PHIL/WGST 226: FEMINIST THEORY

Introduction to Feminist Thought
One of the central claims of feminism is that gender norms are unjust. 

What is gender? People often use “gender” as a polite way of talking about biological sex. How are they, in fact, different?
Sex refers to biological characteristics that humans use to distinguish females and males. 

Gender refers to social roles, behaviors, and attributes that a society considers appropriate for men and boys (“masculinity”) and women and girls (“femininity”).
What is a gender norm? A gender norm is a socially-enforced rule for behavior applied to persons on the basis of their perceived biological sex. 

What are examples of gender norms for women? 

• “A woman ought to…”

What are examples of gender norms for men?
• “A man ought to…”

Why, according to feminism, are gender norms unjust? 

(1) Gender norms arbitrarily restrict individual freedom. Gender norms require people to occupy certain social roles on the basis of assumptions about what is appropriate for members of their presumed biological sex. 

However, the behaviors and roles that gender norms prescribe do not, for most people, correspond entirely to their actual talents and interests. 

Yet, those whose behavior violates gender expectations are often subject to penalty. How are people penalized for violating gender norms? 
Gender norms restrict the freedom of both men and women. However:
(2) In virtually all societies historical and present, gender norms disadvantage women and girls relative to men and boys.
Thus, gender norms produce group-based social inequalities, and are additionally unjust for this reason, feminists claim.
Even in contemporary Western societies, gender disparities in wellbeing and opportunity persist. As Cudd & Jones point out:

• The gender wage gap: women still only earn about 78% of what men earn. 
• Women are more likely than men to be poor in the U.S.—13.3% of Americans are poor, but 24% of women are poor.
• A woman is less likely than a man to be hired for jobs that require her to act in ways that deviate from the traditional roles assigned to females, even if she is better-qualified. 

◊ E.g., a male CEO may not promote a woman to an executive position on the assumption that women are “too emotional to make tough decisions.” 

◊ Only 3% of the CEOs of Fortune 500 companies are women.

(Men, in contrast, are often more likely to be hired for so-called women’s jobs; in fact, men are on average paid more in feminized occupations such as nursing.)

• Moreover, jobs traditionally considered “women’s work” are typically paid less than jobs traditionally occupied by men. 

◊ For example, in education, women are disproportionately the teachers of young children, while college professors are disproportionately male. However, college professors are paid considerably more than grade school teachers on average. 
◊ Domestic labor, which all societies assign disproportionately to women, is not formally compensated at all. 

• Women hold only a small fraction of positions of power within the government. 

◊ Only 23.7% of Congress are women, an all-time record. There have only been 4 female Supreme Court justices (out of 113), and no female presidents (out of 45). 

• Women disproportionately experience domestic abuse, harassment and sexual assault. 
◊ 1 in 5 American women experiences sexual assault or attempted sexual assault.

◊ 90% of sexual assault victims are women.

◊ Intimate partners were responsible for 26% of all violence against women in 2008, compared to 5% for men. 
In reply to the feminist claim that gender norms are unjust because they make women worse off than men, people sometimes object that social inequalities are not necessarily unjust; it depends on how they came about. 

1. Essentialism: According to this view, women and men differ naturally (biologically) from each other in a way makes women either less worthy of equal concern or less able to benefit from it.  
Essentialism holds, in other words, that women’s essence or nature is not only distinct from, but also inferior to, men’s.  
If the essentialism hypothesis were true, social inequalities between women and men would not obviously be unjust. 

Cudd & Jones dispute essentialism for many reasons. (See pp. 81-82.) We will examine critiques of essentialism in Mill, Fine, and Beauvoir.

2. Sexism: According to this view, which Cudd & Jones defend, women are systematically disadvantaged by society. Either: 
(a) society denies women and girls equal opportunities to develop valuable human capacities (by, for example, denying women and girls equal access to education), or 

(b) society assigns lesser value to that which is associated with femininity (by, for example, providing greater rewards for being aggressive than for being nurturing). 
Either way, the sexism hypothesis thus holds that there are no natural differences between men and women that are inherently socially-significant. 

Social inequalities between men and women are unjust, according to this view, because they are coercively imposed on women by society.
Beside these two discussed by Cudd & Jones, are there are other possible explanations of social inequality between women and men you can think of?
3. Individual choice: This view holds that men and women tend (on average) to have distinct preferences, and therefore tend (on average) to make different choices. 

Social inequalities between women and men are simply the cumulative result of tendencies of individual women and individual men to choose (and therefore act) differently, according to this view. 

For example, men (it is claimed) tend to enjoy the sorts of activities involved in governing societies and running Fortune 500 companies. Women, in contrast, tend to prefer work that involves nurturing others. 

This hypothesis is often invoked to explain the gender wage gap: women choose careers that pay less, choose to prioritize family responsibilities over career advancement, and choose to negotiate less aggressively for promotions and raises than men. 

The individual choice (IC) hypothesis is meant to show that gender inequalities, having been caused by individual women’s and individual men’s voluntary choices, are not unjust. 
Is individual choice a satisfactory explanation of gender inequalities? 

The claim that women and men tend to have distinct preferences and, therefore, tend to make different choices about how to lead their lives is probably, in many ways, true. However: 
(a) Why do women and men tend to have distinct preferences?
The IC hypothesis cannot answer this question without collapsing into the essentialism or the sexism hypothesis. 

(b) The IC hypothesis cannot explain why women’s choices earn lesser rewards without recourse to the sexism hypothesis. 
(c) If the IC hypothesis were true, women making “masculine” choices would do just as well as men, and men making “feminine” choices would do just as poorly as women. But neither is the case. 

What is sexism? Cudd & Jones (p. 76) define it generally as: a systematic, pervasive, but often subtle, force that maintains the oppression of women… 
They reject the gender-neutral definition of sexism as “anything that creates, constitutes, promotes, sustains, or exploits an unjustifiable distinction between the sexes.” Why?
• The gender-neutral definition implicitly denies that sexism is a gendered phenomenon (in the same way that “All Lives Matter” denies that racism is a racialized phenomenon). 
• Note that Cudd and Jones’ definition leaves open whether or not it is possible for men to be direct victims of sexism. 
What their definition entails is that instances of sexism maintain the oppression of women, regardless of the gender/sex of the direct victim. 

• Note also that the definition does not define “women.” Thus, it allows that sexism could maintain the oppression of trans women and (insofar as their gender identification is not accepted) trans men. 
…and that is at work (1) through institutional structures, (2) in interpersonal interactions and the attitudes expressed in them, and (3) in the cognitive, linguistic, and emotional processes of individual minds. 

(1) Interpersonal: Actions (and other expressions between persons) that create, constitute, promote, sustain, exploit invidious sexual inequalities. 

Interpersonal sexism need not be intentional. 
What are some examples of interpersonal sexism? 

(2) Institutional: Invidious sexual inequalities in the explicit rules and implicit norms governing social institutions. 
Note that “institutional sexism” does not refer sexist behavior in the workplace, which would be interpersonal sexism. 
Instances of institutional sexism may be formal (i.e., legally codified) and express (i.e., explicitly stated). 

For example: laws, company policies, membership rules, etc. 
They can also be informal (i.e., not legally codified) and tacit (i.e., unstated but generally understood). 

For example: social norms, such as gender roles 

What are some examples of institutional sexism? 

(3) Unconscious: Psychological mechanisms and tacit beliefs, emotions, and attitudes that create, constitute, promote, sustain, or exploit invidious sexual inequalities (i.e., sexism in the mind). 
Note that “unconscious sexism” does not refer to actions that are unintentionally sexist, which would be interpersonal sexism.

Examples (from Cudd & Jones and Fine, chapter 5): 

• Psychological studies show that women tend to find it more painful to think of themselves as oppressed, while men find it more painful to think of themselves as privileged. 

Thus, there is unconscious motivation for both women and men to deny that women are oppressed and men are privileged. 
• Implicit bias: Implicit bias is the tendency to unconsciously favor members of one group or assign more value to their accomplishments. In our society, implicit biases related to gender tend to benefit men and disadvantage women. Fine gives many examples:
• Trans men commonly report that their work is regarded as better and they receive more respect after transition. 

• Many resume studies demonstrate that people—both men and women—tend to rate the work and qualifications of male applicants more highly than that of female applicants, even though their work and qualifications are identical.  

In one variation on the traditional resume study, researchers found that what quality is considered most relevant to merit (e.g., experience vs. education) shifted among participants depending on which one the male applicant had. (In fact, the study participants most convinced of their own objectivity discriminated against women the most.)

• In one study, 11-12 year old children were shown pictures of men and women performing unfamiliar jobs and asked to estimate the jobs’ difficulty and pay. They consistently rated the jobs performed by men in the pictures they saw as more difficult and higher paid.
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