that
has lost credibility in the eyes of those whose real social and political inequality still
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needs to be addressed. As she puts it, ‘trapped in a stagnant, alienating ideology, the
only thing most of the feminist movement is heading toward is complete irrelevance’
(cited in Gamble, 2001, p. 47).

In parallel with trends in the development of postmodern thought, perspectives
on postfeminism can broadly be categorised as those that stress either post-feminism
as a socio-cultural phenomenon, characterised by the emergence of an historical
period ‘after’ feminism, and postfeminism as a theoretical perspective concerned to
emphasise diversity rather than commonality of experience amongst women (and
men), and therefore the extent to which a coherent feminist theory is no longer tenable.
Indeed, the postmodernist claim that there is nothing stable or universal — definitive —
in the category woman effectively implies that there can be no subject of feminism. As
Beasley has noted in this respect, postmodernist feminism

may be said to offer the greatest challenge to feminism yet given . . . feminists’
concerns with the subject of ‘woman’, a concern which places centre stage women
as a category or group identified by sex differentiation.

(Beasley, 1999, p. 83)

Post-feminism as an historical period
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The term post-feminism (with a hyphen) tends to be used largely by those who argue
that the political demands of first and second wave feminism have now been met
(enfranchisement, equal pay, sexual liberation, and so on) and that it is time for men
and women to compete on a level playing field. Many such writers claim that to
prolong feminism as a political project would be socially regressive and politically
divisive (and that, as a result, men would become an oppressed minority). Hall and
Rodriguez (2003, p. 878) have recently outlined four claims made by post-feminists.
These are ‘(1) overall support for the women’s movement has dramatically eroded
because some women (2) are increasingly antifeminist, (3) believe the movement is
irrelevant, and (4) have adopted a “no, but . . .” version of feminism’. Helen Wilkinson
(1994) in her account of what she terms ‘the genderquake’ argues that

1 the cultural, political and economic enfranchisement of women is deep and
irreversible (there has been a convergence of the values of men and women);

2 most of the jobs created in market societies in the last thirty years or so have been
in so-called ‘women’s work’” (non-manual, service sector work — see Chapter 9);

3 conversely, construction, manufacturing and the military (traditionally sectors of
large male employment) have contracted;

4 the terms of the feminist debate have shifted — sociologists now acknowledge that
men as well as women can be subject to discrimination, harassment and inter-
personal violence;

5 feminist politics is severely lacking behind culture (most young women don’t identify
themselves as ‘feminist’, although they may have sympathy with many of the
empirical, political and theoretical claims of feminism);

6 there are major generation gaps between women (many of the current generation
now take for granted what previous generations struggled for);
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7 anew agenda for feminism is needed if it is to survive in any useful form into the
twenty-first century.

One of the most identifiable ‘faces’ of postfeminism as a period ‘after’ or opposed
to feminism, particularly in the USA, is Naomi Wolf. In her book Fire With Fire (1993),
Wolf argues that feminism has consistently failed to capitalise on its gains and to
be more reflexive about how far it has come. For Wolf, power is there ‘for the taking’
and she urges women to be more proactive in this respect, and to reject the feminist
perpetuation of a victim ideology. As Gamble (2001) notes, perhaps power really
is there ‘for the taking’ if one is a white, middle-class, educated and relatively wealthy
American; but what if you are Black, or poor, or subject to an oppressive political,
military or religious regime? These are things that Wolf tends not to consider, an
omission which we could argue highlights many of the problems associated with
the claim that postfeminism is a socio-cultural phenomenon — a historical period after
or opposed to feminism.

In her book The Whole Woman, Germaine Greer (1999) argues that the claim that
we live in a post-feminist era is little more than a marketing strategy, for ‘the most
powerful entities on earth are not governments, but the multi-national corporations that
see women as their territory’. The idea that (as Naomi Wolf emphasises) women can
‘have it all’, for Greer, serves merely to reinforce women’s role as the world’s foremost
consumers of cosmetics, pharmaceuticals, clothing, cosmetic surgery and convenience
foods. Greer also argues that the adoption of a post-feminist stance is a Western luxury
— much like other consumer goods — one that only the world’s most affluent women
can indulge in, and that by taking power for themselves in the way that Naomi Wolf
advocates, (male and female) champions of post-feminism merely perpetuate the
oppression of others.

Postfeminism as a theoretical perspective

As Sarah Gamble (2001, p. 50) has argued, postfeminism is more convincing when
it is developed as a theoretical approach (as opposed to an empirical claim): ‘in this
context, postfeminism becomes a pluralistic epistemology dedicated to disrupting
universalizing patterns of thought, and [is] thus capable of being aligned with post-
modernism, poststructuralism and postcolonialism.” As a theoretical perspective
(as opposed to an empirical claim), postfeminism implies that given the diversity of
womanhood it is problematic to assume that feminism is based on a unified subjectivity
(as in the idea of a ‘universal sisterhood’, for instance), so that if there is no universal
‘woman’ as the subject of feminism, it is logical to argue that contemporary theories
of sexual difference are ‘postfeminist’. This raises the question of what we mean by
‘post’. In terms of post-feminism as a political or historical phenomenon, the term
tends to be used to signify a period that comes after (or instead of ) feminism. In relation
to postfeminism as a theoretical perspective, a shift in feminist thinking is implied, and
particularly in the way in which ‘woman’ as the subject of feminism is conceptualised.

A notable example of this approach is Ann Brooks’s (1997) Postfeminisms:
Feminism, Cultural Theory and Cultural Forms. Brooks argues that feminism tends to
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base its claim to equality on an appeal to the liberal humanism of Enlightenment
modernity, a claim that postfeminism seeks to destabilise, focusing instead on the
ideological processes through which women were excluded from the (European)
Enlightenment. According to Brooks, postfeminism signals the development of an
exciting and dynamic intellectual debate within feminism — over equality and difference,
commonality and diversity, for instance — one invigorated by the various contributions
of postmodern, Black and post-colonial theorists.

Indeed many of those writers considered above tend to reject the label feminist’
altogether, arguing that feminism is a political movement that is liberal-humanist in
its orientation and which seeks to obtain a place for women as men’s equals in a
patriarchal culture. Instead of becoming feminists, Héléne Cixous argues, women
should strive to disrupt the established gender order. Julia Kristeva similarly refutes
the term feminist, and particularly a feminist conception of ‘woman’ which, she argues,
has traditionally sought merely to replicate men’s power within established patriarchal
structures. She refers to liberal, Anglo-American feminism as ‘bourgeois’ and therefore
not representative of the politics of the feminine.

In terms of the relationship between race, ethnicity and postfeminism, the
influence of post-colonial theory is important to consider. On the one hand, while
white feminism has claimed to have theorised the colonisation of all women who are
subject to patriarchal oppression, feminists such as bell hooks (1982, 1984, 1990) and
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1987) have found this problematic in so far as it ignores
specific cultural and material conditions experienced by Black and post-colonial
women, in favour of an emphasis on the politics of ‘universal sisterhood’. Post-
modernism’s emphasis on diversity — as this manifests itself in postfeminism as a
theoretical disposition —is thus welcomed.

On the other hand, however, post-feminism as a political term (signifying
an empirical-historical rather than theoretical shift) tends to be rejected by Black and
post-colonial feminists as lacking concrete relevance to ‘real’ (material) conditions
of marginality experienced by Black and post-colonial women; and therefore as being
exclusionary and ethnocentric in its focus. bell hooks in particular has been critical of
post-feminism for embracing the ‘death of the subject’ thesis in postmodernist thinking,
just when Black and post-colonial feminists were beginning to claim a strong presence
in feminist theory.

As well as debates on gender relations, postmodernism, and race and ethnicity,
postfeminism is also implicated in feminist debates on the impact of recent develop-
ments in media and communication technologies (see Chapter 12). In her ‘Cyborg
Manifesto’, Donna Haraway (1991) argues that there is nothing inherently female
that binds all women together, there is not even such a state as being universally
‘female’ — itself, she argues, a category constructed within scientific discourse and
other social practices that define patriarchy. Haraway argues that women should
learn to embrace and control technology rather than (continue to) allow it to control
them; hence her approach has been termed ‘cyberfeminism’ — a postfeminist (or third
wave feminist) approach that celebrates the evolution of cyber-reality as an alternative
gender order.

In a similar vein to Haraway, Sadie Plant (1997) has argued that women must
embrace developments in media and communication technologies. Forms of com-
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munication such as hypertext, Plant claims, are non-linear and thus more female’ in
their orientation. She argues that in terms of communication, women can celebrate
their femininity in a cyber-reality in which disembodied beings can conceive of gender
identity as one option amongst many, and her work too has been referred to as
‘postfeminist’ or cyberfeminist. She maintains that the evolution of cybernetics marks
a fundamental shift away from a linear (modernist) conception of development, and
areturn to a (pre-modern) cyclical reality now transformed into circuitry’ (p. 507) that
resonates more closely with women'’s experiences of reality. She contends that we
are heading towards a post-human world in which the intentions of ‘man’ as the author
of the human species are no longer the guiding force of global development; a (post-
gendered) era in which cyberfeminism can flourish.

Not surprisingly, then, postmodern and cyberfeminists tend to regard identity
politics (for instance, the radical feminist conception of a ‘universal sisterhood’) with
some disdain. They insist that resistance to male power does not have to involve
recourse to accepting what has traditionally been defined as ‘womanhood’, and thus
refuse to valorise or celebrate (in the gynocentric way that some radical feminists do)
any notion of an essential identity supposedly shared by all women. Hence, because
of their rejection of any unitary, stable notion of the subject, and their related scepticism
regarding emancipatory politics and metanarratives, some postmodern and cyber-
feminists urge the abandonment of engagement with any form of identity politics
or patriarchal discourse, and include feminism within that category. As Weedon notes
in this respect, however,

How . .. could women organize together and develop new positive identities if
there were no essence of womanhood on the basis of which women could come
together in the spirit of sisterhood? This question has become central to feminism.

(Weedon, 1997, p. 170)

We would argue that the competing feminist theories considered here ask different
questions and thereby provide different understandings of the social world, and of
relations of sexual difference. Rather than argue that one is more adequate than
the others, we would suggest that all feminist ideas contribute to our understanding
and help us make sense of the social world; each adds something to the process of
gendering the sociological imagination.

Conclusions

In this chapter we have argued that malestream sociology has failed to develop
theories that can make sense of the social world for women. Furthermore, there has
been a resistance to taking account of the critique of malestream theory that has been
developed by feminist sociologists. We have indicated that feminists have developed
a number of theoretical perspectives that provide a basis both for making sense of
what is going on in the social world and for political action — for challenging and
changing patriarchy in all its guises. These provide the basis for developing a sociology
for women, one that provides an understanding of the social world that speaks to the
experiences of women — a gendered ‘sociological imagination’.

55



FEMINIST SOCIOLOGICAL THEORY

SUMMARY

1 Sociology as a discipline is concerned with enabling us to understand
the social world we inhabit and our position within it — to grasp the
sociological imagination.

2 Feminist sociologists wish to reformulate sociology so that it provides
a sociological imagination for women as well as men, something that
malestream sociology has failed to do as sociological theory remains
largely male dominated.

3 Sociology is concerned to develop theories in order to provide answers
to 'how’ and ‘why’ questions.

4 Sociologists disagree both on what it is that is being explained and on
how it can be explained. \We outlined four theoretical positions on social
reality — positivist, idealist, realist and postmodernist.

5 Sexual difference — the difference between men and women as social
subjects —is central to feminist theory and feminists have devised four
main ways in which sexual difference can be understood. These are —
humanist, gynocentric, postmodernist and critical feminist.

6 There are a number of feminist theories, which differ in the ways in
which they explain inequalities based on sexual difference, and on the
emancipatory strategies they advocate. Those that have had the most
significant impact on sociology to date include - liberal/reformist,
Marxist, radical, dual-systems, postmodern, feminist critical theory and
Black/post-colonial feminism.

7 Post-feminism is both an empirical claim and a theoretical disposition
that, along with cyberfeminism, raises interesting and potentially
problematic issues for feminism.
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CHAPTER THREE

Stratification and inequality

In all societies there are differences between people in terms of the amount of power
and wealth they command. In this chapter we discuss various social and cultural
divisions, considering the main forms of social stratification in the contemporary world
and exploring how these might be explained from a feminist perspective. Focusing
initially on gender and then social class, we also look at racial and ethnic divisions,
as well as feminist contributions to sociological perspectives on disability. Finally, we
examine global patterns of stratification and the ways in which these are shaped by
sexual difference (the difference between men and women). This is not to say, however,
that issues of identity, difference and inequality are not considered in subsequent
chapters. What we are aiming to do here is merely map out a conceptual and empirical
framework by exploring sociological and feminist perspectives on aspects of identity
and difference that shape men’s and women'’s experiences of the social world, and
particularly of social stratification.

Sociologists use the term stratification to refer to a structure according to which
individuals and groups are positioned within a social hierarchy in which some groups
occupy more powerful and privileged positions than others —in a class, caste or gender
system, for instance. Macionis and Plummer (2002) argue that social stratification is:

1 a characteristic of society — not simply a reflection of individual differences or
competences;

2 persistent over generations (although some individuals do experience social mobility
—see below);

3 universal but variable — stratification is a feature of all societies from the simplest
to the most complex, but what counts as inequality varies between and also within
societies;

4 not simply material but also based on belief systems—just as what constitutes inequality
varies between societies, so do explanations of why people are unequal, as does the
basis on which people might come to be thought of as inferior.

The basis of stratification — the division of people according to a hierarchical
system — varies from society to society. Divisions may be based on sexual difference,
social class, race and ethnicity, culture, disability, age, and so on. Feminist writer Iris
Marion Young (1990a, pp. 49-59) has identified a number of social processes at work
in the stratification of societies into hierarchical orders. These include:
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1 social exclusion and marginalisation — a process by which ‘a whole category of people
is expelled from useful participation in social life’;

2 exploitation — through which there is ‘a transfer of the results of the labour of one
social group to benefit another’;

3 powerlessness —whereby ‘people come to lack the authority, status and sense of self
that many professionals tend to have’;

4 cultural imperialism — involving ‘the universalization of a dominant group’s
experience and culture, and its establishment as the norm’;

5 violence—directed at members of a group simply because they belong to that group
(examples of which might include violence against women, racial violence and
homophobia).

Sociologists have tended to argue that in capitalist societies the primary form
of stratification is based on social class. However, sociologists disagree about what
constitutes class, and how it is determined. Some argue, for instance, that countries
such as Britain and the US are increasingly ‘classless’. Others emphasise that class
is no longer defined by production (the occupational group to which we belong, or
by our income) but by consumption (our spending patterns and the kind of lifestyle we
adopt). Most sociologists maintain, however, that

Capitalist industrial societies are still stratified, and theories of social class
still provide us with essential insights into the manner in which established in-
equalities in wealth and power associated with production and markets, access
to educational and organisational resources and so on have systematically served
to perpetuate these inequalities over time.

(Crompton, 1993, p. 266)

However, class processes are not the only factors contributing to the reproduction and
maintenance of social inequalities. As we have seen in Chapter 2, feminists argue that
sexual difference is also a primary form of stratification, with men having more power
and prestige than women in most societies. Racial and ethnic differences are likewise
a primary determinant of stratification. One feature of Indian society, for instance,
despite attempts by some Hindu reformers to outlaw it, is the caste structure. This is
a system of stratification based on inherited or ascribed social status premised on the
assumption that hierarchy is, at least in part, natural or pre-social — part of the divine
intention for natural order. Social groups or ‘castes’ are defined primarily by birth, but
also by marriage and occupation.

Today, caste barriers have largely broken down in urban areas of India, and
‘untouchability’ — the idea that some groups are too low to be categorised within
the caste system —has been abolished by law. However, the Jati (modern caste) system
continues to emphasise the importance of rituals of purity and impurity. Hence,
members of the upper castes tend to consider the lower castes to be ritually ‘unclean’,
and so marrying someone from a lower caste, for instance, whilst not officially out-
lawed, might not be recognised or celebrated. Loyalty to a caste continues to provide
a strong sense of belonging and constitutes a significant aspect of social identity and
stratification in Indian society, particularly in rural areas.
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Age is also a significant aspect of social stratification, with young people and
elderly ones generally having less power than those in middle-aged groups. Although
the proportion varies between countries, there are more women than men amongst
the elder populations of most societies, with the largest differences being in Eastern
European and Central Asian countries (see Chapter 5). Since women are more likely
than men to become widowed or live alone, they are more vulnerable to social inequal-
ities resulting from changes in population structure and inadequate social welfare
provision. Also, since women are more likely to be disadvantaged in the labour market
(see Chapter 9), to undertake informal and unpaid caring activities, and because they
tend to lack social security and pension rights relative to men, they are more vulnerable
to poverty than men in later life.

Patterns of global stratification are also important to consider. The division
between the West (the advanced industrial societies) and the Rest, to use a distinction
made by Stuart Hall (1992a), also involves a relationship of exploitation and sub-
ordination as post-colonial sociologists and feminists have argued.

It is also important to recognise therefore that while all societies are divided
according to sexual difference, women are not a unified and homogeneous group and
may experience inequalities based on sexual difference in a range of ways. They share
a subject position (as women) but are differentiated by age, sexual preference, race,
class, physicality and geopolitical status. As we noted in Chapter 2, white, Western,
middle-class varieties of feminist theory and practice are increasingly coming
to be challenged as ignoring the experiences of many women. Postmodernist and
post-colonial feminists have highlighted the dangers of inappropriate generalisation,
stressing the importance of acknowledging the many voices and experiences of
women. Postfeminists have also argued that because womanhood is such a diverse
experience and identity, it makes no sense to continue to speak of — and attempt
to emancipate — women as a homogenous group.

While it is important to recognise the different interests of women situated in terms
of class, race, age, and so on, other feminists (e.g. Doyal, 1995) have warned of the
dangers of doing so, arguing that in rejecting general categories we may lose sight of
the commonalities between women. Lesley Doyal points out that the body, for example,
imposes real (material) constraints on women'’s lives and that ‘this is evidenced by
the fact that the fight for bodily self-determination has been a central feature of femi-
nist politics across very different cultures’ (p. 7). We would agree with this position,
and argue that whilst it is important to recognise the diverse range of experiences and
identities within womanhood and avoid making universalising or ethnocentric claims,
feminism must also emphasise commonalities amongst women, particularly in terms
of shared experiences of oppression, exploitation and marginalisation.

Gender-based stratification
The distinction between men and women, masculine and feminine, is a fundamental
basis of social and cultural organisation and a primary form of stratification, femi-

nists argue. Common sense suggests that becoming a man or a woman is a linear
process of ‘natural’ development, but sociologists have long since argued otherwise,
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maintaining that differences between men and women are not ahistorical, absolute or
universal but historically and culturally variable. Bob Connell (1995, 2002), for instance,
has argued that in any given societies there are a range of masculinities and that only
some of these become dominant — defining the most socially acceptable ways of being
a man, and hence assuming the status of what he terms ‘hegemonic masculinity’.
Sociological perspectives on gender therefore aim to understand the key social
differences between men and women and attempt to explain these with reference to
social (rather than biological or psychological) differences. These differences are often
referred to as the ‘gender order’ — the structure through which men and women, as well
as forms of masculinity and femininity, are accorded different levels of power and
status in any given society.

Gender inequalities
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Gender differences are evident throughout the social world and are grounded in
relations of power and inequality because in most societies men are accorded a dis-
proportionate share of social, political, economic and cultural resources. Gender
inequalities, much like the other forms of social stratification considered here, are
both cultural and material — women are marginalised not only in cultural beliefs,
representations and practices (in language, for instance —see Chapter 12), but are also
oppressed and exploited through political, economic, social and physical forms
of power. The following examples from current research give some indication of the
nature and extent of gender discrimination and disadvantage across the world, or what
sociologist Goran Therborn (2004, p. 107) calls ‘the patriarchal burden of the twenty-
first century’.

In contemporary India, two rapes and three kidnapping and abduction cases
involving women are reported to the police every hour. Similarly, every hour at least
four molestation and one sexual harassment cases are reported. A study conducted
on behalf of UNICEF in Bangalore on the ways in which the police respond to reports
of crimes against women and children found that most of the cases reported were
not registered and instead, victims were often subject to police harassment in the name
of ‘counselling’. Cruelty to women by husbands and their relatives was also found
to be occurring at a rate of six cases every hour. Another finding was that among the
rape cases reported, 84 per cent of the offenders were known to the victims (7he Hindu,
2 March 2004). One dowry death is reported in India every hour. Indeed, Therborn
(2004, p. 173) notes that in the first half of the 1990s, dowry conflicts led to 5,000
registered killings of women each year in India, with a heavy concentration in the
conservative northern states of Uttar Predesh and Harayana, and in the federal district
of Delhi (see also Thakur, 1998).

In Australia, the first national survey of sexual harassment has recently found that
more than one in four women have been harassed at work. Twenty years after the first
laws against sexual harassment were introduced there, some 28 per cent of women
aged 18-64 said they had been sexually harassed at work. The figure for men was
found to be 7 per cent. The survey also found that less than a third of those harassed
had reported the offence, and more than half said they lacked faith in the system.
Almost half of all those who had been harassed said their harasser was a co-worker,
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but 35 per cent said it was a supervisor or boss. In half of the reported cases, the
harassment had continued for more than six months (7he Age, 25 March 2004).

A report by the UN (2004) entitled ‘Millennium Development Goals: China’s
Progress’ found that many Chinese women and girls face widespread discrimina-
tion and oppression in all spheres of life. The report estimates that 13 per cent of the
country’s 600 million women are illiterate, compared to only 5 per cent of men, and
only 22 per cent of the country’s government and public bodies are women. Women
in China are 25 per cent more likely to commit suicide compared to men and
women in the rest of the world, where on average 3.6 times more men kill themselves
than women. The report recommends that China includes gender and discrimination
issues in teacher training programmes and in school textbooks, and enforces measures
to reduce incentives for pre-natal sex selection (China News, 26 March 2004). Indeed,
the latter has become a particular social problem in China as official statistics suggest
that in 2002, there were 117 boys born for every 100 girls (in 1982, the proportion
of males to females was 108 to 100, closer to the worldwide ratio of 111.9 to 100). If
this trend continues, there will be up to 40 million more men than women in China by
2020. Although the law prohibits doctors from revealing the results of ultrasound
screening of embryos, in practice this is often ignored and abortion of female foetuses
is not uncommon since the introduction of China’s ‘one child per couple’ policy in
1979. Many baby girls are abandoned at hospitals and birth centres, and girls are over-
represented in Chinese orphanages (United Press International, 8 March 2004).

Structuralist explanations

Feminist sociologists such as Sylvia Walby (1990) have argued that gender inequalities
such as these are sustained through a range of social structures that subordinate
women. The term ‘patriarchy’ has been used in this respect both to describe and
to explain gender stratification. Patriarchy literally means ‘rule of the father’, and has
traditionally been used in English-speaking societies to refer to a household headed
by a male. As Beechey (1987) points out, its use in analysing gender inequalities is
not new — the term patriarchy was deployed by early feminist writers such as Virginia
Woolf and Vera Brittain, as well as by Weber to refer to a system of government
in which men ruled societies through their position as heads of household. Sociologists
such as Walby have used the term to refer to a much broader form of social organ-
isation in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women in a whole range of social
settings. As we noted in Chapter 2, for Walby, patriarchy in contemporary capitalist
societies consists of six interrelated structures or systems. These are:

1 paid employment — in most societies women are likely to be paid less than men;

2 household production — women are largely responsible for domestic labour and
childcare;

3 the state — women are much less likely than men to have direct access to political
power or representation;

4 violence — women are much more likely than men to be the subject of physical,
emotional and/or sexual abuse;
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5 sexuality — women are more likely than men to be sexually commodified or
objectified, and to be controlled through their sexuality;

6 culture—women more than men are under-represented or misrepresented in media
and popular culture.

For Walby, these structures are dynamically interrelating in so far as changes in
one of the components of patriarchy will cause changes in the others, and in the nature
and extent of gender stratification. While some degree of patriarchy may be universal,
there is of course significant variation in the relative power of men and women in
different parts of the world. In Southeast Asian countries and those in the Middle East
such as Saudi Arabia for instance, men’s control over women in all of the six structures
Walby identifies suggests that these are highly patriarchal societies. The least patri-
archal societies appear to be Scandinavian ones such as Norway and Sweden, in which
men and women seem to occupy much more equal positions within paid employment
and household production (www.un.org).

The term “patriarchy’ and its use in feminist sociology has not been unproblematic,
however, and it is fair to say that there remains some unease about its usefulness as
a conceptual tool. This is not least because it is such a homogenising term that does
not adequately enable us to understand the causal elements that make up patterns of
gender inequalities. In this sense, Crompton and Sanderson (1990) see the concept as
an ‘imperfect but descriptive’ tool.

Some sociologists have been particularly critical of the arbitrary exercise of
dividing patriarchy up into the six structures outlined above, and have described the
way in which Walby uses the term as ‘abstract structuralism’ that merges explanation
with description (see Pollert, 1996). Others have noted that its use tends towards a
biologically deterministic and ahistorical analysis of gender inequalities (Barrett, 1980;
Rowbotham, 1981). Other criticisms have been levelled against its insensitivity to
the experiences of women of different cultures, classes and ethnicities (hooks, 1984;
Anthias and Yuval-Davis, 1993). In responding to these criticisms writers such as
Walby (1997) and also Witz (1992) tend to take the view that the concept can have
explanatory potential if used in a historically and culturally sensitive way.

Other sociologists who use the term have attempted to qualify its descriptive use
by distinguishing, for instance, between ‘post’ and neo’ forms of patriarchy. Therborn
(2004), for example, argues that most Western societies underwent a process of
‘de-patriarchalization’ throughout the course of the twentieth century, coupled with a
shift towards secularisation and democratisation. These societies, he argues, have
effectively become post-patriarchal in so far as most adults are relatively autonomous
from their parents and enjoy (at least formally) equal male—female social rights. He
acknowledges however that although ‘a post-patriarchal society gives men and women
equal rights to act, . . . their relative income taps their ability to act’ (p. 127). He also
argues that there are several areas of the world — that he calls neo-patriarchal’ —where
patriarchy is still firmly entrenched: South, Central and West Asia; and Northern,
sub-Saharan and West Africa. The latter, he argues, is ‘the region of the world where
the confrontations between modernist thrusts to de-patriarchalization and religiously
grounded patriarchal counter-blasts have been most violent’ (p. 112).
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Poststructuralist explanations

Many sociologists and feminist theorists, particularly those influenced by post-
modernism (see Chapter 2), have challenged structuralist approaches, such as Walby’s,
or ‘institutional’ perspectives, such as Therborn’s, on the grounds that they tend merely
to replace biological determinism with social determinism; emphasising an ontology
(theory of existence) of gender as something that is imposed on us, or ‘done’ to us by
patriarchal social structures. Instead of a structuralist approach to understanding
gender stratification, such feminists highlight the extent to which power is embedded
in everyday practices and relationships at every level of society and not simply in
particular social structures. This more poststructuralist approach to gender emphasises
the extent to which sexual difference is socially shaped and constantly renegotiated
in a wide variety of social settings.

Whereas social interactionists such as Goffman have long since argued that social
identities are merely performances, and that we perform different ‘roles’ according
to our audience and script, feminists such as Judith Butler (1990) have argued that our
gender identities are merely performative; that, as she puts it, ‘there is no doer behind
the deed’ or actor behind the action. For those who adopt this perspective, sex and
gender are much more fluid and flexible than the sex—gender distinction developed
by Oakley (see Chapter 1), and the structuralist approaches to gender stratification
developed by Walby and others, seem to suggest. Butler (2000), for instance, argues
that there is a ‘heterosexual matrix’ —a sex—gender order — operating in contemporary
societies that organises sexual difference as shown in Table 3.1:

Table 3.1 Sex-gender order

Sex Gender Sexuality
Male Masculine Heterosexual (active)
Female Feminine Heterosexual (passive)

Source: Butler, 2000

Butler argues that this heterosexual matrix serves to define what is ‘natural’ and
‘normal’ in any given society; the assumption being that a ‘normal’ male will be
masculine and heterosexually active, and that a normal’ female will be feminine and
heterosexually passive. She argues that this matrix distorts the similarities and differ-
ences both between and amongst men and women, resulting in gender inequalities
(such as those considered above) and the devaluation of femininity, and invites us
to make what she calls ‘gender trouble’ (Butler, 2000) — to play with what is socially
defined as normal in gender terms. From this perspective, gender is seen as something
that we do, rather than an identity that is imposed on us by social structures — an
experience that varies considerably according to age, ethnicity, sexuality, embodiment,
social class, and so on.

Other feminists have been concerned, however, about the political implications
of poststructuralist approaches to gender stratification, arguing that emphasising
diversity amongst women, as well as advocating the need for irony and making ‘gender
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trouble’ (Butler, 2000), might result in undermining the category ‘woman’. This is of
concern because feminists are looking for their identity as women to be socially,
economically and politically valued. Nevertheless, this ‘doing gender’ approach is
particularly useful in emphasising that gender stratification cannot be adequately
understood solely as a single hierarchical division between men and women. As Sue
Lees (1993) points out, relationships between men and women are not static, but
constantly changing; although gender remains an important element of stratification
most feminists would argue. The opportunities available to men and women remain
unequal in most societies, but are not fixed. Women are able to exercise agency, but
this agency is constrained, we would argue, by structures and dominant discourses
so that women'’s ‘choices’ are relatively limited. Many women might ‘choose’ to work
part-time for instance (see Chapters 6 and 9), but this choice is exercised within a
relatively narrow structural context and is shaped by factors such as the lack of state-
funded/provided childcare in most societies.

Social class-based stratification
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As wenoted above, in all complex societies there is an unequal distribution of material
and symbolic resources, resulting in economic and social inequality. Inequalities in
contemporary Western societies are generally regarded, by malestream sociologists,
as being based not primarily on sexual difference, but on social class — on production,
distribution and exchange. In this respect, class-based stratification and inequality, as
well as social mobility, continues to be a central theme particularly in British sociology.

Feminist sociologists in the UK and elsewhere have been strongly influenced by
Joan Acker’s (1973) critique of sociological research on class stratification. Following
Acker, three particular issues have concerned feminist analyses of social class in the
last thirty years or so. Sara Delamont frames these as three rhetorical questions:

First, was it sensible to treat the household as the unit of analysis, with its class
location treated as that of the male head? Second, were the very categories of
occupation, which were used to group occupations together into classes, inherently
sexist? Third, what empirical and theoretical insights would result if women were
treated as having their own occupationally based class identity and therefore their
own social mobility?

(Delamont, 2003, pp. 52—53)

These feminist interests have developed alongside a series of debates in malestream
sociology about the changing nature of social class and about the role of class analysis
in sociology (see Savage, 2000) but, as we noted in Chapter 1, have had a relatively
limited impact on the malestream core of the discipline.
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Sociological analysis and social class

Debates surrounding whether the household should persist as the central unit
of analysis came to prominence in the UK after the publication of the results of the
Nuffield mobility study in 1980 (Goldthorpe ez al., 1980; Halsey et al., 1980). This project
had collected data on social mobility since 1972 based on an all-male sample in
England and Wales. During the 1980s a debate took place between Goldthorpe and
a range of sociologists critical of his methodology and the assumptions underpinning
it (Goldthorpe, 1983, 1984; Stanworth, 1983). Goldthorpe remained confident that the
male was the head of household and that his occupation determined the class position
of the family, even in households in which women also engaged in paid work. As
Delamont (2003) notes, however, there may be sociologically interesting differences
between, for example, ‘A household where the man was a doctor and the woman a
secretary compared to a household where both adults were doctors, or one where the
man was a routine clerical worker and the woman a doctor’ (p. 53).

As well as methodological disputes, one of the main problems in developing a
feminist-infused class analysis within sociology is that, as Rosemary Crompton (1993)
has pointed out, there are a number of different ways in which the term ‘class’ is used,
both by sociologists and in everyday discourse:

1 to refer to groups, ranked in a hierarchy, which are formally unequal and have
legally defined rights;

2 to refer to groups ranked according to social standing or prestige;

3 torefer to structural inequalities — to the unequal resourcing of groups — which are
the outcomes of competition for social resources in capitalist societies;

4 to refer to actual or potential social forces competing for control over scarce
resources.

We could also argue that the term class also refers to the cultural values, dispositions
and lifestyles attributed to those occupying distinct social positions. In this sense, class
is used to refer not simply to economic resources but also to ‘cultural capital (Bourdieu,
1984) acquired through education, socialisation and participation in particular social
networks. Of course, cultural and economic capital are closely related in so far as a
person who is deemed to be socially and culturally skilled is more likely to succeed
materially in a competitive, market society — in the labour market, for example.
Sociologists make use of virtually all these meanings of the term in their research; a
person’s social class is regarded as a summary variable which tells us about attitudes
and values, standards of living, levels of education, consumer behaviour, and so on.
Sociological research has shown that social class is an important determinant of life
chances in terms of education and health, for instance.

In Western sociology particularly, two main theories of social class dominate:
those based on Marxist theory (emphasising the centrality of the economic), and those
based on Weberian theory (emphasising the relationship between economic, social and
political status). These are often referred to as neo-Marxist and neo-Weberian, to
indicate that the basic ideas of Marx and Weber have been developed into theories
of class divisions and relations in contemporary societies in which class systems are
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complex and dynamic. Both theories see classes as distinct groups, each class consisting
of individuals with shared economic and social interests which are different from, and
may be in conflict with, those of other classes. Members of a household are thought
to share a common class position, and generally the male head of household’s class
position is seen to determine that of all the members of his household.

Marxist perspectives on class

In Marxist theory social class is determined by an individual or group’s relationship to
the means of production — that is, whether one owns and controls capital or sells one’s
labour power. Those who share a common relationship to the means of production
—owners, labourers — share the same class position. Marx argued that members of the
same class would come to realise that they shared common interests and that these
were in opposition to those of other social classes. The resulting class conflict would
lead to the overthrow of the existing mode of production and its replacement by a new
one. Marx argued that eventually there would be a classless, post-capitalist society in
which social groups no longer sought to exploit each other.

According to Marx there are two main classes in capitalist society, the bourgeoisie
and the proletariat. The former are the owners of the means of production and exploit
the labour of the latter, who have to sell their labour on the market and at market-
determined rates in order to subsist. Exploitation comes about because capitalists
pay workers less than the true value of their labour and thus make a profit —what Marx
called ‘surplus value’. The price of goods on the market (the exchange value) is made
up of two elements: the costs of the raw materials, and the cost of labour. However,
the worker is paid only for some of his or her labour — the amount s/he can demand
as a wage; the remainder is retained as profit. Thus a worker produces surplus value
that constitutes profit. However, only use value is produced when the producer
consumes the product him or herself (as, for example, when a housewife provides a
meal for a family, makes clothes for a child or grows vegetables for the table).

[t is evident that for Marx, classes were predominantly made up of men, and that
women were relatively marginal in his analysis. Further, Marx saw class exploitation
as the key issue and other forms of exploitation such as gender and race as secondary
or derivative.

Weberian perspectives on class
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Neo-Weberian theories of social class are based on the view that class position is
determined primarily by the labour market, which positions people in a multi-
dimensional status hierarchy. Occupations that share a similar market position — that
is, those in which employees have comparable conditions of employment — are said
to be in the same social class. Weber argued that members of a social class would both
seek to protect their advantages vis-a-vis other groups and try to enhance their share
of rewards and resources. A class would exclude subordinate groups from securing
its advantages by ‘closure’ of opportunities to others, which it defines as inferior and
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ineligible. Subordinate groups try to break through this closure and to access the
advantages of higher groups.

Taking account of the extent to which class dynamics are fluid and complex, those
following a neo-Weberian approach tend to focus on what they describe as ‘socio-
economic status’ which, they argue, is shaped by a combination of class, status and
power and so takes account not just of economic position but also occupation, wealth
and income, status and lifestyle, consciousness and identity as well as a person’s degree
of political influence. Parkin (1979) and Murphy (1984) have argued that Weber’s view
of social stratification, and especially the concepts of socio-eco