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20Surgically Shaping Sex: A Gender
Structure Analysis of the Violation
of Intersex People’s Human Rights

Georgiann Davis and Maddie Jo Evans

Abstract
We begin this chapter distinguishing sex from
gender, while also showing that neither phe-
nomenon is a simple two-category character-
istic. We then offer a gender structure analysis
(Risman in Gend Soc 18(4):429–450, 2004)
of intersex in contemporary U.S. society to
show how these binary ideologies about sex
and gender problematically shape the lives of
intersex people. At the institutional level of
gender structure, we focus on how doctors
routinely subject intersex people to medically
unnecessary and irreversible interventions in
an attempt to force them into the sex binary—
a process that begins with doctors assessing
the person’s gender identity, or attempting to
predict it, if the diagnosis occurs at birth. At
the interactional level of gender structure, we
show how doctors present intersex as a
medical emergency to the parents of intersex
children. We explain that this style of diag-
nosis delivery puts parents in a panic and
leads them to hastily consent to medical
recommendations in order to “normalize”

their child’s body so that they fit more neatly
into sex and gender expectations. At the
individual level of gender structure, we
describe how doctors treat intersex in ways
that disregards intersex people’s bodily auton-
omy while violating their human rights.
However, as we explain in the conclusion,
when intersex people age and learn the truth
about how they were treated, they often fight
back and crack the gender structure by joining
the intersex rights movement in an attempt to
challenge the institutional level of gender
structure and, more specifically, how doctors
harmfully approach intersex. We end with
questions regarding intersex advocacy and a
call for sociocultural scholars to center race in
future intersex studies.

1 Introduction

When a baby is born doctors immediately cate-
gorize the infant as either male or female based
on the appearance of the baby’s external geni-
talia. This genital categorization is the child’s
sex, which is often viewed as synonymous with
gender given those with penises are typically
raised as boys, and those with vaginas are typi-
cally raised as girls. However, sex and gender
are not synonymous with one another, nor is each
a simple two-category phenomenon (Fausto-
Sterling, 2000, 1993; Dreger, 1998; Kessler,
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1998, 1990). For example, in its most simplistic
definition, gender is an identity and a fluid one at
that given how it is understood differently across
time and space. What was considered masculine
a generation ago is not necessary viewed the
same way today. There are also many different
ways to be masculine, just as there are many
different ways to be feminine. You can have a
penis and enact a femininity, much the same way
you can have a vagina and enact a masculinity.
Thus, it is problematic for doctors to predict a
baby’s gender by examining the baby’s genitals
—a faulty categorization process that, in many
instances, begins even before birth with the
assistance of a pregnancy ultrasound.

We can perhaps best understand the problem
of assuming sex and gender are simple and neatly
correlated phenomenon by looking to those born
with intersex traits. Intersex traits are congenital
characteristics that blur the controversial
boundary between male and female bodies
(Fausto-Sterling, 2000, 1993; Dreger, 1998;
Kessler, 1998, 1990). An intersex trait can appear
in the body as “ambiguous” genitalia, sexual
organs, and/or as sex chromosomes that deviate
from normative expectations. For example, those
with complete androgen insensitivity syndrome
(CAIS) typically have testes, albeit internal and
undescended, and XY chromosomes, yet their
outward female appearance which includes a
vagina and breasts marks them as female. While
intersex traits do not threaten a person’s health
(Nakhal et al., 2013), doctors routinely treat
intersex traits as medical problems that they can
fix with their scalpels—a horrific human rights
violation that many intersex people have
endured, including sociologist Georgiann Davis
(see Davis, 2015a).

Doctors routinely subject those born with
intersex traits to medically unnecessary and
irreversible interventions (Davis, 2015a, 2011).
They do this to uphold our narrow understanding
of sex as a binary feature of our body even
though intersex is strong evidence that sex is
anything but simple (Davis, 2015a, 2011). Doc-
tors tend to believe it is in a person’s best interest
for their sex and gender to be aligned, so, in the
case of intersex, they attempt to predict an

intersex infant’s gender, and then they use that
prediction to surgically shape that child’s sex.
Otherwise they worry parents will not be able to
gender socialize their intersex child (e.g., Kar-
kazis, 2008).

Although intersex traits are usually diagnosed
at birth or adolescence depending upon the
intersex trait, doctors often withhold the known
diagnosis from the intersex person, and encour-
age parents to do the same, out of fear that dis-
closing it would interfere with the development
of the child’s gender identity (e.g., Karkazis,
2008; Preves, 2003; Kessler, 1998, 1990).
Instead of providing the intersex person with
open and honest information at the time of
diagnosis, or as they age if they are diagnosed at
birth so that they can be included in medical
decision making processes about their body (see,
for example, Preves, 2003), doctors construct
elaborate, and seriously problematic, narratives
that range from telling intersex people that they
were born with underdeveloped reproductive
structures, to telling them that they were born
with early onset cancer of the reproductive sys-
tem (e.g., Karkazis, 2008). Although this medical
deception might be understood as doctors
attempting to help intersex people, it has been
associated with their ideological stance that sex,
gender, and sexuality are neatly correlated and
essentialist features of our bodies that they can
surgically protect by, for instance, removing the
testes of a person born with CAIS because of
their belief that a person with a vagina shouldn’t
also have testes (Davis, 2015a, 2011; Karkazis,
2008). This medical approach to intersex traits,
and the deception that goes along with it, has also
been tied to medical authority over the body,
which creates, rather than ameliorates, physical
and emotional pain and suffering (Davis, 2015a,
2011; Karkazis, 2008).

Any attempt at understanding the experiences
of intersex people must begin by accepting that
sex is a naturally variable phenomenon (Kessler,
1998). We suggest that we approach gender not
only as an identity characteristic, but as sociol-
ogist Barbara Risman’s (2004) theorizes, a
stratification system that operates at the institu-
tional, interactional, and individuals levels of
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society. The institutional level of gender is where
organizational practices and polices are regulated
and enforced. The interactional level of gender is
where gendered expectations are navigated and
negotiated, and lastly, the individual level is
where people internalize and embody a gender
identity.

In the sections that follow, we draw on existing
sociocultural analyses, alongside critiques from
intersex activists, to offer a gender structure anal-
ysis of how intersex is experienced and contested
in contemporary U.S. society (Risman, 2004).
Although our discussion extends beyond the U.S.,
we focus on theU.S. in this chapter because it is the
cultural context that we are personally and pro-
fessionally most familiar with. It is also the per-
spective that, albeit problematically, dominates
contemporary intersex discourse. However, we
attempt to remain conscious of the ways in which
our Amerocentric perspective is limited in its own
regard, and invite readers to do the same. We also
look forward to sociocultural scholars extending
our analyses beyond the U.S. context through both
empirical and theoretical perspectives different
from our own.

We begin with the institutional level of gender
structure by offering an overview of the medical
treatment of intersex traits from historical to
contemporary times, including critiques from
intersex activists. We focus specifically on how
medical providers violate intersex people’s bod-
ily autonomy in order to problematically align
sex and gender. We next turn to the interactional
level of gender structure to critique parental
consent for these medically unnecessary and
irreversible interventions. We show how doctors
influence parents’ compliance with their recom-
mendations by presenting intersex as a medical
emergency that needs an immediate medical
response. Framed as an emergency, parents are
left without time to consult with other parents of
intersex children and/or intersex adults before
granting consent for doctors to surgically shape
their child’s body so that sex and gender can be
aligned. We then move to the individual level of
gender structure to discuss how intersex people
feel their human rights are violated in harmful
and irreversible ways that also unnecessarily

leave them forcefully sterilized. However, as we
describe in the conclusion, many intersex people
join the intersex rights movement when they
learn the truth about how they were treated in
order to seek an end to the medically unnecessary
and irreversible interventions intersex people are
forced to endure. They do so as activists by
raising intersex awareness through the media,
drawing on legal strategies to hold doctors
accountable for their actions, and more all in an
attempt to disrupt the institutional level of gender
structure where doctors surgically shape chil-
dren’s bodies to problematically align sex and
gender. We place these activist efforts in dia-
logue with a feminist sociological understanding
of medical processes that recognizes how our
lives are structured by gender and how institu-
tions, such as medicine, are positioned to
enforce, or challenge, ideological understandings
of gender.

2 The Medical Mutilation
of Intersex Bodies: The
Institutional Level of Gender
Structure

Intersex is perhaps one of the best examples to
highlight how the medical profession has the
power, and is also equipped, to reinforce and
perpetuate the problematic gender ideologies at
the institutional level of gender structure that
maintain sex and gender are naturally correlated
phenomenon (Risman, 2004; Connell, 1987;
Foucault, 1963). Although there is evidence that
doctors have subjected intersex people to medi-
cally unnecessary interventions to uphold the sex
binary as far back as the 18th century (Warren,
2014; Mak, 2012; Reis, 2009; Dreger, 1998),
today’s medical approach to intersex stems
mostly from the medical advances of the 20th
century. These medical advances include the
invention and availability of medical imaging
including ultrasonography, the discovery of sex
chromosomes, and the advancement of surgical
techniques.

Alongside these medical advancements, it was
in the mid 1950s that psychologist John Money
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introduced his “optimum gender of rearing”
[OGR] model (Money, Hampson, & Hampson,
1957). The OGR model “held that all sexually
ambiguous children should—indeed must—be
made into unambiguous-looking boys or girls to
ensure unambiguous gender identities” (Dreger
& Herndon, 2009, 202). Sex and gender in this
context were each binary and malleable but
simultaneously thought of as needing to be
strictly correlated. While Money was later dis-
credited for unethical research practices and
abuse of his power over minor children (Colap-
into, 2000, 1997), the surgical practices at the
core of his theory remain in practice today. Only
now doctors no longer see sex and gender as
flexible phenomena (Davis, 2015a; Karkazis,
2008). Instead, they view gender as a hard-wired
and essentialist characteristic of the body that
they can scientifically uncover with medical tests
and visual inspections of a person’s body (Davis,
2015a; Karkazis, 2008). Once doctors have
medically determined one’s gender (wrongly
assuming such is even possible), they surgically
shape the person’s sex to match in normative
ways, meaning externally, girls should look
female and boys should look male. Or, in the
case of those with CAIS who have an outward
female appearance, they remove the internal and
undescended testes because girls aren’t supposed
to have them. This attempt to predict one’s
gender identity, and then modify the intersex
body in accordance with the predicted gender,
illustrates just how powerful the medical pro-
fession is in upholding the gender structure.

With doctors being the arbiters of intersex
status, they hold exclusive jurisdiction over
intersex. They are uniquely positioned to define
what constitutes an intersex trait, and they are
also medically equipped with the tools to treat a
person’s intersex trait however they feel it should
be treated. But intersex traits rarely, if at all, pose
a health threat (see, for example, Nakhal et al.,
2013). What intersex traits do threaten are the
sex, gender, and perhaps to a lesser extent, sex-
uality binary ideologies upon which the framing
of intersex as an abnormality rests. Thus, doctors
who perform these medically unnecessary and
irreversible interventions on intersex bodies are

erasing natural evidence that sex, gender, and
sexuality are each a continuum instead of a
binary.

Both feminist scholars and individuals with
intersex traits have criticized the medical
approach toward intersex. Feminist scholars are
critical of this medical approach toward intersex
traits, often citing the fact that it relies on an
oversimplified understanding of sex that pre-
sumes there are clear medical markers that dis-
tinguish male from female bodies (e.g.,
Fausto-Sterling, 2000, 1993; Dreger, 1998).
Feminist scholars are also critical of medical
providers for assuming a strict correlation
between sex, gender, and sexuality (e.g., Kessler,
1990). While some individuals with intersex
traits share the critiques about intersex medical
care that feminist scholars posit, they are even
more concerned about the physical and emo-
tional harm that result from medical interven-
tions. Intersex people are deeply hurt by the lies
their doctors and parents tell them about their
diagnosis, and arguably most importantly, the
medically unnecessary and irreversible surgeries
they endured. With these critiques in hand,
individuals with intersex traits gathered, mostly
in the global north, in the late 1980s and early
1990s to challenge the medical treatment of
intersex (Chase, 1998, 1993; see also Holmes,
2008). Intersex social movement organizations
emerged and the intersex rights movement
flourished (Preves, 2005, 2003). Intersex activists
organized public protests at medical association
meetings, gained media attention, and collec-
tively grew as a social movement (Preves, 2005).
They wanted the world to know that they were
unhappy with how they were treated as minor
children. They wanted, in short, to change med-
ical care.

The medical profession initially wrote off
intersex activists as “zealots” (Gearhart qtd. in
Angier, 1996), but by the year 2000, everything
seemed to change. Cheryl Chase, a leader who
is often considered the founder of the U.S.
intersex rights movement, was invited to deliver
a plenary address to the then named Lawson
Wilkins Pediatric Endocrine Society, a group
she had once protested against (Karkazis, 2008).
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That same year, the American Academy of
Pediatrics issued a statement on the medical
management of intersex conditions (Committee
on Genetics, 2000). Within the statement were
several recommendations that could be viewed as
the medical profession responding to their critics.
For example, the topic of diagnosis disclosure
was discussed, and the recommendation was for
medical providers to be open and honest with
their patients and their patients’ families. It is
worth noting that today it is far less common for
medical professionals to withhold the diagnosis
from their patients than it was prior to the 1990s
activism that led to the 2000 medical statement
(Davis, 2015a). However, an individual’s fertility
and presumed capacity for sexual function
remained the critical factors for determining
gender assignment. In 2006, the American
Academy of Pediatrics revised its policy on the
medical management of intersex, citing—among
other factors—advances in diagnosis and surgical
intervention in the medical sciences (Lee, Houk,
Ahmed, & Hughes, 2006). The revised policy
also acknowledges the importance of patient
advocacy, which may explain why it advises
against unnecessary surgical intervention on
intersex bodies, which has for a long time been a
key concern among intersex activists.

While the 2000 and 2006 statements on the
medical management of intersex traits are evi-
dence that intersex activists (supported by femi-
nist scholars) were beginning to be heard by the
medical profession as they attempted to chal-
lenge the gender structure, there is reason to
question if intersex medical care has genuinely
experienced substantial change since the forma-
tion of the intersex rights movement in the late
1980s and early 1990s. For example, while
medical protocols advise against doctors per-
forming medically unnecessary surgeries on
intersex bodies, many doctors don’t follow these
protocols. They continue to perform corrective
surgeries on intersex babies and small children
instead of waiting until the child is old enough to
consent to these irreversible medical interven-
tions (Davis 2015a). At the same time, many
medical professionals refuse to refer intersex
people and their families to support groups when

research has shown that connecting with simi-
larly situated others has been important
throughout the intersex community (e.g., Davis,
2015a; Preves, 2003; Karkazis, 2008). The gen-
der structure is, in other words, upheld despite
activist and scholarly critiques of the medical-
ization of intersex bodies.

There is at least one medical recommendation
from the 2006 medical protocol that has been
widely implemented across the medical profes-
sion: the recommended shift in nomenclature
from intersex terminology to the language of
“disorders of sex development” (DSD) (Lee
et al., 2006). The fact that this recommendation
has been extremely successful across medicine in
such a short amount of time might be read as
both evidence of a jurisdictional struggle over
intersex and the power of the gender structure
(Davis, 2015a). In the 1990s, feminist scholars
and intersex activists challenged intersex medical
care leaving doctors under the spotlight
(Fausto-Sterling, 2000, 1993; Chase, 1998, 1993;
Dreger, 1998; Kessler, 1998, 1990). By renam-
ing intersex a disorder of sex development,
doctors are able to escape this public criticism
while reasserting their authority over the intersex
body (Davis, 2015a, 2011). While it is the case
that DSD terminology has created new tensions
across the intersex community with some inter-
sex people embracing it, others rejecting it, and a
minority selectively employing it (Davis, 2015a,
2014), what’s most alarming is that doctors
continue to mutilate intersex children by violat-
ing their patient’s bodily autonomy.

3 Gendered Expectations
and Problematizing Parental
Consent: The Interactional Level
of Gender Structure

What parents tend to want most for their child is
happiness and health. And, for the latter, at least
in the U.S. where everything from prenatal care
to childbirth is medicalized, parents look to
doctors to verify that their child is in fact healthy.
And, sadly, given the power of the gender
structure throughout society, this logic positions
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parents to believe that their intersex child will not
be healthy unless their child’s sex and gender are
neatly aligned. We explain in this section that
doctors perpetuate this logic by framing intersex
as a medical emergency, even going so far as to
cite faulty cancer risks (Lee et al., 2006), rather
than present intersex as a naturally occurring
bodily variation.

Throughout the world, doctors, and the med-
ical institution within which they practice, have
an incredible amount of power over the body
(Connell, 1987; Foucault, 1963). However, in the
case of children, so do parents who are legally
looked upon to consent, or refuse to consent, to
medical recommendations on behalf of their
minor child who legally is not able to offer their
consent (Committee on Bioethics, 1995). When
it comes to consenting to medical procedures, the
law doesn’t fully recognize children’s voices.
Instead, the law relegates all of a child’s bodily
autonomy to the child’s parents disregarding that
the child’s wishes may be different from the
parents. At the same time, the law also assumes
that parents always have their child’s best interest
in mind. It also dismisses the possibility that
parents are influenced by the gender structure
that is upheld by doctors who are quick to sur-
gically enforce it by attempting to align an
intersex child’s body with their assigned gender
—an action masked by doctors perpetuating
faulty claims that intersex traits are health risks
(see Lee et al., 2006 for a discussion of the risks,
and Nakhal et al., 2013 for contradictory
evidence).

Intersex does pose a unique challenge when it
comes to parental consent for a child’s medical
care, for as explained above, intersex traits rarely,
if at all, threaten a person’s health (see Nakhal
et al., 2013). Yet, doctors often frame intersex as a
medical emergency to the parents of intersex
children, thus establishing the need for a medical
response (Davis & Murphy, 2013; see also Davis,
2015a; Karkazis, 2008). And because intersex is
most commonly diagnosed when one is a minor
child, the parents of intersex children are put in an
uncomfortable position to act on their child’s
behalf, and they usually do so without hesitation
because of how doctors frame intersex.

It is through this communication between
doctors and parents, where gendered expectations
are enacted, that the interactional level of gender
structure is visible (see Risman, 2004). The
framing of intersex as amedical emergency begins
with doctors frantically searching for biological
answers to their young patient’s intersex trait
(Davis, 2015a; Davis & Murphy, 2013). These
answers are intended to classify the child as either
female or male because doctors assume parents
will not otherwise be able to properly gender
socialize their child (see Davis, 2015a; Karkazis,
2008). The process usually involves telling the
child’s parents that there is a problem that neces-
sitates further testing. These tests can range from
extensive laboratory workups that include identi-
fying sex chromosomes, costly medical imaging
scans in search of testes, ovaries, and/or a uterus, to
invasive external and/or internal examination of
the child’s genitalia. This framing of intersex as a
medical emergency alongside the immediate
search for answers puts parents in panic mode, and
in turn, establishes intersex as a problem that only
doctors can fix. It’s nowonder then that the parents
of intersex children regularly consent to medically
unnecessary and irreversible interventions on their
children’s bodies. They want their child to be
healthy, and they trust that doctors can make that
happen.

However, rather than present intersex as a
medical emergency to the parents of intersex
children, doctors could alternatively attempt to
challenge the gender structure by describing the
intersex trait as a natural variation of the body. By
doing so they would not only problematize the sex
binary and its ties to gendered expectations, but
they would also reassure parents that intersex
rarely, if ever, poses a health threat. If doctors
framed intersex as a normal variation, parents
would be less likely to consent to cosmetic inter-
ventions on their children’s bodies. Or, at the very
least, they would be less likely to grant their con-
sent without much hesitation. But doctors rarely
question the sex binary. Instead, as documented
above, they often draw on the sex binary, and its
ideologies, to problematize intersex and justify
their medical interventions. In other words, they
reinforce the gender structure.
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Despite decades of effort by intersex activists
to end the medically unnecessary interventions
on intersex bodies described in more detail in the
previous section (e.g., Dreger & Herndon, 2009;
Holmes, 2008; Preves, 2005; Chase, 1998), par-
ents of intersex children continue to consent to
the procedures in large part due to, as explained
above, the medical framing of intersex as an
emergency (Davis, 2015a; Davis & Murphy,
2013). Yet they later, after connecting with other
parents of intersex children and intersex adults,
express decisional regret (Davis, 2015a, b). Par-
ents hear from other parents of intersex children
that intersex traits are not medical emergencies.
They also learn from intersex adults that medi-
cally unnecessary and irreversible interventions
are not helpful but rather harmful because they
cause physical and emotional struggles (e.g.,
Preves, 2003). When parents connect with the
intersex community prior to consenting to the
recommended medical procedures, research
shows that their child’s body would likely be left
intact, and their child’s autonomy respected (e.g.,
Davis, 2015a; Karkazis, 2008).

While parents aren’t the ones who are forced
to live within the mutilated body they consented
to, they might also be understood as victims of
these intersex medicalization practices that
uphold the gender structure (Davis, 2015a, b),
although perhaps to a lesser extent. By adhering
to doctor’s recommendations, they were more
often than not trying to ameliorate their child’s
medical emergency (Davis, 2015a, b). But, after
they learn the truth that the intersex trait rarely
poses a health threat, they must justify to their
child why they consented to these procedures and
this does often involve parents perpetuating the
gender structure by claiming their child would
have had a more difficult life if their sex and
gender were not aligned (see Davis, 2015a).
Regardless, for the rest of their lives, parents
must live with their decision that they consented
to medically unnecessary, and irreversible,
interventions on their child’s body. This is hardly
good medical care for intersex people or their
families.

Doctors, however, evade responsibility for
their actions at the institutional level of gender

structure. They are not held accountable for
upholding gender ideologies by surgically
aligning sex and gender, nor are they held
accountable for violating their own medical
protocols that prohibit medically unnecessary
surgeries (see Lee et al., 2006). They also do not
take responsibility for framing intersex to parents
as a medical emergency (Davis, 2015a; Davis &
Murphy, 2013), nor do they accept the fact that
they should have connected the parents of
intersex children to similarly situated parents and
intersex adults before asking the parents to fol-
low through with their recommendations (Davis,
2015a, b). Instead, of taking responsibility for
their sequential actions, they treat parents as
pawns in the medical treatment of intersex by
shifting all of the responsibility for their actions,
or lack thereof, onto them (see Davis, 2015a, b).

If a doctor discovers one of their young
patients has an intersex trait, rather than police
the gender structure, they should, as outlined
above, explain to the parents that intersex is a
natural and normal variation of the body, and that
sex and gender are two distinct, and variable,
phenomena. They should also connect the par-
ents with the intersex community, and lastly they
should encourage the parents to be honest with
the child by openly sharing the diagnosis. If
medical professionals were to approach intersex
in these ways, the gender structure would be less
powerful, there would be far fewer medically
unnecessary interventions, parents wouldn’t be in
a position to later express decisional regret, and
most importantly, an intersex person’s bodily
autonomy would be respected.

4 Disregarding Bodily Autonomy:
The Individual Level of Gender
Structure

The individual level of gender structure is where
a person’s gender identity is internalized (Ris-
man, 2004), which can be constraining for all of
us regardless of our bodies given the power of
the institutional and interactional levels of the
gender structure. Yet, in the case of intersex, this
constraint is uniquely complex given that doctors
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surgically shape an intersex person’s body to
match the gender identity they choose for their
patient—a process that usually happens when
one is a minor child and are unable to legally
refuse recommended medical interventions. This
action, which is enacted at the institutional level
of gender structure and enforced at the interac-
tional level through the way in which the diag-
nosis is presented to parents, is a remarkable
disregard for an intersex person’s bodily auton-
omy. By subjecting intersex people to medically
unnecessary and irreversible interventions, doc-
tors rob intersex people of the ability to form
their gender identity within the body they were
born with. And they do this by enforcing the
individual level of gender structure that recog-
nizes only two sexes and two genders, or in other
words, masculine males and feminine females.
This enforcement of the individual level of gen-
der structure leaves many intersex people, as they
discover their diagnosis and learn the truth about
the surgeries they endured when they were chil-
dren, feeling violated and mutilated—emotions
they channel, as described in the conclusion, as
they challenge the medical mutilation of intersex
bodies and the perpetuation of the institutional
level of gender structure (Davis, 2015a; Holmes,
2008; Karkazis, 2008; Preves, 2003).

In 2003, sociologist Sharon Preves published
the very first book length academic account of
the experiences of intersex people. She docu-
mented the physical and emotional struggles
intersex people faced after being subjected to
medically unnecessary and irreversible interven-
tions. As Preves explains, almost all intersex
people undergo surgery to “fix” their intersex
body at some point in their life (see also Davis,
2015a; Holmes, 2008; Karkazis, 2008; Preves,
2003). Those who were subjected to surgery on
their external genitalia were left with nerve
damage and a loss of sensitivity, and for some,
pain while urinating and/or genital penetration,
and, among other negative consequences, leak-
age from the urinary tract. In many cases, inter-
sex people are subjected to numerous surgeries in
attempt to remedy the problems associated with
their previous, and unnecessary, surgeries. If the

initial surgery was never conducted, there would
be no need for reparative interventions.

Even those without “ambiguous” external
genitalia are typically still subjected to surgery in
order to be squeezed into the sex binary. For
example, because those with complete androgen
insensitivity syndrome (CAIS) have an outward
female appearance and mostly live their lives as
women, doctors remove their internal and unde-
scended testes despite the fact that the testes are
the primary producers of sex hormones in the
CAIS body (see, for example, Davis, 2015a;
Karkazis, 2008). It’s worth noting that intersex
people who undergo surgery on their external
genitalia are also often subjected to having their
internal anatomy surgically altered, similar to
those with CAIS. While doctors express concern
that internal and undescended testes might turn
cancerous, there is no empirical evidence for this
assumption (Nakhal et al., 2013), nor is this
action logically sound, for any body part might
turn cancerous. Rather than, for instance, pre-
emptively removing women’s breasts out of fear
that they might someday turn cancerous, doctors
recommend preventative screening that ranges
from self-examining one’s own breasts to medi-
cal imaging procedures. This same preventative
approach could also be prescribed to intersex
people, but rather than monitor an intersex per-
son’s organs and tissues for the emergency of
abnormalities, doctors surgically modify the
body making their claims of reducing malig-
nancy risks all the more suspicious (see Davis,
2015a; Karkazis, 2008).

Because this surgical enforcement of the
individual level of gender structure most often
happens when an intersex person is a minor child
whose parents consented to the procedures on
their behalf, the intersex person’s bodily auton-
omy is jeopardized and their human rights vio-
lated (see, for example, Carpenter, 2016; Feder &
Dreger, 2016). Intersex people are left without a
voice for what they would have wanted for their
body, and in turn, are typically left frustrated and
angry with their doctors as well as their
well-intended parents due to the ways in which
they went along with medically unnecessary
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recommendations (see Davis, 2015a; Karkazis,
2008). It is also important to keep in mind that
any surgeries that are performed are irreversible.
Once a person’s anatomy is altered, the body is
changed for life. Reconstructive surgery is not
possible, nor is it effective. It also means that
doctors leave intersex people in a position to be
dependent upon costly hormone replacement
therapy for the rest of their lives.

Although described in more detail in the con-
clusion of this chapter, it is necessary to note here
that intersex people are not passive victims. Angry
with doctors, and in some cases parents, for how
they were treated as children, many intersex peo-
ple fight back by joining intersex social move-
ments organizations to publicly critique doctors in
an attempt to end the medical mutilation of inter-
sex bodies. And, intersex activists are not the only
ones critiquing these medically unnecessary and
irreversible interventions. A number of global
entities have drawn attention to the ways in which
the medicalization of intersex disregards the
importance of bodily autonomy. The Swiss Ethics
Council,1 the Council of Europe Commissioner
For Human Rights,2 as well as the United Nations
Special Rapporteur on Torture3 have all weighed
in on the matter and are critical of the medical-
ization of intersex bodies. In 2015, the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights,
Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, warned:

Far too few of us are aware of the specific human
rights violations faced by millions of intersex
people. Because their bodies don’t comply with
typical definitions of male or female, intersex
children and adults are frequently subjected to
forced sterilization and other unnecessary and
irreversible surgery, and suffer discrimination in
schools, workplaces and other settings.4

Most doctors are however not deterred by
critiques of their practices, including statements
such as that quoted above from a powerful global
leader. Doctors continue to subject intersex
people to surgeries and other medical procedures
in order to uphold the sex binary and enforce the
individual level of gender structure (see, for
example, Davis, 2015a; Karkazis, 2008).
Although many intersex people are born infertile,
with advances in reproductive technologies,
doctors enacting these irreversible procedures
also eliminate any possibility of reproduction,
essentially employing forced sterilization
practices.

When doctors are forced to defend their
approach to intersex, they often refute claims that
the surgeries are medically unnecessary (Davis,
2015a; Karkazis, 2008). They typically point to
cancer risks (see Looijenga et al., 2007);
although, in most cases, these cancer risks are no
higher than they are for those without intersex
traits. At the same time, they also allege that their
surgical interventions allow intersex people to
comfortably fit into society, an unsupported
assertion (Davis, 2015a; Karkazis, 2008).
Sociocultural research (Davis, 2015a; Holmes,
2008; Karkazis, 2008; Preves, 2003), as well as
anecdotal accounts from intersex people (e.g.,
Davis, 2015a; Holmes, 2008), has repeatedly
shown that the medicalization of intersex harms,
rather than helps, intersex people. As outlined
above, medical interventions on intersex bodies
result in physical and emotional struggles (see
Preves, 2003). These struggles are even further
complicated when doctors withhold the diagnosis
from intersex people allegedly to protect the
formation of the intersex person’s gender identity
(e.g., Karkazis, 2008).

By enforcing the gender structure at the
institutional and interactional levels, doctors also
interfere with the formation of an intersex per-
son’s gender identity resulting in the policing of
the individual level of gender structure. What
these consequences reveal is the interrelated
workings of the institutional, interactional, and
individual levels of the gender structure. When
one dimension is enforced, so are the others as
they are interrelated in a way that seemingly

1See http://www.nek-cne.ch/fileadmin/nek-cne-dateien/
Themen/Stellungnahmen/en/NEK_Intersexualitaet_En.pdf.
Retrieved December 9, 2016.
2See http://www.ft.dk/samling/20142/almdel/suu/bilag/
44/1543761.pdf. Retrieved December 9, 2016.
3See http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/HRBodies/HR
Council/RegularSession/Session22/A.HRC.22.53_English.
pdf. Retrieved December 9, 2016.
4See http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/Display
News.aspx?NewsID=16414%26. Retrieved December 7,
2016.
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makes systematic change to the gender structure
difficult if not impossible. In the following sec-
tion we describe in more detail how intersex
activists are currently attempting to crack
through the gender structure. We also raise new
questions about the direction of advocacy and
offer our suggestions for future intersex research.

5 Conclusion: Cracking the Gender
Structure

The medical profession is a powerful institution
capable of enforcing, or challenging, the gender
structure (Connell, 1987; Foucault, 1963). Yet, as
outlined in this review of activism and research on
intersex, it’s evident that most doctors uphold and
even police the gender structure by attempting to
surgically align sex and gender.While they are not
naturally evil people and instead operate within,
and are controlled by, the same gender structure
we all face in our daily lives, it’s undeniably
alarming that the vast majority of providers ignore
the call from intersex activists to end themedically
unnecessary and irreversible interventions on
intersex bodies (Davis, 2015a). We acknowledge
that labeling the surgeries doctors perform on
intersex bodies “medical mutilation” is harsh.
However, we find it fitting given intersex medi-
calization sterilizes intersex people and leaves
them physically and emotionally harmed.

Although Lee et al.’s (2006) consensus
statement on the medical management of intersex
introduced new divides in the intersex commu-
nity by proposing disorder of sex development
terminology in place of intersex language,
intersex activists continue to collectively chal-
lenge the medicalization of intersex at the insti-
tutional level of gender structure (see Davis,
2015a). They do this by attempting to hold
doctors legally accountable for disregarding their
own protocols and enforcing binary ideologies
about sex, gender, and sexuality.5 They work

with producers on television shows and docu-
mentaries to raise intersex awareness about the
unfortunate medicalization practices they endure
at the hands of medical professionals.6 They
organize protests at medical association meet-
ings.7 They share their experiences with various
global government entities.8 And, among other
efforts including a vibrant presence on social
media, they even conduct and distribute their
own scholarly research that draws attention to the
medical mutilation of intersex bodies while cri-
tiquing binary ideologies about sex, gender, and
sexuality.9

Each of the strategies for change converge to
combat the medical profession’s power at the
institutional level of gender structure, but they
also have cumulative effects that seem to be
simultaneously cracking through the interactional
and individual levels of gender structure. For
example, as described above, the U.N.’s High
Commissioner is speaking out about the medi-
calization of intersex,10 and although its potential
for success is to be determined, the Association
of American Medical Colleges now has a DSD
Subcommittee made up of various stakeholders
who are attempting to create a progressive
medical curriculum that will hopefully begin to
shift how tomorrow’s doctors are taught about
intersex.11 While intersex activists aren’t the only
people challenging the constraints of the gender
structure, they are often, alongside trans activists,

5See http://interactadvocates.org/intersex-law-and-policy/,
http://www.lambdalegal.org/blog/20161122_zzyym, and
http://www.starobserver.com.au/news/intersex-groups-
condemn-family-court-decision-grant-surgery-five-year-old/
154388. Retrieved December 14, 2016.

6See http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/live-feed/mtvs-
faking-tell-intersex-story-732076. Retrieved December
14, 2016.
7See http://stop.genitalmutilation.org/. Retrieved Decem-
ber 14, 2016.
8See http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/Astep
forwardforintersexvisibility.aspx. Retrieved December
14, 2016.
9See http://oiieurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/How-
to-be-a-great-intersex-ally-A-toolkit-for-NGOs-and-decision-
makers-December-2015.pdf and http://oii.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/key/Intersex-Stories-Statistics-Australia.
pdf. Retrieved December 14, 2016.
10See http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/Display
News.aspx?NewsID=16414&. RetrievedDecember 7, 2016.
11See https://www.aamc.org/initiatives/diversity/portfolios/
330894/lgbt-patientcare-project.html. Retrieved December
13, 2016.
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at the center of these challenges that are slowly
cracking through the gender structure, which will
benefit all of us, regardless of our genitalia.

But the work of intersex activists is far from
over. Intersex activists have been fighting for
human rights for over 20 years, yet as outlined in
this chapter, today’s intersex children continue to
be subjected to medically unnecessary and irre-
versible interventions. This leaves us with a
number of questions that invite further explo-
ration. For instance, we ask, how has whiteness
shaped the formation and current trajectory of
intersex activist efforts? The intersex community
is overwhelmingly white, yet there hasn’t been
an analysis of this pattern. What might the
intersex community gain by openly joining for-
ces with the LGBT community and its movement
for equality? As it stands, this collaborative effort
is contested across the intersex community.12

How do ideologies about the ideal body—which
is white, thin (but not too thin), able, and nor-
matively gendered—shape the medicalization of
intersex people? How can intersex activists join
forces with other social justice movements in
order to crack through gender structure and other
interrelated structural oppressions? When will we
finally see an end to the medical mutilation of
intersex bodies?
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21The Sexuality of Gender

Virginia E. Rutter and Braxton Jones

Abstract
This chapter presents theory and research on
gender and sexuality as well as on knowledge
production in this area. Study in this area
begins with the idea that gender and sexuality
are interactional, socially constructed through
micro and macro institutions ranging from
family and individual couples to the nation,
with effects varying by different social mark-
ers like race, class, cohort, age, and relation-
ship status. What we know of the history of
sexuality plus what we recognize as chal-
lenges for contemporary work are contingent
on our epistemologies. This is because knowl-
edge, too, about gender and sexuality is
socially constructed, hampered by the legacy
of constrained categories combined with lim-
itations of imagination—our habits of mind.
This chapter will help students and scholars of
gender recognize transformations in the
expression of gender and sexuality, even as
it highlights the persistence of normative
linkages between the two through heteronor-
mativity. Do we think gender and sexuality

will ever be disconnected from one another? It
matters less to us whether they are connected
or disconnected than that heteronormativity
ceases to be a source of social control, racism,
and structured inequalities by regulating gen-
der and sexuality.

1 Two Questions

Let us begin with two questions: First, how does
gender play a role in sexuality? And, second, how
does sexuality play a role in gender?Work onwhat
gender is gives clear direction for answering these.
Our starting place is to recognize gender as a social
structure, as Risman (2004, 2018 [this volume])
has demonstrated. Gender is performed (West &
Zimmerman, 1987), gender is intersectional
(Crenshaw, 1989; Robinson, 2018 [this volume])
with multiple and fluid statuses, and gender is
forever carrying us backwards even as we move
forward in time (Ridgeway, 2011; Fisk & Ridge-
way, 2018 [this volume]). All this gendering
happens at the macro, organizational, and cultural
level; it is not just something that happens
face-to-face, but involves structures of work,
economy, and politics.

Next is to recognize the extent of “gendered
sexualities”—defined as how “individual and
societal constructions of gender overlay and
intermingle with sexual behaviors, ideations,
attitudes, identities, and experiences” (Gagné &
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Tewksbury, 2005, 4). Heteronormativity—in its
expression as well as resistance to it through
breaking the imaginative limits of heteronorma-
tivity—looms large. Heteronormativity refer-
ences the way that heterosexuality is assumed to
be the “norm,” and that social systems and
interactions work to promote and idealize it.
Heteronormativity has gender binaries (i.e.
male + female) as a cornerstone and dominates
these “gendered sexualities.” But we see it ten-
tatively giving way to transformational experi-
ences, structures, and identities. We say
“tentatively” in part because scholarship—such
as that guiding this chapter and this book— fills
us in, but also reproduces explicit as well as
sneaky ways that gender and sexuality are
repressively linked, as suggested by Weeks
(2009) and Foucault (1978). Therefore, to grasp
links between gender and sexuality we also
address the social construction of knowledge
about it. Through our lens—pulling on the cur-
rent approaches in areas ranging from hooking
up to coming out; from the heteronormativity of
U.S. family policy to marketing of gay porn;
from the racialized respectability politics of
gender and sexuality to effective resistance of
those very forces—the links are persistent,
though their relations are evolving and unstable.

In our approach, we present a vast array of
cases to depict approaches to gender and sexu-
ality. Multiple identities and contexts make it
difficult—antithetical to our perspective, even—
to provide a quick blurb about what sex and
gender are like for each (falsely assumed)
monolithic group. Doing so might obfuscate the
common (though differently experienced) ways
that context and institutions inform and follow
from gender and sexuality. Thus, our approach
aspires to resist the performance of socially
constructed boundaries such as analyzing straight
versus gay versus married versus single versus
trans versus cis versus an enormous matrix of
other identities. Our approach, though, should
lead you to understanding more about all of
these.

Think, for example, of discourse on family
policy, seemingly devoid of categorical infor-
mation: yet it reveals gender and sexuality

structures by affirming some identities and
neglecting others. The de facto model of family
in debates about paid leave or childcare persists
as a heteronormative, biologically based family:
Sexuality—from norms to practices—is funda-
mental and yet not central in these debates.
Norms and practices are, instead, submerged,
often naturalized. The default model of the
aspirational family is frequently inflected with
whiteness when one traces the debates on family
structure that are infused with racist backlash. In
a 20th anniversary look back at the Welfare
Reform Act of 1996, Cohen (2016) demonstrates
how racist stereotypes were a key basis for
making welfare more punitive, especially
towards black single moms. He mapped attitudes
linking poverty, race, and family structure to
overwhelming belief that dependence (rather
than a lack of opportunities) was a serious harm.
The popular sentiment against single parents that
grew in the early 1990s justified a welfare reform
program that limited opportunities even more.
You see the synergy between gender and sexu-
ality, and the relevance of intersecting statuses.
The unsexy case of family policy reminds us that
gender functions in remote and impersonal ways
(Mills, 1959) to organize personal experience.
Sexuality seems personal, private, and particular,
but it really isn’t only that. Looking at sexuality
with a gender lens (Rutter & Schwartz, 2012)
allows us to start with thinking about what gen-
der is to move on to look at what gender does.
And while heteronormativity, as the family pol-
icy example suggests, is the cornerstone of gen-
dered sexuality, resistance to these constraints is
real and has implications for other forms of
inequality by means of calling out the essential-
ism implied by rigid categories in fixed relation
to one another.

2 What Gender Does to Sex

Is the persistent connection between gender and
sexuality necessary? Some evolutionary psy-
chologists argue yes: they observe behavioral
differences between men and women and see
these as an affirming product of reproductive
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differences between males and females (Buss,
1995). Men inseminate, women incubate, and
these biological differences, goes this essentialist
view, are fundamentally fixed and as such
account for differences in desire and social rela-
tions. Others critique these as “just so stories”
(Gould & Lewontin, 1979). For sociologists of
sexuality, the causal ordering, if anything, seems
backward; social context may generate desire,
rather than desire generating a social order.
Looking to social context leads to recognizing
when categories of “man” and “woman”—as
well as “male” and “female”—are invoked as
restrictive binaries rather than used as a heuristic
—a short-hand to reference a broad range of
social experience. Binaries assume the relation
between gender and sexuality is already known,
and neglect the persistence of gender and sexual
fluidity, intersex, and transgender statuses.
Recent work we review here invokes categories
of man, woman, male, and female in a way that
broadly can be understood as heuristics used for
discovery and understanding how context gen-
erates a wide range of reinforcing connections
between gender and sexuality. Recent attention
to gender and sexual fluidity has enriched
scholarship, and also serves as a robust rebuttal
to the rigid relation between gender and sex
category that is often reinscribed even by socio-
logical accounts of gender difference.

3 Gender Difference Constructs
and Reconstructs

Gender difference—what in the 1990s was made
popular by the notion of “men are from Mars,
women are from Venus”—is a powerful, and
sometimes sneaky, tool for upholding binaries
and keeping links between gender and sexuality
alive. A recent study shows how the social world
uses sex to tout, tease, and toy with ideas of
gender difference: In 2013, Kornrich, Brines, and
Leupp (2013) reported that heterosexual couples
who shared household tasks equally had less sex
than those who followed more gender-traditional
scripts—think men in the yard, women in the
kitchen. The study tore up the media with

coverage in USA Today, Washington Post, CNN,
and others.

It harkened back to ideas widely popular in
earlier times. For example, Kościańska (2016,
236) analyzed the work of Polish sexologists
from the 1970s and 1980s and found that experts
suggested that sex was vital to happy marriages,
that traditional gender roles were best for a
couple’s sexual relationship, and thus worried
that heterosexual couples in which the wife
worked would be less satisfied. For analysis in
more recent times of discourses on gender,
Kuperberg and Stone (2008) demonstrated how
media mislead about women’s work/family
decisions in preference for “opting out”; editors
were seemingly influenced by gender stereotypes
even as data demonstrated contravening evidence
(Boushey, 2005).

The scholarly critiques of the provocative
Kornrich article pertained to the recency of the
data—from 20 years prior to publication. Cou-
ples from 1993 might be different from couples
today, given changes in resources and cultural
norms (Carlson, Miller, Sassler, & Hanson,
2016; Rutter, 2014). Multiple new studies made
the correction, showing that when more recent
data are used, couples with more egalitarian
arrangements (income, housework, childcare)
report greater sexual satisfaction (Sassler, 2016).

Yet, those corrections aren’t so different from
the argument made by Kornrich et al. Their study
recalls the insight of Blumstein and Schwartz,
who, in their 1983 American Couples research,
asked whether gender, sexual orientation, or type
of relationship would be more or less influential
over sexual behavior—as well as decision mak-
ing and other power-related issues. Times—and
patterns—may change, but intersecting features
such as gender and relationship type keep com-
ing up. The new work in response to Kornrich
from Carlson and others in the 2010s tells us that
structures of gender do something to sex. The
updated cases argue that egalitarian relationships
exceed traditional ones in terms of measures of
sexual satisfaction or frequency. There is a
“sexual mystique inside our heads” (Rutter,
2013) that is infused with the way that gender
structures that have nothing to do with doing sex
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nonetheless influence behavior, and even influ-
ence desire. Those structures are strengthened
when uncomplicated versions of gender differ-
ence are presented.

You will continue to read new and updated
versions of the gender-housework-sex story. The
story will change but, epistemologically, the
components will continue to persist: gender, sex,
and larger contexts (such as domestic arrange-
ments and the political economy1 that dictates
them) are useful for understanding sexual desire.
These studies don’t focus on race, ethnicity, and
national status, as we do below; they begin,
however, to show us the robust, embedded fea-
tures of the political economy that influence
personal matters.

4 Gendering Desire,
Intersectionally

You can read many articles about the power of
context over desire. Consider this recent study:
Hypothesizing that there was more than biology
at play in women’s orgasms, Harris, Hornsey,
and Barlow (2016, 1924) found that women’s
frequency of orgasm related negatively to their
own endorsement of “benevolent sexism,” that
is, a system of “prejudicial attitudes toward
women [that] are justified through the guise of
care and protection” such as through chivalry.
Benevolently sexist attitudes predicted women’s
“decreased willingness to ask a partner for sexual
pleasure,” which ultimately resulted in fewer
orgasms for women. The connections between
attitude and experience enabled by statistical
techniques are missing from popular explana-
tions: adolescent women in an online message
board noted gender inequality as a reason for the
gender gap in orgasms, but many attributed
orgasm gaps to differences in biology (Saliares,
Wilkerson, Sieving, & Brady, 2017). Sexist
beliefs predicted what might be thought of as the
natural proclivities of men, too: Swami and
Tovée (2013) found that sexist, oppressive, and

hostile attitudes toward women predicted men’s
preferences for large breasts. Social psychologi-
cal research abounds with examples like these.

It isn’t just microinteractions and cultural
attitudes that play a role in gendering sexuality.
Institutions, too, inform the combined shape of
gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity. Institutions
pick and choose who or what is a “social prob-
lem” or a “social good.” Mann (2013, 681–682)
studied “Latina youth sexualities in the context
of sexual and reproductive health care provision”
to highlight “that providers emphasize teenage
pregnancy as a social problem… to the exclusion
of other dimensions of youth sexualities.” Hood
and colleagues (2017) found that African
American women, like Latinas, were similarly
encouraged to use condoms as a way to prevent
pregnancy. Such a limited way of envisioning
sexuality—as only about reproduction—reduces
the impact and focus on other kinds of sex pos-
itivity as well as sexual health, as was the focus
for these scholars concerned with HIV preven-
tion. Pathologizing extends across sexual identi-
ties: social stigma motivates socially
subordinated groups such as the Latina lesbians
studied by Acosta (2016) to police their sexual-
ity, further marginalizing those outside of their
“charmed circle” of respectable femininity.

Resistance, too, makes institutions and racism
visible. Young Latinas, profiled in Garcia’s
Respect Yourself, Protect Yourself: Latina Girls
and Sexual Identity (2012), developed empow-
ering strategies to go beyond school- and
family-based raced and classed fears about their
sexuality. The Black Women’s Blueprint (2016)
in “An Open Letter from Black Women to the
Slutwalk” demonstrated how race intersects with
sexuality for white women versus women of
color. The background is this: In 2014, mainly
white students at the University of Toronto,
outraged by woman-blaming comments regard-
ing “slutty dress” by campus police, initiated
Slutwalks, which spread across North America.
The Black Women’s Blueprint (BWB) letter
argued that marching publicly in revealing
clothes as a symbol is easier for white women
than for women of color: “As Black women, we
do not have the privilege or the space to call

1Political economy here simply means the conjunction of
market and non-market determinants of behavior.
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ourselves ‘slut’ without validating the already
historically entrenched ideology and recurring
messages about what and who the Black woman
is,” (BWB, 2016, 10). They continue, “The
personal is political. For us, the problem of
trivialized rape and the absence of justice are
intertwined with race, gender, sexuality, poverty,
immigration, and community” (11).

Geography is a more diffuse, yet key factor in
gendering sexuality. Historically, links between
gender, sexuality, and geography have been
recognized in examining the city as a space for
non-normative sexualities, transgender people,
and non-gender conforming identities (Chaun-
cey, 1994). Such work has evolved into observ-
ing how cities generate paths and opportunities
for LGBTQ identity formation (e.g., Muñoz
Laboy, Parker, Perry, & Garcia, 2013;
Brown-Saracino, 2015). For example, the role of
place is highlighted in a study of same-sex
attracted youth in urban and rural high schools
(Wilkinson & Pearson, 2009). Gay, lesbian, and
bisexual teens were more depressed in rural
schools than urban schools—with results more
pronounced for men. (Religiosity affected
women more.) Regional differences highlighted
in “Midwest or Lesbian?” by Emily Kazyak
(2012) showed how in rural areas, “butch” gen-
der expression is understood in ways that relate
to the outdoors and rustic life: Thus, women who
are butch can be interpreted as “tomboys”—that
is straight women who do masculine things—or
as lesbian. Thus, gender performance is coded as
a way to understand sexuality (whether to signal
or to interpret), but that performance varies by
context, including geographical context.

Nation is another aspect of geography that
can drive expression: In 1920s Hungary,
anti-Semitic scientific racism motivated “race
biologists” to emphasize that women’s (procre-
ative, intra-racial) sexuality was fundamental
for the survival of the Magyar [Hungarian]
people (Kund, 2016). To achieve this goal,
women were encouraged to pursue motherhood
at the cost of employment and education (Kund,
2016, 197). In contemporary China, economic
prosperity enabled by the opening of Chinese
markets in 1978 spurred on a culture of

individualism—and with it a culture in which
asexual dating sites and support for “notions
such as platonic love, celibacy, the DINK
(double income, no kids) family and the big
family” have become popular (Wong, 2014,
100). At the same time, however, the Chinese
government and medical establishment have
pathologized asexuality. The government’s
emphasis on the importance of sexual relation-
ships is intended as a corrective to disintegrating
trends such as rising divorce rates, which are
perceived as resulting from a growing trend
toward asexuality (Wong, 2014, 105–106).

National comparisons are also a tool for
understanding gendered sexuality. Schalet’s
study of U.S. and Dutch adolescents and their
parents included comparisons of women’s sexual
subjectivity. Sexual subjectivity involves per-
ceiving oneself as one who can “be aware of
one’s sexual feelings, …enjoy sexual desire and
pleasure, …conceive of oneself as the subject of
one’s sexual acts, and …experience a certain
amount of control in sexual relationships”
(Schalet, 2010, 305). In The Netherlands, where
teen sexual health and education are provided
without strings or stipulations such as
abstinence-only, many practices from childhood
lead to the “common sense” that sex is for rela-
tionships. In the U.S., parents and institutions
assume teens are in a “war between the sexes,”
gripped by “raging hormones” rather than a
wider range of emotions; parenting and policies
reflect this. Relationships at this stage are not real
to the U.S. parents, so sex is “acting out.” Indeed,
reinforcing Schalet’s findings, another study,
comparing popular magazines read by adolescent
girls in the U.S. with those in the Netherlands,
found that U.S. media featured more content on
the hook-up culture and casual sex, while Dutch
media “focused more on committed sex” and
“sex within the emotional context of love” (Joshi,
Peter, & Valkenburg, 2014, 291).

The larger contexts combined add up to
influence over sexual subjectivity: In the U.S.,
Schalet argues, women have less access to the
experience of being in control of their sexuality.
The U.S. and Dutch cases have much in com-
mon: they are economically and politically
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similar countries. Teens in both countries start
having sex on average at age 17. U.S. teens,
however, have a high rate of unintended preg-
nancy and STDS (though lower than two decades
ago) while the Netherlands has the lowest
worldwide (Schalet, 2011).

Zeroing in on family life, parents make their
child’s sexuality about gender even as the parents
themselves are gendered. For example, hetero-
sexual fathers, in interviews, reported that they
want their children “to be as heterosexual as
possible” (Solebello & Elliott, 2011, 301). The
dads distinctly emphasized this with sons
through myriad methods of reinforcing hetero
masculinity and punishing anything outside these
strict boundaries. Such identity work in families
dynamically constructs heteronormative desire.
LGBTQ parents are conscious of being held
accountable for their children—and for them-
selves as queer parents, reports Averett (2016).
She advises, “LGBTQ parents are involved not
only in the continual bringing forth of their own
self-identities but also in bringing their children’s
identities into social being when they, as parents,
(mis)recognize gender expression and sexuality
in their children” (193). Dozier (2015), writing
about parenting as a trans man, highlights the
significant opportunity—as well as the many
challenges—of being a “guy mom.” Dozier
notes, “upending expected gendered behaviors
and family structures forces both individuals and
institutions to examine heteronormative systems
that create and perpetuate gender inequality”
(473). Embedded in national and cultural con-
texts, the work done in families around gender
and sexuality is continual, even relentless. It
reveals the reliance on marriage—and family—
as a staging ground for heteronormative sexual-
ities (Goffman, 1977). This means it is a space
for resistance as well as control.

5 Markets Mediating Gender
and Sexuality

What about “free markets?” An infinity of
heteronormatively gendered and racist stereotypes
are sold and displayed through mainstream media,

as well as alternative markets, such as gay adult
film. Casting in the gay adultfilm industry relegates
(presumably dominant, hypersexual, hypermascu-
line) black men to the “niche sites” and Asian men
to submissive and less prestigious roles (Burke,
2016, 596), and privileges young (20–35), white,
“jockish,” “well-endowed” men with more scenes
at higher pay rates (599). These casting choices
reify ideals of “hegemonicmasculinity” for viewers
(Burke, 2016, 601), suggesting that “gay adult film
studios are complicit in the domination of gay and
effeminate men” (587). You can look, for example,
at themost popular gay porn categories on Pornhub
(2016)—to see a map of gendered desire in the
marketplace: (1) Black; (2) Straight Guys;
(3) Bareback; (4) Big Dick; (5) Daddy. In contrast
to some of the less-popular categories like “Real-
ity,” “SoloMale,” and “Japanese,” the top searches
draw on notions of hegemonic, racialized mas-
culinity and femininity.

Lesbian dating sites provide similarly gen-
dered examples. Women, using labels such as
femme, butch, and queer, telegraph different
expressions of gender and sexuality. Hightower
(2015, 20) observed: “Femme members sought
to highlight their femininity, butches’ boundary
work made salient their sexual interest, and queer
members defended their sex category as female
and sexual identity as lesbian.” Marketing desire
and the sexual self, even in settings that are quite
remote from the “family policy” example at the
beginning of this chapter, keeps landing us back
in the world of gender conventions. While links
between gender and sexuality persist, they per-
sistently offer opportunities, like these, to use
those links for unconventional desires and
interests.

Colorism, too, contours gender and desire.
Colorism is skin color stratification seen across
groups but also within racial and ethnic groups; it
shapes employment opportunities as it does
romantic ones (Darity, 2010). Darity and others
have shown, for instance, that lighter-skinned
African Americans earn more and are promoted
more quickly than darker-skinned peers; and so
goes attention on the dating market. The racial-
ized romantic market is evidenced in the slow
(though persistent) rise of interracial marriages
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(Poulin & Rutter, 2011). A 2013 study of online
dating showed that white women and men
received the most interest online, while blacks
received the least; Asians and Latinx were in
between (Lin & Lundquist, 2013). Biracial and
multiracial individuals add additional dimension
to this simplified hierarchy, suggesting colorism
as well as race stage desire (Curington, Lin, &
Lundquist, 2015). Three multiracial groups, in
Curington et al.’s study, appeared to get more
attention when online dating. Asian-white
women were viewed more favorably than any
other group of women by white and Asian men,
getting more responses than women of the same
race or ethnic group. Asian-white and
Hispanic-white men were also of greater interest
to Asian and Hispanic women. Asian and His-
panic women responded more frequently to the
multiracial men than to either their co-ethnic men
or whites. While it seems that barriers are
declining, preferences that mirror advantages for
lighter skinned mixed-race individuals shape
online dating. This suggests markets—including
dating markets—are not “free.”

6 What Sex Does to Gender

Is the unstable relation between gender and
sexuality the very source of its persistence? To
understand gender and sexuality combined, you
need to recognize that sexuality and sexual
practices influence gender, not just the other way
around. In the 19th century, the “True Woman,”
which was central to the homemaker/
breadwinner model of family life, was a mother
and wife, completely devoid of sexual desire and
yet situated in society based on her reproductive
function; this was a marker of her femininity
(D’Emilio & Freedman, 1988). The same relation
—where sexual desire confirms gender—oper-
ates in other contexts, such as trans sexualities.
Close examination of trans men’s autobiogra-
phies, for example, points to how sexual behav-
iors “materialize maleness” (Latham, 2016, 362).
Through examination of trans men’s narratives,
Latham suggests that these men’s purported lack
of sexual desire is more artifact than fact. Trans

men are aware that in order to receive
gender-affirming healthcare, they must conform
to a diagnosis of gender dysphoria, which is
“persistent discomfort” with their body (Latham,
2016, 348). This may be the source of medical
claims that low sexual desire is definitive of trans
men’s sexuality. Even the small amount of
legitimacy granted by medical diagnosis shapes
how trans men report (in some spaces) their level
of sexual desire. In this case, how one does sex—
including refraining from it—affirms “maleness.”
Latham’s point is that for medical practitioners—
who can legitimate patients’ claims to identity—
reports of (lower) sexual desire become a
stand-in for confirming that patients are “true”
trans men. Links between how one does (or says
one does) sex and identity emerge elsewhere as
well: Dozier’s study of trans men’s sexual
encounters also highlights this. Dozier (2005,
297) explains, “When sex characteristics do not
align with gender, behavior becomes more
important to gender expression and interpreta-
tion.” The power of the fragile link between
gender and sexuality is clear where the 19th
century “True Woman” as well as 21st century
trans men link low sexual desire to gender
affirmation.

Prison is another space for gendering sexuality.
Jenness and Fenstermaker (2014, 2016) wrote
about the interactional processes between desire
and gender in men’s prisons: Gender dictates
sexuality/desire in prisons such that inmates
identified as “real men” were drawn toward the
femininity of transgender inmates. Yet, in this
setting, sexual desire also had an influence on
gender affirmation. For women or femme-
expressing individuals in men’s prisons, “the
attention and affection of ‘real men,’ in turn, is
taken to be a measure of gender status” (Jenness
& Fenstermaker, 2014, 14). Transgender women
in prison also noted gender norms that constrained
their behavior: Women in men’s prisons felt the
need to “act like a lady,” which entailed “staying
in line,” and enabled some women to slut-shame
those who were non-monogamous. Prisoners
occupy a world where sexuality and gender are
intertwined, and punishment, including rape
(Jenness & Fenstermaker, 2016) are among the
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stakes of gender transgression. Indeed, a dilemma
with the intersection between gender and sexuality
is that it has a costly hierarchy of idealized forms
with femininity consolidating inequality at the
bottom of that hierarchy, as illustrated in the
context of an “all-male” prison.

Gendering desire infiltrates many contexts and
leads to a wide range of expressions that
nonetheless return us to the persistent link
between the two. We’ve looked at social psy-
chology that shapes people in or out of orgasm.
We’ve reviewed national contexts and cultural
statuses that can generate normalcy for asexual
identities, or sex-positive sexual health, or a war
between the sexes mode of thinking about sex-
uality. Examples have shown how family and
parenting can be a setting for generating fear or
optimism about their children’s range of
self-expression, and how the role of being a
parent can also be stressed by whether one is
conforming to hegemonic versions of gender and
sexuality. We’ve seen how racism—as well as
colorism—shapes what desires get revealed
or expressed. We’ve recognized how these
same social contextual factors shape gender
non-conforming people’s experiences. Finally,
we’ve seen how the relation between gender and
sexuality can be viewed in terms of what sex
does to gender, as in cases where how we do sex
or claim desire itself becomes a way to be
accorded a gendered status. You can read copi-
ously about the diverse ways that social context
impinges on the expression of desire. Through-
out all, the prominence of gender as a mediating
factor means that gender and sexuality are rarely
de-linked.

7 Newer Sex Research

As gender and sexuality are socially constructed,
so is knowledge in this field. Researchers of
sexuality and gender occupy contexts, carry
histories, and have identities that influence the
knowledge produced. Sometimes researchers
encounter “inconvenient facts”—facts that can
conflict with taken-for-granted positions in the
world (Weber, 1946, 147). Newer research

brings to light the inconvenient facts that might
threaten dominant group ideologies about gender
and sexuality. Prior to the 1970s, sex research
was very busy telling the story of sexuality from
straight white men’s point of view. For example,
the assumption that women were devoid of sex-
ual interest meant that white women’s interracial
sexual relationships could be easily read by white
people as evidence of rape of white women–and
made it easy to overlook the possibility of white
women’s desire or even sexual coercion against
black men, as suggested in the case of Willie
McGee (Brownmiller, 1975, 263–270). McGee
was a black man in Mississippi who was con-
victed in 1945 and sentenced to death for raping
a white woman, who made the accusation. Sub-
sequent reporting suggested that the relationship
had been consensual or possibly forced by the
white woman (Heard, 2010). Similarly, in 2017,
news emerged (Tyson, 2017) that a white woman
had very belatedly confessed that no verbal or
physical advances towards her had occurred,
even though her claims that she had been tar-
geted had been at the center of African American
child Emmett Till’s 1955 murder in Mississippi
by a group of white men. None of Till’s mur-
derers or false accusers were brought to justice.

The 1970s ushered in efforts to rethink
women’s orgasms with such works at Barbach’s
For Yourself (1976), which dismissed earlier
ideas of the supremacy of vaginal orgasms and
celebrated sexual pleasure. In the 1990s, efforts
to collect nationally representative data about
sexual behavior, attitudes, and interests were
quashed and ridiculed from the U.S. Senate floor.
Scholars had been both spurred on and punished
by the legacy of the 1970s sexual revolution. The
“Sex in America” survey—modestly named The
National Health and Social Life Survey (Lau-
mann, Gagnon, Michael, & Michaels, 1994)—
became a key resource for understanding evolv-
ing sexualities in that decade and was eventually
funded by private foundations. But not without
resistance: A backlash around sexuality and
unsettling shifts towards gender equality and
queer identities curtailed earlier, ambitious plans
that were funded and then rescinded by the U.S.
National Institutes of Health.
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Beyond survey research, a newer, more
diverse generation of sexualities scholars has
made ethnography key to more intersectional
understandings about gender and sexuality.
Indeed, study of gender and sexuality has been
improved by having more queer scholars and
scholars of color asking and answering ques-
tions. Dude, You’re a Fag, a 2007 study of how
high school boys relate to each other and engage
in what author C.J. Pascoe named the “fag dis-
course,” made heteronormativity—the joint
social construction of gender and sexuality—
recognizable to scholars and students well
beyond those who were already studying gender
and sexuality. Pascoe’s description of raced and
classed differences around heteronormativity
made a lasting impact on how others study
gender and sexuality.

In 2011, Mignon Moore’s Invisible Families:
Gay Identities, Relationships and Motherhood
among Black Women (2011) profiled lesbian
women of color and the multiple intersections of
sexuality with class and national origin, and
presented variations of “coming into the life”—
her frame for coming out. Moore’s work decen-
tered the story of gender and sexuality from
privileged white binaries. The decentering was
not just an augmentation of categorical knowl-
edge, but shifted theories of gender and sexual-
ity. Moore foregrounded accounts of social class,
immigration status, and gender expression and
how they related to a whole set of ways that
lesbians come into the life. This set forth the
view that intersectional looks at gender and
sexuality provide more reliable knowledge of
experience. For Respect Yourself, Protect Your-
self: Latina Girls and Sexual Identity (2012),
Lorena Garcia spent time with Mexican Ameri-
can and Puerto Rican high school women, and
offered their accounts of managing home, school,
and societal sources that stigmatized their sexu-
ality. Garcia wrote of these women’s resource-
fulness when countering racist, sexist, cultural,
and institutional forms of social control. These
works highlight how ethnography has filled in
the ample, white-washed blind spots on
heteronormativity, coming out, and coming of
age sexually as women of color. This kind of

work—and much other—has been valuable
empirically but also theoretically, as it demands
more of scholars as they apply an intersectional
analysis.

Research methods influence the complexity of
analysis, but also directly affect data. For exam-
ple, women report their sexual behavior differ-
ently depending on race: One experiment found
that, among college women, “non-White partic-
ipants were more sensitive to changes in …
experimental variables and more likely than
White participants to report fewer behaviors and
more conservative attitudes when completing
computer-based surveys, when in laboratory
experiments, or while in the presence of experi-
menters” (McCallum & Peterson, 2015, 2296).
As emphasized by the Black Women’s Blueprint
(2016), women of color are more likely to live
under regimes of respectability politics as well as
to live in a world where state surveillance of
them is familiar and common.

8 The Production of Knowledge

Social trends affect what we know about gender
and sexual behavior. For example, using data
from the General Social Survey (GSS), Twenge,
Sherman, and Wells (2016) found that in 2010,
twice as many American adults had at least one
same-sex sexual encounter than in the 1990s.
Twenge et al. (2016, 1713) reported numerous
group differences: “Increases in same-sex sexual
behavior were largest in the South and Midwest
and among Whites, were mostly absent among
Blacks, and were smaller among the religious.”
Attitudes liberalized in this time, more of the
increase was among women than men, and
nearly all of the increase was among people who
have sex with both men and women. The
increases in behavior could only be partially
explained by the historic liberalization of atti-
tudes towards homosexuality that occurred in
that time period. Twenge and colleagues (2016,
1724) speculate that more accepting media
depictions of homosexuality may lead people to
overestimate what is admissible, and to act on
those estimates. Alternatively, one’s overestimate
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of social acceptability may also make people
more comfortable reporting their behavior in a
person-to-person survey like the GSS. Work by
Paula England and colleagues demonstrates that
women’s behaviors and attitudes—engaging and
supporting same-sex sexuality—have a stronger
influence than men’s, giving hints that the
“fluidity” is less of an option for men (England,
Mishel, & Caudillo, 2016). Our point is that data
can facilitate a recognition of greater diversity of
gender and sexual experiences—but that social
context—or in this case social trends—make our
ability to see what is in our data possible.

9 Fluidity

Recent focus on gender and sexual fluidity sug-
gests that researchers might not have a clear con-
sensus on what to study. Surveys are only as good
as the (socially constructed) measures they use
(Westbrook & Saperstein, 2015). Albury (2015,
649), in research on “alternative” sex subcultures,
suggested that attention to survey respondents’
“simultaneous affiliation with heterosexual,
homosexual and bisexual identities might (pro-
ductively) trouble academic research and sexual
health policy frameworks” that assume a single
and fixed sexual identity. For example, Pfeffer’s
(2014, 15) study of women dating trans men
documents how they surpass binary definitions of
their sexuality: 50% of the sample (partners of
trans men) identified as queer, 22% “lesbian” or
“dyke,” and 14% bisexual. Vrangalova and
Savin-Williams (2012, 96–99) recommend that
researchers add survey categories to reflect
“mostly heterosexual” and “mostly gay/lesbian,”
because of significant differences in same-sex
attraction and behavior along a five-stage sexual
orientation scale. As England et al. (2016) echoed
(discussed above), they find that fewer men than
women use the “non-exclusive” categories.

Recent collegiate “hooking up” studies
(Wade, 2017) have been a source of information
about sexual behavior and fluidity, and have
made distinctions about different contexts.
Women on middle class campuses who identified
with professional goals were more likely to see

hooking up as the dominant sexual script (Arm-
strong, England, & Fogarty, 2012). Those mainly
middle-class campus studies highlight, too, the
way that “straight girls kissing” is an extension
of the sexual script in those mainly heteronor-
mative spaces (Rupp & Taylor, 2010; Rupp
et al., 2014)—yet also, for some, a pathway to
exploring and moving toward lesbian and queer
identities. This potential for movement to queer
from (defaulted and assumed) straight identities
has looked more limited for working class
women. Nevertheless, as Budnick (2016) points
out, working class women have the highest
prevalence of same-sex behavior. This qualitative
study shows that working class women were
influenced by other life scripts—such as earlier
parenthood and greater preference for “bisexual”
over “queer” identifiers. Taken together, these
studies highlight sexual fluidity. They also point
to how much context—social class in this case—
shapes expression and meanings of sexual desire.
Ultimately, these cases show that we are still
limited in understanding fluidity even when we
include lots of questions about people’s sexuality
and present them as a spectrum, because different
groups define the same concepts differently.

Researchers at the Williams Institute (2009, 6)
recommend that surveys assessing sexuality use
three measures: identity, behavior, and attraction.
This might better enable subjects, like the straight
men studied by JaneWard inNot gay: Sex between
straight white men (2015), to fully describe their
sexuality. Ward’s study examines settings where
straight men have sex with each other, such as in
fraternity and military hazing routines, and yet do
not see this as gay or queer sex.

Not everyone comes to a survey with the same
experiences. Adolescents, for example, may not
have had sex, and may not be ready to commit to a
particular sexual orientation, but may be able to
tell a researcher the gender of the type of people
they are attracted to. In one representative sample
of Swedish high school students, “Prevalence rates
of sexual minority orientation varied between
4.3% for sexual behavior (males 2.9%, females
5.6%) and 29.4% for emotional or sexual attrac-
tion (males 17.7%, females 39.5%)” (Priebe &
Sveden, 2013, 727). Researchers have found that
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“milestones” of understanding of one’s sexuality
occurred at different ages based on gender and
sexual orientation identification (Katz-Wise,
Reisner, Hughto, & Keo-Meier, 2016, 10). On the
whole, men achieved these milestones earlier
(Katz-Wise et al. 2016:10) and adolescent women
and bisexuals less stably reported their sexual
attraction (Savin-Williams, Joyner, & Rieger,
2012), but all adolescents tended to decrease their
reports of same-sex attraction over time
(Savin-Williams & Joyner, 2014).

The use of multiple measures allows for fur-
ther recognition and discovery of emerging
newer arrangements between gender and sexu-
ality. James Joseph Dean’s Straights: Hetero-
sexuality in a Post-Closeted Culture (2014)
examines manifestations of sexuality (and gen-
der) in an age when heterosexuality, he argues, is
not taken for granted. Metrosexuals, for example,
may display non-traditional masculinities
(Bridges, 2014), and it is increasingly unaccept-
able to be overtly homophobic. But straight men
still have methods to convey their heterosexual
identity, including through frequent reference to
their girlfriends or through hypervigilance about
not crossing their legs (Dean, 2013, 547–554).
Similarly, Ward’s Not Gay tells the story of how
straight men, occupying a world where sexual
fluidity is more evident and acknowledged, go to
great efforts to deny sexual fluidity, harkening
back to the idea of Weber’s “inconvenient facts.”
These studies challenge the ultimate “natural-
ized” and taken-for-granted comparison group
(straight white men) as well as the “biological
essentialism now at the heart of gay rights
claims” (Ward, 2016, 75) by merely studying
them from a social constructionist perspective.
Ward refers to this as part of “dyke methods”
(2016). These efforts are core to disentangling
that long history of uncertainly intertwined rela-
tions between sexuality and gender.

10 Sex/Gender/Politics

Want to witness the synergy between gender and
sexuality? Watch politics and read political his-
tory. In the 19th century, U.S. Postmaster General

Anthony Comstock used the anti-pornography
regulations of the postal service to prevent mailing
contraceptive information: This garnered him
political power via the gambit to control women’s
bodies. Sexual scandals bring to mind the 1990s
President Bill Clinton’s encounters with a White
House intern or the case of Donald Trump’s
“Grab’em by the pussy. You can do anything,”
(New York Times, 2016) televised remarks. Such
cases use women’s bodies and sexual stories
about them to generate a hostile climate, anxiety,
and fear, all in the service of raising or lowering
the power of the figures involved.

We see links between those tabloid scandals to
legislative fronts that are really “exclusion from
society” bills (GLAAD, 2016). As we write, many
states are following North Carolina with bills that
limit access to bathrooms. A spate of bills across
the U.S. seeks to prevent people from using a
men’s or women’s restroom that aligns with their
gender identification. The HB2 bill—which was
passed by the N.C. legislature in 2016 and was
nominally repealed in 2017 only to have other
discriminatory policies put into place—denies
human rights to transgender people by using the
troll that girls and women are made vulnerable by
imagined predatory opportunities (Schilt &
Westbrook, 2015). Whether 1890s, 1990s, or
more recently, the sexual scandals and sex/gender
legislation stories are about power. Finally, the
wind in the sails of these stories is heteronormative
structures of gender.

Any who doubt the frame of sex as a political
football can consider the issue of wartime rape,
where rape is literally a weapon of war, such as
in the 1990s war in Bosnia. As Henry (2015)
argues, crimes against humanity, including sex-
ual violence in conflicts, are done by individuals,
but they are not individual crimes “because vic-
tims are targeted predominantly on the basis of
their membership of a targeted group,” (Henry,
2015, 45). Given documentation of a widespread
campaign using rape to terrorize Serbians, the
International War Crimes Tribunal prosecuted
those involved. News reports (Goodman, 1997)
illustrated the denials in one case:
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In a reply to his accusers, Mr. Mejakic, who along
with others under indictment remains safely in
Serb territory, described Ms. Cigelj as being old
and unattractive; he added that he wouldn’t have
leaned his bicycle against her, much less raped her.

Such remarks were paralleled in the 2016
statements of (then) presidential candidate Don-
ald Trump:

Donald Trump on Friday intimated a woman who
accused him of sexually assaulting her was not
attractive enough to have drawn his interest, part of
a broader attack on the integrity and physical
appearance of multiple women who’ve come for-
ward this week to accuse the GOP presidential
nominee of sexual assault (Lim, 2016).

These men, in and out of military settings,
first deny their actions and harms, and then repeat
them through degrading women to elevate
themselves specifically and symbolically. These
cases are part of what Pascoe and Hollander
(2016) call “mobilizing rape,” which they argue
is the case of men making claims of masculinity
for their performing opposition to rape. They
note “that not sexually assaulting may also do
dominance work. Men can assert dominance
both over women and over other men, who are
constructed as ruled by emotions, unable to
exercise masculine self-control, or not masculine
enough to have young women simply fall over
themselves with sexual desire” (76). In the case
of Mekajic in the 1990s or Trump in the 2010s,
the “denial” talk that purports not to threaten
physical acts of harm and abuse reinforces the
right to harm and abuse and normalizes the use of
rape language to support desperate ties to mas-
culinity. In the case of Trump, the denial talk is
countered by the proud expression of “grab’em
by the pussy,” made in the same campaign.

11 Conclusions

Dean’s Straights: Heterosexuality in a Post-
Closeted Culture (2014) offers the premise that
heterosexuality is less naturalized, less often the
default assumption, and examines how (straight)
people signal straightness in such a world. The
more things change the more they remain the

same—people do what they have always done
around gendered sexuality—the Trump and
Mekajic cases show this. Except that more and
more people do not do the same thing, and that is
new. On the one hand, our conclusions revolve
around this gender conundrum (Jones, Rutter, &
Boateng, 2015), that gender—including gen-
dered sexuality—persists in different forms to do
similar work of supporting inequality. On the
other hand, the way forward is through detecting
change and transformation wherever we find it.
For example: Sennott and Angotti (2016)
observed in their rural South African fieldwork
that the majority of conversations about
HIV/AIDS and gendered sexuality included
questioning notions of hegemonic gender norms,
because they put families and communities at
risk for the disease. These reconsiderations were
enabled by a raging epidemic, and even still
members of the community appealed to the
notions of the naturalness of gendered sexuality
that are not unique to South Africa: Men should
not have to “eat chicken (or fish) every day of the
week,” (947) and women should not be sexually
agentic or challenge the behavior of their part-
ners. Scholars and activists ideally will make use
of both the change and stasis parts of this story.

Our reading of the literature on sexuality is
that the synergy between gender and sexuality is
alive and strong. In previous decades, sociology
has seen the gendering of sexuality as a powerful
tool for policing it, employing race, ethnicity,
and social class along the way to strengthen that
power. Heteronormativity and homophobia have
fueled the mutually reinforcing connection
between gender and sexuality such that the logic
of heteronormativity—i.e. “to be a good woman
is to be a good heterosexual woman”—idealizes
hetero but also makes gendered identity a virtue,
a kind of sexiness.

This has not gone away—but new connec-
tions are being forged. With the emerging
recognition of gender and sexual fluidity, a wide
range of gender expression (that has always
existed) is gaining more legitimacy. With a
growing understanding of the lives of transgen-
der people, the connections of gender to sexual-
ity keep getting decentered. Do we think gender
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and sexuality will ever be disconnected from
one another? It matters less to us whether
they are connected or disconnected than that
heteronormativity ceases to be a source of social
control, racism, and structured inequalities by
regulating gender and sexuality.
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22Gender and Sexuality in High School
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Abstract
Schools are organizers of gender and sexual
practices, identities and meanings. Boys and
girls learn from school rituals, pedagogical
practices, and disciplinary procedures that
heterosexuality is normal and natural. In
tandem with school-sanctioned forms of mas-
culinity and femininity, young people them-
selves construct adolescent cultures that
normalize heterosexuality and normative
forms of gender, which in turn intersect with
other axes of identity like race and class to
produce varied and disparate experiences for
students of different backgrounds. Though
education is often cited as an equalizing force,
schools promote gender differences between
boys and girls that can result in gender
inequality. This happens through both formal
and informal schooling processes. More
research is needed on sexual and gender
minorities in school, as most of it has focused
on heterosexual and cisgender students and
gender inequality.

1 Introduction

Schools play a pivotal role in the development of
young people’s gender and sexual identities.
Beginning in elementary school, students partic-
ipate in a “heterosexualizing process” (Renold,
2000) as schools convey and regulate sexual
meanings organized in heteronormative and
homophobic ways (Walters & Hayes, 1998;
Wood, 1984). The ordering of sexuality from
elementary school through high school is insep-
arable from the institutional structuring of gen-
dered identities. Through school rituals,
pedagogical practices and disciplinary proce-
dures, high schools set up routines, expectations
and rituals which reflect definitions of masculin-
ity and femininity as opposite, complementary,
unequal and heterosexual (Butler, 1993).

In addition to the ways schools organize
gender and sexuality, young people themselves
also invest in cultural routines and practices that
emphasize heterosexuality as well as normative
masculinity and femininity. In high school,
masculinities and femininities are iterated both
through mundane, daily practices like clothing,
style, lingo, hobbies, and sports (Bettie, 2002),
and through highly ritualized and gendered
events like quinceañeras and proms. The flour-
ishing of various social media platforms has
simultaneously amplified, muted, and otherwise
transformed various ways that high school stu-
dents construct and perform masculine and
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feminine identities (Ito et al., 2010). Crucially,
high school femininities and masculinities inter-
sect with and are produced through other axes of
identity and difference, such that race, class, and
sexuality (among other considerations) are highly
salient in the construction and interpretation of
any given expression of femininity and
masculinity.

2 Schooling

2.1 History

Gender difference and heterosexuality are built
into the history of public education in the United
States as well as the very concept of adolescence
itself (Lesko, 2001). Prior to the 19th century the
main job of upbringing youth was carried out by
the family (Bowles & Gintis, 1976). The
responsibility to instruct children fell to mothers
—boys to read and write and girls to read and
sew (Tyack & Hansot, 1992). As schooling
during the Progressive era became formalized—
universal, tax-supported, free, compulsory,
bureaucratically arranged—gender-segregation
increased and difference was emphasized
(Tyack & Hansot, 1992).

Formal education for girls continued to be a
controversial topic through the early 20th cen-
tury. Pro-education forces argued that educating
girls would make women more effective in their
own private domain, raising future citizens, ren-
dering them better wives or mothers, helping to
form the political convictions of the young,
teaching them about civic virtue. Chief among
the foes of girls’ education were Dr. Edward
Clark, a specialist in nervous disorders at Har-
vard Medical School who wrote a book called
Sex in Education in 1873 and G. Stanley Hall,
president of Clark University and a psychologist
who invented the concept of “adolescence” to
describe the phase of life between childhood and
adulthood. Dr. Clark argued that education
damaged girls biologically—diverting the limited
“forces” of the human body from their repro-
ductive organs to their brains in a masculiniza-
tion process that threated the future of the white

race (Tyack & Hansot, 1992). G. Stanely Hall
suggested that co-education masculinized girls
and, more importantly, feminized boys. He
advocated more masculine high schools, ridding
the curriculum of sissiness, hiring more men
teachers and segregating high schools by gender,
thus allowing boys to pass through the necessary
“raw period of revolt” in order to move into a
“virile manhood” (Tyack & Hansot, 1992).
While the intensity of these arguments subsided
in the mid-1920s, similar ideologies continue to
shape the gender of schooling.

2.2 Contemporary Schooling

Contemporary schooling processes reproduce a
gender binary and schools themselves are
dependent on and structured around this binary.
Though education is often cited as an equalizing
force, schools promote gender differences
between boys and girls that can result in gender
inequality. This happens through both formal and
informal schooling processes. Formal curricular
processes include explicit educational goals,
topics covered in textbooks, learning objectives,
and test material for example. Informal curricula,
also known as hidden curricula, refers to norms,
values, attitudes, and ideologies that children
learn at school but that are not an official part of
schools’ lesson plans (Martin, 1976). Schools
reinforce gender difference, heteronormativity
and heterosexism through both informal and
formal curricula.

Teachers regularly prefer to divide students
into the categories of boys and girls (Thorne,
1993). Teachers expect different things from
boys and girls, with boys taking up most of
teachers’ attention in the forms of discipline and
rewards. Teachers give boys more attention, call
on them more often, wait longer for their
answers, and correct, criticize, help, and praise
them more frequently than they do girls (Bailey
et al., 1992). Rather than giving girls the same
types of step-by-step instructions they give boys,
teachers tend to do things themselves for girls,
robbing girls of everyday opportunities to learn
(DeZolt & Hull, 2001). This practice encourages
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helplessness, incompetence and dependency
among girls, which are hallmarks of a particular
form of “emphasized femininity” that reproduces
gender inequality (Connell, 1987). Teachers are
more likely to comment on girls’ appearance and
clothing, and to socialize girls to become “perfect
students” (Bailey et al., 1992). Boys are allowed
more freedom with their bodies than girls are and
have to be more disruptive to earn a reprimand
from a teacher as well (Martin, 1998). Girls are
told to be quieter and to request things in a “nicer”
voice (Martin, 1998). Linguists highlight the way
in which these gendered disciplinary practices
play out in adult conversations: women hedge, are
super polite, tag questions, hypercorrect grammar,
lack a sense of humor, ask questions when they are
making declarations—what linguists call “pow-
erless language” (O’Barr & Atkins, 2014).

In addition to emphasizing gender difference,
informal curricula emphasize heterosexuality.
The vast majority of parental images in
school-based literature, for example, show a
mother and a father, rather than two mothers or
two fathers, reinforcing ideologies about hetero-
sexuality, monogamy and families. The way
science, in particular, is framed and communi-
cated to students underscores heteronormativity
and androcentrism (Letts, 2001) explaining ani-
mal sexuality with assumptions about hetero-
sexuality and normative masculinity or
femininity, ignoring extensive diversity of sex,
gender, and sexuality in the animal kingdom
(Roughgarden, 2013). Similarly, human biology
textbooks explain reproduction using gendered
metaphors that frame sperm as physically
aggressive, dominant and male and eggs as pas-
sive, waiting females (Martin, 1991).

2.3 Formal Curricula

Formal curricula about sexuality and gender is
best exemplified by sex education. Contempo-
rary sex education curricula—or the lack thereof
—often reinforce inequalities on the axes of
sexuality, gender, race, and class (Fields, 2008)
and are among the most controversial and
politicized aspects of the school curriculum

(Trudell, 1993). Three approaches currently
govern sex education curricula: Abstinence
Only, Abstinence Plus and Comprehensive Sex
Education. Abstinence Only approaches position
abstinence as the only morally correct option for
teenagers and censor information about contra-
ception. Abstinence Plus approaches include
information about condoms and contraception in
the context of strong abstinence messages.
Comprehensive sex education approaches teach
about abstinence as the best method for avoiding
STDs and unintended pregnancy, but also teach
about condoms and contraception to reduce the
risk of unintended pregnancy and of infection
with STDs, including HIV. They also teach
interpersonal and communication skills and help
young people explore their own values, goals,
and options.

Absent federal regulation on sex education
nationally, it is highly varied and inconsistent
across American states: only 24 states and
Washington, DC require sex education in public
schools; 33 states and Washington, DC require
education about HIV/AIDS; and only 20 states
require that sex education should be medically
accurate (NCSL, 2016). As a result of these
irregular standards, young people are not always
familiar with safer sex practices. Among those
ages 18–19, 41% say they know little to nothing
about condoms, and 75% say they know little to
nothing about the contraceptive pill.

The scattered state of contemporary sex edu-
cation is largely shaped by the response of con-
servative political forces to attempts to introduce
comprehensive sex education in schools in the
1970s and 1980s by a group called the Sexuality
Information and Education Council of the United
States (SIECUS). The powerful movements of
the “New Right” quickly mobilized against the
SIECUS curriculum by arguing that children
were too young for sex, there should be a spiri-
tual component to this sort of education, and that
talking about sex leads to sex (Irvine, 2005;
Luker 2007). Conservative activism led to the
passing of legislation in the 1980s and 1990s like
the Adolescent Family Life Act and the Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families Act
(TANF). Both of these limited the amount of

22 Gender and Sexuality in High School 303



federal funding available to sex education pro-
grams that did not focus on abstinence or
attempted “denigrate, diminish or deny role dif-
ferences between the sexes as they have been
historically understood in the United States”
(Trudell, 1993).

The religious right designed and marketed
curricular materials that promote chastity and
avoidance of all sexual activity moral absolutes,
premarital abstinence, heterosexual family forms,
heterosexual intercourse, traditional gender
expectations, and emphasized procreation (Tru-
dell, 1993). As a result, a 2004 federal report
shows that the most widely-used federally-
funded abstinence education curricula contain
pervasive errors and misinformation—underesti-
mating the effectiveness of condoms and other
contraceptives, false claims about the physical
and psychological risks of abortion, misinfor-
mation on incidence and transmission of STDs
and the replacement of scientific facts with reli-
gious views and moral judgments. This educa-
tion has negative consequences for young people
in the United States as in countries with com-
prehensive sex education, youth have far lower
rates of teen pregnancy and STI transmission, as
well as more accurate and egalitarian views of
sexuality (e.g., Schalet, 2011).

2.4 Boys and Girls in School

Informal and formal curricula results in a gender
differentiated educational experience for both
boys and girls. Although boys stand out at the
top of the class, get more attention from teachers,
have higher standardized test scores, get more
scholarships, and later receive higher salaries,
boys also populate the bottom of the class
(Sadker & Sadker, 2010). Boys are more likely to
be in special education and to drop out (Grant,
2014). They tend to be louder than girls, talking
and joking while girls do schoolwork (Sadker &
Sadker, 2010). That said, girls tend to be awar-
ded higher grades than boys, a trend that has
remained unchanged for nearly a century (Voyer
& Voyer, 2014).

Some research suggests that classrooms are
biased against boys’ natural behaviors, resulting
in unfair treatment (Kindlon & Thompson,
2009). According to this perspective, the class-
room is a feminine environment (Kindlon &
Thompson, 2009) where girls’ behavior is
rewarded and where teachers pay too much
attention to girls at the expense of boys. In
contrast with girls’ ostensibly natural good
behavior, boys have more trouble controlling
themselves and are developmentally disadvan-
taged in school, especially in the lower grades.
Some argue that boys are socialized to be
aggressive, active, independent and then schools
want a different skill set from them (Sadker &
Sadker, 2010). Teachers should view boys’ bad
behavior as “life-affirming” and therefore allow
“moments of anarchy” (Kindlon & Thompson,
2009:50). Other scholars argue that schools do
not feminize boys, but definitions of masculinity
keep boys from succeeding academically. Even
at the turn of the twentieth century girls were
doing better than boys in school, but this didn’t
lead to more structural power among girls and
women in society (Sadker & Sadker, 2010).
Indeed, even as girls outperform boys academi-
cally, boys become more confident and girls less
so during middle school.

The “bias against boys” perspective does not
incorporate an intersectional analysis of race and
gender. Nonetheless, research on race and gender
indicates that male students of color are dispro-
portionately targeted for punishment in schools.
Low-income Latino males and black males are
regarded with suspicion both in and out of
schools (A.A.U.W., 2001). African American
boys are likely to be punished for the same
behavior white boys exhibit that goes unpun-
ished, for example, a process that Ann Ferguson
calls “adultification” (Ferguson, 2001). Teachers’
assumptions Latino boys will be low achievers
and that they pose a threat to the school order can
lead the boys to disengage from schools (A.A.U.
W., 2001). Various institutions in the lives of
young men of color collude to frame their
behavior as criminal rather than childlike (Rios,
2011). This process is part of what scholars call
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the school to prison pipeline, the systematic way
in which young men of color are funneled out of
education and into the criminal justice system. In
the year 2000, more black men were in jail or
prison than in college. By contrast, in 1980,
before the modern prison boom, black men in
college outnumbered black men behind bars by a
ratio of 3–1. Thus, the way scholars need to
reframe the debate around boys and girls in
school is to move away from a zero-sum esti-
mation where girls’ gains are purported to signify
boys’ losses, and toward an investigation of
which boys and girls are succeeding or not
(Justice Policy Institute, 2002).

For female students, teachers have expecta-
tions of cooperation, compliance, polite silence,
and invisibility (Brown, 1999). To succeed
socially and academically girls navigate a
“school-sanctioned femininity” (Bettie, 2002), a
de-sexualized self which allows them to be aca-
demically successful as well as normatively
feminine enough to not have their gender per-
formances called into question.

These school-sanctioned femininities reward
particular racialized and classed enactments of
femininity. Brown (1999) finds that middle-class
girls tend to hide their frustration about sexism
they experience in school while working-class
girls express their anger in visible and physical
ways, such as refusing to “sit up straight” when
teachers ask them to do so. Girls who speak out
about sexism in high school are perceived as loud
and obnoxious, and teachers often tell them that
anger is not an appropriate emotion for school
(Brown, 1999). African American girls, for
instance, resist gendered racism through “loud-
ness” or “contrariness,” which empowers them to
defy discourses of white, middle-class femininity
based on passive compliance with (white)
authority (Fordham, 1993). These “loud black
girls” (Fordham, 1993) refuse to participate in an
academic system bent on excluding them, but
teachers disapprove of their loudness and do not
take them seriously as learners. African Ameri-
can girls who are more quiet, who more closely
approximate school-sanctioned versions of fem-
ininity often feel disconnected from other

African American students and their families,
even as their participation in this type of femi-
ninity facilitates their academic success. Over
time, these dynamics of gender and race result in
lower self-esteem among girls than boys, with
African American girls reporting the lowest
levels of self-esteem. Latinas are less likely to be
policed and criminalized, though they are often
perceived as unserious about schoolwork (A.A.
U.W., 2001; Bettie, 2002).

High school girls experience and produce
femininities in different ways according to their
race and class positions (Bettie, 2002). What
might be viewed as “gender victories” for high
school girls are often also “class injuries”. For
instance, some girls take leadership courses, plan
for successful careers, and are not intimidated by
boys. While these girls may seem like the pro-
duct of years of feminist struggles, they also tend
to be middle-class and to display school-
sanctioned versions of femininity. Thus, their
success as girls cannot be decoupled from their
success as middle-class girls whose particular
gender performances are rewarded by teachers
and administrators. High school teachers expect a
white, middle-class, school-sanctioned version of
femininity. This gender regime ends up disad-
vantaging girls of color and working-class girls
who refuse to suppress their feelings about
injustice at school, making it harder for them to
succeed academically and ultimately helping to
reproduce race- and class-based systems of
inequality in society more broadly.

3 Social Life in High School

Gender and sexuality in high school are produced
not only through institutional policies and prac-
tices, but also through mundane, everyday
interactions and behaviors among students
themselves. High school is a staging ground for
identity formation and the primary hub of social
life in adolescence. The social organization of
school, social rituals and social aggression rein-
force and sometimes transgress social norms of
gender and sexuality.
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3.1 Social Organization

The social organization of high schools often
reflect gendered, classed and raced inequalities.
At midcentury as the amount of time spent in
school and the number of students enrolled
increased, adolescents began spending increasing
time with others their own age, and notions of
popularity began to rule adolescence (Modell,
1991). According to John Modell, “Popularity
was the universally understood term for what the
great majority of high schoolers sought to a
greater or lesser degree” (1991:84). Students
organize themselves and are organized by the
school into loose hierarchies (Milner, 2013).

Gender and sexuality are central to the char-
acter of these hierarchies. The sociology litera-
ture is divided regarding the degree to which
popularity among high school girls is linked to
the performances of conventional femininity.
While Payne (2007) and Thorne (1993) suggest
that normative femininity and masculinity cor-
relate with popularity other scholars find that
certain forms of gender transgression for girls,
when they align with normative masculinity, can
result in popularity for girls (Pascoe, 2007).

The production of femininities is evident in
the way high school students speak to and about
one another. In accordance with their particular
understanding of feminism, some high school
girls disparage their feminine peers, declaring
themselves to be “one of the guys,” or more like
boys than the “other girls” (Fine and Macpher-
son, 1992:176). In their effort to achieve gender
parity with high school boys, these girls abandon
femininity, which they view as silly and trivial.
Pascoe (2007) finds that girls who perform ath-
letic versions of masculinity—even when they
are lesbians—gain social status relative to their
more feminine peers. Conversely, some high
school girls use their voices to cultivate particular
types of femininities to resist forms of inequality
based on gender, race, and sexuality. Fordham
(1993) argues that high schools, as institutions
within a patriarchal society, define appropriate
femininity in terms of “white middle-class
womanhood” (3). White girls and girls of color
have to navigate raced and classed expectations

of gender and sexuality in high school (Bettie,
2002; Garcia, 2012). Cheerleading squads, often
the home of the most popular girls, can privilege
whiteness in primarily white schools (Adams &
Bettis, 2003).

Whom is considered desirable or who is
romantically linked to whom is also important in
the social world of high school. While the
majority of adolescents experience their first sex
within a committed relationship (Williams &
Adams, 2013), “hookup culture” (Bogle, 2008)
has emerged alongside the dating order that
originated in the 1950s as the dominant form of
sexuality and romance among adolescents.
Hookups are broadly defined as sexual interac-
tions between people who are not in a committed
relationship (Bogle, 2008), and often occur
alongside parties and alcohol and drug use
(Williams & Adams, 2013). Many teens view
committed dating relationships as not “cool” and
describe hookups as having less “baggage”
(Paul, Wenzel, & Harvey, 2008). The emergence
of high school hookup culture is important to pay
attention to, since girls experience less power
relative to boys in one-time hookups than they do
in more committed dating relationships (Risman
& Schwartz, 2002). Hookups are a highly gen-
dered form of sexuality among adolescents, with
girls reporting higher rates than boys of stigma
and shame after hooking up (Williams & Adams,
2013). Furthermore, high school girls come of
age in a culture that values women according to
their attractiveness, so many girls hope to use
sexuality and hookups to segue into more com-
mitted forms of relationships with boys (Wil-
liams & Adams, 2013). While the literature on
hookups in high school is much sparser than the
literature on college hookup culture, Williams
and Adams (2013) find that among white and
Latina high schoolers, hookups rarely evolve into
committed dating relationships, resulting in
considerable emotional pain and embarrassment
for girls, particularly when they feel alcohol is a
contributing factor in their sexual behavior. In
addition to gender inequalities manifested
through hookup culture, hookups are not equally
accessible to all types of students: working-class
students and students of color are less likely to
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engage in or speak positively about hookups, and
queer students may feel excluded from hookup
scenes that revolve around heterosexual pairings
(Williams & Adams, 2013; Bogle, 2008).

The story of dating is not one that is just about
romance, but also about inequality. Boys and
girls enter into dating on unequal footing due to
cultural scripts around puberty, the embodied
experience of adolescence. Cisgender1 boys and
girls have very different experiences of these
bodily changes. Shame and embarrassment hap-
pen for all genders: bras, jockstraps, voice
changes, erections, and periods are accompanied
by feelings of humiliation for many teens. But
while bodily changes for boys tend to be even-
tually empowering, girls often feel betrayed by
their bodies, particularly as boys demean their
bodies and make fun of their periods as “dirty”.
Girls often experience puberty as a transition to a
disempowered adult femininity, in which girls’
changing bodies are associated with sexuality
and thus potential danger (Tolman, 1994). Boys’
bodily changes lead to a rise in the agency they
feel as soon-to-be men (Tolman, 1994). Boys are
characterized by being driven by hormones and
sexual desire (Schalet, 2011).

While cisgender teens certainly “do” gender
in a variety of ways more or less consistent with
the expectations of normative masculinity and
femininity, cisgender boys and girls tend to
experience their changing bodies as embarrass-
ing, yet natural progressions on their way toward
becoming cisgender men and women. Trans-
gender teens, on the other hand, may feel as
though they are trapped in the “wrong body” (an
experience psychologists call “dysphoria”) or
may experience their bodies in more fluid, gen-
derqueer2 ways (Barker-Plummer, 2012; Olson,

Schrager, Belzer, Simons, & Clark, 2015), either
of which may be difficult for trans teens to locate
in dominant discourses about puberty, romance,
and sexuality in high school. Furthermore, trans
teens are more likely to experience not only
hostile school environments, bullying, and
harassment (Kosciw, Greytak, & Diaz, 2009) but
also are at higher risk of dating violence than
their cisgender counterparts (Dank, Lachman,
Zweig, & Yahner, 2014). This is especially true
for trans girls of color (Garofalo, Deleon, Osmer,
Doll, & Harper, 2006). More research is needed
on the ways trans teens negotiate and navigate
the complex world of sexuality, hookups, and
dating in high school.

In addition to body changes, high schoolers
experience many changes in their social worlds
during adolescence, which are frequently
encourage the development of heterosexual,
highly gendered identities. Heterosexual high
school dating relationships and sexuality are thus
characterized by gendered modes of sexuality
where boys are expected to be active and girls are
passive. This dynamic encodes and builds on
meanings of masculinity and femininity that will
undergird high schoolers’ adult gender identities
(Hird & Jackson, 2001). Sexual coercion is not
outside of the normal (Hird & Jackson, 2001);
rather, it is an integral part of heteronormative
romantic relationships. This coercion is often
non-violent, taking the form of boys pressuring
girls, appealing to girls’ longing for romance,
and “working a yes out” (Sanday, 2007). High
school discourses of boys’ and girls’ sexual
desire frame boys as either “wusses” or “studs”
and girls as either “sluts” or “angels,” depending
on their frequency of sexual activity (Hird &
Jackson, 2001).

To be appropriately feminine, girls must put
boys’ desires before their own, something Tol-
man calls the “missing discourse of desire”
(2003). There is no way for girls to talk about
desiring sex; if they do, they are stigmatized as
sluts, so girls view sex as something that happens
to them, as something they have to rationalize
(Martin, 1998). Boys, for the most part, experi-
ence sexuality and adolescence in general as
empowering, as they begin to inhabit an adult

1“Cisgender” is the opposite of “transgender,” and means
that the sex one is assigned at birth (male or female)
corresponds to the way one experiences one’s gender (boy
or girl, man or woman).
2A “genderqueer” understanding of transgender experi-
ences seeks to question and dismantle the categories of
“boy” and “girl,” “man” and “woman,” rather than
conceptualizing transgender people as being “actually”
one gender, born unluckily into the body of the other
gender.
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masculinity, ushering them into a powerful adult
identity. Sexuality and sex in high school
encodes cultural requirements of heteronorma-
tive gender difference.

3.2 Social Events

Stylized social events such as rituals are an
important part of the informal curricula of
schooling. Social rituals are symbolic, bodily
performances that affirm in and out-groups, the
normal and the abnormal, (Quantz, 1999)
reproducing dominant understandings of race,
gender and class (Foley, 1990). In adolescence,
these rituals reflect and affirm heteronormative
gender difference.

Prom is an iconic high school event in
American culture, a “cultural object” (Griswold,
1987) that tells a story about the culture in which
it is found. It is a rite of passage for adolescents,
signifying impending adulthood, and even func-
tioning as a sort of pre-wedding in the ways it
bolsters heteronormativity (Best, 2000). “Prom is
a space in which teens makes sense of what it
means to be young in culture today, negotiate the
process of schooling, solidify their social iden-
tities, and struggle against the structural limits in
which they find themselves” (Best, 2000:2).
Discourses of romance and sexuality at prom
naturalize inequality between boys and girls
(Best, 2000:67). Prom restricts girls’ demands for
equality because gender equality would destroy
the romance and mystique of prom night. While
high school girls hope for romance and magic on
prom night, boys’ discussions of prom are cen-
tered around achieving masculinity through
drinking, partying, and male friendship/
camaraderie. Boys decide the course of the
night, so many girls feel sad at prom because
their dream of romance does not materialize.
Proms also reflect race, class and sexual
inequalities through an emphasis on clothing,
expectations of dancing and explicit or implicit
framing around opposite sex dates.

While school rituals like proms and pep rallies
are designed with both the schools’ and the stu-
dents’ interests and values in mind, gendered

rituals like quinceañeras and purity balls occur
outside of school and thus represent a cultural
arena over which students (and their families)
have a little more control. Historically, middle-
and upper-class girls would “come out” to soci-
ety at debutante balls and cotillions, often
wearing white dresses to present themselves as
future brides (Pompper & Crandall, 2014).
A similar pre-marriage ritual is the purity ball.
Linked to the increase in funding for
abstinence-only programs for high schoolers
since the Welfare Reform Act of 1996, purity
clubs are often ostensibly gender-neutral, yet the
majority of recruits are women (Fahs, 2010). At
purity balls, girls “essentially ‘marry’ their
fathers” in white dresses, sign virginity pledges
and put on rings that symbolize their commit-
ment to wait until their “real” wedding day to
have sex (Fahs, 2010). While debutante balls and
purity balls tend to occur mostly in white com-
munities, though some upper-class black high
schoolers also put on debutante cotillions (Gra-
ham, 1999), many Latina high school girls also
participate in a heterosexualized, highly gen-
dered ritual—the quinceañera. Quinceañeras are
fifteenth-birthday parties for Catholic Latina
girls; they are a culturally-specific ritual that
encourages high school girls to perform a par-
ticular version of heterosexual femininity. They
are often lavish, expensive events even among
working-class families. For many working-class
Latinx immigrants, the quinceañera provides an
opportunity to give their daughters the type of
special party they could not afford in their home
country (Alvarez, 2007), a symbol of their
achievement of the “American dream” (Colloff,
2009).

What proms, but more specifically, the debu-
tante ball, the purity ball, and the quinceañera
have in common are their foundations of
heterosexuality, femininity, and impending
adulthood for high-school girls. Even if girls do
not adopt a normatively feminine, heterosexual
adult identity, they are always in conversation
with it. Thus, for girls, the construction of an
adult identity is inextricable from discourses of
appropriate femininity and heterosexuality.
These rituals reflect a high school culture where
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girls’ and women’s bodies are the property of
men, and where sexuality is constructed as
something boys should desire and girls should
avoid.

3.3 Social Aggression

Social aggression in adolescents often takes the
form of bullying. While much research frames
bullying as a result of individual psychological
variables, in many cases bullying reinforces
social inequalities—particularly of gender, sex-
uality, race and class (Pascoe, 2013).

Boys bully more than girls (Frisén, Jonsson &
Persson, 2007; Levy et al., 2012; Seals & Young,
2003; Stein, 2002) in both on and offline envi-
ronments (Li, 2006). They are also more often
the victims of bullying than are girls
(Erdur-Baker, 2010). Boys are more likely to
engage in some physical and verbal types of
bullying (Peskin, Tortolero, & Markham, 2006).
Yet, perhaps contrary to some of the claims made
about the gendering of “relational aggression”
(see for instance Rys & Bear, 1997), it is also
true that girls do physically intimidate others and
that boys also spread rumors (Levy et al., 2012).

Boys bullying of other boys’ tends to take a
sexualized form. Homophobic language and
attitudes are disproportionately deployed by boys
(Poteat & Rivers, 2010). Boys use homophobic
epithets more than girls do and rate them much
more seriously (Thurlow, 2001). Straight boys
are often the recipients of these slurs (Pascoe,
2007). 90% of random school shootings have
involved straight-identified boys who have been
relentlessly humiliated with homophobic remarks
(Kimmel and Mahler 2003). Homophobic bul-
lying is central to shaping contemporary hetero-
sexual masculine identities (Kehler, 2007; Levy
et al., 2012; Pascoe, 2007; Poteat, Kimmel &
Wilchins, 2011). Through homophobic harass-
ment boys learn what it is to “be a boy”.

Young men’s homophobic practices often
take the form of a “fag discourse” (Pascoe, 2007)
consisting of jokes, taunts, imitations and threats
through which boys publicly signal their rejec-
tion of that which is considered unmasculine. In

other words, homophobic harassment has as
much to do with definitions of masculinity as it
does with actual fear of other gay men (Corbett,
2001; Kimmel, 2001). These insults are levied
against boys who are not masculine, if only
momentarily, and boys who identify (or are
identified by others) as gay. Interactions like this
set up a very complicated daily ordeal in which
boys continually strive to avoid being subject to
the epithet, but are simultaneously constantly
vulnerable to it.

Boy’s aggressive behavior towards girls pri-
marily takes the form of sexual harassment.

Though presumably students (male and
female) have been protected from sexual
harassment since the passage of Title IX in 1972,
44% of girls are afraid of being sexually harassed
as compared to 20% of boys (Orenstein, 1994; A.
A.U.W., 2001). Indeed, girls report being sexu-
ally harassed as a “normal” part of their high
school experience (Hlavka, 2014). Boys’ sex talk
and predatory behavior have become so nor-
malized that teachers don’t even recognize them
as harassment, but rather as harmless flirting
(Orenstein, 1994). Even when asked about their
behavior boys don’t seem to understand that
what they did was wrong, rather that pointing out
such behavior infringes on their sense of enti-
tlement to girls and their bodies (Orenstein,
1994).

4 Conclusion

The effects of heteronormative and gender nor-
mative schooling and social practices in adoles-
cence on sexual and gender minority young
people are profound, both on students who con-
struct appropriately masculine and feminine
heterosexual identities and on those who are
LGBTQ or gender nonconforming. Nationally
representative studies show that adolescents with
same-sex sexuality experience a greater risk for
depression, low self esteem, and substance
abuse; often feel less connected to their schools;
and have lower rates of advanced course com-
pletion (Wilkinson & Pearson, 2009; Pearson,
Miller, & Wilkinson, 2007). Boys with same-sex

22 Gender and Sexuality in High School 309



sexuality also experience lower GPAs and higher
course failure rates (Pearson et al., 2007). The
most recent available data show that LGB youth
are vastly more likely than heterosexual youth to
experience physical violence, substance abuse,
and risky sexual practices (Kann et al., 2016;
Russell, Franz, & Driscoll, 2001). Thus, there are
considerable social, emotional, physical, and
academic consequences for youths with same-sex
sexuality in heterosexist environments, with
particular outcomes shaped by youth gender—
indicating the different ways in which
heteronormativity affects boys and girls. Impor-
tantly, these emotional and psychological effects
do not emanate solely from LGBTQ students’
psyches; rather, school culture and context play
large roles in the social, emotional, and academic
wellbeing of youth with same-sex sexuality.
Attending a school with a greater proportion of
boys playing football—a sport tied tightly to
hegemonic masculinity and heteronormativity—
negatively affects the wellbeing of boys and girls;
girls who attend schools with a greater propor-
tion of highly religious students experience
negative effects; and schools located in rural or
suburban areas, as compared to urban, negatively
affect the wellbeing of boys (Wilkinson &
Pearson, 2009). Indeed, while many LGBTQ
youth form positive views of themselves despite
structural heterosexism—a testament to their
resilience (Savin-Williams, 2005)—youth who
are outspoken about gender and sexual inequality
or who do not embody white, middle class,
gender-normative gay identities face marginal-
ization even in schools with purportedly pro-
gressive policies (Elliott, 2012). This even
shapes teaching, as teachers are expected to be
“professional” when they are gay, which means
they are expected to enact particularly middle-
class forms of masculinity and femininity.

Research indicates that schools, rather than
being places that challenge gender and sexual
inequalities, often reproduce them. Targeted
measures to improve the wellbeing of LGBTQ

youth in schools are imperative. However, studies
show that heterosexuality is so institutionalized as
an invisible part of schools’ organization and
culture that efforts aimed at specific populations,
in the absence of widespread institutional chan-
ges, are likely inadequate. Furthermore, most
schools are in states that do not have laws around
bullying and harassment, such that many students
who would seek to challenge heterosexist prac-
tices at their schools have no legal mechanism
through which to do so. More research is needed
on how schools can be places for
“anti-discriminatory responses to marginaliza-
tion” (Pallotta-Chiarolli, 1999). It is likely that no
single solution exists, but rather schools must seek
to eradicate practices that reproduce inequalities at
an institutional level while parents, community
members, and teens themselves strive to support
teens in their social lives outside of school.
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23Gender and Hooking Up

Arielle Kuperberg and Rachel Allison

Abstract
Hookups, or encounters that include varied
sexual behaviors without expectation of a
committed relationship, have received sub-
stantial academic and popular interest over the
past two decades. We review research on
college hookup culture, focusing on gender
and patterns of hookup participation, experi-
ences, and outcomes. We critically examine
theoretical perspectives that have been offered
to explain gender differences in hooking up,
explore problematic dynamics in hookups
including gendered sexual double standards
and sexual assault, and describe recent
advances in hookup research related to cam-
pus sex ratios, same-sex hookups, and race
and class intersections. We offer a critique of
existing research and provide suggestions for
future studies of gender and sexual encoun-
ters. Specifically, research on the intersections
of gender with race/ethnicity, class, and sexual
orientation are lacking, as are studies of
transgender hookups, hookups among same

aged non-college attending young adults, and
hookups that occur later in the life course.

1 Introduction

At the turn of the 21st century, scholars began to
document an emergent form of sexual interaction
among youth and young adults: hooking
up. ‘Hookups’ refer to sexual encounters that
take place outside of committed relationships,
and may be limited to only kissing and touching,
or may include vaginal, anal and/or oral sex
(Paul, McManus, & Hayes, 2000). The majority
of college students do not have vaginal inter-
course during a typical hookup, with estimates of
one-quarter to two-fifths of heterosexual hookups
involving vaginal sex, and approximately a third
of hookups involving only kissing or non-genital
touching (England & Thomas, 2006; Fielder &
Carey, 2010b; Kuperberg & Padgett, 2015).
Hookups typically involve no a priori expecta-
tion of a future sexual or romantic relationship,
although “repeat” hookups happen with some
regularity and hookups often lead to committed
relationships; recent studies found that around
half of students hooked up with the hope of
forming a longer-term relationship, and around
one-third of recent marriages among young
adults began with a hookup (Garcia & Reiber,
2008; Rhoades & Stanley, 2014). Hooking up is
a common experience, particularly among
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college students; 50–60% of undergraduate stu-
dents reported at least one hookup in the past
year (Fielder & Carey, 2010b; LaBrie, Hummer,
Ghaidarov, Lac, & Kenney, 2014; Owen, Fin-
cham, & Moore, 2010; Owen, Rhoades, Stanley,
& Fincham, 2011). At least three fourths of stu-
dents have ever hooked up while in college;
England and Thomas (2006) found that 80% of
undergraduates had ever hooked up in college,
while Allison and Risman (2014) put this figure
at 82%.

While today’s college students do not have
more sexual partners than past generations
(Monto & Carey, 2014), a variety of demo-
graphic, economic, and cultural changes have
altered experiences of sex and romance for
college-attending young adults over the past
half-century. Hooking up as a sexual practice
emerged with many of these changes. The term
“hooking up” began to be used sometime during
or after the 1960s, a result of the growing liber-
alization of sexual attitudes, an increasing age at
first marriage, the availability of the birth control
pill, the influence of the feminist movement,
increased enrollment of women in higher edu-
cation, and decline of in loco parentis college
policies that separated men and women, among
other changes (Bogle, 2008; Garcia, Reiber,
Massey, & Merriwether, 2012; Heldman &
Wade, 2010). Later, rates of hooking up
increased, and a hookup “culture” arguably
emerged on college campuses in the 1990s
(Heldman & Wade, 2010).

The rise of hookup culture on U.S. college
and university campuses reflected the changing
social status of women and increased opportu-
nities for women in education and work, partic-
ularly for racially- and class-privileged women
who attain postsecondary degrees (England &
Thomas, 2006). New forms of sexual and
romantic engagement reveal the relative relations
of power between men and women in society. As
a result, scholars have debated what hookup
culture means for gender relations and gender
(in)equality. This chapter reviews existing
research on gender and hookup culture, explor-
ing theories of gendered sexuality and empirical
patterns of hookup motivations, experiences, and

outcomes. Ultimately, we offer a critique of this
body of literature and provide suggestions for
future research on gender and hooking up.

2 Theoretical Perspectives
on Gender and Hooking up

Sexual Strategies Theory developed by evolu-
tionary theorists, argues that women have a
preference for long-term relationships over
short-term sexual encounters because they have
more of a personal stake in pregnancy and
childbearing, can have fewer children, and want
to maximize the quality of each child by securing
a partner who will invest in them and their
children long-term, while men are more inter-
ested than women in shorter-term sexual rela-
tionships with many different partners, which
will maximize their number of potential children
(Bailey, Gaulin, Agyei, & Gladue, 1994; Buss &
Schmitt, 1993). Often this theory is interpreted to
mean that men want casual sex more than
long-term relationships, but others have argued
that men and women actually have few differ-
ences in their desire for long- or short-term
relationships, with both preferring long-term
relationships, and gender differences perhaps
driven by a small number of men with extremely
high desire for short-term relationships who
distort averages (Schmitt, Shackelford, & Buss,
2001).

The degree to which empirical research on
hookups supports this theory is mixed. While one
study found no difference in hookup participation
by gender (Owen et al., 2010), most research
found that men had a slightly higher rate of ever
participating in hookups and a higher number of
reported hookups than women (Kuperberg &
Padgertt, 2016; LaBrie, Hummer, Ghaidarov,
Lac, & Kenney, 2014; Paul et al., 2000).
Research also confirmed that men were more
likely than women to prefer hookups over dates,
but that most members of both groups, 77% of
men and 95% of women, preferred dates over
hookups (Bradshaw et al. 2010). A recent study
similarly found 48% of men and only 17% of
college women wanted more hookup
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opportunities, but an even greater number of both
women (66%) and men (71%) wished they had
more opportunities to form long-term relation-
ships (Kuperberg & Padgett, 2016). Not only did
both men and women prefer long-term relation-
ships, college men wanted opportunities for those
relationships more than women! But they were
also less likely to form them compared to
women, or to their likelihood of hooking up; only
44% of college men formed long-term relation-
ships in college versus 55% of women, while
65% of men and 61% of women had hooked up
(Ibid).

Evolutionary theory alone cannot explain
these findings. Instead, sociologists turn to the-
ories related to social norms and sexual scripting
to explain gender differences in hooking up and
forming longer-term relationships. Social norms
are collective values or unofficial ‘rules’ of ideal
conduct that guide behavior, and which are
determined by local culture (Gibbs, 1965). These
norms, which often differ for men and women,
help shape social scripts which are a kind of
cognitive ‘map’ of expectations that guides
behavior in a given social interaction or social
setting; in the context of sexual encounters these
are called sexual scripts (Alksnis, Desmaris, &
Wood, 1996; Kuperberg & Padgett, 2015; Plante,
2006; Simon & Gagnon, 1986).

Hooking up as a sexual script has become
normative among college students. While the
more traditional “date” is still common on col-
lege campuses, students are now as likely to
participate in hookups as they are to go on a date,
and are more likely to hookup than to form
long-term relationships (Kuperberg & Padgett,
2016). Partly, this is due to the compatibility of
the hookup script with the development trajec-
tory of young adults, who in recent decades have
experienced an elongated transition from ado-
lescence to adulthood (Furstenberg, 2010). Many
students want sex and romance, but are not yet
ready for time- and emotion-greedy committed
relationships, especially those that detract from
success in school (Hamilton & Armstrong,
2009). In this context, hookups become attractive
as a way to balance desires for intimacy, edu-
cational attainment, and individual freedom to

focus on self- and career development. Addi-
tionally, cultural and media images of college
focus nearly exclusively on parties, alcohol
consumption, and frequent casual sexual experi-
mentation. As a result, college students who
rarely hooked up due to time, money, and resi-
dential limitations often felt they were “missing
out” on the true “college experience” (Allison &
Risman, 2014).

Due to the normative status of hookups, many
students believe that approval and endorsement
of hooking up is more widespread than it is.
Multiple studies found that students overesti-
mated their peers’ comfort with hooking up and
the frequency of specific hookup behaviors
(Barriger & Valez-Blasini, 2013; Lambert, Kahn,
& Apple, 2003; Reiber and Garcia 2010). This
phenomenon has been referred to as pluralistic
ignorance, which is “when, within a group of
individuals, each person believes his or her pri-
vate attitudes, beliefs, or judgments are dis-
crepant from the norm displayed by the public
behavior of others” (Lambert et al., 2003, 129).
Pluralistic ignorance may lead students to feel
they should approve of and engage in hookups in
order to be a ‘normal’ college student.

While all students may feel pressure to hook
up while in college given the cultural dominance
of this sexual script, these pressures take unique
forms for men and women who also must navi-
gate gender-specific social norms for sexuality
and relationships, including norms related to
partner preferences and personal behavior. Col-
lege men may be more likely than women to
want long-term relationships because of norms
related to partner preferences among women,
which are related to broader norms related to
relationships, gender and work that situate men
as ‘breadwinners’; women tend to prefer older
men and were less likely than men to be
accepting of a partner who earned less, had less
education, or who did not have a steady job
(Raley & Bratter, 2004). Since men in college are
not yet financially established and
traditional-aged college men are restricted in
their ability to date younger women (who are
often underage), these norms restrict the oppor-
tunities for college men to form long-term
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relationships. Instead they may turn to casual
sexual encounters.

Gendered double standards for norms related
to sexual conduct that value hookups for men but
critique women who hook up also contribute to
gendered patterns of hookup preference and
participation. While sexual activity inside rela-
tionships, even of relatively short duration or
limited commitment, is now subject to little
social stigma, evaluations of sex outside of
relationships remain more negative and more
deeply gendered. The sexual double standard
refers to judgements of lower status or value to
the same sexual behavior when engaged in by
women, compared to men. In its most acute
form, women may experience censure for a
sexual behavior that men are rewarded for.

Every qualitative study of hookup culture to
date has found that students believed in the
operation of sexual double standards whereby
women’s reputations are at risk for engaging in
hookups, while men gain social status for the
same behaviors (Bogle, 2008; Hamilton &
Armstrong, 2009; Reid, Elliott, & Webber,
2011). Quantitative research tells a similar, if
slightly more complex, tale. Allison and Risman
(2013) found that students’ modal response to “a
lot” of hooking up was to lose respect for both
men and women. However, a higher percent of
men (24) than women (4) endorsed a traditional
double standard whereby they lost respect for
women who hooked up “a lot,” but not men. And
Kettrey (2016) found that a higher percent of
women, compared to men, felt they had been
judged for hooking up. Some found college men
and women strategically used the vague nature of
the term “hookup” to comply with gendered
norms of behavior; men sometimes used the term
to imply they engaged in frequent or ‘heavy’
sexual activity, while women used the term to
suggest ‘light’ sexual behaviors such as kissing
and making out (Bogle, 2008; Currier, 2013).
Real or perceived censure for hookups creates a
power disadvantage for women in heterosexual
pairings, while expectations of and reward for
frequent hookups for men may explain why men
may forgo long-term relationships to increase

their number of hookups despite a greater desire
for long-term relationships.

3 Problematic Gender Dynamics:
Double Standards, Regret,
and Sexual Assault

Gendered social norms and resulting power
imbalances in heterosexual hookups generate
several troubling patterns of hookup experiences
and outcomes. The sexual double standard pre-
sents women who hook up as unworthy of
respect and value. Perhaps as a result, sexual
reciprocity is not an expectation in hookups, and
women experience less sexual pleasure and sex-
ual satisfaction in hookups than men do. Women
report more orgasms and higher levels of satis-
faction in relationships, compared to hookups,
due to the greater frequency of sexual behaviors
such as cunnilingus (Armstrong, Hamilton, &
England, 2010). Expectations of sexual pleasure
in hookups for men but not necessarily women
also means that women sometimes engage in
certain sexual behaviors just to please their
partners. For instance, Kettrey (2016) found that
women who reported they had been judged
negatively for hookups had a greater likelihood
of engaging in sexual behaviors only to please
their partner, including agreeing to intercourse
following verbal pressure. Sexual double stan-
dards and the lower sexual satisfaction of women
in hookups combine to impact gender differences
in how much hookups are enjoyed; while most
students of both genders reported hooking up to
be a positive experience (Snapp, Ryu, & Kerr,
2015), women enjoyed hookups less than men
and were more likely to report their hookup
experiences to be disappointing and disempow-
ering. Women also regret hookups more often
than men do, and report higher levels of emo-
tional distress following hookups (Fielder &
Carey, 2010a; Townsend & Wasserman, 2011).

Sexual assault is also a danger when students
hook up. The popular media often make the
connection between hookup ‘culture’ that
encourages drinking during hookups and casual
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sexual contact, and sexual assault on campus
(Charen, 2016; Turner, 2016). High levels of
intoxication have been reported during hookups,
with one study finding that around half of all
hookups involve binge drinking (defined as 4 or
more drinks for women and 5 or more for men)
during or right before the hookup, indicating
drinking is an important part of the hookup
‘script’ (Kuperberg & Padgett, 2015). Studies
have found that students often attributed sexual
assault during hookups to alcohol, stating that it
impaired their judgement and put them at a
higher risk of assault, and that students who had
experienced sexual assault were more likely to
drink weekly, or to have been drinking during a
hookup that ended in assault (Flack et al., 2007,
Kuperberg, Choi, & Padgett, 2016). Heterosex-
ual, gay and bisexual male and female students
were all found to be more likely to have expe-
rienced sexual assault while in college if they had
participated in more hookups while in college
(Ford & Soto-Marquez, 2016). One study found
that 79% of campus sexual assaults occurred in
the context of a hookup (Flack et al., 2007).

Studies of sexual assault among college stu-
dents tend to focus on student’s total risk of
sexual assault throughout college, rather than
sexual assault within encounters they describe as
a ‘hookup’. Most of these studies focus on
women as victims, with few examining men
victims. These studies generally find that women
are at a higher risk of sexual assault than men,
with studies variously finding 7–10% of women
experiencing forcible rape while in college and
14–26% of college women experiencing either
forcible rape, attempted rape, or rape while
drunk, passed out, asleep or otherwise incapaci-
tated (Armstrong & Budnick, 2015). Men have
much lower rates of sexual assault while in col-
lege compared to women, but still reported sub-
stantially high rates; one study found 19.3% of
college women and 11.5% of college men
reported they had ever experienced either for-
cible rape, incapacitated rape, or attempted rape
while in college (Kuperberg et al., 2016).

When examining sexual assault only during
encounters that students call hookups, surprising
findings emerged. While women reported a

higher rate of attempted rape during their last
hookup (2.5% of women versus 1.4% of men) the
rates of forced or incapacitated rape were statis-
tically equal; 0.99% of women and 1.2% of men
reported forced rape, and 2.0% of women and
1.7% of men reported rape while incapacitated
(Kuperberg et al., 2016). While a little over 15%
of men who were assaulted during hookups were
assaulted by other men (compared to less than 2%
of women being assaulted by other women), a full
84% of hookup rapes reported by men involved a
woman as perpetrator (Kuperberg et al., 2016).
Perhaps reflective of average physical upper body
strength differences which can enable men to
overpower women who are less inebriated and
average gender differences in alcohol tolerance,
men who were victims of assault generally drank
more (7.2 drinks compared to 5.5 among female
assault victims) and were about twice as likely as
female assault victims to have used marijuana and
five times more likely to have used other drugs
during or before the assault (Ibid).

Men were also less likely to report in surveys
that they had ever experienced sexual assault
while in college if they had reported experienc-
ing rape during their last hookup while in col-
lege, even in the same survey. 80% of women
who reported sexual assault during their last
hookup that took place while in college also
reported they had ever been sexually assaulted
while in college in a later question in the same
survey, while the rate for men who were sexually
assaulted during their last hookup was only 65%
(Kuperberg et al., 2016). Discrepancies suggest
estimates of total sexual assaults during college
may undercount both women and men’s rate of
assault victimization, but that men’s rates are
especially underreported.

The lack of public and academic attention to
men’s experiences with rape within hookups or
in general, along with the greater reporting dis-
crepancy of men, reflect gendered expectations
of assault and sexual consent. Gendered sexual
scripts and norms suggest that men always want
to have sex and would not say no to an oppor-
tunity for sex; acknowledging men as sexual
assault victims violates strongly held beliefs
about the nature of sexual relationships, which
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position men as pursuer/initiator/assaulter in
sexual encounters and women as the
pursued/restrictor/assaulted (Bevan, 2003; Byers,
1996; O’Sullivan & Byers, 1996; O’Dougherty
Wright, Norton & Matusek, 2010). These beliefs
may increase the chances that men experience
sexual assault in hookup encounters. One study
found that women were more likely than men to
attempt to verbally coerce their partner to have
sex with them after feeling rejected sexually, but
noted that women may not feel they are pres-
suring their partners to have sex because they
assume that men are always eager and ready for
sex (O’Dougherty Wright et al., 2010).

4 The Structure of Gender: Campus
Sex Ratios and Partnering

A recent line of research on hookups has
explored campus sex ratios (the ratio of men to
women) and how they impact partnering.
Women comprise a slight majority of under-
graduate students on college and university
campuses nationwide. The relative scarcity of
men, and thus competition among heterosexual
women for partners, may exacerbate power
imbalances between men and women and foster
relationships that mean that women may be less
able to exercise their preferences compared to
men. Empirical findings related to sex ratios have
been mixed. Uecker and Regnerus (2010) find
that on campuses with more women than men,
women are more sexually active, go on fewer
dates, and have more negative evaluations of
college men and college relationships. Similarly,
Adkins, England, Risman, and Ford (2015) find
that the higher the ratio of women to men, the
higher the number of hookups and the greater the
total number of sexual partners among both men
and women. As the sex ratio increased, the pro-
portion of students agreeing that they would not
have sex without love decreased. However, sex
ratio was unrelated to the likelihood of vaginal
intercourse on hookups. These findings, they
argue, are largely compatible with a dyadic
power theory holding that an imbalanced sex
ratio shifts power to men and allows men’s

preferences for sexual and romantic relationships
to predominate. On the other hand, Kuperberg
and Padgett (2015, 2016) found that campus sex
ratios were not significantly related to men or
women’s overall probability of hooking up, dat-
ing, or forming long-term relationships, but on
campuses that had a larger share of women,
women were more likely to start dating other
women.

5 Same-Sex and Transgender
Hookups

While same-sex ‘casual sex’ among men is
well-researched, research on same-sex ‘hook-
ups,’ which more broadly includes sexual
encounters that may only include kissing or other
lower-order sexual activity, is very limited. The
more-general literature on casual sex with
same-sex partners usually is written from a
public health or psychological perspective,
focuses on encounters in which anal or oral sex
occurs, and almost exclusively focuses on men,
often those at high risk of transmitting HIV.
Much less is known about same-sex hookups that
don’t include casual sex or hookups among
women, and little research on college hookups
includes or focuses on same-sex hookups.

Some limited recent research on hookups has
focused on sexual orientation and participation in
and desire for opportunities for hooking up,
sexual and risk-taking activity during same-sex
college hookups, and same-sex hookup partner
meeting contexts (Kuperberg & Padgett, 2015,
2016, 2017). This research found homosexual
men were more likely to have hooked up in
college compared to heterosexual or bisexual
men, and same-sex hookups between men were
more likely to include sex (broadly defined to
include vaginal, anal, oral sex or any
hand-genital stimulation) compared to their
hookups with women; by contrast identifying as
homosexual or bisexual did not impact the
chance of a woman hooking up in college, and
women’s hookups with men or women were
equally likely to include sex during the hookup
(Kuperberg & Padgett, 2015, 2016). Focusing on
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unsafe sex practices most likely to lead to disease
transmission, unsafe sex, defined as ‘anal or (for
heterosexuals) vaginal sex with no condom,’ was
more common in male-female hookups com-
pared to male-male hookups; less than 6% of
men’s hookups with men involved unsafe sex,
versus 13% of men’s and 14% of women’s
hookups with other-sex partners (Kuperberg &
Padgett, 2017). Men hooking up with men were
also considerably less likely to binge drink dur-
ing hookups compared to men hooking up with
women, or women hooking up with men or
women (Kuperberg & Padgett, 2017). These
differences may perhaps be attributed to safe sex
public health campaigns aimed at men who have
sex with men.

While homosexual men had higher rates of
hooking up, they were not more likely than
heterosexual men to wish they had opportunities
for hooking up (Kuperberg & Padgett, 2016).
A greater desire for casual sex among men in
general may explain these findings; men who
hook up with women are limited by the extent to
which women will participate in hooking up, and
since women are less likely to desire these
encounters compared to men, whether for bio-
logical or norm-related reasons or both, hetero-
sexual men will have fewer opportunities to hook
up compared to homosexual men (Kuperberg &
Padgett, 2016). While these arrangements are
further complicated by the limited number of
men willing to hook up with men in general,
internet websites and apps may enable same-sex
encounters despite this scarcity, explaining why
almost 19% of college men hooking up with men
and 6.4% of women hooking up with women
used the internet to find their last hookup partner,
compared to 1.2% of men and 2.2% of women
hooking up with other-sex partners (Kuperberg
& Padgett, 2015).

Research on sexual orientation and hookups is
complicated by discrepancies between student’s
reported sexual orientation and the reported gen-
der of their last hookup partner. Research on a
large dataset of college students found around one
out of every eightmenwhose last hookupwaswith
a man and one out of four women whose last
hookup was with a woman reported their sexual

orientation as “heterosexual” (Kuperberg and
Walker, forthcoming). Some research has exam-
ined college women who self-identify as hetero-
sexual but hook up with other women, usually in
public settings such as fraternity parties; often
these women described these activities as being
intended to attract an audience of heterosexual
men, but some women participated in these
activities when no one else was present, indicating
some women used these occasions to experiment
with same-sex attractions (Hamilton, 2007).
Researchers argue that the hookup scene is used by
some women who are not heterosexual to experi-
ment with and affirm non-heterosexual identities
(Rupp et al., 2013). Other more limited research
has examined instances inwhichmenwho identify
as heterosexual engage in sexual activity with
other men, such as fraternity hazing rituals, argu-
ing that in some cases these activities serve a
similar experimental purpose for men (Ward,
2015). Ongoing research examining students who
identified as heterosexual but hooked up with
same-sex students found theyweremore religious,
more opposed to same-sex relationships, andmore
inebriated during the encounter than those who
identified their sexual orientation as homosexual,
with around one-third of such encounters among
women occurring in public, often among freshman
(Kuperberg and Walker, forthcoming).

Almost nothing is known about transgender
hookups, in part because of their rarity. Like
research on LGB individuals, research on trans-
gender sexual practices tend to focus on casual
sex rather than the more inclusive ‘hookup’ that
can include encounters without sex, and often
focuses on public health concerns related to
potential HIV transmission, risk taking, and the
use of Internet sources to meet anonymous
partners (c.f. Benotsch et al., 2016;
Clements-Nolle et al., 2001; Nemoto, Operario,
Keatley, Han, & Soma, 2004). Even in the
OCSLS, a survey of over 24,000 college stu-
dents, only 25 self identified Male-to-Female
Transgender students and only 11
Female-to-Male Transgender students appear
(0.15% of the total dataset); with numbers so
small, it is hard to conduct any systematic com-
parisons. One complication is that trans people
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often don’t want to self-identify as such, even in
an anonymous survey (someone who is
“female-to-male” may identify as “male”). In
general, this population is hard to identify, but is
of increasing visibility in contemporary society,
and has much to contribute to understandings of
gender, sexual practices, sexual orientation, and
gender and sexual fluidity.

6 Race and Class Intersections

Also understudied is how social class and
race/ethnicity, in interaction with gender, shape
students’ hookup attitudes and experiences.
Working class college students hook up less
frequently than their middle- and upper-middle
class peers (Allison & Risman, 2014; Armstrong
& Hamilton, 2013; Brimeyer & Smith, 2012;
Owen et al., 2010). Armstrong and Hamilton’s
study of white college women living together in
one dormitory found that hookups were consid-
ered more culturally foreign to working class
women, who preferred committed relationships
(2013). Perceiving college as an “experience” of
self-development is a class-specific perspective
that reflects both the opportunities and norms of
those with greater resources. Further, Allison and
Risman’s (2014) interviews with students at a
diverse urban commuter university found that the
hooking up script assumes the class privilege to
spend time and money socializing. Students who
live with parents or who work while taking
classes are less able to take part. Working class
women who lived with or near family members
were particularly discouraged from hookups due
to gendered protectionist rationales (Allison,
2016).

Although little research has been done on
racial/ethnic differences in hooking up, studies
have suggested that students of color hook up
less than white students (Allison & Risman,
2014; Bogle, 2008; Kuperberg & Padgett, 2016;
McClintock, 2010; Spell, 2016). Patterns of
hookup participation are both raced and gen-
dered. Spell (2016) found that among women,
White women reported double the number of
hookup partners of women of color, while Asian

men reported less than half the number of
hookups of other men. Another study examining
participation rates by race similarly found that
White women were more likely than women of
any other race to have hooked up while in col-
lege, and that among men fewer racial differences
occurred, except that Asian men had a much
lower hooking up rate than other men (Kuper-
berg & Padgett, 2016). This was not due to dif-
ferences in interest in hooking up; in fact, Asian
men and both Black and Asian women were
more likely to report they wished they had more
opportunities to hookup on campus compared to
their White counterparts.

Scholars have developed several explanations
for why some groups, particularly Asian men and
Black women, face barriers to hooking up. First,
small group size and high visibility make hook-
ups less anonymous for students of color than for
white students. Women of color may be partic-
ularly affected by sexual double standards; as
visible members of relatively rare groups on
campus they may feel they are undergoing extra
scrutiny, and therefore restrict their sexual
activity more than White women (Kanter, 1977;
Kuperberg & Padgett, 2016). Second, campus
sex ratios are highly racialized. Given racially
homophilous preferences, partners are less
available to women of color than to White
women (Allison & Risman, 2014; Spell 2016).
Third, sexual stereotypes attributed to race and
gender groups shape partner preferences
(McClintock, 2010). Racial preferences among
men may affect the lower hookup rate of women
of color; White and Hispanic men tend to favor
whiteness in sexual partners (Laumann, Elling-
son, Mahay, Paik, & Youm, 2004). Differences
among men may result from cultural stereotyping
of Asian men as “desexualized” or cultural dif-
ferences related to the acceptability of hooking
up versus participating in other activities on
campus (Kuperberg & Padgett, 2016).

Critiques of Hookup Research and Future
Directions. In the field of sociology, the topic of
hookups has received a recent surge of research
attention, in part because researchers have been
analyzing the Online College Social Life Survey
(OCSLS), a large dataset of over 24,000 college
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students that was collected between 2005 and
2011 by Paula England, recent president of the
American Sociological Association. Almost all
recent quantitative research particularly examin-
ing encounters that college students call ‘hook-
ups’ have relied on this dataset, and its large size
and rich set of questions have allowed for many
analyses that otherwise would be impossible to
conduct. The dataset was collected in a some-
what unconventional manner; Dr. England con-
tacted other professors that were within her
personal network to ask them to distribute this
survey in courses such as Introduction to Soci-
ology, and other courses related to gender, sex-
uality, and public health. While this enabled the
collection of a very large dataset with a high
participation rate on a limited budget, as a result
of selection into Dr. England’s professional net-
works, the dataset is heavily biased towards Very
High Research Activity Universities (Sometimes
also referred to as “R1s”), undersamples regions
such as the South, and as a result of the course
content, oversamples students who take sociol-
ogy courses and courses with content related to
gender, family and sexuality. Since women are
disproportionately likely to take these courses,
the percentage of research respondents who are
women is much higher than the percentage of
women attending these universities. Some of
those courses may also have been taken by stu-
dents more interested in sex and sexuality than
typical students. The dataset also only includes
one community college, which researchers often
exclude from their analyses. While this dataset
provides a large sample of students, it therefore
can hardly be called representative of college
students, and reports in research and in the
popular media based on this survey often over-
look this fact.

The OCSLS only asks about hookups in col-
lege and only surveys college students; it cannot
speak to hookups among non-college students or
among college students after they graduate.
Some qualitative research suggests hookups
occur after college in specific contexts related to
partying (Bogle, 2008), but the nature of hook-
ups outside of college is understudied. Research
on sexual practices outside of college often

focuses on ‘casual sex’; as in, vaginal or some-
times also anal sexual intercourse. However, we
know from the OCSLS that less than half of the
encounters that students consider “hookups”
actually involve vaginal or anal sex (Kuperberg
& Padgett, 2015). Almost nothing is known
about hookups outside of college in which sexual
intercourse does not occur, and the extent and
nature of these encounters. What about high
school hookups, or hookups among those who do
not attend college? How do sexual practices
change when students graduate? Do they hook
up less (probably) but still hookup as they move
through young adulthood, and in what settings?
Do they meet hookup partners in different places-
perhaps utilizing the Internet to a greater degree
after graduation? What about hookups among the
middle-aged and the elderly, perhaps after
divorce or widowhood?

Hookup research is often envisioned as an
early stage in a linear process that occurs
between people with little prior contact. Hookups
may precede relationships, but no research has
examined hookups that may occur with ‘exes’ or
those who are in long term ‘friends with benefits’
arrangements. The OCSLS certainly hints at
these possibilities. When asked about number of
prior hookups with their last hookup partner prior
to their last hookup, the average respondent
answered 2.8, indicating they were almost on
their 4th hookup with the same person. When
asked how well students knew their partner only
13% indicated “not at all” and almost half
described knowing their partner “moderately
well” (24%) or “very well” (23%) indicating
most had some pre-existing relationship with
their partner. But while the survey asks if stu-
dents hooked up with their last long-term rela-
tionship partner before that relationship, the
section on hookups does not ask much about the
nature of the prior relationship of hookup part-
ners; were they friends beforehand or in a prior
romantic relationship? Examining these issues
may be a fruitful area of future research, espe-
cially when attempting to promote safer sex on
campus; research indicates that students who
report being more familiar with their partner are
more likely to engage in unprotected sex during
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encounters, leading those with pre-existing rela-
tionships with their partner an especially vul-
nerable group when it comes to sexual
risk-taking (Kuperberg & Padgett, 2016).

The OCSLS also only asks students about
total number of hookups that occurred while in
college, and then a series of questions about what
happened during the last hookup with a certain
partner. The survey does not give any insight into
the number of partners a student may be juggling
concurrently, an area of inquiry with important
public health implications. It also assumes that
students’ last hookup involved only one partner;
hookups with multiple partners and the extent to
which they occur are not measured. Speaking of
public health implications, the survey asked
about condom use during last hookup but did not
ask about any other forms of birth control; while
condom use is certainly crucial when it comes to
sexually-transmitted infections, we do not know
the extent to which individuals are using alter-
native forms of birth control when not using (or
concurrent with) condoms; for instance, prior
findings that those who know their partner more
are less likely to use condoms may be a result of
students moving to an alternative form of birth
control after multiple hookups with the same
partner.

Generally, research on hookups treats students
of the same gender as a homogenous group. As
noted above, limited research on racial differ-
ences in hookups suggests that examining the
practices of race/ethnic minorities such as Asian
Americans are deserving of closer attention.
Hooking up research has also focused on the
United States and the hookup ‘culture’ that exists
on US campuses; research comparing the U.S. to
sexual practices on campus in other countries
may also prove to be a fruitful area of research.
Additional research on hookups among students
of different class backgrounds, and among
homosexual and transgender students and other
adults is certainly warranted.

Finally, the OCSLS has the advantage of
being recently collected, but collection ended in
2011, and society is in a stage of rapid flux
regarding gender, sexuality, and technology.
Same-sex marriage was legalized nationally in
the United States in 2015, after the OCSLS
dataset was collected, and sexual identities con-
tinue to shift; a recent study found only 48% of
13–20 year olds identify as “completely hetero-
sexual,” down from 65% among those aged 21–
34 (Laughlin, 2016). Smart phones were just
starting to become popular as data collection
ended; Tinder, a popular hookup ‘app’ was not
launched until a year later in 2012. The role of
social media has also grown and shifted since
data collection completed. How have these shifts
impacted hooking up? To what extent will the
legalization of same-sex marriage and growing
acceptance of same-sex relationships change the
types of hookups in which students engage? As
transgender celebrities such as Caitlyn Jenner
bring attention to gender transition as a viable
option, will more students transition to another
gender, and how will new understandings of
gender impact hookups? Future research on
hookups and gender has much to explore.
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24Gender and Sexuality in Aging

Pepper Schwartz and Nicholas Velotta

Abstract
Sexuality continues to have gendered scripts
and cultural directives even towards the
middle and last quartile of men and women’s
lives. This article looks at how these scripts
create different meanings and consequences
for men and women’s sexual self-definition,
behaviors, and opportunities. We also help
direct future research on men and women
post-50 as this population has been
under-researched and often overlooked by
studies seeking to better understand human
sexuality. Studies that do exist generally
emphasize the importance of biology and
age on sexual activity, too readily neglecting
social factors such as gender and presence of
an intimate partner. We provide a review of
the current knowledge regarding (1) how
women and men’s sexuality functions in later
life (e.g. frequency of sexual encounters,
sexual satisfaction, and the impact of different
kinds of pairings), (2) major sex-specific
physical transitions that impact sexuality in
older populations, and (3) psychosocial
factors that influence sexual behavior and

attitudes in both heterosexual and LGB indi-
viduals. We further analyze gender as a social
construct and discuss cultural beliefs about
aging as they impact sexuality. We note the
paucity of data on older LGB and minority
groups and discuss issues that affect these
groups’ sexual realities.

1 Introduction

It is important to understand the cultural context
of gendered sexuality among older men and
women in order to interpret their sexual beliefs
and practices in the third and perhaps fourth
quartile of their lives. In order to understand the
gendered context of sexuality and aging, we
review what scholars know about important
aspects of sexual functioning. That said, however,
we are missing key information in the research
literature. We do not have adequate data on how
transsexual men and women experience their
sexual lives at older ages, nor do we have that
kind of information on bisexual men and women,
for example. Given these and other limitations,
we will include a reasonably thorough review of
the literature in order to shed light on how gender,
aging, and sexuality intersect. We need to admit,
however, that much of what we do have is thin,
allowing some glimpses, but most in soft focus
rather than empirical depth. The preponderance of
research on sexuality describes heterosexual men
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and women of reproductive age, as well as gay
men and sexually active singles—the latter
mostly because of public health research on sex-
ually transmitted diseases (Das, Waite, & Lau-
mann, 2012). Besides a general prissiness about
sex among men and women 50 and older (think
grandmother and her lover), there seems to be less
interest in older men’s and women’s sexual lives
in general, even though people are living longer,
healthier lives, and are committed to maintaining
all the things about their youth that they prized,
including sex (Fisher, Anderson, Chapagain,
Montegnegro, Smoot, & Takalkar, 2010). The
fervent desire of Boomers to stay youthful and
sexually active (Schwartz, Diefendorf, &
McGlynn-Wright, 2014) has been observed but
not well studied, and this is especially true for
those in the oldest boomer population who are
now into their 70s (Hensel & Fortenberry, 2014).
Even research that does include older people in
their sample rarely pays more than passing
attention to people over 70 and rarely focuses on
how social factors affect men and women in dif-
ferent ways. In fact more often than not, all people
over 70 are lumped into one category of behavior
(see Fisher et al., 2010) and rarely through a
gendered lens. Logically we know that 80 year
olds are likely to have more problems with
physical impairment and will be more likely to be
single, and that older women’s lives will change
because of gender ratios affected by differential
rates of male and female mortality, but there is
little attention to these major differences.

On the bright side, there is quite a bit of
scholarship on gendered patterns of heterosexual
sexual behavior of men and women in their 50s,
as well as qualitative data on the intra-psychic
impact of various kinds of sexual patterns. Quite a
few studies observe correlations between sexual
states, traits, and overall sexual satisfaction.
Many studies have compared the emotional out-
comes for men and women under different kinds
of committed and uncommitted relationships.

The research is still uneven, however, for men
and for women. And much of it is weighted
heavily on frequencies and acts and not much at
all about the felt experience of men and women

dealing with cultural perspectives affecting their
own sexual satisfactions or dissatisfactions,
desire, or quality of relationships. Some attention
is paid to certain lifecycle transitions, such as
menopause, but not much recognition, that this
stage in women’s lives is culturally as well as
physiologically defined.

As social science researchers we resist a
medicalized interpretation of older men’s and
women’s sexuality but we do not ignore the
biological changes that affect older populations.
We understand that these changes have an impact
on men’s and women’s psychological and
physical happiness and health. Nonetheless, in
most cases, we choose cultural explanations for
behavior over biological ones since, as social
constructionists, we believe evidence points to
the evolution of sexual attitudes and behaviors
within the context of cultural, class, and gender
socialization. Men and women adopt their sense
of the possible from their bodies, but also what
society tells them about their bodies, and what
life experience teaches them about permissible or
tabooed acts and thoughts. In this way gender as
a social construct has crafted binary visions of
what men and women should and do experience
later in life. Gender values are developed within
hegemonic beliefs about men versus women (e.g.
men are more socially permitted to initiate sexual
contact) while our individual material conditions,
our bodies and physiology, display these cultural
ideologies (see Risman, 2016 for more discus-
sion on gender as a social structure). Thus, while
we describe current population-based data, we
believe we only describe what men and women
are doing now as opposed to what the same given
ages might mean for the future with the possible
spread of new social ideologies.

While age is not only a state of mind, it is at
least partially just that. As attitudes about aging
change and as more medical innovation increa-
ses, not only will the ability to be sexually active
longer be influenced, but the expectation that sex
can be fulfilling late in life will also be influ-
enced. We describe the present situation in this
paper but we caution the reader to remember that
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these behaviors and values are fluid in a rapidly
changing culture.

2 Sexuality and Aging: The
Numbers

The elderly are commonly categorized as either
asexual due to a waning libido, or, if not asexual
by psychological disposition, older men and
women are assumed to be physically incapable of
intense desire or of frequently engaging in sexual
behaviors. We think it is fair to say that a com-
mon perception is that it is “normal” for older
men and women to have a sex-free existence.
The fact of the matter is that these stigmatic
tropes are, to say the least, misleading. In this
section we will show evidence to the contrary
and examine what intimate relationships look
like later in the life cycle.

2.1 Partnerships Later in Life

As we age, our pool of available partners
becomes smaller. We are more likely to have
had partners and potential mates become
impaired or die. Partnering has also been
influenced by the fact that women live longer
and healthier lifespans than most men, leading
to more widows than widowers among hetero-
sexual couples. Not only are women the
majority of the aging demographic, more men
mate with younger females far later in life
(England & McClintock, 2009), and heterosex-
ual men are more likely than women to have a
sexual partner at most ages (Fisher et al., 2010;
Lindau & Gavrilova, 2010). This lopsided sex
ratio is one factor leading to an increasingly
single, older female population which can
influence the formation of atypical statuses later
in life (for example, staying “unattached” or
choosing atypical characteristics in a partner, or
choosing cohabitation over marriage).
Demographic realities affect female sexuality in
old age in a myriad of ways, including the
fact that older men are more likely than
older women to report continued sexual activity

as a very important aspect of life satisfaction
(Fisher et al., 2010).

Research has pointed out that women gener-
ally show greater desire for sexual contact while
partnered (Lindau & Gavrilova, 2010). The
presence of a partner is not the only important
influence on female sexuality later in life but it
seems to be a strong predictor of whether a
female remains sexually active. When we look at
women’s sexual interest only among women who
have partners, it is more similar to men’s values
about the importance of staying sexually active
(Delamater & Koepsel, 2015; Delamater & Sill,
2005; Fisher et al., 2010; Lindau & Gavrilova,
2010). In fact, being paired enhances sexual
desire for both genders. The majority of sexual
activity for older men and women takes place in
coupled relationships and so is predictive about
how much sex either men or women have as they
age (Gagnon, Giami, Michaels, & De Colomby,
2001). The type of relationship, however, influ-
ences sexual behavior. We will focus our dis-
cussion on the most common of pairings:
marriage and cohabitation in same sex and
opposite sex relationships.

Marriage. Married men and women often
comment enviously about the sexual lives of sin-
gles, which they assume are much more frequent
than their own sex lives. Envy is clearly not nec-
essary seeing as most data consistently contradict
such claims. The facts are incontrovertible: while
sex among singles has its advantages, the stable
presence of a sexually accessible mate who is
dedicated to the relationship has an undeniably
positive affect on sexual frequency and satisfac-
tion. Lindau and Gavrilova (2010) found that both
marriedmen andwomen report higher frequencies
of sexual activity than do their single peers.
Though sexual activity in marriage generally
declines with age, 52% of couples in the AARP
Survey of Midlife and Older Adults reported that
they are still satisfied with their sex life even
though almost three quarters of couples had been
together 10 years or more (Fisher et al., 2010).
Marriage may be especially vital for women’s
sexual frequencies in their very late years. In one
study (n = 1216) focusing on the very old,married
women were 24 times more likely to be sexually
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active than their unmarried equivalents (Matthias,
Lubben, Atchison, & Schweitzer, 1997).

This is not to say that marriage equates to a
better sex life. Marital (and human) happiness is
cyclical and sex suffers under stress conditions.
But overall, marriage and sexual satisfaction are
correlated. Data from the National Social Life,
Health, and Aging Project (NSHAP), shows that
spousal support as well as reported relationship
happiness is positively associated with greater
sexual frequency and sexual satisfaction
(Mcfarland, Uecker, & Regnerus, 2011). In
essence, if a marriage is emotionally supportive
for both partners, sex is likely to be perceived
positively by both men and women.

Many older couples, however, may have a
demanding amount of time to consider and
re-consider their relationship satisfaction. The
increase in both men’s and women’s projected
life span seems to have the effect of revising an
individual’s estimation of when midlife occurs
and whether or not they might want to stay in
their marriage for the next “half” or quartile of
their life. Increasing relationship duration can
elevate the risk of potential problems arising
between partners. Corrosive emotions that have
built up over the years can fray intimate bonds
(Gottman, Coan, Carrere, & Swanson, 1998;
Gottman & Levenson, 2000). Relationship issues
in older couples will affect their sexual activity;
unsatisfying marital relationships have been
associated with significant increases in psycho-
logical distress and a serious decrease in sexual
functioning (Trudel, Villeneuve, Préville, Boyer,
& Fréchette, 2010). Additionally, a significant
number of married couples who have been
together for extended periods of their life begin
to experience boredom in the bedroom and
decreased desire for sexual activity (Call, Spre-
cher, & Schwartz, 1995). A number of studies
find that duration of marriage negatively relates
to sexual frequency (Marsiglio & Donnelly,
1991). Overall studies emphasize the negative
relationship between age and sexual activity
(rather than marital duration) as the driving factor
for decreases in marital sexual frequencies, but
duration is, nonetheless, important.

The impact, however, is gendered. Northrup,
Schwartz, and Witte (2012) found that men
reported sex as a main cause for relationship
stress almost two times as much as women. The
authors also observed that 60% of men versus
30% of women indicated that they were not
having frequent enough sex (Northrup, Schwartz,
& Witte, 2012). Discrepancies in sexual desire
between spouses at any age has been correlated
with lower sexual satisfaction and relationship
satisfaction. It is also the most common com-
plaint that brings couples to sex therapists (Wil-
loughby, Farero, & Busby, 2014).

Another issue, this one more specific to older
partners, comes in the form of stigma. Sexuality
later in life can be seen as unnatural or abnormal
and this belief can help lead to infrequent or
absent sexual activity in older couples. Some
older men and women internalize ageist attitudes
that our youth-centric culture exaggerates.
Women in particular, subjected to both ageist
and sexist beliefs, may feel that sex after 60 or 70
is “unseemly” or “irrelevant” and a drop in sex-
ual interest may be seen as a natural consequence
of getting older. Indeed, some feminist ap-
proaches to sexual disinterest in women oppose
the idea of any medical remediation for this
condition (Tiefer, 2004). Many older men, while
still being positive about life long sexuality, see
declining erectile functioning as a loss in mas-
culinity and shy away from sex out of embar-
rassment and humiliation. Women, experiencing
side effects of menopause, can be convinced that
this also means the end of their interest in sex.
(We discuss this later in more depth.) These
factors and cultural directives about sexuality in
later life can lead partners to more readily accept
sexual decline as a natural part of life (Weeks,
2002).

Many factors, including sexual issues, are
involved with the increase in divorce in older
couples. Utilizing multiple data sets (The
American Community Survey, 2010, and the U.
S. Vital Statistics Report, 1990), Brown and Lin
(2012) found the rate of divorce between 1990
and 2010 had doubled for middle-aged and
older adults—one in four divorces in 2010
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occurred within people above 50 years old.
Assuming their observed trends hold steady, the
number of expected divorces by 2030 is antic-
ipated to rise by yet another third in this pop-
ulation (Brown & Lin, 2012). At first, divorce
seems to lower sexual activity and satisfaction
(Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983). Fisher et al.
(2010) found that only 4% of divorced
respondents stated they were currently dating
and it can be assumed that even fewer hetero-
sexual women than men are able to reenter the
dating pool due to lack of available partners.
But those that do reenter the dating and mating
marketplace and find sexual partners can
increase their sexual satisfaction. When exam-
ining divorcees’ and separated partners’ current
sexual satisfactions, Fisher et al. (2010) also
found 16% of them reported that present sexual
satisfaction was better than it was 10 years ago
—compared to 13% that reported the opposite.
Even more consequential, Wade and DeLamater
(2002) found that the dissolution of a relation-
ship within the past year correlated with an
increase in sexual frequency. Perhaps viral sto-
ries of such changes in mid and late life sexu-
ality encourage people in a conflicted or
sexually dead relationship to leave their partner.

LGB marriages. Though research on LGB
marriages is relatively new given the recent
legalization of gay marriage, some early research
findings are worth mentioning. In his review of
data collected by the Caring and Aging with
Pride Project which surveyed LGB adults
50 years of age and older between 2010 and
2011, Williams (2012) recorded some significant
patterns. First, greater health and life satisfaction
was seen in married populations when compared
against unmarried LGB members. Secondly, the
emotional, social, and financial benefits of hav-
ing a spouse may also help to safeguard against
detrimental health effects caused by stress in the
aging LGB community. Legal commitment
seems to help buffer couples from outside pres-
sures and stress, which is presumed to increase
the likelihood of a satisfying sex life in most
couples.

Cohabitation. The rise of divorce, and the
re-coupling of people post midlife, has made

alternatives to marriage more popular late in life.
Cohabitation no longer has the stigma it had in
the the past and thus older couples who may have
financial and other considerations that make
marriage less attractive, now have an alternative
way to live together. Older couples make up a
significant sector of growth in cohabitating
individuals—the number of partners over the age
of 50 cohabiting has more than tripled since 2000
(Brown, Bulanda, & Lee, 2012). In the past it has
been reported that cohabiters do not have as
much sex or as much relationship satisfaction as
married couples (Waite & Gallagher, 2000),
however this may not be the case anymore and in
any case, may not apply to seniors. Current
research on cohabitation across age groups indi-
cates that emotional satisfaction, relationship
satisfaction, psychological well-being, pleasure,
time spent with one’s partner, and the number of
disagreements seem to be about equivalent to or
better than those levels found in married samples
(Brown & Kawamura, 2010; King & Scott,
2005; Musick & Bumpass, 2012). Recent data
suggest that the dynamics experienced within
cohabitating partnerships can be just as positive
as those experienced within a marriage. Fisher
et al. (2010) found that older men and women
who are partnered and unmarried experience
higher sexual frequencies and greater sexual
satisfaction ratings.

Younger couples now use cohabitation as a
step-up in dating or as a “trial marriage,” however
older adults who cohabitate are much less likely
to have their coupling culminate in marriage
(Brown, Bulanda, & Lee, 2012). Older cohabiters
use this form of relationship as an alternative to
marriage, many have been married previously and
gone through divorce (Manning & Brown, 2011),
and given the demographic shifts later in life, it
may not come as a surprise that a woman’s
probability of post-marital cohabitation increases
the more time that she has spent divorced (Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention, 2002).
This pattern was not as strong in divorced African
American women as it was in Hispanic and
Caucasian women, perhaps more so due to the
lack of eligible Black males in the dating pool.
With high incarceration rates, increased
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socioeconomic disadvantages, and more serious
health risks, older African American males are a
much smaller demographic (Schwartz, Die-
fendorf, & McGlynn-Wright, 2014).

Alongside the rise of cohabitation, older
generations show an increase in committed
partners who retain their own separate living
spaces, a relationship dynamic known as living
apart together (LAT). Estimating the prevalence
of LATs in the United States is difficult due to
the lack of reliable data and trouble opera-
tionalizing such arrangements in surveys, how-
ever it seems clear that these partnerships are on
the incline (Benson & Coleman, 2016). Reasons
that older couples may opt for this nontraditional
dynamic include financial autonomy, family liv-
ing arrangements, relocation costs, and satisfac-
tion with having alone time. LATs may be
associated with a decline in sexual activity
(Manning & Brown, 2011), possibly due to the
lowered opportunity to initiate sex with your
partner, but we hesitate to draw conclusions.

LG cohabitation. For decades, cohabitation
was the highest form of commitment legally
allowed to gay couples. With the legalization of
same-sex marriage, the meaning of cohabitation
is likely to see some change, so we emphasize
the temporal context of current data on lesbian
and gay cohabitation. Recent estimates calculate
that one in eight older cohabiters are in same-sex
relationships, they are evenly split between les-
bian and gay couples, and are much more likely
to be Caucasian than are heterosexual cohabiters
(Manning & Brown, 2015). Another difference
between same-sex and opposite-sex cohabiters is
that the former tend to have greater financial and
educational status than their heterosexual com-
parison (Manning & Brown, 2015). The fact that
cohabitation has been a prevalent relationship
form in the LG community much longer than the
general population most likely explains the
advantages they have accumulated over hetero-
sexual cohabiters. Disadvantages, however,
include the fact that same-sex couples still face
institutional discrimination and stigma around
the world as well as in the United States. Their
sexual lives and intimate relationships are
threatened by a multitude of psychosocial factors
we will discuss later in this chapter.

Averett, Yoon, and Jenkins (2012) found that
older lesbians focus on the stability and compan-
ionate qualities of a partnership, deemphasizing
the role of sexuality within the relationship. Inter-
estingly, in a previous analysis, the same
researchers found that half of the lesbians in their
sample (n = 456) reported being married to a man
at some point in their life (Averett, Yoon, &
Jenkins, 2011). This past experience has been
noted by other researchers but it is unclear how
past heterosexual experience might affect current
same-sex sexual behavior. It may be the case that
past heterosexual frequencies were based on male
sexual preferences and male sexual initiation and
not on what any particular woman might have
seen as ideal. It may also be the case that many
women who have not had lesbian desires earlier in
life, but who are able to sexualize who they love,
feel more free at older ages to allow themselves to
love and sexualize other women. How this all
affects sexual frequency is not clear. But there may
also be some demographic encouragement for
women becoming interested in other women
at older ages since the sex ratio of men to women
changes rather drastically in the 70s and later.
Older women are more likely to be in a world
where the majority of their contacts will be with
other women and therefore the opportunity of
falling in love with another woman increases.
Averett and colleagues found that three in five
respondents were currently in some form of rela-
tionship with another woman (emotionally,
physically, and/or sexually) with an average
duration of 15.4 years. Over 90% of these women
labeled the relationship as a “life-time partner-
ship” (Averett et al., 2011).

Seeing that lesbians, like all women in the
studies we’ve read, value the companionate
aspects of their living situations, it is unsurpris-
ing that their sexual satisfaction increases while
partnered. Relationship satisfaction is positively
associated with greater arousability, sexual
pleasure, sexual satisfaction, and sexual func-
tioning in lesbian pairings (Tracy & Junginger,
2007). One relationship factor that is negatively
associated with sexual desire, arousability, and
overall sexual satisfaction was relationship
duration (Tracy & Junginger, 2007). Habituation
affects all kinds of couples, but it is possible that
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there might be somewhat less of a duration effect
in older lesbian relationships that do not priori-
tize sexual activity.

While it seems that being partnered is more
important culturally and perhaps historically for
women, it is true that gay males also receive
substantial benefits from being partnered.
Studying older gay men in Australia (n = 1179),
Lyons, Pitts, and Grierson (2013) found that
about half of all men aged 40 and up were in an
ongoing relationship, and differentiating by age
brackets showed little variance. Of those in a
relationship, about half of them defined their
relationship as non-monogamous. This percent of
non-monogamous gay couples has been repli-
cated in other research (Blumstein & Schwartz,
1983; Northrup, Schwartz, & Witte, 2012) and is
not present in heterosexual or lesbian relation-
ships. It does not seem to have much to do with
age or with sexual frequency in the relation-
ship. In fact, in their 60-year-old-and-up bracket,
Lyons et al. (2013) found only 35% of men
reported no sex in the past four weeks while 32%
reported sex one to two times in the past month,
21% reported six to ten times, and 12% reported
more than ten times. Even with such high ratios,
the majority of men still wanted more frequent
sex and, it seems, sex outside the relationship.

Gay male participants’ relationship to their
most recent sexual partner was studied by
Rosenberger et al. (2011). 34.5% of gay men’s
most recent partner (across age groups) was a
new acquaintance. About 30% of 60-plus year
olds had their most recent encounter with a
boyfriend, significant other, or someone they
were dating (casually or formally)—the per-
centage was slightly higher for 50–59-year-olds.
The percentage of those who had sex with a
spouse or domestic partner was 7.7% for 50–
59 year olds and 6.3% for the oldest bracket. We
assume the lower number of men having their
last experience with a spouse of domestic partner
reflects the non-monogamous contract of many
gay couples and that only about half of gay men
report being partnered who are over 40 years of
age (Lyons et al., 2013).

2.1.1 All Older Intimate Relationships
So what makes sex in a long lasting partnership
thrive? Gillespie’s (2016) survey of older cou-
pled respondents (n = 9164) showed most men’s
and women’s sexual patterns and satisfaction
ratings fit into two categories of relationships:
43.5% fell within the low frequency with low
satisfaction category (abbreviated LL), while
34.5% were categorized as having high fre-
quency with high satisfaction (abbreviated HH).
In terms of communication styles, HH pairings
were much more open about sexual desires and
needs from their partner (e.g. asking for some-
thing specific in bed, inquiring for feedback on
sexual performance, and texting their mate sex-
ual content to tease them). Other areas HH
partners outshined their LL counterparts were in
mood setting and romantic gestures before and
during sex. Some actions included lighting can-
dles, playing music, saying “I love you,” pas-
sionate kissing during sex, giving oral sex, and
incorporating anal play. HH couples incorporated
significantly more variety into their sexual acts,
which is associated with higher sexual satisfac-
tion (Kleinplatz et al., 2009). Northrup,
Schwartz, and Witte (2012) found that 30% of
men wanted more diversity in the bedroom while
19% of women also wished for less predictabil-
ity. Of those most sexually satisfied, researchers
found 24% incorporate role playing into their sex
lives (Northrup, Schwartz, & Witte, 2012).

Heterosexual Singles. Being single does not
mean that individuals are necessarily sexually
unsatisfied, far from it; but it does seem they
need to be dating in order to have a fulfilling sex
life. Of those 45 and older, only 10% who report
not dating say they are sexually satisfied—88%
haven’t had sex in the past 6 months (Fisher
et al., 2010). As mentioned earlier, dating indi-
viduals generally have more sex than married
couples—48% of singles who continue dating
have sex at least once a week compared to 36%
of married individuals (Fisher et al., 2010). 60%
of dating older singles report satisfaction with
their sex life, compared to 52% of married
respondents (Fisher et al., 2010). We speculate
that this difference is probably a result of the
sexual novelty and higher frequencies present in
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newer sexual relationships. It may also be that if
high sexual satisfaction is not present, dating
relationships among older men and women are
terminated more quickly than if the same cir-
cumstances were present in a marriage.

This picture of sexual satisfaction outside of a
committed relationship is likely to decrease with
age—especially for women who cannot find a
partner. Surprisingly, however, some research
indicates that having an orgasm is more likely for
women who are having sexual intercourse with a
partner theydonot consider a long-termmate (e.g. a
man they are dating or casually seeing) (Schick
et al., 2010). Schwartz, Diefendorf, and
McGlynn-Wright (2014) suggest that this in-
creased likelihood of orgasm with a casual partner
could indicate that women who are dating may be
the recipient of more romantic gestures and benefit
from the freshness of new relationships or it could
mean that they are more able to ask for what they
want—without considering the needs of a
long-term partner—and therefore more easily have
an orgasm because they are likely to be orgasm
focused rather than relationship focused. They also
speculate that older women could be more confi-
dent in their sexual needs, enabling them tobedirect
about asking their partner to perform certain acts
that will enhance their sexual experience. What is
interesting is that this is a far different picture from
the one painted in studies of college age women
hooking up (Armstrong, England, & Fogarty,
2012). Young women in England’s and other
researchers’ studies on casual sex show a big
orgasm gap between men and women in casual
sexual pairings,withwomen’s orgasmsbeingmuch
rarer than men’s. The interpretation has been that
they enjoy sex less and feel more inhibited when
there is no relationship or an uncertain bond. It may
be that olderwomen are able to shuck the normative
judgments and taboos that bedevil younger women
and are able to enjoy sex more despite the casual
nature of the sexual encounter.

Of course all sex is not relational. Even if
single men and women decide to forgo rela-
tionships later in life they can still masturbate.
Those who do not wish to enter the dating pool
again but still desire sexual stimulation may be
completely satisfied using sexual devices. The

marketplace for various masturbatory aids is vast
and is utilized by both individuals and coupled
partners. The occasional solo session with a sex
toy may be enough for many older adults expe-
riencing the dilemma of not wanting to date but
still seeking exciting new sexual stimulation.
A caution here however: while women far out-
number men as users of vibrators and other
sexual aids, the fact is that there are fewer
women than men who masturbate, and fewer
women over 50 use vibrators than women in their
twenties and thirties (Northrup, Schwartz, &
Witte, 2012). This seems to indicate that older
women still feel that masturbation is “sinful” or
wrong or “pitiful” (because a woman ought to be
able to have an orgasm with another person and
failing that, is a disappointment). Self-pleasuring,
it seems, is still more culturally stigmatized for
women than for men—and this is especially true
for older women.

LGB Singles. Studies like Rosenberger et al.’s
(2011) indicate that there are high rates of
non-committed sex within the gay community.
What is unexpected is that the percent of men
60 years of age and older who had their last
sexual event in the past week (62.9%) is greater
than all age brackets sampled besides 40–49 year
olds (63%). Obviously, age is not a bar to sexual
participation for gay men. This is partially a
result of a sub-cultural permission for relatively
impersonal sex and partially a difference in cul-
tural permissions for all men.

Nonetheless, as we have indicated previously,
relationship quality matters for men as well as
women. The lowest rates of reported orgasm
during sexual events were found in the
60-year-old-and-up bracket, but these men were
significantly more likely to experience an orgasm
if the encounter was with a relationship partner
(Rosenberger et al., 2011).

Bisexual males are more likely to live alone
than people of other sexual orientation-gender
combinations (Fredriksen-Goldsen et al., 2013)
and even more likely to report their most recent
sexual event as involving a new acquaintance than
gaymenwithin the same age bracket (Rosenberger
et al., 2011). A possible theory would be that older
bisexual males have great difficulty finding a
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partner (caused by prejudice and fear of bisexu-
ality), making them especially vulnerable to sex-
ual inactivity and lack of an intimate companion.
Or they could simply conceal their bisexuality in
surveys, preferring to list the sexual orientation in
line with their current sexual behaviors.

Lesbians, single and partnered, report sharp
declines in sexual frequencies as they age or over
the duration of long-term relationships (Blumstein
& Schwartz, 1983; Loulan, 1987; Peplau,
Cochran, Rook, & Padesky, 1978). Lever (as cited
in Garnets & Peplau, 2006) found that after only
two years together, lesbian couples have sexual
intercourse less frequently than heterosexual
couples who have been married for ten years. The
sexual behavior throughout the life cycle of
younger lesbians remains to be studied. It is pos-
sible, however, that these numbers of older and
baby boom lesbians reflect the cultural inhibitions
of a generation rather than what might be true for
lesbians who have come of age more recently and
for whom sex in general is less taboo.

Unlike gay males (and heterosexual females),
older lesbians are actually more likely to live
with a partner or friend than not, helping to
counteract social isolation and mental illness
(Fredriksen-Goldsen et al., 2011). Lesbians
generally have larger support systems and social
networks (Fredriksen-Goldsen et al., 2011). They
are also less age restrictive towards whom they
will date. A culmination of various studies shows
that lesbians are much more open towards
cross-generational relationships than are hetero-
sexual women or gay males but show some
preferences towards women around their own
age or older (Kehoe, 1986; Schope, 2005; Sil-
verthorne & Quinsey, 2000). With this consid-
ered, it is fairly safe to say that, in terms of age,
single lesbians have a larger pool of eligibles
than many heterosexual women of their age.

3 Physiological Changes Later
in Life

Older bodies face sexual challenges. However
women and men have both congruent and dif-
ferent issues. Both may need additional

stimulation for arousal and climax but obviously
erectile issues, or fragile tissue issues are sex
specific. Recent findings indicate that the orgasm
stage of aging females’ sexual response cycle is
less defined and peak sexual pleasure can be
obtained without necessarily reaching climax
(Basson, Brotto, Laan, Redmond, & Utian, 2005;
Kingsberg, 2016; Nusbaum, Lenahan, &
Sadovsky, 2005). Men face issues such as erec-
tile and ejaculatory disorders (Nusbaum, Lena-
han, & Sadovsky, 2005; Rao, Ismail, Darshan, &
Tandon, 2015; Waite, Laumann, Das, &
Schumm, 2009; Zhao, Su, & Seftel, 2014). These
changes acknowledged, it is important to note
that capacity to experience pleasure from sexual
activity does not decrease with age in either
gender (Penhollow, Young, & Denny, 2009).

3.1 Erectile Dysfunction

AARP’s Survey of Midlife and Older Adults
found that 30% of male respondents over 45
reported some degree of ED and 27% had actu-
ally been diagnosed with the disorder (Fisher
et al., 2010). The psychosocial impact from the
loss of easy or any erectile capacity can be
devastating to men and to their partners because
it has been so associated with virility and over-all
masculinity in men’s lives (Wiley & Bortz,
1996). While stroking a non-erect penis can
result in arousal and climax, lack of ability to
have an erection is highly associated with the
cessation of all sexual activity (Hinchliff & Gott,
2011).

3.2 Menopause

Menopause is medicalized in western cultures,
but often psychosocial variables are ignored
(Hartmann, Philippsohn, Heiser, & Rüffer-Hesse,
2004). Hartmann et al. (2004) found the impact
of hormonal changes during menopause was
“relatively weak,” while relationship factors,
body image, and severity of symptoms were
much more pertinent for predicting sexual
behavior and satisfaction. Bancroft, Loftus, and
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Long (2003) found that issues often associated
with middle age such as difficulty with orgasm,
arousal, and lower lubrication were “poor pre-
dictors” of sexual satisfaction. In contrast, emo-
tional well-being and emotional connection with
partners during intercourse were far more effec-
tive predictors of sexual satisfaction (Bancroft
et al., 2003). This is not to say that the physio-
logical shifts caused by menopause do not impact
women’s sexual longevity. But research indicates
that menopausal bodily changes may coalesce
with other age-related physical and psychosocial
variables that encroach on a woman’s ability to
desire and enjoy sexual intercourse. Therefore it
is not unlikely that menopause is often blamed as
the overall cause of sexual decline post-midlife
rather than seen as only one facet of age-related
sexual decline.

4 Psychosocial Changes Later
in Life

We need to note that not all factors that affect
aging and sexuality are physical or sexual issues.
Death of a spouse, for example, is far more likely
to occur after 50 than earlier in the life cycle, and
it can have unanticipated consequences. Using
the Medicare claims data of 420,790 couples
between 67 and 99 years of age, researchers
found a positive correlation between men losing
their spouse and subsequently being diagnosed
with an STD within less than a year of separation
between both events (Ball, 2010). Ball (2010)
notes however that this correlation was
non-existent for women; even though they had a
higher likelihood of having an STD overall, their
likelihood of catching an STD post-widowhood
was less than their risk pre-widowhood.

This difference may be due to demographic
shifts. When Sasson and Umberson (2014) ana-
lyzed Health and Retirement Study data between
1994 and 2008, they found that women face a
30% chance of ever being widowed, compared to
the 10.4% chance their male cohorts held.
Additionally, nearly 19% of men remarry within
14 years of their spouse’s passing while only
around 7% of women do (Sasson & Umberson,

2014). These trends, when taken together, also
indicate that men are much more likely to
actively seek out new sexual partners, or even a
new committed relationship, after bereavement
than most women would. Not all of this is due to
gender ratios: women are very likely to have
spent their last years of marriage before widow-
hood being caregivers and those women often do
not want to face those kinds of emotional and
physical demands again (Hunt & Reinhard,
2015).

Depression is another important psychological
factor affecting sexual interest and activity
(Baldwin, 2001; Cohen et al., 2007; Fröhlich &
Meston, 2002). Popular beliefs assume that with
age comes increased risk of developing some
form of depressive mood disorder, however
evidence is mixed. Women do have a higher risk
of developing depression later in life, but for the
most part, depression in the elderly is primarily
situational (Cole & Dendukuri, 2003).

4.1 Attractiveness and Body Image

The immense value placed on youthful aesthetics
presents a universal challenge for those aging out
of their physical prime. Women worry about
their looks as they age, but fortunately, these
aesthetic changes don’t impede the psychological
happiness of women as much as they had antic-
ipated prior to menopausal status. Barrett and
Toothman (2016) found that women 50 plus
report greater emotional well-being than women
in younger age brackets.

Still, even with a better physical image than
expected, aging women consistently have nega-
tive views towards their own attractiveness.
When McCarthy (1991) asked women and men
between the ages of 65 and 75 to rate their own
sexual desirousness, the mean rating for both
sexes was within the “neither desirable nor
undesirable” range. Not only does this indicate
relatively low body image, but those sampled
didn’t seem to be attracted to their peers—rather
they found younger potential partners more
desirable (McCarthy, 1991). Poor body image
can severely undermine sexual satisfaction
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(Holt & Lyness, 2007; Masters & Johnson,
1970), yet it is the norm for many older women.
This overall impact of cultural disapproval of
aging appearances or “imperfect” bodies at any
age has been recently referred to as body sham-
ing (Sanchez & Kiefer, 2007). These judgments
affect body image (a psychological conceptual-
ization of attractiveness) and can be responsible
for anxiety about sexual and personal worthiness.
Poor body image is correlated with lower sexual
satisfaction, increased sexual self-consciousness
during intimacy, and lower arousability (Sanchez
& Kiefer, 2007).

Men, unaffected by the body changes that
women have from pregnancy, and having a more
gradual change in hormones than women do,
have a physiological advantage which, in com-
bination with less harsh judgments about their
looks, gives them a psychological advantage
when it comes to body image. Armed with cul-
tural preferences that women (and other men)
have for men with prestigious biographies or
economic resources, they are more able to remain
critical of other’s attractiveness while still being
able to shore up their own marketability using
factors other than physical attributes. Men have
consistently been shown to become more critical
of attractiveness and more attracted to youth as
they age, and—unlike women—they are more
likely to mate with younger partners and state
more marital happiness if they rate their partner
as highly attractive (England & McClintock,
2009; Margolin & White, 1987; Meltzer,
McNulty, Jackson, & Karney, 2014; Teuscher &
Tesuscher, 2007). Most heterosexual women are
well aware of men’s desire for youthful and
attractive partners, which places serious pressure
on older women to appear as youthful or as
attractive as possible. If they fail to meet his
expectations, the sexual consequences are real:
some research indicates that male sexual desire is
the primary determinants of whether a couple
stays sexually active (Beckman, Waern,
Gustafson, & Skoog, 2008).

One method that women have increasingly
utilized in order to slow the appearance of aging
is plastic surgery. The annual report conducted
by the American Society of Plastic Surgeons

(2015) continually shows that the number of
procedures performed per year is steadily
increasing and the vast majority of these patients
are middle-to-older aged women (American
Society of Plastic Surgeons, 2014; Brooks,
2010). Modern advertisements for plastic surgery
often treat aging as a medical condition, appro-
priately addressed by doctors in order to prevent
its progression. New comparison levels enabled
by looking at a woman who has had a “face lift”
next to a woman who has not, have placed aging
women in a bind: to look like you have not aged
in twenty years you must endure expensive,
probably painful, and often dangerous surgery
and if you choose not to follow that path, you are
likely to look much older than aged peers who
have had surgical interventions. In an era when
people over the age of 50 have a higher likeli-
hood of divorce, women can legitimately worry
about whether or not they will stay sexually
compelling to their partner, even if he is not
attracted to women half his age.

While women remain primary targets for the
shifts in cosmetic upkeep as gender inequality
has led to women’s definition of worth being tied
to their attractiveness, a contemporary change in
societal attitudes towards male attractiveness
later in life is steadily gaining ground. In past
generations men avoided harsh media critiques
about their bodies and faces, but the male phy-
sique is increasingly coming under more
requirements for leanness and muscularity
(Mccabe & Ricciardelli, 2004). A content anal-
ysis conducted between 1958 and 1998 found
that the prevalence of the naked male body in
magazines has sky rocketed (Pope, Olivardia,
Borowiecki, & Cohane, 2001). Exposure to the
increased saturation of idealized male figures in
media positively correlates with men being dis-
satisfied with their physical appearance, having
low body image, and experiencing body shame
(Agliata & Tantleff-Dunn, 2004; Hatoum &
Belle, 2004; Pope et al., 2001; Sanchez & Kiefer,
2007). Furthermore, Meana and Nunnink (2006)
found that low body image in men is correlated
with distracting thoughts about appearance and
performance during sex, reducing sexual
satisfaction. Due to the relative newness of
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mainstream male body objectification, it may be
that men who are presently young (and already
report higher rates of body dissatisfaction than
older males) will experience higher levels of
body shame as they age (Peat, Peyerl, Ric Fer-
raro, & Butler, 2011).

Lesbian women, gay men, and bisexuals. It
is also important to remember that both men and
women in the LGB population face most of the
same standards of beauty that heterosexuals do in
addition to the stigma attached to their sexuality.
Still, there are some serious differences between
gay men and lesbians when we speak about
bodies. Lesbians are much less age and body
conscious than gay men. Schope (2005) observed
that lesbians also show better body image and
less fixation on weight and appearance in general
than heterosexual women and certainly homo-
sexual males (Alvy, 2013; Bergeron & Senn,
1998; Owens, Hughes, & Owens-Nicholson,
2002; Wagenbach, 2004). Lesbians also seem to
find higher BMIs preferable (Swami & Tovee,
2006). In essence, though they must cope with
heternormative standards around aging and
beauty, the lesbian community is much more
supportive of their members (even in terms of
age and body type) than the heterosexual female
community or the gay male community.

Unlike lesbians, older gay men, have been
portrayed as isolated, depressed, undesirable, and
lonely characters (Morrow, 2001; Pugh, 2005).
However, while it is true older gay men are more
likely to live alone, living alone has not meant an
unsatisfactory sex life; recall that half of the
older gay men Lyons et al. (2013) sampled were
currently in a relationship (regardless of age) and
40% of men over 60 years of age reported they
were “very satisfied” with their sex life.

Gay males’ proficiency in maintaining rela-
tively high sexual satisfaction and growing social
support systems later in life is actually impres-
sive in the face of current literature regarding
their conceptualization of age—specifically in
regards to the rising theory of accelerated aging
within the gay community. Accelerated aging
theory asserts that homosexual men perceive
themselves as older at any given age than a
heterosexual male would of the same age

(Schope, 2005). Schope (2005) also found that
the average age gay men labeled as turning old
fluctuates within the late thirties, with younger
gay males perceiving it to be earlier than older
males. Accelerated aging forces early adult and
middle-aged gay men to face age-related stigma
much sooner and more strongly than heterosex-
ual males or females. Not helping this unfortu-
nate slant on age are findings that indicate
younger gay males are much more critical
towards age and determining what ages are
viable for dating (Schope, 2005). And although
younger gay males are generally uninterested in
perusing older members of their community,
older gay men continually show stronger pref-
erences towards younger partners (Conway, Noë,
Stulp, & Pollet, 2015) and to a larger degree than
heterosexual men (Conway et al., 2015; Hayes,
1995; Silverthorne & Quinsey, 2000).

This pattern of internalized ageism may stem
from the intense value placed upon appearance in
the gay sub culture, allowing youthful features to
be synonymous with sexual attraction.

There is very little research on bisexuals’
psychosocial well being. However,
Fredriksen-Goldsen et al. (2013) found higher
rates of internalized stigma paired with lower
levels of social support systems among both male
and female bisexuals. Derogatory attitudes
towards bisexuality, referred to as biphobia
among some researchers (see Welzer-Lang,
2008), may inhibit the formation of social net-
works thus, it is not terribly surprising that
bisexuals are less likely to be partnered in their
later years and more likely to suffer from higher
levels of stress than their homosexual equiva-
lents. It is also plausible that the majority of older
bisexuals simply do not reveal their sexual
fluidity in many relationships or identify as
heterosexuals or homosexuals regardless of their
behavior or history.

5 Discussion

With medical advances, and the stickiness of
baby boom cultural values of “sex, drugs, rock
and roll,” social support for life long sexuality
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seems greater than perhaps at any other moment
in history. Still, the relative paucity of research
on sex after seventy constrains our ability to say
as much as we would like about the lived expe-
rience of men and women in the last third of the
life cycle. This is particularly true when we try to
zero in on sexual, racial, and gender minorities.
In addition, with the rise of medical innovations
that enhance ability and desire (e.g. Viagra), a
primacy of medical interpretations of sexual
behavior has eclipsed a more social construc-
tionist analysis of gendered sexual lives. Differ-
ences within gender performance or arousal are
most often attributed to biological causes and
differences between genders are not often attrib-
uted to culturally institutionalized values and life
histories. We would have liked some more
nuanced researched descriptions of how the
social construction of gender creates our sexual
feelings and lives but the enumeration of acts and
problematizing of sexual functions far outstrips
the literature on social factors that affect men’s
and women’s sexual feelings and desires in aging
populations.

Overall, our vision of what the cultural
mandates have been for men and women from
middle age onward show that Americans con-
ceptualize growing old based on societal sche-
mas of aging which diverge from the lived
experience of many older people. Men and
women often subscribe to more generous and
individualistic constructs of sexual expression
throughout the latter half of the life cycle than is
acknowledged, or in fact, believed. Yet, lesbians,
while not exactly defeating age stereotypes of
beauty, have relegated them to more modest
effects on mating and relationship maintenance.
Even if we compare lesbian concepts of aging
versus those held by gay males—who are more
constrained by linking youth, beauty, and
attraction—we see that the everyday expression
of those prejudices is muted by the experience of
everyday life and opportunities. When we look
at the data, the majority of older gay men have
vivid sex lives and many have lifelong partners
who are peers. Yes, the socio-biologists give a
reproductive rationale for why lifelong obsession
with youth is in our genetic make-up, but that

does not obviate the fact that our media
emphasizes youth and beauty in a much more
exacting way than the average person utilizes.
Modern movies are mostly about the pairings of
youthful couples, or in the case of age disparity,
it is almost always an older man with a much
younger woman. Some older female stars have
been able to cross the age pairing lines but it is
rare. The same constriction might be said for
sexual identities. While we believe that there is
plenty of evidence to support the presence of
non-binary sexual desires and behaviors, almost
all the research is categorical. In fact, in depth
research on any kind of bisexuality or gender
flexibility or transsexual data among older pop-
ulations is almost impossible to find.

What is made clear by our overview of the
research literature is that sexuality does not
simply fade away with age. There is no necessary
withering of desire. Many men and women
remain sexually aware and active far into old age,
but cultural reinforcement of their feelings and
desires is still modest—or in some places—
missing. This is especially true for women, and
we think one of the consequences of that cultural
dismissal of older women’s sexuality is that
many women absorb that description of the
sexless older woman and thus expect and possi-
bly create an attitude wherein sexual vitality and
sexual expression is allowed to subside or dis-
appear. Cultural models of sexy women over 50
(Meryl Streep or Helen Mirren for example) may
seem modest in impact being one of only a few
leading older ladies allowed to have romance and
sexual encounters on screen but they are extre-
mely important for older women who have few,
if any, social permissions for a sexy old age.
Many minorities have had to have public rela-
tions campaigns to help counter ugly stereotypes
and perhaps this is also needed for older men and
women. Say what you will about Viagra and
other medical boosts to sexual longevity, but
their advertisements of gray haired lovers is a
bright star on a bleak media horizon for sexual-
ities at older ages. We have hope that in the years
to come, we may see a de-stigmatization of the
elderly and a pro-sex mentality towards all aging
demographics heterosexual, LGBTQ, or fluid.
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Age is, in part, a state of mind and with the right
mindset sexual satisfaction and age need not be
considered mutually exclusive.

Some progressive changes have been already
surfaced. Phrases such as “60 is the new 40” and
the increasing number of online dating sites
dedicated to the 50-and-up market, acknowledge
and create a sexual marketplace for older people.
Even the rising divorce rates within this popu-
lation show a re-envisioning of what age means
to older men and women who feel they now have
an avenue to seek out emotional and/or sexual
intimacy. Transgendered and transsexual indi-
viduals are the latest beneficiaries of a more
nuanced acknowledgement of minority popula-
tions whose ratification and sexual civil rights
need validation. Almost completely unacknowl-
edged by the public fifty years ago, this popu-
lation is reaching the attention of masses with
media endorsements like the critically acclaimed
Amazon series Transparent and celebrity trans
spoke persons (e.g. Laverne Cox and Chaz
Bono). Transparent is particularly significant to
our discussion since it presents the sexual life of
an older transwoman.

These dramatic shifts illustrate an ongoing
narrative that stands in stark contrast to that
which existed for the Baby Boom’s parental
generation and those before them. Sex, intimacy,
and love finally have importance and validation.
Women and men are beginning to see their
opportunity to live sexually liberated lives
regardless of their generational status. Who
knows what the sexual desire and behaviors of a
woman in her 70s will look like once she feels
entitled to be sexual at every stage in her life
cycle. The obstacles are many—gendered scripts
of what sexuality must look like have dominated
visions of acceptable sexual experiences later in
life, making it harder for erotic images of older
people (but particularly women) to become
mainstream. This in itself depresses the ability
for young as well as old people to reimagine a
template of sexuality whereby older women can
be seen as sexual beings. It is no surprise then,
that older women look for ways to create more
youthful appearances. For example, rising plastic
surgery rates among older women are in great

part an effort to both increase their marketability
as sexual partners and also to increase their own
belief in themselves as objects of men’s (and
sometimes women’s) desires. Men may seek
similar methods to retain their youthful looks, but
the reality is that these changes that men make
rarely are based on the ability to remain sexually
viable to heterosexual women. These scripts not
only generate differential behaviors between men
and women, they often become part of an indi-
vidual’s self-concept and alter the trajectory of
their sexual life from relatively open in young
adulthood through middle age to restrictive dur-
ing older years.

On the individual level, women have been
socialized to be sexually monogamous, inher-
ently linking sexual activity with the presence
of a stable and emotionally fulfilling partner.
Throughout history, the barriers to non-
mongamous sex for women included not only
social adversity, but for many it entailed physical
retribution. Today there are still a handful of
countries where a woman can face litigation
and/or brutal punishment should she be found
unfaithful. Even in the US and other Western
countries, women face marginalization if their
sexual behavior is non-monogamous or more
active than community norms allow. Words like
“slut” or “whore” or “promiscuous” may be
hurled at her. In response to such a hostile
environment, women themselves often embrace
values that advocate strict monogamy not only
for themselves but for other women. Their
monogamous behavior is hardly based soley on
their biology (as many evolutionary psycholo-
gists would argue) but out of the immense risk
they ran should they violate the strict expecta-
tions of female monogamy. Throughout history,
men have not had such severe constraints.
Although some societies have punished men for
extramarital sex, the vast majority of cul-
tures wink at it. In fact, there is some support for
men to be sexually active whether it is inside or
outside of marriage or cohabitation. Even in our
own culture, many men and women feel that it is
unnatural for a man to only feel sexual attraction
to one partner whereas women are expected to be
more naturally monogamous and
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ultimately devolve into child-focused matriarchs,
or later into very unsexy grandmother roles.
These dramatic gender differences have permit-
ted males to be perceived as having a lifelong
robust sexuality until extreme old age, whereas
older sexuality agentic women are lampooned or
seen as acting inappropriately. This cultural
presumption of male sexual prowess is taken to
an extreme in gay males. Rather than mature into
the favorite gay uncle (analogous to the matronly
older woman), gay men are expected to experi-
ence high levels of sexual activity and often with
many sexual partners well into their oldest years.

On the macro level, these views of women’s
diminished sexuality in the second half of the life
cycle, plus the demographic realities of many
more women than men in older age have
encouraged many women to exit the dating and
mating market. If women felt permitted to
engage in more casual sex, and have less strict
definitions about what was appropriate sexual
behavior (for example, dating younger men) the
demographics would likely be less punishing.
However, if our research has shown us anything
it is that our norms and values about aging and
sexuality are changing. This is something we can
observe with more older men and, notably, more
older women utilizing online dating, women
post-50 wearing trendy clothing in lieu of the
traditional grandmotherly garments, and in the
few but growing number of older women on
television that stray from the conventional (e.g.
Jane Fonda and Lily Tomlin in their hit Netflix
series Grace and Frankie). Granted, this pro-
gression towards gender equality remains at a
slow pace. But as we see younger men and
women act unconstrained by gendered sex roles,
it seems to us that in future years, sexuality for
older men and women will be far less stigmatized
and far more active. We also expect increasing
changes among todays older populations. Present
and future medical innovations improve both
sexual and overall health, providing a possibility
that sexual experiences will become less

gendered sooner and allow both men and women
to pursue an erotic future well into old age in a
way that has not yet happened in the past. It may
be that Baby Boomer’s steadfast determination to
stay young may provide new models for sexual
behavior as this group reaches the 70s and
beyond.
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25Gender Inequality in Families

Michele Adams

Abstract
Gender inequality permeates society at all
levels and in the context of most social
institutions. One institution in which gender
inequality remains resistant to change is the
family. Over time, various theories have
examined the causes of gender inequality
generally, including biology, sex roles, and
“doing gender,” each of which has also been
applied to gender inequality in the family.
Critiques of these approaches include their
over-determinism, inability to grapple with
gender inequality at macro social levels, and
failure to theorize about change. The gender
as structure approach looks at gender across
multiple levels of social reality simultane-
ously. This dynamic, multi-faceted theoretical
approach can be used to address gender
inequality in families to the extent that we
are able to take advantage of its complexity.
After looking at, and critiquing, various
historical approaches to gender inequality,
this chapter notes that the gender as structure
approach is best suited to examine gender
inequality in families today, which are them-
selves characterized by dynamic fluidity and

complexity, and to offer potential avenues for
altering that inequality.

1 Introduction

Gender inequality permeates society at all levels
and in the context of most, if not all, social
institutions. One institution in which gender
inequality remains extremely resistant to change
is the family, where it is not only a matter of
social relations at the individual family level, but
also a political matter involving questions of
power and hierarchy in the larger society. As
feminists have long noted, the basis for gender
hierarchy and inequality is the focus on differ-
ences between women and men and the per-
ceived essential nature of those differences,
which creates a cultural dichotomy that values
one sex over the other and asserts the naturalness
of that hierarchy (Lorber, 1994).

Gender inequality in the family has mostly,
but not exclusively, been studied by social sci-
entists in the context of married heterosexual
couples in which men/husbands have more
power than women/wives as manifest in the
division of household labor, family decision-
making, and, in more extreme cases, domestic
violence. This chapter examines gender
inequality in the family by considering it through
the lens of the following questions: What are the
historical and conceptual bases for gender
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inequality in families? What can we learn about
gender inequality in families by viewing it
through the lens of the gender as structure theo-
retical approach? How can we draw on and
optimize the gender as structure perspective in
future research on gender inequality in families?

The chapter begins by venturing briefly into
the socio-historical background of gender
inequality in the family, and moves on to
examine prevalent theoretical justifications for
this phenomenon. The section ends with a dis-
cussion of the potential of the gender as structure
perspective to envision pressure points in previ-
ous theories of sex and gender, and, as a result, to
disrupt the seeming unavoidability of gender
inequality in the family. I then introduce several
recent studies that draw creatively on gender as
structure to examine elements of the household
division of labor, broadly speaking, which has
traditionally been used as a proxy for family
power and inequality. The chapter ends by noting
the increasing complexity of families in the
United States and suggests that the multi-faceted
and dynamic gender as structure approach is the
approach best suited to examine gender
inequality in families today and to offer potential
avenues for diminishing that inequality.

2 Socio-Historical Background
of Gender Inequality in Families

Gender inequality in families has deep roots that
are inextricably tied to the history of gendered
family hierarchy condoned in the Judeo-Christian
creation story, which depicts Eve as the “help-
meet” of Adam, from whose rib she was created
(Martos & Hégy, 1998). In accord with this view
of women as derivative, men were seen as the
intermediaries between humanity and God—with
women having divine access only through men’s
intervention (Lerner, 1986). Women had their
“place” relative to men, and it was both inferior
and God-given. When, however, questions star-
ted to arise about the “divine basis of social
order,” anatomical differences between men and
women came to the fore and “destined [women]
for an entirely different social life from men”

(Lorber, 1993: 568–569). The difference between
women and men, premised largely on reproduc-
tive function and capacity, anchored the “biology
as destiny” school of thought on gender relations
that was institutionalized over time in cultural
norms, law, and policy. Biological difference and
its social correlates, then, created the basis for
seeing men and women in families as not only
dissimilar, but as occupying unequal status
positions, as well.

Marriage heightened gender inequality by
conceptually unifying husband and wife as “one
flesh” under the English doctrine of coverture,
which institutionalized the husband as his wife’s
(and the family’s) representative in all public
matters (Basch, 1986). Under this doctrine, at
marriage, a woman’s rights became “covered” by
those of her husband, and her identity was
effectively subsumed under his. Coverture pre-
cluded wives from owning or willing away
property, entering into contracts, or possessing
other markers of individual agency (Blackstone,
1765). While originally intended as a way to
“protect” married women, coverture in the Uni-
ted States expanded to incorporate a somewhat
broader “coverture ethos” alleging that women
were innately fragile, irrational, and less able
than men to “comport” themselves in society
(Cheu, 2012: 117, referencing Bingham, 1824).

Even as coverture lost its legal standing in the
United States in the mid-1800s with the advent of
married women’s property laws, it became
institutionalized over time in other ways (Hartog,
2000). For instance, while the doctrine of
coverture itself did not appear to require a
woman to take her husband’s surname at mar-
riage, over the years the practice of doing so
became seen as “tradition” and, in certain his-
torical periods, the “practice became so univer-
sal…that it brokered no exceptions, which in
effect gave it the force of law” (Anthony, 2014:
83–84). Remnants of coverture continue to per-
meate many of the traditions and rituals of
modern weddings, including a bride’s transfer
from her father to her new husband (see, for
instance, Geller, 2001). Even today, the “cover-
ture ethos” is prevalent in public policy debates
over issues such as reproductive rights, where
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anti-abortion rhetoric often relies on a logic that
assumes women are implicitly unable to make
decisions in their own best interests (Cheu,
2012).

3 Theoretical and Conceptual
Background for Gender
Inequality in Families

Biology and Sociobiology Historically, one of the
primary justifications for gender inequality in the
family has been based on biological differences
between women and men, organized primarily
around reproduction. Women have the capacity
to bear children and lactate, while men’s
involvement in the reproductive process osten-
sibly ends at insemination. Advocates of this
particular line of thought suggest that gender
differences in behavior are biologically based
(Udry, 2000), and evolutionary theory “predicts
that gender differences will exist when such
differences maximize reproductive success”
(Pratto & Hegarty, 2000: 57). The emphasis
placed on reproductive difference as destiny has
led to the assumption of a biological (i.e., “nat-
ural”) basis for distinguishing between the
“roles” of women and men both inside and out-
side of the home, and the “brain/womb” dis-
tinction, which assumes that women’s
reproductive capabilities limit their ability to
think rationally (Rhode, 1990).

When extended to the social realm, this
rationale leads inexorably to the conceptual
organization of society through the lens of the
ideology of separate spheres, which links women
to the private sphere of home and social repro-
duction, and men to the public sphere of the
market and economic production (Laslett &
Brenner, 1989). In association with the ideology
of separate spheres, the 19th century “cult of true
womanhood” connected the characteristics of
“piety, purity, domesticity, and submissiveness”
with “womanly virtue” (Welter, 1966: 151).
These characteristics defined “good women” and
conveniently identified them as singularly suited
for domestic duties. In this way, the biological
focus on reproductive difference merged

effortlessly into social arrangements that con-
ceptually constrained women to the reproductive
domain and away from sources of economic
power. The separation of spheres was more an
ideological divide than a practical or realistic one
for women of color and poor whites who were
slaves or domestic workers (Dill, 1988). The
ideologies of separate spheres and the cult of true
womanhood reduced the visibility and perceived
import of the productive labor that women did
both in the home and the workforce (Bose, 1987)
and set the stage for institutionalizing and natu-
ralizing gender inequality in the family.

Functionalism and Sex Roles The biological
differences perspective was reframed in the
1950s by Talcott Parsons, whose functionalist
approach depicted family as organized around
different but complementary roles for women and
men. Role specialization, he and his co-author
Robert Bales asserted, was adaptive for the
family, and was based on a divide between
expressive and instrumental tasks. The husband
was the instrumental task expert, having “the
primary adaptive responsibilities relative to the
outside situation,” while the wife was seen as the
expert in fulfilling the family’s expressive needs,
being “primarily the giver of love” (Parsons &
Bales, 1955: 151). Family and social stability
rested on the complementarity of, and lack of
competition between, the roles of wives and
husbands. This continued focus on difference
also ensured gender inequality in the family, as
sex role differentiation tended to “remove women
from the kind of occupational status which is
important for the determination of the status of a
family” (Parsons, 1940: 853). In other words, in
accord with the notion of coverture, husbands
were still seen as representing their wives, and
their families, in the public sphere.

During World War II, out of necessity,
women were encouraged to enter the paid
workforce and assume the manufacturing jobs
traditionally held by the then-absent men. Cul-
turally, the larger-than-life image and power of
Wonder Woman (Munford & Waters, 2014) and
the assured “We Can Do It!” of Rosie the Riveter
characterized women’s self-confident emergence
into the public sphere during the wartime period.
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After the war ended, however, while the large
majority of employed women wanted to remain
in these “traditionally male” jobs, a modernized
version of “true womanhood” emerged to coerce
women to leave the workforce and return to the
home, thus reducing competition for jobs with
returning veterans (Bose, 1987). Popular cultural
images followed the “updated” idea of true
womanhood, as a domesticated Wonder Woman
was “diminished in power and size as women
‘returned’ to the home” (Adams, 2016: 553).
Although record numbers of women remained in
the paid workforce, they generally drifted back
into the types of jobs they had held prior to the
war (Department of Labor, Women’s Bureau,
1946). As men returning home re-assumed their
breadwinner and head-of-household status, the
retreat to the familiarity of coverture was com-
plete and women were once again expected to
resume financial dependence on their husbands,
re-entrenching inequality in the family.

The tension within the 1950s nuclear family
caused by the re-emergence of the cult of true
womanhood [or what Friedan (1963) would later
call the “problem with no name”] was overlaid
by a patina of sentimental togetherness, material
success, and outward serenity, all of which pro-
duced what appeared to be a “golden age of the
family” (Coontz, 1992). Marriage rates peaked
after the war and remained high through the
1950s as men and women married young and
elevated birth rates created a “baby boom” that
was to affect the United States for decades to
come. The post-war economy provided a solid
“family wage” to white husbands that allowed
them to provide for stay-at-home wives who
cared for children and the home. The growth of
the suburbs and the booming economy put the
“American Dream” of home ownership within
reach of most white middle-class families. Tele-
vision sitcoms such as “Ozzie and Harriet” and
“Leave it to Beaver” played up the harmonious,
stable, and highly idealized white nuclear family,
and brought this image into most homes as
television ownership grew (Coontz, 1992; Spi-
gel, 1992). Gender-differentiated family roles
were part and parcel of this image, promoting the
breadwinner dad and the happily homebound

mom who cooked and did housework in a dress
and pearls. Even families of color, for whom
racial discrimination prevented the family wage,
easy access to home ownership, and separation
of home and family life, faced the breadwinning
dad and stay-at-home mom as the measure of an
ideal family. The differentiated gendered roles of
many 1950s families in practice often led to the
“problem with no name” (Friedan, 1963), a
condition of restlessness that led many outwardly
content housewives to self-medicate with alcohol
and drugs (Coontz, 1992). The undercurrent of
female angst that characterized the “golden”
1950s-era nuclear family could be traced largely
to dissatisfaction with the inequality that
emerged from the rigid cultural expectations for,
and in-home enforcement of, differentiated sex
roles, inequality experienced most acutely by
women (Coontz, 1992; Friedan, 1963).

Conceptually, the inflexible cultural distinc-
tion between the “roles” of women and men
derived from biological differences that were
reified in differentiated personality traits (women
were assumed to be nurturing, emotional, and
domestically-oriented and men were assumed to
be intellectual, rational, and business-oriented)
and that prescribed family and social functions
(women as homemakers; men as breadwinners).
(Re)enforcement of differentiated sex roles arose
from socialization practices that taught girls and
boys, from a very young age, to follow society’s
dictates about what constituted “appropriate”
gender behavior and decorum. Accordingly,
parents managed their children’s appearance and
behavior to replicate society’s gender norms
(Cahill, 1989). Children were socialized not only
to act in gender-acceptable ways, but also to
internalize the relative status positions associated
with these gender-differentiated norms. Girls
were given dolls, tea sets, and miniature house-
hold appliances to play with, frilly dresses to
wear, and instruction on ladylike behavior, all
designed to guide them towards later becoming
wives and mothers. Boys, on the other hand,
were given toy trucks, footballs, and firemen’s
hats or police badges to play with, and clothed in
rugged denim overalls—designed to orient them
toward potential occupations and their future as
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family breadwinners (Coltrane & Adams, 1997).
As girls and boys matured into women and men
who married and formed families, this early
socialization served to maintain the gender order
by (re)constituting and naturalizing the “com-
plementary,” separate-and-unequal statuses of
wives and husbands in the family, and of women
and men in society that was advocated by social
theorists such as Talcott Parsons.

Critiques of the sex role perspective, like
those of biological explanations for gender
inequality, take aim at the problematic assump-
tion that sex category determines behavior and
attitudes early in life that are invariant over the
course of an individual’s lifetime. Given these
assumptions, gender hierarchy, inequality, and
power in the family become largely unassailable
as just another piece of the “natural” gender
order. While women, men, or even families
might individually challenge society’s prevailing
sex roles, these perspectives cannot account for
accomplishment of collective or institutional
change. Moreover, rebellion at an individual
level exacts social sanctions, particularly for
women, who as mothers tend be the near-
constant targets of cultural judgment and (dis)
approbation (see Hays, 1996). Given the
assumptions inherent in the sex role perspective,
the possibility of changing gender inequality in
the family becomes difficult if not impossible.

Doing Gender: The Social Interactionist
Approach While biological approaches and sex
role perspectives created early justification, pre-
mised on gender difference, for gender inequality
in families, their weaknesses included an inabil-
ity to account for personal agency and lack of a
theory about how gender inequality could be
addressed or altered. With this in mind, feminists
and feminist scholars, beginning in about the
1960s, started to actively question the ideology
of separate spheres and to focus, in particular, on
the nuclear family as a site of women’s oppres-
sion. The Feminine Mystique (Friedan, 1963),
read by millions of discontented housewives,
suggested that the angst that they believed to be
an individual shortcoming was actually related to
the problem of gender inequality in the family,
which was itself part of a larger framework of

oppression (see Coontz, 2011). Situating this
issue at the individual level clearly limited
thinking about how it could be overcome.

Shifting the conversation about gender to the
level of interaction, sociologists West and Zim-
merman (1987) brought the notion of “doing
gender” into everyday parlance. With this shift in
perspective, West and Zimmerman (1987)
moved agency into the discussion of gender
inequality in the family, albeit agency within the
structure of gender norms considered socially
appropriate. Noting that gender is an interactive
accomplishment, performed within a specific
temporal and spatial framework of gender
expectations that creates boundaries for charac-
terization of an individual’s actions as (un)ac-
ceptable, they pointed out how the
“accomplishment of gender is at once interac-
tional and institutional” and indicates account-
ability to what society perceives as “conduct
becoming to…a woman or a man” (West &
Zimmerman, 2009: 114, also 1987). Doing gen-
der, in this context, is not a choice but a cultural
mandate.

Because cultural notions of femininity and
masculinity have traditionally been linked with
status and power, doing gender in accordance with
cultural norms is positively linked with gender
inequality in the family. Essentially, as men and
women interact in families to produce socially
legitimate gendered selves, they also produce and
reinforce a gender hierarchy that privileges men.
Thus, by performing gender-differentiated family
tasks and chores, individuals are not only doing
gender but they are also doing inequality. Take, for
example, housework, the overwhelming burden of
which has consistently fallen onwomen (Coltrane,
2000, 2010; Lachance-Grzela &Bouchard, 2010).
A “doing gender” rationale for the unbalanced
division of labor suggests that women do more
housework than men in order to demonstrate their
femininity; this rationale surfaces in research to
explain, at least in part, why women do not auto-
matically regard it as unfair that they domost of the
housework (see, for instance, Greenstein, 1996;
Lennon&Rosenfield, 1994). It also plays a part in
studies analyzing situations where women who
earn more than their husbands in the paid labor

25 Gender Inequality in Families 355



force often compensate and try to bolster con-
ventional gender norms in their families by
increasing their own housework load (Tichenor,
1999, 2005). Similarly, some studies suggest that
unemployed men often do less housework than
their employed wives (see, for instance, Legerski
& Cornwall, 2010). These couples “do gender” by
performing housework in traditionally gendered
ways to display their accountability as appropri-
ately feminine or masculine, and, in the process,
shore up inequality in families.

The “doing gender” approach encourages
social scientists to think more about personal
agency in the construction of gender norms and
inequality, and, according to West and Zimmer-
man (2009), in the process creates opportunities
for considering how to effect change. The issue is
whether this approach goes far enough, even
while avoiding the overdetermined aspects of the
biological and sex-role socialization perspec-
tives. Questions of power and hierarchy in the
larger society are largely overlooked within the
perspective’s primary focus on interpersonal
relations and interaction, and the gender
inequality embedded in social institutions is
generally ignored as a frame for these relations.
Finally, as cultural beliefs about gender are
internalized and then actualized from a subcon-
scious level, “doing gender implies legitimating
inequality” (Risman, 1998: 23).

The “doing gender” approach has been highly
influential in analyzing the resilience of gender
inequality in families; “blaming” this inequality
on doing gender has become almost standard to
the point where social scientists are calling for
more attention not only to how gender is done,
but how it is “undone” as well (Deutsch, 2007;
Risman, 2011). But does “doing gender” in the
context of family go far enough in creating the
theoretical foundation for challenging gender
inequality in the family? To what extent, for
instance, is the way women and men do gender
when they are doing (or avoiding) housework
structured by the cost and ability to get good
childcare or by public policies that institutional-
ize the ideal worker as male? In order to account
for the larger picture in which gender inequality
in the family is situated, and thus imagine how

that inequality might be disrupted, we need to
think at a different level—at all different levels
simultaneously, in fact, which is what the gender
as structure perspective allows us to do. By
seeing the effects of gender at multiple contextual
levels simultaneously and by viewing the effects
as recursive between levels and institutional
contexts, gender as structure allows us to see
where the points of tension lie and lets us think
about how to put pressure on family dynamics
that continue to facilitate gender inequality.

In the conceptual approaches discussed above,
we have, on the one hand, engaged gender as a
sex-ascribed or socially-inscribed individual
characteristic that drives differentiated behaviors
and, on the other, as an interactional accom-
plishment through which individuals are held
socially accountable as members of a particular
sex category. These approaches have been used
to explain the causes of gender inequality in the
family (and in society generally), but they have
been unable to explain its resilience, focusing as
they do on only one dimension or level of social
life at a time. Recognizing this limitation, femi-
nist social theorists began to think “outside of the
box” about how all levels could be engaged
simultaneously and recursively (Risman, 1998,
2004; Risman & Davis, 2013). The outcome of
this engagement is the “gender as structure”
approach, discussed below.

Gender as Structure Gender, as feminist
sociologist Risman points out (2004), is com-
plicated. The “gender as structure” theoretical
perspective accommodates this complexity, tak-
ing as its starting point the idea that gender is
embedded in and permeates society at all levels.
The effects of gender are recursive and multidi-
rectional—gender constraints at one level impact,
and are impacted by, gender effects at another,
and this perspective allows for, and encourages,
complication of notions about causality, resi-
lience, and areas of possible disruption of gender
inequality. Unlike previous theories that empha-
size either structure or agency, the gender as
structure perspective places equal emphasis on
how gender acts as a structural constraint at the
same time as actors have agency to interpret,
manipulate, and potentially resist that structure.
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Specifically, socialization practices operate at the
individual level to create a gendered lens through
which women and men come to see the world;
gender-infused cultural expectations shape how
men and women interact to account for these
expectations, and organizational and institutional
norms create the larger context within which
gender operates to structure inequality at each of
these levels. Family (as a social institution) and
families (as individual contexts within which
gender norms are perpetuated and changed) are
impacted by and impact gender attitudes and
behaviors in other social institutions and con-
texts. Altering gender inequality in the family
(and in families) requires theoretical complexity
that the gender as structure perspective provides.

Practically speaking, how to look at impacts
across multiple recursive levels concurrently is
somewhat of a dilemma and requires new ways
of thinking about what constitutes gender
inequality in families. In the past, division of
household labor has often been used as a proxy;
and to investigate the potential of the gender as
structure approach for use in examining
inequality in the family context, I draw on the
example set by the extensive body of social
scientific research on the unequal distribution of
housework (for reviews, see Coltrane 2000,
2010; Lachance-Grzela & Bouchard, 2010). In
this regard, a substantial amount of research has
focused on individual gender attitudes about who
should do the housework or on how couples
“negotiate” housework based on cultural expec-
tations, time availability, or relative resources,
including economic resources and the dynamics
of (often hidden) power. Other research has
looked at how, for instance, the employment
model that fixes the image of the ideal worker as
male impacts the performance of domestic chores
(see, for instance, Gerson, 2010). In other words,
a significant amount of fruitful work on house-
hold labor has been done at the individual,
cultural/interactional, and institutional levels, but
fewer studies have to date attempted to incor-
porate multiple levels and their interaction
simultaneously. Below, I present examples of
recent studies that have used the gender as
structure perspective to look at gender inequality

in the family through the prism of multiple levels
concurrently.

4 Inequality in Families Through
the Gender as Structure Lens:
Recent Empirical Illustrations

In recent years, social science researchers have
become more comfortable with using the gender
as structure perspective to analyze gender
inequality in society and have created an emer-
gent literature that attempts to account for the
simultaneous examination of multiple levels of
social reality. Literature on gender inequality in
the family is also drawing on the gender as
structure perspective, but, on the whole,
researchers in this area have been somewhat less
pioneering in their efforts to operationalize this
approach (see Ferree, 2010), reflecting the diffi-
culty of implementing intersectional approaches
in general. Here I introduce three studies that are
innovative in using gender as structure to
examine power and inequality in the family and
which directly or indirectly implicate the unequal
division of labor in the home.

Use of the gender as structure model creates
opportunities for examining inequality in the
family in novel ways. The notion of the “stalled
gender revolution” provided a baseline expecta-
tion that inequality between men and women in
both the home and the workplace would disap-
pear over time with the convergence of gender
norms (England, 2010; Gerson, 2010; Hochs-
child and Machung 1989; Pedulla & Thébaut,
2015). However, as this chapter notes, gender
inequality in families remains remarkably resis-
tant to change in spite of (or in association with)
converging expectations about the abilities of,
and opportunities open to, women and men.
Using the gender as structure perspective, the
research below begins to illuminate why gender
inequality in the family remains so resilient.

In 1985, Sarah Fenstermaker Berk famously
referred to the American household as a “gender
factory” in which the division of household labor
both creates and is created by “conjugal” power
(Berk, 1985; see also Komter, 1989). Marriage
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has long encouraged men and women to “act out
gendered identities as wives and husbands,
especially in the division of household labor”
(Randles, 2016: 244), and a consistent finding
over the past decades, both nationally and
cross-nationally, in research on heterosexual
families has been that wives continue to do sig-
nificantly more housework than husbands (see,
for instance, Coltrane, 2000, 2010). Thus, when
the government gets involved in using social
policy to promote marriage and the related family
scripts of husband and wife, it also becomes
implicated in promoting inequality in the family.
Although not directly addressing the division of
household labor, Randles (2016) hones in on the
government’s indirect reinforcement of tradi-
tional gendered family roles even as it purports to
address the imbalance of power in marriage at the
couple level. To do so, Randles examines 20
“government-approved” marriage education
programs (and materials from their curricula)
instituted under the auspices of the Healthy
Marriage Initiative, to interrogate the multi-level
and recursive gender impacts at play in chal-
lenging and/or reinforcing the gender status quo.
Specifically, as described below, she engages the
gender as structure perspective to show how
gender bias infusing the initial public policy
(PRWORA) from which the Healthy Marriage
Initiative was spawned limits the potential of
derivative marriage education programs to
change the gender status quo, even over time.

In 1996, the Clinton administration sponsored
reforms to welfare programs in the United States
through the Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA).
PRWORA institutionalized a “patriarchal model
of family life” (Randles, 2016: 243) by with-
drawing state support from poor mothers, pres-
suring them to turn instead to marriage and
husbands for economic support. This act created
a patriarchal foundation for the Healthy Marriage
Initiative, which was developed in 2002 by the
Bush administration, introducing public policy
that redistributed funds originally allocated for
welfare assistance to finance programs to pro-
mote “healthy” marriages. As a result, marriage
education programs blossomed throughout the

United States. Randles (2016) analyzes the extent
to which these programs reinforce or challenge
gendered power in marriage relationships. Her
research indicates that these marriage education
programs are intrinsically problematic because
they fail to address the gender stereotypes
embedded in the “larger systems of power,
inequality, and state action” rooted in PRWORA
(Randles, 2016: 242). Because of PRWORA’s
patriarchal grounding on which subsequent
marriage promotion efforts are built, any attempts
at constituting gender equality at the interper-
sonal level through these efforts continue to fail.
At an abstract level, then, when viewed through
the lens of the gender as structure perspective, if
the goal is to promote gender equality in rela-
tionships, then marriage education programs
initiated under the umbrella of PRWORA,
through the Healthy Marriage Initiative, are
inherently flawed and doomed to failure, ulti-
mately reinforcing rather than challenging gender
inequality in the family.

A second study that draws on the gender as
structure approach to innovatively address
inequality in families was undertaken by British
Sociologist Parsons (2016). Feeding the family
has been at the heart of the practice and ideology
of the household distribution of labor since
research on housework began. Grocery shopping,
cooking meals, and cleaning up afterwards have
been discrete tasks evaluated in relation to
equality and power in the home. The ideology of
“feeding the family” has been addressed as an
important consideration of “good mothering” and
something that good mothers “want” to do to
show love and care for their families (DeVault,
1991). In many ways, as with other unpaid
household chores, the ideology of feeding the
family as empowering for women comes into
tension with the time requirements for putting
this ideology into practice. Using an
auto/biographical methodological approach that
involves email interviews with 75 individuals in
the U.K., Parsons (2016) modernizes this tension
by addressing the “new” cultural mandate for
good mothering that involves putting “healthy”
food (as opposed to non-organic, non-
homecooked, “convenience” food) oriented to
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individual family members’ tastes on the table as
a sign of love and caring. She draws on the
gender as structure model to show how this
“updated” version of good mothering involving
“healthy foodways” is gender- and class-driven,
involves more time and effort from mothers
whether they work in the paid labor force or not,
and blurs the boundaries between paid and
unpaid labor in that women need to think about
and plan for making the time to purchase and
cook “healthy” food from scratch. At the indi-
vidual level, Parsons points out that “a commit-
ment to ‘healthy’ family foodways is a means of
reproducing feminine identity” (2016: 384); at
the level of cultural interactions, she notes that
healthy family foodways “reinforce the cultural
expectations of appropriate middle-class moth-
ering,” (p. 385), and at the institutional level,
“the ideological insistence on ‘healthy’ family
foodways reifies ‘the’ family as a site for incul-
cating appropriate ‘healthy’ family values”
(p. 385) (as opposed to “unhealthy” lower-class
family values). Using the gender as structure
perspective, then, allows us to see how intensive
mothering, with its built-in cultural contradic-
tions (Hays, 1996) continues to be updated and
recycled to reinforce gendered inequality in the
family.

An additional study warranting attention here
was conducted by British Sociologist Sullivan
(2013), who draws on overviews of
cross-national policy, as well as existing time-use
data from research in the U.S. (American Her-
itage Time Use Study) and Britain (Multinational
Time Use Study) on the division of household
labor, in order to tease out gender differences in
performance of routine housework and child care.
Taking a multi-level approach to the data through
the lens of the gender as structure model, Sullivan
suggests that separating routine housework from
child care can provide a fresh perspective on
power and inequality in the family.

At the individual level, Sullivan finds, not
surprisingly, that men and women in both the U.
S. and Britain reported that routine housework
such as cleaning, cooking, and laundry was less
enjoyable than even paid employment, while
child care was perceived as “relatively

enjoyable,” second only to enjoyment of leisure
activities (2013: 75). Sullivan examines family
work at the interactional level in two ways: first,
she looks at whether partners’ enjoyment of
household and child care tasks was affected by
joint participation in these efforts and, second,
she examines trends across countries. In the first
instance, she finds that wives, but not husbands,
see routine housework and child care as more
enjoyable when done in conjunction with their
partners, suggesting an interactional effect for
them. For husbands, child care appears to be
enjoyable whether accomplished jointly with
their wives or not—suggesting that they may be
doing the more “leisure-oriented” (and thus
enjoyable) child care anyway. Similarly, looking
at cross-national trends in the amount of time
spent on household and child-care tasks, Sullivan
points out the persistence of gender in the per-
formance of routine housework across countries,
even as the trend in child care tasks is for gender
to matter less (p. 75).

Specifically, to evaluate the impact of cultural
stereotypes on how gender is done through
household labor, Sullivan examined 40-year
trends over all 16 of the studied countries in the
amount of time men and women spent doing
routine housework (such as cooking, cleaning, and
laundry—traditionally assumed to be “feminine”
chores), care work, and “noncore” housework
(such as home maintenance and “outside”work—
traditionally assumed to be “masculine” chores).
Over this time period, she found that housework
followed traditional gender-stereotyped patterns:
although the amount of time women spent doing
housework dropped and men’s increased slightly
over time, women continued to do the lion’s share
of routine housework and care work, while men’s
household labor performance was focused on
non-routine (non-core) work. Her conclusion was
that “gender segregation of domestic and care
tasks at the cross-national level appeared quite
persistent over the countries of the study, even
though the gender gap was narrowing” (Sullivan,
2013: 81).

At the institutional level, Sullivan explores the
extent to which national social and public poli-
cies are associated with the persistent,

25 Gender Inequality in Families 359



cross-national, finding that women, even as they
work more in the paid labor force, continue to do
the substantial majority of routine household
labor and care work. To address this issue, she
looks at data from the Multinational Time Use
Study from the 1960s to the early 21st century,
grouping the study’s 16 countries into “policy
clusters” based on their public investment in
policies that promote social equality, as well as
their prevailing gender ideology. Briefly, the
“liberal, non-interventionist” cluster generally
organizes social policy around market forces and
a “modified” breadwinner model in which
women are employed but are also expected to
perform most of the domestic duties; this cluster
included countries such as Great Britain and the
United States. In the “social-democratic” or
Nordic cluster (Denmark, Norway, Finland,
Sweden), the state takes a larger role in providing
social benefits, with the goal of social equality;
public policy encourages both men and women
to participate in paid labor through state provi-
sion of high quality child and elderly care. The
“social-capitalist” or “conservative” cluster,
including France and Germany, provides services
through social policies designed to sustain
inequality based on grounding in an ideology
that posits men as breadwinners and women as
caretakers. Finally, the “southern or Mediter-
ranean” cluster, including Spain and Italy, orga-
nizes public policy around traditional gender
ideology and relies on family networking to
provide “informal” sources of welfare.

Overall, Sullivan found that, while women’s
relative proportion of routine housework has
declined over time in each of the four clusters
studied, the decline has been steepest in the
“social-democratic” cluster, where gender ideol-
ogy and social policy have focused on social
equality and on encouraging both women and
men to participate in paid labor. Relatedly, the
decline in women’s routine housework partici-
pation has been slowest in the “social-capitalist”
and “southern” clusters where relatively tradi-
tional notions about gender ground public policy
around social welfare.

With respect to child-care, however, a some-
what different pattern emerged—which was lar-
gely no pattern at all. While the most marked
decline in women’s participation over time was
still in the Nordic or “social-democratic” cluster,
other clusters revealed fewer patterned trends.
Taken together, these findings at the institutional
level suggest that policies promoting gender
equality in the workplace are likely to be more
directly effective at allowing women to reduce
their proportion of routine housework than are
policies specifically aimed at reducing care work,
a finding which runs counter to much current
policy orientation. The empirical understanding
that men and women tend to enjoy child care,
while few people, men or women, tend to enjoy
housework (indicated at both the individual and
interactional levels), allows policy makers and
other stakeholders who really are interested in
gender equality to focus policy on strengthening
equal gender access to the paid workforce,
knowing that such policy is likely to also affect
the relative distribution of routine household
labor. This contradicts much current thinking on
the relationship of national policy to household
labor participation and care work and is a direct
result of engaging multiple levels concurrently as
advocated by the gender as structure perspective.

The above studies are indicators of how the
gender as structure perspective can be used in
intriguing ways to study gender inequality in the
family. This literature is expanding, and we
expect it to continue to develop as researchers
become more comfortable with applying this
approach. While the studies mentioned address
possible ways of evaluating existing data and
gathering new data that take advantage of the
gender as structure approach, more needs to be
done in terms of “thinking outside the box” to
examine implications across levels concurrently
and recursively. To what extent can family
researchers afford to keep thinking in previously
framed ways about inequality? What questions
do we, as feminist family social science
researchers, need to ask to best take advantage of
the gender as structure theoretical approach?
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5 Discussion and Conclusion

Gender inequality in families has a long history,
remaining remarkably resilient over time. This
chapter has addressed broad theoretical perspec-
tives that developed in particular historical con-
texts to examine possible causes for both the
emergence and the resilience of this phe-
nomenon. The first two of these perspectives
(biology and sex roles) are focused heavily on
ascribed differences between women and men,
while the third (“doing gender”) is focused on
how women and men enact those differences in
accord with cultural expectations of femininity
and masculinity. While “doing gender” afforded
individuals more agency than did prior approa-
ches, it too was ultimately centered around dif-
ference. Difference, as feminist social scientists
have noted for decades, is the sine qua non of
inequality, a consideration that has led to a call
for elimination of gender as a category of dif-
ference (Lorber, 1994). MacKinnon notes that
“[g]ender is socially constructed as difference
epistemologically…. A built-in tension exists
between this concept of equality, which presup-
poses sameness, and this concept of sex, which
presupposes difference” (1990: 215; quoted in
Lorber, 1994: 282–283). More recently, theoriz-
ing about gender inequality has moved toward
gender relations theory and gender as social
structure. These latter, overlapping, approaches
distance themselves from the epistemological
acceptance of gender as difference, and move on,
instead, to look at gender as a social structure that
is deployed at all levels of society to both create
and re-create inequality. Inequality in the family
through the gender as structure lens involves
addressing (1) how gender operates at the indi-
vidual level through socialization into and inter-
nalization of culturally normative assumptions
about what husbands and wives are “supposed”
to do in families; (2) how gender operates at the
level of cultural expectations circumscribing
social interactions, expectations that center
around the “proper” activities and behaviors of
husbands and wives and families generally;
(3) how gender operates both precisely and dif-
fusely through all social institutions to structure

gender relations in the family; and (4) how all of
these levels act recursively on all other levels.
This creates a fluid, dynamic model that not only
helps us to determine why gender inequality in
the family occurs and how it is sustained, but
also allows us to see pressure points where
change can occur.

Many social scientists focused on gender
and/or families have noted the resilience of
gender inequality in the family. Nevertheless, the
relative lack of theoretical complexity has made
it exceedingly difficult both to understand why
gender inequality has remained so resistant to
change and to locate potential avenues of change.
The gender as structure model has given us a tool
to examine the complexity of gender inequality
in families, and we need to focus on how to use
this tool to greatest effect. The distribution of
household labor has been used as a proxy for
gender inequality and power in family for dec-
ades; nevertheless, few studies to date have
explored housework using the gender as structure
theoretical model fully—to examine, that is, the
household division of labor not only at the
individual, interactional, or institutional levels of
society, but across those levels as well, also
looking at the recursive impact of one level on
another. Doing so requires “thinking outside the
box” methodologically, as well as theoretically.

To fully explore gender inequality in families,
we also need to consider the enormous com-
plexity of today’s families themselves, a trend
that shows few signs of abating. Not only has the
structure of families experienced rapid change
over the latter part of the 20th century and into
the 21st, but types of families are proliferating as
well. Two biological parent nuclear families,
although often represented as the norm, are
declining in numbers and are no longer in the
majority. Single-parent families (mother-headed
and father-headed), step-families, grandparent-
headed families, and those created in cohabiting
relationships are but a few of the increasing, and
increasingly mainstream, “new” family structures
that family researchers are exploring with an eye
to gender inequality. Besides new family struc-
tures, we also need to think about new types of
family, such as families created in the context of
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same-sex marriages and those, probably most
complex with respect to explorations of
inequality, created in the context of polyamorous
relationships involving multiple adult and child
groupings (see Sheff, 2014). How do we assess
levels of (in)equality in these families? Does
using household labor as a proxy still apply? If
so, how do we articulate the division of house-
hold labor in, say, a polyamorous family with
multiple groupings? If the division of household
labor is no longer a valid proxy for (in)equality in
the family, what is?

In conclusion, increasing complexity is the
hallmark of contemporary families and, as fem-
inist family social scientists, we need to expand
our cultural toolkits to evaluate and examine the
level of (in)equality with which they operate. The
gender as structure model provides an intriguing
theoretical tool for our use, allowing us to think
about the multi-level and recursive effects of
gender on all kinds of families. How to best put
this perspective to use is the next frontier for
research that allows us not only to examine
gender inequality in families, but to disrupt the
durability of that inequality as well.
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26Gender (Non) Conformity
in the Family

Katie L. Acosta and Veronica B. Salcedo

Abstract
This chapter surveys the empirical research on
gender (non) conformity in the family with an
emphasis on work that provides an intersec-
tional analysis or centers the experiences of
marginalized social groups. We offer that
masculinities and femininities are performed
in culturally specific ways and survey research
that illustrates some of these differences. We
look at research on men redefining hegemonic
masculinity, parent’s gender socialization of
their children, intimate partners navigating
gender in their relationships and sexually
nonconforming individuals doing gender
within families of choice.

1 Introduction

Scholars have long theorized gender as an
achieved process (West & Zimmerman, 1987) and
have for some time explored the social agents that
teach us how to do gender including peers,
schools (Martin, 1998; Pascoe, 2007; Thorne,
1993), and media (Martin, 2005; Martin &

Kazyak, 2009). In this chapter, we survey the
scholarship addressing the family’s role in shaping
gender (non) conformity both in terms of physical
presentation and gendered behavior. We use the
term gender (non) conformity in order to disrupt
the polarization between conformity and noncon-
formity. Instead, we argue it is a constant nego-
tiation which one achieves to varying degrees at
different points in time. We conceptualize family
as those individuals of origin who participate in
raising one from childhood and those individuals
of choice who become a part of one’s support
networks in adulthood. Thereby, we define family
as a person’s biological or adoptive relatives,
caretakers, friends and community members. Like
gender, we see family as negotiated, fluid and
achieved in social interactions.

We begin this chapter by laying out the
framework for masculinities, femininities and
their intersections. This is followed with empir-
ical research on how men redefine masculinity.
Next, we survey the empirical research on par-
ents’ gender socialization of children. Here, we
include scholarship on how parents encourage
gender conformity in their children and at times
support nonconformity. In the next section, we
explore how gender is negotiated within intimate
partnerships. This is followed by an analysis of
research on gender norms within gay and lesbian
communities. Each section weaves together
research on racial, ethnic and sexual minority
groups in order to present a more intersectional
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analysis. We incorporate research that adopts
Collins’ (2000) approach to intersectionality—
exploring how oppressions are interlinked and
organized along a matrix of domination. We also
incorporate research that adopts McCall’s (2005)
anticategorical and intercategorical methodolog-
ical approaches to intersectionality. The anticate-
gorical approach emphasizes deconstructing
categories in order to dismantle inequalities. The
intercategorical approach is focused on compara-
tive relationships of inequality (or lack thereof)
among multiple social groups. We conclude with
an analysis of how intersectionality has been
advanced in research on gender (non) conformity
and the family as well as with suggestions for how
intersectionality and other theoretical approaches
can be advanced in the future.

2 Theorizing Masculinities
and Femininities

For Connell (1995) gender is a practice that
organizes people’s interactions in relation to one
another. Connell offers four relationships that
distinguish masculinities in a Western context:
hegemonic, dominant/subordinate, complicit, and
authorized/marginalized. Hegemonic masculinity,
a nearly unattainable ideal embodied by a few
elite white men, is predicated upon the subordi-
nation of all other masculinities and femininity.
Emphasized femininity is the basis for yielding to
men’s interests and needs, while other forms of
femininity accommodate and resist subservience
at varying levels (Connell, 1987).

Any theorization of masculinities is incom-
plete without an analysis of femininities and its
hierarchies. Schippers (2007) reframes Connell’s
concept emphasized femininity, arguing it is
hegemonic since it embodies the practices
assigned to women and reinforces a hierarchical
and complementary relationship with hegemonic
masculinity. This ensures men’s dominant posi-
tion and women’s subordinate position (94).
Schippers argues that gender differences and
relationality are institutionalized through our
social practices and that masculinities and femi-
ninities are at the center of gender hegemony.

When women embody social practices of hege-
monic masculinity, those practices are stigma-
tized because they challenge gender hegemony;
Schippers terms these practices pariah feminini-
ties. Additionally, Schippers notes, men whose
practices disrupt gender hegemony embody
hegemonic feminine characteristics.

Connell (1995) offers that the interaction of
gender, race, and class construct multiple hier-
archical masculinities. Further explicating these
relationships, Collins’ (2004) argues that all
masculinities and femininities exist in subordi-
nation to the hegemonic as part of a racialized
system of sexism. This system relegates racial
minorities and women to marginalized mas-
culinities and femininities based on the inter-
section of race, class, gender and sexual
orientation (186). Chou (2012) argues that within
this racialized gendered system, the white racial
frame relegates Asian American men to effemi-
nacy. Controlling images of Asian Americans
span a continuum of hypersexuality and passivity
and are used to justify white supremacy (Espiritu,
2008). A racist structure shapes how racial
minorities and women experience subordinated
femininities and masculinities and in turn their
racial/ethnic identities. Pyke and Johnson (2003)
argue Asian American women resist the sub-
missive femininities they associate with other
Asian women. Instead, they adopt a hegemonic
femininity which they attribute with whiteness
and distance themselves from their ethnicities.

Missing from most theorizations of mas-
culinity and femininity is an analysis of its cul-
tural specificities. Acosta (2013) argues that
hierarchies of femininity can vary by geographic
location and that there are different characteris-
tics indicative of dominant and pariah feminini-
ties in the United States as opposed to Latin
America. González-López (2005) offers that
masculinities and femininities are shaped in part
by regional patriarchies and expressions of
hegemony vary according to rural and urban
locations. Fuller (2006) identifies multiple Peru-
vian masculinities both in public and private
spheres that vary by class. These scholars pro-
vide nuance to our understanding of marginal-
ized masculinities and femininities as well as

366 K. L. Acosta and V. B. Salcedo



racial and ethnic minority’s resistance to gender
hegemony. In addition, Shimizu (2012) and
Nguyen (2014) argue that passive or effeminate
portrayals of Asian American men can provide
an alternative to toxic hegemonic masculinity
and advocate for more ethical and responsible
notions of manhood. In doing so, they challenge
the aspiration for hegemonic masculinities and
femininities.

In the following sections, we identify how and
to what extent families challenge and/or reinforce
gendered expectations regarding domestic work,
the socialization of children, in interpersonal
relationships and within families of choice.

3 Comparing How Men Redefine
Masculinities

Recent research on Latino masculinities has cri-
tiqued the image of machismo for its culturally
reductive and stereotypical representation of
Latino men’s experiences. For instance, Hurtado
and Sinha (2016) find for Latino men, manhood
is about having strong ethical values, rejecting
hegemonic masculinity, acknowledging gender
discrimination and women’s subjugation under
patriarchy. This study finds Latinos express a
stronger feminist ideology than white men which
the authors’ contribute to differences in how both
groups of men experience privilege. For Latino
men, they argue, male privilege intersects with
oppression resulting in a better understanding of
social inequalities and state control than white
men for whom privilege intersects with advan-
tage. In research on Mexican fatherhood, Gon-
zález-López (2004) finds that immigration shapes
men’s expressions of masculinities and the sex-
ual values they instill in their daughters. These
men report promoting gender equity in their
families and affording their daughters the latitude
to experience educational opportunities. While
these men express concern with their children’s
susceptibility to negative influences (drugs, vio-
lence) in the United States, they do not assert
authoritative, or dominant forms of masculinity
in their parenting. Olavarría (2006) finds
working-class men in urban Chile struggle to

balance prescriptive notions of patriarchal
fathering with their desire for closer affinity to
their family. As more women are entering the
workforce, Olavarría finds that fathers share
more domestic responsibilities, although they do
not contribute equally. For some men, this
experience leads to an appreciation for their
partners. While for others it leads to feelings of
helplessness. These studies provide a more
complex view of masculinities among hetero-
sexual Latino men: one that explores how they
negotiate masculinities that still allow them to
support gender equity.

Research on white men in the United States
finds that unemployment during the 2008 Great
Recession forced men to do gender in less nor-
mative ways (Demantas & Myers, 2015). Before
unemployment, these men did not participate in
many domestic chores; however, most men
embrace housework as a fair way to compensate
women for their paid labor. These men accept
that the decision-making role shifts to their
working female partners, whose financial support
they appreciate. Many reconceptualize house-
work as hard, challenging labor appropriate for
“real men.” Latshaw (2015) argues that in
choosing to stay home with their children, fathers
resist gender conformity. Latshaw identifies two
groups of fathers: reluctant and resolute. Reluc-
tant fathers are primary caregivers to their chil-
dren when in transition between jobs. These men
assert normative notions of masculinity by
avoiding feminized housework. Resolute fathers
embrace these responsibilities and reinvent
masculinity by blurring the division of gendered
work. These fathers choose to stay at home
instead of entering the job market. While some
men in the United States redefine masculinity to
include caring for their family (Demantas &
Myers, 2015), others reify normative masculinity
when engaging in domestic work by using gen-
dered language to rationalize these tasks (Lat-
shaw, 2015).

This research speaks to the constraints hege-
monic masculinity places on men’s identities in
culturally distinct ways. Hurtado and Sinha’s
(2016) and González-López’s (2004) work sug-
gest that Latino men are not committed to
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achieving hegemonic masculinity, preferring
instead a more gender equitable way of
expressing masculinity. Perhaps the marginalities
these men experience in terms of race, class and
citizenship foster less oppressive masculinities.
Research on white middle-class men in the
United States suggests they too are exploring
alternative ways of doing gender and establishing
stronger emotional bonds in the family. Despite
some shifts in power relations, these men con-
tinue to view the home primarily as a women’s
domain even as women contribute financial
support for the family. Still, this phenomenon is
not unique to the United States as Olavarría
(2006) finds Chilean men share similar views.

4 Parental Gender Socialization

Research on parents’ gender socialization of
children finds that in households where parents
intentionally disrupt hegemonic masculinity,
children still learn to articulate a gendered self
once they reach school age (Risman & Myers,
1997). In a study of preschool age children,
Martin (1998) finds children learn to acquire
gendered bodily practices through the gendered
disciplinary tactics they are subjected to.
Research also suggests variations in parent’s
gender socialization of children according to
parent’s gender and sexual identity as well as the
biological sex of the child. For instance, hetero-
sexual fathers are committed to helping their sons
achieve hegemonic masculinity and are moti-
vated by their own desires to obtain and maintain
hegemonic masculinity. These fathers view their
son’s sexuality as a representation of their own
and thus privilege heterosexuality (Kane, 2006,
2012). In contrast, heterosexual mothers report
societal pressures as their primary motivation for
reinforcing gender conformity in their sons
(Kane, 2006, 2012). Parents’ gender socialization
of daughters differs in that as children they are
often encouraged to reject celebrated forms of
femininity in favor of more masculine assigned
attributes.

Some research on nonheterosexual parents
suggests that they also often succumb to

pressures to encourage gender conformity in their
children. Berkowitz and Ryan (2011), for
example, find parents at times overcompensate
for their own sexual nonconformity by promot-
ing societally prescriptive gender norms for their
children. Still, they find while sexual minority
parents largely promote essentialist ideas of
appropriate masculinity and femininity, they
nonetheless find ways to resist essentialist
notions of the relationship between sex and
gender roles. Other research indicates that par-
ent’s negative childhood experiences with com-
pulsory heterosexuality drive them to encourage
their children’s gender exploration (Averett,
2016). Parents offer a “gender buffet” with a
“variety of gendered options for clothes, toys,
and activities and interests including feminine,
masculine, and gender-neutral choices” (209–
210). Some parents utilize a value-neutral strat-
egy and do not restrict access to any materials or
activities. Others curate a gender buffet to
actively resist harmful aspects of masculinity. In
addition, these parents nurture emotional
expression in their sons or self-sufficiency in
their daughter.

4.1 Gender Variance and Children

When parents support gender nonconformity for
their children their biggest concern is the rela-
tionship between doing gender and sexual iden-
tity. Parents are motivated to encourage their
children’s gender conformity because they
believe not doing so would make others perceive
their children are gay. Parents’ ideologies
regarding the relationship between gender con-
formity and heterosexuality are influenced by
those to whom they turn for expert parenting
advice. Parents who seek advice regarding their
children’s gender nonconformity are met with
books and websites that reinforce the link
between gender nonconformity and homosexu-
ality, often in stigmatizing ways (Martin, 2005).

Medical professionals are also complicit in
reinforcing the relationship between gender
conformity and sexual orientation. For instance,
Davis, Dewey, and Murphy (2016) look at the
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ways medical professionals approach transgender
and intersex bodies, arguing that in both cases
doctors expect their medical interventions on
transgender and intersex bodies will lead to a
heterosexual gendered body. Medical profes-
sionals reinforce sex, gender and sexuality
binaries and impose their biases for these binaries
on the parents of intersex children as well as on
transgender individuals.

Research on families with gender variant
children names three strategies parents use to
support their children: gender hedging, gender
literacy, and playing along (Rahilly, 2015).
Parents engaging in these strategies deconstruct
the assumed link between sex and gender and
expand opportunities for their children while
retaining a biological understanding of gender
variant behavior. Consistent with gendered
expectations of parenting, mothers more often
than fathers actively participate in on-going
negotiations and advocacy for their children’s
gender expression. Meadow (2011) finds that
parents’ understanding of their gender variant
children’s identities is shaped by the scripted
narratives society makes possible for them. As
such, these parents adopt medical and psycho-
logical discourses (that are otherwise used to
create rigid biological narratives of gender) to
describe their children’s gender variance. Both
Meadow (2011) and Rahilly (2015) note that race
and class privilege makes it feasible for the
parents in their studies to support their children’s
gender nonconformity. These studies make
apparent the absence of research on racial
minority parents’ socialization of children.

4.2 Gender (Non) Conformity
in Racial/Ethnic Minority
Families

Research exploring the role of race/ethnicity and
social class in shaping the values parents’ instill in
their children suggests that social position and the
constraints families experience on account of
racism or anti-immigrant sentiment can shape the
gendered messages they convey. For instance,

Espiritu’s (2001) work on first generation Filipino
parents in the United States suggests they turn to
gendered discourses of moral superiority and
ethnic authenticity by positioning white women as
‘promiscuous’ and in juxtaposition to ‘good’
Filipina women. These parents leverage Filipina’s
sexual and gender agency to bolster ethnic pride
against racism in the United States and in an effort
to resist cultural subordination via colonization.
Similarly, studies of sex and gender socialization
within Latina/o families find adolescent daughters
report experiencing more restrictions on their
freedom than do their brothers (Garcia, 2012;
Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004). In an exploration of
parent’s motivations for restricting their daugh-
ters’ behavior, Chou (2012) finds East Asian
American women attribute their limited social
freedom as children to their parent’s fear of
potential predators who eroticize Asians. South
Asian American women approaching young
adulthood learn to master domestic chores and are
encouraged to find a co-ethnic husband with a
high-status profession. These parents are moti-
vated by cultural preservation and a desire to
protect daughters from discrimination through
economic security. Other research finds significant
pressure for girls to conform to societally
acceptable forms of femininity as they enter
adulthood. For instance, sexually nonconforming
Latinas experience more acceptance from their
parents if they are gender conforming as parents
perceive gender transgressions would make their
sexual transgressions visible (Acosta, 2013). By
presenting an outward appearance of acceptable
femininity, parents believe their sexually non-
conforming daughters will minimize this trans-
gression. In another study, African American
women report that, as adolescents, their fathers
reinforced racialized norms of appropriate black
femininity and instilled in them contradictory
messages about the importance of being both
strong and respectable women (Johnson, 2013).
These studies underscore how immigrant and
racial minority parents enforce socially acceptable
expressions of femininity upon their daughters to
buffer the effects of racism, homophobia and
anti-immigrant sentiment.
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5 Doing Gender and Redefining
Family Within Intimate
Partnerships

As the complementary relationship between
masculinities and femininities has already been
established in the research, some scholars
explore how this codependence is experienced
within couple’s partnerships. For instance, Pfef-
fer (2010) notes that women partners of trans-
gender men conform to socially prescriptive
gender roles during the transition process. Simi-
larly, Ward (2010) highlights trans men’s desires
for their femme partners to embody a “girl”
subjectivity while simultaneously celebrating
their masculinity: a process Ward terms giving
gender. Femme partners are tasked with creating
the illusion that the labor involved in giving
gender is effortless and in some ways silence
their own subjectivity for their partner’s sake.
Further outlining the compromises they make,
Pfeffer (2014) notes cis women with trans men
partners struggle to adopt a fitting sexual identity
(given language limitations) and with being
misrecognized as heterosexual when in social
settings. Cis women experience discomfort from
misrecognition, at times, resisting it by
embodying counternormative practices. On the
other hand, misrecognition can be validating for
trans men partners because in being perceived as
heterosexual their gender identity as men is also
recognized.

While Ward’s work emphasizes the gender
labor of trans men’s femme partners, Pfeffer
explores these women’s acts of resistance. Pfeffer
(2012) notes, cis women partners of trans men
engage in both normative resistance (resisting
life choices considered socially acceptable such
as marriage and parenthood) and inventive
pragmatism (choosing to manipulate these insti-
tutions to gain resources for their families).
Structural forces constrain the ways they resist
dominant and privileged family forms while
simultaneously creating a space for their queer
families within these institutions. Still, there is a
cost associated with inventive pragmatism, in
gaining access to heteronormative privilege these
families can also be excluded from LGBTQ

communities (Pfeffer, 2014). These studies
highlight the complementary ways that cis
women and their trans men partners embody
gender and explore the social consequences and
advantages families experience in doing gender
in complementary ways.

Research on household division of labor can
illustrate how power and gender expectations
impact heterosexual couples’ ability to navigate
inequality (Davis & Greenstein, 2013). Risman
and Johnson-Sumerford (1998) find postgender
couples organize domestic responsibilities in
ways that disrupt traditional gender scripts.
These couples include women who are not
financially dependent on their husbands which
allows them to better negotiate power and control
in their homes. When meeting the emotional
needs of the family, more gendered patterns
emerge for some families. Some mothers serve as
the emotion expert—establishing stronger bonds
with the children and managing the couples’
familial needs. Still, more couples either share
the emotion work or double their individual
efforts to be equally present emotionally in the
relationship.

Carrington’s (1999) work suggests that both
lesbians and gay men publicly present egalitarian
family values but ultimately fall subject to gen-
dered constraints in carrying out tasks. Gay men
who do domestic work downplay the labor
involved in order to preserve a threat to their
gender identity. Those who do not routinely
participate in domestic work also mitigate their
partners’ involvement in order to preserve their
masculinity and distance them from feminized
labor. Still, this pattern may shift for gay couples
with children. For instance, rather than distancing
themselves from feminized labor, gay
stay-at-home fathers challenge and expand mas-
culinity by redefining “accomplishment” in non
monetary ways (Goldberg, 2012). Some gay
fathers share childcare and feminized domestic
tasks more equally than do heterosexual couples
(Goldberg, Smith, & Perry-Jenkins, 2012). Some
gay fathers adopt a flexible ideology of mas-
culinity that allows for emotional expression and
nurturing while creating new norms for their
family (Schacher, Auerbach, & Silverstein,
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2005). These men engage in degendered par-
enting by blending traditional gendered roles as
they shift towards progressive fathering
practices.

In her work on black lesbian couples, Moore
(2011) delineates the link between care work and
one’s gender presentation in shaping gender
imbalance in these relationships. Partners with a
more feminine gender display describe doing
more household labor than their less feminine
partners. Still while gender imbalances may
persist, there are also key instances where
socially prescriptive gender roles are disrupted in
black lesbian families. For instance, in stepparent
families biological mothers leverage power over
the family through control of the couple’s
finances and through performing most of the
domestic duties in the home. These families are
often formed when a biological mother allows a
partner to move into an already established home
that she shares with her biological children which
inherently creates a power imbalance in favor of
the biological mom and leads to a disruption of
gender conforming roles.

Research on polyamorous relationships also
explores the ways partners reproduce and disrupt
hierarchical and gendered dynamics in the fam-
ily. Sheff (2006) finds that polyamorous men
aspire to achieve poly-hegemonic masculinity,
resisting normative hegemonic masculinity in
favor of a more gender equitable arrangement
where power is shared with their female partners.
These men recognize a woman’s freedom to
form intimate bonds with other people, despite
the risk of losing control to other potential part-
ners. However, Scheff also notes in some
long-term polyamorous relationships men reify
hegemonic masculinity by leveraging their race,
class, gender and heterosexual privileges to
restrict other people’s access to their female
partners.

These studies provide insight into how gender
is negotiated within intimate partnerships for gay,
lesbian, poly, heterosexual and queer families.
Each study highlights how families simultane-
ously conform to and resist prescriptive gender
scripts. Further, these studies delineate the struc-
tural barriers that inhibit their efforts to resist.

6 Gender (Non) Conformity Within
Families of Choice

Some research explores the relationship between
gender and visibility in sexually nonconforming
communities. Because these communities pro-
vide important social support for gay men and
lesbians, we survey this research as illustrative of
the role families of choice play in how they
deploy gender. Stein’s (1997) work on lesbian
communities in the 70s, 80s, and 90s documents
lesbians’ association of societally acceptable
femininities with women’s oppression and thus
their preference for an androgynous gendered
self. Their efforts to blur gender differences were
intentional acts to separate lesbian identified
women from the dominant society. Esterberg
(1997) describes gender among lesbians as per-
formative and in some ways a playful blending of
masculinity and femininity. Esterberg finds
femme lesbians struggle with wanting to be
recognized within the lesbian community as well
as within dominant society. Crawley (2001) uses
women-seeking-women personal ads to explore
class differences in gender preferences. Crawley
finds middle-class women are more committed to
their gender conformity than working-class
women but still seek partners who adopt
butch/femme gender displays. Further, the per-
sonal ads suggest these women are more likely to
describe the partners they seek as having mas-
culine or feminine characteristics, suggesting that
while they have clear preferences regarding
gender presentation they avoid the language of
butch/femme. Crawley suggests this avoidance
may be attributable to the feminist stigma asso-
ciated with butch/femme gender displays.

As women who are socially positioned dif-
ferently along a racial hierarchy in the United
States, black and white lesbians’ experience dif-
ferent kinds of oppressions (Moore, 2011). These
distinct subjectivities are evident in the variations
of gender presentations apparent in different
lesbian communities. Moore offers that gender
presentation among black lesbians reflects both
black culture and lesbian group membership
which leads to a gender expression that is cul-
turally unique from that of predominately white
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lesbian communities (90). Further, Moore offers
three physical gender presentations salient in
black lesbian communities: femmes, gender-
blenders and transgressives. Like Crawley
(2001), Moore captures how social class restricts
gender displays for black women, noting
middle-class women are more likely to reject
gender nonconformity out of concern for the
impact it could have on their professional goals.
Whereas working-class black lesbians (and
middle-class lesbians employed in male domi-
nated professions) are more willing to resist
societal gender expectations.

Acosta’s (2016) work looks at gender expec-
tations in terms of dress and behavior among
Latina lesbians in one social group. She argues
these women establish norms around appropriate
gender presentation and serial monogamy in
order to protect an image of themselves as sex-
ually moral. Acosta notes these women’s suspi-
cion of others who embody a masculine gender
display and those they perceive to be promiscu-
ous. Further, Acosta notes these rigid expecta-
tions fuel Latina lesbians’ oppositional
consciousness, allowing them to resist
racial/ethnic stereotypes and hypersexualization.

Research on gay men’s communities offers a
nuanced look at the ways gendered behavior is
regulated among friends. For instance, Decena
(2011) finds that Dominican gay men distance
themselves from effeminacy in order to retain
legitimacy, social mobility and acceptance. Still,
effeminacy which is deployed through playful
body movements and language intonation can be
expressed among close gay friends which allows
for intimacy with one another. Filipino gay men
often adopt a Bakla identity which derives from
the Tagalog word for homosexuality, effeminacy
and cross dressing (Manalansan, 2003). Bakla
can be derogatory, suggesting that one is not a
“real man” but Bakla is also embraced as an
expression of feminine performance. Gaining
belonging among Filipino gay men requires the
use of swardspeak, a Filipino gay vernacular that
involves the performance of femininity. Baklas
see one another as friends or kin in the Diaspora
but their sexual and romantic attractions are
reserved for “more masculine” men. While this

research does not speak to expectations for gen-
dered dress, it offers a unique analysis of the
body as a site of gendered discipline for non
white immigrant men.

Collectively, the research on gay and lesbian
communities elucidates how individuals are held
accountable to adhering to specific gender and
sexual ideologies in order to obtain group
membership. Thus, even within communities
designed to be a respite from the othering that
occurs in the dominant society, the limitations
imposed by the dominant society continue to
shape attempts at gender (non) conformity.

7 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have highlighted research
exploring gender constraints as experienced
through both interactions and social structures
and the integral role of the family in holding us
all accountable for doing gender appropriately.
Most of the studies surveyed are theoretically
motivated by the doing gender paradigm. West
and Zimmerman’s (1987) work goes beyond
Goffman’s analysis of gender display in that they
delineate the intricacies involved in accomplish-
ing gender; positing that doing gender is not a
choice. Even when we resist, others perceive us
as men or women and that perception impacts
interactions. Despite West and Zimmerman’s
efforts to make this distinction, it is not uncom-
mon for research to simultaneously draw from
Goffman (1959) and/or Butler (1990). While
there is always room for researchers to draw from
multiple theoretical frameworks, much of the
empirical research in this area has blended these
three to the point of losing some theoretical
precision.

Risman (2009) argues that doing gender has
become ubiquitous and advocates that scholars
go beyond exploring the changing ways in which
people do gender and instead look at the ways
that gender is undone. The research surveyed in
this chapter illustrates Risman’s critique. Gender
scholars often limit an analysis to how individ-
uals balance the demands of hegemonic mas-
culinities and femininities or create new
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masculinities and femininities within gender
hegemony. For instance, Sheff’s (2006) work on
poly-hegemonic masculinities does exactly this.
Rather than providing an analysis of how men in
poly relationships resist gender binaries by
refusing hegemonic masculinities, Sheff offers
that these men adopt a different kind of mas-
culinity in their families. An alternative way to
interpret these men’s behaviors is to see them as
challenging or resisting socially prescriptive
gender norms in the interest of loosening the
constraints of gender hegemony. Pfeffer (2010,
2012, 2014) and Ward (2010) begin to move us
in this direction through analysis of cis women
and their transmen partners. Demantas and
Myers (2015) approach gender as structure and
find that institutional level changes impact men’s
involvement in the paid labor force resulting in
more gender flexibility towards domestic work.
Careful analysis of these studies offers an
understanding of the limitations of resisting
gender and thus aid us in advancing theory.

Most of the research surveyed in this chapter
has relied upon a racially homogenous sample of
either predominantly white respondents or
respondents of one racial minority group. In
addition, class diversity is lacking in these sam-
ples. These studies adopt multiple intersectional
methodological approaches to gender (non) con-
formity in the family. For instance, Davis et al.’s
(2016) research exemplifies McCall (2005) anti-
categorical approach in that it points to the social
construction of sex and the nuanced ways that
medical professionals give sex to transgender and
intersex bodies based on their preconceived
notions of gender. Moore’s (2011), Acosta’s
(2013, 2016), and Chou’s (2012) work are all
examples of Collins’ (2000) approach to inter-
sectionality—centering on one racial or ethnic
minority group and exploring their intersecting
oppressions. Research adopting McCall’s inter-
categorical approach is not well represented in
the scholarship. This approach requires a sys-
tematic comparison of groups in terms of gender,
class, race, ethnicity or other social dimensions.
While McCall advocates this approach lends
itself to quantitative analysis, we also see its
potential for qualitative research. For instance,

despite a small sample size, Kane’s (2006, 2012)
work makes comparisons across social groups
and effectively illustrates the differences between
mothers’ and fathers’ gendering practices as well
as the differences in their gendering of sons
versus daughters. These comparisons in our view
contribute to intersectionality’s complexity.
Some critiques of McCall’s categorical approach
argue that it reappropriates a theoretical per-
spective aimed at centering black women’s voi-
ces, rendering them invisible (Alexander-Floyd,
2012). Still, we believe there is ample room
within intellectual discourse for multiple
approaches to intersectionality to exist and enrich
gender studies scholarship (Choo & Ferree,
2010). Nonetheless, scholars building on inter-
sectionality ought to acknowledge and reflect
upon its theoretical origins as a theory for voic-
ing black marginality in meaningful ways.

The research surveyed in this chapter makes
an invaluable contribution to the study of gender
(non) conformity and the family. It builds upon
interactional and structural theoretical approa-
ches to explore the family’s role in reifying
gender binaries through outward appearances
and behaviors. These studies deepen our under-
standing of gender hegemony through illustrative
findings of the limitations to resisting gender
conformity and the impact that gender constraints
have on our familial roles. In the future, this area
can benefit from research that accepts Risman’s
(2009) invitation for more scholars to adopt a
lens of undoing gender so that we can go beyond
naming gender as an achievement when it is
observed. Furthermore, research that is method-
ologically informed by McCall’s (2005) inter-
categorical approach to intersectionality will
allow for a better understanding of gender
inequality. Perhaps unlike McCall, we do not see
the intercategorical approach to intersectionality
as a model primarily informed by large data
comparisons. These comparisons can also be
achieved with qualitative methods (albeit more
rare). The absence of this work limits the com-
parisons researchers can draw and ultimately the
strength with which we can claim racialized
gender differences. Lastly, scholars have been
slow to develop a nuanced understanding of the
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cultural differences that inform socially pre-
scriptive gendered practices. Espiritu (2001,
2008), Acosta (2013, 2016) and others contribute
to this goal, a more expansive analysis of these
differences awaits theorizing.
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27The Gendered Division of Household
Labor

Oriel Sullivan

Abstract
In this chapter I first define, and then examine
the origins of research into, the gendered
division of household labor and care. I outline
the main theoretical approaches, finishing with
the development of multi-level theoretical
frameworks that connect the institutional and
interactional levels of the gendered construc-
tion of labor and care. I follow the logic of
these models to describe current configura-
tions and trends. I focus on the factors
identified by successive decade reviews as
being the most important influences on the
gendered division of household labor and
care, and describe spousal resources and
educational level as examples of
individual-level influences. I then discuss
cross-national trends in relation to
institutional-level policy contexts, comparing
evidence for and against the idea of a recent
‘stall’ in progress towards gender equality.
I conclude by arguing that it is important to
recognize the processes of progressive change
that are at work, in order to continue to press

for movement in the direction of greater
equality. I outline the most significant barriers
that need addressing, emphasizing in particu-
lar the persistency of traditional masculinities,
and policy directions that fail to address the
need for a better work-life balance for both
women and men.

1 The Gendered Division
of Household Labor

The division of household labor refers to the
division of unpaid household tasks between
household or family members. In recognition of
the importance of distinguishing between
housework and care, gender and family scholars
prefer to refer to the division of household labor
and care. This division of labor and care within
the domestic sphere forms part of and is related
to the wider division of labor, which describes
the division of paid and family work and care
between household members. It is a key area of
research for scholars of gender and family within
the disciplines of sociology, economics and
psychology. In this first section I address the
motivation for, and origins of, research into the
division of household labor and care. What is it
that makes the study of housework and care
interesting?
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2 The Origins of Research
in the Division of Household
Labor

As Davis and Greenstein have recently asked in
the title of their Editor’s Introduction to a special
issue of the Journal of Family Theory and
Review: Why study housework? (Davis &
Greenstein, 2013). The research which first
identified housework—traditionally the preserve
of women—as a topic of sociological inquiry
described its essentially boring, repetitive and
isolated nature (e.g. Oakley, 1974). The tradi-
tionally feminine-associated, mundane, tasks of
routine housework (i.e. cleaning, clothes care and
daily cooking) are things that people do not
enjoy, and are unwilling to do. Because of its
generally negative perception, the performance
of housework by women and men within couples
has long been regarded in the sociological liter-
ature as an important indicator of marital power;
a research tradition dating back to the work of
Blood and Wolfe (1960). Put simply, those with
less power in the household (however that power
is defined) do more housework.

There is strong evidence that the subjective
experience of housework and child care is very
different. Child care falls into a different category
of experience which, at least in some of its
aspects, is perceived as enjoyable and rewarding.
The importance of the child care provided by
parents has been the subject of intense interest in
relation to child development and outcomes.
Time investments in caring for children have
been shown to positively affect child outcomes.
Through their daily activities and interactions
with children, mothers and fathers directly affect
children’s psychological wellbeing and cognitive
development (Lamb, 2010).

The origins of research into the division of
household labor and care can be traced to the
second wave of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s.
Up to the 1960s there had been little interest in the
domestic division of labor within the household,
with previous economically-based research
treating the traditional normative household as a
‘black box’. This box was perceived as rationally
organized such that the partner with the highest

potential earnings (assumed to be the husband)
went ‘out to work’, supporting his family eco-
nomically, while the wife stayed home and cared
for the family. Early feminist research interro-
gated that ‘black box’, revealing the hidden bur-
den of unpaid ‘women’s work’ within the home.
As women began to enter the labor force in
increasingly larger numbers, the focus was on
trying to understand the reasons for the continu-
ing unequal gender distribution of unpaid work
despite the fact that women were doing more paid
work (e.g. Berk, 1985; Blood & Wolfe, 1960;
Oakley, 1974). The research of Arlie Hochschild
—involving the observation of family members
as they went about their day-to-day activities—
epitomized the feminist project of delving inside
the household black box. In The Second Shift,
published in 1989, Hochshild and Machung
described a process whereby women had entered
the ‘first shift’ of the workforce, but noted that
this had resulted in surprisingly meager change in
who did the domestic ‘second shift’ (Hochschild
& Machung, 1989).

Perhaps because of the origins of this body of
research in the attempt to problematize existing
economically-based models of the household
division of labor, the focus of most empirical
analysis has been on (predominantly white)
heterosexual couples. However, the same issues
clearly apply in relation to couples of different
sexuality and race/ethnicity, as I refer to in the
section below on current configurations and
trends. The relatively few analyses that include
different marital statuses and household structures
(for examples see Baxter, Hewitt, & Western,
2005;Gershuny&Sullivan, 2014; South&Spitze,
1994) show that the gendered nature of housework
and care extends across all such statuses and
structures: married women do more housework
thanwomen in all other household structureswhile
married men do less; single parents do more
unpaid domestic work and care than childless
singles; single mothers do more unpaid domestic
work and care than single fathers; and adolescent
girls do more housework than adolescent boys.

The growing awareness of the contribution of
unpaid domestic work to national economies has
meant that the valuation of unpaid work and care
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within the home is now increasingly being
incorporated into national accounting. The value
of all non-market household labor and care in the
US in 2010 was recently independently estimated
at over five thousand billion dollars, which
would lead to a 44% upwards estimate of con-
ventional GDP (Suh & Folbre, 2016). Indeed,
feminist Marxists have argued that capitalism is
predicated on this reservoir of unrecognized
reproductive labor.

3 History and Assessment of Main
Theories

The main emphasis of research in this area for
most of the period up to the first decade of the
21st Century was on trying to understand what
goes on inside the home and why the distribution
of housework among heterosexual couples
remained so unequal. Various theoretical per-
spectives received support as possible explana-
tions for the continuing gender gap in housework
and care—most notably, from an economic per-
spective, economic dependency (economic
exchange) and economic bargaining, and from
the feminist perspective, marital bargaining and
gender display.

Economic models of household production
were predicated on rates of market income, while
the value of unpaid labor was estimated as a
‘shadow wage’ calculated according to how
much it would cost to employ someone else to do
it. Under the assumption of economic rationality,
a person whose earning power was worth more
than the shadow wage would substitute their
unpaid labor for market work. The simple trade
theorem that lies at the heart of Becker’s (1981)
Treatise on the Family holds that both members
of a couple may stand to gain by distributing
more paid work to the partner with the higher
marginal wage, and more unpaid work to the
other. This logic formed the basis for
economically-based explanations of the division
of household labor.

A major contribution of feminist inquiry has
been to show that models of economic rationality
are not effective for understanding what goes on

inside households, and that gender has to be
taken into account in any analysis of the
domestic division of unpaid work and care. From
an early point in the debate, the marital power
framework proposed by Blood and Wolfe com-
bined a theory of power based on individual
resources (that were instantiated in bargaining
between spouses) with a gender lens which is
sensitive to the fact that, in a situation where both
institutional and interactive contingencies accord
more resources to men than to women, domestic
gender power is structurally unequal (e.g., Blood
& Wolfe, 1960; Marx Ferree, 1990). This
framework provided a more gender-sensitive
approach to the understanding of marital bar-
gaining than economic bargaining theory, which
accorded primacy to the role of paid employ-
ment. In contrast, within the marital power
framework, bargaining within couples is con-
ceived of as concerning decisions about paid and
unpaid labor made simultaneously. The outcome
of this bargaining process reflects both contin-
gent circumstances (e.g., the birth of a child), and
the deployment by each spouse of a range of
embodied resources (not simply market income)
in the process of bargaining over both paid and
unpaid work. Nevertheless, in its empirical
application in quantitative research, sociological
accounts of marital bargaining have also tended
to emphasize the primacy of paid employment
(market income) in determining who gets to do
the household unpaid labor and care.

The doing gender perspective—also focused
on marital interaction and negotiation—provided
a radical alternative to this approach. The idea of
doing gender derives from the concept of ‘gender
display’, as originally described by Goffman. It
focuses on the processes by which gender is
continuously being constructed and negotiated in
interaction and behavior, proposing that gender is
itself the product and accomplishment of social
doings and interactions; a “routine accomplish-
ment embedded in everyday interaction” (West
& Zimmerman, 1987, 125). Interaction with a
partner in a heterosexual relationship can be seen
as one of the most significant locations for this
enactment of gender, and the routine perfor-
mance of housework is regarded as a key
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indicator of such enactment. Housework is
identified as a site for the interactive performance
of gender according to the expected norms of
femininity or masculinity. Women do gender by
performing the bulk of feminine-defined tasks
such as routine housework, while men do gender
by doing none or very little of it. In this sense,
doing the housework may be regarded, in the
words of Butler, as a “performative act” of gen-
der (Butler, 2006). We can find support for both
the marital bargaining and doing gender frame-
works in the existing literature on the division of
household labor and care (see below), and they
are not necessarily opposing; rather, they can
both represent specific contingencies of interac-
tion in the domestic sphere.

3.1 Multi-level Theoretical Models

The above theoretical perspectives dominated
empirical work on the household division of
labor for a couple of decades from the 1970s
through to the first decade of the 21st Century,
generating a large and influential body of litera-
ture. As the theoretical lens of this literature was
on what went on inside the household, empirical
research predominantly focused on the individual
characteristics of, and the negotiations occurring
between, spouses. However, during the latter part
of the 20th Century feminist scholars were also
starting to explore the connections between
wider-level institutional policy contexts and
gendered configurations of the division of labor.
Their aim was to provide a more gender-sensitive
analysis of the configurations of national welfare
policies than that provided by Esping-Andersen’s
germinal work The Three Worlds of Welfare
Capitalism (1999).

This shift in emphasis in research to incor-
porate both individual and national level vari-
ables occurred hand-in-hand with the
development over the 1990s and 2000s of new
multi-level theoretical frameworks of gender—
there were several examples appearing during
this period of models attempting to address the
interwoven relationships between the levels of
structure and action in relation to gender.

Connell’s concept of ‘configurations of gender
practice’ (Connell, 2000) builds on the doing
gender perspective (West & Zimmerman, 1987),
conceiving of masculinity and femininity as
dynamic processes that have the ability to
transform gender structures. A major contribu-
tion to this theoretical development appeared
with Risman’s analysis of the gender structure. In
the construction of her gender structure model,
Risman focuses on three interpenetrating
dimensions: the individual level of gendered
identities, gendered cultural meanings and
expectations as played out in interaction, and
gender-specific institutional constraints and
opportunities (Risman, 1998, 2004). The con-
ception of gender as structure enables an
approach linking individual factors (including
gender ideologies and resource-linked
socio-economic and demographic characteris-
tics) through interaction to the wider institutional
(social-structural, policy and discursive) sphere.

Various applications of such multi-level the-
oretical frameworks have been made in relation
to the household division of labor and care.
Sullivan’s (2006) model of ‘embedded interac-
tion’ in the production of the division of house-
hold labor and care describes a recursive process
occurring across the levels of (1) individual
spousal resources and gender consciousness,
(2) marital interaction and negotiation, and
(3) the wider discursive sphere (national policies
and normative ideologies of gender). Building
upon this, and on Gershuny, Bittman, and Brice’s
(2005) concept of ‘lagged adaptation’, Sullivan,
Gershuny and Robinson (2018) have proposed a
multilevel theoretical model that they refer to as
‘lagged generational change’. The new element
is the introduction of a longitudinal dimension,
with an explicit focus on how the recursive
influences of micro and macro-level play out
across generations. If we start at the micro-level,
a girl’s initial gender socialization in her house-
hold of origin in, say the 1970s, occurs in a
context in which her parents’ domestic practices
can be expected on the average to reflect a pre-
vious generation’s gendered expectations. These
are already out of step with current real condi-
tions because, for example, of the slow and
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imperfect communication of policy changes, as
well as her parents’ socialization within ideolo-
gies and conventions inherited from their par-
ents. The educational and employment
opportunities for girls in most societies over the
latter part of the twentieth century were signifi-
cantly greater than those available to their
mothers—although their brothers’ options were,
in most cases, not very different from those of
their fathers. Therefore, if and when she forms a
heterosexual partnership, her paid employment,
combined with their inherited expectations of
differential gendered responsibilities and expec-
tations, leads to an unfair accumulation of paid
and unpaid work on her shoulders. She experi-
ences these as various specific sorts of disad-
vantages in the form of reduced life chances in
relation to leisure time, restricted choice among
family formation options, and restrictions on
career development.

At the same time, she is involved in social
interactions, negotiations and conflict relating to
these issues of work-life balance, particularly
with peers and her spouse. As a result of these
interactional processes there is a slow build-up of
pressure for new forms of regulation (e.g. statu-
tory parental and, more recently, paternal, leave
provisions); changes in tax and benefit systems
(e.g. allowances for childcare costs); and new
public service provision (e.g. improvements in
the availability of both public and
employment-located childcare services). So the
influence that macro-level norms and regulatory
systems have on individual-level socialization
and interaction is recursively linked to the
influence that marital and peer interaction has on
the public discourse. And in both directions we
would expect to observe a substantial time lag. In
the latter case, there is a delay while changes in
individual-level gender ideologies and strategies
diffuse into the public discourse. In the former
case, there is delay while changes in regulatory
systems or normative ideologies diffuse in
interaction, and while the implications of these
changes are articulated in changed individual
behavior. This model enables a conceptualization
of the slow processes of change influencing the
gender division of household labor and care over

the past half-century, in which delays (stalling?
—see below) are built into the system.

4 Current Configurations
and Trends: Individual Level
Factors

In the next sections I turn to describing some of
the current configurations and trends in the
division of household labor and care. This
requires sifting a vast volume of literature, and,
inevitably, I have had to be selective. As an
organizing principle, I have chosen to describe
these configurations and trends in relation to
factors identified as being the most influential in
the production of household labor and care in
successive influential decade reviews of the
topic. Following the logic of the multi-level
theoretical models described above, I have sep-
arated these factors into individual-level influ-
ences (focusing on spousal resources such as
educational attainment) and institutional-level
influences (welfare and social policy). Through-
out, of course, the dimension of gender
cross-cuts these influences.

A succession of decade reviews (Coltrane,
2000 for the 1990s; Bianchi, Sayer, Milkie, &
Robinson, 2012; Lachance-Grzela & Bouchard,
2010, for the 2000s) have outlined the main fea-
tures and trends in the division of household labor
and care in Western countries. Despite equality in
educational access and in legal requirements for
equality of treatment in the workplace, women
still take a primary role in household labor and
care, while men are doing somewhat more over
time, although primarily in respect of child care
and the masculine-defined non-routine household
tasks such as shopping and home maintenance
(Gershuny, 2000; Kan, Sullivan & Gershuny,
2011). With considerable consistency the most
important individual-level influences on the per-
formance of household labor and care have been
identified as: (1) Absolute and relative market
incomes of spouses (in general, the higher the
absolute and relative income of one partner, the
less housework they do); (2) Educational level (in
general, the higher the level of women’s education
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the less housework they do, while the opposite is
true for men. On the other hand there is a strong
positive relationship between child care and edu-
cational level for both men and women); and
(3) Gender ideology/attitudes (although there is a
confounding effect with education, on average the
greater an individual’s belief that men and women
should share career and family responsibilities
equally, the more equal is their division of
domestic labor and care, even when educational
level is taken into account).

Because of the overwhelming focus of the
early literature in this area on white heterosexual
couples, differences in relation to race and sex-
uality have been far less studied. However, there
is by now a growing volume of literature on
differences in relation to the performance of
various household work and care tasks by
race/ethnicity and sexuality. For example, Cabr-
era, Hofferth, and Chae (2011) found that, after
controlling for other variables, African American
and Latino fathers had higher levels of engage-
ment in caregiving and physical play activities
with their children than White fathers. Likewise,
although women in the UK whose ethnic origin
was Indian or Pakistani had the highest share of
housework when controlling for other factors,
and spent significantly more time on housework
than white British women, it isn’t necessarily
white British couples who are most egalitarian:
Indian men and men from East Asian countries
spent more hours on housework than their white
British counterparts (Kan & Laurie, 2016). In
relation to sexuality, the general findings seem to
show that same-sex couples share child care and
housework more equally than heterosexual cou-
ples (Goldberg, Smith, & Perry-Jenkins, 2012),
and that, within same-sex couples, lesbian cou-
ples share more tasks equally (Kurdek, 2007). As
Goldberg (2013) notes what is still very rare is
research on how these differences have changed
over time.

At the institutional level national policy con-
text is highly influential (national contexts in
which female empowerment is greater and in
which political structures and policies advocate
gender equity tend to show more egalitarian
allocations of household labor and care).

Below, I describe the main findings of two of
the most influential bodies of literature that have
addressed the relationship between
individual-level influences and the division of
household labor/care. The first of these relates to
the debate between the relative importance of
spousal resources and doing gender in the per-
formance of housework. The second focuses on
the relationship between educational level and
child care. I then turn to the literature that has
addressed the institutional level of national pol-
icy contexts.

4.1 Spousal Economic Resources
Versus Doing Gender
in the Performance
of Housework

Over the past two decades a large and influential
body of research has investigated the influence of
spousal economic resources on the division of
household labor and care within heterosexual
couples. One aim has been to test the idea of
economic bargaining against gender-based
explanations. Earlier papers using quantitative
methodologies suggested that there was a strong
linear dependence between relative earned
incomes (the usual measure of relative spousal
economic resources) and the division of house-
work within couples, supporting the suppositions
of economic bargaining theory. In general, the
higher the earned income of a member of the
couple relative to their spouse, the less house-
work they performed. However, qualitative
research conducted in Britain and the USA dur-
ing the 1980s had already begun to document
behaviors among men that would later be iden-
tified as gender display. The British studies were
conducted among groups of working class cou-
ples, with a specific focus on communities where
the recent dramatic decline of traditional sources
of employment for men (e.g. coal-mining; steel
working) meant that large numbers had lost their
jobs, losing along with it their normative role of
family breadwinner (Morris, 1985). Morris’s
conclusions indicated that male redundancy did
not in general lead to any renegotiation of the
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domestic division of labor. Men in this situation,
having been deprived through unemployment
both of their identity in the public sphere and of
their normative position within the domestic
sphere, emphasized their normative role at home
through not contributing much to the household
chores.

At around the same period, Hochschild and
Machung (1989) reported similar findings from
their qualitative study of 50 dual-earner couples
in the US. They found differences in the sharing
of housework between couples where the hus-
bands earned less than their wives, none of
whom shared the housework, and those where
the husbands earned the same as or more than
their wives, among whom between one-fifth to
one-third shared housework.

Following these earlier qualitative studies,
Brines’s (1994) paper, and a follow-up by
Greenstein (2000), firmly established the ‘gender
display’ thesis in the quantitative literature on the
division of household labor. These studies, based
on large-scale national data from the USA, pro-
vided support for the idea that both men and
women in situations which deviated from the
traditional norms of gender reacted by empha-
sizing their normative identities through (1) con-
tributing less to housework (in the case of men
who were economically dependent), or, (2) the
over-accomplishment of housework (in the case
of breadwinner wives). Bittman, England,
Folbre, Sayer, and Matheson (2003) termed
this particular manifestation of gender display
‘gender deviance neutralization’. These findings
seemed to underline the importance of gender as
a mediator of economic bargaining theory, and
provided one possible answer to the question
why it appeared that men were failing to “take up
the slack” in the routine performance of house-
work in a period when women were increasingly
entering the primary labor force.

Quantitative studies thereafter did not pro-
duced a unanimous verdict on the question of
gender deviance neutralization. Further support
for the effect in the US and Australia appeared in
Bittman et al. (2003), but it was not found in
Sweden (Evertsson & Nermo, 2004, 2007).
Gupta (2007) and Gupta and Ash (2008)

reassessed the basis of the economic dependency
and gender deviance neutralization perspectives,
arguing that it is crucial to take into account
women’s absolute incomes, and that previous
findings in relation to relative earnings and rel-
ative share of housework can be more simply
explained in terms of a relationship between
women’s absolute earnings and their housework
hours. They concluded that an alternative model
—the women’s autonomy perspective—fits the
evidence better than either the economic depen-
dency or the gender deviance neutralization
models. Using a longitudinal approach, Kille-
wald and Gough (2010) also found no relation-
ship between relative earnings and women’s
housework. They demonstrated a non-linear
association between women’s absolute earnings
and housework, arguing that previous findings
suggestive of gender deviance neutralization
could be accounted for by the misspecification of
analytic models.

Almost all the papers referred to above used
earned income (or functions of it) as their pri-
mary independent variable. However, as I have
argued, this has the effect of reducing the more
nuanced concept of marital bargaining derived
from Blood and Wolfe’s work on marital power
to a more simplistic economic formula that
ignores other resources and sources of power
within households. It has the effect, for example,
of assigning a rating of zero bargaining power to
all those without an earned income. Some
authors have also included measures of relative
spousal education and occupational status (e.g.
Davis & Greenstein, 2004; Evertsson & Nermo,
2007). With the intention of taking account of a
wider range of economically salient resource
measures, Sullivan and Gershuny (2016) used
panel data to calculate a lifetime measure of
human capital from the accumulation of educa-
tional achievement, skills, employment and
occupation over the life course. This measure of
resources allows the inclusion of those who had
no current market earnings, and represents more
realistically the bargaining power of those who
had current earnings below the level that their
human capital would indicate (for example, those
who have taken on less skilled employment
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because of the need to care for children). Using
panel data and a fixed effects model, the key
finding was that husbands in couples with the
most extreme relative human capital distribution
in favor of the woman contribute very substan-
tially to housework. Findings support marital
bargaining theory, and there is no evidence for
gender deviance neutralization. Indeed, since in
such couples wives also do much less housework
than others, the division of housework time
approaches equity.

4.2 Educational Attainment
and Child Care

Educational level has been consistently identified
as one of the most significant factors affecting the
performance of household labor and care (Col-
trane, 2000). Although there are conceptual dif-
ficulties with the interpretation of educational
level as a variable, in the literature its effect has
mainly been perceived in terms of differing val-
ues and ideologies. These values have been
shown to play a significant role in the perfor-
mance of household labor and care, independent
of other socio-economic factors such as class.
One of the most important elements that Risman
found to facilitate change in the gender structure
was an ‘egalitarian philosophy’ among couples
(Risman, 2004), and there is on average a greater
commitment to egalitarianism expressed by those
with higher levels of education. Findings from
attitude surveys show that stronger support for
various aspects of gender equality are usually
distinguishable first among younger and more
highly educated groups, before gaining wider
acceptance.

For women, the relationship between educa-
tional attainment and employment also plays a
critical role in the theoretical link between
household labor/care and educational level. Both
the economic bargaining model (where the
higher her level of education, the more advan-
taged her position in the primary labor market
and the greater power she commands in the

household) and the ‘morale’ model (where
greater potential and actual earning power is
associated with lower levels of satisfaction
derived from the performance of household
labor) have been influential.

The main findings from the research literature
have been, firstly, that the higher a man’s level of
educational attainment, the more household labor
and care he is likely to contribute, both in
absolute terms and relative to his female partner.
On the other hand, more highly educated women
tend to do less housework than women with
lower levels of educational attainment, but (like
men) they do more child care. Where a women’s
educational attainment is higher than that of her
male partner the division of domestic labor is
likely to be most equal. In a study examining
30-year changes in the division of household
labor and child care among dual earner parents in
the US and Britain, Sullivan (2010) showed that
in both countries men with lower levels of edu-
cational attainment increased their contributions
to housework over the period 1960s to the 2000s
to equal the contribution of college-educated
men. This suggests a ‘catching up’ effect among
men with lower levels of educational attainment.
In the case of men’s child care, however, the
education gap in paternal time investment
widened over the same period (see also Altintas,
2016; Ramey & Ramey, 2010). For women there
was a consistent pattern in which more highly
educated women did proportionately less
housework over time than their counterparts with
lower levels of educational attainment, while the
rising trend in child care time was somewhat less
differentiated according to education.

Because of the interest in the contributions of
parents to their children’s developmental out-
comes, the main focus of research in relation to
educational level has been the relationship with
rising child care investments. Cross-nationally,
there have been increases in child care time for
both mothers and fathers across countries with
different family policies and regulations on
childminding (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie,
2006; Gershuny, 2000; Robinson & Godbey,
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1999; Sayer, Gauthier & Furstenberg, 2004). It
has been argued that these increases are in line
with changes in the meaning and nature of
childcare, involving a growing emphasis on more
caring fathering practices and participation in
child-related activities, in particular among the
more highly educated middle classes. Bianchi
et al. (2006) suggest that parents seek ways to
maximize time with their children by including
children in their own leisure time. The increase in
‘recreative’ childcare is particularly relevant to
more highly educated parents who may seek to
expose children to activities and programs
designed to prepare them for college or better
working opportunities. By investing in such
‘developmental’ behaviors, more highly edu-
cated parents promote processes of capital for-
mation among their children and further reinforce
existing differentials in human and cultural cap-
ital (Lareau, 2003).

While both women and men show increases in
the time they spend in child care, it is those
shown by men that have perhaps received the
most attention. Father care has been the focus of
a huge amount of both academic and popular
interest. The past decades have witnessed a clear
across-the-board increase in father care time in
those industrialized countries for which we have
time use data series (e.g. Gauthier, Smeeding, &
Furstenberg, 2004; Gershuny, 2000; Sandberg &
Hofferth, 2005; Sayer, Bianchi, & Robinson,
2004). However, these overall trends conceal
significant heterogeneity according to men’s
educational level, as I have described. The
overwhelming conclusion from this literature is
that fathers with higher levels of educational
attainment engage in more child care (and, par-
ticularly, in developmental and recreative, as
opposed to purely physical, child care).

5 Current Configurations
and Trends: The Cross-National
Policy Context

In this section I turn to the institutional level.
A large body of research has been devoted to
investigating the effect of differing policy

contexts on household labor and care (for general
recent references see Esping-Andersen, 2009;
Kamerman & Moss, 2009; O’Brien, 2009;
Orloff, 2009). This literature provides significant
evidence of the important constraining effects of
institutional settings such as employment and
welfare policies on individual decisions regard-
ing the allocation of time and family organiza-
tion, with targeted policies relating to parental
leave and flexible working arrangements leading
to a more gender-equal division (Treas & Drob-
nic, 2010). For example, recent comparative
research has documented the importance of rel-
evant policies, ideological and institutional
structures for: decisions regarding time spent in
paid and unpaid work (Hook, 2010; Knudsen &
Waerness, 2007; Pettit & Hook, 2005; van der
Lippe & van Djik, 2001); the domestic division
of labor (Cooke & Baxter, 2010; Davis &
Greenstein, 2004; Fuwa & Cohen, 2007; Geist,
2005); and men’s unpaid work and care (Craig &
Mullan, 2010; Hook, 2010; Smith & Williams,
2007). Overall, this body of research has clearly
supported the idea that institutional settings
governing welfare policies and provisions were
highly influential in affecting the individual-level
factors determining the gender division of
housework and care.

But in addition, policy contexts in which
female empowerment is greater and in which
political structures advocate gender equity tend
to favor egalitarian allocations of household
labor. Altintas and Sullivan (2017) show, in
support of previous research, that fathers of
children aged under 5 in Nordic countries, where
the state takes an active role in increasing the
labor force participation of both men and women
according to a dual-earner family model, con-
tributed substantially more overall to household
labor and care than those in southern Mediter-
ranean and central European countries, in which
policy has been based on a traditional
male-breadwinner/female homemaker family
model. However, taking longer-term trends into
account, while fathers’ contributions started at
low levels in southern Mediterranean countries,
they showed strong increases in core house-
work time, particularly relative to fathers from
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Anglophone countries (Canada, Australia and the
USA). This lends some support to the idea of a
social diffusion effect over the past few decades,
in which less- traditional gender attitudes
and behavior have been diffusing more rapidly
in more gender-traditional societies (see Esping-
Andersen & Billari, 2015). Fathers in central
European countries, although starting from high
levels in the 1960 and 1970s, made the least
change over time. They showed very low time
investments and only a modest increase in
involvement over time. Fathers in Anglophone
countries displayed an interesting polarization;
relatively few were involved in child care (to the
extent of spending an average of 15 min per day
in primary child care), but those who were
involved were, by the first decade of 21st Cen-
tury, spending by far the longest time in child-
care, and equaling Nordic fathers in core
housework time. It appears that there was an
increasing polarization over time between those
fathers who were involved, and those who wer-
en’t. Fathers who were involved seemed to be
becoming more involved over time (i.e. spending
more time in housework and, particularly,
childcare).

6 Convergence or Not?: The Idea
of the Stalled Gender Revolution

The analysis of international trends in the divi-
sion of household labor and care was facilitated
in the first decade of the twenty-first century by
the further development of cross-time and
cross-national series of time use data.
High-profile research appearing in the US
showed a widespread decrease in women’s
housework, with some corresponding, although
much smaller, increases in men’s housework,
and a rather larger increase in men’s child care
time (Bianchi et al., 2006; Sandberg & Hofferth,
2005; Sayer, 2005). Cross-national data showed
that the same trends were also evident across
Europe, Canada, and Australia (Gauthier et al.,
2004). It became clear that a widespread process
of stuttering progress towards gender conver-
gence was occurring across many countries—

men’s contributions to housework were slowly
increasing, while women’s were dramatically
decreasing, and both mothers and fathers were
increasing their child care time.

Despite these general cross-national trends in
the direction of greater equality in the division of
household labor and care, much attention
recently in the United States has focused on
whether the gender transformation of paid and
unpaid labor in society has hit a wall, or at least
stalled. New York Times articles by family his-
torian Coontz (2013) and sociologist Cohen
(2014), among others, have drawn widespread
attention to this stalled view of the US movement
toward gender equality. While women have
made wide gains in the public sphere of
employment over the past half century, on many
fronts the progress made in gender equality
appeared to slow in the late 1990s and early
2000s. Stalling has been identified in the areas of
women’s employment, gender segregation of
school subjects, attitudes towards gender equality
and the division of unpaid labor (e.g. Cotter,
Hermsen, & Vanneman, 2011; England, 2010).

Some of the evidence on which the idea for
the stalling of the gender revolution has been
based relates to time use data from the late 1990s
and 2000s in the US and the UK: various trends
in the direction of greater gender equality
showed a levelling off during this period. How-
ever, there are also indications in the wider
cross-national picture of a slowing in the trend
towards gender convergence in household labor
and care. In illustration, Fig. 1 shows interna-
tional trends in housework time (minutes per
day) for women (in green, at the top of the figure)
and men (in blue, at the bottom of the figure)
from the 1960s through to the 2000s (Altintas &
Sullivan, 2016). Two fitted lines are shown: a
standard OLS linear regression line, and a
LOESS curve based on a weighted regression
algorithm not constrained to a linear form.

Figure 1 illustrates the main points: over a
50-year period steep declines in the time that
mothers spend in housework has been the major
factor in gender convergence. Over the same
period father’s average housework time has
increased, but much less so than the decrease for
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women, so that by the end of the first decade of
the 21st Century the gender gap in the perfor-
mance of housework was still significant. There
is substantial cross-national variation evident in
the trends for women, and much less so for men.
This variation among women is interpretable in
relation to existing public policy regimes
typologies, reflecting differences in gender ide-
ologies and practice (Esping-Andersen, 2009).

For men, there is little difference between the
two fitted regression lines. In contrast, for
women the LOESS curve (dotted line) dips in the
middle of the period, then straightens out some-
what towards the end. This indicates that
cross-nationally there was a period of steeper
decline in women’s housework time, lasting up
to about 1990, followed by a flattening out of the
curve. This flattening lends support at the
cross-national level to the idea of a stalling in the
process of gender convergence, a stalling that is
primarily created by a leveling off of women’s

housework time, without much increase for men.
Delving deeper, and using multivariate analysis,
it was possible to differentiate 2 broad groups of
countries in relation to the apparent levelling off
in women’s housework time. Those countries
where the gender division of housework was
more unequal at the start of the period show steep
declines in that inequality in the later part of the
period. However, trends for those countries
where the gender division of housework was
more equal at the start of the period tended to be
more curvilinear in shape; steeper in the earlier
part of the period, and flattening off gradually
towards the later part. This slowing in trajectory
occurs approximately from the late 1980s. This
feature is characteristic of Anglophone countries,
and some northern European countries such as
Finland and the Netherlands. The slowing in
convergence is particularly clear in the case of
the USA, where the trend towards gender con-
vergence dipped to its most equal in the late

Fig. 1 Average minutes in core housework: women and men 1961–2011 (MTUS data) Source Altintas & Sullivan
(2016)
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1990s before increasing again in the direction of
greater inequality.1

For child care at the cross-national level the
picture is quite different (not shown), with a
rising trend in child care time evident for both
mothers and fathers of children aged under 5
(although country variance is greater than in the
case of housework). Two contrasting features for
mothers and fathers are of specific note.
Although the time mothers spend in child care is
higher throughout the week than that of fathers,
in several countries there is a steeper average
increase in the time that fathers spent in child
care at weekends than is the case for mothers,
particularly during the later part of the period.
For mothers, in contrast, there was a greater
increase in child care time during weekdays than
at weekends. We observe here a form of
time-conditioned gender convergence, which
seems to be happening more at weekends, rather
than during the week.

In summary, there is some evidence for a stall,
or levelling off, of the trend towards gender
convergence in household labor and care in
certain countries where the process of gender
convergence is more advanced. To set against
this, there is an argument that progress towards
gender equality should always be regarded as a
long-term, uneven, process, and we should not
necessarily expect to see large changes in the
space of only a few decades. Huge changes in
women’s opportunities have occurred over sev-
eral generations, but at the same time any
long-term process of change is subject to
set-backs that are the result of historical contin-
gencies (Ridgeway, 2011). It is evident, for
example, that currently neither the institutional
context surrounding work-place opportunities to
combine employment with family responsibili-
ties, nor normative stereotypes of masculinity,
have adapted sufficiently to women’s long-term

increasing engagement in the labor force—an
issue that I address in the concluding section
below.

7 Conclusions and Reflections
on Future Research

The slow-down in the rate of gender convergence
that we have seen supports the idea that there
may be limits to which equality in housework
can be achieved under particular constraints of
social policy, workplace management culture and
gender ideology. However, as argued by Bianchi
et al. (2012), this slow-down doesn’t necessarily
imply an absolute ceiling effect. In Nordic
countries, where social policy and gender ideol-
ogy are more conducive to gender equality, it
seems that the move in the direction of gender
equality continues—although perhaps at a slower
pace (e.g. Evertsson, 2014). Moreover, there is
evidence for increases in more gender egalitarian
attitudes across European and Anglophone
countries (e.g. Braun & Scott, 2009; Pampel,
2011); for a shift away from rigid gender spe-
cialization toward more flexible, egalitarian
partnerships (Schwartz & Han, 2014); and the
suggestion of a catch-up effect in the contribu-
tions of fathers to domestic work and childcare in
the very low-fertility countries of the southern
Mediterranean (Sullivan, Billari & Altintas,
2014—see also Geist & Cohen, 2011). From the
‘glass half full’ perspective it may be argued that
despite short-term stalls, slowdowns, and even
reverses, as well as important differences in
policy contexts, the overall picture is of a
continuing move towards greater gender equality
in the performance of housework (see also
Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2015).

In contrast to the idea of revolution, connoting
a rapid and dramatic moment of change, I have
argued for a different metaphor; a slow dripping

1While this recent movement in the US in the direction of
greater inequality has been referred to as evidence for a
stall in gender convergence, we would note that several
sources over the past decade have questioned the results
of the US time use data from the 1980s and 1990s—see,
for example, Allard et al. (2007), Bianchi et al. (2012),
Egerton et al. (2005).
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of change, perhaps with consequences that are
barely noticeable from year to year, but that in
the end is persistent enough to lead to the dis-
solution of existing structures (Sullivan, 2006).
Linking this back to the multilevel theoretical
model of change I described above, the argument
runs that daily practices and social interactions at
the individual level both reflect and are consti-
tutive of institutional level factors (attitudes,
public discourse, regulatory systems), which
change as a result of processes that stretch over
generations. These progressive changes are
important, but we should not expect too much
from them in a short period of time, nor should
we be complacent about the future. Only by
recognizing what is changing, and why, and how
quickly, and by trying to understand the pro-
cesses that generate change, will we be in a
position to promote it.

7.1 How to Promote Progressive
Change?

Regardless of whether we feel that the glass is
half-empty or half-full in relation to trends in the
gendered division of household labor and care it
is clear that there remain substantial and persis-
tent obstacles in the project of achieving gender
equality. These obstacles exist at different,
although interconnecting, levels.

Various institutional processes operate to
maintain the existing gender division in house-
hold labor and care. The gendered pattern of
work schedules has reinforced the traditional
division of household labor, particularly for
housework which has to be undertaken on a
routine basis and does not match well with long
workweek schedules. The development of dis-
persed work-time schedules characteristic of
post-industrial economies are also not in general
favorable to progressive change in the division of
household labor and care, and the growth of the
service sector has made atypical work schedules
(shift work, long and/or fragmented hours) more
common.

It is sometimes argued that the fact that, on
average, men and women do roughly similar

amounts of overall work (taking market work
and unpaid labor and care together), means that
the division of labor is actually gender equal.
This may even be perceived as ‘fair’. However,
the equal-but-different composition of work time
implies a situation of evident unfairness in terms
of economic life chances. Once a couple adopt an
even slightly traditionally gendered work distri-
bution (i.e., men doing more paid work, women
more household work)—perhaps following the
birth of a first child—the woman subsequently
accumulates human capital at a slower rate than
does the man, increasing the pressure for further
gendered specialization. The combination of
post-childbirth biology, essentialist gender ide-
ologies, masculinist workplace attitudes, and
policy measures designed to enable women,
rather than men, to combine employment with
caring means that it is still, generally, the woman
in a couple who takes time out of the workforce,
or goes part-time following the birth of child.
This is turn has knock-on effects on the gender
wage gap, the disadvantage women experience in
respect of their opportunities for career
advancement, earnings and, ultimately, their
pensions. So the provision of statutory maternity
leave, or even parental leave, is not a simple
answer to the problem. In a situation where it is
overwhelmingly women who take such leave this
has knock-on effects on gendered inequality
throughout the life course. So what sorts of
policies do we need?

In general, literature on the relationship
between specific policies and household labor
and care has tended to focus on policies aimed at
supporting employed parents through the provi-
sion of parental leave, and early childhood edu-
cation and care (‘ECEC’). Much research effort
has been directed at trying to show an effect of
such policies in large-scale and in qualitative
data. However, the direct effects of ECEC poli-
cies on progressive change in the division of
labor may not be as significant as the effect of
policies directly aimed at supporting female
engagement in the primary labor market. Of
equal importance is the promotion of opportu-
nities for men to take a more active role in
household labor and care through the provision
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of meaningful periods of paternal leave and
supportive workplace environments. Investiga-
tion of the role and efficacy of these approaches
will be important for future studies in this area.
A combination of these policy approaches is
likely to be most influential—the first aimed at
promoting women’s ease of access to the primary
labor market, and the second focusing on
increasing the time available to fathers to engage
in family care.2

In conclusion, among the central things that
remain to be challenged in order to continue to
progress towards gender equality in the division
of household labor and care are the tenets of
traditional masculinity in which household labor
and care is still regarded as ‘women’s work’, and
where workplace culture is still overwhelmingly
masculine in orientation (men who want to take
time off work to care for children are often
regarded, at best, as less serious and insufficiently
dedicated to their jobs). It also needs to be rec-
ognized that narrowly-focused policy solutions
in which it is overwhelmingly women who end
up taking sustained periods out of, or in part
time, employment in order to care for children
will likely hinder the pace of progress. What is
badly needed, therefore, is sustained policy
commitment to the availability of a balanced
work and family life for both women and men.
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28Parenting and Gender

Emily W. Kane

Abstract
This chapter explores the sociological litera-
ture on the many ways in which parenting is
both gendered and gendering. That explo-
ration attends to the intersections of gender
with other dimensions of inequality and the
interconnections among gendered and gender-
ing patterns at the individual, interactional,
and institutional levels. Specific topics include
definitions of parenthood, paths into parent-
hood, parenting labor, links between parenting
and paid employment, social policy, and
parenting as it shapes and is shaped by
children’s gender. Along with a review of
key themes and patterns in the literature
related to these specific topics, the chapter
offers a discussion and suggestions for future
directions. The literature has become more
attentive, over time, to intersectionality, queer
and trans issues, men and masculinities, and
challenges to the gender binary. Future work
should continue to deepen these more recent
directions, and continue to emphasize power
as a central organizing element of intersecting
structures of inequality. Ongoing considera-
tion of neoliberalism as a context in which

family and household patterns are constructed
is also suggested, as is a commitment to
feminist public engagement and social
change.

1 Introduction

Parenting, in its many forms, is deeply gendered
as a set of culturally-informed practices and
deeply gendering in its impact on parents, chil-
dren and societies. Gendered and gendering
patterns are evident at all three interconnected
levels of the gender structure identified by Ris-
man (2004), from individual gendered selves to
interactional processes to institutional domains.
The literature documents a wide range of such
patterns, with explicit recognition of their inter-
sections with other structures of inequality. In
this chapter, I review and synthesize both foun-
dational arguments and more recent literature,
summarizing the state of theory and research on
parenting and gender in the United States.
I highlight what sociologists of gender have
concluded about the topic and sketch directions
for future work. Many concepts and patterns that
figure centrally in the literature on parenting and
gender are addressed more fully in other chapters
of this handbook. Of particular note is research
on carework, gender in the paid labor force, the
division of household labor, gender and the
welfare state, domestic violence, family
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formation patterns, gender socialization of chil-
dren in families, and interactions between
non-normatively gendered youth and their par-
ents. I address these topics briefly given their
relevance to parenting and gender, with more
detailed considerations available elsewhere in
this handbook.

As many scholars have noted, and Coontz
(1992) conveyed to a broad audience in her
now-classic book The Way We Never Were:
American Families and the Nostalgia Trap,
family structures are institutionally shaped and
inextricably connected with other social struc-
tures, and families have always taken a wide
variety of shapes and textures across times and
places. Gender is critical as a structure shaping
the social institution of family, as influential
sociological studies like Berk’s (1985) The
Gender Factory, Hochschild’s (1989) The Sec-
ond Shift, and Stacey’s (1990) Brave New
Families established decades ago. More recent
work continues to document how inequalities of
gender, race, class, sexuality, and disability are
reciprocally connected to family structures and
family patterns, and throughout this chapter I
consider those connections in terms of parenting
in particular. Along with attention to mothers and
mothering within a heterosexual nuclear house-
hold context, the sociological literature on gender
and parenting recognizes a much broader array of
experiences. Hill Collins (2000) traces a multi-
tude of community-based mothering practices in
Black Feminist Thought, while Hansen’s (2004)
Not-So-Nuclear Families documents the
class-differentiated extended care networks ren-
dered invisible by excessive focus on the
household level. The gendered and gendering
separation of fatherhood from motherhood has
been explored extensively in books ranging from
Coltrane’s (1996) Family Man and Risman’s
(1998) Gender Vertigo in the 1990s to Edin and
Nelson’s (2013) Doing the Best I Can, with its
focus on fathers in low-income communities, and
Kaufman’s (2013) Superdads, with its analysis of
how fathers from a range of social locations
navigate the tensions of work and parenting. The
intersectionally gendered and gendering

experiences of queer families are the focus of
books like Sullivan’s (2004) The Family of
Woman and Moore’s (2011) Invisible Families,
while the importance of transnational parenthood
is revealed in works like Parreñas’ (2002) Ser-
vants of Globalization and Hondagneu-Sotelo’s
(2001) Domestica.

With attention to all three levels of gender
structure and an explicitly intersectional analysis,
the sociological literature has established that
parenting is shaped by, and simultaneously
constructs and refines, gender, race, class, sexu-
ality and nation-based inequalities. From the
works noted above, to many other specific con-
texts, sociologists of gender have documented a
range of key patterns. Enos (2001) details the
way motherhood is constructed and constrained
for incarcerated women, while Natalier and
Hewitt (2014) reveal how heterosexual parents
construct gender during child support negotia-
tions. Pfeffer’s (2012) work explores resistance
to dominant constructions of family among
transgender parents, and Brush (2011) provides
detailed evidence of the role of domestic violence
and public policy in constraining low-income
mothers. Reich (2014) develops the concept of
neoliberal mothering and the way it allows
upper-middle class women to reproduce class
privilege, while Messner (2009) provides a
nuanced account of gendered parenting practices
within youth sports programs that reinforce a
range of intersecting inequalities. Randles (2013)
highlights the very particular social construction
of fatherhood imposed by neoliberal public
assistance policy for families living in poverty,
and Ryan and Berkowitz (2009) document the
complex interactions through which gay and
lesbian parents seek social recognition. Blum
(2015) addresses how neoliberalism shapes the
intersectionally gendered constraints faced by
mothers parenting children with what she calls
“invisible disabilities” like ADHD and
autism-spectrum disorders. All of these specific
examples in the literature, and many more, have
generated fruitful concepts, conclusions and
debates, a synthesis of which is the main focus of
this chapter. At the end of the chapter, I also offer
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some analysis of the state of the field, and con-
sider some of the most promising directions for
continued work.

2 Key Topics, Patterns
and Concepts in the Literature

2.1 Defining Parenthood and Paths
into Parenthood

Hays (1996, 4) offers a nuanced account of the
cultural celebration of what she conceptualizes as
intensive mothering, an ideology that claims
“correct child-rearing requires not only large
amounts of money but also professional-level
skills and copious amounts of physical, moral,
mental, and emotional energy on the part of the
individual mother.” This model reveals the dee-
ply gendered, classed and household-level con-
struction of “good” parenting. It defines such
parenting as the responsibility of individual
women using household-level resources, a pri-
vatized endeavor in which individual mothers
pass on class privilege to their children while
limiting their own capacity to participate fully in
the paid labor force. The hegemony of this model
obscures many other ideologies and practices of
parenting. Collins (2000) differentiates blood-
mothers, othermothers and community other-
mothers as taking on the collective responsibility
of raising children in African-American com-
munities. Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001) casts light
on the parenting work of transnational mothers,
employed in the United States and sending
financial support back to children in Latin
America. Hoang and Yeoh (2011) explore simi-
lar processes for Vietnamese transnational par-
ents, with particular focus on the impact of
transnational motherhood on “left behind”
fathers. Shows and Gerstel (2009) document the
class-differentiated parenting practices of fathers
who are physicians versus emergency medical
technicians, arguing that the former group
leverages its class privilege to reproduce gen-
dered patterns that limit involvement with their
children while the latter group reshapes tradi-
tionally gendered parenting practices. Haney

(2010) explores the struggles of incarcerated
mothers in community-based prisons that house
them together with their children, as the carceral
state controls their parenting in complex and
highly problematic ways. And Edin and Nelson
(2013) establish the daily commitments of time,
energy and resources that non-residential fathers
in low-income communities often devote to their
children, in stark contrast to rhetoric about
“deadbeat dads.”

While the realities of parenting play out in a
wide variety of ways, shaped by and further
shaping social inequalities, the hegemony of the
intensive mothering model becomes the standard
against which other approaches are judged,
reinforcing the legitimacy of inequitable out-
comes for children and families. As Elliott,
Powell and Brenton (2015, 367) report in their
analysis of interviews with low-income women
of color raising children, many judge themselves
against the standards of intensive mothering,
even as they struggle to navigate structural con-
ditions that make it impossible to execute that
kind of parenting.

The ideology of intensive mothering reflects a
version of privatized mothering that is not con-
ducive with the constraints placed on low-income,
Black single mothers, and instead increases their
burdens, stresses, and hardships even while pro-
viding a convenient explanation for these very
difficulties: mothers are to blame. This convenient
fiction in turn supports and justifies the huge dis-
parities in life opportunities among American
families today as social safety nets continue to
erode.

Related and overlapping patterns are evident
in Frederick’s (2017) analysis of interviews and
focus groups with mothers with disabilities,
especially in relation to how those women are
labelled by others. “Nonnormative mothers,
including women of color, poor mothers, queer
mothers, and women with disabilities come
under particular scrutiny, as they are systemati-
cally defined as “risky” mothers who are inade-
quate for the task of ideal mothering” (Frederick,
2017, 75).

Paths into parenthood are socially complex as
well, and sociologists of gender have outlined a
variety of constraints shaping those paths.

28 Parenting and Gender 395



Though the legalization of same-sex marriage in
the United States extends one pathway to
second-parent recognition for queer partners,
queer and transgender individuals continue to
face many obstacles in establishing parenthood
(Bernstein, 2015), especially if they prefer not to
participate in the institution of marriage (Pfeffer,
2012). Structural changes in the economy and
family formation have also complicated paths
into parenthood. In a large-scale survey and
interview study, Gerson (2010, 12) argues that
young adults in the United States have new
hopes and expectations for parenting, but, as she
puts it, “changing lives are colliding with resis-
tant institutions”:

While institutional shifts such as the erosion of
single-earner paychecks, the fragility of modern
marriage, and the expanding options and pressures
for women to work have made gender flexibility
both desirable and necessary, demanding work-
places and privatized child rearing make
work-family integration and egalitarian commit-
ment difficult to achieve.

Bass (2015, 362) finds that among
heterosexually-coupled young adults, women are
“disproportionately likely to think and worry
about future parenthood in their imagined work
paths.” Even before becoming parents, these
women are more likely than their male partners
to shape their work aspirations around the
anticipated constraints Gerson (2010) points out,
in a manner that directs them toward less finan-
cially secure occupations and greater dependence
on a man’s income.

For those whose transition into parenthood
takes place in the context of a heterosexually-
partnered household, the literature has long
indicated that the transition tends to reinforce
gender inequalities within the household and
beyond (Sanchez & Thomson, 1997; Moen &
Roehling, 2005; Singley & Hynes, 2005; Fox,
2009; Yavorsky, Kamp Dush, & Schoppe-
Sullivan, 2015). At the same time, parenting in
the United States is increasingly likely to be
taken on by single mothers, with or without a
non-residential co-parent involved (McLanahan
& Percheski, 2008). The increasing share of
parenting that takes place in single-parent

households headed by mothers is evident across
racial and class categories, but the paths into this
gendered trend vary especially by class. Hertz
(2008) reports on the intentional decisions of
single middle and upper-middle class profes-
sional mothers, forging new approaches to
motherhood that draw on their class resources to
parent on their own. In a comprehensive study of
low-income women’s experiences with parenting
and partnership, the pattern Edin and Kefalas
(2011) uncover often involves an unexpected
pregnancy, followed by a thoughtful decision to
embrace motherhood but postpone partnership
until they believe economic conditions give them
a reasonable chance for a lasting and stable
marriage.1

2.2 Parenting Labor

After the transition into parenthood, there are
clear divisions by gender in the ongoing labor of
parenting. The contours of these divisions are
one of the most frequent topics in the sociolog-
ical literature on gender and parenting. Now a
classic, Hochschild’s (1989) The Second Shift
offered an engaging look at the significant addi-
tional parenting and other domestic labor women
took on in dual-earner heterosexual households
with children. Hochschild popularized recogni-
tion of what she called a leisure gap, in the form
of the extra month a year of 24-h days these
mothers put into employment and household
work relative to their male partners. Ten years
later, in another influential work, Risman (1998)
set out to profile heterosexual couples who more
equitably shared that labor. But as she notes early
on in Gender Vertigo, such couples were harder
to find than she expected. Even among couples
who considered themselves relatively egalitarian,
she rarely found equal division of parenting
labor. She explores that pattern to develop a

1Another relevant pattern in the intersectional inequalities
that define paths to parenthood is evident in the literature on
infertility, which Bell (2009) argues has long ignored
low-income women’s limited access to infertility treatment
and the inequitable burden such women face from environ-
mental and occupational hazards that compromise fertility.
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theory of the way gendered structures of
inequality are reproduced not so much at the
level of gender-socialized individual preferences,
but through significant interconnected pressures
at the interactional and institutional levels.
Though she considers the division of labor across
a range of families, her particular foci in the book
include single fathers and the heterosexual cou-
ples who come closest to equity. She uses their
experiences to document that gendered inequal-
ities in the family can be reshaped if institutional
and interactional circumstances support or com-
pel it.

More recent work documents the reduction of
leisure gaps between dual-earner heterosexual
parents, but overall those gaps continue to favor
fathers (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2007;
Coontz, 2015). As Craig andMullan (2013, 1359)
note in a comparative analysis of five nations,
“parenthood was associated with more total work
and a deeper gender division of labor in all of the
countries studied,” and especially so in the United
States and Australia due to “gender neutral
opportunity in the public sphere but little public
institutional support to balance work and family.”
Parenting labor is gender-differentiated not only in
minutes and hours, but in type and accompanying
stress levels. For example, Offer and Schneider
(2011) document that men in middle-class
dual-earner heterosexual households with chil-
dren spend less timemultitasking than their female
partners, and that multitasking creates more stress
for mothers than fathers in these households.
Given both the tasks and everyday accountability
demands mothers often face from intensive
mothering ideologies (Hays, 1996; MacDonald,
2010; Walzer, 1998), they may feel “particularly
stressed when multitasking at home and in public
because, being highly visible in their proximate
surroundings, their ability to fulfill their roles as
good mothers can be easily judged and criticized”
(Offer & Schneider, 2011, 829).

Race, class, sexuality, disability, and partner-
ship status are all critical to consider in painting a
fuller picture of gender and parenting labor. Some
have argued, for example, that intensive mother-
ing labor is often a gendered approach to

reproducing class privilege. Reich (2014) docu-
ments the way class-privileged mothers articulate
vaccine refusal in a manner that advantages their
children while reducing the safety and security of
children with fewer economic resources. Sayer
(2015) summarizes her extensive time-diary
research by noting that “Child care remains a
highly gendered activity” but also that child care
norms among middle and upper-middle class
parents are “influential mechanisms of class
reproduction.” Scott (2010) documents the
extensive additional burden mothers face in rela-
tion to the carework associated with raising chil-
dren with disabilities, highlighting some of the
same neoliberal constraints that Blum (2015)
considers in her work on mothers of children with
“invisible” disabilities.

And white, upper-middle class mothers can
often exploit racial, class and nation-based
inequalities to buy their way out of some of this
gendered parenting labor gap, by hiring women of
color and immigrant women to take on that work at
low wages. In Global Woman, Ehrenreich and
Hochschild (2002) describe the ways “The life-
styles of the First World are made possible by the
global transfer of the services associated with a
wife’s traditional role—childcare, homemaking,
and sex—from poor countries to rich ones” (4).
Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001, 25) reveals the complex
costs of these arrangements in her interview study
with Latina immigrant domestic workers engaged
in transnational motherhood: “women raised in
another nation are using their own adult capacities
to fulfill the reproductive work of more privileged
American women, subsidizing the careers and
social opportunities of their employers … (while)
denied sufficient resources to live with and raise
their own children.” In another study that included
both immigrant and non-immigrant in-home
childcare workers, MacDonald (2010, 203)
emphasizes the conflicts that arise as class-
privileged mothers in heterosexual partnerships
expect lower-income women to execute the kind
of intensive mothering to which they feel
accountable: “How the highly gendered work of
mothering is enacted in class-based ways gener-
ates most of the conflict in these relationships.”
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Same-sex partners also navigate complex
divisions of parenting labor that carry gendered
dimensions. In an interview study of primarily
white, middle and upper-middle class lesbian
co-parents in the San Francisco Bay area who
had conceived through donor insemination,
Sullivan (2004) finds that most of her partici-
pants divide parenting labor at least somewhat
equally. But she also includes attention to the
gendered implications for the small number of
couples who followed what she calls a “Rozzie
and Harriett” pattern of one partner as bread-
winner and the other as full-time parent. She also
offers a nuanced exploration of the everyday
emotion work that the non-biological comothers
must take on as they seek to establish themselves
as socially-recognized mothers. Moore’s (2011,
178) study of a socioeconomically varied group
of Black lesbian coparents in New York City
fleshes out the compelling argument that “even in
same-sex unions, gender profoundly influences
the construction of family life,” because
intersectionally-specific gendered social expec-
tations and gendered structures shape participa-
tion in everyday interactions as well as
institutional settings. From the interactional
responses they face in relation to their varying
individual gender presentation to gendered
institutional constraints shaped by labor market
structures, expectations from institutions like
their children’s schools, and the feminization of
poverty, these lesbian co-parents’ lives are best
understood through an intersectional framework
that acknowledges gender as a “profound influ-
ence.” The same argument is supported by
analyses of single mothers, whose experiences
are structured by gendered wage gaps, gender
segregated carework expectations, the privatiza-
tion of families, and a host of other gendered
constraints (see, for example, McLanahan &
Percheski, 2008; Edin & Kefalas, 2011). These
scholars and others remind us that gendered
structures shape parenting across a wide range of
contexts, not only when a comparison of men
and women within a household is the focus of the
analysis.

2.3 Parenting Labor as Linked to Paid
Employment

Closely linked to these gendered variations in
parenting labor are gendered and gendering pat-
terns in paid labor. Though addressed more fully
in other chapters, a few key patterns are impor-
tant. The integration of parenting and paid
employment is contingent on a set of gendered
inequalities that especially burden women also
disadvantaged by intersecting inequalities of
race, class and citizenship status. These include
the wage gap that disadvantages women workers
(Hegewisch & DuMonthier, 2016) and the
interconnected wage gap that disadvantages
those involved in paid carework occupations
(England, Budig, & Folbre, 2002). Also relevant
are the difficulties mothers face in combining the
social expectations of motherhood with the sup-
posedly “gender neutral” demands of the labor
force (Hochschild, 1989; Hays, 1996; Moen &
Roehling, 2005), as well as the punitive way U.S.
social policy treats low-income mothers (Hays,
2004; Collins & Mayer, 2010), undocumented
immigrant mothers (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2001),
and mothers of children with disabilities (Baker
& Drapela, 2010; Scott, 2010).

One concept some scholars have used to
capture the economic element of these burdens is
the “motherhood penalty.” Budig and England
(2001, 204) document a significant “wage pen-
alty for motherhood,” concluding that “While the
benefits of mothering diffuse widely—to the
employers, neighbors, friends, spouses, and
children of the adults who received the mother-
ing—the costs of child rearing are borne dis-
proportionately by mothers.” Focusing on the
earnings of white mothers across the income
spectrum, Budig and Hodges (2010) find that this
penalty is greatest for lower-income women.
Glauber (2007) analyzes data for mothers across
racial groups, documenting greater motherhood
penalties for white women. And Correll, Benard
and Paik (2007) use experimental data to docu-
ment that the motherhood penalty others have
studied in relation to earnings is also evident in
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hiring decisions, with parenthood either
insignificant or positively associated with the
likelihood of hiring any given male applicant but
negatively associated for female applicants.
Along with these variations on a motherhood
penalty in income and hiring, parents and espe-
cially mothers in the labor force face great diffi-
culty meeting the expectations of increasingly
inflexible employers who offer shifting and
unstable hours, limited sick leave and family
leave that is rarely paid, and who expect some
employees to stay connected well beyond the
normal workday through technology (Moen &
Roehling, 2005). Some class-privileged profes-
sional mothers are pushed out of the labor force
by these demands, as documented by Stone
(2008) in her critique of the flawed assumption
these women are “opting out.” Others, as previ-
ously noted, attempt to resolve those competing
demands by outsourcing the gendered labor of
mothering to low-income women. In For the
Family: How Class and Gender Shape Women’s
Work, Damaske (2011) argues that middle and
upper-middle class women are more often able to
use class resources to maintain steady employ-
ment in spite of the demands of family life, while
working class women are more often forced to
pull back or interrupt their employment as they
juggle gendered carework expectations in their
families. Scholars have convincingly docu-
mented the lifetime earnings cost mothers face
for taking on this work (Budig & England,
2001), a gendered cost of parenting that is
important to acknowledge. But it is also impor-
tant to acknowledge the many structures that
shape the meaning of women’s parenting labor.
As Hill Collins (2000, 46) notes, for example, in
some cases “Black women see the unpaid work
they do for their families more as a form of
resistance to (racial) oppression than as a form of
exploitation by men.”

2.4 Gender, Parenting, and Social
Policy

Social policy is referenced in many of the pat-
terns within the literature that I have already

noted. But given its crucial role as an
institutional-level force shaping gender and par-
enting, some brief separate consideration of the
topic is warranted. Comparative scholars have
noted limitations to paid parental leave and
publicly-subsidized child care as factors pro-
ducing gendered inequalities in both employment
and parenting labor across nations, and the
absence of such paid leave in the United States is
particularly striking in comparative perspective
(see, for example, Orloff, 2009; Ray, Gornick, &
Schmitt, 2010). Along with these examples of the
institutional-level construction of gendered con-
straints on parenting, at the interactional and
individual-level scholars have also addressed
how gendered expectations and gendered selves
impact “uptake” of available policies in ways that
can reproduce gender inequalities in parenting
(e.g., Rudman & Mescher, 2013). Though
women’s greater likelihood of taking parental
leaves disadvantages them in the labor force and
reinforces their responsibility for the second shift
of parental labor, the potential of policy to loosen
these gendered constraints is also evident in
scholarship documenting that fathers who take
parental leaves “come to think about and enact
parenting in ways that are more similar to
mothers” (Rehel, 2014, 110).

Parental leaves and subsidized child care are
common topics of consideration for feminist
scholars of social policy, as are a variety of other
policy arenas. From broad policy trends that have
increasingly privatized families at the household
level, considered by Cooper (2014) in her recent
book Cut Adrift, to more specific policy domains
like child welfare policy (Reich, 2005),
criminal justice policy for incarcerated mothers
(Enos, 2001), policy around queer families
(Bernstein, 2015), child support policy (Natalier
& Hewitt, 2014), and health and social services
policy (Blum, 2015), feminist critics have docu-
mented the many ways family policy can disrupt
but often reinforces gendered divisions and
intersecting inequalities at the institutional level
and also at the interactional level and in the
shaping of gendered selves. Randles (2013, 864),
for example, reveals the way U.S. welfare policy
“promotes a highly gendered conception of
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paternal caregiving” for low-income fathers par-
ticipating in federally-funded fatherhood pro-
grams, while Pfeffer (2012) analyzes the
complex patterns of “normative resistance” and
“inventive pragmatism” transgender families
employ as they interact with legal and policy
constraints.

Public assistance for low-income families has
been a particularly frequent target for feminist
sociologists critical of the way neoliberal policy
reinscribes gendered expectations for parenting
in a manner especially harsh for mothers living in
poverty. Through punitive work requirements
and marriage promotion programs, Hays (2004,
30–31) argues, policymakers “treat the work of
raising children, the issues of wages and working
conditions, and the problems of gender and race
inequality as ‘private’ concerns, appropriately
negotiated by individuals in isolation. Our
nation’s leaders… simultaneously condemn the
‘dependence’ of poor women and children on the
state and celebrate their dependence on miserly
employers and men.” Collins and Mayer (2010)
refer to the work requirements central to Tem-
porary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) as
“tying both hands” for low-income mothers,
forcing them into an exploitative labor market
without protections as workers and without
adequate social provision for the carework they
would otherwise provide at home. Brush’s (2011,
16) analysis of the intersection of neoliberal
welfare policy and domestic violence policy also
highlights privatization, and the way it can make
low-income mothers especially vulnerable: “Pri-
vatization shifted the burden of arrangements for
child care, transportation, housing, and job
training to the market or family members instead
of the welfare state. As a consequence, some
women find themselves relying on men who
have abused them or their children in the past for
practical help in meeting those requirements.”

2.5 Children’s Gender and Gendering
Children

Two related parenting topics that sociologists of
gender have considered in detail are how parents

are influenced by their children’s gender and the
role parents play in gendering children. Other
chapters cover these topics more fully, but their
direct relevance to parenting and gender makes
them worth addressing here briefly. As I note in a
summary of existing scholarship, “A body of
literature that includes primarily large quantita-
tive studies but also some qualitative studies
documents a general tendency toward preferring
sons, especially for fathers and especially in less
developed areas of the world” (Kane, 2014).
Once children enter a family, a comprehensive
review of the literature by Raley and Bianchi
(2006) concludes that children’s gender shapes
some aspects of parenting in the United States,
with parents of sons somewhat more likely to
marry and stay married, and fathers somewhat
more likely to engage actively with sons than
with daughters. Where such variations arise, they
are an important reminder that parenting is gen-
dered not only in the expectations surrounding
mothers versus fathers, but also in the way those
expectations may play out differently as gendered
parents interact with sons and daughters. Though
definitive statistics are difficult to calculate due to
complexities of definition, reporting and inter-
pretation, parental abuse of children also seems
to vary by gender of child and parent in the
United States: sons are more likely to experience
physical abuse and daughters more likely to
experience sexual abuse, and fathers are more
likely to perpetrate physical and sexual abuse
while mothers are more likely to perpetrate
emotional abuse and neglect (Coltrane & Adams,
2008, 275–277).

The role parents play is constructing chil-
dren’s gender has also received considerable
attention from sociologists of gender. In my book
The Gender Trap (Kane, 2012), I draw on gender
structure theory and interviews with parents of
preschool-aged children from a broad range of
backgrounds, to explore the way institutional,
interactional and individual level processes con-
strain parents. I find that those constraints often
lead parents to reproduce the gender binary,
heteronormativity, traditionally gendered child-
hoods, and gender and other intersecting
inequalities, even when they are trying to open a
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broader range of possibilities for their children.
But I also consider a smaller group of parents
who are explicitly and intentionally working to
resist gendered childhoods, who in my study
were often parents located within at least one
subordinated position within the intersecting
matrices of gender, race, class and sexuality-
based inequalities. Given that other chapters of
this handbook address gender socialization
within the family and how parents respond to
gender non-conforming children in detail, I will
not offer additional coverage of the extensive
literature on these topics here.

3 Discussion and Future Directions

As the literature presented in this chapter indi-
cates, sociologists of gender have documented
that parenting is both deeply gendered and dee-
ply gendering. And they have documented this
while attentive to intersecting inequalities and to
all three levels of the gender structure identified
by Risman (2004). From our definitions of par-
enthood and parenting to the way the labor of
parental carework is executed and its connections
to paid employment in the labor market to social
policy and children’s gender, parenting is shaped
by gendered selves, gendered interactions and
gendered institutions. At the same time, parent-
ing acts as a gendering force that reinforces,
shapes and potentially disrupts the gender struc-
ture in ways that can only be understood accu-
rately through an intersectional lens.

The literature reviewed here has been influenced
by trends in the broader fields of the sociology of
gender and interdisciplinary gender studies:
increasingly consistent recognition of intersec-
tionality, queer and transgender issues, transna-
tional approaches, men and masculinity, and
critical interrogation of the gender binary. From a
literature once more often anchored in topics like
the division of childcare among heterosexual cou-
ples and the impact of single motherhood, a much
wider range of experiences, theoretical perspectives
and approaches have joined these topics in consti-
tuting the overall body of sociological research on
gender and parenting. Moving beyond a

household-based definition of parenting, moving
beyond a focus on women and then further beyond
a binary approach to gender, and theorizing inter-
sectionally and without heteronormative assump-
tions, are all movements that expand the literature.
These are important expansions that advance our
understanding of gender and parenting not only by
studying a greater diversity of experiences and
structures, but also more accurately understanding
the common topics that once dominated the litera-
ture. Future scholarship on parenting within the
sociology of gender should continue to consider,
and continue to deepen its consideration of, this
broader range of approaches and experiences. And
it should do sowith consistent recognition of power
as a central organizing element of intersecting
structures of inequality. Scholars of gender and
parenting should also respond to developments in
the mainstream visibility of trans and non-binary
genders, with newly supportive laws and policies
but also problematic backlash raising new and
critical questions.

Like the sociology of gender in general, the
literature on gender and parenting has addressed
all three levels of the gender structure, with
increasingly prominent attention to their inter-
connections. As Risman (2004, 435) notes,
“Change is fluid and reverberates throughout the
structure dynamically.” Changes at any of the
levels she differentiates—individual, interac-
tional and institutional—have implications for
and impacts on the other levels, and a holistic
approach that considers those levels and their
dynamic links is critical for further deepening our
understanding of gendered and gendering pat-
terns related to parenthood. One particularly
noteworthy example of institutional level pat-
terns is the relative hegemony of neoliberal
frameworks in the contemporary West. As vari-
ous scholars cited in this chapter have pointed
out, neoliberal social policy has reshaped fami-
lies and communities with consequences that
vary tremendously by class, race, gender, sexu-
ality, gender identity, and nation. Sociologists
focused on gender and parenting should continue
to pay close attention to neoliberalism as a con-
text within which family and household patterns
are constructed. Examples include the punitive
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impact of the prison-industrial complex and
welfare reform, diminished funding for health
care and social services, public infrastructure and
public education, and the ongoing lack of ade-
quate funding for child care and parental leave.
These are all aspects of an increasingly privatized
family and the increasing privatization of care-
work and social reproduction that are critical to
recognize. An adequate analysis of any question
related to gender and parenting requires that
recognition. Even instances which might at first
appear isolated from these harsh social forces are
often instances in which class resources have
allowed some parents and children to buy their
way out of the additional burdens neoliberalism
places on most people. Like the more general
claim that an intersectional analysis is critical to
any investigation of gender and parenting, the
particular impact of neoliberalism at the institu-
tional level and its reverberations at the individ-
ual and interactional levels is critical to consider
throughout the literature as it continues forward.

But as Risman (2004) highlights, the change
that can reverberate across levels can also disrupt
inequalities and structural constraints. A variety
of the studies considered in this chapter address
that possibility, and explore the way institutions
can be pushed in new directions, interactional
spaces can be opened up to new configurations of
practice, and individual selves can be crafted
with fewer limits and constraints. This potential
for change is often addressed in the literature,
and it is important not to isolate that potential
inside self-referential academic discourses. Pub-
lic engagement should remain a key goal of
sociological scholarship on gender and parenting.
Many, probably even most, of the authors cited
here have committed themselves to addressing
gender inequalities and other intersecting
inequalities with the explicit intention to con-
tribute to progressive social change. From
accessibly written books to blogs that summarize
more technical articles for a broader audience,
from legal briefs to policy analysis to white
papers, from raising awareness in classrooms to
direct feminist organizing, sociologists focused
on gender and parenting have engaged local,
regional, national and international communities.

The scholarship reviewed in this chapter includes
examples of systematic documentation of struc-
tural constraints, partnerships with a variety of
organizations and entities to craft research
questions and share analyses, debunking myths
and revealing the regressive impact of policies
and practices. Dedication to feminist public
engagement has been a distinguishing feature of
much of the literature within the sociology of
gender, including literature focused on parenting
and parenthood. Given the many crises, tensions,
and injustices evident in our communities,
nations and world, continued dedication to that
kind of engagement is essential.
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29Gender, Families, and Social Policy

Jennifer Randles

Abstract
This chapter summarizes the state of research
and theory on how social policies related to
family life in the United States reflect and
reinforce the gender structure. First, I discuss
how feminist theories of social policy explain
how gender ideologies and inequalities influ-
ence the policy-making process and policy
implementation. I then summarize theorizing
on dominant gender paradigms of policy and
how they have shaped family members’
abilities to utilize and benefit from social
provisions. Contemporary U.S. family poli-
cies reinforce the gender structure largely
through legislation that still assumes a married
male breadwinner/female caregiver family
model. I offer critiques of each paradigm and
discuss how gendered assumptions of family
life embedded in social policies limit our
political abilities to help family members
balance their care and paid work responsibil-
ities. This discussion highlights how policies
perpetuate the gender structure by not
accounting for women’s and men’s overall
different socioeconomic and political posi-
tions, especially as they intersect with class

and race inequalities. This pretext of gender
neutrality is a policy problem that points to
necessary directions for future research by
gender scholars, particularly empirical and
theoretical work on the gendered and
heteronormative effects of social policies.

In 1996, Congress overhauled United States
welfare policy and claimed that: “Marriage is the
foundation of a successful society,” and that the
“Promotion of responsible fatherhood and
motherhood is integral to successful child rearing
and the well-being of children” (U.S. Congress,
1996). Based on the assumption that welfare
encouraged single parenthood by financially
enabling women to raise children without men
who deliberately avoid their parenting obliga-
tions (Hays, 2003), Congress earmarked federal
funding for programs promoting heterosexual
marriage and “responsible” fatherhood. As part
of these provisions, the law required single cus-
todial parents, who are mostly women, to work in
exchange for benefits after two years of aid; it
required noncustodial parents, mostly men, to
financially support their children through
mandatory paternity establishment and child
support payments.

Twenty years later, these gendered provisions
of welfare reform remain in effect. What has
changed dramatically in the past two decades is
the size of welfare rolls. By turning welfare into a
state block grant program, states have significant
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discretion in the use of funds and can even opt to
deny cash assistance to eligible families and
instead fund activities such as marriage education
programs. Consequently, welfare rolls nation-
wide are down 75% since 1996, but not because
poverty rates and the need for welfare have
declined; rather, it is because most states have
severely restricted their cash assistance pro-
grams. More families, disproportionately single
mother-headed families of color, live in deep
poverty (Edin & Shaefer, 2015).

The work, marriage, and fatherhood provi-
sions of welfare reform reflected and reinforced
racialized gendered stereotypes of parents in
poverty, especially those about “promiscuous”
and “lazy” single mothers who purposely have
children outside of marriage and deliberately
avoid employment (Hays, 2003) and “deadbeat”
dads who evade child support payments they can
afford (Gavanas, 2004). Despite policy attempts
to prevent poverty by promoting work and mar-
riage, single mothers’ employment rates have not
continuously increased (Cohen, 2016), and
government-funded relationship programs have
had no impact on marriage or poverty rates
(Wood, Moore, Clarkwest, & Killewald, 2014).
Yet, these provisions continue a long history of
U.S. policies that assume a single-wage
earner/two-parent family, stigmatize single par-
enthood, and make it prohibitively difficult for
one parent to combine paid work and care
responsibilities (Abramovitz, 1996; Reese,
2005). Welfare reform is thus a primary example
of the reciprocal relationship between the gender
structure and social policies.

Gendered expectations of women’s and men’s
responsibilities as family members strongly
influence policies and how much people utilize
and benefit from them. Presumptions that men are
heads of households and primarywage earners and
that women are economic dependents, wives, and
caregiving mothers have been central to social
policies in the United States (Cott, 2000). Like-
wise, policies such as the 1996 welfare reform law
shape gender ideologies of family responsibility,
specifically what it means to be a good partner and
parent and which relationships count as family.
According to Barbara Risman (1998), policies are

a key part of the gender structure that exists at the
individual, interactional, and institutional levels of
social life. By creating a structure of institution-
alized opportunities and constraints, policies
influence how individuals interact with one
another as family members, shape gendered
identities of partners, parents, caregivers, and
workers, and justify sexual stratification (Lorber,
1994). Policies, especially those governing family,
are therefore a primary “gender factory” (Berk,
1985) that (re)produces gender in modern social
life (Ridgeway, 2011; Risman, 1998).

This chapter provides an overview of empir-
ical research and theories explaining how family
policies in the United States reflect and reinforce
the gender structure. I begin by describing how
family responsibilities have been defined and
contested based on gender in the policy arena.
Next, I summarize dominant gender paradigms
that shape social policy and the implications of
different models of family life for addressing
gender inequality. I conclude with a discussion
of how these approaches to understanding the
gendered consequences of policy point
to much-needed reforms in U.S. social policy and
recommendations for how future research by
gender scholars should inform these changes.

1 Gender Ideologies and Family
Policies

Feminist theories of social policy attend to how
ideologies, discourses, and the gender structure
influence the policy-making process, use of
policies, and policy outcomes (Orloff & Palier,
2009). Given its role in structuring sex, procre-
ation, childrearing, care, and provisioning, family
structures many of the material conditions and
cultural beliefs that perpetuate contemporary
gender inequality (Ridgeway, 2011). Social
policies legislate certain definitions of “proper”
families and norms of appropriate behaviors
among women and men as partners, spouses, and
parents. Law and policy have often specifically
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codified caregiving expectations for women and
heteronormative assumptions of family, despite
the lack of empirical evidence that biological or
sex-based capacities render women better-suited
for caregiving and heterosexual couples
best-suited for parenting (Biblarz & Stacey,
2010; Risman 1998).

Many family policies are informed by an ide-
ology of heteronormative gender difference pre-
mised on the notion of separate spheres and
heterosexual gender complementarity. As Judith
Lorber (1994) theorized, though the roles that
female and male bodies play in human sexual
reproduction are nearly universal, the unequal
gender statuses of women and men as mothers
and fathers are not. Procreative and parenting
statuses are largely rooted in policy, not biology.
That female bodies get pregnant and lactate does
not create gender inequality in families. “Mother”
as a socially and economically devalued parent-
ing status is politically constructed vis-à-vis
policies that cast women primarily as caregivers
while simultaneously limiting their access to
contraception and abortion (Luker, 1984), paid
parental leave (Albiston, 2010), and affordable
childcare (Palakow, 2007). Similarly, the stigma
attached to non-heterosexual parents is rooted in
laws, such as restrictions against adoption by gay
men, lesbians, and same-sex couples and the now
unconstitutional 1996 Defense of Marriage Act
that defined marriage as only between one man
and one woman. These policies are products of
the gender structure that support ideologies of
sex-based parental responsibilities and assump-
tions that all families need both a mother and a
father who will provide the right “parenting
equation” for children (Gavanas, 2004).

These ideologies have prevented family law
and policy from keeping pace with evolving
definitions of family and changes in
family-formation trends, especially the growing
number of non-married and same-sex families,
working mothers, and caregiving fathers (Cher-
lin, 2009). Many policies support the heterosex-
ual nuclear family by creating a structure of
opportunities that primarily benefit two-parent,
married families in which one parent is a primary

caregiver and the other is a primary wage-earner.
Despite an official commitment to gender
equality, many current family policies maintain
gender and sex inequalities because they ignore
how most adult family members of all genders
must juggle paid work and unpaid care in a
political context that does not equally recognize
all family relationships.

The gendered division of family labor funda-
mentally shifted throughout the latter half of the
twentieth century. While the public imagination
idealized heterosexual, two-parent “traditional”
families epitomized in television shows such as
Leave it to Beaver, in reality many women of
color and poor and working-class white women
were already in the paid labor force (Coontz,
1992). For the white middle-class, the 1950s
nuclear family with a stay-at-home mother was a
historical anomaly enabled by unprecedented
economic prosperity of the post-war period and
class and racial privilege. As Stephanie Coontz
(2005) has shown, shifting economic trends had
a profound impact on marital experiences and
gender arrangements within families. Fewer men
were able to earn a family wage sufficient to
support an entire family; women, especially
middle-class whites, entered the paid labor force
in record numbers (Hochschild, [1989] 2012).
Now mothers, even those with very young chil-
dren, are significantly more likely than those of
previous generations to work outside the home
for pay to compensate for men’s falling wages as
the cost of living rises (Hochschild, [1989]
2012). Policy has failed to adequately respond to
these changes in family life in the U.S. Social
commentators often decry a “family crisis” that
policy seeks to address by promoting, either
explicitly or implicitly, the heterosexual, married,
two-parent family form. But many of the social
problems attributed to family structure are actu-
ally a result of inequality and poverty, social
problems that policies often ignore or exacerbate
by legislating anachronistic understandings of
how families work and who comprises them.

Private solutions—such as working more
hours and outsourcing childcare—are inadequate
to address the gendered work-family conflicts
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generated by policies and workplaces that
emphasize long, inflexible hours and assume that
all paid workers have a full-time caregiver at
home. Joan Williams (2000) theorized how this
“ideal worker” norm contributes to gender
inequality primarily through the economic
marginalization of women. Now that most fam-
ilies have all their adult members in the paid
labor force, two-parent families must perform
three jobs—two paid jobs and the “second shift”
of unpaid childcare and housework (Hochschild,
[1989] 2012)—with little public support. Single
parents must do it all alone.

Arlie Russell Hochschild ([1989] 2012) de-
scribed how the “stalled revolution” in gender
norms at home, work, and in the policy arena
presents many problems for the growing number
of single-parent and dual-earner families. Despite
incremental change in the gendered division of
family labor, men’s contributions have not kept
pace with those of women who still perform most
of the second shift (Sullivan, 2004). Workplaces
and social policies are still based on a family
model that assumes the “ideal worker”—and
that the worker is a man. Family and reproduc-
tive policies reflect how, as Joan Acker (1990)
argued, men’s bodies and emotions shape work
and organizational processes. This is evidenced
by how women’s greater biological role in pro-
creation is treated as a disability in state and
employer policies regarding maternity leave
(Albiston, 2010). Despite greater gender con-
vergence in family responsibilities, there is still
no concerted national policy agenda intended to
help family members balance care and paid
work. The United States lacks a national child-
care system, and existing federal and state
childcare policies are woefully insufficient. The
federal Child Care and Development Block
Grant (CCDBG) Act, most recently reauthorized
in 2014, was intended to improve the quality and
offset the enormous cost of care for working
families. Yet, though the national cost of care for
one child averages over $10,000 annually, the
average annual CCBDG subsidy is only $4,900
(United States DHHS, 2014). Moreover, only
about one in ten children who meet the federal
requirements for childcare subsidies receives

them, due primarily to long waiting lists, inade-
quate federal and state funding, and restrictive
state eligibility policies (United States GAO,
2016). Childcare shortcomings disproportion-
ately disadvantage women who are expected to
prioritize childrearing and are more likely to be
lone parents and raise children on low wages. By
failing to account for these real needs of families,
social policies perpetuate the gender structure.

Gender ideologies also intersect with political
ideologies of individual parental responsibility
and nuclear family self-sufficiency. Individuals
are tasked with meeting all their families’ prac-
tical and emotional needs with little public sup-
port. The federal Family and Medical Leave Act
(FMLA) of 1993, for example, provides some
employees up to twelve weeks of unpaid leave
for qualified family and medical reasons,
including the birth or adoption of a child or to
care for a sick parent or spouse. However,
because it is unpaid and only available to
workers with at least a year of employment at
workplaces with 50 or more employees, not all
are eligible or financially able to utilize it. Those
who do are typically women who have
higher-earning men as partners whose wages
enable them to take leave (Albiston, 2010; Pro-
haska & Zipp, 2011). This law has also prohib-
ited those not legally defined as “spouse” from
taking leave to care for a non-married partner,
which disqualified same-sex partners who were
not recognized as “family” by the FMLA until
2015. Equalizing access to such policies has
significant benefits for families and the economy.
Families in the few individual states that offer
paid family leave have experienced greater use of
maternity leave, increased work hours, and
higher wages for mothers of young children
(Rossin-Slater, Ruhm, & Waldfogel, 2013).
Though still rare in the United States, some
jurisdictions, including Vermont and San Fran-
cisco, have “right to request” laws that allow
employees to request flexible work arrangements
to accommodate personal and care responsibili-
ties. In countries that have right to request laws
as part of a larger package of family-supportive
policies, such as paid leave and publicly funded
childcare, women’s labor force participation is
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greater than that of women in the United States,
most of whom do not have access to paid leave
or flexible schedules (Hegewisch & Gornick,
2011).

Normative views of the “ideal worker” inter-
sect with gender ideologies of hegemonic mas-
culinity (Connell, 1995) to prevent men from
using family leave and requesting
family-supportive work schedules (Berdahl &
Moon, 2013). How men feel about work-family
policies depends on their views of normative
masculinity and how they think other men will
judge their decision to use them (Thébaud &
Pedulla, 2016). This is a case of how policies
intended to support families and gender equality
often fall short of both goals because gender is
rarely viewed as central to the policy-making
process (MacKinnon, 1989; Orloff, 1993).

When policies do directly address gender,
they typically reinforce how gender and family
statuses intersect to create advantages for men
and disadvantages for women. Women suffer
from a “motherhood penalty” in earnings and
occupational advancement (Budig & England,
2001; Correll, Bernard, & Paik, 2007), especially
if they are single, while married fathers tend to
benefit from a marital wage premium (Killewald,
2013) and “daddy bonus” in earnings (Hodges &
Budig, 2010). Marriage promotion and respon-
sible fatherhood programs try to capitalize on
these advantages for men by teaching couples
that marriage is good for families because mar-
ried men earn more (Randles, 2017). This rein-
forces the gendered ideology of the ideal worker
norm that underlies wage discrimination bene-
fiting married fathers.

Policies that instead focus on helping families
balance care and work responsibilities, such as
subsidized education and childcare, promote
higher labor force participation rates among
women and a more egalitarian division of unpaid
household labor (Hegewisch & Gornick, 2011;
Noonan, 2013). Even when partners share egal-
itarian ideas, they often find it prohibitively dif-
ficult to put them into practice in the absence of
supportive policies. To promote gender equality,

policies must account for the growing number of
families that do not conform to the married male
breadwinner/female caregiver model. This will
necessitate a rethinking of political definitions of
good parenting founded on hegemonic and
essentialist understandings of femininity, mas-
culinity, and heterosexuality. For example,
government-funded responsible fatherhood pro-
gramming promotes the idea that children need
an involved mother and father, preferably mar-
ried, to avoid negative social outcomes such as
poverty and incarceration (Randles, 2017). Bas-
ing family policies on assumptions that men and
women parent in fundamentally different ways
due to sex-based differences and that children
need access to parents with both essential male
and female qualities erroneously attributes
problems of socioeconomic inequality to gender
and sexuality. Teaching men that they are valu-
able as caring parents is a worthy policy goal and
challenges the political and economic devalua-
tion of carework. Teaching them that they are
valuable as men who role model masculinity as
part of a heterosexual couple merely reinforces
empirically unsupported ideologies that parents’
gender and sexual orientation matter more than
their abilities to nurture and provide for children
(Biblarz & Stacey, 2010).

Young adults in the United States desire to
have egalitarian marriages and committed part-
nerships in which they and their partners equally
share paid work and unpaid family labor (Ger-
son, 2010; Pedulla & Thébaud, 2015). Ideologi-
cal and political stagnation make it difficult to
realize these goals. The unfinished revolution at
home and work will require a restructuring of
paid work and caregiving (Gerson, 2010) and
will involve what Barbara Risman (1998) calls
gender vertigo, a reconceptualization of families
that does not depend on gender as a central
organizing framework. Gender scholars who
study social policies have described how partic-
ular family models infuse policy paradigms and
reinforce the gender structure. This work points
to how more equitable models of gender and
family are necessary to create a political context
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in which individuals and families can realize
these egalitarian aspirations.

2 Gender and Family Policy
Paradigms

Feminist scholars of the welfare state have the-
orized how gendered policy regimes shape out-
comes of social provision, including who can
make demands on the state to increase their
power, opportunity, and autonomy (O’Connor,
Orloff, & Shaver, 1999). These regimes differ in
how they codify models of family life and to
whom they assign responsibility for meeting
family members’ needs. Three primary gendered
policy regimes that have shaped family policy in
the United States are: the patriarchal paradigm,
the individual responsibility paradigm, and the
social responsibility paradigm.

2.1 Patriarchal Paradigm

The patriarchal policy paradigm (Eichler, 1997)
envisions the family as an administrative unit
founded in legal marriage between a husband as
the undisputed legal, social, and economic head
of household and a wife who has caregiving
obligations for children and elders. Fam-
ily members in non-legal unions are not recog-
nized as having social, legal, or economic
obligations to one another. Historically, based on
this patriarchal model, responsibility for an
individual’s well-being was assigned to their
family, and under the subsidiary principle, fam-
ilies with an able-bodied man could not receive
economic support from the state (Eichler, 1997).
Many U.S. laws and policies regulating marriage
and family life have reflected this paradigm,
including coverture laws that rendered women
the economic dependents and legal subordinates
of their husbands. Throughout most of U.S.
history, family law codified marriage as an eco-
nomic and social contract through which wives
consented to serve and obey their husbands, and
husbands accepted a legal obligation to protect
and support wives and their children (Cott,

2000). As a form of gendered governance, mar-
riage converted a woman’s property, legal per-
sonhood, and identity into those of her husband.
Marriage laws also constructed social under-
standings and experiences of racial difference
and hierarchy. Slaves were not allowed to enter
into marital contracts, and individuals from dif-
ferent racial groups could not legally marry one
another in all U.S. states until 1967 (Cott, 2000).

The patriarchal paradigm assumes gender
complementarity, that is, that women and men
should perform complementary gendered “roles”
within families (Johnson, Duerst-Lahti, & Nor-
ton, 2007). According to Mary Blair-Loy (2003),
the hegemonic cultural schema of motherhood is
that of family devotion, an ideology that con-
strues a good mother as one whose commitment
to family care is her deepest moral obligation and
practical responsibility. The parallel masculine
cultural schema is that of the father as financial
provider. These gender schemas anchor expec-
tations of parents’ behaviors and assume
heterosexual complementarity of family roles
based on essentialist beliefs that children thrive
most when they have access to a caregiving
mother and a wage-earning father. Even if indi-
vidual women and men desire more egalitarian
relationships, their behaviors are still held
accountable to these larger gendered cultural
referents (Ridgeway, 2011). U.S. policies reveal
a consistent pattern of legislation enacted to
provide incentives to marry and conform to the
male breadwinner/female caretaker family form
(Abramovitz, 1996). Despite significant changes
in understandings of fatherhood that recognize
men’s equal abilities to care for their children
(LaRossa, 1997), some contemporary family
policies, such as responsible fatherhood policy,
are still based on this idea of gender comple-
mentarity in parenting. By stressing that fathers
are essential for children’s well-being, especially
due to their unique ability to be male role mod-
els, such policies ideologically devalue any
family that does not fit the married, two-parent,
heterosexual model (Randles, 2017).

By using public policy to influence
family-formation patterns, the welfare state reg-
ulated the lives of poor, single mothers and
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sought to reinstitutionalize marriage as the legal
and economic foundation of patriarchal families.
These attempts to “strengthen” the heterosexual
married family have mostly served to strengthen
the gender structure and the racialization and
feminization of poverty (Hays, 2003; Reese,
2005; Roberts, 1998). Welfare reform in the
1990s, for example, focused more on reducing
welfare rolls, promoting heterosexual marriage,
and increasing fathers’ financial contributions
than it did on improving low-income mothers’
labor market position and ability to combine care
and paid work (Hays, 2003; Randles, 2017). It
assumed a single-wage earner/two-parent family
form and that poverty is the direct result of
wage-earner joblessness. Yet, most single
mothers already worked in low-wage jobs
without access to adequate childcare, healthcare,
or job security. Poor, single mothers of color
comprise a large share of adult recipients, have
lower earning potential in the paid labor market,
and are more likely to have sole custodial
responsibility for children. These factors com-
bine to perpetuate the gender structure and how
it intersects with racial inequalities. In 2015,
white women earned only $.82 for each $1
earned by white men (Hegewisch & DuMon-
thier, 2016); Black women and Latinas fared
even worse with respective earnings of $.65 and
$.58 for every $1 white men earned (Patten,
2016). Requiring work in exchange for meager
assistance in the absence of affordable childcare
has exacerbated women’s and children’s eco-
nomic hardship, especially as the economy
declined with the 2008 recession (Cohen, 2016;
Edin & Shaefer, 2015). By legislating a family
model that failed to account for these effects of
the gender structure, welfare reform encouraged
women’s financial dependence on men, particu-
larly through marriage (Abramovitz, 1996). This
increased the deep poverty of many
mother-headed families, particularly those of
color, as what was once a government entitle-
ment became a time-limited discretionary pro-
gram that has been all but dismantled by many
states (Edin & Shaefer, 2015).

2.2 Individual Responsibility
Paradigm

Officially known as the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act, U.S.
welfare reform also reflected the individual
responsibility (Eichler, 1997) or individuality
paradigm (Johnson et al., 2007) by codifying the
idea that, after a limited period of time, parents
alone are responsible for meeting children’s
needs. Though it presents a model of family life
that is gender equal in theory, it has paradoxical
implications for efforts to reduce gender
inequality. As Margrit Eichler (1997) argued,
since both men and women are presumed capable
of providing care and money under this para-
digm, it follows that both mothers and fathers can
do either and that single parents should be able to
do both. “The ideological ground is therefore
prepared for an erosion of public entitlements for
substantial numbers of families, particularly
lone-parent families, because of the lack of
recognition that one parent needs extra support in
the absence of the second parent” (Eichler, 1997,
13). The earliest U.S. welfare programs,
Mothers’ Pensions, were created as subsidies to
allow white women without husbands, primarily
widows, to care for their children, reflecting the
idea that raising children was a public service
worthy of state support (Reese, 2005). However,
as never-married and non-white women started to
comprise a larger share of welfare recipients,
calls to reform welfare to encourage paid work as
a form of individual responsibility followed; a
major provision of welfare reform in 1996 was
thus to require work in exchange for benefits
after two years of aid (Hays, 2003). With few
exceptions, in U.S. social policy, the care of
one’s own children, an activity disproportion-
ately performed by women, is no longer politi-
cally defined as work. Even the exceptions are
not universally available; though the Compre-
hensive Assistance for Family Caregivers for
veterans wounded after 9/11 is a federal program
available in all states, the Medicaid Cash and
Counseling Program for children with chronic
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illnesses and disabilities is state specific and only
accessible to some caregivers.

Many policies, such as those related to
unemployment, welfare, and family leave,
involve treating both women and men mainly as
workers based on a male breadwinner model
(O’Connor, Orloff, & Shaver, 1999). This denies
how state-market and state-family linkages shape
how one’s family status affects their market sta-
tus. O’Connor, Orloff, and Shaver (1999) argued
that the gendered family status of mother as
caregiver, to the extent that it is politically rec-
ognized at all, is often conceptualized in social
policy as a temporary barrier to labor market
participation. This barrier is construed as an
individual problem, a personal market failure for
which the government can only offer
market-based solutions, such as tax credits to
purchase childcare or employer incentives to
provide on-site care facilities. These policies
reflect a logic of gender sameness based on
income maintenance and labor market participa-
tion. By failing to recognize or remunerate par-
enting as both a political and economic activity,
these limited policy interventions fail to account
for how the unpaid work of caregiving is nec-
essary to produce future workers that sustain the
economy. This undermines public support for
those with care responsibilities that might inter-
fere with work. As Catherine MacKinnon (1989,
169) claimed, sexual and family politics “insti-
tutionalize male power over women through
institutionalizing the male point of view in law.”
The guise of gender neutrality in social policy
ultimately results in legislated discrimination by
disregarding how individual responsibility for
unpaid care falls mostly on women.

The individual responsibility paradigm thus
perpetuates gender inequalities because it
assumes that the goal of social policy is to create
self-sufficient, hard-working citizens who are not
dependent on the state. This codifies the “ato-
mistic man as the standard” in policy and
obscures how family members’ individual choi-
ces and autonomy are constrained or enhanced
by family relationships and the needs of depen-
dents (Johnson et al., 2007, 24). Though such
policies may not compel women and men to

assume particular family responsibilities because
of biological sex, it prioritizes autonomy as a
political ideology within a socio-political context
where men are still more economically and
socially autonomous and therefore have greater
opportunities for self-sufficiency. For example,
work and marriage programs created in the wake
of welfare reform similarly focused on promoting
economic self-sufficiency for poor parents by
teaching skills for self-regulation, such as time
management, stress-reduction, and budgeting;
these strategies obscure how gender and racial
inequalities sustain poverty and the need for
welfare (Randles & Woodward, 2018).

Even if they avoid assumptions of patriarchy
and gender complementarity, seemingly
gender-neutral policies based on the individuality
paradigm rarely have gender-equal effects.
Catherine MacKinnon (2005, 1) argued that
gender inequality is built into “sex equality law’s
oscillation between denying the sexes are human
equals and pretending that they are social
equals.” That is, social policies often further
codify gender inequality by ignoring that the
gender structure exists. For example, Prohaska
and Zipp (2011) found that discussions of gender
equality and the policy’s effects on women
played a minor role in the formative stages of the
bill that would eventually become the FLMA in
1993. Debates over the policy’s potential impacts
on families were couched in the language of
personal choice and parents’ rights to decide
which partner would “choose” to use leave. The
Act reinforced gender inequality by emphasizing
individual choice without accounting for cultural
schemas that favor women as caretakers and
women’s greater tendency to work in
lower-paying jobs. Policies need not explicitly
promote patriarchy or gender complementarity to
perpetuate women’s subordination; they need
only to ignore women’s devalued statuses as
low-paid workers, unpaid caregivers, and emo-
tional nurturers in families.

Like the FMLA, policies typically assume that
solutions to family problems result from inter-
personal negotiation and choice based on the
personal motivation, preferences, and skills of
the individuals involved. When these solutions
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fail, they are attributed to individual deficiencies
or interpersonal incompatibilities, not how the
gender structure and other axes of inequality,
including race and class, create differential
positions from which people negotiate family-
and work-related challenges. Relationship edu-
cation programs funded via the marriage pro-
motion provisions of welfare reform, for
example, focused on teaching interpersonal
strategies for communication and
conflict-resolution. This approach obscures how
gender differences in marital power rooted in
social, economic, and political inequalities
between wives and husbands restrain individu-
als’ abilities to develop agency and pursue
interests within marriage, even if couples share
gender egalitarian beliefs (Randles, 2016). Gen-
der inequality will persist as long as policies,
despite being gender-neutral on their face, value
reproductive labor within the family less than
“productive” work outside it (Lorber, 1994). This
reinforces women’s economic dependence on
men, men’s greater economic position relative to
women, and ultimately men’s increased bar-
gaining power within marriages and families.

2.3 Social Responsibility Paradigm

Policies informed by a third paradigm focus on
social responsibility for meeting families’ needs
and help create a structure where care is more
highly valued and equitably distributed among
family members (Eichler, 1997; Johnson et al.,
2007). This model recognizes that the public
should share the costs of care and promotes
gender equality in the workplace, household, and
political arena. By focusing on inequality,
including the gender structure, and not just
individual autonomy and personal responsibility,
the social responsibility paradigm prioritizes
equal opportunities for women and men across
family types and challenges gendered and
heteronormative models of family life. This
paradigm encourages us to consider how policies
that seem to recognize care as a gender-neutral
responsibility can perpetuate gender and other
forms of inequality, especially when policies link

economic support for care directly to
employment.

The FMLA granting access to unpaid leave
for qualifying employees is officially gender
neutral and seems to be a governmental
endorsement of the value of care; however, uti-
lizing it is dependent on individual and house-
hold resources, especially employment, rather
than universally available public supports, which
has gendered effects. During the past two dec-
ades, despite overall rapid economic growth and
a rise in women’s paid employment, the number
of women taking parental leave has stalled.
Moreover, fewer than half of parents were paid at
all during leave, and those who did receive some
compensation were significantly more likely to
be men. Those who took leave were also rela-
tively privileged; mothers who were white,
married, and college educated were the most
likely group to utilize leave policies (Zagorsky,
2017). Fathers’ use of parental leave tripled
during this time, but still lagged significantly
behind that of mothers; in 2015, for every 10
women who took leave, only one man did
(Zagorsky, 2017). Tax-payer supported paid
leave, especially policies that offer incentives for
use by caregivers of all genders, would enable
more families to utilize both public and private
leave policies.

Tax credits for families in the United States
are also primarily tied to employment rather than
unpaid caregiving. The Earned Income Tax
Credit (EITC), a refundable tax credit for low-
and moderate-income working families, allows
both individuals and couples to increase their
annual income by claiming qualifying children
on their federal taxes. As more families time out
on cash assistance under 60-month lifetime limits
on welfare receipt passed as part of welfare
reform, the EITC has become an important part
of poor families’ new work-based safety net
(Halpern-Meekin, Edin, Tach, & Sykes, 2015).
Though the maximum 2016 annual credit of
$3,373 for a single child represents a significant
increase in income for many U.S. families, it is
still often not enough to promote upward
mobility for women and children. Instead of
policies that offer tax credits in the form of child
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subsidies that are solely dependent on raising
residential children, such as those in other
countries, the EITC is directly tied to paid work
in the absence of living wage laws and affordable
childcare for all qualifying families.

Policies informed by the social responsibility
paradigm would decouple public support for care
from paid work. They could include direct child
subsidies for parents and guardians that are not
tied to income-based tax credits, childcare sub-
sidies for all eligible families, and paid family
leave for any caregiver, not just those in legally
recognized family relationships. Most impor-
tantly, they would need to be universally avail-
able and tax funded. Such policies would codify
the idea that women and men can have inter-
changeable family responsibilities but not the
superhuman ability to meet all their family
members’ needs alone.

The main problem with this paradigm is that,
by recognizing care as a fundamental political
practice and economic activity (Tronto, 1993), it
directly conflicts with dominant U.S. political
ideologies that only paid workers are deserving
of public provisions. Given its focus on the social
redistribution of resources, the social responsi-
bility model has historically encountered the
most resistance in the U.S. (Johnson et al., 2007).
The U.S. economy benefits greatly from care-
givers’ economically valuable, yet unremuner-
ated, reproductive labor. This puts caregivers,
especially mothers—who disproportionately
make investments that allow children to become
future workers whose earnings will be taxed—in
a precarious situation. They are expected to care
intensively for children and other dependents
whom our economic system and social policies
assign no market value (Folbre, 2008). Making
care central to social provision will therefore be
necessary to dismantle the gender structure and
to empower women, especially low-income
women and women of color, who have been
socially and economically marginalized because
of their association with carework. This will
require making gender central to policy-making
and the study of policy implementation, specifi-
cally by accounting for how women and men are

differentially affected due to their distinct posi-
tions in the gender structure.

3 Directions for Future Research

Future research should address how social poli-
cies are informed by these distinct paradigms and
how policy interventions can dismantle the gen-
der structure. Empirical work will need to ana-
lyze how policy is translated into practice and the
impacts, both intended and unintended, on family
members’ experiences, gender ideologies, and
abilities to meet responsibilities. Specifically,
research must explore how social policies rein-
force or challenge the gender structure and to
what extent they allow family members to make
decisions in accordance with egalitarian ideas
given gendered differences in power, autonomy,
and opportunities. Social scientific research is
especially well-suited for understanding to what
extent legislators’ intentions are realized in pol-
icy implementation and why policy efforts often
fail to produce intended results, such as with the
marriage promotion provisions of welfare
reform.

There is also a need for theoretical work that
enhances our understandings of how policies
legislate different models of family life. This
work should focus on how these models limit or
enhance our abilities to create policies that meet
the diverse needs of individuals and families,
including the majority who do not fit the
heterosexual, married two-parent family form
and who, therefore, face different opportunities
and constraints than those reflected in existing
policies. Under what conditions do social poli-
cies—or their absence—strengthen gendered
schemas of family life? Which policies have been
most successful in undermining them? We need
to push our empirical and theoretical work as
gender scholars to inform how family policies
can create interventions and social supports that
reflect a political ethic of care and collective
responsibility for those in need. This agenda
would especially benefit from additional com-
parative cross-national analyses of countries that

414 J. Randles



support families through policy and social pro-
vision much more effectively than we do in the
United States.
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30Gender and Emotion Management

Carissa Froyum

Abstract
Arlie Hochschild’s work shifted sociological
attention to how emotions are not just felt but
managed. She argued we cultivate emotional
experiences in ourselves and others, what she
termed “emotion work,” in gendered and
classed ways. Critical to emotion work are
the “feeling rules” or the social scripts for
what we should feel, how we should express
our feelings, how much feeling to express, and
for how long in a given social context. This
chapter examines how we gender emotions
through the socialization of gendered feeling
rules and performing and policing gendered
emotion work. It also examines the institu-
tionalization of feeling rules and emotion
work within families, schools, and work-
places. In each case, emotions are not just a
byproduct and constituent of the gender social
structure but also race, class, and sexuality.
The chapter ends with a call for more research
on the intersection of gendered emotions with
disabilities and a thorough accounting of the
role of the beneficiaries of emotion work in
policing feeling rules.

1 Introduction

Since Arlie Hochschild’s (1983) ground breaking
study on emotional labor, research on emotions
in general and the gendering of emotions in
particular has experienced a surge within soci-
ology. Hochschild’s study examined how women
airline attendants and men debt collectors culti-
vate emotional experiences in others as a condi-
tion of their employment, in order to help their
employers be profitable, in gendered ways. By
extending the work of Goffman (1961), Hochs-
child showed that we engage in emotion work, or
managing our own and others emotions in
interaction. Her work also turned a critical eye to
the power dynamics around emotion work:
demonstrating how employers convey
emotion-based interaction scripts to employees
and the gendered expectations of those scripts.
Since then, Hochschild’s framework has been
applied, extended, and challenged in studies in an
assortment of social settings and among a variety
of workplaces: from the NICU to the salon to fast
food restaurants (Barber, 2016; Kang, 2003;
Leidner, 1999; Lewis, 2005).

Risman’s gender structure theory (2018) pro-
vides an especially powerful framework for
understanding how emotion work is gendered
across dimensions of social life. As Risman
points out, gender is organized throughout the
social world along three dimensions: the indi-
vidual, interactional, and institutional. Here, I
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approach emotions through the cultural lens of
each dimension, focusing on how we socialize,
manage, and institutionalize emotions in gen-
dered ways that build off and uphold gender
inequality.

In this chapter, specifically, I argue that
emotion work is gendered in three ways, which
draw on Hochschild’s original insights and apply
them within the gender structure framework.
First, we learn and reinforce racialized- and
classed-gendered feeling rules so that
girls/women and boys/men learn to suppress and
express particular feelings. While we learn these
rules from our families in childhood, schools
reinforce them as a form of emotional capital.
Second, organizational contexts are gendered and
produce gendered expectations for managing
feelings. I look explicitly at workplaces and
families as critical sites. Third, gendered
oppression creates unique emotional burdens for
women to manage. Together, these processes
recreate inequality across the gender structure.
I begin the chapter by more fully explaining
Hochschild’s theory and end by calling for more
research on gendered emotions as they intersect
with other social structures of inequality and are
policed in interaction.

2 Emotion Management

Hochschild (1979, 561) defines emotion work as
“the act of trying to change in degree or quality
an emotion or feeling.” Emotion work comes in
two forms: “‘getting in touch with’ feeling” and
“‘trying to’ feel” by evoking desired emotions or
suppressing undesired ones (Hochschild, 1983,
17). How people are supposed to feel in a given
situation, and how long and deeply those feelings
should be felt, are dictated by collectively held
“feeling rules.” Feeling rules are scripts or moral
stances toward feeling (Hochschild, 1983). They
specify the appropriate extent, direction, and
duration of a feeling in a given social setting
(Hochschild, 1979), and they “guide emotion
work by establishing the sense of entitlement or
obligation that governs emotional exchanges”
(Hochschild, 1983, 56).

Broad gendered cultural beliefs stereotype
emotions as the purview of girls/women but
rationality as the purview of boys/men (Ridge-
way, Stets, & Turner, 2006; Simon & Nath,
2004). Gender scholars have tied the manage-
ment of emotions to the ways we do femininity
and masculinity. Sattel argued that we learn
gendered ways to express feelings which provide
boys/men with power, while diminishing that of
girls/women (Sattel, 1976). Men, for example,
can display their manhood by controlling emo-
tions which denote weakness—fear, sadness—
while expressing those which demonstrate their
control and power over others—anger at subor-
dinates, disgust at losing—or within other cul-
tural contexts which bolster manhood, like on the
ball field or Mixed Martial Arts cage (Schwalbe,
2015; Vaccaro, Schrock, & McCabe, 2011).
Girls and women, on the other hand, Hochschild
argued (1983, 163), “are more likely to be pre-
sented with the task of mastering anger and
aggression in the service of ‘being nice.’” Cul-
tural beliefs dictate that nurturing, caretaking,
and emotional deference are the purviews of girls
and women: they are to monitor other people’s
emotional states and place their emotional needs
above their own (Froyum, 2010a, b).

People make gendered feeling rules stick by
holding each other accountable for them in
interaction. Jocelyn Hollander (2013, 2018,
Chap. 13 in this volume) argues there are three
dimensions to accountability: orientation,
assessment, and enforcement. Orientation is when
we redirect our attention to a particular way of
thinking and acting. People assess us when they
determine how closely we follow an interaction
order. They enforce scripts when they judge us
according to our compliance, tell us to do things
differently, or criticize or hurt us into changing
our ways. Hochschild identified “rule reminders,”
which make people account for their emotions, as
one way that people police feeling rules. In
Froyum (2010a, b) and Cox (2016), teachers,
mentors and after-school workers policed black
and Latino girls’ expressions of “attitudes” so that
girls signified their competence and willingness
to achieve in school by being silent, responsive to
demands, and still. Another common form of
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accountability is to associate boys’/men’s caring
and caretaking with femininity and being gay
(Cottingham, Johnson, & Taylor, 2016; Froyum,
2007; Pascoe, 2011). Even common sayings such
as “nice guys finish last” act as a form of
accountability (Talbot & Quayle, 2010). Over
time, we may come to orient, assess, and enforce
ourselves simply by imagining how others would
react to us. These forms of accountability, thus,
transform loose gendered feeling rules into social
standards which reinforce gendered emotion
work and expressions (Rogers, Schröder, &
Scholl, 2013). Accountability further genders an
interaction when people police the expressions of
an emotion by one group but not another.

3 Gendered Socialization of Feeling
Rules and Emotional Capital

Children learn the gendered rules of emotion
management early. Hochschild argued that fam-
ilies train children to feel and manage emotions
in ways which matter throughout their lives.
Hochschild’s theory focused on the classed nat-
ure of primary emotional socialization and its
connection to power: while adults control
working-class children through rules, they con-
trol middle-class children through feeling rules.
Middle-class children learn that feelings,
including their own, are important and ought to
be controlled and managed in order to get ahead.
Through this socialization, children develop
emotional capital (Andrew, 2015; Cottingham,
2016; Froyum, 2010b; Reay, 2004), or the
emotional “skills and habits that people translate
into social advantages” (Froyum, 2010a, b, 39).
Cottingham (2016, 454) emphasizes that emo-
tional capital includes “emotion-based knowl-
edge, emotion management skills, and feeling
capacities” (p. 454), which are
“trans-situationally available regardless of its use
in practice” (p. 460).

Research demonstrates that parents and other
adults socialize children in gendered feeling
rules, and these processes are infused with
power. Parents foster niceness among girls by
restricting or dismissing girls’ expressions of

anger but rewarding their expressions of sadness,
fear, anxiety, and distress (Chaplin, Cole, &
Zahn-Waxler, 2005; Garside & Klimes-Dougan,
2002; Root & Rubin, 2010), including for
neuro-diverse girls (Blum, 2015). Additionally,
adults teach girls to be emotionally deferent to
others in order to gain the acceptance of higher
status individuals. They socialize girls to be
sensitive to other people’s emotional needs and
to accommodate them.

Schools reinforce deferent, pleasing emotional
capital among girls. Brown (2005, 155) finds
girls’ emotional accommodation to be a central
component of niceness within schools: “Nice
girls are kind, caring; they listen; they do not hurt
others, get in trouble, or cause scenes; they do
not express anger openly or say what they want
directly; they do not brag or call attention to
themselves.” Teachers, parents, and other adults
focus on teaching girls to “be nice” or submissive
“ladies” (Bettie, 2000; Hill, 2005; Luttrell, 2003;
Morris, 2005b, 2007; Tyson, 2003). Nice girls, in
turn, are easier to manage. Teachers better eval-
uate girls who are quiet rather than questioning,
accommodating rather than obstinate (Gansen &
Martin, 2018, Chap. 6 in this volume), teaching
girls to suppress anger and frustration.

On the flip side, masculinity dictates that
emotional control, especially of emotions which
make boys vulnerable, is a central part of dis-
playing manhood (Schwalbe, 2014). In turn,
parents expect boys to feel and express less
anxiety, fear, and sadness and more anger (Root
& Rubin, 2010), although research shows that
parents problematize and punish boys’ expres-
sions of anger (Klimes-Dougan et al., 2007;
Nelson, Leerkes, O’Brien, Calkins, & Marcov-
itch, 2012). Some research suggests a broadening
of emotional socialization for boys. In a diverse
sample of 42 parents of preschool children in
Kane (Kane, 2006), parents responded positively
to play which fostered nurturing and empathy
among boys. Parents, especially mothers, wanted
boys to be able to care for their children and
viewed boys playing at domesticity as training to
do so. Nonetheless, some parents, especially
fathers, fretted over their son’s crying and
excessive emotionality.
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Emotional control and independence is so
strongly associated with manhood that many men
practice stoicism and staying strong in the face of
stressful life events (Schwab, Addis, Reigeluth,
& Berger, 2016) and consider help seeking even
in the face of cancer to be feminine and
uncomfortable (Wenger, 2013).

3.1 Intersections with Racism
and Class

The gendering of emotional socialization inter-
sects with race, ethnicity, and social class. Recent
research, for example, emphasizes the racialized
and classed nature of gendered cultural beliefs
(Collins, 2004; Penner & Saperstein, 2013;
Ridgeway & Kricheli-Katz, 2013), some of
which relate to feeling rules and emotional cap-
ital. Deeply entrenched racial stereotypes frame
black men and Latino men as criminals and
troublemakers, who are angry and emotionally
out of control, while Asian men are stereotyped
as submissive, asexual model minorities
(Ridgeway & Kricheli-Katz, 2013). Black
women face stereotypes that they are sexually
loose and angry (Collins, 2004), while Latinas
and Asian women contend with images of
themselves as docile and compliant (Ridgeway &
Kricheli-Katz, 2013). These stereotypes influ-
ence not only gendered feeling rules but how
others hold each other accountable for feeling
expressions in interaction.

Thus, what research often presents as racially
or ethnically neutral gendered feeling rules are
actually based on white cultural standards.
Whether black and Latino men can establish
manhood through emotional control, suppression
of emotions and expression of anger, for
instance, depends on the class context in which
interactions happen. On the one hand, controlling
emotions and minimizing vulnerability are
essential pieces of the “code of the street” which
establish respect for low-income black boys and
Latinos in certain urban contexts (Anderson,
1999; Carter, 2005).

On the other hand, upwardly-mobile and
middle-class boys/men of color or those in white

social contexts face controlling images which
lead to feeling rules based in the suppression of
anger, which more closely resembles the gen-
dered feeling rules for girls/women. Adults who
raise and teach youth and young men of color
contend with these stereotypes when they
socialize feeling rules. They recognize that many
white gatekeepers fear and resent assertive black
children and young adults, who are perceived as
disrespectful and belligerent. Teachers, for
example, often punish emotional willfulness
among boys of color (Carter, 2003; Dance, 2002;
Ferguson, 2000; Lewis, 2003; MacLeod, 1995;
Morris, 2005a, 2007; Suizzo, Robinson, &
Pahlke, 2008; Tolman, 1996). In Morris (2005b),
teachers were especially concerned with Latino
boys taking on gang-affiliated cultural capital.
Adults of color also worry about preparing black
youth, especially boys, for encounters with
police (Dow, 2016).

In these instances adults foster a deferential,
respectability-based form of emotional capital so
to demonstrate respect for positions of authority
and to protect children from discrimination
(Froyum, 2013b). Black parents and
class-conscious teachers and mentors try to teach
black youth to distance themselves from stereo-
types of black boys as dangerous, angry, or “full
of attitude” (Cox, 2016; Dow, 2016; Froyum,
2010a; Froyum, 2013b). Black mothers, for
example, are less likely to view the expression of
anger, fear, and sadness in public as appropriate
for children than their white counterparts do, and
they view the displaying of these emotions as
having negative consequences for boys (Nelson
et al., 2012). Nelson et al. also found that black
mothers actively encouraged less expression of
anger, fear, and sadness than white parents. They
were also more punitive and minimizing of them,
especially for boys. Cox (2016) studied the
feeling rules at Launch, a program which pre-
pares high achieving low- and moderate-income
Latino and black students for boarding school.
She found that mentors and administrators
socialized students to follow two feeling rules: “a
mildly pleasant demeanor and the self-
disciplined acquiescence to authority” (p. 493).
Mentors checked their behavior with either
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“Room for Repair” or “Boxed In” “rule remin-
ders.” Room for Repair reminders allowed stu-
dents to correct their emotion display and
continue their interaction without embarrassing
them, while Boxed In reminders demanded stu-
dents immediately comply in front of their peers.
When students responded to Boxed In reminders
with reluctance or frustration, gatekeepers
determined they were ready for boarding school.
An after-school program taught black boys to
distance themselves from street manhood by
controlling emotional reactions and making
rationalistic, instrumental decisions in their place
(Froyum, 2013b). Additionally in Froyum
(2013b), after-school workers, especially men,
emphasized boys’ entitlement to have fun and
taught boys that being tough brings authority and
respect from others. Dow (2016) found black
middle- and upper-class mothers were particu-
larly concerned with images that their sons were
“thugs.” They taught boys how to navigate this
thug controlling image through emotional
control.

The lessons of emotional control and sup-
pression of anger continue into adulthood, as
men of color attend college, strive to become
upwardly mobile, and work in white-dominated
spaces. Jackson and Wingfield (2013), for
instance, studied how black men in a student
organization on a predominantly white campus
taught other black men to be calm, emotionally
restrained, and humble in public, in order to
distance themselves from racial stereotypes and
display brotherhood with each other. Ironically,
they policed each other through anger. Other
research on black men demonstrates that they do
in fact develop emotional restraint, especially of
anger, as a way to protect themselves in
white-dominated spaces (Wilkins, 2012; Wing-
field, 2010).

For status-seeking black and Latino men in
particular, then, feeling rules more closely
resemble those for girls and women: they are
based in emotional deference and accommoda-
tion. The feeling rules in Cox’s (2016) study
applied equally to blacks, Latinos, different
classes, boys and girls. In Morris (2005a, 2007),
teachers viewed black girls as assertive

“loudies,” even when they were strong academ-
ically. They disciplined them to become more
deferential “ladies.” Froyum (2010a, 2010b)
found that staff at an after-school program taught
black girls to be “good girls” who suppressed
their supposedly bad “attitudes” and exercised
emotional self-restraint. In each of these cases,
feeling rules for girls tie emotional suppression to
displaying femininity and gendered respectabil-
ity. Research on Latinas, additionally, highlights
sexual restraint as a way to emphasize ethnic
heritage and distancing from white cultural
norms (Bettie, 2000; Le Espiritu, 2001).

The connection to cultural heritage is evident
among Latino boys, too. While Latino boys are
subject to many of the same stereotypes as
troublemakers and thus the same control of anger
and demeanor as black boys (Cox, 2016), they
also engage in emotional socialization in order to
maintain ethnic ties. Vasquez (2015) found, for
example, that Latino families and peers passed
on “disciplined preferences” for Latinos to marry
within their ethnic group by surveilling their
dating, advising them to date Latinos, and
threatening them if they dated non-Latinos.
Because Latino men face harsh discipline when
dating white women, they especially developed
an in-group dating preference.

Thus, research demonstrates the continued
association of anger, aggression, and emotional
control with manhood and emotional caretaking
and deference with womanhood. Families pass
along gendered feeling rules in childhood, and
schools reinforce them as a form of emotional
capital. Research also demonstrates that gendered
feeling rules are deeply entrenched in racial
inequality, including cultural stereotypes about
blacks being overly emotional and expressive of
anger.

4 Gendered Institutions
of Emotions

Emotion management is also gendered in that
feeling rules are embedded within gendered
institutional contexts. Above, we saw, for
example, how teachers in schools often reinforce
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racialized and classed gendered feeling rules
among students. Even more research has been
conducted on workplaces, the original contexts
of Hochschild’s work. Hochschild criticized that
companies provide feeling rules, which are
oppressive for workers who have to fabricate
emotions and repress their true emotions. The
feelings rules for Hochschild’s women flight
attendants were extensive: they were to represent
the company in public, to treat work like home,
to refer to customers as “guests,” to appear sin-
cere, to use passive voice when confronting
passengers. The purpose was to inflate fliers’
sense of importance as a form of customer ser-
vice. Men bill collectors, on the other hand,
deflated their clients’ status in order to more
readily collect money. When emotions are dis-
played according to employers’ prescriptions and
for employers’ benefits, Hochschild argued,
workers are prevented from acting on their own
emotions and interests. They struggle to distin-
guish between their self and their role as worker.
Workers experience “emotive dissonance”
because feeling scripts conflict with their own
authentic feelings so that they feel phony or
robotic.

In fulfilling jobs where workers feel congru-
ence between their authentic feelings and those
required by their employers, employees control
the form, content, and use of their own emotional
labor, not employers. They act on their emotions
as they see fit so there is little conflict between
what employees are supposed to feel and what
they actually do feel, as Hochschild theorized.
The worker, rather than a supervisor, monitors
emotion work so that the worker role is an
extension of the authentic self. Bolton (2000)
recognizes this difference when differentiating
between prescriptive emotional labor, dictated by
employers, and philanthropic emotional labor,
where workers themselves define helping others
as part of a valued identity.

Workplace feeling rules are gendered when
occupational statuses overlap with gender (Col-
lett & Lizardo, 2010; Husso & Hirvonen, 2012;
Ragins & Winkel, 2011; Simon & Nath, 2004;
Sloan, 2004). Workplaces which promote
employee control over feeling rules are often

white male-dominated or male-identified (John-
son, 1997), such as for physicians, attorneys,
police, professors, athletes, or the military (Har-
low, 2003; Harris, 2002; Martin, 1999; Mat-
thews, 2016; Monaghan, 2002; Persson, 2012;
Smith, 2008Vaccaro et al., 2011). While these
mostly male workers perform emotional labor in
the course of their work within the “male pre-
serve” (Matthews, 2016), they rather than clients
control the interactions and they have more
flexibility to express emotions which lead to
control, such as anger and frustration. Even in
male-dominated professions which require lots of
interactions with others, these workers often have
authority over the client or public—reinforced by
a title or badge—and the client/patient and
lower-status coworkers are usually deferent to
them. So while workers within masculine work-
places may suppress their own emotions (outside
of anger) as part of their work, they are not
deferent to others. In fact, their emotion work
often serves the purpose of garnering power and
control over others. Insofar as these occupations
continue to be dominated by men and associate
emotional control with manhood, emotion work
continues to be gendered.

When women do work in male-dominated
positions, coworkers, bosses, clients, and cus-
tomers evaluate their expressions of male-
identified emotions (e.g., anger) more nega-
tively. Women are often evaluated as cold when
they perform masculinized emotional detach-
ment, even when it is regarded as “professional”
behavior. In Pierce (1995), supervisors consid-
ered these women “uncooperative” (Wharton,
1999; Wharton & Erickson, 1995). More recent
research (Tufail & Polletta, 2015) demonstrates
that women’s expressions of anger are better
received when sandwiched between positive,
more traditionally feminine emotions.

Philanthropic emotional labor, on the other
hand, is especially common in female-dominated
helping professions and largely regarded as the
purview of women. The vast majority of research
on emotional labor has focused on female- and
minority-dominated service professions with lots
of interactive labor, such as nursing, fast food,
paralegal work, childcare, salon work, modeling,
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victims advocacy, teaching, and retail work
(Barber, 2016; Froyum, 2013a; Gruys, 2012;
Kang, 2003; Kolb, 2011; Kosny & MacEachen,
2010; Lewis, 2005; Mears & Finlay, 2005).
Employers consider providing comfort, friendli-
ness, and emotional availability essential in
helping or low-status service work, although they
are often not part of the formal review process by
employers and so remain invisible and uncom-
pensated. Some research finds emotional labor
gives workers, usually women, feelings of
accomplishment and importance. Abortion clinic
workers in Wolkomir and Powers (2007), for
example, chose their employment because of
their desire to “help others.” Their emotional
labor resulted from and reaffirmed the self they
were committed to rather than detracting from it.
These workers were able to develop authentic
senses of self—and, in fact, their work was
central to it. It is not unusual either for women
workers to frame worker-client/public relation-
ships as “like family” (Dodson & Zincavage,
2007; Froyum, 2013a; Erickson, 2004).
Familial-like emotional cultures become prob-
lematic for women workers when the emotional
labor is unreciprocated or used to exploit workers
by juxtaposing “working for love” to “working
for money” (Froyum, 2013a). In Romero’s
(2002) research on Latino domestics, for
instance, white employers hired domestics who
reaffirmed their view of themselves as nonracist.
They considered friendly and accommodating
domestics to be “one of the family” when they
loved their children (even when they were away
from their own), provided companionship to
employers, and cooked ethnic food for them.
Being part of the family, in turn, fostered a sense
of loyalty so that Latinas would be willing to
engage in underpaid work.

Thus, emotion work reinforces the (racialized
and classed) gender structure not just based on
the gender-differentiated feeling rules but when
bosses and clients require women workers or
femininized work cultures in support and service
roles to perform unreciprocated emotional def-
erence. That is, when the boss or customer is
“always right,” as it so often is in
female-dominated work. In a classic study by

Pierce (1995), female paralegals did deferent and
caretaking emotional labor for male attorneys
who pushed them to pay special attention to them
and be “cheerful” and “nice” (see also, Lively,
2000). Even though they did much the same
work as attorneys and male paralegals, on top of
being paid less, female paralegals often felt
devalued and forced to mother others.

4.1 Families and Intimate
Relationships

Families and intimate relationships are sites
where women perform a disproportionate share of
emotion work for the benefit of others (Minnotte,
Stevens, Minnotte, & Kiger, 2007), including in
same sex families (Biblarz & Stacey, 2010) and
transgender families (Pfeffer, 2010). While peo-
ple continue to expect women to be caretakers in
relationships (see Armenia 2018, Chap. 34 in this
volume; Kane 2018, Chap. 28 in this volume) in
general, women are especially responsible for
emotion work with children and family members
with medical needs (Bianchi, 2011; Biblarz &
Stacey, 2010; Blum, 2015; Hays, 1998). Mothers,
for example, are subject to expectations that they
be self-sacrificing and intensively focused on
rearing their children at nearly all costs (Hays,
1998). Despite the increasing contributions of
fathers to childcare and changing standards for
“involved fathers,” mothers still disproportion-
ately manage emotions within families (Bianchi,
2011; Minnotte, Pedersen, Mannon, & Kiger,
2010). Denham, Bassett, and Wyatt (2010), for
example, described mothers as the “emotional
gatekeepers and fathers as loving playmate” (45).

The expectation that women be self-
sacrificing in their care for others, including
putting their own emotional needs aside, creates
a unique emotional burden, especially in
single-parent-headed families and families with
children with disabilities, aging parents, or
physical separation (Bianchi, 2011; Blum, 2015;
Klimes-Dougan et al., 2007). Mothers of children
with disabilities, for example, advocate for chil-
dren through complicated bureaucratic mazes to
fulfill their children’s school and medical needs,
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shielding their children from harm and giving
them access to resources (Blum, 2015). Stacey
and Ayers’ (2012) studied caregivers using Cal-
ifornia’s In Home Supportive Services (IHSS).
IHSS pays a meager wage to family members
who care for their sick, disabled, or elderly
family members via Medicaid Waiver programs.
In their sample of mostly female, racially diverse,
poor care providers, women family care workers
felt “shame, discomfort, and embarrassment”
(p. 57) about being paid for their work because
people expected them to care for family members
out of love rather than for money. Many women
even hid from others that they were paid.

Migration, deployment, and imprisonment
separate families, creating unique emotional
burdens shouldered by women (Green, Ens-
minger, Robertson, & Juon, 2006; Ryan, 2008;
Wildeman, Schnittker, & Turney, 2012).
Mothers of children whose fathers were recently
incarcerated, for example, have an increased risk
of depression and dissatisfaction with life
(Wildeman et al., 2012). For Mexican parents
who are separated from their children in order to
migrate, the emotional role of the mother and
financial role of fathers remain intact (Drbey,
2006). Mothers performed emotional care work
from a distance and experienced guilt over
leaving their children, while fathers did not
(Dreby, 2006). When migrant or deported fathers
were unable to financially support their children,
their emotional ties also faded, while mothers
faced the resentment of children who felt aban-
doned by them (Dreby, 2006, 2012).

Some of emotional burdens of separation are
lessened by strong support systems or extended
families. Research on Vietnamese migrants
found fathers and not just mothers maintained an
emotional connection to children, while kinship
networks alleviated some of the emotional bur-
den on children left behind (Hoang & Yeoh,
2012). Spatial separation may even diminish
some of the emotion work demands on some
women. Carework is part of daughter-in-laws’
duties in India, but distance prevented migrating
women from caring for their in laws’ physical
and emotional needs, which some women found
freeing (Mehrotra & Calasanti, 2010).

Emotion work in relationships is not restricted
to parenting (Fahs & Swank, 2016). In a study of
sexual experiences with a diverse (across age,
sexual identity, and race and ethnicity) sample,
women performed two types of emotion work
during sexual encounters: around desiring sex
and satisfaction during sex (Fahs & Swank,
2016). In encounters with men, women, for
example, tolerated sexual pain and faked orgasm
so that men felt sexually skilled and powerful. In
encounters with women, women reported per-
forming emotion work around giving and
receiving orgasms (Fahs & Swank, 2016, 61).

Thus, the research on workplaces and families
reveals that emotions are deeply entrenched
within the cultural expectations of actors, with
women bearing the emotional brunt and benefits
of responsibility for others both at work and at
home.

5 Unique Emotional Toll
of Oppression

Finally, emotion work is gendered because being
oppressed brings unique emotional experiences
and burdens, which require additional manage-
ment. Survey research consistently finds that
women experience more anger and depression
than men (Simon & Lively, 2010). In the previ-
ous section, we saw how such family separation
due to migration or imprisonment strains women.
Rape, sexual harassment, “forcible interaction”
(Dunn, 2014), and microaggressions provide
additional examples of interactions which are
grounded in the gender structure and exact a toll
on women (Boyle & McKinzie, 2015; Harlow,
2003; Kolb, 2011; McCabe, 2009; McLaughlin,
Uggen, & Blackstone, 2012). In Williams’
(2003) study of flight attendants, for example,
women encountered “demanding publics” who
sexually harassed or degraded them, which
required additional emotion management to ful-
fill professional expectations. In Froyum (2013a),
women after-school program workers did sub-
stantially more emotional labor than their male
counterparts because of the microaggressions
they experienced at the hands of administrators
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and board members and yet were paid less. Other
studies have pointed out the emotional toll
caretaking takes (Lewis, 2005). Indeed, percep-
tions of inequity are closely tied to emotions
(Kemper, 1978). Within families, individuals
who perceive themselves as doing more than
their fair share of housework, for instance,
experience more distress, anger, and rage and
less excitement than those who do not have that
perspective (Lively, Steelman, & Powell, 2010).

6 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have demonstrated how emotions
are part of the gender structure of our lives.Not only
do gender stereotypes about emotions continue but
they are deeply entrenched in our socialization of
children, our interactions with others, and impor-
tant social institutions, such as school, work, and
family. Arlie Hochschild’s research spurred
numerous studies on the gendered nature of feeling
rules and emotion work, while later studies focused
on policing emotions as a capital resource. Toge-
ther, these bodies of research illustrate threeways in
which emotions are gendered and fundamental to
reproducing gender inequality. First, women and
men are taught and held accountable to different
feeling rules. These racialized- and classed gen-
dered feeling rules make anger and frustration the
purview of men, especially white, middle-class
men. Alternatively, women and some men of color
face interactional expectations that they be emo-
tional caretaking, deferent, and available to people
with authority. Families teach children these feeling
rules, which are reinforced in interactions and in
schools so to produce gender-based emotional
capital.

Second, the emotional contexts of prominent
institutions are gendered and people within them
face gendered expectations for managing their
own and other people’s feelings.
Male-dominated workplaces and those with
masculine-typed cultures foster and reward the
free expression of anger and frustration, while
policing emotional vulnerability among men. For
women in them, expression of anger brings risks,
which they minimize by expressing more

traditionally feminized emotions before and after.
In helping work, dominated by women and
feminine cultures, employers and publics expect
mostly women and minority workers to foster
positive emotional experiences and preference
the emotional needs of others over their own.
These findings are echoed in research on fami-
lies, where women still face expectations that
they be primary caretakers and place the needs of
others above their own. Emotion management at
work and home is often fulfilling to women and
tied to their identities as good workers and
mothers. However, emotion work continues to be
invisible and unpaid and can lead to burnout and
resentment.

Finally, research shows that experiences roo-
ted in the gender structure—such as sexual
harassment or microaggressions—lead to nega-
tive emotional experiences that women must
manage. Thus, navigating the world with the
unique risks of being victimized and harassed by
others creates an additional layer of emotion
work for women.

6.1 Future Research

Despite the research attention that gendered
emotions have garnered over the last several
decades, several areas of study need further
elaboration. Several additional intersections of
inequality need examination, particularly for
people with disabilities and Asians. We know,
for example, that women disproportionately care
for family members with disabilities, but we
know less about how feeling rules themselves
intersect with disabilities. Linda Blum (2015), for
example, links the vulnerability of boys with
emotional-behavioral disorders to gender polic-
ing. How does this work? To what consequence
for the gender structure? How do disabilities
create uniquely gendered feeling rules? Simi-
larly, racialized gender stereotypes for Asians
differ from those of other racial minority groups.
How do the expectations for docility, for exam-
ple, play out in classrooms?

Additionally, we need more research demon-
strating the accountability processes around
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emotions. Recent research has emphasized
thinking of emotion work comprehensively and
as shifting during the same interactions. Andrew
(2015), for example, emphasizes that importance
of emotional resiliency and flexibility. How
people translate these into social advantages
deserves more inquiry. Feeling-rule violations (in
Hochschild as well as Cox, 2016) and Goffman’s
(1959) concept of “saving face” offer examples
of ways people might enforce or deal with being
held accountable to feeling rules. But we need
much more research to understand how we
enforce gendered feeling rules in order to
understand how to change them.

Finally, little research examines the effect of
emotion management on the interactant/
benefactor in interactions. How do customers or
patients think about and respond to various forms
of emotion work? What do they expect? What
happens when their expectations are not met?
And how do they respond to feeling rules directed
at them? Only by examining interactions in their
totality will we better understand the gendered
nature of emotion work and its consequences.
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Abstract
Religious messages, mores, and laws pro-
foundly shape the gendered lives of men and
women. Religious engagement has been found
to influence sexual practices, family formation,
workforce engagement, and a host of other life
domains. The influence of institutional religion
on these elements of lived experiences is often
treated as detrimental to women and religious
institutions regarded as inherently patriarchal.
However, women are often substantially more
engaged in religious institutions and invested in
religious identities than men. In this chapter we
begin by reviewing theories explaining
women’s high rates of religious engagement
and belief. We then evaluate common religious
ideologies about gendered behaviors and exam-
ine the effects of such ideologies on the
political, societal, economic, and familial expe-
riences of men and women. We conclude by

summarizing the state of current research
into the intersection of religion and gender
and providing recommendations for future
approaches.

A seeming paradox lies at the heart of research into
the intersection of religion and gender. While
religions often impose restrictive gender ideolo-
gies on congregants and have been criticized as
inherently patriarchal or anti-female by many
feminist thinkers, they often simultaneously have
more female than male congregants and women
within religious communities are often the most
active and engaged worshippers. Explaining this
apparent contradiction lies at the heart of much of
the theoretical research conducted into the rela-
tionship between gender and religion.We begin by
discussing the research attempting to explain
women’s greater religiosity overall, then turn to
the perplexing question of how they reconcile their
spiritual needs with the often negative depictions
of women or restrictive behavioral codes applied
to them by religious authorities. We move next to
contemporary trends in religious observance,
which show increasing bifurcation of the popula-
tion in industrialized countries into observant or
fundamentalist believers on the one hand and
those who have disaffiliated from any formal
religion on the other. How this impacts men and
women’s lives, especially given the entanglement
of religious conservatives in politics and law-
making, is an understudied area within the soci-
ology of religion.
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1 Gender Differences in Religious
Affiliation and Participation

One major theory explaining the gendered gap in
religious involvement relies in part on the
philosophical concept of ‘Pascal’s Wager’
(Miller & Hoffmann, 1995). Pascal’s Wager
contends that, given the unknowable existence of
a God, individuals are presented with two pos-
sible choices: believe in God and risk having
wasted some time, or chose not to believe in God
and risk eternal consequences. Thus the safest
choice appears to be belief in God. Supporters of
this theory argue that women are, on average,
more risk-averse men and thus more likely
to ‘hedge’ their spiritual bets. Some theorists
supporting this risk-aversion explanation
have argued that socialization encourages
risk-aversion in women. Collett and Lizardo
(2009) suggest a renewed focus on power-control
theory (PCT). They argue that the differential
power structures of patriarchal households, with
their strong impact on daughters, socialize girls
to greater levels of risk aversion than boys and,
consequently, greater levels of religiosity. Many
have critiqued this usage of PCT to explain
gender differences in religiosity, arguing that
both PCT and the risk aversion hypothesis often
conflate biological sex with gender characteris-
tics (Cornwall, 2009; Freese & Montgomery,
2007; Hoffmann, 2009). These authors, among
others, call for greater engagement with such
issues as intersectionality and a more nuanced
understanding of gender theory.

Some proponents of this theory suggest that
women are biologically predisposed to be more
averse to risk, saying that only sex-specific biol-
ogy could explain the cross-cultural and historical
prevalence of female piety (Miller & Stark, 2002;
Stark, 2002). Stark (2002) specifically linked
testosterone, a hormone present in greater con-
centration in men, to this proposed biological sex
difference in religiosity. Ellison and Bradshaw
(2009) suggest something of a middle ground,
contending that, as is evidenced in many other
areas of scholarship, biology and socialization
likely interact to influence the complex associa-
tion between gender and religious engagement. In

this way, they tie the phenomenon of high rates of
female religiousness into a larger body of litera-
ture evaluating the interplay of environment and
genetics.

Critics have pointed to limitations of this
risk-aversion explanation for the gendered gap in
religiosity. Carroll (2004) critiqued the premise
that women were universally more religious than
men across time and culture. He points to evi-
dence of the “feminization of piety” beginning
around the 19th century in both Catholic and
Protestant European and American traditions. He
cites multiple scholarly attempts to explain this
process, including evidence that European and
American women began to see churches as a
place to address and challenge the gendered
norms of the era. Some suggest not only that the
claim that women have always been more reli-
gious than men contentious, but that women in
the United States in the modern era are not uni-
formly more religious than men. Schnabel
(2015), analyzing the GSS, found instead that
female piety was neither dominant across all
religious traditions nor all religious measures.
Sullins (2006) used the World Values Survey to
also question the universality of feminine piety,
finding that women were no more religious than
men in a third of surveyed countries. Likewise,
Ellis, Hoskins, and Ratnasigam (2016), in a study
of both American and Malaysian college students
found that, while women in both nations did
report higher rates of religiosity on many mea-
sures, these higher rates were not consistent or
statistically significant in all cases.

While the risk-aversion explanation for female
religiosity has absorbed a great deal of academic
attention and theoretical debate, many other
explanations for high rates of female religiosity
have also been proposed. Iannaccone (1990)
proposed a structural explanation, arguing that
women were often socialized to be religious in
the same way that they were socialized to take on
most responsibilities within the home. He tied
religious engagement to this set of familial
responsibilities and argued that, as consequence
of this association, women are better at obtaining
‘religious rewards’ for themselves and the
members of their household.
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Many others have likewise focused on family
roles as key forces shaping women’s religious
engagement (Becker & Hofmeister, 2001; Roo-
zen, McKinney, & Thompson, 1990; Vaus &
David, 1984). These theories are often explicitly
or implicitly tied to Bahr’s Family Life Cycle
which argues that religious service attendance
follows a distinctive life-cycle pattern, increasing
after marriage and after parenthood of elemen-
tary school-aged children before declining when
children leave home (Bahr, 1970; Chaves, 1991).
This theory does not itself offer explanations for
the gender gap in religious service attendance,
but others have expanded upon it to argue that
the primacy women place on roles as mothers
may be a key force in shaping their heightened
religious engagement (Becker & Hofmeister,
2001; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, & Waite, 1995).

Finally, a growing body of research suggests
that gender characteristics, rather than biological
sex may be a key force shaping differences in
religious involvement. Many studies have found
that men with personality traits or worldviews
generally defined as ‘feminine’ were more likely
to be religious than their counterparts and that
similar within-gender effects held for women as
well (Frances & Wilcox, 1998; Thompson, 1991;
Thompson & Remmes, 2002). These studies use
multiple different measures of gender identity
including the Bem Sex Role Inventory to find
correlations between such feminine characteristics
and heightened religious engagement. Proponents
of this theory often assume such characteristics to
arise as a consequence of socialization rather than
hormones or biology. However, such studies have
generally been cross-sectional and incapable of
speculating on causation.

Much of the research into the gendered gap in
religiosity focuses on women or feminine char-
acteristics as the drivers of higher participation;
but in a sense this presupposes that women are
‘more’ religious rather than that men are ‘less’
religious. While some work, like Stark’s testos-
terone theory, makes arguments which focus on
both genders, the majority of theories, which
appear to operate on the presupposition that
women, rather than men, are the outliers, focus
on various aspects of women’s lives,

personalities, and experiences in order to explain
the gendered gap in religiosity.

This plethora of contradictory theories cou-
pled with a lack of standardization in the mea-
surement of multiple variables, including
risk-aversion and religiosity among others,
points to the importance of conducting more
empirical and theoretical work to explicate these
complex relationships. The lack of attention to
gender theory in this area is particularly notice-
able, and could be remedied with a deeper elu-
cidation of the role of biological (including
hormonal), psychological, and social structural
aspects of gender in women’s greater religious
participation. For example, smaller physical sta-
ture or strength (biological), bullying at school or
home (social psychological), and responsibility
for young children’s care (social structural) may
all predispose women to greater religious affili-
ation and participation. But these all represent
different elements of a particular gender system
common in many societies but not ubiquitous in
all of them. Gender scholars have spent a great
deal of time unpacking the distinctions between
biological sex, psychological gender identity,
and social structural position in a gendered
division of labor, all of which could be fruitfully
used to improve our understanding of the rela-
tionship between gender and religiosity. More-
over, scholars have done little to unpack the
specific elements of religiosity that attract female
congregants—is it social support for a shared
moral order, practical help and support with
childrearing or other tasks of daily life, psycho-
logical comfort and solace, or desire to identify
with a larger purpose? Do women accept
restrictive ideologies and social roles within their
religious tradition because they believe in their
virtue, or because they accept them in order to
obtain other spiritual rewards?

2 Religious Ideologies About
Gender

We turn now to the ideologies about gender,
sexuality, and procreation within various reli-
gious traditions themselves, and their impact on
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the women and men who affiliate with those
traditions. Although social influences on indi-
viduals’ gender ideology may come from a
variety of sources, religious institutions serve as
important transmitters of information about how
to organize and conduct family life and chil-
drearing. Conservative religious groups, in par-
ticular, promote a family structure in which
married women concentrate on homemaking
rather than paid work, especially when their
children are young (Bartkowski, 1999; Sherkat,
2001; Smith, 2000), and reify husbands’ patri-
archal “headship” and moral authority in the
household. These groups have been growing in
size and influence (Brooks, 2002; Hout, Greeley
& Wilde, 2001), both in the U.S. and abroad
(Chong 2008; Hawley, 1994; Jeffery & Basu,
2012; Mahmood, 2005). This emphasis on male
authority extends to the religious organization
itself, where women are denied access to reli-
gious leadership or the right to be ordained as
religious leaders.

Importantly, while Christianity within the
U.S. and Latin America has experienced a
growing renaissance of conservative and evan-
gelical Protestants, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism,
and even Buddhism all have their particular
fundamentalist versions expanding in other
regions of the world as well (Almond, Appleby,
& Sivan, 2003; Emerson & Hartman, 2006;
Hawley, 1994; Lehman, 1998; Sen & Wagner,
2009). This rise in fundamentalisms often occurs
as a rebellion against modernity and secular
moral systems. Many scholars believe it flows
from the economic and family upheavals
wrought by global capitalist incorporation of
nations into a world economy where entire
groups (of mostly men) lose their traditional
sources of security, support, and authority. As
consequence, they focus particularly strongly on
ideologies of gender and family behavior.
Despite the many theological differences among
these religious traditions, fundamentalism within
each is often defined by a consistent set of
characteristics (Almond et al., 2003; Bruce,
2000; Emerson & Hartman, 2006; Lawrence,
1989; Riesebrodt, 2000). Across the world’s
major religions, fundamentalist groups

emphasize heterosexuality, the procreative pur-
pose of sex, sexual purity before marriage and
modesty of dress and behavior (particularly for
women), rigid gender differentiation of roles and
responsibilities, and patriarchal household struc-
tures (Almond et al., 2003; Chong, 2008;
Emerson & Hartman, 2006; Koopmans, 2015;
Mahmood, 2005). Both the global spread of
religious fundamentalisms and religious intoler-
ance, as well as the similarity in gender ideolo-
gies across these otherwise disparate theological
movements, suggest that their origins lie in
similar processes of social dislocation and rest on
similar fears of moral disorder that place
unusually burdensome restrictions on women
because of their role in procreation and family
care.

Given this primacy of family obligations,
fundamentalist groups often have higher fertility
rates than other religious groups. Among funda-
mentalist Christians, this focus on fertility is best
embodied in the Quiverfull Movement, with its
rejection of all forms of birth control and
emphasis on children as gifts from God. In
practice, many fundamentalist groups, regardless
of which broader religious traditions they adhere
to, vocally reject various methods of birth control
as interfering with divine plans. Women’s fer-
tility, in particular, thus becomes deeply bound to
their religious devotion and sense of personal
worth.

Given this focus on gendered household roles,
male headship, and fertility, it is not surprising
that many fundamentalist groups are particularly
discouraging of and in some cases openly hostile
toward the LGBT population (Barton, 2010;
Emerson & Hartman, 2006; Fulton, Gorsuch, &
Maynard, 1999; Lalich & McLaren, 2010; Ross
& Anderson, 2014; Wong & Angela, 2013).
Same-sex attraction is regarded as inherently
sinful and to be overcome or ignored. In Amer-
ican Protestantism, this discouragement of
homosexuality may be most visible in the rise of
so called ‘conversion therapy’ programs
designed to uncover and correct the psychologi-
cal ‘illness’ of same-sex attraction (Erzen, 2006;
Robinson & Spivey, 2007) Such programs often
include an emphasis on rigid gender hierarchies
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in which ‘healthy’ men must assert their
authority over submissive ‘healthy’ women. This
focus on heteronormative sexuality can have
devastating consequences for both men and
women. Those who participate in ‘conversion’ or
‘reparative’ therapy often experience bouts with
depression and stress (Erzen, 2006). Gay Con-
servative Protestant men who chose to marry
women, perhaps in response to pressure to con-
form to religious norms, can later experience
family unrest when they act out their sexual
preferences through extramarital affairs (Wolk-
omir, 2004). Conservative Protestant wives of
gay men often report focusing on their own lack
of ‘femininity’ or failures as wives as explana-
tions for their husband’s sexual preferences
(Wolkomir, 2004). Many Conservative Protes-
tants have held firm to this treatment of homo-
sexuality as a psychological or spiritual disorder
even as a growing number of western countries
and states within the US have prohibited the
practice of conversion or ‘ex-gay’ therapies. This
legal rejection of conversion therapy is a reflection
of consensus of mental health practitioners who
have come to regard such treatments as unethical
and ascientific. The American Psychological
Association and the American Pediatric Associa-
tion along with many other medical groups
oppose conversion therapy and, in response,
many insurance companies refuse to subsidize
such religion-based treatment programs.

While fundamentalist traditions often
encourage purity for both men and women, the
emphasis on female sexual purity is stronger. In
much fundamentalist theology, female desire is
stigmatized as inappropriate, and opportunities
for men and women to spend time alone together
are carefully restricted to preserve this idealiza-
tion of female virginity. Such focus on female
sexuality often includes an implicit assumption
about male sexuality, namely that men are vul-
nerable to sexual temptation, and unable to
control their impulses, so the responsibility of
regulating male desire falls heavily on women.
As consequence, many fundamentalist organiza-
tions rely on either codified or implicit rules
about appropriate female dress. Women are dis-
couraged from displaying various parts of their

anatomy because doing so might bring on male
desire and male attention, which should be
restricted to a husband within marriage. Women
who violate such dress codes are thus seen as
inviting male sexual aggression. The Muslim
hijab is often the focus of Western academic and
popular discourse on religious dress codes for
women, but it is far from anomalous. Multiple
Protestant groups including the Mormons,
Amish, and Mennonites dictate modest dress for
women. Religious schools also institute strict
dress codes for students in their halls. Other
Orthodox, conservative or fundamentalist groups
in a host of faith traditions impose similar
restrictions. Such dress codes are often markedly
similar, focusing on the length of skirts and
sleeves and some form of head covering.

This rise of fundamentalism has not occurred
without pushback from secular society. Legisla-
tion in many European countries has banned or
restricted the wearing of burkas and niqabs in
public venues. This legislation is often framed as
a protection of women’s rights and a symbolic
rejection of the conservative gender ideologies
associated with fundamentalist religions (Billaud
& Castro, 2013; Burchardt, Griera, & García-R-
omeral, 2015a, 2015b; Spohn, 2013). However,
many feminist thinkers contend that such laws are
themselves deeply problematic, hearkening back
to the worst of colonialist racist arguments (Bil-
laud & Castro, 2013; Spohn, 2013). Others argue
that such laws, with their focus on female dress
are just as problematic for their restriction of
‘excessive’ clothing as they would be if they
required modest dress (Spohn, 2013). Men in
fundamentalist groups often also have dress codes
tied to their devotion, but failure to adhere to such
requirements does not bring the same assump-
tions of sexual promiscuity or immorality.

Fundamentalist groups across multiple reli-
gious traditions often also adhere to codes
regarding the physical separation of unmarried
men and women. Such codes may apply only to
worship services, or they may prohibit unmarried
non-related men and women from interacting
without chaperones in any environment. For
example, as an evangelical Conservative Protes-
tant. Vice President Mike Pence refuses to have
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dinner alone with women who are not his wife,
or to attend events where alcohol will be served
without his wife. These sorts of behavioral codes,
much like the dress-codes discussed above, are
based on the notion that women are inherently a
form of sexual temptation. Because women are
an ever-present source of sexual temptation
within the fundamentalist community, their
bodies and behaviors must be regulated.

Conservative and fundamentalist religious
groups are not representative of all religious
groups’ approach to modernity and reaction to
changing social norms, however. Mainline and
liberal groups across religious traditions often
emphasize strong but more forgiving sexual
ethics, accept family planning, reject patriarchal,
authoritative households in favor of egalitarian-
ism and an equitable division of household labor,
and make space in religious organizations for
women’s and other disenfranchised groups’ par-
ticipation. The seminary for many mainline and
liberal Protestant Christian traditions is often a
socially engaged and politically liberal institu-
tion. This may be why in the last few decades,
we have seen many prominent instances of
Episcopalian, Presbyterian, and Methodist reli-
gious leaders defying official rules of their
denominations in order to appoint gay leaders or
officiate at same-sex marriage ceremonies, as
well as anoint women leaders, until denomina-
tional rules themselves sometimes change
towards greater inclusion. Similar processes have
occurred in Reform Judaism and “liberation
theology” within Catholicism.

Such liberal and mainline leaders do not have
free rein in their efforts to reinterpret their faiths
in a modern era. Western Protestant leaders in
international denominations have had difficulty
changing religious rules and teachings on issues
of female leadership or homosexuality because
they cannot reach consensus with the large pro-
portion of Protestant leaders from more politi-
cally and socially conservative nations. Some
denominational leaders have also been afraid to
push liberal Western religious ethics too
aggressively for fear of denominational fractur-
ing both on the international and national levels.
This desire to keep peace has led some

denominations to heavily control international
organizational meetings in order to keep discus-
sions over such controversial issues from hap-
pening. Such caution is likely exacerbated by the
shifting demographics of religious adherents with
mainline and liberal religious groups shrinking
and greater proportions of worshipers globally
being born in gender-conservative cultures (Hout
et al., 2001; Norris & Inglehart, 2004).

In addition to demographic and organizational
challenges, more socially liberal mainline and
liberal Protestant leaders have expressed con-
cerns about preaching to the political left of their
congregations. There is often something of a
political divide between religious leaders and the
average congregation member, particularly in
southern, rural, or low SES communities (Olson
& Cadge, 2002; Cadge et al., 2007; Cadge,
Olson, & Wildeman, 2008). For some mainline
Protestant leaders this concern about
within-congregation difference leads them to
conceal not only their religio-political leanings
but aspects of their identity as well. Gay and
lesbian religious leaders in mainline or liberal
churches likewise express deep concerns about
discussing their sexuality with congregation
members for fear that they will not be accepted
(Comstock, 2002).

In open and affirming mainline and liberal
denominations where religious leaders and con-
gregants are in concordance in their acceptance of
LGBT congregants, religious mores and expec-
tations about gender and relationships are still
often both visible and ‘traditional’ (Adler, 2012;
Anderson, 1997; Buzzell, 2001; McQueeny,
2009; Rodriguez and Ouellette, 2000; Scheitle,
Merino, & Moore, 2010; Whitehead, 2013).
Congregations often implicitly and explicitly
discourage sex outside of committed relation-
ships, emphasize the importance of religiously
sanctioned marriage, and encourage child-rearing.

Discomfort with the perceived restrictions of
life in open and affirming congregations and the
rise of the internet as a medium to connect pre-
viously isolated individuals or communities has
led to the rise of specifically gay and lesbian
churches and congregations (Luckenbill, 1998;
Anderson, 1997). Because such groups do not
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adhere to one particular denominational affiliation
and because little research has been done specif-
ically examining such congregations it is difficult
to make affirmative statements about their struc-
tures, doctrines, or sexual ethics and mores.
Greater, perhaps qualitative, research into these
groups might produce a rich literature on how
stigmatized individuals within a community seek
to simultaneously reject such stigma and embrace
the broader ideology of the community itself.

3 Contemporary Trends
in Religious Observance:
Bifurcation and Its Consequences
for Gender Systems

While the global rise of religious fundamen-
talisms has been the most important contempo-
rary religious trend, a simultaneously decline in
religious observance in most Western industri-
alized countries has tempered the impact of
resurgent fundamentalism in modernized soci-
eties. Indeed, some evidence suggests the growth
of secularism in developed countries may be in
part a reaction to the rightward movement in the
world’s major religions (Lugo et al., 2012).
Young adults, who are on average more political
and socially liberal, are also substantially less
likely to affiliate with evangelical Christianity
than older generations (Lugo et al., 2012).
Whether a cause or an effect of religious funda-
mentalism, secularism has clearly been ascendant
in Western Europe for several generations
(Norris & Inglehart, 2004). More noteworthy is
the recent spread of secularism in the United
States, an environment in which religiosity has
traditionally been strong and linked with national
identity. Perhaps as a result, secularism in the U.
S. has taken the form of identification with a
generic “spiritual” label rather than a complete
rejection of religious belief (Lugo et al., 2012).
But these disaffiliators nevertheless reject the
theology and behavioral dictates of organized
religion in favor of a more personal and diffuse
relationship with the divine that comports more
closely with their personal morality.

This group of unaffiliated, many of whom
identify as “spiritual but not religious” now
represent almost 20% of all Americans and an
astounding 32% of Millennials and younger
adults (Lugo et al., 2012). The majority of the
unaffiliated report objections to religious institu-
tions, including the belief that religious institu-
tions are corrupt or hypocritical as their primary
reason for disaffiliation. The unaffiliated are also
significantly more politically liberal than their
counterparts, suggesting that this rejection of
religion in the United States may partially be
driven by a symbolic rejection of the conserva-
tive values of the Religious Right (Hout & Fis-
cher, 2002). Recent immigration trends have also
encouraged the spread of secularism and reli-
gious pluralism, with streams increasingly com-
ing from non-Judeo-Christian countries such as
China, Korea, and India.

While many secularists will remain so over
the life course, the concentration of the “spiritual
but not religious” among young people suggests
that at least some may return to the religion of
their youth as they form their own families
(Glass, Sutton, & Fitzgerald, 2015). Addition-
ally, those who remain irreligious throughout
their lives tend to have lower fertility rates than
fundamentalists or others, suggesting a theoreti-
cal peak of unaffiliation (Skirbekk, Kaufmann, &
Goujon, 2010). None of this suggests a resur-
gence of the religious marketplace however, as
all western faith traditions find themselves facing
increasing obstacles in transmitting religious
affiliation across generations (Smith & Sikkink,
2003). Instead, fertility and migration patterns
have become key forces shaping a religious
landscape that is increasingly bifurcated in reli-
gious belief with religious conservatives on one
side and the disaffiliated “spiritual but not reli-
gious” on the other.

We turn now to the impact of this religious
bifurcation on gendered family and labor market
behavior, remembering that religious fundamen-
talisms promote particularly tight linkages
between sexuality, reproduction, and marriage.
Evidence suggests this bifurcation in religious
affiliation closely corresponds to differences in
family formation behavior that impact overall
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gender equality and women’s empowerment.
Cahn and Carbone (2010) label this religiously–
based coupling of sexual morality and family
obligation a “red family” system in contrast to
the “blue family” system promoted by the dis-
affiliated “spiritual but not religious.” These
models structure the transition to adulthood for
young people, especially young women, by
shutting off or opening up avenues of achieve-
ment and the development of human capital.

In the red family system of religious conser-
vatives, premarital sexual relations, cohabitation,
and nonmarital childbearing are eschewed (as are
all homoerotic attachments). This strong moral
code governing sexual activity and the reification
of childbearing as the goal of sexual partnering
also lead to strong ideological views about birth
control and abortion. Planning for sexual rela-
tions when unmarried by visiting doctors or
purchasing contraceptives is inappropriate
because it suggests that any subsequent sin of
promiscuity was both premeditated and inten-
tional (Regnerus, 2007). In addition, some highly
effective contraceptives (certain pills and IUD’s,
for example) are avoided among religious con-
servatives even after marriage because they are
believed to be abortifacents. Abortion is viewed
as an attempt to escape the natural consequences
of sexual activity through the killing of human
life. Not surprisingly given these constraints and
the powerful lure of adolescent sexual attraction,
red family logic produces either an incredibly
strict system of sexual segregation and surveil-
lance as seen in some Middle Eastern societies or
a substantial number of nonmarital pregnancies
that result in live birth as seen in the U.S. and
Latin America, though many are subsequently
“legitimated” by engagement or marriage (Pearce
& Davis, 2006). Avoiding children in the pursuit
of material gain is viewed as both selfish and
ungodly, as is the general acquisitiveness of
contemporary life.

The blue family system more widely espoused
by the disaffiliated “spiritual but not religious”,
by contrast, does not vilify early sexual
involvements and treats adolescent sexual
behavior as something to monitor and control for
reasons of personal well-being and public health.

Marriage is seen as unsuitable for young people
until they have acquired the maturity, life expe-
rience, and financial stability to sustain a lifelong
commitment and the costs of parenthood.
Childbearing and rearing are viewed as serious
tasks better eschewed by young people still
learning about intimate relationships and still
developing their human capital and marketable
skills. Within blue family logic, nonmarital
coupling is unremarkable as long as protection is
used, and nonmarital childbearing is nonprob-
lematic unless it is unplanned by youth who are
not yet capable of becoming good parents. The
pursuit of human capital and the development of
solid interpersonal and relational skills are con-
sidered the major tasks of young adulthood,
while early family formation is considered a
tragedy for both parents and children, leading to
more tolerant views of both birth control and
abortion to control the timing and spacing of
children. Abstinence is neither praised nor con-
demned, and sexual learning is presumed to
occur through early experiences before adult
commitments are formed.

It is easy enough to see how the red family
system encourages early transitions to adulthood
while the blue family system discourages them.
If sexual expression is limited to marriage, and
educational attainment and the pursuit of material
wealth are not to stand in the way of moral
commitments to self and others through mar-
riage, then early school leaving, marriage, and
parenthood are not only permissable but perhaps
preferred. If sexual impulses and attractions are
dangerous and sinful outside of the context of
marriage, early marriage can be the most parsi-
monious solution to the threat of promiscuity,
nonmarital childbearing, and sexually transmitted
diseases. Moral failure is defined most strongly
as the refusal to accept children as the natural
consequence of sexual partnering—nonmarital
births are far less shameful than abortion and can
always be neutralized through marriage. Within
blue family logic, however, the most important
criteria for marriage and parenthood are emo-
tional maturity and financial stability, which are
very difficult to develop early in the life course in
a modern postindustrial economy. Many,
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especially young men, will not achieve these
milestones until their late 20’s or even early 30’s.
Within blue family logic, it is unreasonable to
expect abstinence from sexual activity for so
many years following puberty, and thus sexual
partnering and cohabitation before marriage must
be tolerated, if not actively encouraged, as the
means to keep young people engaged in higher
education and early career investments. Moral
responsibility is instead lodged in protecting
oneself and one’s partner from sexual disease
and pregnancy through effective contraception,
including abortion when necessary. Moral failure
includes bringing a child into the world without
two functioning parents in a stable middle-class
environment.

But religious fundamentalism does more than
structure early school leaving and family for-
mation; it also supports a particular household
division of labor after children arrive. The idea
that men and women have different intrinsic
natures and sensibilities that lead to separate but
complementary roles in family life comes
directly from scriptural authority believed to be
inerrant on the subject. This impacts gender
inequality in powerful ways. Not only are
women discouraged from acquiring human cap-
ital in their own right, they are actively encour-
aged to prioritize family care and avoid labor
force participation when children are young,
leaving them with few resources to bargain for
autonomy or respectful treatment within their
household.

How powerful are these ideological forces in
women’s lives? Empirical research on youth
raised in conservative Protestant households in
the U.S. suggests that these forces are significant
and impactful, even after controlling for region
and class background. Conservative religious
affiliation accelerates childbearing by several
years and shortens schooling by over a year
among young white and Hispanic women, and
subsequently hinders their capacity to maximize
their income and their children’s development
(Chandler, Kamo, & Werbel, 1994; Glass &
Jacobs, 2005). The large and significant effects of
childhood religious conservatism on later gender
role ideology and paid work also indicate that

religious conservatism helps produce a familial
division of labor that discourages women’s labor
market attainment (Glass & Kanellakos, 2006).

While women bear the brunt of these negative
effects on the transition to adulthood, young men
raised in conservative Protestant households also
find themselves with about a year’s less educa-
tion and lower wages controlling for their human
capital (though not the earlier age at reported first
birth). Young people who experience accelerated
transitions to adulthood, especially women, find
themselves with higher total fertility and fewer
resources for caring for those children through
their own diminished earnings and their inability
to stably partner with high-earning spouses. They
are limited to job opportunities available to
workers with low levels of education and job
experience, rely more on kin and extended family
for support, have less geographic mobility to take
advantage of opportunities outside their imme-
diate county or state of residence, and develop
“accumulated disadvantage” over the life course
in both financial and physical well-being. While
religious participation can and often does help
ameliorate some of the disadvantages of early
transitions to adulthood, conservative churches
themselves do little to support the young families
created through “red family logic” (Regnerus,
2007). Not surprisingly, the divorce rate is
paradoxically higher in areas of concentrated
religious conservatism (Glass & Levchak, 2014).

Perhaps the most visible symbol of ‘red state’
logic within the United States has been the recent
rise of hyperfertility movements among funda-
mentalist Protestants. These movements, begun
in the 1980s, are often broadly referred to as
“Quiverfull” though not all practitioners of
hyperfertility explicitly associate with the label.
The Quiverfull movement, taking its name from
a biblical verse likening children to arrows within
a quiver, regards hyperfertility as a religious
obligation. Movement practitioners explicitly
reject the ideologies of feminism as an evil
inversion of godly order and instead glorify male
household headship (Harrison & Rowley, 2011).
This emphasis on patriarchal leadership, with
husbands making all final decisions and taking
responsibility for earning all funds to support
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large families, can be tremendously stressful for
both partners.

Members of hyperfertility movements eschew
not only abortion or birth control but any form of
‘interference’ with the power of god to determine
life, including fertility treatments (Harrison &
Rowley, 2011). Adherents to hyperfertility
movements often engage in homeschooling and
build tightly knit communities of believers
through online media and in-person meetings
(Kunzman, 2010). It is not clear, despite the
stated goals of practitioners of hyperfertility and
public fascination with adherents, that such
groups are destined to become a large proportion
of the western religious landscape. They have not
thus far demonstrated high degrees of success in
recruiting outsiders into their belief communities,
and not all children born into such movements
will have either the interest or ability to find
spouses interested in participating in such
practices.

If this particular form of religious fundamen-
talism is often treated as both benign and enter-
taining, the sexual mores preached by
fundamentalists more broadly can often erupt
into serious violence. Among a subset of Amer-
ican fundamentalist Protestants and Catholics,
adherence to a sexual and religious ethic which
regards life as inherently sacred (and the provi-
sion of abortion as an act of murder) has been
used to justify the bombing of abortion-providing
clinics, and the murder of clinic staff and doctors
on numerous occasions (Jacobson and Royer,
Jacobsen & Royer, 2011; Juergensmeyer, 1998).
These attacks have led to widespread fear among
health professionals and caused many medical
practitioners to refuse to train in or offer abortion
services, reducing access across the board.

Religious violence justified through restrictive
sexual mores is not limited to attacks on medical
personnel, of course, but often targets individual
men and women themselves accused of violating
these restrictive codes. This violence often takes
the form of homicide against women accused of
having lost their virginity outside of wedlock or
having engaged in adultery, and of men accused
of homosexuality (Awwad, 2001; Chesler, 2009;
Yurdakul & Korteweg, 2013). These men and

women are often regarded as having acted in a
‘modern’ or ‘western’ fashion and having
brought shame to their entire families. Male
heads of household are then frequently pressured
by the community at large and other family
members to commit violence against perceived
offenders to restore familial honor and reaffirm
sexual mores (Awwad, 2001; Odeh, 2010).

While honor killings have some legal protec-
tion in parts of the Middle East and North Africa,
it would be a mistake to assume they occur only
within that region. Honor killings of men and
women accused of sexual misconduct occur
throughout the world, though many western
nations have failed to recognize the existence of
such acts within their own communities or
engaged in any form of tracking instances of
such violence (Chesler, 2009). While honor
killing is often tied to fundamentalist Islam and is
generally supported via religious arguments, it is
also a cultural phenomenon, an implicit rejection
of the perceived attack of Western secular values
and practices on local cultural norms. But honor
killings are not restricted to Islam or the Middle
East—violent acts against gays and lesbians
within the United States are often motivated by
religiously based intolerance and justified by
scriptural authority, as well as lesser acts of
discrimination and exclusion (such as refusals of
service for gay weddings).

4 Conclusions
and Recommendations
for Research

More and better research on gender and religion
is necessary to understand the overlooked role of
religious institutions and religious ideologies in
two crucial arenas: (1) the role of personal reli-
gious belief in the life choices and family
behaviors of women and men that may advantage
or disadvantage them and their children, and
(2) the shaping of social institutions (schools,
governments, health care organizations, and
workplaces) in ways that support and extend
patriarchal control of women’s lives. Some of
our recommendations benefit research in both
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areas. For instance, it’s time to cast off religious
typologies that center on denominational label or
irrelevant religious dogma, rather than the mea-
surable characteristics of religious belief such as
the level of religious embeddedness in everyday
life, social conservatism, and gender/ethnic
exclusionary beliefs or practices. These are
likely to be the characteristics that directly affect
behavioral choices. Precise theological differ-
ences in dogma may matter less than the ways in
which those differences are embedded or not into
everyday practices and social institutions.

For this reason, we urge researchers to stop
the balkanized study of religious groups (i.e.
isolated studies of Islam, Christianity, or any
other faith tradition), and pay more attention to
the varieties of religious experience within each
major faith group. One could easily argue, for
example, that faith traditions based on literalist
interpretations of ancient texts (fundamentalisms)
are more similar to each other across major
religions (Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, etc.) than
they are to the moderate or liberal branches of
their own faith, for reasons like those underlined
above. Indeed, it is the striking theological sim-
ilarities in the treatment of women and
religious/ethnic minorities across the fundamen-
talist branches of major world religions that
requires explanation, not their differences with
respect to worship and sources of divine power.
By closely theorizing the dimensions of religious
experience or participation that affect individual
and institutional behavior, we will be better
poised to understand when and why religion
matters in the explanation of social behaviors,
inequalities, and life chances. It may not be holy
texts that impact behavior as much as the dif-
ferent implications for the organization of the
social world that flow from those texts.

We are not arguing that theological differ-
ences do not impact gender attitudes and
behaviors; indeed, religious beliefs directly dic-
tate courses of action in some cases. But it
behooves researchers to carefully clarify which
beliefs matter and why, and to explore similari-
ties of belief across major religions rather than
assuming that religious typologies capture these
similarities and differences accurately. Thus we

urge greater precision in theorizing and measur-
ing linkages between religious affiliation and
gendered behaviors, by directly specifying and
measuring the beliefs (e.g. “women require moral
guidance from men”) that lead to behavioral
choices no matter which religion they come
from.

With respect to research on personal affilia-
tion, demographers and social psychologists
would benefit from a better theorized connection
between affiliation and individual agency that
focuses on the dimensions of religiosity that
matter—level of theological liberalism (espe-
cially around gender and sexuality), salience of
religion in personal identity formation, and
ability to enact or resist religious dictates within
household structures. In particular, we lack
strong theories explaining how religious affilia-
tions become integrated into gender and personal
identities that motivate personal and political
behavior. A crucial first step is to create a more
useful theoretical frame to explain why women
overall are more religious than men; one that
explains both the intensity and selectivity of
women’s religious behavior (e.g. fewer women
than men are prone to religious violence or reli-
gious repression). Too often, women are treated
as a biological category rather than a socially
disempowered group whose recourse to the
divine might be motivated by that powerlessness.
Like African-Americans in the United States,
women have used religion as a tool to organize,
get practical help and support, articulate legiti-
mate grievances, and seek redress for moral
wrongs.

With regard to the religious shaping of social
institutions, we advocate greater attention to the
rise of religious fundamentalisms during periods
of rapid social change and dislocation. In par-
ticular, the appropriation of religion in dictatorial
regimes whose goals are to preserve an otherwise
changing social order needs better articulation,
since the repression of women and sexual
minorities is often central to this goal. What
purpose does the suppression of women’s rights
serve, and which social groups’ allegiance will
be solidified by supporting extreme gender
differentiation in rights and responsibilities?
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How do women (and men) respond to these
radical reinterpretations of scripture, especially
when they identify as religious themselves? In
addition, we recommend scholars recognize the
central role of religious fundamentalism in
political polarizations both in the U.S. and
abroad. These political polarizations, and the
policies promoted by fundamentalist ideologies,
can result in the radical transformation of exist-
ing institutions.

We conclude by advocating for more attention
to the central issue of how religious ideologies
become embedded in the operation of social
institutions (schools, governments, health care
organizations, workplaces, etc.). Are there dif-
ferences in the ways that fundamentalist versus
moderate or “symbolic” theologies get incorpo-
rated into social institutions? What community
and political processes lead to the incorporation
of religious rules into institutional operations,
especially in ways that solidify women’s disem-
powerment and loss of control over their lives?
And finally, what happens to those women and
men who do not themselves adhere to any par-
ticular religious philosophy, but live in a com-
munity whose institutions are strongly oriented
around a religious paradigm? We hope that
renewed emphasis on these questions will help us
understand both the repressive and liberatory
potential of religious belief systems and institu-
tions on gendered inequalities.
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32Gender, Race, and Crime: The
Evolution of a Feminist Research
Agenda

Kenly Brown and Nikki Jones

Abstract
Over the last several decades, feminist schol-
ars have advanced our understanding of the
relationship between race, gender and crime.
This body of work illustrates how gender
inequality makes women more vulnerable to
incarceration and punishment. Feminist crim-
inologists who examine crime and victimiza-
tion through the lens of intersectionality,
especially women of color, have also worked
to shift the scholarly focus from intersections
of gender, race, and crime, which often focus
on offending, to a consideration of the inter-
section of gender, race, and justice, which
critically interrogates not only disparities in
the distribution of justice, but also the ways
that structural violence shapes the vulnerabil-
ity of women of color to various forms of
violence and punitive sanctions. New research
and theorizations in this area, including Black
feminist and intersectional research and writ-
ings, encourage us to move beyond gender
binaries to examine the interrelationship
between institutions (e.g., police, prisons,

etc.) and gendered vulnerabilities to punish-
ment and violence.

1 Introduction

Since the start of the second wave of the feminist
movement in the U.S., feminist scholars have
worked to interrogate the relationship between
gender and the criminal justice system
(Chesney-Lind & Dalym, 1988). Some of the
earliest scholarship developed by feminist crim-
inologists critiqued overtly masculinist perspec-
tives on crime and punishment and pushed for
the need to develop gender-specific theoretical
frameworks and empirical studies (Chesney-Lind
& Daly, 1988; Bertrand, 1969; Heidensohn,
1968). This scholarship was a departure from
early literature in criminology, which relied
heavily on essentialist understandings to explain
crime and deviance among women and girls;
defined sexual deviance as a crime; and provided
explanations for women and girls’ participation
in crime that were often inaccurate and oppres-
sive (Chesney-Lind & Daly, 1988; Jones &
Flores, 2012).

An organizing priority of the anti-violence
against women movement aimed to produce
research and push legislation to protect women
and girls from violence (Brownmiller, 1975;
MacKinnon, 1982). An eventual victory of these
efforts included new laws that mandated the
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arrest of perpetrators of domestic violence and
abuse by police (Chesney-Lind & Daly, 1988).
Feminist scholars also critiqued sentencing
reforms that proposed equitable treatment in
sentencing among men and women without
consideration of the role that gender inequality
plays in offending (Blumstein, Cohen, Martin, &
Tonry, 1983; Chesney-Lind & Daly, 1988).
Although feminist scholarship produced new
empirical studies and theoretical frameworks
within criminology that challenged sexist
assumptions and reflected gender-specific con-
cerns, it is also true that this wave of scholarship
typically centered the experiences of (white)
women, especially those who had survived inti-
mate violence and rape.

As new legislative victories were won, Black,
Latina, Native, and other feminist of color
scholars illuminated the ways that experiences of
women of color and issues of class, sexuality,
nation/ethnicity, and many other defining iden-
tities of women, were overlooked in second wave
feminism in general and the study of gender, race
and crime in particular (Potter, 2015; Riche,
2012; Chesney-Lind, 2006; Burgess-Proctor,
2006). In the early and mid-20th century, femi-
nist movements were both racist and classist in
their failure to address the specific oppressive
regimes Black women, poor women, and women
of color faced (Davis, 1981; Richie, 2012).
Issues of race, class, and gender were brought to
the forefront of activism and scholarship in this
area by “third wave” feminist scholars (Potter,
2015). As Hillary Potter writes, third wave
feminism allowed for “a move away from col-
orblind feminism, and toward greater attention to
anti-essentialism” (Potter, 2015, 62).

One of the most important concepts in third
wave feminism, intersectionality, emerged as a
theoretical framework that helped to illuminate
the relationship between discrete and overlapping
identities and the criminal justice system.
Kimberlé Crenshaw’s foundational article,
“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and
Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrim-
ination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist
Politics” (1989), introduced the term intersec-
tionality and built upon work in Black feminist

theory that spanned over a century (e.g. Ana Julia
Cooper, Gloria Hull, and Angela Davis). In
her analysis of anti-racist policies in
anti-discrimination law (Crenshaw, 1989),
Crenshaw illustrates how race and sex are often
studied and applied as mutually exclusive cate-
gories, which results in the distortion of Black
women’s experiences in the eyes of the law
(1989). Crenshaw expands her discussion of
intersectionality in “Mapping the Margins:
Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence
Against Women of Color,1” a major contribution
to violence against women discourse (1991).
Crenshaw critiques assumptions that naturalize
violence among women from low income com-
munities rather than look at how systemic
oppression structures their vulnerability to vio-
lence (1991). Her argument illustrates how race
and gender intersect in ways that make Black
women and women of color uniquely vulnerable
to violence in certain structural, political and
represtentational contexts (Crenshaw, 1991).

Similar to the work of Crenshaw, Patricia Hill
Collins’ Black Feminist Thought emphasized the
power of intersectional identities in relation to
power structures (1990). Hill Collins introduces
the concept of a “matrix of domination” where
“structural, disciplinary, hegemonic, and inter-
personal domains of power reappear across quite
different forms of oppression” (Collins, 2000,
21). Essentially, the ways multiple identities
intersect with structures of power create discrete
conditions of oppression and suppression.
Together, Crenshaw and Collins reconstructed
how scholars imagined and understood the rela-
tionship between power, institutions, and inter-
sectional identities. Their writings provide the
theoretical foundation for a range of scholars
who use intersectionality as theory, application,
and praxis (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013).

In the following pages, we further examine
how contemporary scholars in feminist crimi-
nology use intersectionality to discuss how

1Kimberlé Crenshaw’s “Mapping the Margins” pioneered
a critical and intersectional examination of race, gender,
and violence against women. She argues how violence
against women is racialized and gendered through
structural, political, and representational contexts.
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power, institutions, and social identities
co-construct each other. We highlight important
empirical works that apply an intersectional
framework to analyses of victimization, crimi-
nalization, and offending. We then turn to studies
that theorize gender, violence, and the carceral
state in ways that illuminate the intimate rela-
tionship between institutions of punishment and
social identities. We conclude with a call to go
beyond gender binaries in order to theorize “in-
tersectional vulnerabilities” as a way describe the
relationship between state violence and inter-
personal violence.

2 Intersectionality and Feminist
Criminology

In Intersectionality and Criminology, Hillary
Potter interrogates the purpose and utility of
intersectionality as a theory, perspective, and
methodology in criminological scholarship
(2015). According to Potter, intersectionality can
be classified as a perspective (e.g. multiply
positioned women experience structures of
power and interpersonal relationships that
directly shape their positions) and theory (e.g.
explain and test a phenomenon of interest in a
systematic way) that can be used to demonstrate
the ways that “individuals have multiple inter-
twined identities that are developed, organized,
experienced, and responded to within the context
of the social structure and its dis/advantaged
ordering” (2015, 76). Intersectionality reveals
how the social construction of multiple identities
is mediated through dynamic power relations
across the legal system, definitions of criminality,
and the distortion of punishment (Potter, 2015).
An intersectional perspective and theory seeks to
rupture how we essentialize identities and gen-
eralize social positions of women, and aims to
consider differences in power and oppression as a
given when looking at the relationship between
multiple identities, structures, and power (Potter,
2015; Cho et al., 2013).

Although intersectionality has gained promi-
nence in scholarly and mainstream discussions,
recent scholarship has also problematized the use

of intersectionality across disciplines. A common
critique is that the concept is now used in ways
that actually reproduce essentialist understand-
ings of multiple identities. In one powerful cri-
tique, Alexander (2012) highlights how much of
mainstream contemporary scholarship on inter-
sectionalities continues to overlook Black
women and women of color in their analysis of
how power dynamics shape the lives of women
differently based on race, gender, and class.
Additionally, Alexander argues, some studies
have reduced theoretical and empirical applica-
tions of intersectionalities to static characteriza-
tions of multiple identities and overlook
structural forces of inequality (Alexander, 2012).
Alexander makes the point that intersectional
theory is not merely a way to talk about social
identities. An intersectional analysis reveals how
the dynamics of power, institutions, and con-
structions of social identities are simultaneously
constructed and consequential for how individ-
uals are perceived and treated by others and
institutions. In the next section, we provide
examples of important empirical studies that
applied an intersectional analysis in this way.

3 Intersectional Analyses
of Gender, Race, and Crime

Recent work that adopts an intersectional analy-
sis helps to reveal the ways that victimization,
offending, and institutional processes of legal
criminalization along with hegemonic and local
masculinities and femininities are socially con-
structed and situationally defined. Recent exam-
ples include Nikki Jones’ Between Good and
Ghetto: African American Girls and Inner-City
Violence (2010) and Victor Rios’ Punished:
Policing the Lives of Black and Latino Boys
(2011). These works show how the construction
of gender, race, and crime co-currently inform
each other and position people differently in
relationship to violence and the criminal justice
system.

In Between Good and Ghetto, Jones draws on
Sarah Fenstermaker and Candace West’s dis-
cussion of “Doing Difference” (1995), Elijah
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Anderson’s Code of the Street (1999) and Patri-
cia Hill Collins’ Black Sexual Politics (2004) to
make sense of the ways that intersections of race,
gender and class shape the strategies that girls
use to navigate inner-city settings where threats
of interpersonal violence are encountered regu-
larly, and the consequences of these strategies for
girls in their everyday lives (2009). In this work,
Jones challenges stereotypical assumptions about
Black girls, aggression and violence by illus-
trating how Black girls negotiate the constraints
of “the code of the street” and the “controlling
images” of Black femininity while negotiating
interpersonal and gender-specific violence. In
explaining how race and gender and class shift in
significance in the lives of Black women and
girls, moving toward or receding from the fore-
front, depending on the situation, Jones compli-
cates discussions of the use of violence among
Black girls.

As Jones writes, girls’ accounts of how they
navigate violence in their neighborhoods and
negotiate conflict and violence in their interper-
sonal relationships, including, at times, by using
violence, reveal that they “embrace, challenge,
reinforce, reflect and contradict normative expec-
tations of femininity and Black respectability as
they work the code” (Jones, 2009, 11). This dis-
cussion of how Black girls navigate their social
worlds is also consistent with the work of Joyce
Ladner, who, in her study of over one hundred
preadolescent, adolescent, and adult Black women
in the city of St. Louis, pushed scholars to con-
ceptualize social issues as a problem of the social
structure, rather than of particular groups or types
of people (1971). While Ladner did not use the
term intersectionality, her work illustrates how the
sociohistorical constructions of gender and race
conditioned the life chances, coping mechanisms,
and survival tactics among Black girls and women
in the inner city.

In Between Good and Ghetto (2009) and
Joyce Ladner’s, Tomorrow’s Tomorrow, we see
how structural forms of violence shape the
choices and actions of Black women and girls
and how institutions and individuals respond to
their actions. Jody Miller’s Getting Played:
African American Girls, Urban Inequality, and

Gendered Violence (2008) also illustrates how
structural forces (e.g. concentrated poverty and
lack of institutional support) make Black girls
vulnerable to gender-specific violence at the
hands of those in their community and informs
how neighborhood residents and institutional
actors respond to violence experienced by girls.
Miller found that Black girls and women were
subject to both public (e.g. street) and
semi-private (e.g. house parties) forms of vio-
lence by men and boys in their lives. Further,
Miller finds that the troubled relationship
between young Black women and girls and the
criminal justice system, including how law
enforcement interacted with Black and Latino
boys and men, often prevented them from calling
upon law enforcement for assistance.

Victor Rios also brings an intersectional
analysis to the study of Black and Latino boys
and their relationship to the criminal justice
system. In Punished: Policing the Lives of Black
and Latino Boys (2011), Victor Rios explains
how the interaction between gender and crime
defines and criminalizes boys and men of color.
Expanding upon the work of Messerschidmt’s
Masculinities and Crime (1993) and Elijah
Anderson’s Code of the Street, Rios (2011)
studies how a group of 40 boys are surveiled,
criminalized, and controlled by the state through
the criminal justice system. He describes how the
adolescent lives of young people are constructed
within “the youth control complex,” systems that
control and criminalize the everyday behaviors of
young people of color including in schools,
police departments, and community centers. Rios
labels this experience hypercriminalization
where behaviors are understood as criminal,
violent, and risky (Rios, 2011). The perceptions
of Black and Latino boys and young men as
dangerous and criminal results in their behaviors
(e.g. hanging out with friends in public spaces,
dress, speech) taken up as crimes that need to be
controlled, surveiled, and ultimately incarcerated.
Access to mainstream constructions of mas-
culinity such as full-time employment are not as
available to them due to the lack of institutional
support and resources found within communities
where jobs are limited and social resources are
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depleted. Rios’ analysis is consistent with the
work cited above in its understanding of the ways
in which structural circumstances shape individ-
ual actions.

The works above show how gender, race and
crime are co-constructed and inform how gen-
dered roles, racialized stereotypes, and defini-
tions of crime create the structural system of
criminal justice. Intersections of gender, race,
and crime complicate common understandings of
crime. By focusing on the way crime is gendered
and racially coded in its enforcement, we shed
light on the way that the criminal justice system
can reify gendered and racialized stereotypes of
men and women of color as a way to justify their
punishment and imprisonment. Scholars now
describe the disproportionate number of people
of color who are incarcerated, surveilled, and
punished by the legal system as the carceral state
(Simon, 2007; Wacquant, 2009). The following
section reviews key works that explore the rela-
tionship between gender, violence, and the
carceral state.

4 Theorizing Gender, Violence
and the Carceral State

Recent scholarship examines the ways that vio-
lence is constructed and experienced within, and
as a consequence of, the carceral state (e.g.
prison, court, probation). Feminist scholars have
also expanded our understanding of the ways that
harsh forms of punishment have (and continue
to) shape the lives of Black women and girls. The
treatment of women of color in the criminal
justice system and their vulnerability to impris-
onment and punitive punishment is connected to
the too-often silenced history of women in the
penal system during the Jim Crow era. In No
Mercy Here (2016), Sarah Haley interrogates the
criminalization and sentencing of Black women
to chain gangs in Georgia as a way to examine
the intersectional relationship between gender,
race and punishment. Haley interrogates how
womanhood is defined through the antagonistic
relationship between Black women and white

women. For example, the chain gang, specifi-
cally in Georgia, sustained this oppositional
relationship by harshly and violently punishing
Black women and girls while rehabilitating and
lightly sentencing white women and girls for
similar crimes (Haley, 2016). This work exem-
plifies how the carceral state does not distribute
justice for all crimes equally. In fact, social
identities are consequential to the type of pun-
ishment one receives at the hands of the state.

The work of Beth Richie also illustrates how
Black women’s outsider status from normative
expectations of gender results in their increased
vulnerability to arrests and incarceration. In
Compelled to Crime (1996), Richie investigates
how Black women from low-income neighbor-
hoods are made more vulnerable to violence and
punishment. Black women and girls who live
within concentrated poverty and are exposed to
interpersonal and institutional forms of violence
are open to criminalization by the legal system
(Richie, 1996), which, as was the case in the late
19th and early 20th century, punishes their sur-
vival (Haley, 2016). Richie calls this contradic-
tory tension “gender entrapment.” Informed by
the legal term entrapment (e.g. someone who
is compelled to engage in an illicit act),
gender entrapment illustrates how, “gender,
race/ethnicity, and violence can intersect to cre-
ate a subtle yet profoundly effective system of
organizing women’s behaviors into patterns that
leave women vulnerable to private and public
subordination, to violence in their intimate rela-
tionships, and in turn, to participate in illegal
activities” (4). Richie identifies six stigmatized
identities that make Black women who live in
poor neighborhoods more prone to this trap:
being women, African American, low income,
battered, criminals, and incarcerated. Gender
entrapment shows how Black women’s vulnera-
bility to violence can lead to their incarceration
and involvement in the criminal justice system.
From this perspective, criminal offending is
understood as a product of institutional abdica-
tion from low-income areas and the lack of
resources and opportunities for Black women to
turn to for support within their communities.
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Intersections of race, gender and class also
shape the ways that women are viewed and
treated while incarcerated, including in rehabili-
tative programs. In Breaking Women: Gender,
Race, and the New Politics of Imprisonment
(2013), Jill McCorkel explores how a rehabili-
tative program in prison is used to surveil,
harshly punish, and sustain racialized cultural
tropes about drug addicted imprisoned women as
perpetual social problems (e.g. “crack ho” and
“dope fiend”). Racist and sexist rhetoric condi-
tioned the alternative program and contributed to
its 85% drop out rate (McCorkel, 2013). Even
though this program was created to lower
recidivism rates, it reduced problems of addiction
to the actions of individuals rather than under-
standing how being structurally disenfranchised
(e.g. coming from low-income neighborhoods
with limited resources to offer including
employment opportunities and safe housing) also
impacted their addiction. The particular signifi-
cance of McCorkel’s work is that it illuminates
how prisons frame women, especially women
who are most vulnerable to violence, addiction,
and displacement from their homes, as problems
that need fixing, which leads to individualized
rather than structural interventions. Once
released, “rehabilitated” women of color from
low-income neighborhoods are often forced back
into a cycle of incarceration, addiction, and
poverty. In this way, structural systems of dis-
advantage (re)produce interlocking systems of
oppression through penal institutions.

In the final section of this chapter, we turn to a
discussion of how Black men and women expe-
rience discrete forms of violence that are enacted
under a shared vulnerability to structural
violence.

5 Beyond Gender Binaries:
Theorizing Intersectional
Vulnerabilities

The works highlighted in the previous section
challenge commonsense and stereotypical repre-
sentations of violence as individual problems that
require punitive sanctions. Each scholar draws on

an intersectional framework in their representa-
tion of the relationship between structural cir-
cumstances and individual actions. Future work
should continue to clarify our understandings of
violence by highlighting the ways that structural
forms of violence act on and move through
people’s minds and bodies in ways that encour-
age violence and, in turn, legitimize the oppres-
sion of people of color, especially those who live
in poverty. In this work, we encourage scholars
to move beyond gender binaries to examine and
represent the ways that “intersectional vulnera-
bilities”2 co-construct gender, violence and
punishment.

Kimberlé Crenshaw has used the term inter-
sectional vulnerability to explain how men and
women are made vulnerable to victimization
within the criminal justice system, by law
enforcement, and interpersonal violence. Inter-
sectional vulnerability and power structures
operate in tandem to systematically marginalize
and oppress people of color occupying a diverse
range of identities (e.g., race, gender, class,
sexuality, nationality, religion, and various
identities). Such a framework also encourages
feminist scholars to examine the relationship
between interpersonal violence and institutional
violence, as well as the feminist movement’s
relationship to the state.3 The need for the latter
effort is argued for in Beth Richie’s Arrested

2At the American Sociological Association conference of
2016, a plenary session on Lives “Protesting Racism” was
given on the ascension of the Black Matter Movement and
public awareness on police brutality and racism. The
panel included Kimberlé Crenshaw, Black feminist legal
scholar, Charlene Carruthers, the national director of the
Black Youth Project, and Mariam Kaba, founding director
of Project Nia. The panel centered on their work to
address, illuminate, and disrupt the violence inflicted by
the state and suggested resolutions to alleviate the brutal
and inhumane treatment of the Black community in the
United States.
3Intersectional vulnerabilities speaks to what Dana Britton
(2000) argued feminist criminology needs to rethink the
significance of the state, “Finally, one of the most
important issues facing activists in the discipline during
the coming years will undoubtedly lie in rethinking
feminist criminology’s relationship with the state. Those
working on issues connected to women offenders have
already recognized the perils of the liberal strategy of
strict legal equality. Such policies, when imposed in an
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Justice (2012), where she introduces the concept
of the “violence matrix.”

In her work, Richie documents the ways that
the feminist movement, especially second wave
feminism, pushed for equitable legal treatment,
council, and protection for women (Daly &
Chesney-Lind, 1988; Richie, 2012). As Richie
explains, the anti-violence movement made
demands of the criminal justice system, to punish
and protect women from men who perpetrated
violence against them (Chesney-Lind, 2006;
Richie, 2012). Once grassroots efforts were
institutionalized, leadership shifted from women
who experience(d) violence to professionals who
were more interested in legal reforms that would
protect women from violence. Ultimately, the
relationship between the anti-violence movement
and law and order rhetoric put women who fell
outside of normative constructions of femininity
in a precarious position (e.g. Black, working
class and poor) (Richie, 2012). Richie defines
this relationship as a matrix of violence, an
intersectional formation between violence and
ideologies of race, gender, and sexuality that
makes Black women vulnerable to various kinds
of abuses (2012). One of the examples she uses
in her book is of a group of young Black lesbian
women who were verbally and physically
accosted by a Black man on the street in New
York City’s Greenwich Village. The group of
women defended themselves against their assai-
lant, but they were charged with assault and
found guilty of second-degree gang-assault
(Richie, 2012). Richie argues that these six
women could not access the protections of the
state, protections that exist for some women,
because they were framed in the media as a
“gang of killer lesbians.” Their race, gender
presentation, and sexuality were perceived as a
threat; a threat that would presumably be con-
tained by incarceration. The matrix of violence
described by Richie not only makes Black
women vulnerable to violence by limiting access
to protection, it also structures the ways that

young men and boys of color are made vulner-
able to violence, specifically state violence.

The work of Angela Harris encourages us to
complicate our conceptualization of gender vio-
lence to include how men are also vulnerable to
violence by other men (2000). She argues the
construction of masculinity is mediated through
violence: “some men routinely use violence or
the threat of violence as a way of presenting
themselves as masculine” (Harris, 2000, 788).
Masculinity and violence are co-constructed and
stratified in ways that reflect race, gender, and
class hierarchies. For example, Harris argues,
white men symbolize hegemonic masculinity
because they can access institutional power;
whereas, Black men are perceived as inferior and
emasculated by white supremacy. As a conse-
quence, white men are more likely to achieve
mainstream masculinity through employment
and normative expectations of success while
some Black men may access a rebellious mas-
culinity grounded in physical strength and vio-
lence (Harris, 2000). Masculinities also shape
criminal justice actors such as law enforcement
and the justification to use violence as a way to
subdue violence. Harris (2000) states,

[P]olice brutality is not random. It follows the
vectors of power established in the larger society in
which white dominates nonwhite and rich domi-
nates poor. Police often, and not without justifi-
cation, understand their charge as the protection of
“nice” neighborhoods and “decent” people against
those perceived to be a threat. In practice, this
often means that male power and state power
converge on the black and Latino ‘underclass’.
(797)

According to Harris, violence reinforces law
and order because police work is defined as a
masculine occupation and its job is to contain
threats. Harris argues that the criminal justice
system in particluar shapes the relationship
between masculinity and violence via social
norms and institutional values and practices. To
make gender violence an inclusive term means to
simultaneously analyze violence against men and
women as a way to understand intersectional
vulnerability to violence, not only by individuals

already unequal and gendered context, have almost
invariably disadvantaged women” (73).
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but also institutions like law enforcement. The
recent work of Nikki Jones further illuminates
the relationship between gendered violence,
shared vulnerability and the criminal justice
system.

In “The Gender of Police Violence,” Jones
argues, “the experiences of black women and
girls with street harassment, and of black men
and boys with police aggression, are both similar
and interconnected” (2016, 26). Similar in
structure in that both forms of gendered violence
rely on physical dominance for control and
interconnected in that increased police aggres-
sion holds the potential to “send ripples of
aggression through a community” (Jones, 2016,
27) and onto the bodies of Black women
(cis-gender, trans, and gender non-conforming).
This articulation of violence complements the
work of Harris, Richie and Crenshaw and com-
plicates conventional literature and media sour-
ces where the issues that Black women, girls, and
gendered outsiders face in relation to street
harassment and police violence are often framed
as distinct from discussions of violence that
Black men and boys experience at the hands of
the state. Building on the work of Patricia Hill
Collins in Black Sexual Politics, Jones finds both
types of violence operate under the same racial-
ized and oppressive institutional power that ren-
ders both Black men and women powerless. In
this way, Black men and women experience a
“shared vulnerability to dominance and vio-
lence” (Jones, 2016, 27). Poor Black men are
coerced into invasive bodily searches and simi-
larly Black women are subjected to verbal
assaults and unwanted touching in public streets;
both bodies “can be accessed, penetrated, and
controlled at will and without recourse” (Jones,
2016, 27). Intersectional vulnerability reveals
how state violence and interpersonal violence are
consequential for both Black men and women.

Understood in this way, the criminal justice
system is a dubious solution to resolve neigh-
borhood violence or violence against women.
Systems of the carceral state have historically
used violence to punish and incarcerate people of
color, particularly Black youth, men, and women
(Davis, 1981; Richie, 2012; Haley, 2016), as

scholarship within interdisciplinary fields (e.g.
African American Studies) and Black scholarship
in sociology has shown. The lack of considera-
tion and dismissal of early Black researchers like
Oliver Cromwell, W.E.B. Dubois, and St. Clair
Drake in the study of mainstream sociology
(Bhambra, 2014; Duneier, 2016) has resulted in a
deficit of theoretical and empirical studies on
crime, race, and violence. Mainstream scholars
typically examine violence and crimes commit-
ted among racially different groups rather than
looking at how the institution of criminal justice
criminalizes and violently punishes groups of
people who fall out of normative constructions of
femininity, masculinity, sexuality, class, and
race. For future feminist research, it is necessary
to apply an interdisciplinary approach to the
study of gender, race, and criminal justice as a
way to incorporate the historical significance of
crime and punishment. This will strengthen
contemporary analyses of how violence, criminal
justice, and identities operate in tandem at the
interpersonal and state levels.

6 Conclusion

Theorizing intersections of race, gender and
justice in the ways outlined above provides an
analytical and organizing framework that does
not privilege one group or set of identities over
another. This approach also centers the ways in
which various forms of structural violence—like
the aggressive policing of Black men in poor
neighborhoods—is consequential for other
members of a community. Future feminist
research should continue to explore the ways that
state violence (co)constructs interpersonal vio-
lence, particularly among those who are most
vulnerable to both forms of violence.
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33Sociology of Gender and Sport

Cheryl Cooky

Abstract
Despite the seeming affinity between gender
in sports contexts and the theoretical and
methodological orientations of the field of
sociology of gender, research studies of sport
have, for the most part, been marginalized.
With few exceptions, most edited collections
and anthologies on sociology of gender do not
include a chapter on sport (Malcolm in Sport
and Sociology. Routledge, London, 2012). In
this chapter, I offer insights into several
factors that explains the marginalization of
sport within the field of sociology of gender
despite sport’s relevance to gender scholars.
Next, I provide a brief overview of key
thematic trends in the research relevant to
sociology of gender scholars, and offer a
discussion and critique of the relevant
approaches. I conclude with a few comments
regarding future directions in the field of
sociology of sport and gender.

1 Introduction

I began writing this chapter during a number of
high-profile stories in the world of sports, each of
which pertain to topics considered the “main-
stay” of conventional feminist sociological
inquiry: workplace discrimination, the wage gap,
unequal media coverage, and sexual assault. In
March of 2016, the United States national
women’s soccer team filed a wage discrimination
suit with the Equal Opportunity Commission
against U.S. Soccer (the governing body that
oversees both the national men’s and women’s
teams). The women’s team claimed they were
paid less than their male counterparts, despite
having the same work requirements. In fact, as
the American women won the 2015 World Cup
and returned home to ticker tape parades, media
appearances, and sold out crowds, the team
struggled with low compensation and access to
the resources they had so clearly earned and
deserved. The U.S. women’s team earned $2
million from FIFA in their 2015 World Cup win
while the U.S. men’s team received $9 million
for their 2014 World Cup performance, despite
being eliminated in a very early round of the
tournament (Cooky, 2016a). A year later, the
U.S. women’s national hockey team threatened
to boycott the International Ice Hockey Federa-
tion world championship games. The U.S.
women’s hockey team claimed USA Hockey (the
governing body that oversees the men’s and
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women’s national teams) unfairly treated the
women’s team, devoting higher wages and better
resources to the men. Both the U.S. soccer and
hockey teams were successful in settling their
disputes out of court. While the terms of the
settlements have not been publicized, in the case
of the women’s hockey team, USA Hockey has
agreed to devote more resources to the talent
development of the sport in the youth leagues, a
key component to their success and longevity.

During the summer of 2016, at ESPN’s
annual ESPY (Excellence in Sport Performance
Yearly) Awards ceremony former University of
Connecticut (UConn) women’s basketball center
and 4-time National Collegiate Athletics Asso-
ciation (NCAA) champion Breanna Stewart,
received the “Best Female Athlete” award. Dur-
ing her acceptance speech, Stewart observed that
while at UConn she “received an enormous
amount of media attention,” however now that
she playing in the Women’s National Basketball
Association (she was the number one draft pick
in 2016 for the Seattle Storm) she is struck by
how professional female athletes do not receive
anywhere near the “amount of fame.” Her state-
ment, “This has to change!” was received by
generous audience applause. She concluded her
speech with the following declaration, “Equality
for all, takes each of us.” This was a loud and
clear call for gender equality in the sport media
coverage of men’s and women’s sports (Cooky,
2016b).

That summer was also the year of the 2016
Olympic Games in Rio, Brazil. While female
athletes and women’s sports tend to receive more
equitable coverage during Olympic years than
non-Olympic years, and in some cases the media
coverage of women’s sports exceeds that of
men’s (Coche & Tuggle, 2016), the broadcast
coverage of the 2016 Games was rife with overt
sexism. For example the Chicago Tribune
referred to the Olympic bronze medal trap
shooter Corey Cogdell as “wife of Chicago
Bears’ lineman.” World record breaker in a
number of swimming events, Katie Ledecky, was
referred to as “the next Michael Phelps” and her
athletic dominance was attributed to the fact she
“swims like a man.” John Miller, the Director of

Marketing at NBC (the television network who
purchased the rights to broadcast the Olympic
games), explained the network’s coverage of the
Games, which focused less on the competitive
events and more on the backstories of American
athletes: “More women watch the Games than
men, and for the women, they’re less interested
in the result and more interested in the journey”
(for a discussion see: Cooky, 2017a, b). While
sexism in sports media coverage is not a new
phenomenon, indeed a longitudinal study attests
to that fact (see: Cooky, Messner, & Musto,
2015), what was surprising and different about
the 2016 Olympics, was the “call out” culture on
social media. Moreover, it was not only alterna-
tive, progressive, and feminist media that pre-
sented a critique of sexism in the broadcast and
news media coverage, but mainstream print and
online news media incorporated this feminist
critique into their own coverage of the 2016
Games. Headlines exclaimed, “Media around the
world condemned for sexist coverage,” “The
most sexist moments from the Olympics, so far,”
and “How sexism is harming young girls.” Sur-
prisingly, a dominant framing of the Rio Olym-
pics was sexism in the media coverage itself!

There has also been increased media attention
to sexual assault in sports, including the
high-profile case against Baylor University,
where over the course of several years, members
of the university’s football team raped and
assaulted a number of undergraduate students
while the football coach and Baylor administra-
tors, including the infamous Ken Starr, former
special investigator in the Bill Clinton/Monica
Lewinky sex scandal and Baylor’s now-former
president, covered up the assaults and failed to
comply with Title IX regulations. USA Gym-
nastics (the governing body for the USA Olym-
pic teams) is also embroiled in a sexual abuse
scandal. An investigative report by the
Indianapolis Star published in August of 2016
found a pattern of silencing of victims whereby
USA Gymnastics failed to report allegations of
abuse by its coaches, often transferring suspected
coaches to other gyms without informing ath-
letes. The IndyStar investigation uncovered 368
gymnasts to alleged sexual abuse over the course
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of twenty years. In March of 2017, sixteen U.S.
senators introduced a bipartisan bill titled, “Pro-
tecting Young Victims from Sexual Abuse Act of
2017,” that would make it a federal crime for
Olympic governing bodies to fail to promptly
report child sexual abuse allegations to authori-
ties. The bill has the support of well-respected
Senators Diane Feinstein (D-California) and
Marco Rubio (R-Florida).

These examples illustrate the relevance of
sport as a fruitful site of inquiry in sociology of
gender. Moreover, while these are contemporary
examples, the broader concerns regarding work-
place discrimination, unequal media coverage,
and sexual violence in sports have historically
plagued women’s sports; consider the activism in
the 1970s of Billy Jean King, who, along with
other women tennis players, protested their
unequal treatment by the U.S. Tennis Associa-
tion (USTA) creating their own tennis associa-
tion, the Women’s Tennis Association
(WTA) and tour, The Virginia Slims tour.
Moreover, the unequal media coverage of
women’s sports has been an ongoing concern
among women’s sports advocacy groups and
feminist academics (see: Messner, Duncan, &
Jensen, 1993; Cooky, Messner, & Musto, 2015).

Yet, despite the seeming affinity between
gender in sports contexts and the theoretical and
methodological orientations in the field of soci-
ology of gender, research studies of sport have,
for the most part, been marginalized. A recent
search in the journal Gender & Society, the top
ranked peer-reviewed academic journal both in
the disciplinary fields of sociology and women’s
studies, produced only twelve research articles
where sport is the focus. With few exceptions,
most edited collections and anthologies on soci-
ology of gender do not include a chapter on sport
(Malcolm, 2012). This chapter provides a ratio-
nale for the study of sport in sociology of gender.
I offer insights into several factors that explain
the marginalization of sport within the field of
sociology of gender. Next, I provide a brief
overview of key thematic trends relevant to
sociology of gender scholars and offer a discus-
sion and critique of the relevant approaches.
I conclude with a few comments regarding

possible future directions for research in the field
of sociology of sport and gender.

2 Sport, Where for Art Thou?

Research on gender and sport, and many of the
scholars who produce this research, reside along
the disciplinary intersections of sociology, kine-
siology, and women’s studies. As a
self-described feminist sports sociologist, whose
formal academic training includes degrees/
academic certificates in each of the above disci-
plines, I find myself occupying liminal and
intersectional spaces: within the field of sociol-
ogy, sport is marginalized (consider there is no
division within the American Sociological
Association on sport); within the field of kinesi-
ology, feminism and sociology are both
marginalized (kinesiology tends to be dominated
by the biomedical and natural sciences, and
particularly as of late, the social sciences and
humanities have been eliminated from many
kinesiology departments in the USA, see:
Andrews, 2008), and within women’s studies/
feminism, sports have not been viewed as a
central area of inquiry unlike other social insti-
tutions, such as workplace organizations, poli-
tics, the family, religion and so on (Cooky,
2017a, b). As M. Ann Hall, feminist sports
scholar, noted in the early 1990s, “women’s
studies programs in general have not embraced
sports and leisure, nor have they been perceived
as particularly inviting to physical education and
sports studies students.” (Hall, 1993, p. 54). For
Hall, “the problem … is that those with either a
background in cultural studies or just entering the
field … are not interested in sport, whereas those
interested in sport have neither the theoretical
preparation nor methodological expertise to do
the work.” (1993, p. 58). Within the field of
sociology of sports, many do not have formal
academic training in sociology, rather they may
have degrees in kinesiology, physical cultural
studies, history, American Studies, sports man-
agement, communication, and so on. The obvi-
ous exception are those trained in the “Southern
California School” by Michael Messner,
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including Shari L. Dworkin, Faye L. Wachs,
Sohaila Shakib, Jeff Montez de Oca, Nicole
Willms, James McKeever, Jeff Sacha, Michela
Musto, Chelsea Johnson, myself, and others.
Moreover, research on sport, and specifically as
it relates to gender, has typically been dissemi-
nated and published in the sociology of sport
field (i.e. Sociology of Sport Journal, Journal of
Sport and Social Issues or in journals of other
sub-disciplinary fields, such as Journal of Sports
History, Journal of Sport Management, Quest,
Communication & Sport, etc.). In addition, at the
beginning of the development of the sub-field of
the sociology of sport in the 1960s and 1970s,
feminist inquiry and research on women’s issues
in sport was relatively obscure, in part due to the
link between the empirical focus of the research
(women/gender) and the theoretical framework
(feminism), as well as institutional sexism
(Malcolm, 2012; Messner & Sabo, 1990). It has
been only the past 20–30 years that feminist
scholarship in the sociology of sport has gained
legitimacy. By the 1990s, Jay Coakley, one of
the founders of the North American Society for
the Sociology of Sport (NASSS), claimed that
gender was the most popular topic in the field of
sociology of sport (Malcolm, 2012). Yet, while
Messner & Sabo raised doubts regarding the
presence of feminist analyses of sports prior to
the 1980s, Malcolm (2012) suggests one could
argue little has changed. Indeed, despite the
increased popularity of gender as an object of
inquiry in the sociology of sport in the 1980s and
1990s, sport continues to remain at the margins
in sociology of gender. Yet, some indicators
suggest this trend may be changing. Nearly half
of the articles on sport in Gender & Society (5 of
12) have been published between 2011 and 2016,
signaling perhaps a recognition of sport as a
central social institution among the journal edi-
tors and reviewers, as well as a recognition
among feminist sports sociologists that Gender
& Society is a “home” for their scholarship.

The field of gender and sport is quite diverse
and includes not only the sociology of sport,
which since the 1990s has been heavily domi-
nated by feminist cultural studies of sports
(Malcolm, 2012; Birrell & Cole, 1990/1994),

informed by postmodern and post-structuralist
theories, but also other sub-fields in kinesiology
such as sports psychology, sports management,
sports communication, sports psychology, sports
history, among others. Indeed, there have been
discussions within the North American Society
for the Sociology of Sport to consider a name
change so as to better capture the multiple dis-
ciplinary perspectives that often fall under the
umbrella of sociology of sport; not to mention
the field includes studies on health, fitness, lei-
sure, exercise, physical cultures such that “sport”
fails to capture the diversity of scholarship pre-
sented at the conference and published in the
journal, Sociology of Sport Journal. Moreover,
there are hundreds, perhaps thousands of books,
journal articles, book chapters, edited collections
on “gender and sport.” As such, to make this task
somewhat manageable and given the Hand-
book’s focus and objective, I will focus on key
thematic trends in gender and sport, articulated
by sociologists or those drawing on a sociologi-
cal perspective, to evaluate and assess what
topics and theories have currency in this field.
Given my positionality, located at the liminal
spaces in between the disciplinary boundaries of
kinesiology, sociology, and women’s/gender
studies in the USA, I hope to offer insights into
how these trends may mirror topics and theories
outside of the sociology of gender.

3 Key Thematic Trends in Sociology
of Gender and Sport

3.1 Sports as a Site for Male
Domination, Sports
as the Last Male Preserve

One of the significant developments and contri-
butions in the sociology of gender resides in the
conceptualization of sports as a social institution
and cultural practice that both constitutes and is
constituted by gender. More importantly, similar
to many social institutions, sports are not gender
neutral. In fact, sports serve to maintain gendered
power relations and hierarchies, and in particular
masculine hegemony, in ways not possible in
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other social institutions. This is because sports
are one of the remaining if not the last social
institution by which girls and boys, women and
men are sex segregated. It is this sex segregation,
in conjunction with the salience of the body and
its attendant ideologies that situate sports as an
important social and cultural site for the repro-
duction of masculine superiority and feminine
inferiority. Some of the first sociological analy-
ses of gender and sport were published in the
1980s. These analyses, discussed below, con-
tinue to resonate in the 21st century given the
relevant insights regarding contemporary gender
dynamics and institutional arrangements in sport,
and the unevenness of social change in sports
(see: Cooky & Messner, 2018).

One of the first articles written in the sociol-
ogy of gender and sport was “Women, Sports
and Ideology” by Paul Willis (1982/1994),
author of the classic sociological theory text,
Learning to Labor: How working class kids get
working class jobs. The article itself has been
cited nearly 250 times according to CAB Direct.1

In the opening statement, Willis offers the reader
a caveat.

What follows is an essay in ideas. It is only a
fragment towards the final critical mapping of
sport within the social totality. It provides no
proper empirical basis for analysis, provides no
history of women in sport, and does not develop an
inclusive theory of ideology. (…) My limited aim
is to explore one of the crucial questions within the
larger operation of ideological processes in the
specific area of women in sport: how a set of ideas
which bear a particular “guilty” relation to support
and formation to dominant groups and dominant
ideas nevertheless appear “freely” on the market
place of ideas: unbiased, neutral and the property
of any independent mind prepared to use “common
sense” and “work things out for itself.” (Willis,
1982/1994; p. 31).

In this essay, Willis examines sports’ ideo-
logical function in reproducing and reaffirming
masculine privilege. For Willis, sports are
uniquely positioned to do this ideological work
given the ways in which, “sport and biological

beliefs about gender difference combine into one
of the few privileged areas where we seem to be
dealing with unmediated ‘reality,’ where we
know ‘what’s what’ without having to listen to
the involved, self-serving analyses of theorists,
analysts, political groups, etc.” (p. 31). Sports
performances are physical, objective, and
achieved in and through the body. Given the
“natural” differences between men’s and
women’s physical capabilities and capacities,
any difference we observe in sports performances
are thus presumably the result of these “natural”
gender differences. As Willis observes, “The
natural is one of the grounds of ideology because
of its apparent autonomy from ‘biased’ inter-
pretation (p. 32).”

Yet, even if researchers (often in the
biomedical sciences) are able to empirically find
gender differences in sport performances,
according to Willis, this alone does not offer
much insight. Instead, he wishes to articulate an
approach to women in sport, an analytic cultural
criticism. From this approach, the social and
cultural factors by which these gender differences
occur, and moreover, why these gender differ-
ences come to matter in the first place must be
considered. The goal is “not to measure these
differences precisely and explain them physi-
cally, but to ask why some differences, and not
others, are taken as so important, become so
exaggerated, are used to buttress social attitudes
or prejudice” (pp. 33–340). Often defenders of
the ideological framework of natural difference
(what we may term today, gender essentialism)
use sports to explain, justify, and legitimate
gender inequalities, especially as they manifest in
sports; for example, the lack of media coverage
of women’s sports is not because of sexism,
rather because women’s sports performances are
less than men’s—women cannot run as fast,
jump as high, etc.—and therefore less interesting
to watch.

Willis outlines several basic characteristics on
how sports are seen in our society and how
patriarchal ideology informs our popular views
on women in sport. These characteristics include
how women’s achievements are compared to
male achievement, which is the norm or referent,

1CAB Direct is a database of bibliographic database for
the social and life sciences. See https://www.cabdirect.
org/.
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how the female athlete is rendered a sex object-
“a body which may excel in sport, but which is
primarily an object of pleasure for man” (p. 35),
and the linkages between physical achievement
and masculinity. Moreover, what is critical here
for Willis is that these ideologies become
“common sense,” appearing as natural, inherent,
and inevitable. In the conclusion, Willis offers a
quite radical statement regarding the unmet
potential regarding the purpose of sport … “sport
could be presented as a form of activity which
emphasizes human similarity and not dissimi-
larity.” (p. 44). As we continue to see, particu-
larly with issues regarding sex testing of athletes
in women’s competitions or in debates regarding
trans inclusion in sex segregated sports, sports in
the 21st century certainly continue to emphasize
human dissimilarity, particularly as it exists
along sex/gender/sexuality.

In a highly influential article titled, “Sport
and the Maintenance of Masculine Hegemony,”
Lois Bryson, an Australian sociologist (1987/
1994) noted the lack of feminist inquiry of
sports and encouraged women’s studies/
sociology of gender scholars to consider sport
as an important topic, one crucial to under-
standing women’s oppression. She wrote, “… if
we are to understand the processes of our
domination, we ignore sport at our peril.” (1994,
p. 47). Writing at a time when girls and
women’s sports were highly marginalized,
Bryson centered sport in modern gender
arrangements and argued sport is “basic to
maintain masculine hegemony in that sport
crucially privileges males and inferiorizes
women” (ibid. p. 48). Drawing upon a diversity
of examples, including the way sport is defined
(in ways that engage boys/men, not
girls/women) and the direct control of women’s
sports by men (the lack of women in key deci-
sion making/leadership positions in sports
organizations, governing bodies such as the
International Olympic Committee, and in sports
media), Bryson illustrated how the organization
of sports is such that boys and men are
encouraged in their participation (Bryson,
1987/1994). Bryson argued that even when
women are able to successfully challenge male

definitions and male control of sport, the result
is that women’s sport is either ignored or trivi-
alized. Bryson explains,

…it does become clear that where women do
achieve what men see as significant performances,
these are likely to be ignored and forgotten. If
threat is too great they may be excluded from the
arena entirely. Only in this way can men maintain
their power and sustain the view…that ‘virtually
all women’s sport is second rate’.” (Clancy, 1985:
2; as cited in Bryson, 1994; p. 57). Thus, we must
recognize the ignoring of women’s sport as not
merely a passive and inadvertent act. It is a
dynamic process and one which is invoked to
protect hegemonic masculinity.

In other words, participation, whether it be as
athletes, as coaches, as leaders, or as sports
reporters/producers, itself alone does not chal-
lenge masculine domination; women’s sports
talents and achievements become marginalized
through these other mechanisms.

Michael A. Messner, an American sociologist
and gender studies scholar (and founding scholar
of what I refer to as the “Southern California
School”) offers important insights into how sports
developed in ways intricately tied to dominant
articulations of masculinity. In his classic and
influential essay (740 citations according to
Human Kinetics publishing), “Sports and Male
Domination: The Female Athlete as Contested
Ideological Terrain”2 Messner (1988/1994) outli-
nes the “crisis of masculinity and the rise of
organized sports” to illustrate, “… gender rela-
tions, along with their concomitant images of
masculinity and femininity, change and develop
historically as a result of interactions between men
and women within socially structured limits and
constraints.” (1994, p. 76).

In the United States, modern sports emerged
during the late 19th/early 20th century, a time
characterized by massive social changes to key
social structures, including the economy/work,
family, education, among others, precipitated by
urbanization and industrialization, coupled with
shifting gendered power relations. Tracing the
historical trajectory of sports in the U.S.,

2This discussion of Messner (1988) can be found in the
forthcoming book, Feminisms in Sport, Lesiure and
Education (Palgrave).
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Messner notes how the rise of organized sports
during the 20th century corresponded with two
crises of masculinity, the first occurred during the
turn of the 20th century and the second, during
the post-World War II era. During the first crisis,
sport developed as a “male-created homosocial
cultural sphere that provided men with psycho-
logical separation from the perceived feminiza-
tion of society while also providing dramatic
symbolic proof of the ‘natural superiority’ of
men over women.” (Messner, 1988, 2007, p. 35).
During the second crisis, Messner notes that the
rise of mass spectator sports corresponded with
an economic shift from entrepreneurial capital-
ism to corporate capitalism which produced the
docile consumer. There was also a decline in the
centrality of physical prowess in the labor market
and military; a decline that was not accompanied
by a similar decline in the psychological need for
ideological gender difference. As such, spectator
sports, which symbolically illustrated the
strength, virility, dominance, and power of the
male body, rose in prominence to culturally
reassert and reaffirm “natural” gender differences
and men’s dominance over women (Messner,
1988). Thus, “women’s movement into sport
represents a genuine quest by women for equal-
ity, control of their own bodies and
self-definitions, and as such it represents a chal-
lenge to the ideological basis of male domina-
tion. Yet, (…) this quest for equality is not
without tension…” (Messner, 1988, 2007, p. 32).
For Messner, the social meaning of the
muscle/performance gap and the framing of
female athletes by the sports media threaten to
subvert any counterhegemonic potential posed
by female athletes. Thus, the female athlete as
“contested ideological terrain.”

Messner outlined the media’s role as more
than just a conduit for gender ideologies; the
media provide frameworks of meaning that offer
interpretations of sports events, athletes, and
sports controversies. Given that historically sport
has served as a site for the ideological legitima-
tion of male superiority and dominance, Messner
argued it was imperative to examine the media
frameworks for female athletes. In the context of
American organized sports, those frameworks, as

noted above, are the marginalization of women’s
sports by not covering women’s sports events or
female athletes, the trivialization of women by
sexualizing female athletes, or framing female
athletes in gendered domestic roles of wives or
mothers. Messner argued this type of framing of
female athletes as sexual objects or sexual/gender
deviants, thus explaining the prevalence of rep-
resentations of female athletes as wives and
mothers, was unsustainable if the sport media
were to retain their legitimacy. Indeed, Messner
(1988) suggested women’s sports were increas-
ingly being covered by “objective” reporting that
did not engage in trivialization and sexualization.
Instead, the sport media were treating female
athletes as “equal” to male athletes in their cov-
erage while neglecting the reality of the historical
and ideological development of sports wherein
sports were organized to display and celebrate
the extreme abilities and capabilities of the male
body. Thus, the media’s treatment of female
athletes “equal” to their male counterpart, in
other words the same, and “objectively” report-
ing on the statistics regarding and outcomes of
sports performances (such as finish times in a
marathon, the distance of a tee shot in golf, the
speed at which a tennis player serves the ball, the
length by which a long jumper can travel or the
distance a high jumper can jump, how much
weight a weightlifter can lift, and so on), the
sport media “provides support for the ideology of
meritocracy while at the same time offers
incontrovertible evidence of the ‘natural differ-
ences’ between males and females” (ibid. p. 42).
Stated simply, gender ideologies are quite often
simultaneously reaffirmed and challenged in
sport media coverage of female athletes and
women’s sports.

4 Southern California School

While these pivotal studies were published in the
1980s, the field of gender and sport, specifically
feminist cultural studies of sports, would explode
in the 1990s and 2000s, with much of this
research published by scholars who resided in
departments/disciplines outside of sociology of
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gender (for a thorough summary of key develop-
ments in the broader field of gender and sport see:
Malcolm, 2012). A key exception was the
Southern California School. The School origi-
nated in the research by Michael A. Messner. The
School would continue to gain prominence
through Messner’s mentorship of graduate stu-
dents who would go on to produce influential and
highly respected scholarship (winning book
awards, journal article awards, and so on) in the
field of sociology of gender and sport. As influ-
enced by Messner, the roots which are evident in
the “Female athlete as contested ideological ter-
rain” essay discussed above, the Southern Cali-
fornia School produced a body of scholarship that
explored and examined the following thematic
areas: hegemonic masculinity as it is reproduced
and contested in sports contexts (Shari Dworkin &
Faye Wachs would extend this analysis to fitness
and health contexts); media coverage of women’s
sports/female athletes and symbolic/cultural rep-
resentations of sports, and specifically how that
coverage is gendered; and qualitative research
(participant observations, interviews, ethnogra-
phies) on the experiences of sports participants,
both in co-ed and single-sex sports contexts, and
how participant experiences in sports are informed
by gender as it manifests on the structural, cul-
tural, and interactional levels, an important theo-
retical framework Messner (2002) articulated in
his award winning book, Taking the Field.

5 Conclusion and Future Directions

Given both historical and contemporary dynam-
ics, sports are understood as an important site for
the reproduction of and challenge to gendered
practices and interactions, structural/institutional
arrangements, and ideologies. Scholars argue
sports cannot be understood outside of an anal-
ysis of gender relations and gendered power
dynamics. The historical foundation of modern
sports in the Global North, along with organi-
zational structure by which sports are sex seg-
regated, positions sociological theories of gender

as particularly salient to explaining sports con-
texts. The key themes and perspectives discussed
have been influential in shaping the scholarship,
both within the field of sociology of gender and
sport, as well as in gender and sport more
broadly defined. Moreover, what is of particular
interest is the way in which scholars today con-
tinue to find utility in the conceptual frameworks
and arguments put forth by Willis, Bryson, and
Messner (among others) over thirty years later. In
our book, No Slam Dunk, (Cooky & Messner,
2018) we argue for the need to consider the
unevenness of social change in sports and pro-
vide the reader with several theoretical and
empirical insights to explain why we see pro-
gress in some areas and stagnation or even
backlash in others. Future research should con-
tinue to explore the “both/and,” the complexity
and nuance of gender in sports, while taking care
not to neglect the very real ways sports continues
to reproduce the ideologies Willis, Bryson, and
Messner outlined thirty years ago.

Moving forward, while intersectionality is a
dominant theoretical perspective in the sociology
of gender, it is less so in the realm of gender and
sport. This may be due in part to the prevalence
and influence of feminist cultural studies in the
broader field of gender and sport, and the
post-modern/post-structuralist approaches within
feminist cultural studies. Since the 1990s, there is
an increasing number of studies in gender and
sport that consider multiple axes of difference in
their work, and even examine “race, class, and
gender (and/or sexuality/religion/disability, and so
on),” we must also consider the other facets of
intersectionality theory, as articulated by Patricia
Hill Collins, including how “both/and perspec-
tives,” rather than “either/or perspectives,” of social
locations are used to understand the ways in which
individuals (and social institutions) are situated
within interlocking forms of privilege/dominance
and oppression/subordination. This framework has
been of particular utility in discussing diverse
topics from the mainstream print news media
coverage of women’s sports (see: Cooky, Wachs,
Messner, & Dworkin, 2010) as well as the
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experience of cheerleaders at historically black
colleges and universities (Johnson, 2015).

Rather than articulate specific topics or
research questions sociologists of gender should
consider in their future research, in conclusion I
would like to issue a call for sociologists of gender
to consider sports contexts as an important site for
the exploration of gendered dynamics. Sports
intersects with most if not all major social insti-
tutions and as such can be a ripe area for new
research trajectories for scholars. Indeed, the
inclusion of a chapter on sports in a Handbook on
the sociology of gender speaks to the increased
visibility and viability of inquiry into sports within
the discipline, as well as the recognition among
feminist scholars of the importance of sports as a
site from which to examine and explain broader
gender dynamics and in/equalities.
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34Caring as Work: Research and Theory

Amy Armenia

Abstract
For all the attention paid to wage labor and the
market, it is only in recent decades that
scholars have begun to focus on care, the
work that we do to nurture and support each
other in our society. The study of care is a
distinctively feminist endeavor, as it high-
lights a body of labor that is critically
important to society, commonly devalued as
“women’s work,” and considered a central
mechanism in the reproduction of gender
inequalities in our society. In this chapter, I
review the background of carework theory
and research, including the definition of care,
social and economic impact of care, explo-
ration of paid and unpaid care work, and
global dimensions of care. I conclude with
some attention to the limitations of current
research, and directions for future work.

For all the attention paid to wage labor and the
market, it is only in recent decades that we have
begun to focus on care, the work that we do to
nurture and support each other in our society.
Care work precedes and follows market activity.
It is done in the home and the market, paid and
unpaid, for relations, friends, and strangers. Care

is ubiquitous and inevitable. Every member of
our society needs care, due to age, illness or
disability; every member also gives care. Care
transcends all social divisions, and to study care
is to challenge some of the most pervasive
dichotomies in society: work and family, public
and private, dependence and autonomy, skill and
emotion.

The study of care is an interdisciplinary, and
distinctively feminist, endeavor, as it highlights a
body of labor that is critically important to society,
commonly devalued as “women’s work,” and
considered a central mechanism in the reproduc-
tion of gender inequalities in our society. Research
on care stretches across numerous disciplines:
sociology, economics, political science, philoso-
phy, education, public health, and others. In all of
these disciplines, studying and valuing care—tra-
ditionally women’s work—means using a feminist
perspective as a central mode of analysis.

In this chapter, I review the background of
carework theory and research, including the
social and economic impact of care, exploration
of paid and unpaid care work, and global
dimensions of care. I conclude with some atten-
tion to the limitations of current research, and
directions for future work.
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1 What Is Care? and Why Should
We Study It?

Like other topics that are associated with women
and the privacy of family and home, scholars
have struggled to elevate and conceptualize care
as an important research topic. In the introduc-
tion to one of the first collections on the topic,
Abel and Nelson (1990) highlight the importance
of “feminist reformulation” in bringing attention
to the often ignored, but growing, needs of care
givers and receivers in contemporary society.

The first challenge of revaluing care is con-
testing the lay definition of care as primarily an
emotion. Scholarly conceptions of care are roo-
ted in an understanding of care as work, rather
than just an emotional response. Tronto (1993)
sees care as both an interest—a “reaching out to
something other than the self,”—but also as
action, as the taking on of a burden (102). In their
classic piece on care, Fisher and Tronto (1990,
40) define care as “a species activity that includes
everything we do to maintain, continue, and
repair our world so that we can live in it as well
as possible.”

Fisher and Tronto (1990) allow for a more
careful consideration of care giving and receiving
by elaborating four components of care: caring
about, taking care of, caregiving, and
care-receiving. Caring about is the process of
noticing care needs. Taking care refers to the
taking of responsibility for initiating and main-
taining care. The hands-on work of care is
caregiving, and care-receiving is the response to
that care by the recipient. The delineation
of these aspects of care allows for examination of
how they can be shaped by the availability of
time, economic resources, emotional and social
connections, and societal expectations. In her
more recent work, Tronto (2013) has added a
fifth dimension of care, caring with, that moves
issues of care beyond the interpersonal, into the
public and political realm and considers how to
make care consistent with “democratic values of
justice, equality and freedom” (p. 23).

Fisher and Tronto’s definition also alludes to
the importance of care work in its role as “re-
productive labor” that makes “productive

labor”—in the formal labor market—possible
(Laslett & Brenner, 1989). The slave, unpaid, or
underpaid care work of women of color has
supported white families throughout US history
(Thornton-Dill, 1988; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2001;
Glenn, 2010, 2015). Glenn (2010, 2015) shows
how coercing slaves, Native American girls,
female prisoners, European immigrants, Mexi-
cans, Chinese laborers, and Indians to perform
care work facilitated settler colonialism and
westward expansion. For these women, care
work blurred the lines between reproduction and
production.

Despite the importance and ubiquity of care
work, mainstream economists have often trivial-
ized or ignored the role of such labor. Feminist
economists have fought this exclusion by high-
lighting the contribution and magnitude of “the
other economy” (Razavi, 2007a), which includes
home production (especially significant in
developing economies) and unpaid care work
done by family and friends.1 Other scholars have
underscored the importance of care work by
conceptualizing it as part of the “human infras-
tructure” of society, a formulation that highlights
its social value and also suggests a significant
role for the state in supporting such activity, as it
does for roads and schools (Duffy, Albelda, &
Hammonds, 2013).

Definitions of care have examined the posi-
tion of the care recipient as well. Some have
distinguished “care” from other personal service
work by focusing on the dependency of recipi-
ents, suggesting that recipients of care are those
who are unable “by normal social standard [to]
provide for all of their own care because of age,
illness, or disability” (Duffy et al., 2013). Folbre
and Wright (2012) dispute the idea that care is
only about providing what one cannot provide
for oneself. Instead, they argue that we all give
help and rely on others for help, and that this

1Care work is not, however, synonymous with unpaid
labor. Care work is distinguished by the type and
objective of the tasks performed, typically defined as the
meeting of physical, social, and emotional needs of
others, rather than by the location of the work, remuner-
ation (or lack thereof), or the relationship between care
giver and recipient.
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interdependence and exchange of care is central
to our well-being as individuals and as a society.
They do, however, recognize the unique social
importance of caring for dependents—those who
cannot provide for their own needs—as a form of
investment in others’ capabilities.

Care is work, to be sure, but it is not just
work, and conceptualizing care also means
grappling with the role of emotion. Service jobs
increasingly require workers to do “emotional
labor,” defined by Hochschild (2012) as “the
management of feeling” that is “sold for a wage
and therefore has exchange value” (p. 7n). Care
work similarly involves emotional labor but goes
beyond this, entailing “genuine emotional
engagement” with the recipient, rather than just
the performance of emotion (Folbre & Wright,
2012, 6). This emotional engagement can moti-
vate care, and enrich the quality of care, as it may
enable care givers to better understand the unique
needs of care recipients over time.

2 Prior Research on Care

The broad conceptualization of care outlined
above leads to some difficulty in constructing a
coherent review of literature on the topic. Rele-
vant research on care includes vast literatures on
specific types of care work within families (e.g.,
mothering, fathering, care for elderly relatives,
parental leave, disability studies) and in the
market (e.g., child care, health care, social work,
elder care, education).

Similar to early second wave feminism (and
its associated scholarship), the early work on care
focused largely on the ways that marriage and
family responsibilities contributed to the
oppression of women. Black feminist critiques of
this movement and scholarship drew attention to
the race and class bias inherent in this viewpoint,
and the ways that poor women and women of
color fought to be able to care for their families,
rather than to escape care responsibilities (Zinn,
1994). Care scholarship has followed this point
and counterpoint, beginning with the highlight-
ing of care responsibilities, then re-valuing of
those contributions, and progressing into a more

intersectional view of care, which necessarily
included paid care work and global views of care
work.

The push to build bridges between these
separate literatures is recent and still in devel-
opment. In addition to silos of scholarship
defined by sector, much of this research has
necessarily been country-specific, given vast
differences in the structure and resources of the
care sector across nations. Few scholars have
managed to conduct inclusive, qualitative studies
of care work, broadly defined. However, some
have invited comparisons and connections with
the use of edited collections of such research
(see, for example, Abel & Nelson, 1990; Har-
rington Meyer, 2000; Duffy, Armenia, & Stacey,
2015). These collections have pulled together
research across occupation and sector to high-
light commonalities and contrasts in the ideolo-
gies, conditions, and challenges of different types
of care workers in different settings: home and
institutions, care for elders, children, or the
ill/disabled, paid and unpaid care work.

With the availability of large-scale time use
and labor market data over time, quantitative
researchers have made considerable progress in
looking at these different types of work and
workers under the conceptual umbrella of care.
Duffy (2011) uses a century of data from the
U.S. Census Bureau, and looks across child
care, health care, social work, and education, to
trace the changes in who provides care as it
relates to changes in the definition of good care.
Central to her analysis, she highlights the
existence of a large sector of domestic workers
who do much of the paid care work in the early
20th century. This sector shrinks over the
course of the 20th century, as more specialized
workforces develop to handle child care, health
care, elder care, and mental health needs. To
ignore this shift is also to ignore the changing
demographics of the care workforce, from
a domestic service workforce that was
predominantly made up of African-American
women, to a bifurcated workforce where newly-
professionalized care jobs are filled by white
women, and women of color continue to do the
lowest-paid care jobs.
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Duffy et al. (2013) use data from the Ameri-
can Time Use Survey (ATUS) on unpaid care
activities, American Community Survey
(ACS) data on paid labor activities, and gov-
ernment budget documents on public investment
to measure the size of the entire “care sector” in
one state, Massachusetts. They find that care
labor makes up approximately one-fifth of the
average residents’ daily time, 22% of the labor
force, and 57% of state and local government
spending.

Much of the current research on care tends to
focus on either paid or unpaid labor, and these
are addressed separately below. However, it
should be noted that the line between paid and
unpaid labor can be fuzzy, as argued by feminists
of color (Thornton-Dill, 1988; Zinn, 1994;
Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2001; Glenn, 2010, 2015)
and demonstrated by wage replacement policies
which compensate family caregivers (Stacey &
Ayers, 2012).

3 Unpaid Care

Lay conceptions of care often romanticize an
ideal of unpaid care as a “labor of love.” In this
dominant historical narrative, married women
were the traditional managers and providers of
care, and this care was based in responsibility
and love, rather than pay (Hays, 1996). Even in
the nations with more developed economies, like
the United States, where paid care sectors are the
largest and most developed, the majority of care
work is done within families, without pay, and
overwhelmingly by women.

Bianchi, Folbre and Wolf (2012) use ATUS
data to estimate the prevalence and distribution
of unpaid care in the United States. Most adults
(more than 75% of both men and women) pro-
vide some unpaid care, including both direct
“interactive” care and “support” care (activities
like cooking, shopping, cleaning that support
interactive care, but do not necessarily involve
interaction). On average, women provide more
hours of care (averaging 4.4 h per day, compared
to men’s 2.7 h), with the biggest gender differ-
ences in support care. The gender difference in

unpaid care is larger for child care than for adult
care, in terms of both likelihood of providing any
care, and the amount of care provided.

Unpaid caregiving is not without cost, how-
ever. Abel (2000) reviews the burdens of care-
giving borne by unpaid caregivers of the frail
elderly “including physical, emotional, social and
financial problems” (67). Bianchi, Folbre, and
Wolf (2012) summarize a considerable literature
on the stresses of caregiving that find elevated
risks of depression and other adverse mental
health consequences, as well as physical health
risks, like immune responses and coronary heart
disease.

Unpaid caregivers also face opportunity costs
as they may be compelled to reduce their paid
employment or leave the workforce altogether to
meet care needs. Crittenden (2010) uses the
concept “mommy tax” to refer to the lower
lifetime earnings for mothers who leave the
workforce, even briefly. Glauber (2007), how-
ever, finds that this motherhood penalty is mod-
erated by race and marital status, such that the
penalty is the largest for white mothers, married
mothers of any race, and unmarried mothers with
1 or 2 children. Much less research has been
conducted on the employment and earnings
effect of caring for others besides children.
Empirical evidence of an earnings penalty for
those who care for elders is mixed; because this
care tends to happen later in life, it may have
fewer repercussions on lifetime earnings (Bian-
chi et al., 2012).

While some policies exist in the United States
to provide support or wage replacement for
unpaid caregivers, the resulting safety net is
fragmented and incomplete. The primary federal
policy in the United States to address caregiving
is the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993
(FMLA), which provides 12 weeks of unpaid
job-protected leave for qualifying employees of
qualifying employers to provide care for a new-
born or newly-adopted child, or a seriously ill
child, spouse, or parent. This policy fails to meet
the needs of many families in the U.S., due to
gaps in coverage and eligibility, workers’
inability to afford unpaid time off, or outright
non-compliance by employers (Armenia, Gerstel,
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& Wing, 2014). Some states now provide paid
leave for FMLA reasons, and some private
employers offer paid parental leave to their
employees, but this patchwork of programs
covers only a minority of the workforce. Public
programs for care of the elderly and disabled are
more likely to provide support for paid care or
institutional care, rather than compensating
family members through wage replacement
(Gornick, Howes, & Braslow, 2012).

The lack of support for unpaid care is at odds
with a romanticized view of unpaid care as the
gold standard, and increasingly makes the
opportunity to provide unpaid care a luxury for
married-couple families with a high-earning
breadwinner who can afford to have an unpaid
spouse at home. Furthermore, there are ideolog-
ical consequences for those who can neither
opt-out of the paid workforce to provide care nor
buy-out of caregiving responsibilities with paid
substitutes. These women—disproportionately
working-class and of color—are then judged
inadequate or dysfunctional compared to an ideal
of upper-class white women’s domesticity (Zinn,
1994).

4 Paid Care

While traditionalists see having a woman spe-
cialize in unpaid care work as an ideal family
arrangement, early second wave feminists saw
this as a feature of patriarchal oppression (as
noted above), and feminists of color challenged
its reliance on exploiting women of color.
Nonetheless, the narrative continues by suggest-
ing that women’s increasing presence in the labor
force has reduced their availability to provide this
unpaid care in the home and community (again,
at the expense of families, or as a boon for
women, depending on who you ask). The
response to this “crisis in care” has been the rapid
growth of a paid care sector.

Care scholars have increasingly challenged this
“outsourcing narrative,” by disproving the
assumption that paid care is a recent historical
phenomenon. They also seek to understand the
challenges faced by care workers and their

disadvantages compared to similar workers in
other occupations and industries. In addition, these
scholars have engaged in debates about the rela-
tionship between love and money as motivators of
caregiving and determinants of care quality.

Duffy (2011) challenges the “outsourcing”
narrative with an examination of U.S. Census
data from the 20th century. The outsourcing
narrative, she argues, assumes the dominance of
unpaid care only by ignoring the substantial
presence of domestic servants as paid carers in
the early 20th century (also Dill, 1988; Glenn,
2010). Furthermore, the focus on change in
where care happens (the home vs. institutions)
and whether it is paid, ignores the monumental
changes in what is expected from care, as we
move to more reliance on expert-guided care.

One of the most discussed aspects of paid care
in the U.S. has been the “care penalty,” the lower
wages earned by workers in caring occupations.
England, Budig, and Folbre (2002) found a 5–
6% wage penalty for care workers compared to
similarly educated and experienced workers in
other occupations. This penalty is experienced by
both men and women in care work, but because
more women are care workers (23% of employed
women vs. 5% of employed men are in carework
occupations) the care penalty is disproportion-
ately experienced by women workers overall.
The penalty manifests not just in wages, but in
meager benefits, high job instability, and limited
opportunity for mobility, in a growing sector of
these “bad jobs” in the U.S. (Morgan & Farrar,
2015). Indeed, Dwyer’s (2013) analysis of BLS
data from 1983 to 2007 suggests that the growth
of the care sector is not just a symptom of job
polarization in the U.S., but is a major driver of
this trend in the U.S. economy.

Numerous theories have been put forward to
explain (but not justify) the wage penalty for care
workers. England (2005) outlines these theories
and their connected debates. First, the “devalua-
tion perspective” suggests that low wages of care
work are likely connected to the larger trend of
devaluing women’s work. Care is not just a job
done disproportionately by women, but the work
itself is associated with femininity, and seen as
the result of natural inclinations and talents,
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rather than skill. Second, the “public good”
framework suggests that the low wages are the
results of the market’s failure to appreciate and
compensate for the benefits of care work beyond
the recipient to the larger society. Other scholars
note that paid care work cannot benefit from
economies of scale or increased productivity due
to technology or speed-up, the way other indus-
tries have (Razavi, 2007a; England et al., 2002).
Attempts to increase the “output” of care workers
quickly results in care of substandard quality
(Razavi, 2007a).

England (2005) and others also interrogate the
influence and possible consequences of emotion
in paid care work. Some argue that care workers
are influenced by compensating differentials, in
that emotional gratification may function as a
“nonpecuniary amenity” that lowers the amount
that employers must offer to find willing workers.
Care workers are then positioned as “prisoners of
love” (Folbre 2001 in England, 2005) who are
penalized for developing the emotional connec-
tions that are endogenous to their work.

Scholars also speculate about the tension
between the “hostile worlds” of love and money
in care work (England, 2005). This includes
those who worry that the commodification of
emotion might lead to the degradation of the
work and workers (Hochschild 2003 in England
2005), and those who urge us to challenge the
dichotomy between love and money (Zelizer,
2002; Folbre & Nelson, 2000).

Certainly, emotional engagement can be a
mixed blessing for care workers. In her study of
home care aides, Stacey (2011) suggests that
people build up a substantial reserve of “emo-
tional capital” prior to entering paid care work,
and that this emotional capital is both a resource
for building an identity as a “caring self” and a
mechanism for reinforcing inequality, as
employers rely on it to sustain a low-wage
workforce. Similarly, other research suggests that
interpersonal connections with care recipients are
among the more gratifying aspects of care work
for these workers (Price-Glynn & Rakovski,
2015). However, we also need to be mindful of
the ways that these emotional connections are
oppressive or exploitative. Numerous scholars

have documented the ways that these emotional
connections prevent paid care workers from
advocating for their needs, including economic
needs (Uttal & Tuominen, 1999; Little, 2015),
time and freedom from verbal abuse and racial
insults (Dodson & Zincavage, 2007), and safety
from injury and violence (Zelnick, 2015).

The debate about the hostile worlds of love
and money reflects a scholarly focus on what
Duffy (2011) refers to as nurturant care jobs.
Nurturant care jobs involve face to face interac-
tion while non-nurturant jobs are those done in
support of care provision, but without direct
interaction, for example, hospital janitors, cafe-
teria workers, nursing home administrative
workers. Duffy argues that the privileging of
nurturant care jobs obscures the importance of
non-nurturant work to the care sector, and the
extent to which non-nurturant care workers face
even worse work conditions. In addition,
non-nurturant workers in caring industries are
often pulled into emotional labor, simply by their
proximity. For example, cafeteria workers show
care for school children, and hospital janitors
interact with patients. Finally, non-nurturant care
jobs are disproportionately likely to be done by
women (and men) of color, and immigrants.
When they are excluded from analysis, we con-
struct an incomplete vision of who is in the care
workforce and what they experience.

Indeed, researchers uncover stratification and
inequalities, not just in comparisons of care
sector versus other sectors, but within the care
sector itself. Care workers of color, immigrants,
and those with little education are overrepre-
sented in care jobs that have the worst condi-
tions, the highest physical and psychological
risks, and the lowest wages (Duffy et al., 2015).

Poor conditions for paid care workers are
consequential for care recipients as well. Care
worker movements have stressed the extent to
which care worker struggles affect turnover and
quality of care (Little, 2015). Folbre and Nelson
(2000) and Razavi (2007a) argue that poor labor
conditions and tradeoffs between love and money
prevent the development of “rich markets” of
care, where those who need care can choose from
a variety of high quality options.
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5 Global Dimensions of Care

The study of care has been enriched by increas-
ing attention to its global dimensions. One aspect
of this literature focuses on identifying and
explaining variation between nations in paid and
unpaid care and care policy. In addition, an
emerging literature examines the relational nature
of care across nations.

There is a great deal of variation among other
nations in care and care policy. The distribution
of and support for care is central to considera-
tions of gender equality and social welfare across
countries, and scholars have often used the wel-
fare regime literature as a jumping-off point.
Despite this connection, early literature on wel-
fare regimes—the examination of typologies of
nations with similar orientations to social welfare
policy—relied more strongly on the ways that
policy could foster independence than in how
they dealt with dependence. Razavi (2007a, b)
provides a thorough overview of feminist chal-
lenges to Esping-Andersen’s original welfare
regime models that incorporate concerns around
care as a responsibility and also a burden for
women within these systems. She goes on to
formulate a conception of a “care diamond” as a
way of representing the social architecture for the
provision of care within a society, with the four
points representing families/households, markets,
the not-for-profit sector, and the state
(federal/local). This formulation gives a frame-
work for understanding variation between
nations as well as changes in the management of
care needs in a society across time. Similar to
Duffy’s critique of the “outsourcing narrative”
above, Razavi also critiques the idea of linear
trend from family to market as countries become
more developed.

Developed nations have addressed care pro-
vision with different goals, including increasing
women’s labor force attachment, ameliorating
gender inequality in paid and unpaid work, and
social investment in children and other depen-
dents. Razavi (2007b) suggests that most recent
European policy initiatives have assumed a
de-familialization strategy of care (providing
more publicly funded care options), but that these

policies ignore the ways that gender inequalities
in paid and unpaid work continue in practice.
Nordic states, she notes, place a higher value on
care by reducing the penalties for providing
unpaid care (with generous leaves, for example),
and make an effort to equalize the distribution of
care (with policies that provide use-it-or-lose-it
leave for fathers, for example).

While women continue to do more unpaid
care work than men in virtually all nations
(Razavi & Staab, 2010), these different constel-
lations of social policy—and their consequences
—do challenge what seems inevitable in U.S.
studies: the motherhood penalty and the care
penalty in paid work. In an examination of
twenty-two countries, Budig, Misra, and Boeck-
mann (2012) found that the motherhood penalty
was reduced in nations with parental leaves and
public child care when there was also broad
ideological support for maternal employment. In
the absence of such cultural attitudes, the effect
of policy was more muted.

Similarly, the wage penalty for paid care
workers varies greatly by nation, including some
countries where care workers earn a bonus over
similarly skilled workers in other sectors. Budig
and Misra (2010) find wage bonuses for men and
women in Sweden, and for women in the
Netherlands and Germany. Furthermore, they
find that the labor and policy context shapes
wage bonuses, such that bonuses are more likely
for care workers when “income inequality is low,
union density is high, the public sector is large,
and public spending on care is high” (p. 459).

Global research on care work does not just
compare between nations, however. In recent
decades, scholars have highlighted the relational
nature of care and care work across nations. The
concept of “global care chains,” coined by
Hochschild, and critically examined by Yeates
(2004), refers to the “series of personal links
between people across the globe based on the
paid or unpaid work of caring” (cited in Yeates,
2004, 369–370). While care work is done locally
for those who need care, we increasingly see
families in developed countries hiring workers
from less developed countries to provide care for
children, the elderly, and the sick or disabled.
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These workers must then assign their own care
responsibilities (care of their own children, for
example) to other family members or even to
lower-paid care workers in their home country.
Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001) and Parreñas (2001)
provide rich descriptions of these workers and
the contradictions they face in their qualitative
studies of migrant domestic workers. In the
introduction to a special issue of the Journal of
European Social Policy on “Care, Markets and
Migration in a Globalising World,” Williams and
Brennan (2012) suggest that three trends—the
development of care provisions, the promotion of
market mechanisms to meet these needs, and
global migration—are becoming increasingly
entwined with each other. As such, states have
begun to rely on migration (and migrant workers)
to make marketization of welfare services a
viable option.

6 Discussion and Critique
of Approaches to Carework
Research

In recent decades, the growth of research and
theory on care work has been immense, provid-
ing increased attention to this critical social
resource. This body of research is notable for its
breadth, attention to diversity and inequalities,
and inclusion of feminist perspectives. This body
of research contains the potential to expand our
understanding of work and family in coming
decades.

One of the biggest limitations of carework
research is related to one of its biggest strengths.
The variety of types of care, and locations of care
work, have often lead to carework research being
contained in many different disciplinary silos,
without much interaction across these chasms.
For example, labor economists, sociologists,
occupational health researchers, gerontologists,
and nursing scholars have done substantial work
on care, but found rare opportunities to interact
and collaborate.

Similarly (and likely related to this), there is
little connection or collaboration between those
who study of different parts of the care sector.

Researchers (and their work) are often grouped
by care recipient (e.g., children, elderly, sick or
disabled) or type of care (education, health,
social services, paid vs. unpaid), without recog-
nition of the commonalities and differences
across this care work.

Conducting research across these diverse
groups of workers and recipients would not be
easy to accomplish, however. Future research
efforts will need be collaborative, connecting
researchers in different sectors or sites.
Meta-analyses are also a potentially useful
method for creating these connections.

The broadening of research connections also
needs to happen globally. Where comparative
work exists, it has tended to focus on the U.S.
and Western Europe, like early welfare regime
research, with some recent expansion into
developed countries in Central/South America
and Asia.

Another weakness in the body of care
research is its lack of inclusion of the voices of
care recipients. Certainly, the care needs of
children, the elderly, and the disabled are mea-
sured and considered, but we know less about
their perspectives on the availability and quality
of care, as well as the relational aspects of care
receiving. We hear more often from those who
are arranging care for others, despite the fact that
the recipients themselves may have something to
contribute. Disability studies scholars, who have
a better track record of amplifying the voices of
people with disabilities, have much to contribute
in this way to the larger body of care research.

To be sure, these limitations slow down the
scholarly progress we can make in understanding
care and care work. Just as importantly, they
impede our ability to advocate for social and
political change. As Razavi (2007a, b) notes,
revaluing care is about increasing the capabilities
of women in society, as well as evening out the
burdens of providing care. Tronto (2013) stresses
that our ability to advocate for care is critical not
just in the maintenance of our well-being, or in
ensuring just distributions of care work, but is
also important for maintaining our democracy by
strengthening the voice of every one—including
care workers and receivers. Working towards this
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vision means strengthening connections across
these sectors to enable a diverse coalition of care
workers and recipients to work together to
revalue care in an increasingly market-driven
society.
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35Scientific and Medical Careers:
Gender and Diversity

Laura E. Hirshfield and Emilie Glass

Abstract
Women students and employees are under-
represented in scientific contexts. Similarly,
though the number of women medical stu-
dents is quickly reaching parity with men,
women are still underrepresented in the most
lucrative medical specialties and at the top of
medical hierarchies. Women’s experiences in
both of these contexts are very similar, yet
scholars rarely explore or describe this simi-
larity. In this chapter, we begin to fill this gap
by examining the role of the “leaky pipeline”,
tokenism, the “chilly climate,” and
career/family concerns for women in both
science and medicine.

Despite the steady increase of women entering
the workforce over the past few decades,
women’s representation in science, technology,
engineering and math (STEM) and certain med-
ical fields is still relatively low. This underrep-

resentation has important consequences not only
for gendered wage parity and for women’s
workplace satisfaction, but also for scientific
innovation (Beede, Julian, & Langdon, 2011).
Overall, women’s earnings are only about 80%
as much as men’s (National Partnership for
Women & Families, 2016); their lack of math
and science credentials and resulting underrep-
resentation in STEM careers or in lucrative
medical specialties may be one of the leading
causes of this wage gap (Boulis & Jacobs, 2008;
Davies & Guppy, 1997; Jena, Khullar, Ho,
Olenski, & Blumenthal, 2015; Weinberger,
1998). Women, particularly women of color, are
underrepresented at the highest levels of aca-
demic STEM departments and medical institu-
tions (Committee on Maximizing the Potential of
Women in Academic Science and Engineering,
2007; Lautenberger, Dandar, Raezer, & Sloane,
2013; Merchant & Omary, 2010; Nonnemaker,
2000; Valian, 1998), and are evaluated more
harshly than their men peers (Basow, Phelan, &
Capotosto, 2006; McOwen, Bellini, Guerra, &
Shea, 2007). Women also receive substantially
less mentoring than men, experience higher rates
of gender discrimination and unwanted sexual
attention than their men peers and women peers
in non-science departments, face higher expec-
tations related to service, and rate their depart-
mental climates most negatively (Hirshfield &
Joseph, 2012; Johnsrud, 2002; Martin, 1994;
Sonnert & Holton, 1995; Xie & Shauman, 2003).
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Scholars have used multiple frameworks to
explain and understand women’s experiences in
both STEM and medicine,1 yet they rarely dis-
cuss these contexts together. Indeed, numerous
sociologists and scholars of higher education
have made a concerted effort to understand the
causes and consequences of women’s underrep-
resentation in STEM fields and careers. These
efforts are mirrored by scholars within medicine
and medical education, yet these two groups of
scholars rarely cite each other or work to high-
light these similarities. In an effort to bridge these
two literatures, in this chapter we focus on sev-
eral of the (interrelated) models used most fre-
quently in sociological scholarship, namely the
“leaky pipeline”, tokenism, the “chilly” climate,
and career/family balance, to describe women’s
experiences in both STEM fields and in medi-
cine.2

1 The Leaky Pipeline

One of the most common metaphors used to
describe and understand the dearth of women in
STEM or medical fields is that of the “leaky
pipeline”. Scholars argue that women, particu-
larly women of color, “leak out” at various stages
by taking fewer math and science courses in their
secondary schools, switching out of STEM
majors during college, and choosing not to pur-
sue STEM careers post-graduation (Etzkowitz,
Kemelgor, & Uzzi, 2000; Xie & Shauman,
2003). While the so-called “leaky pipeline”
appears to leak less in medicine, women are less
represented in the most powerful and lucrative
specialties and positions (Boulis & Jacobs, 2008;
Gjerberg, 2002; Ku, 2011; Martin, Arnold, &
Parker, 1988). Although some of these “leaks”
seem to be related to gendered choices or

preferences, others may be attributed to gender
bias in evaluation and promotion (Roth, 2016;
West, 1993).

The STEM pipeline begins to “leak” fairly
early on, yet while many attribute this leakage to
differences in mathematic ability, the overall
difference in mathematical ability between boys
and girls is small (Hyde, Fennema, & Lamon,
1990). Rather than lacking ability in math and
science, girls and women may be underrepre-
sented in STEM fields due to a lack of interest in
math and science. Indeed, Eccles and Jacobs
(1986) found that social and attitudinal factors
(including interest) had a greater influence
on grades and enrollment in science/math classes
in junior and senior high school than did
variations in mathematical ability. Scholars
have also demonstrated the effect of “biased
self-assessments”, or women’s lower confidence
in their mathematical/scientific abilities, which
contributes to their likelihood of entering scien-
tific (and possibly medical) fields (Catsambis,
1994; Correll, 2001). Similarly, students’ “pro-
fessional role confidence”, or “confidence in their
ability to successfully perform the professional
role and confidence in their ability to enjoy and
find fulfillment in that role,” is significantly
predictive of persistence in STEM fields, and
women tend to have less professional role con-
fidence (Cech, Rubineau, Silbey, & Seron, 2011,
pg. 658).

Regardless of the reason, the gendered gap in
STEM course taking has declined very little over
the past 50 years or so (Bradley, 2000; Usdansky
& Gordon, 2016). That said, these differences in
patterns of math/science course taking are not
reflected in medical school demographics—the
number of women in medical school has
increased significantly and they now account for
nearly half of medical school graduates (Laut-
enberger et al., 2013).

On the other hand, though women are enrol-
led in STEM higher education programs at
higher rates than ever before (Xie & Shauman,
2003), there is evidence that women may “leak
out” of STEM graduate programs at higher rates
than men (Blickenstaff, 2005; Herzig, 2004a).
Women’s perception of gendered barriers could

1For an excellent review of these myriad explanations, see
Blickenstaff (2005).
2When possible, we include scholarship that specifically
focuses on the challenges that women of color in STEM
and medicine face. However, these studies are fairly rare
(please see Ong (2005) for a wonderful exception).
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contribute to these higher attrition rates in grad
school; one study found that women self-selected
away from academia in response to perceived
systemic barriers related to parenthood (van
Anders, 2004). Graduate students’ feeling of
isolation or disconnect between themselves and
their advisors is also a considerable predictor of
their persistence, particularly for women
(Etzkowitz et al., 2000; Herzig, 2004b). Further,
women students in traditionally masculine dis-
ciplines experience increased gender discrimi-
nation and harassment, which is correlated to
attrition (Herzig, 2004b; Hirt & Muffo, 1998; Xie
& Shauman, 1998). For those women that do
receive a STEM degree, there is also no guar-
antee they will go on to a scientific career:
although men and women are equally likely to
receive bachelor’s and master’s degrees in
STEM, women remain less likely than men to
hold STEM-related jobs post-college (Usdansky
& Gordon, 2016).

Similarly, though the number of women in
medical school has increased over the past
40 years,3 there are still major differences in the
specialties that women choose (Lautenberger
et al., 2013). One explanation for these differ-
ences is that women are less likely than men to
receive encouragement toward so-called “spe-
cialist” specialties (e.g., surgery, anesthesiology,
radiology, and pathology) and to have mentors in
these specialties (Ku, 2011). This lack of
encouragement and mentors is reflected in their
subsequent specialty choice: men and women are
equally likely to profess interest in high-status
specialties, but their final specialty choice is
more gendered (Gjerberg, 2002; Lautenberger
et al., 2013; Riska, 2001). Specifically, women
are more likely to choose primary care specialties
(e.g., family medicine, pediatrics, and
obstetrics/gynecology) than men, who more
commonly choose high-status, specialist spe-
cialties. One reason that women may choose
lower status specialties is that they are less likely

than men to accept standard conceptualizations
of the prestige hierarchy in specialties (Hinze,
1999). This, in turn, has important consequences
for women’s pay, influence, and status within
medicine.

Within academic institutions and careers,
STEM and medical “leakage” is particularly
apparent. The proportion of female tenure track
faculty members in STEM departments has not
increased at the same rate as in non-STEM fields
(Krefting, 2003; Valian, 1998), or with the ratio
of women earning doctorates in those fields
(Marschke, Laursen, Nielsen, & Rankin, 2007;
Valian, 1998). Similarly, though the number of
women in medicine has gradually increased,
women are still less likely to pursue academic
careers and are not well represented in leadership
or in the high-prestige, high paying specialties
(Ash, Carr, Goldstein, & Friedman, 2004; Car-
nes, Morrissey, & Geller, 2008; Lautenberger
et al., 2013). These differences are partly due to
demographic inertia, or the lag between demo-
graphic shifts in the incoming population not
being immediately reflected in the overall
demographics in the workplace (Hargens &
Long, 2002; Marschke et al., 2007). However,
gender bias in hiring and evaluation also plays a
role, and as such, represents another occurrence
of “leakage”.

Unconscious gender bias causes men’s (sci-
entific) curricula vitae to be evaluated much more
positively and to be more richly rewarded than
comparable women (Steinpreis, Anders, &
Ritzke, 1999). Women’s work accomplishments
are less valued than their men peers, especially
within science, a phenomena known as the
“Matilda Effect” (Rossiter, 1993), which in turn
leads to women’s lower promotion rate. Like-
wise, to be rated as similarly “scientifically
competent” to their men peers, women postdoc-
toral candidates in science had to be roughly 2.5
times more productive (Wenneras & Wold,
1997). Yet, in both science and medicine, women
are less likely to be listed as either first or senior
author of their published work (Filardo et al.,
2016; Jagsi et al., 2006; Sidhu et al., 2009; West,
Jacquet, King, Correll, & Bergstrom, 2013).
Their work also receives fewer citations, perhaps

3Interestingly, though the number of women medical
school applicants and matriculants has increased signif-
icantly since the 1970s, in recent years there has been a
small decline (Roskovensky, Grbic, & Matthew, 2012).
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as a result of women’s lower likelihood to
self-cite (King et al., 2017). Men also win a
disproportionate number of grants or awards for
their scholarly work given their representation
among nominees (Lincoln, Pincus, Koster, &
Leboy, 2012). As a result, women may artifi-
cially be viewed as less productive than their
men peers, due to fewer grants and publications.

Letters of recommendation, which are central
to the hiring process for faculty, also vary
markedly between those written for women and
for men, and as such, constitute another oppor-
tunity for women’s leakage from both science
and medicine. In medicine, letters written for
men faculty members are longer, contain fewer
expressions of doubt, and contain more high
status words (Trix & Psenka, 2003). Men are also
more likely to be framed as researchers, while
women are more likely to be framed as teachers,
despite research being seen as more valuable and
higher status than teaching (ibid). In a similar
study conducted regarding faculty candidates in
chemistry, Schmader, Whitehead and Wysocki
(2007) found that though recommenders did not
differ significantly in the positivity of their letters
or emphasize teaching for women, they did note
that letters written for men were more likely to
include “standout” adjectives.

In all, the most commonly-used theory related
to women’s underrepresentation in STEM and
medical fields, the “leaky pipeline”, continues to
be an apt metaphor. Though more and more
women are entering both STEM graduate pro-
grams and medical school, they are still less
likely to persist in STEM fields, to choose
high-status medical specialties, or to be promoted
to positions at the top of organizational or insti-
tutional hierarchies.

2 Tokenism

The absence of women peers and support sys-
tems also impacts women’s experiences in
STEM and medical fields. Kanter’s theory of

tokenism (1977) suggests that “as a group
becomes proportionately smaller, members of
that group will experience declines in perfor-
mance, self-esteem, and satisfaction”; by exten-
sion, it is often theorized that individuals should
benefit from greater same-gender representation
within groups (Sax, 1996, p. 390). Indeed,
scholars have argued that women’s underrepre-
sentation and tokenism within certain STEM and
medical fields may lead to increased identity
threat, isolation, and pressure to perform “care
work” tasks within their fields. Given the even
lower number of women of color in these posi-
tions, they are often expected to take up con-
siderably larger burden of mentorship, service,
and advocacy, as well as to act as role models for
minority students (Blackwell, 1988).

The low proportion of women in STEM
majors and fields also leads to a shortage of
female peers and colleagues, which has varied
effects for women scientists. The proportion of
women in a major affects women’s satisfaction in
that major, though it does not affect their grades,
self-concepts, or persistence (Rogers & Mena-
ghan, 1991; Sax, 1994). The gender proportion
of college majors has no effect on men’s likeli-
hood to persist, but fewer women drop out of
female-dominated programs than from
gender-balanced or male-dominated ones (Mas-
tekaasa & Smeby, 2006).

One of the consequences of low representa-
tion in these spaces is that women face identity
threat, or the concern that their own actions
reflect (poorly) upon their social group and
reinforce negative group stereotypes (Major &
O’Brien, 2005). In the case of women in science
(and perhaps, in medicine),

‘[Women] are likely to feel that they must do better
than their male counterparts in order to be con-
sidered equal; that they must demonstrate their
worthiness through superior competence before
being accepted or taken seriously; and that their
mistakes or inadequacies risk being construed as
characteristic of women in general.’ (Ware,
Steckler, & Leserman, 1985, p. 79)
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This identity threat, similar to the related
concept of stereotype threat, results in many
negative psychological and social consequences,
including anxiety, arousal, and excessive caution
(Major & O’Brien, 2005). Further, as a result of
identity threat, women may self-segregate, or
seek out peers who are less likely to judge their
behaviors as indicative of their social group in
general. In other words, identity threat may lead
to gender segregation within STEM departments
because women may be more likely to seek out
other women to study and collaborate with
(Hirshfield, 2010). This, in turn, reproduces
negative stereotypes about women in science
(because men peers have less positive examples
to contradict their stereotypes) and may explain
women’s overrepresentation in lower-prestige
subfields (ibid). For women of color in scien-
tific spaces facing negative stereotypes related to
women and to people of color, this type of threat
may be even more extreme (Niemann, 1999;
Wingfield, 2010).

As a result of their lower numbers within their
departments and universities, women faculty
members in science and engineering, especially
women of color, also often experience “identity
taxation”, or extra burdens of formal and infor-
mal service responsibilities (Hirshfield & Joseph,
2012; Misra, Lundquist, Holmes, & Agiomavri-
tis, 2011). Identity taxation occurs when faculty
members shoulder any labor (physical, mental,
emotional) due to their membership in a
marginalized group within their department or
university (Hirshfield & Joseph, 2012). Just as
women academics in STEM tend to shoulder a
higher load of teaching and service responsibility
(Bellas & Toutkoushian, 1999; Hirshfield &
Joseph, 2012; Misra et al., 2011; Nettles, Perna,
Bradburn, & Zimbler, 2000), women in aca-
demic medicine carry a higher burden of teach-
ing and patient care (Kaplan et al., 1996). This, in
turn, can impact their research productivity and,
as a result, affect their career growth and mobility
(ibid). Indeed, though women are going to
medical school at greater rates than ever and are
more likely than men to become academics, they
are less likely than their men peers to rise to
comparable senior ranks (Nonnemaker, 2000).

Further, when they do experience career
advancement, it happens more slowly and is
compensated more poorly (Ash et al., 2004).

Increasing the presence of women role models
in STEM and medical fields may seem like an
appropriate solution to the challenges facing
women tokens, but the effect of role models on
women students’ persistence in scientific college
majors is ambiguous. Some studies find little
evidence for positive role model effects (Canes &
Rosen, 1995; Hackett, Esposito, & O’Halloran,
1989), while others find a significant effect of
faculty role-models on students’ choice of
math/science college majors, probability of
attaining advanced degrees, and likelihood of
staying in school (Rask & Bailey, 2002; Robst,
Keil, & Russo, 1998; Rothstein, 1995). Regard-
less, increasing the number of female faculty in a
department may not be enough to alleviate issues
related to tokenism—social networks that isolate
women remain in place even when the number of
women in a science department increases
because workplace structures do not necessarily
shift (Etzkowitz et al., 1994). Further, even when
there is a critical mass of women in a depart-
ment,4 female faculty are likely to be dispersed in
male-dominated workgroups, reducing women’s
influence and maintaining male-dominated
workplace structures (ibid). In fact, women tend
to cluster in some scientific fields (such as biol-
ogy, chemistry, and hybrids like biochemistry or
astrophysics) more often than others (like physics
or math) (Xie & Shauman, 1998). Similarly,
within medicine, women medical students dis-
proportionately specialize in obstetrics and
gynecology and pediatrics; as a result, they may
be less able to change overall conditions in
medical workplaces and contexts (Riska, 2001).
On the other hand, women benefit from working
in this type of gender-segregated specialty,
receiving more instrumental and informational
support from women within those spaces than
their men colleagues (Wallace, 2014).

4In this case, critical mass represents the number of
women that is theoretically large enough to shift the
departmental climate.
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While Kanter argued that tokenism (or
numeric scarcity) was a primary factor in creat-
ing obstacles for the women she studied, subse-
quent research has shown that token men in the
workplace do not experience the same issues that
token women do (Williams, 1991; Yoder, 1991).
Indeed, some scholars argue that men tokens
may be advantaged in the workplace (Williams,
1991; Zimmer, 1988), though men of color may
not experience the same advantages (Harvey
Wingfield, 2009).5 All of these studies illustrate
the ways that cultural conceptions of femininity
and masculinity are built into the organization of
work, or in other words, how organizations are
gendered and how gender itself is a structure of
inequality (Acker, 1990, 2006; Budig, 2002;
Zimmer, 1988). As such, numeric proportion is
only part of the story—the underrepresentation
of women clearly has important consequences
for the women in these fields, but increasing
numbers alone will not solve this issue.

3 The Chilly Climate

Even in the absence of tokenism, a “chilly cli-
mate” for women in scientific and medical spaces
creates yet another challenge to their success in
STEM fields. Originally introduced as a way to
explain why women were more likely to leave
college than their men counterparts, the chilly
climate framework focuses on “chilling” prac-
tices that professors use (both consciously and
unconsciously) that disadvantage women in the
classroom (Hall & Sandler, 1982). Scholars have
extended the concept to examine sexist and iso-
lating behaviors in the laboratory, in the clinic, in
departmental, and in administrative levels, as
well as inequities in workload, recognition, and
pay (Carr, Szalacha, Barnett, Caswell, & Inui,
2000, 2003; Conefrey, 1997; Ginorio, 1995;
Jagsi et al., 2006; Kaplan et al., 1996; Smith &
Calasanti, 2005). There is also evidence that

negative departmental climate is a significant
predictor in female faculty members’ overall job
satisfaction, which may in turn affect their per-
sistence in their careers (August & Waltman,
2004).

Women graduate students are more likely than
their men peers to report experiences of sexual
harassment, concerns about their personal safety,
issues with legitimacy, and financial concerns
(Johnsrud, 1995; Schneider, 1987; Wiest, 1999),
and this is particularly true for women in STEM
graduate programs (Fox, 2001). Women graduate
students, particularly in the sciences, also have
fewer same-gender mentors and role-models,
and, perhaps as a result, receive less mentorship
and experience more social and intellectual iso-
lation than their men peers (Johnsrud, 1995;
Kuck, Marzabadi, Buckner, & Nolan, 2007;
Wiest, 1999). For women students of color, the
low number of faculty of color, especially
women faculty of color, often intensifies this sort
of isolation and lack of role model support (Ong,
2005). Further, women mentors within scientific
contexts may themselves not be in the ideal sit-
uation for providing guidance or advice; given
the extra burden of work that they often experi-
ence (i.e., identity taxation), they are more likely
to be burned out or to be experiencing challenges
related to advancement themselves (Hirshfield &
Joseph, 2012; Samble, 2008).

Similarly, women medical students dispro-
portionately experience unfair treatment during
their training, as do women clinicians
post-training (Carr et al., 2000; Jagsi et al.,
2006). Babaria, Abedin, Berg, and Nunez-Smith
(2012) note that though the women medical
students they studied managed to handle negative
interactions with patients, they did not feel as
prepared to deal with inappropriate behavior by
their men supervisors. The authors also note how
worrisome it is that women students so quickly
grow resigned to this inequitable treatment (ibid).
Likewise, Beagan (2001) found that medical
students in the Canadian institution she studied
experienced both blatant and implicit discrimi-
nation and marginalization. This included
patients’ consistent assumption that they were
nurses rather than doctors, faculty members’ use

5Notably, Budig (2002) found that men not only do not
suffer (regarding pay) due to their token status, but that
token or not, men are “uniformly advantaged” in terms of
pay.

484 L. E. Hirshfield and E. Glass



of gendered language, and even inappropriate
touching by men faculty. In clinical contexts,
women doctors are also treated with less respect
and confidence than men doctors and given less
help from the nurses (Gjerberg & Kjølsrød,
2001).

It is also well-acknowledged that many STEM
disciplines and medical specialties tend to have
intensely “masculine” cultures. Despite the highly
collaborative nature of much scientific research,
many STEM departments embrace extremely
competitive, macho norms that can make women
graduate students and faculty feel isolated or out
of place (Ferreira, 2003; Traweek, 1992). Women
in science frequently describe scientific culture as
aggressively competitive and rife with
“macho-ness,” where colleagues try to prove
themselves superior to others, are fiercely com-
bative, and ignore other people’s ideas (Schie-
binger, 1999). For example, Sallee (2011) found
that men in aerospace and mechanical engineering
were socialized to be competitive, hierarchical,
and to objectify women during the course of their
graduate education and in the process are also
taught that these masculine norms and values are
associated with success in their discipline.
Women graduate students within the sciences also
view gender as highly salient within these spaces,
and cite masculine cultures (as well as subsequent
consequences of these cultures) as key to
women’s choices and experiences in STEM fields
(Ecklund, Lincoln, & Tansey, 2012).

In medical contexts, specialties such as sur-
gery are also described as having highly mas-
culine cultures, valuing stereotypically masculine
qualities such as arrogance, aggression, courage,
and the ability to think quickly in the moment
(Cassell, 1997; Hinze, 1999). Surgery, for
example, is so male-dominated both in demo-
graphics and in characteristics, that there is an
aversion to women and feminine traits. As a
result, women are often excluded and even seen
as untrustworthy by male colleagues (Cassell,
1997). However, when women surgeons emulate
“masculine” behaviors, they are viewed nega-
tively (ibid). As such, women entering such
male-dominated fields must work harder to prove

themselves and might be pushed out of the field
as a result (Gjerberg, 2002).

Broadly, the chilly climate is yet another
example of the gendered nature of organizations
described by Acker (1990). Acker’s theory
focuses on how organizational structures are
gendered and, therefore, directly contribute to
marginalizing women. She also describes the
gendered nature of organizations as seen through
a “hypothetical or universal worker,” which she
argues is actually that of a man (ibid). Indeed,
men are consistently viewed as the norm in
academia (Hirshfield, 2014a), particularly in
scientific spaces (Fox, 2006). This, in turn
impacts how they are viewed and evaluated by
their students and peers. Women scientists feel
that they are less likely to be viewed as experts
and receive less respect from faculty than their
men peers (Fox, 2001; Johnsrud, 1995) and there
is evidence that they are held to different stan-
dards than their men peers (Benschop & Brouns,
2003). Women graduate students in science also
report that they feel that they must perform in
ultra-masculine ways to be successful (Hirsh-
field, 2015; Rhoton, 2011; Sallee, 2011). Nota-
bly, the ideal worker expectations described by
Acker also have racial undertones, implicitly
privileging norms associated with white mas-
culinity (Wingfield, 2010).

For faculty, similar to findings from surgery,
men STEM faculty whose behaviors generally fit
masculine social norms are viewed as ideal advi-
sors and scholars, while women faculty whose
behaviors represent either feminine or masculine
norms are viewed negatively (Hirshfield, 2014b).
Gender socialization also impacts interaction
styles in ways that negatively impact women’s
success within scientific spaces. Women scientists
have been found to demonstrate less confidence
within laboratory meetings (Fox, 2001; Hirshfield,
2017; Smith-Doerr, Sacco, & Stoutenburgh, 2016)
and, perhaps as a result, are less likely to be
viewed as content experts within their field (Hir-
shfield, 2016). Similarly, women faculty, espe-
cially women faculty of color, face more
challenges to their authority than do men faculty
(Ford, 2011; Harlow, 2003).
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4 Career/Family Balance

Finally, lifestyle reasons (i.e., issues related to the
balance of career and family), may contribute to
women’s likelihood to enter into or leave graduate
programs or medical residencies, as well. Overall,
housework and primary care work is still pri-
marily expected to fall on women, despite their
increased presence in the workforce and more
specifically, in STEM and medicine (Craig, 2007;
Hochschild, 1989; Milkie, Raley, & Bianchi,
2007). Women are also more likely to take time
off to care for sick children or to handle other
essential household tasks as needed, which in turn
takes a toll on their wages and opportunities for
promotion (Budig & Hodges, 2010; England,
Bearak, Budig, & Hodges, 2016; Kahn, García--
Manglano, & Bianchi, 2014). Indeed, for women
in prestigious careers like those in STEM and
medicine, this time out of work can be very costly
and can also impact how they are viewed in the
workplace (England et al., 2016). For example, in
their study exploring the “flexibility stigma”,
Cech and Blair-Loy (2014) find that STEM fac-
ulty view parents as less hardworking and that
women are more likely to report experiencing this
type of stigma. Furthermore, those that feel the
stigma of parenthood and work/life balance are
less likely to remain in their current field and
predicts lower anticipated peak pay (Cech &
Blair-Loy, 2014; Lips & Lawson, 2009).

Similarly, ideal worker norms (discussed
above) not only contribute to the chilly climate
for women, but also to expectations for faculty in
STEM and in medicine regarding job devotion
and hours spent at work (Acker, 1990; Hirshfield,
2015). In other words, within both STEM and
medicine, expectations for employees often rely
on conceptualizations of a hypothetical (male)
worker “… whose life centers on his full-time,
life-long job, while his wife or another woman
takes care of his personal needs and his children”
(Acker, 1990, p. 190). Indeed, women often
choose not to pursue academic positions more
often than men, in part because of their views
about what their careers will entail (van Anders,
2004). Specifically, women (correctly) anticipate
more systemic barriers to their success within

academic institutions, such as issues related to
mobility, academic lifestyle, and family plans
and pressures. Women students’ desire for flex-
ibility and lower time commitments at work also
helps to predict whether or not they will seek
male-dominated jobs (such as those in fields like
math and science) (Frome, Alfeld, Eccles, &
Barber, 2006). Notably, concerns related to
family are not restricted to women scientists:
men science professors consistently describe the
“all-consuming nature of academic science” as in
conflict with fatherhood and egalitarian rela-
tionships (Damaske, Ecklund, Lincoln, & White,
2014).

Likewise, in an examination of a surgical
residency program, Dodson and Webb (2005)
found that women were twice as likely to leave
their residency, with the majority citing reasons
related to lifestyle. The desire to decrease hours
at work was not restricted only to women
physicians, however: many MDs working
full-time, both men and women, would like to
switch to part-time work (Heiligers & Hingst-
man, 2000). However, for women physicians, the
likelihood of pursuing a career in a specialty
decreased with each additional child they had
(Gjerberg, 2003). Women physicians’ career
choices and aspirations are more likely than men
to postpone marriage and/or family (Gjerberg,
2002; Uhlenberg & Cooney, 1990), and these
aspirations are also more commonly limited or
impacted by their partner’s careers (Ku, 2011).
Even in situations where both the wife and hus-
band are physicians, the husband tends to work
more hours and earn more money, pointing to a
tendency to prioritize the husband’s career
(Uhlenberg & Cooney, 1990). On the other hand,
women physicians who are married to other
doctors fare better than others due to more
egalitarian division of household labor and
increased emotional support (Gjerberg, 2003).

5 Conclusion

As we have shown, women are still less likely
than their men peers to pursue STEM and med-
ical careers (i.e., to leak out of the pipeline), and,
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once in these fields, women still face a number of
challenges that their men peers do not. Women
physicians and women scientists are paid sig-
nificantly less than men, even when controlling
for rank, specialty/discipline, and productivity,
thus demonstrating the widespread bias that still
exists for women in the workforce (Kaplan et al.,
1996). Likewise, women are more likely than
men to experience sexual or gender harassment,
to be isolated within their fields, to experience
identity threat, to be asked to perform extra labor
or identity taxation, to lack mentorship, and to
feel family or lifestyle pressures. There is evi-
dence that some of these “leakages” and barriers
to success are lessening, yet there are still sig-
nificant inequities for women in both medicine
and the sciences that must be corrected.

In this chapter, we have analytically separated
the theoretical and empirical work we reviewed
into categories in order to systematically describe
the rich scholarship that has been done in this
area. However, we think it important to note that
many of the explanations we describe above
intersect. For example, the leaky pipeline is one of
the key reasons that women experience tokenism
(and the consequences of women’s underrepre-
sentation) within scientific and medical spaces.
Likewise, this underrepresentation is one of the
key contributors to the chilly climate for women.

Further, we have described literature related to
the concepts of the leaky pipeline, tokenism, the
chilly climate, and work/family balance for
women in both STEM and medical workplaces.
Yet much of this research remains quite siloed—
scholars of gender in science rarely cite schol-
arship about gender in medicine, and vice versa.
We suspect that this may be a consequence, in
part, of the federal institutions that fund this type
of research. Specifically, the National Science
Foundation (NSF) has made women’s experience
in STEM fields a priority, but has left research on
women’s experience in medicine largely to be
supported by the National Institutes of Health
(NIH). As such, US scholars often choose either
STEM or medicine as their focus. This chapter is
our attempt to begin to bring these literatures and
these scholars together. In the future, we hope
that scholarship on women’s experiences within

the sciences and in medicine will merge to
incorporate Science, Technology, Engineering,
Math, and Medicine (STEMM).
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36Women on the Move: Stalled Gender
Revolution in Global Migration

Carolyn Choi, Maria Cecilia Hwang
and Rhacel Salazar Parreñas

Abstract
This chapter examines how structural inequal-
ities of gender including the ideology of
female domesticity, non-egalitarian division
of household labor, sex-segmented labor
market, and a glass ceiling shape the inde-
pendent migration of women. It empirically
traces gendered inequalities in transnational
households, labor migration, and educational
migration. Questioning the dominant feminist
paradigm on gender and migration which
assumes that migration is a gender equalizing
process, we argue that while women achieve
some gains in status and in their interpersonal
relations, their experiences remain unequivo-
cally structured by gender inequities resulting
in a gender stall in women’s global migration.

Women have always constituted a significant
number of migrant populations. This reality has
been downplayed by the term “feminization of
migration” which, as Donato and Gabbacia
(2015) argue, suggests that women are nothing
more than recent migrants. Yet, as early as 1984,
Morokvasic reminded us that “Birds of Passage
Are Also Women” and that they have outnum-
bered male migrants entering the United States
since the 1930s. While they primarily migrated in
the early 20th century as dependents who fol-
lowed male family members (Gardner, 2005)
they have since entered the United States as
independent migrants. Women now migrate to
the United States not only as family members
(Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994) but also as workers
(Choy, 2003) and students (Matsui, 1995).
Women also outnumber their male counterparts
from some of the largest source countries of labor
and educational migrants. In Indonesia, we have
seen a widening gap in the ratio of male to
female migrants with women comprising 56% of
labor migrants in 1996, 68% in 2000 and 78% in
2004 and 2007 (International Organization for
Migration, 2010: 9). Women from the Philip-
pines likewise outnumber their male counterparts
as they comprise approximately 55–60% of the
annual flows of labor migrants (Scalabrini
Migration Center, 2013). In East Asia, one of the
largest sending regions of student migrants,
women now surpass the number of men
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engaging in study abroad to Western countries
(Y. Kim, 2011a).

In the 1980s, pioneering feminist migration
scholars began to question the invisibility of
women in mainstream knowledge production of
migration (Anthias, 1983; Gabaccia, 1994;
Morokvasic, 1984). Earlier scholarship on
women’s migration called for not just the inclu-
sion of women but also for a gendered perspec-
tive in mainstream migration research (Donato
et al., 2006; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1999). Subse-
quent generations of scholars began to use gen-
der as an analytic lens, examining the various
ways gender is a constitutive element of migra-
tion (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2003) and how “multi-
plicities of femininities and masculinities are…
interconnected, relational and intertwined in
relations of class, race-ethnicity, nation and
sexualities” (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2013: 233).
Scholars in this tradition examine the constitution
of gender at the macrostructural level by ana-
lyzing the ways in which gender informs the
political economy of migration through state
policies and neoliberal market forces that pro-
mote the formation of international divisions of
labor that engender female migration (Chin,
1998; Parreñas, 2001a; Sassen, 1984). A larger
crop of scholars has focused the meso level and
how migration reshapes gender and accordingly
the position of men and women in institutions
such as the family (Abrego, 2014; George, 2005;
Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Kibria, 1995). Finally,
others examine the micro politics of gender by
examining the subjectivity of migrant women,
particularly as mothers and cosmopolitan sub-
jects (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Hondagneu-
Sotelo & Avila, 1997; Le Espiritu, 2003;
Madianou, 2016; Parreñas, 2001a).

Since the 1980s, scholars have also begun to
increasingly recognize the global scope of
women’s migration, thereby decentering the
United States in empirical investigations (Donato
& Gabbacia, 2015; Parreñas, 2008). They show
that women migrate as workers, wives, and stu-
dents not only to North America or Europe but
also to Latin America and Asia (Donato &
Gabbacia, 2015). Reflecting a more globally
diverse pattern of migration, migrant women

workers originate from disparate countries and
regions with larger groups coming from Mexico
and Central America, Southeast Asia (in partic-
ular Indonesia and the Philippines), and Eastern
Europe (ibid). As students, women primarily
migrate to Australia, United Kingdom, and the
United States, pursuing higher education degrees
or merely an English language certificate (Ichi-
moto, 2004; Y. Kim, 2010, 2011a; Matsui,
1995). Finally, they migrate as wives with some
marrying co-ethnics (Thai, 2008) and others
pursuing pen pal or cyber romances with foreign
men (Constable, 2003). Although long-standing
destinations in Europe and North America
(Constable, 2003) continue to receive a steady
flow of marriage migrants from Central Asia and
Latin America (Johnson, 2007; Schaeffer, 2012),
a large pool of Southeast Asian women now
migrate for marriages in Taiwan and South Korea
(Bélanger, Linh, & Duong, 2011; Choo, 2016).

In this chapter, we provide an overview of the
literature on women’s migration and illustrate
how scholars have been divided over the ques-
tion of whether migration is a gender equalizing
process, that is, whether women who migrate
make gains in relation to men in the labor mar-
ket, education, and household. On the one side of
the debate are scholars who assert that migration
can be a liberating experience for women
(Gonzalez-Lopez, 2005; Grasmuck & Pessar,
1991; Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Singer & Gil-
bertson, 2003). Their assertions are primarily
based on the experiences of women from Mex-
ico, the Dominican Republic, and India who
make up both professional migrant women such
as nurses and low-wage migrant workers such as
domestic workers (George, 2005; Hondagneu-
Sotelo, 1994). Scholars of this view assert that
“women make greater gains in status, autonomy
and resources relative to men” in migration
(Singer & Gilbertson, 2003: 375); women’s
greater income earning power not only leads to
their greater economic contributions to the family
but also translates into more decision-making
authority in the household (Grasmuck & Pessar,
1991). They also argue that migrant women have
greater access to the public sphere because of
their increased dealings with teachers at schools
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and doctors in hospitals than their male coun-
terparts (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994).

Others disagree with this perspective. Menji-
var (2003) questions the assertion that “entry into
paid work [is] an unqualified indication of
empowerment and improved status within the
family for women” (2003: 108). Instead, she finds
the strong possibility of a gender backlash—when
women earn more, men accordingly drink more.
Similarly, Le Espiritu (2003) observed that
women wage earners in the Filipino American
migrant community sacrifice high-paying jobs for
lower earnings in order to retain their husband’s
status as the primary income earner of their
family. This group of scholars acknowledge more
nuanced gender processes in migration, insisting
that migration does not always involve gender
ascendance for women but instead leads to the
simultaneous reinforcement and transformation
of gender (Gold, 2003; Kibria, 1995). Indeed,
women’s greater involvement in school activities
could likewise reflect greater reproductive labor
responsibilities than men even if such responsi-
bilities extend outside the domestic sphere.

Regardless of these competing perspectives,
the dominant perspective among gender and
migration scholars holds that women gain more
than they lose in gender status and social rela-
tions upon migration. However, as we illustrate
in this chapter, while women continue to
improve access in the public realm as bread-
winners, household negotiators and cosmopolitan
subjects, they also face another set of gender
limitations upon and post-migration. Women
confront a sex-segmented labor market, glass
ceiling, the ideology of female domesticity, and
non-egalitarian divisions of household labor in
their home and host countries. We show these
inequalities in the concentration of domestic
work in the global labor market, transnational
households, and global education. Thus, while
women achieve some gains in status and in their
interpersonal relations with men, the institutions
of the labor market, family, and education remain
unequivocally structured by gender inequalities
resulting in a gender stall for migrant women.

1 Transnational Household

The majority of migrant workers across the globe
are unskilled guest workers who in effect are
disqualified from sponsoring the migration of
their dependents. This is the case for construction
and domestic workers in the Middle East; farm
workers in Canada, the United States and coun-
tries in Europe; and factory workers in South
Korea and Taiwan. This results in the salience of
transnational households in migrant communities
across the globe. Transnational households are a
common feature not only among guest workers
but also undocumented workers in the United
States (see Dreby, 2010).

While transnational households affect both
men and women, that is fathers and mothers, the
issue of transnational mothering, defined by
Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila, (1997) as the reor-
ganization of motherhood to accommodate the
new temporal and spatial separations brought
upon migration (548), has engendered greater
public concern. We see this in the case of Sri
Lanka, which called for the banning of the
migration of mothers with children under four
years old (Parreñas, 2008). Undergirding the
migration of mothers is the ideology of female
domesticity, whereby women are idealized as the
primary caretakers of their children who must
reside with them. The persistence of the ideology
of female domesticity in women’s migration
demonstrates the salience of gender inequalities in
the formation of transnational households and the
experiences of transnational mothers in particular.

In contemporary migration, transnational
mothering has become a commonplace feature
for Ukrainian migrant mothers working as
domestic workers in Italy (Solari, 2006); Polish
migrant mothers in Germany (Lutz, 2011);
Mexican migrant women in the United States
(Dreby, 2010) as well Salvadoran (Abrego,
2009) and Honduran migrant mothers (Sch-
malzbauer, 2005); Indonesian mothers in Hong
Kong (Constable, 2007) and Saudi Arabia (Sil-
vey, 2007); and migrant women in the Philippine
diaspora (Parreñas, 2005). In the Philippines, for
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instance, there are more than an estimated 10
million children growing up with at least one
parent working overseas since the early 2000s
(Madianou & Miller, 2012). The migration of
mothers who leave their own children to take
care of their employers’ children often leads to
what Parreñas calls the “international division of
reproductive labor,” a chain-linked family care
system whereby the extended family network
meets childcare needs back in the home country.

The duration of transnational mothering can
vary and is largely determined by migration and
citizenship regimes. In Austria, transnational
mothers from Romania and Slovakia are sepa-
rated from their children for a short time via a
form of “transnational commuting” (Morokvasic,
2004), where mothers circulate between the
home country where their families reside and the
host country where they work. Because they are
permitted to circulate across the European Union
without restrictions, Slovakians interchangeably
spend two weeks in the home and host country
while Romanians spend one month in each site
(Bauer, 2013). In contrast, migrant Filipinas
spend a longer period being away from their
children. For instance, Parreñas (2001a, 2001b,
2015) found that domestic workers who partici-
pated in the Labor Certification Program to
secure permanent residency, which according to
a representative of the nonprofit organization
Damayan in New York City took an average of
ten years, were unable to sponsor their dependent
children as their permanent residency did not get
approved until their children were already adults.
Pratt (2012) likewise found that participants in
Canada’s “Live-in Caregivers Programme” are
separated from their children for 5 to 6 years
before their children became qualified to reunite
with them in Canada.

Imposing geographical distance between
mothers and children, transnational mothering
disrupts the ideology of female domesticity and
questions the idea that appropriate mothering
requires that biological mothers must exclusively
raise their children up close. Not only does it
expand “definitions of motherhood to encompass
breadwinning that may require long-term physi-
cal separations” (Hondagneu-Sotelo & Avila,

1997: 562) but also involves mothering from a
distance. For instance, telecommunicative
advancements allow women to compress time
and space and use the Internet, telephone, and
postal mail to nurture their children from afar.
Regular communication allows mothers to
mediate their relationships (Madianou & Miller,
2012) in the form of telephone calls, remittances,
letters, voice recordings, emails, SMS messages,
or photographs.

In many ways, transnational mothering seems
to challenge the traditional gender division of
labor in the family. According to Madianou
(2012), this often leaves migrant mothers with
ambivalent sentiments where women feel liber-
ated from the traditional duties of nurturing their
children up close while personally having to
adapt to fulfill such duties unconventionally from
afar. Regardless of the personal sentiments of
women, empirical studies show that transnational
mothering simply reconstitutes the performance
of mothering from occurring up close to taking
place from a distance rather than challenging the
definition of care work as women’s work
(Abrego, 2009; Dreby, 2006; Parreñas, 2005).
Although it is understood that there are different
personal meanings to the experience of mother-
ing, transnational mothers have not completely
shaken off their continued responsibility to care
for children. As Parreñas (2005) has argued,
advancements in communication technology
have enabled the retention of traditional gendered
norms by allowing migrant women to perform
their nurturing duties from a distance. Dreby’s
(2006) study of Mexican transnational families
also demonstrated that “mothers’ relationships
with their children in Mexico are highly depen-
dent on expressing emotional intimacy from a
distance, whereas fathers’ relationships lie in
their economic success as migrant workers” (34).
Abrego (2009) similarly observed that Salvado-
ran transnational mothers affirm their caregiving
responsibilities from afar through their selfless
commitment to their children’s well-being.
Fathers, Abrego (ibid) noted, did not.

Still, children and the society back home
might not necessarily accept mothers’ individual
redefinitions of mothering. The backlash
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confronting migrant mothers in various home
societies indicates this to be the case. In the
Philippines, children of transnational mothers are
often popularly portrayed as victims who have
been abandoned by their mothers (Parreñas,
2005). Furthermore, nationalist narratives dis-
miss women’s migration as not just bad for the
welfare of children but dangerous to the sanctity
of the family. In contrast, the public does not
blame migrant fathers for leaving their families
in the same way as migrant mothers. Rather, the
prevailing view in the Philippines is that if a
parent must migrate, it is better for the father to
do so than the mother (Parreñas, 2005).

Such negative reactions associated with
women’s migration are not only true in the Asian
context, but also in Eastern Europe.1 For
instance, the Polish public labels the children of
migrant women as “Euro-orphans,” or children
who have been abandoned by the outflow of
migrant mothers to Western Europe (Urbanksa,
2009). A news article on “Euro-orphans,” for
instance, reports that Poland’s Minister of Edu-
cation blamed parental migration for failing test
scores and growing truancy: “Kids get into
trouble with the law, have social problems,
behavior and attitude problems in school, and
absences” (Goering, 2008). Likewise, an article
in the New York Times describes the outmigra-
tion of Romanian women as a “national tragedy”
that has triggered social upheaval in the country.
Women’s outmigration is not only blamed for the
collapse of the Romanian family but also for the
abandonment and delinquency of children
(Bifelski, 2009). To the contrary, studies do not
support the media and popular negative asser-
tions frequently associated with mother’s
migration. Instead, empirical studies show that
the maintenance of transnational families neither
results in children’s poorer performance in
school nor in increased juvenile delinquency
(Parreñas, 2005; Urbanksa, 2009).

Moralistic assertions continue to dominate
perceptions of mother’s migration as child
abandonment. Yet, feminist analyses on nations
and nationalism remind that us that national
identity is frequently tied to the idea of women as
the reproducers of the nation (Yuval-Davis,
1997). Hence, we see the tendency to naturalize
mothering as a reaction against the social trans-
formations encouraged by globalization and
women’s labor outmigration in countries like the
Philippines, Poland, and Romania. We can also
assume that the family in its traditional sense
remains a central institution that defines the
cultural identity of nations. The backlash against
migrant mothers in countries as disparate as the
Philippines and Poland attests to the limits in the
gender advancements achieved by transnational
mothers. Their efforts to become breadwinners
have not eased their nurturing responsibilities in
the family but have instead resulted in their
vilification as “bad mothers.”

2 Global Labor Market
and the Concentration of Migrant
Women in Domestic Work

According to recent estimates by the Interna-
tional Labour Organization (ILO) (2015), there
are approximately 150 million migrant workers
worldwide. Women make up 44.3% of the
international migrant labor force (ILO, 2015), yet
they are concentrated in traditionally female
sex-segmented jobs including domestic workers,
child care workers, nurses, teachers, and clerical
workers. Due to the higher demand, migrant
women are concentrated in domestic work
(Ehrenreich & Hochschild, 2004) with recent
estimates indicating that women account for
73.4% of all migrant domestic workers across the
globe (ILO, 2015). From the perspective of
major labor sending countries, gender segmen-
tation in the international labor market has
become more pronounced. For instance, among
Filipinos, who constitute the largest national
groups of migrant workers in the world, 185,601
women departed the Philippines as newly hired
temporary workers in 2010 with 51% being

1In Poland, the children of domestic workers are
commonly referred to as “Euro Orphans,” a term
suggesting the ‘abandonment’ of children for the care of
families in Western Europe.
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domestic workers (POEA, 2010). In this section,
we center on the labor migration of domestic
workers to illustrate how the concentration of
women in care work that are considered “un-
skilled” shape their migration and labor
conditions.

Most migrant domestic workers hail from
Southeast Asia, namely the Philippines and
Indonesia (Parreñas & Silvey, 2016). Domestic
workers from the Philippines now migrate to 160
countries across the globe (Parreñas, 2015),
including Italy (Parreñas, 2001a, 2015), Canada
(Pratt, 2012; Tungohan et al., 2015), United
States (Parreñas, 2001a, 2015), Hong Kong
(Constable, 2007, 2014), Israel (Liebelt, 2011),
Taiwan (Lan, 2006), Singapore (Yeoh & Huang,
2010), Malaysia (Chin, 1998), and the United
Arab Emirates (Parreñas & Silvey, 2016). Like-
wise, Indonesian women relocate and work in
countries including Hong Kong (Constable,
2007), Malaysia (Chin, 1998), and Saudi Arabia
(Silvey, 2004). The type of domestic labor per-
formed depends on their destination, with those
in Israel (Liebelt, 2011) and Taiwan (Lan, 2007)
performing mainly elder care; primarily child
care in Canada; and those in Hong Kong (Con-
stable, 2007), Singapore and Gulf Cooperative
Council (GCC) countries doing an “all around
work” that includes cooking, cleaning, and car-
ing for the households (Parreñas & Silvey, 2017).

Recognizing the dependence of families on
the labor of migrant domestic workers, many
labor importing countries have instituted legal
migration channels for domestic workers.
Suggesting a cultural shift towards the view of
domestic work as “real work” is the approval of
the International Labour Organization Conven-
tion 189 in 2011, otherwise known as the
Domestic Workers Convention, which came into
effect after its subsequent ratification by the
member states of Uruguay and the Philippines
the following year.2 This convention led to the
enactment of legal reforms for the greater pro-
tection of domestic workers in many countries

including, for instance, the migrant destination
countries of Singapore and Lebanon, both of
which have since instituted a mandatory weekly
day off (Human Rights Watch, 2013). Despite
the positive effects resulting from this conven-
tion, we still see a stall in the recognition of paid
domestic work as real work.

Most migrant domestic workers are integrated
into destination countries as “partial citizens,”
defined by Parreñas (2001b) as the “stunted
integration of migrants in receiving
nation-states” (1130), which in turn shapes the
labor conditions of migrant domestic workers as
precarious workers. Considered “unskilled”
laborers by states, most migrant domestic work-
ers enter destination countries as “guest workers”
and are ineligible for permanent residency. As
such, they are easily vulnerable to deportation.
This is the case in Hong Kong where, under the
“two-week rule,” domestic workers face auto-
matic deportation unless they find a new
employer within two weeks of their termination
(Constable, 2007). Likewise, in Israel, domestic
workers, if employed more than 63 months in the
country, face immediate deportation upon the
death of their elderly ward (Liebelt, 2011). In
Taiwan, the legal residency of migrant domestic
workers was previously capped at six years (Lan,
2006), a limit that was extended to twelve years
in 2012 (Parreñas, 2015). Domestic workers also
face forcible repatriation once they have reached
the age limit established by host countries, such
as in Singapore where the retirement age for
domestic workers is 60 (Parreñas, 2015). Finally,
pregnancy is considered grounds for deportation
in countries like Singapore (Yeoh et al., 1999)
and Malaysia (Chin, 1998).

Further illustrating the non-recognition of
domestic work as real work is their status as
unfree migrants. In many host countries,
domestic workers are denied labor market flexi-
bility and are unable to freely change their
employer-sponsor. For instance, in countries like
the UAE and Singapore, they cannot change
employers without permission from their current
employers (Parreñas, 2015). They can only
change their employer twice in Canada and thrice
in Israel. In Taiwan, they are banned from

2ILO, http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEX
PUB:11300:0::NO::P11300_INSTRUMENT_ID:2551460.
Accessed April 10, 2017.
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changing employers. Due to their status as tied
workers who are bound to their employers,
migrant domestic workers are arguably incorpo-
rated as household dependents and not indepen-
dent workers. This magnifies the non-recognition
of domestic work as real work, which in turn
reflects the continued perception of this type of
work that has been historically designated to
women as unpaid labor.

In some cases, domestic workers are not only
tied to their citizen sponsor but are also trapped
in “debt bondage,” as a result of policies
requiring domestic workers to secure overseas
employment through state-licensed employment
agencies (Constable, 2007; Lan, 2006; Parreñas,
2015). Constable’s (2007) study found that
recruitment agencies in Hong Kong charge
Indonesian domestic workers as much as the
equivalent of seven months’ salary for their
training, medical expenses, and travel docu-
ments. This amount is then deducted from
domestic workers’ salary until it is fully paid; in
other cases, employment agencies force Indone-
sian domestic workers to take out a loan from
financial companies upon arrival in Hong Kong
to be paid directly to the former. As Constable
(2007) argues, situations of indebtedness render
domestic workers vulnerable to exploitation,
“Rather than lose a job, be sent back home, and
go even further into debt because of the late fees
and climbing interest rates, workers are more
likely to put up with abuses and try to keep
working until they begin to save some money”
(88).

Domestic workers’ labor conditions are also
framed by the paradoxical recognition of their
labor for immigration purposes yet non-
recognition in employment laws. Notable
exceptions include Italy and the United States.
Domestic workers in Italy are guaranteed social
security provisions, extra month’s pay per year,
and a weekly day off (Parreñas, 2015). Likewise,
in the United States although most domestic
workers do not have a right to collective bar-
gaining and are excluded from overtime pay,
they are nevertheless entitled to a minimum wage
(Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2001). Most host countries
however do not consider domestic work as a

legitimate form of labor resulting in low stan-
dards of employment (Parreñas, 2015). In Sin-
gapore, domestic workers are entitled to a day off
on a weekly basis but are exempt from the
Employment Act (Parreñas, 2015). Likewise in
Taiwan, although the Domestic Workers Pro-
tection Act upholds the right of workers to
negotiate employment conditions with their
employer, they are excluded from the broader
Labor Standards Law (Lan, 2006; Parreñas,
2015). In Malaysia they are denied the right to
unionize (Chin, 1998) and finally in Hong Kong,
although migrant domestic workers are guaran-
teed minimum wage, this minimum wage is
significantly lower than the provision for workers
in other industries.

Without formal labor standards,
employer-employee relations take a significant
role in shaping the labor conditions of migrant
domestic workers. Rather than mere passive
victims of structural inequalities in the global
labor market, domestic workers continuously
strive to better their working conditions. They do
so by demanding reforms through protest (Con-
stable, 2007), holding on to “good employers”
(Parreñas, 2015), enacting “strategic personal-
ism”3 (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 2001; Lan, 2006),
negotiating the terms of their labor, and in other
cases, running away (Lan, 2007; Parreñas &
Silvey, 2016). Paradoxically, as Lan (2007)
observed, domestic workers who run away from
their employers and become undocumented in
Taiwan consequentially become “free” workers
and are able to negotiate the terms of their labor
with non-sponsor employers.

Thus, while overseas employment has affor-
ded migrant women economic mobility in their
home countries, freedom from restrictive gender
norms back home and an avenue to pursue
romantic intimacy (Lan, 2006; Parreñas, 2001a),
their concentration in care work, and in particular

3Hondagneu-Sotelo (2001) defines “strategic personal-
ism” as a domestic employer’s selective cultivation of
personal or family-like relationships with a domestic
worker due the view that cultivating deep personal ties are
time consuming. These employers are often women and
come from dual earning households.
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domestic work, negatively impacts the gender
advances they attain upon migration. Considered
“unskilled,” they are incorporated as “partial
citizens” who are viewed as not doing “real
work” and therefore denied the rights to perma-
nent residency and family reunification. All in
all, empirical studies of domestic workers show
that gender and racial segmentation in the global
labor market and migration as well as citizenship
regimes work in concert to produce their pre-
carity as migrant women.

3 Educational Migration

Labor migration is not the only migration path-
way to economic mobility for women. Beginning
in the 1980s and peaking in the 2000s, increasing
numbers of unmarried middle class women in
their twenties and thirties have been leaving their
homes to study, work, and live abroad in Western
countries for short or long term (Habu, 2000;
Y. Kim, 2011a, 2011b; Ono & Piper, 2004).
Growing increasingly discontent with their sub-
ordinate gender status in their home country,
young, upwardly mobile migrant women seek out
advanced degrees and language study overseas
not only to escape gendered expectations as
daughters at home and as women in their society
but also to overcome the barriers of the glass
ceiling of their sex segmented workplaces. Doc-
umented flows include Chinese women studying
in the United States (Matsui, 1995) and the Uni-
ted Kingdom (Bamber, 2014; Y. Kim, 2010
2011a, Turner, 2006); South Korean women in
the United Kingdom (Y. Kim, 2011a;
Y. J. Kim, 2010); Japanese women in the United
States (Kelsky, 2001; Matsui, 1995; Ono & Piper,
2004), United Kingdom (Habu, 2000; Y. Kim,
2010, 2011a) and Australia (Ichimoto, 2004).

Educational migration provides a lens to
women’s negotiation of gender constraints in
migration by allowing us to incorporate the
experiences of women migrating from advanced
capitalist countries as well as women with a
higher level of educational attainment. Indeed,
contemporary feminist migration scholars have
noted a shift in women who now migrate as

independent wage earners, marriage partners, and
travelers (Chin, 2013; Constable, 2003; Parreñas,
2001a). While most studies focus the case of
women labor migrants, less has been documented
on the parallel movement of women from
non-Western countries leaving their countries to
experience life overseas as students (Y. Kim,
2010). This is despite the fact that the largest
sending countries of educational migrants send
more women than men to study abroad. For
instance, 80% of Japanese studying abroad are
women (Kelsky, 2001; Ono & Piper, 2004;
Y. Kim, 2010, 2011a), approximately 60% of
Koreans studying abroad are women (HESA,
2006; IIE, 2006, cited in Y. Kim, 2010, 2011a),
and over half of the Chinese entering universities
abroad are women (HESA, Y. Kim, 2010, 2011a).

The larger literature on international education
tends to echo dominant perspectives in main-
stream migration research the experiences of
international students from a gender-neutral or
gender-biased perspective (Kenway & Bullen,
2003). As Kenway and Bullen (2003) note, sta-
tistical accounts of international students rarely
offer gendered breakdowns or analyses regarding
the implications of those differences. Studies that
do focus on women tend to revolve around the
family and relegate women’s roles to wives who
follow their husbands’ educational careers or
mothers following their children abroad (Chee,
2003; Chew, 2009; Chiang, 2008; De Verthelyi,
1995; Huang & Yeoh, 2005; Jeong et al. 2014;
M. Kim, 2010; Lee, 2010;Martens &Grant, 2008;
Teshome&Osei-Kofi, 2012;Waters, 2002)While
some women following their husbands or vice
versa eventually earned advanced degrees
(M. Kim, 2010), most of this earlier research ten-
ded to discuss women’s experiences as part of the
unitary household.

With the increased internationalization of
education in the past several decades, studying
abroad, especially in Western countries, has
become a popular move for many young upwardly
mobile women seeking to improve their education
and professional careers. Driving their desires for
educational migration is women’s stunted career
mobility in highly gender-segmented labor mar-
kets of home countries. Although many advanced
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capitalist countries have implemented equal
opportunity labor policies (Matsui, 1995), edu-
cated women are still more likely to find them-
selves working in the lowest-paid sectors of the
postindustrial workplace, such as service, hospi-
tality, or other poorly remunerated jobs than men
(Bernstein, 2007; Habu, 2000; Kelsky, 2001).
This has especially been true for the case of
Japanese women studying abroad. Starting in the
1980s, Japanese women working in the ittpan-
shoku or clerical corporate jobs began to study
abroad inWestern countries in increasing numbers
(Habu, 2000; Kelsky, 2001). Popularly known as
“office ladies,” these women have been viewed as
a highly gendered and expendable workforce with
low status and lack of career mobility within
Japanese companies (Habu, 2000). The ghet-
toization of women’s work in the ittpanshoku
reflects issues of workplace gender discrimination
and the under-promotion of women in Japanese
firms. The dominant patriarchal assertion is that
women do not make “ideal workers” because they
would leave their jobs once they marry or have
children (Habu, 2000; Kelsky, 2001). Impeded by
a glass ceiling in their professional jobs back
home, women viewed educational migration as a
stepping stone that would help overcome struc-
tural employment barriers by investing in presti-
gious foreign degrees or career development
abroad. Unsurprisingly, most educated women
undertaking advanced degrees are self-subsidized
(Habu, 2000;Ono&Piper, 2004), unlikemenwho
tend to be sponsored by their companies (Ono &
Piper, 2004).

While many may return to their home coun-
tries with higher levels of education or work
experience, many women find that their home
professional labor market is often unwilling to
recognize their improved educational status. As
such, women’s new educational credentials do
not convert into high-level positions as it does for
men. Scholars studying Japanese women’s
migration observe that many mid-career jobs in
more traditional Japanese companies are still not
open to returning Japanese women with
advanced foreign degrees (Kelsky, 2001; Ono &
Piper, 2004). Kelsky (2001) explains that female
Japanese returnees paradoxically face prospects

of downward career mobility because they are
often viewed as having “aged out” of the pro-
fessional labor market in Japan. Returning
Japanese women are not only viewed as “too
old” but also overqualified to fill clerical “office
lady” positions typically designated for women
(Kelsky, 2001). As recourse, some female
returnees may obtain jobs working in foreign
companies in their home country (Ono & Piper,
2004) or strive to re-migrate to find jobs outside
their home country (Turner, 2006). Such studies
affirm that the education advancements of
migrant women does not necessarily lead to
gender ascendance; gender inequalities in the
form of the glass ceiling remains pervasive in the
gatekeeping of the home country labor market.

A number of studies have focused on women’s
desires for personal development during their
time studying abroad in the West. Scholars have
note how Western educational institutions serve
as important contact zones (Y. Kim, 2010), where
women start to develop an emancipatory
“self-identity” that allows them to escape cultural
survelliance and expectations and consequently,
explore alternative, cosmopolitan lifestyles
(Ichimoto, 2004; Y. Kim, 2010; Turner, 2006).
For many women this meant a break (at least
temporarily) from pressures to conform to tradi-
tional feminine roles in the family and society
such as getting married or deferring their careers
for family life. Women’s exposure to more
“gender egalitarian ideals” in the West (via edu-
cational experiences and interactions with
non-co-ethnics) combined with the absence of
parental and societal monitoring allows them the
freedom and space to begin crafting their lives
that appeal to their individual interests (Ichimoto,
2004; Kim, 2010). While such encounters show
the beginnings of a new feminist subjectivity,
women’s aspirations for personal development
are often limited by their experiences of social
exclusion and alienation in the host country. In
Youna Kim’s (2011a, 2011b) study, for example,
Asian female students’ experiences with every-
day racism and feelings of being a “perpetual
foreigner” discourage deep interactions with
mainstream Western host society. Women tend to
blame themselves over “my English is not good
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enough” and other individual faults or weak-
nesses (Y. Kim, 2011a: 142). Exclusion and
feeling of foreignness can also lead to withdrawal
into ethnic communities and spaces online or
offline (ibid). Women’s aspirations for personal
development thus become stymied upon migra-
tion due to the exclusion faced as racialized others
regardless of social class.

Finally, a minority of researchers have
examined how women’s sexuality can be trans-
formed via migration. These studies have dis-
cussed how women’s newfound freedom can
lead to increased perceptions of their sexual
autonomy. Away from parental and cultural
control, women can more freely participate in
sexual relationships and practices “less” stigma-
tized in the West including pre-marital sex,
cohabitation, divorce, and serial dating and
marriage (Matsui, 1995). Conclusions drawn
from studies on the intimate lives of women
studying abroad reflect the findings of studies on
women marriage migrants (Constable, 2003;
Schaeffer, 2012); women’s migration to the West
is part of a larger resistance against the enduring
patriarchal structures of their home country and
“old world” men (Kelsky, 2001). Thus, marriage
to Western men are also seen as a route toward
transnational social upward mobility and “hy-
pergamy” not just among marriage migrants but
also students (Constable, 2003; Kelsky, 2001;
Schaeffer, 2012). While such discourses show
how women’s sexual empowerment can chal-
lenge gender norms in their home country,
women’s perceived hypergamy with Western
men, perhaps even at the expense of career and
educational goals, still upholds the heteronor-
mative ideals of social reproduction surrounding
gender and sexuality.

Contemporary research on women’s educa-
tional migration tends to assume that women
have greater freedom by virtue of their educa-
tional attainment in the West. Women not only
advance in their education but also enjoy per-
sonal and sexual freedoms that are more in line
with their cosmopolitan identity as an educated
class of women. Yet research on women’s study

abroad experiences shows that while women
escape patriarchal control in their home country
they enter into a system of inequality in the host
country, where they are excluded as full societal
members based on their race, ethnicity, class and
gender. Furthermore, women returning home
sometimes face an additional social stigma of
being associated with having loose sexual rela-
tions or engaging in sex work while abroad.
Thus, the pervasiveness of gender inequality at
home and racism in their host country combined
with the moral hysteria over women’s time
abroad, hinders their personal, educational, and
career gains.

4 Conclusion

This chapter examined how gender constraints
haunt women’s contemporary migration through
an empirical analysis of domestic workers in the
global labor market, transnational households,
and educational migration. Contemporary femi-
nists argue that women’s migration results in the
reconfiguration of gender and more egalitarian
gender relations between women and men. It has
been repeatedly argued that women’s migration
has led to their increased control over domestic
decisions, access to wage employment, and
greater participation in the public sphere (Sassen,
2006). However, such gains continue to be stal-
led by intersecting structures of the local and
global labor market, traditional gender ideologies
of the family, and racial and gender inequalities
in global education.

We find that under economic globalization the
independent migration of women becomes a
movement from one system of gender inequality
to another. A closer look reveals how structures
of gender inequality, often as it intersects with
race, operate in women’s everyday experiences
abroad and sometimes upon their return. While
women’s labor migration may afford them eco-
nomic mobility, gender and racial segmentation
in the global labor market position women as
precarious workers. Likewise, we found that the
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formation of transnational households has not
fully relieved women of their nurturing respon-
sibilities in the family; instead, transnational
mothers are increasingly burdened with the dual
role of both breadwinning and caring for their
families from afar. Finally, women pursue edu-
cational migration to alleviate gender discrimi-
nation in their home countries’ labor market and
escape patriarchal structures that limit their sub-
jectivities, only to find themselves as racialized
others in host countries in the West. It becomes
evident in migrant womens’ experiences that
beyond personal rewards and moments of
socioeconomic uplift, intersecting systems of
gender and racial domination constrain the
advancements enabled by the independent
migration of women thereby stalling the gender
revolution advanced by the feminization of
migration.
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37Combating Gender Bias in Modern
Workplaces

Alison T. Wynn and Shelley J. Correll

Abstract
Widely shared cultural beliefs about gender, as
contained in stereotypes, continue to disadvan-
tage women in workplace settings. Stereotypes
include beliefs that women are less competent
than men in many domains, which lead women
to be held to higher performance standards, to
face increased scrutiny and shifting criteria
when being evaluated, to encounter likeability
and motherhood penalties, and to lack access to
powerful networks. As a result, women expe-
rience disadvantages at work, including biases
in hiring, evaluation, and promotion decisions.
Such biases often operate outside conscious
awareness, in what some scholars term “im-
plicit bias,” “unconscious bias,” or
“second-generation bias” (Ibarra et al. in Har-
vard Bus Rev, 91:60–66, 2013). Organizations
have engaged in bias-mitigation efforts, such as
employee resource groups, unconscious bias
training, and broad-scale diversity initiatives.
However, such approaches to diversity can
either fail or even backfire, exacerbating
inequality. While some emerging research

offers solutions for positive change, more
research is needed to understand how organi-
zations can decrease the effects of gender bias
and achieve lasting equality in workplaces.

Despite many gains in gender equality, women
continue to be underrepresented in high-status
jobs and leadership positions. Women hold only
14% of executive officer positions, 17% of board
seats, 18% of elected congressional offices, and
4.5% of Fortune 500 CEO positions (Catalyst,
2012; Sellers, 2012). In addition to holding fewer
positions of power, women and men continue to
be segregated into different types of jobs, with
higher paying, higher status jobs in fields such as
science and technology being more heavily
occupied by men and lower paying, lower status
jobs such as those involving caregiving being
more commonly held by women (England,
2010).

One powerful cause of this continued disad-
vantage is gender bias. Gender bias occurs when
widely held beliefs about gender affect how men
and women are evaluated in achievement-
oriented contexts such as school and work. As
decades worth of research in the status charac-
teristics theory and stereotyping traditions have
shown, women are often believed to be less
competent than men, particularly in male-
dominated domains, leading women’s accom-
plishments to be devalued relative to men’s
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(e.g. see Berger, Fisek, Norman, & Zelditch,
1977; Correll & Ridgeway, 2003; Foschi, 1996,
2000; Heilman, 2001). Stereotypes about gender
combine with stereotypes about race, class, sex-
uality, and other characteristics in ways that
increase or decrease the amount of bias different
types of women and men experience (Correll &
Ridgeway, 2003; Galinsky, Hall, & Cuddy,
2013; Livingston, Shelby, & Washington, 2012;
Richardson, Phillips, Rudman, & Glick, 2011;
Ridgeway & Kricheli-Katz, 2013; Pedulla,
2014). However, substantially more research is
needed to analyze how different status charac-
teristics combine to create biased outcomes in the
workplace.

This bias in how men and women’s accom-
plishments are evaluated leads to disadvantages
in the hiring, evaluation, advancement, and
treatment of women in workplace settings
(Clayman Institute, 2015). However, in
present-day workplaces, such biases against
women are often less overt, operating outside of
conscious awareness, which makes them more
difficult to detect. These biases are often referred
to as either “implicit biases,” “unconscious bia-
ses,” or what Ibarra, Ely, and Kolb (2013) have
termed “second-generation bias.” According to
the authors, “second-generation bias does not
require an intent to exclude; nor does it neces-
sarily produce direct, immediate harm to any
individual. Rather, it creates a context—akin to
‘something in the water’—in which women fail
to thrive or reach their full potential” (6). Or, as
Ridgeway (2011) explains, gender “frames” the
interactions of men and women, much like a
small weight on a scale, slightly elevating the
evaluations of men and depressing the evalua-
tions of women even when their objective per-
formances are identical. While explicit and overt
forms of bias certainly still occur in modern
workplaces, unconscious biases present a critical
problem and can be especially difficult to
combat.

As we describe more fully below, gender
stereotypes disadvantage women through multi-
ple mechanisms. They lead gatekeepers, such as
employers and teachers, to judge women by a
harsher standard than men (Foschi, 2000),

scrutinize their accomplishments (Moss-Racusin,
Dovidio, Brescoll, Graham, & Handelsman,
2012), shift criteria to justify choosing men over
women (Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005), prefer nar-
row leadership styles that favor men (Correll &
Simard, 2016), and apply likeability and moth-
erhood penalties to women (Correll, Benard, &
Paik, 2007; Rudman & Glick, 2001). Stereotypes
also affect women’s access to networks that
afford advancement and reward opportunities
(Ibarra et al., 2013). Organizations have engaged
in a number of efforts to reduce the effect of
stereotypes on women’s workplace outcomes
(Dobbin, Schrage, & Kalev, 2015; Kalev, Dob-
bin, & Kelly, 2006). Ultimately, more research is
needed designing and testing interventions that
successfully mitigate or eliminate gender bias.
Further, more research is needed to understand
how the intersections of gender, race, class, and
other characteristics affect the biases that differ-
ent groups of women and men experience. In the
following sections, we detail the mechanisms
through which stereotypes lead to gender bias
and discrimination, outline efforts of researchers
and organizations to reduce the impact of such
bias, and provide recommendations for future
research directions.

1 Stereotypes and Unconscious
Bias

Stereotypes about gender often include expecta-
tions that men are diffusely more competent at
most things, as well as specific expectations that
men are better at some particular tasks (e.g.
technical tasks), while women are better at other
tasks (e.g. nurturing tasks) (Conway, Pizza-
miglio, & Mount, 1996; Correll & Ridgeway,
2003). People instantly and unconsciously cate-
gorize others by sex, and stereotypic expectations
of behavior are attached to these unconscious
assignments (Ito & Urland, 2003). For example,
research using the Implicit Association Test
(IAT) finds that individuals more quickly asso-
ciate men than women with leadership attributes
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(Eagly & Carli, 2007). Stereotypic expectations
like these can lead to bias in how information is
processed, ultimately influencing the evaluations,
opportunities, and influence given to others
(Ridgeway, 1993). Stereotypes function as cog-
nitive shortcuts in decision-making, particularly
when other information is scarce or the criteria
are ambiguous (Correll, 2004; Reskin &
McBrier, 2000; Ridgeway, 2011; Uhlmann &
Cohen, 2005). In workplace settings, stereotypes
can influence decisions made during recruitment,
hiring, project assignment, day-to-day treatment,
evaluations, promotions, compensation, and
retention (Clayman Institute, 2015).

Researchers have demonstrated the mecha-
nisms through which stereotypes contribute to
bias, and the following sections describe some of
these mechanisms.

1.1 Higher Bar and Increased
Scrutiny

Stereotypes lead evaluators to scrutinize
women’s performance more harshly than men’s
and hold women to a higher standard (Biernat &
Fuegan, 2001; Clayman Institute, 2015; Foschi,
1996, 2000; Heilman, 2001; Moss-Racusin et al.,
2012; Steinpreis, Anders, & Ritzke, 1999). For
example, in one experiment, psychology faculty
from the United States were randomly assigned
to evaluate one of two identical vitas for a person
ostensibly applying for an assistant professor
position, differentiated only by the gender of the
candidate (Steinpreis et al., 1999). When asked if
the candidate would be competitive for a tenure
track position in their department, the faculty
who evaluated the man’s vita responded affir-
matively 72% of the time, compared to just 44%
for those evaluating the woman’s vita. As is
common in studies like these, men and women
evaluators showed the same amount of bias. The
authors also found that evaluators demonstrated
extra scrutiny of the woman candidate’s accom-
plishments, providing four times more
doubt-raising statements such as, “I would need
to see evidence that she had gotten these grants
and publications on her own” and “It is

impossible to make such a judgment without
teaching evaluations” (page 523).

Similarly, a study of science faculty echoed
these findings: stereotypes caused raters to judge
women by a harsher standard than men and
devalue or ignore their achievements
(Moss-Racusin et al., 2012). In this study, sci-
ence faculty from research-intensive universities
rated the application materials of a student for a
laboratory manager position. In one condition,
the applicant was a man, and in the other con-
dition, the applicant was a woman. Faculty par-
ticipants rated the man as significantly more
competent and hirable than the identical woman
applicant, and they also offered a higher starting
salary and more career mentoring to the man
applicant. Gender of the faculty evaluators did
not affect the level of gender bias they exhibited
in their choices. Furthermore, the authors
demonstrated that competence ratings mediated
hiring choices, and preexisting subtle bias against
women was associated with less support for the
woman candidate but not the man candidate.

As a corollary to the increased scrutiny women
face, men tend to encounter a leniency bias, where
their skills and abilities are overrated relative to
their performance (Steinpreis et al., 1999).
Stereotypical gendered expectations negate the
recognition of women’s accomplishments,
through the devaluing of their work and/or attri-
bution of their success to something other than
their own skill and ability (Heilman, 2001).

When gender stereotypes are made salient in a
workplace or educational setting, they also lead
women to hold themselves to a higher standard
and experience stereotype threat, or the anxiety of
expecting negative judgments (Correll, 2001;
Fassiotto et al., 2016). In male-dominated fields,
such as mathematics, even when men and women
high school students receive equal objective
scores on tests of mathematical ability, men tend
to rate themselves higher in mathematical ability
than women do (Correll, 2001). Furthermore,
these self-assessments can shape future career
aspirations and decisions (Correll, 2001). Shih,
Pittinsky, and Ambady (1999) also demonstrate
the contextual nature of stereotype threat. When
Asian-American women were primed to think
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about their ethnic identity, they performed better
on a test of mathematical ability, but when they
were primed to think about their gender identity,
they performed worse, compared with a control
group who had neither identity primed. Identities
were primed by having participants complete
different versions of a questionnaire about resi-
dential life at their university. When Asian
stereotypes were salient, performance increased,
whereas when gender stereotypes were salient,
performance decreased. Thus depending on the
identities salient in a given environment, stereo-
types can affect performance differently.

1.2 Shifting Criteria

Stereotypes also shift the criteria evaluators use
when judging individuals. For example, in an
experimentwhere individuals evaluated aman and
a woman candidate for a police chief position,
evaluators consistently chose the man over the
woman and shifted the criteria they used to justify
their hiring decisions (Uhlmann & Cohen, 2005).
In the first condition of the experiment, evaluators
chose between two resumes that did not convey
gender of the applicant, but varied on two
dimensions: one applicant had more experience,
and the other hadmore education. In this situation,
raters generally preferred the candidate with more
education. In other words, education was the more
valued criterion when selecting a police chief.

In the second condition of the experiment, the
researchers added names to the resumes to con-
vey gender. When the man had more education
and the woman had more experience, raters
chose the man and justified their choice by noting
that their preferred candidate (the man) had more
education. However, in the third condition of the
study, researchers gave the woman candidate
more education and the man more experience. In
this case, raters chose to hire the man more often
than the woman even though the woman had
more education. When asked to justify their
decision, raters noted that the man had more
experience. In other words, raters shifted the
criteria for evaluation so that the man candidate
appeared more qualified.

1.3 Preferring a Narrow Leadership
Style

Psychologists have shown that stereotypes of
leaders overlap with stereotypes of men, but not
with stereotypes of women. Even though gender
stereotypes vary cross-culturally, individuals in
the US, UK, Germany, Japan, and China have
been shown to “think manager, think male”
(Schein, 2001), associating whatever traits that
are associated with masculinity in a particular
society with the traits necessary for effective
leadership. As a result, decision-makers tend to
prefer a narrow leadership style that is defined in
terms of male stereotypes. This narrow definition
leads men to be judged as more appropriate for
leadership roles than women (Schein, 2001).

Research shows that effective leadership
includes a wide spectrum of behaviors, involving
both agentic and communal traits, and that men
and women exhibit similar leadership behaviors
(Eagly & Carli, 2007). Yet, in the US and other
western societies, evaluators place more value on
agentic leadership attributes that are more cul-
turally associated with men, such as assertive-
ness, dominance, initiative, decisiveness, and
independence (Clayman Institute, 2015; Correll
& Simard, 2016; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Heilman,
2012; Rudman & Glick, 2001). Indeed, Kanter
(1975) noted long ago that the image of top
managers is the image of successful, forceful
masculinity. Communal traits like collaboration
and nurturing are more commonly associated
with women, and such traits tend to be devalued
in evaluations. By valuing agentic traits over
communal ones, raters unconsciously advantage
men, who are more likely to be seen as agentic
than women.

1.4 Likeability Penalty

These narrow leadership expectations create a
double-bind for women: women who conform to
such agentic leadership expectations by behaving
in dominant or assertive ways face a backlash
effect (Rudman, 1998; Rudman & Glick, 2001).
Displays of agentic behaviors violate stereotypic
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expectations that women be nice, warm, and
concerned about others. Yet women who display
more feminine traits are judged as nice but less
competent and capable (Rudman & Glick, 2001).
Men do not face the same double-bind, as acting
in agentic ways does not violate masculine
stereotypes. Instead, “modest” men encounter
backlash for violating expectations of masculine
behavior (Moss-Racusin, Phelan, & Rudman,
2010).

In her ethnographic study of men and women
litigators, Pierce (1996) found that men litigators
who displayed forceful, assertive behaviors at
work were admired. In contrast, when women
litigators displayed the same agentic behaviors,
they were vehemently disliked. If women litiga-
tors instead conformed to gendered expectations
that they be nice, they were more liked by their
colleagues and subordinates, but they were seen
as less competent as litigators. In other words,
gender stereotypes put women in a double-bind,
making it hard to be seen as simultaneously
competent and likeable. As Rudman (1998) has
shown experimentally, men who display agentic,
self-promoting behaviors are more likely than
more modest men to be recommended for hire,
since their agentic behavior leads them to be
viewed as both competent and likable. Women
who engage in the exact same agentic behaviors
are no more likely to be hired than modest
women. The former are viewed as less likable
and the latter, less competent.

These stereotypes about femininity and mas-
culinity also vary by race and class (Galinsky,
Hall, & Cuddy, 2013; Ridgeway &
Kricheli-Katz, 2013). In a theoretical paper,
Ridgeway and Kricheli-Katz (2013) take an
intersectional approach to understanding gender
biases and review studies consistent with that
approach. For example, black women may
receive less backlash than white women when
demonstrating agentic traits, whereas Asian
woman may receive more backlash (Livingston
et al., 2012; Richardson et al., 2011; Ridgeway &
Kricheli-Katz, 2013). Because Black women are
seen as less stereotypically feminine than white
or Asian women, they face cultural expectations
that may disadvantage them in feminized

workplace contexts and advantage them in
assertive or dominant job contexts (Galinsky
et al., 2013; Ridgeway & Kricheli-Katz, 2013;
Wilkins, Chan, & Kaiser, 2011). In contrast,
Asian men may face a disadvantage when being
considered for leadership positions (Chen, 1999).
Further, in an audit study, Rivera and Tilcsik
(2016) found that higher-class men were more
likely to be called back for a job than were
otherwise equal lower-class men, higher-class
women, and lower-class women. In a subsequent
survey experiment and interviews with lawyers,
they found that while evaluators preferred
higher-class men due to their high level of per-
ceived “fit” with the company culture,
higher-class women were viewed as less com-
mitted to work, and this commitment penalty
offset any class-based advantages these appli-
cants would otherwise receive. Each of the above
examples illustrates how gender intersects with
other status characteristics (race, ethnicity, social
class) to create novel expectations for different
groups of women—expectations that lead to
differences in how different groups of women are
evaluated in the workplace. More research is
needed to more fully understand how different
status characteristics and group identities inter-
sect to influence the amount and type of biases
women and men experience.

1.5 Motherhood Penalty

Women who are mothers face additional biases
in the workplace. Mothers face a persistent
penalty in wages and other organizational
rewards compared to fathers and people without
children. Mothers earn about 5 percent less per
child compared to other workers controlling for
demographic, human capital, and occupational
variables (Budig & England, 2001). Correll and
colleagues (Correll et al., 2007; Benard & Cor-
rell, 2010) show that stereotypes about mothers
lead to a bias against mothers, which results in
fewer organizational rewards. More specifically,
stereotypes about mothers include beliefs that
mothers are less committed to work than
non-mothers. As a result, decision-makers rate
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them as less deserving of hire in both lab
experiments and audit studies (Correll et al.,
2007). In contrast, fathers are not penalized for
being a father and sometimes receive higher
evaluations than childless men (Correll et al.,
2007). If mothers attempt to overcome these
stereotypes by making their commitment to work
highly visible by working longer hours or being
willing to drop other responsibilities whenever a
work need arises, they are viewed as selfish and
unlikable, which leads decision-makers to rate
them as less hirable and promotable (Benard &
Correll, 2010). A study based on interviews with
female graduate students in four elite science and
engineering programs finds evidence that even
woman without children can face negative eval-
uations on the basis that they may become
mothers in the future (Thébaud & Taylor, 2016).

As research on the likeability penalty and the
motherhood penalty makes clear, women cannot
overcome biases simply by engaging in behavior
stereotypically associated with men and mas-
culinity, since such behaviors result in a back-
lash. Instead, change must occur at the
organizational level, as we discuss below.

1.6 Lack of Access to Networks

Due to inequalities in the organizational roles and
daily interactions of men and women, women are
often excluded from professional networking
relationships considered essential for success
(Ibarra, 1997; Ibarra, Carter, & Silva, 2010, Ibarra
et al., 2013; Smith-Lovin & McPherson, 1993).
Men are more likely than women to possess
powerful mentors, and men’s networks provide
more benefits than women’s do (Ibarra et al.,
2013). For example,men’s networks connect them
to important developmental opportunities and
sponsorship for promotion (Ibarra et al., 2013). In
contrast, women tend to have fewer sponsors
willing to advocate for them (Ibarra et al., 2010).
Women’s weaker network connections act as an
important barrier to advancement and influence.

2 Organizational Efforts

Organizations have engaged in numerous efforts
to remove gender bias and improve diversity
outcomes. Some of the earliest efforts featured
the creation of employee resource groups, or
volunteer groups based around a common iden-
tity, such as gender or race (Thomas & Creary,
2009). Such groups were intended to empower
people who were otherwise marginalized in the
workplace. Employee resource groups often host
trainings, networking events, and other devel-
opmental activities intended to benefit the
members. The underlying assumption guiding
these efforts is that members of these groups lack
the skills, social support, or the network con-
nections necessary to advance in the workplace
as currently organized.

Eventually, organizations began to discover
that employee resource groups, while helpful,
were not sufficient. These groups helped women
and underrepresented minorities conform to and
succeed within existing organizational structures,
but existing structures often contain biases built
within them (Acker, 1990; Williams, Muller, &
Kilanski, 2010). To reduce bias and resulting
inequalities, the underlying structural issues also
need to be addressed. In addition, employee
resource groups tend to emphasize “bonding
capital,” or within-group solidarity, rather than
“bridging capital,” or strengthening ties across
groups (Putnam, 2000). Without bridging capital,
employee resource groups can remain isolated
from the rest of the organization (Yoshino &
Smith, 2013).

In response to increasing awareness about the
role of gender stereotypes in limiting the entry
and advancement of women, many companies
have begun offering unconscious bias trainings
(UBT). Some companies hire consultants or
academics to offer these trainings, and others,
such as Facebook and Google, have created their
own training videos (see videos available on the
companies’ websites). Such trainings are inten-
ded to educate managers and other high-level
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employees about their own biases so they can be
more vigilant when hiring, evaluating, promot-
ing, and firing their employees. The hope is that,
as a result of the training, managers will engage
in conscious efforts to block biases from affecting
their evaluations of men and women at the point
of hire, promotion, and at other points where
employees are evaluated.

There is some evidence that, when done right,
UBT produces positive outcomes, at least in the
short term. At the Stanford School of Medicine,
for example, department heads received uncon-
scious bias training and then developed and
delivered their own version of the training to
faculty in their departments. This training
reduced implicit biases about women in science
(Fassioto et al., 2016). Since implicit biases are
often harder to change than explicit biases, this
result is encouraging. However, what is less clear
is whether one-shot, stand-alone trainings can
produce sustainable change or whether the effect
will simply wear off. Devine, Forscher, Austin,
and Cox (2012) argue that such trainings need to
be coupled with a multifaceted intervention and
show that, with a sample of college students, a
multifaceted bias reduction intervention can
produce longer-term change.

However, recent experimental research by
Duguid and Thomas-Hunt (2015) finds that
unconscious bias training can even exacerbate
inequality by normalizing bias. At a more macro
level, Kalev, Dobbin, and Kelly (2006) find that
without engagement and buy-in from managers,
diversity initiatives fail to achieve their intended
outcomes. High levels of resistance to diversity
initiatives have been observed among those in
power. Diversity messages can feel threatening
to majority group members, and feelings of threat
can lead to resistance. For example, a recent
experiment found that white men college stu-
dents who were randomly assigned to perform a
mock interview for a company that they learned
was pro-diversity performed worse on the mock
interview and experienced more cardiovascular
threat compared with white men assigned to
interview with a company that made no mention
of its diversity policies (Dover, Major, and
Kaiser, 2016). Martin, Phillips, and Sasaki (2016)

similarly find that an emphasis on the benefits of
gender differences (a common approach of
diversity initiatives) increases men’s stereotyping
and disrespectful treatment of women.

As the research reviewed above suggests,
organizational interventions that are designed to
help individual women navigate their careers
within existing organizational structures or to
help decision-makers be less biased via training
are likely necessary but not sufficient for pro-
ducing sustainable change. Sustainable change
will require changing organizations themselves.

3 Creating Sustainable Change

An extensive body of research documents how
gender bias operates, and some emerging
research demonstrates how conventional
approaches to eliminating bias can be short-lived
or even backfire. However, we have fewer
examples where researchers and/or organizations
have intervened successfully in the bias process
to produce long-term change.

One example is a study by Goldin and Rouse
(2000) analyzing whether the representation of
women hired to top orchestras in the U.S.
increased when they began putting up a screen
during auditions so that judges could not see the
musician who was auditioning. Professional
orchestras have historically been
male-dominated, with men holding approxi-
mately 88% of the positions in the top orchestras.
Rather than auditioning in front of a team of
evaluators, starting in the 1970s and 1980s,
orchestras gradually began switching to blind
auditions. Applicants began to audition behind a
screen, which prevented evaluators from seeing
the musicians. This natural experiment allowed
researchers to assess whether women are more
likely to be hired when their gender is unknown.
The researchers found that 25% more women
were hired after orchestras switched to
gender-blind auditions. When the raters could not
see the musician, gender bias in hiring decisions
decreased.

While this study is encouraging, it is hardly
scalable to every hiring or advancement decision
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made in organizations. After all, employees
cannot be expected to work exclusively behind
screens. However, some technology companies
are experimenting with blind auditions at the first
stage of their hiring process as a replacement for
resume screening. Companies create a problem
or set of problems for applicants to solve, and the
solutions are sent to hiring managers with no
information on the gender, race, or other char-
acteristics of the applicant. One company that
administers these blind auditions, called Gap-
Jumpers, reports that 60% of the top performers
on the technology screening tests are women.
(See the company’s website for more informa-
tion). More research is needed to understand
whether and how new technologies for screening
and evaluating employees can remove biases.

The research reviewed above suggests other
targets for organizational change. These include
making criteria for evaluation explicit and clear
before evaluating individuals, holding
decision-makers accountable for their decisions,
broadening the definition of success, and reduc-
ing the salience of gender in workplaces.

One successful intervention involved chang-
ing the definition of success in the local envi-
ronment to increase the representation of women
in male-dominated fields, particularly in STEM
(science, technology, engineering, and mathe-
matics) fields. Carnegie Mellon University
increased the percentage of women undergradu-
ate computer science majors from 7 to 42% in
just 5 years by broadening the image of a suc-
cessful computer science student, changing the
entry requirements, and emphasizing the
real-world impacts of the field (Margolis &
Fisher, 2002). Faculty members were encouraged
to challenge the pervasive image of computer
scientists as narrowly obsessed with computing
by highlighting the field’s real-world value and
connections to other disciplines. Instead of
encouraging women to fit existing stereotypes
about computer science, the university changed
the cultural image of computing.

Similarly, Cheryan, Plaut, Davies, and Steele
(2009) found that simply changing the objects in
a computer science classroom increased
women’s interest in the field. By displaying

gender-neutral objects, rather than objects asso-
ciated with geeky masculinity, the salience of
gender was decreased, and women’s interest in
persisting in computer science increased. Wynn
and Correll (2018) also find that when technol-
ogy companies use more gender-neutral approa-
ches in their recruiting sessions on college
campuses, women demonstrate more engage-
ment and ask more questions than when com-
panies use masculine behavior and images. In
this way, organizations can change the images in
the local environment to reduce the salience of
gender and be more welcoming to women.

Scholars also find that organizations can inter-
vene during the decision-making process itself by
making evaluative criteria more explicit. When
criteria are explicit, individuals are less likely to
rely on stereotypes as a cognitive shortcut in their
decision-making. For example, in Uhlmann and
Cohen’s (2005) study of police chief hiring, dis-
cussed earlier, the researchers were able to reduce
the effect of gender bias by asking raters to commit
to the decision criteria before evaluating candi-
dates. When they stated that education was their
most important criterion up-front, raters consis-
tently chose the candidate with more education
whether it was a man or woman. This study sug-
gests that establishing clear criteria before evalu-
ation can reduce the impact of gender bias. Other
studies with non-experimental data also find that
more formalized procedures to reduce the influ-
ence of stereotypes associated with race, gender,
and other characteristics generally improve
diversity outcomes, such as the percentage of
women in management (Bielby, 2000; Dobbin
et al., 2015; Reskin, 2000).

In addition, providing raters with more infor-
mation about candidates can also outweigh bia-
ses. For example, in the study by Steinpreis et al.
(1999), discussed earlier, gender biases emerged
when hiring for an entry-level assistant professor
position but not for a more senior tenured faculty
position. When raters have more information
about candidates, they are less likely to rely on
stereotypes as a shortcut. Therefore, organiza-
tions can help combat gender bias by increasing
the amount of information available to raters and
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establishing clear criteria for evaluation in
advance of decision-making.

In addition to lab studies, research partnering
with actual companies can vastly increase our
understanding of how to mitigate gender bias in
real-world settings. For example, by partnering
with a large private company, Castilla (2015)
found that increasing accountability and trans-
parency in performance evaluations reduced
“performance reward bias.” Prior to the inter-
vention, men received higher rewards than
women even when they had equal performance
evaluation scores. The intervention involved
appointing a performance-reward committee to
monitor reward decisions, training all senior
managers how to follow the performance-reward
process and use the criteria when making pay
decisions, and providing all senior managers and
high-level leaders with information about the pay
decisions made concerning employees in their
work units. By increasing accountability and
transparency in the evaluation process, the
organization reduced the gender pay gap. While
this study was conducted in one organization—a
private-sector service company with over 20,000
employees—it has encouraging implications for
reducing gender bias in the workplace.

In these ways, researchers have begun to
develop and test interventions that address the
problem of biases in the workplace. However,
more work is needed to help develop robust
solutions that combat bias in a variety of con-
texts. Social scientists have well-charted the
causes of bias, but we have more work to do to
understand how to eradicate bias and improve
diversity outcomes.

4 Future Research Directions

What is needed are studies that develop and eval-
uate solutions across the life course (e.g. engaging
girls and young women, job recruitment, hiring,
treatment in theworkplace, evaluation, promotion,
and retention), in multiple industries and organi-
zational types. How can interventions avoid many
of the pitfalls identified in previous research?
Future research must also examine how

interventions impact different groups of women
and men and apply an intersectional lens to com-
bating gender bias. While interventions may help
certain groups of women, they may also exclude
other groups on the basis of race, socioeconomic
status, gender identity, disability, age, and other
dimensions of inequality. For example, emerging
research notes that white women and racial
minorities tend to respond differently to diversity
approaches (Apfelbaum, Stephens, & Reagans,
2016;Martin et al., 2016). Apfelbaum et al. (2016)
find that emphasizing differences and awareness of
bias reduces attrition among white women, while
emphasizing equality and fairness reduces attrition
among Black individuals. Emphasizing both
approaches risks diluting the message and erasing
any positive effects on attrition. At the same time,
Martin et al. (2016) warn that emphasizing dif-
ferences can increase men’s stereotyping and
disrespectful treatment of women. Therefore, how
should diversity initiatives proceed, given the
differential ways the same approach can impact
various groups? More research is needed to
explore this question.

Scholars of diversity can look to the work-life
literature for examples of the kind of research
needed. Research conducted within workplaces,
like studies by Kelly, Ammons, Chermack, and
Moen (2010), Kelly, Moen, and Tranby (2011)
and Moen, Kelly, Fan, Lee, Almeida, Kossek,
and Buxton, (2016) provide insight into how
interventions can practically improve inequality.
By designing and testing a work-life initiative in
an organization, the researchers established one
way of improving work-life conflict while ben-
efitting the organization and its workers. As a
result of the initiative, work-life conflict and
turnover decreased, employee satisfaction
increased, and health outcomes improved. The
initiative, Results Only Work Environment
(ROWE), aimed to shift the organizational cul-
ture so flexibility became the norm rather than
the exception. Employees attended interactive
sessions designed to teach them a different view
of flexibility. The initiative was not billed as a
gender initiative, but as one that would benefit all
employees by giving them more control over
their schedule. And indeed the initiative
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benefited all employees, since all employees had
been experiencing some work-family conflict.
But since women often experience more
work-life conflict due to greater family respon-
sibilities, the implications are especially impor-
tant for women. Diversity scholars could use
similar methods to develop and evaluate
approaches to decreasing the effects of bias in
organizations.

For example, researchers at the Clayman
Institute are currently conducting research inter-
vening in companies’ performance evaluation
process (Correll, 2017). The intervention begins
with unconscious bias training to provide a
framework for creating change. Then, working
with managers involved in evaluating employ-
ees’ performance, researchers and managers
develop a clear list of measurable criteria for
assessing performance. By establishing clear
criteria ahead of time and involving managers in
the process, companies may be able to reduce
bias in evaluations leading to promotions, raises,
and other organizational rewards.

One interesting debate among those working
on organizational changes to improve gender
outcomes is whether to label the change effort as
a gender intervention (as the Clayman Institute is
doing) or not (as in Kelly and Moen’s research).
The advantage of the latter is that it likely
increases buy-in from men managers and
decreases their resistance. The advantage of
making gender explicit is that doing so poten-
tially provides employees with a framework for
ensuring that gender biases do not get imported
into the new programs and procedures being
developed. Research is needed to assess which
approach is ultimately most effective.

By partnering with organizations to develop
and evaluate effective interventions, researchers
can not only identify the sources of inequality—
they can also help organizations successfully
intervene in reducing bias.
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38Gender and Human Rights

Bandana Purkayastha

Abstract
Compared to the long lineage of scholarship
on women’s rights and gendered inequalities,
the sociological scholarship on gender and
human rights is a relative newcomer. In this
chapter I move beyond human rights charters
and conventions and focus on the substantive
access to rights and the terrains of power,
privileges, and inequalities that have to be
navigated in the process. The first section of
this chapter summarizes the scholarship on the
growing power of feminist, anti-racist, and
anti-colonial activism that shaped conversa-
tions about the conceptualization, policies,
and access to human rights globally. The
second section presents the scholarship on
violence against women (VAW), gender and
human rights. While the terrain of human
rights literature covers many topics, discus-
sions of violence are woven through an array
of conversations about the access to political,
civil, economic, social and cultural rights.
I draw upon the literature and activism from
different parts of the world to highlight the
dynamism and continuing conflicts related to
gender and human rights.

Compared to the long lineage of scholarship on
women’s rights and gendered inequalities, the
sociological scholarship that focuses explicitly on
gender and human rights is a relative newcomer.
Even though the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR), proclaimed the rights of all human
beings, irrespective of race, color, sex, language,
religion, political or other opinion, national or
social origin, property, birth or other statuses in
1948 (Ishay, 2008), the conversations, practices
and activism arising within the broad field of gen-
der and human rights became important only over
the last twenty five years (Quataert, 2011).

Gender scholars now analyze gender in terms of
intersecting structures of privileges and marginal-
ization. Even though the field started with a focus
onwomen, it hasmoved to an emphasis on complex
privileges and marginalization that shape the
experiences of women andmenwho are positioned
differently within structures of race/class/gender/
sexuality/religion/nationality/age and other salient
local and global structures (see Ferree, 1990; Ris-
man & Davis, 2013). The interdisciplinary field of
human rights however, has mostly focussed on
claims for separate groups: women, racial minori-
ties, indigenous groups and other groups that were
not able to access human rights that are enshrined
through human rights treatise and conventions (see
Baxi, 2002 for a critique).More recently the growth
of the human rights and human security literature
has prompted new discussions about gender and
human rights. Over the years, the conceptualization
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of gender as well as human rights have changed in
response to activism, lobbying and other forms of
claims making.

Here I use the human rights enterprise
approach that goes beyond a primary focus on
charters and conventions to examine the process
through which substantive rights are claimed
(Armaline, Glasberg, & Purkayastha, 2012,
2015). This sociological approach foregrounds
the scholarship that examines substantive access
to rights, structural impediments to accessing to
human rights, and the power, privileges, and
inequalities that have to be navigated in the
process. While there is a vast literature on gen-
dered inequalities that occur within nation-states,
this chapter focuses mostly on the swath of
scholarship that explicitly evokes human rights
and gendered inequalities. This discussion is
situated within a structural terrain that recognizes
intersecting global to local areas of power and
marginalization, that shape gendered human
rights within and across nations.

The chapter begins with a brief overview of
the long road towards ensuring all marginalized
human beings, that is, women, racial minorities,
indigenous groups, and ethnic minorities, among
others, can claim rights. Similar to reclaiming
herstories, the first section of this chapter sum-
marizes the scholarship on the growing power of
feminist, anti-racist, and anti-colonial activism
that shaped conversations about the conceptual-
ization, policies, and access to human rights
globally. The second section presents the schol-
arship on violence against women (VAW), gen-
der and human rights. While the terrain of human
rights literature covers many topics, discussions
of violence are woven through an array of con-
versations about the access to political, civil,
economic, social and cultural rights. Conse-
quently, this second section summarizes the
structural impediments, activist rifts and coali-
tions, and scholarly debates about gendered/
intersectional violence that marginalize groups as
they seek lives imbued with rights and dignity.
I conclude by highlighting the dynamism and
continuing conflicts related to gender and human
rights.

1 The Long, Rocky Road to Include
All Humans in Institutionalizing
Human Rights

As many scholars have documented, the forma-
tion of the United Nations (UN) was fraught with
many conflicts between colonial powers and the
colonized, between powerful and less powerful
states, and between states and different lobbies
seeking to ensure the rights of smaller groups and
less powerful states were not overlooked within
the UN (Anderson, 2003; Pearce, 2001;
Purkayastha 2012). Of the four women from
Brazil, China, Dominican Republic, and the US
who were present during the inception of the UN,
the representatives from Brazil and the Domini-
can Republic, Bertha Lutz and Minerva Ber-
nadino, were insistent about the inclusion of
women’s issues in all deliberations (Falcón,
2016; Synder, 2006). The UN charter which talks
about the rights of men and women, reflect these
initial efforts to include women instead of sub-
suming them in the category “man”. Then, at the
first UN General Assembly meeting, seventeen
female delegates lobbied for the formal inclusion
of women within the new political terrain. The
Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) was
formed in 1947 due to these early demands for
the recognition of women’s rights. CSW was
charged with promoting women’s rights and
equality including formulating international
conventions that would address national legisla-
tion that was discriminatory towards women
(Synder, 2006). However the battle for gender
equality had to continue even as the Universal
Declaration of Human (UDHR) Rights was being
written a year later.

As Arat (2008) has written:

…gender biases prevailed throughout the twentieth
century. Even members of the Commission that
drafted the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human
Rights were willing to employ the word “man” in
reference to the holder of the rights…[T]he Com-
mission Chair, Eleanor Roosevelt, defended the
wording by arguing: [in English] “When we say
‘all men are brothers,’ we mean that all human
beings are brothers and we are not differentiating
between men and women.” 6Thus, the language
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was maintained for some time. The final draft
mostly employed the gender-neutral terms of
“human being,” “everyone,” and “person;” and the
Preamble included a specific reference to the
“equal rights of men and women,” thanks largely
to the efforts of two female Commission members,
Hansa Mehta of India and Minerva Bernardino of
the Dominican Republic.

While this inclusive language in UDHR
(proclaimed in 1948) represented a significant
step forward, the question of women’s actual or
substantive access to political, civil, economic,
social and cultural rights remained a matter of
conflict. During the negotiations over UDHR,
powerful nation-states successfully argued that
human rights and the security of human beings
would be contingent upon national security
concerns (see also Anderson, 2003). These
reservations effectively made it possible for
nation states to use “national security” as a
weapon to deny human rights to the groups
marginalized within their borders. As countries
gained independence from colonial rule, the
question of adequate food, shelter, education,
health, among other needs, were also raised as
critical human rights issues.

The UDHR introduced new thinking about
rights including in its purview, political, civil,
economic, social, and cultural rights of human
beings. It introduced the revolutionary idea that
rights were to be available to all human beings
irrespective of the political systems in which
people lived. Yet the broad outlines did not
address how the language, institutionalization,
and practices relating to human rights were going
to translate to substantive rights for hitherto
marginalized groups including women (Baxi,
2002). Despite the presence of the Commission
on the Status of Women in the UN from 1947,
and the continued claims of organized women’s
movements for women’s human rights at the UN,
a broader recognition of women’s human rights
emerged very slowly, over decades.

It is instructive to trace how the recognition of
the structural bases of women’s inequalities and
the need to safeguard their rights emerged in the
UN. At one level, the changing claims within the
UN mirror what was happening in academia as

scholars sought to develop the most effective
methodologies (and bodies of research) on
women. The academic thinking about gender has
moved beyond equating gender to women to
considering women and men in terms of their
intersectional power, privileges and marginal-
ization. At another level, within the UN, the
conceptualization and practices surrounding
human rights swung between a continuing
insistence upon human rights of women to
thinking about gendered human rights. Feminist
leaders who were able to access different posi-
tions within the UN pushed for women’s agendas
and substantive rights within the broad umbrella
of human rights. Synder (1995, 2006) has written
about the ways in which women’s economic and
social rights were addressed through the UN’s
“women and development” agendas in the ‘50s,
‘60s, ‘70s and ‘80s. Building on the concerns of
newly independent states to address poverty, the
initial international development plans targeted
women in development. The patriarchal/colonial
assumption was that women were victims of
culture in their societies and only large-scale
development and modernization would lead to
improvements of women’s lives across the Glo-
bal South. As the scholarly critiques about this
approach grew louder (Kabeer, 1994; Mohanty,
2001) and the practitioners’ and activists’ voices
from the Global South grew stronger, the women
in development approach was changed to a
women and development approach to recognize
that women were not simply victims, they also
contributed significantly to societies. However,
by the 1980s this approach was replaced by a
gender and development approach. As Synder
(2006) describes, women from the Global South
pointed out that equality within homes and
access to employment, which were priorities for
women in the Global North, were not their top
priority especially while the North-dominated
global political-economic systems oppressed
their own societies. The frame of gender and
development addressed some of these concerns.
By highlighting the socially constructed nature of
gender and recognizing that women and men in
different social locations and different countries
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are subject to different types of marginalization
and privileges, this approach brought the think-
ing closer to the academic work on intersec-
tionality. Instead of assuming that all women
were oppressed relative to men, these develop-
ment plans began to think of women and men as
being affected by marginalization and privileges
based on the structures of race/gender/class/
sexuality/nationality/religion/age. As Synder has
pointed out, “Actually, women and development
made gender and development possible, and the
greater individualism made women’s human
rights possible” (italics in the original, 2006, 38).

While Synder’s accounts explain the quest
for, and impediments to economic and social
rights, an excellent account of the lobbying for
the whole gamut of human rights is available in
Falcón’s (2016) book, Power Interrupted. Falcón
points out that from the 1960s, splits began to
appear among groups that were lobbying for
women’s human rights. Part of this conflict is
reflective of the ways in which “women” were
defined by diverse women’s movements. As I
discuss later in this chapter, many of these splits
continue today. A series of UN sponsored, CSW
organized conferences brought women from
different parts of the globe together. As a result,
multiple transnational advocacy networks devel-
oped. The Convention on the Elimination of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), pas-
sed in 1979, and now ratified by 189 countries,
was an outcome of thirty years of work by the
CSW and these networks.

In its preamble, the Convention on the Elim-
ination of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) explicitly acknowledges that “exten-
sive discrimination against women continues to
exist,” and emphasizes that such discrimination
“violates the principles of equality of rights and
respect for human dignity”. As defined in Article
1, discrimination is understood as “any distinc-
tion, exclusion or restriction made on the basis of
sex…in the political, economic, social, cultural,
civil or any other field”. The Convention pro-
vides positive affirmation to the principle of
equality by requiring States parties to take “all
appropriate measures, including legislation, to
ensure the full development and advancement of

women, for the purpose of guaranteeing them the
exercise and enjoyment of human rights and
fundamental freedoms on a basis of equality with
men” (article 3). (CEDAW, 1979) CEDAW
identified multiple ways in which women are
prevented from fully exercising their political
and civil human rights. It highlights the delete-
rious impact of cultural factors on gender rela-
tions and asks state parties to address these
factors. In addition, it addresses the inequalities
that persist in accessing health, reproductive
rights, employment education and related social
activities.

While the passage of CEDAW can been seen
as a major step towards ensuring women’s
human rights, it was not sufficient to eliminate
the gendered inequalities that were already
identified through scholarship and Gender and
Development policy and practices. Falcón (2016)
has argued that the process through which the
UN units focused on women, such as within the
Commission on the Status of Women, reflect the
dominant Global North’s notion of a universal
woman. “In short, emphasizing differences based
on race, culture, sexuality, or acknowledging
intra-gender dynamics was not the prevailing
discourse or political objective of the 1990s as
activists sought to shape international standards.
The UN spaces focused on “women’s issues”
have gained its traction by precisely promoting
an image of the universal woman as de-racialized
among other factors. As a result, women who
wanted to advocate for an intersectional notion of
women and men used a very different space: the
conferences on eliminating racism, or the spaces
for articulating the rights of migrants or indige-
nous groups to advocate for themselves.

Since the Declaration of Human Rights in
1948, over the years, 18 core human rights
instruments were established to deepen human
rights in practice. Because of the early insistence
on the term human (within UDHR) many of
these conventions address a few aspects of
women’s experiences. The Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (1948) spells out the funda-
mental human rights. Article 2 of the UDHR
partly states that, “Everyone is entitled to all the
rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration,
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without distinction of any kind, such as race,
color, sex, language, religion, political or other
opinion, national or social origin, property, birth
or other status”. This implies that human rights
are universal, inalienable and indivisible, shared
equally by everyone (Ishay, 2008). Several con-
ventions codified the principles of UDHR.
Broadly, the International Convention on Civil
and Political Rights commits parties to respect
the civil and political rights of individuals
including the right to life, self-determination, and
electoral rights, among others. The International
Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (ICCSER), on the other hand, lists several
rights that states should meet to ensure decent
lives for their people. These include labor rights,
right to social security, health, education, and
decent living. Specifically, article 11 recognizes
the right of everyone to an adequate standard of
living, which includes the right to adequate food,
housing, and clothing. Other convention, for
instance on refugees and migrants, highlight
other rights women and men should be able to
access irrespective of their citizenship status.

While human rights were being defined for
practice through UN conventions, the global
conferences on women organized under the aegis
of CSW, like the Fourth World Conference on
Women in Beijing in 1995, provided a series of
platforms for women’s rights activists and sup-
porters from across the globe to gather and claim
their rights (UN Women, n.d.) Simultaneously,
groups worked within their countries and regions
to bring human rights language to their legal
systems. For instance, the idea of women’s human
rights has also been incorporated into many for-
mal documents of many former colonial territories
(see e.g. Adams, 2006 on the incorporation of
gender and human rights thinking on the African
continent). Thus the ideas about women’s rights
as human rights spread across and were shaped by
conceptualizations and claims across the globe.

In all of these efforts, the expectation was that
governments were mainly responsible for ensur-
ing human rights with the UN and its agencies
acting as juries or referees. Even though the
principles of human rights do not only hold
nation-states accountable for violations—

corporations can be held accountable for human
rights violations—the responsibility for assuring
rights was primarily the purview of states.
However, Molyneux and Razavi (2002) point out
that the shifts in conceptualization, policy, and
practice on gender and human rights were out-
flanked, from the 1980s, by the introduction of
neoliberal policies that opposed governmental
role in the areas that would have provided social
and economic human rights. In other words,
whereas the assumption of human rights con-
ventions are that governments are responsible for
creating the conditions that would allow all
human beings to access social, economic and
cultural rights, in reality, under the structural
changes brought about by neoliberal globaliza-
tion, governments were forced to retreat from
their welfare state regimes, ceding the control of
many of these arenas to private for-profit cor-
porations. Many of the services provided by
governments—e.g. education, health, retirement
benefits—were moved over partially or wholly to
the realm of “free” markets and redefined as
items for sale and profit. Thus, the rapid expan-
sion of neoliberal structures undermined the
basic conditions needed for the fulfillment of
human rights: the ability of all people to build
and live lives of human dignity, secure from
threats to survival and well being. Women were
increasingly drawn into labor arenas with few of
the protections that economic and social human
rights conventions outlined. These changes
affected the Global North and South. Without
state commitment to a range of human rights,
women were left to deal with care work within
families and communities as “private” tasks, as
governments were forced to or willingly exited
their responsibility for providing social rights.

If we reflect on the decades since 1948 when
UDHR was declared, among the positive
achievements for gender and human rights are
the policy formations that keep the cause of
women’s human rights on multiple international
agendas, including the recent steps to insert
gender equality into the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals for 2030. In a sense, gender and
human rights have become normalized at the
international policy level. Yet, many of these
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policy initiatives continue to focus on women in
their framing of what needs to be done instead of
using an intersectional understanding of struc-
tures that impede diverse women’s access to
human rights differently. Thus, gender, in terms
of the focus on structures, has made inadequate
progress in the realm of human rights This ten-
sion in conceptualization and framing of claims
is evident in the ways in scholars have concep-
tualized the role of violence as a key impediment
to accessing human rights, as I discuss in the next
section.

1.1 Gender and Human Rights:
Looking Through the Lens
of Violence

The gender and human rights literature that
examines people’s substantive access to human
rights provides us with a glimpse of the rapidly
expanding scope of terms such as “gender” and
“human rights” in response to activism, scholarly
challenges, and sustained pressure within
policy-making platforms. Scholarly accounts now
highlight the setbacks in eliminating violence in
the struggle for human rights because of changing
structural conditions including the escalation of
large-scale violence since the 20th century
(Gleditsch, Wallensteen, Eriksson, Sollenberg, &
Strand, 2002). As Tripp (2013) has pointed out,
violence plays a key role in gendering human
rights and violence is itself gendered. I begin with
brief discussion of the institutionalization of
Violence Against Women VAW as a human
rights violation within the UN, and then discuss
some of the gaps and inconsistences in localizing
the international mandates. Following this I
describe some other important trends of research
that interrogate gendered violence and human
rights as an approach to ensuring people’s sur-
vival and well-being.

VAW at the UN: There is a substantial body
of feminist scholarship on violence against
women (VAW) that has challenged the conven-
tional focus on individual perpetrators and vic-
tims of violence within private spheres. While
much of this literature does not specifically refer

to human rights, scholars have described and
analyzed complex social, economic and political
structures that enable and/or instigate violence
(e.g. Abraham, 2002; Tastsoglou & Abraham,
2010; Walby, 2005). The shift towards concep-
tualizing VAW as a violation of human rights
developed through many sets of overlapping
scholarly conversations and activist claims. The
first Special Rapporteur—an expert appointed by
the UN to examine rights violations and/or pro-
gress on specific human rights issues—was
appointed in 1994 to look into VAW (Ertürk &
Purkayastha, 2012).

Former Special Rapporteur on Violence
Against Women (SRVAW) Ertürk (2005) and
Ertürk and Purkayastha (2012) have discussed the
process through which VAW and human rights
were linked at the international level. The Con-
vention on the Elimination of Discrimination
Against Women, passed in 1979, did not include
violence as a central factor that negatively affected
women (Cook, 1994; Peters & Wolper, 1995).
The recognition of the deleterious effects of vio-
lence on women, as a human right violation,
emerged through struggles, victories, and setbacks
within local and global terrains. In 1992, after
years of lobbying and advocacy by global
women’s movements, the expert committee
monitoring the Convention adopted General
Recommendation 19 (GR 19), defining violence
against women as a form of discrimination. The
adoption of GR 19 along with the momentum
behind the issue of violence provided a strong
impetus to consider women’s rights as human
rights at the 1993 Vienna Human Rights Confer-
ence, and again at the 1995 Beijing conference.
These pressures led the UN General Assembly to
adopt the Declaration on the Elimination of Vio-
lence against Women (DEVAW) in 1993.
DEVAW’s comprehensive framework describes
VAW as “any act of gender-based violence that
results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual
or psychological harm or suffering to women,
including threats of such acts, coercion or arbi-
trary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in
public or private life”. The Declaration made
states responsible for elimination of VAW. It was
also transformative in identifying many
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perpetrators of violence even as it made states
responsible for acts of violence by private indi-
viduals. DEVAW provided an international
impetus for VAW–including domestic violence,
marital rape, stalking—to be included into the
criminal justice systems. However, according to
Ertürk and Purkayastha (2012), as the principles
of DEVAW began to filter through selected UN
agencies, institutional fragmentation made its
progress slow. The office of the Special Rappor-
teur on Violence Against Women (SRVAW) was
created by the Commission on Human Rights to
investigate state compliance with DEVAW, but
the SRVAW’s reports were not mandated to be
formally included in the Commission on Human
Right’s annual agenda till 2009.

As Ertürk and Purkayastha (2012) have
pointed out, whether at the international level or
locally, no matter the extent to which this man-
date advanced the standards, conceptual under-
standing, and tools for implementation and
accountability in relation to VAW, the problem
persists because it is inextricably linked to
patriarchal hierarchies intersecting with other
macro and micro systems of subordination and
inequality that create multiple layers of discrim-
ination for marginalized groups, including
women. For the most part, VAW continues to be
perpetrated with impunity, and as a substantive
aspect of human rights, access to justice against
VAW is ridden with obstacles and opaque sys-
tems of accountability.

VAW and human rights on the ground:
Some of these challenges of translating VAW as
a human rights violation have been discussed by
scholars such as Bumiller (2013), Lewis (2009),
Merry (2005). Ray and Purkayastha (2012), and
Richards (2005). Scholars have documented how
international mandates, which, most often, get
institutionalized based on Western feminist
understanding of gender, can fray or weaken
within contexts of local politics. These politics
are complex. At times, the wording of the inter-
national mandates do not fit well with laws
against VAW that are already in place (Ray &
Purkayastha, 2012), or new international man-
dates can be coopted by local patriarchal groups
to vilify marginalized communities for their

treatment of their women (Merry’s, 2005).
Focusing on South Africa, Lewis (2009) has
argued that the emergence of the neoliberal
gender industry, which are shaped by the older
developmental agendas, have, in effect, co-opted
and eroded avenues for deep, gendered/
intersectional transformations (also see Bajic,
2006; Yuval Davis, 2006). Lewis argued:

[p]hrases such as “gender equality,” “women’s
empowerment” and “gender transformation”…
permeate public discourse in ways that are
remarkably authoritative and also deeply superfi-
cial and complacent…the terminology in place
consistently stresses the technical and formal
dimensions of social dynamics rather than their
political and socially transformative repercussions
(2009, p. 210).

She discusses how the concept of justice for
different groups of people is pushed aside, as a
top down process of political and civil rights are
pushed as “the” agenda for all women.

Another aspect of these human rights chal-
lenges has been highlighted by indigenous
groups in different countries often in discussions
of cultural genocide or culture based struggles.
Even though contemporary scholarly conceptu-
alization emphasizes the ways in which inter-
secting global structures of gender/race/class
perpetrate gendered violence within and between
members of families, communities, states, and
transnational arenas, terms such as gender do not
always speak to specific groups. Nor is inter-
sectionality sufficiently transparent in the gender
and human rights discourse or policies to enable
marginalized groups to use these frameworks in
productive ways. Analysing the case of Mapuche
women in Chile, Richards (2005), has empha-
sized that the Mapuche women find the term
gender:

objectionable; this term implies for them an
adherence to Western ideas that are imposed upon
them…it is the collective and cultural aspects of
their existence that Mapuche women seek to vali-
date…[they] strongly identify with their people’s
struggle against the state. Framing their claims in
terms of Mapuche women’s rights, as opposed to
gender, allows them to assert their difference from
non-Mapuche Chilean women and simultaneously
fits within a framework with which Mapuche men
also identify (p. 202).
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Scholars have made broadly similar cases for
other indigenous groups in different continents
(for other indigenous accounts see Smith 2012,
2015).

Even as scholars in different countries have
been critical about the effects of Western feminist
roles in pushing particular patterns of institu-
tionalization of human rights, the Global North is
not immune from the deleterious effects of recent
shifts and changes in response to neoliberalism.
Bumiller (2013) has documented the ways in
which, within the U.S., states have retreated from
welfare provision at the time when neoliberal
regulatory functions have increased exponen-
tially. Thus, the earlier ways of mitigating VAW
via shelters and state-support has been replaced
by a series of other laws that withhold and place
life-time limits on welfare support for women
seeking to rebuild their lives after experiencing
violence. At the same time, there has been a
significant increase in regulating of parents’
behaviors through institutionalizing the role of
professional groups within the mandate of VAW.
Bumiller argues that “criminal justice reforms
have increased the power of the state over vul-
nerable citizens, reduced the autonomy of
women, and dampened efforts to provide other
solutions to endemic gender violence” (2013,
p. 208). Other scholars have pointed out that
even though gender (i.e., gendered intersectional
structures) are at the heart of many of the
emerging mandates, many of the measures and
data-gathering efforts continue to proceed
according to the assumptions and conceptual-
izations that marked the older WID approach
(i.e., a focus on women as victims; see Winter,
Thompson, & Jeffreys, 2002 for some problems
with definitions of VAW).

Gender and human rights scholars have also
pointed to the rapid growth of the political
economy of violence. These are evident through
the increase in armed conflicts within and
between nation-states (SIPRI, 2013) as well as
the growth of global security regimes and
prison-industrial complexes that draw large sec-
tions of marginalized groups into the ambit of
violence even if they are not involved directly
in these conflicts (Alexander, 2010; Ertürk &

Purkayastha, 2012; Sheppard, 2008, Sutton,
Morgen, & Novokov, 2008). Other scholars such
as Fritz, Doering, and Gumru (2011) and Watkin
(2004) point out that as the mass production of
weapons increased dramatically in the 20th cen-
tury, and sophisticated weapons escalated the
range and costs of war on ordinary people (also
see SIPRI 2013a, b). At the least, the costs of
supporting wars is often achieved at the price of
cutting programs that would support people’s
social economic, and cultural human rights.

By the end of the 20th century, scholarly
conversations and activist efforts, especially in
the Global South began to highlight the effect of
wars and intra-state conflict, and the escalation of
the production and range of sophisticated weap-
ons, as part of a continuum of gendered/raced
violence that are perpetrated through colonial and
neoliberal global-national-local structures (e.g.
Barik, Kumar, & Sarode, 2010). As people who
have experienced violence associated with armed
conflict between states, the proxy wars of pow-
erful Global North countries that are fought in
the Global South, asymmetric warfare, insur-
gency, and recent historical memories of the
violent legacies of colonialisms, scholar-activists
from former colonies have interrogated roles of
states and other entities in the contemporary
political-economy of violence (e.g., Bangura,
2013; Gandhi, 2002; Shiva, 2005; Sutton, Mor-
gen, & Novokov, 2008). They have pointed out
that militaries use violence and abuse as weapons
of control, symbols of humiliation and threats to
local communities, as states claim the need to
establish law and order as a rationale for sus-
pending (or repealing) laws that promote politi-
cal, civil, economic, social or cultural human
rights. In areas of conflicts, both states and
insurgents glorify violence with masculinist
underpinnings of forcing others to do their will
(although with different objectives). Conse-
quently, sexual violence, particularly against
women and girls, becomes a “normal” currency
of conflicts or zones of conflicts. Women’s
groups and other marginalized groups including
those who lobby against racism or advocate for
the rights of indigenous communities, have
attempted to raise global consciousness about the
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gendered nature of such violence, especially
sexual violence that women experience as
members of their communities (Smith, 2015).
UN Resolution 1325, passed in 2000, which
attends to sexual violence during conflicts—inter
and intrastate conflict—is an outcome of suc-
cessful lobbying by women’s groups (Sheppard,
2008). The resolution acknowledged that,
increasingly, wars targeted civilians, and had an
inordinate impact of war on women. It also
acknowledged the pivotal role women should
and do play in conflict management, conflict
resolution, and sustainable peace (Center for
Security Studies, 2008; Rehn & Sirleaf, 2002).

Yet, even as passage of 1325 is a step in the
right direction, scholars such as Dickenson
(2011) have pointed out how other changes
undermine these victories. While the human
rights mandates mostly focus on formal armies
and conflicts, the task of legitimately engaging in
violence is increasingly being subcontracted to
private entities that are not subject to the same
controls to which national (and state) govern-
ments are subject. Since the human rights edifice
reflects the structures of rights within democra-
cies, it is significantly more difficult to hold these
private entities accountable for violation of civil
and political rights of citizens of different soci-
eties. Thus, marginalized groups remain vulner-
able to multiple forms of violence even as their
human rights erode.

This interplay between expansion of terrains
of violence and the erosion of human rights is
also evident in the escalation of everyday forms
of routinized violence (Pandey, 2006; Pur-
kayastha 2008). Routine violence is associated
with state formation and state operations, and is
often made invisible because it is presented as
“normal” ways of organizing modern nation
states or international relations. Routine violence
is also gendered (Purkayastha & Ratliff, 2014).
Nation states (and the political-economic systems
that support nation states) rely on violence to
routinely create and sustain boundaries between
groups and maintain stratified citizenships. (e.g.
Barik, Kumar, & Sarode, 2010; Glenn, 2002). As
states facilitate violence by addressing violence
only in limited ways, or promote increased

weaponry for its police forces, a culture of vio-
lence prevails, which, in turn, normalizes the
escalation of violence in everyday life. Who is
safe in their homes when special powers are
conferred on armed police or military to enter
homes “upon suspicion”? Who is safe to walk
around freely and attend to work/family needs in
their daily lives? Who looks suspicious? Who is
likely to be stopped and interrogated? Who is
likely to be shot? While males in areas that are
designated as “law and order problem areas” are
more likely to be shot or stopped on suspicion,
children and women are not immune from such
violence. Mehrotra (2009), Banerjee and
Chaudhury (2011) and others have discussed the
impact of suspension of “normal laws” and the
resistances that have emerged in some of the
border states of India (Banerji & Chaudhury,
2011; Ford Foundation, 2004). Similar discus-
sions are available in the US (SPLC, 2016;
Matthei, 2003; Morales & Bejareno, 2009).

While the tenets of Declaration on the Elim-
ination of Violence Against Women represent a
significant step forward in the March towards
elimination of VAW, the responsibility of states
to ensure human rights, means marginalized
groups mostly left with limited access to rights.
The case of migrants, who are supposed to be
ensured of their human rights before, during, and
after migration, starkly illustrate how these
objectives are rarely met. Menjivar and Leisy
(2012) use the term legal violence to describe the
ways in which bringing together criminal justice
operations and immigration laws in the U.S. have
enhanced the level of violence immigrants face
routinely. They define legal violence to include
injuries such as loss of livelihood, becoming
targets of hate crimes with little or no recourse to
avenues of redress, health impacts associated
with stigmatization, as well as imprisonment and
deportation, all of which are supposed to be
protected as human rights (also see Aranda &
Vaquera, 2015). Similarly, looking at Pakistan,
Yousaf and Purkayastha (2015) show how the
growth of the immigration surveillance and
criminal justice systems which increasing work
together blurring civil violations and criminal
acts—also referred to as crimmigration—actually
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re-victimizes forced migrants, i.e., those who are
trafficked so others can profit from trafficking
them for sex, labor, and organs (2015). They
emphasize the need to rethink the separation
between economic migrants and refugees and
internally displaced persons (IDPs) within in the
human rights policy arenas. Nor does fleeing
violence bring sustained relief; Njiru and Pur-
kayastha (2015) have described the gendered
violence and human rights violations internally
displaced persons (IDPs) experience in camps
(see also Holzer, 2015, on the experience of
refugees).

Scholars and activists have also pointed to the
limitations of understanding human rights pri-
marily as matters of political and civil rights.
There is a growing literature and activist resis-
tance to violence associated with neoliberalism.
These studies foreground economic, social and
cultural rights, though the discussions emphasize
these rights are inseparable from political and
civil rights. They specifically discuss limited and
eroding opportunities for accessing living wages,
education, shelter, healthcare or access to sub-
stantive political rights to organize for better
conditions of life as violence becomes normal-
ized (Armaline et al., 2015). Focusing on
Argentina, Sutton (2010) has written about the
ways in which structural adjustments lead to
embodied violence on women and a rapid ero-
sion of economic, political and social rights. Bell
(2013) has documented the struggles over water
(see also Ciampi, 2013; Shiva, 2016). Anjana
(2010), among others, describes how the incur-
sions of state regulations negatively regulate
women’s access to land in many tribal commu-
nities. Armstrong’s (2014) study of Dalit women
in Haryana, India, showcase the struggle over
maintaining common lands as human rights
struggles where marginalized communities that
rely on the resources of these non-privatized,
non-government-designated reserved spaces, find
the selves deprived of rights that their commu-
nities have accessed, albeit for the purposes of
accessing meagre resources that have enabled
them to survive over generations. In both of these
studies, the struggle, like the struggle of the
Mpuche, is often for group-rights as a key to

survival and well being, rather than individual
rights, raising questions about the ability of the
current human rights perspective to adequately
respect these world views.

In order to overcome the challenges identified
by scholars and activists in adequately balancing
the objectives of human rights with the structures
that impede access, a number of scholars have
begun to work within a human security approach.
A key component of this approach is to re-center
the principle that the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights sought to establish: the survival of
people and their ability to live lives of human
dignity free from threats that affect their very
survival and well being. Tripp (2013) discussed
how the human security approach challenges the
rhetoric and moves by states to prioritize state
security over human security, and considers the
threats to individuals and communities arising
from “[e]conomic, food, health, and environ-
mental crises….and violence [experienced by]
individuals, communities, and nations…in gen-
der specific ways that intersect with class, race,
age, sexuality, and nationality” (p. 9). Tripp,
Ferree, and Ewig (2013) and their colleagues
foreground violence, emphasize the linkages
among different types of insecurities, relate these
to long term global social structural inequalities,
in order to address many of the critiques in this
section. This approach also overlaps with the
human rights enterprise approach in emphasizing
people’s agency and activism as well as the link
between macro-structures in shaping substantive
access to human rights.

2 Concluding Thoughts

The field of gender and human rights remains
dynamic, often rife with controversies and chal-
lenges as diverse activist and scholarly approa-
ches clash and or coalesce. On the one hand, this
struggle is about accessing existing rights, the
key route through which access to resources are
enabled. On the other hand, this chapter shows
that the struggles are about expanding the pur-
view of rights well beyond states and current
conventions and mandates. Using a human rights
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enterprise approach I outlined some of the
struggles to get marginalized groups included
within the purview of human rights, as well as
the continuing challenges and gaps in expanding
access to substantive human rights.

A key aspect of gender and human rights is
the intersections between scholarship and prac-
tice. Even as the scholarly trajectory has moved
beyond a focus on women to a focus on inter-
secting structures of marginalization that produce
different types of gendered outcomes for indi-
viduals and communities, these ideas do not
always translate effectively to the policy realms.
Even when gender is incorporated into policy
arenas, as evident in the attempts to monitor
DEVAW write out, some of the provisions
increase the vulnerabilities of groups as the lan-
guage and intent of these mandates are co-opted
for other purposes.

So, too, with human rights. The focus on
states as arbiters of human rights has faced sig-
nificant challenges from activists and scholars
who have pointed out that our current approach
often obscures the ways in which contemporary
global political economic systems violate the
human rights of individuals and communities.
Processes that normalize routine violence within
states and the expansion of state and global
security regimes expand the terrain of human
rights violations. New and emerging forms of
extra-state practices continue to erode access to
political, civil, economic, social and cultural
human rights even as these processes attempt to
co-opt the language of human rights for their
legitimation. The gender and human security
scholarship attempts to address some of these
challenges though many gaps and rifts remain.
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39Gender in Movements

Jo Reger

Abstract
Heeding the call to integrate gender into the
study of social movements and drawing on the
work of gender and feminist scholars, I argue
that there now exists a body of work that views
social movements through the lens of intersec-
tionality as well as recognizing gender as a
multi-layered social structure and institution.
Selecting representative work, I characterize
gender in movements as occurring on three
levels. The first level focuses on social pro-
cesses such as gender socialization, interac-
tions, leadership and engagement in activities.
Second is the level of organization and com-
munity where gender operates in structures,
frames, identities and strategies and tactics.
Third is the cultural and societal level where
gender can act to open up opportunities for
activism or as a constraint through dynamics in
the environment. I conclude with future direc-
tions for the study of gender in movements,
including turning a scholarly gaze to dynamics
of masculinity, gender neutrality and transgen-
der in shaping movements, and the continued
incorporation of intersectionality. In sum, the
field of social movement studies is vibrant with
gender research but still there is much to do.

Stacey and Thorne (1985) argued that gender
was the “missing revolution” in sociology. A few
years later, Doug McAdam argued that scholars
“have almost totally ignored gender’s impact” on
social movements (1992: 1234, see also Taylor
1999). In the three decades since Stacey and
Thorne’s call and McAdam’s observation, gen-
der scholarship has grown exponentially in social
movement studies. According to Whittier (2007),
this progress has come in two waves with the first
focused on understanding women’s social
movement activism. The second, she argues
“began to analyze gender in social movements
more broadly,” taking into consideration mas-
culinity and other social identities such as reli-
gion, sexuality, nationality, race-ethnicity and
social class in combination with gender (2007:
1872).

In these waves, social movement scholars
drew on other areas in sociology as well as
frameworks articulated in feminist theory to
investigate the role of gender in movements.
Acker’s work (1990) on organizations allowed
scholars to articulate how social movement
organizations themselves are gendered. Gerson
and Peiss’s (1985) analysis of the levels of gen-
der relations became the foundation for under-
standing the formation of collective identities
detailed by Taylor and Whittier (1992), drawing
on the role of gender in this process. Connell’s
(1987) work on gender and power opened the
door for understanding how gender operates on
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multiple levels of privilege and oppression,
bringing with it a focus on masculinity. Lorber’s
(1994) and Risman’s (2004) conceptualizations
of gender as multi-dimensional allowed for it to
be understood as a process and interaction, a core
social and cultural structure as well as a stratifi-
cation system. Crenshaw’s (1991) articulation of
intersectionality, along with other scholars such
as Collins (1990), King (1988) and the Comba-
hee River Collective (1978), gave social move-
ment scholars the ability to conceptualize gender
as enmeshed in a web of social identities, all
important to understanding social change efforts
in a more complex manner.

Because of this interdisciplinary work and
flourishing of scholarship, there are a multitude
of ways to characterize the research of gender in
social movements. In their groundbreaking
two-volume special issue in Gender & Society,
Taylor and Whittier note that gender shapes
“political opportunities, organizational processes,
interpretive frames, collective identities and dis-
courses,” (1998: 623). Taylor later argued that
gender shapes movements in a multi-prong
approach including social structure, preexisting
networks, mobilization frames, organizations,
and strategies and outcomes (1999, see also
Pelak, Taylor & Whittier, 1999; Taylor, 1996).
Einwohner, Hollander and Olson (2000) put
forth a typology that extends from gender in
participants’ demographics to movement goals,
tactics, identities and gendered attributions.
Whittier (2007) added to these categorizations
with her division of the scholarship into emer-
gence and recruitment, collective identities,
frames, organizational structures, tactics and
strategies, as well external social structure.

Considering their commonalities, differences
and overlap, I collapse these different catego-
rizations into three core levels and use them to
organize the chapter below. First is how indi-
viduals through a variety of processes draw on
gendered social identities in their engagement in
social movements. Second, the focus moves from
individuals to organizations and communities
and the ways in which groups are structured and
how they articulate their purpose. The third level
considers the ways in which gendered social and

cultural forces shape movement opportunities
and constraints. At each of these levels, I illus-
trate how intersectionality illuminates the way in
which gender intertwines with other social sta-
tuses such as race-ethnicity, social class, sexual
identity, religion, nationality and others. In sum,
this chapter moves from a micro focus on indi-
viduals, to a meso focus on organizations and
communities, to a more macro focus on the
overall environment that social movements exist
in. My goal here is not to describe how some
movements are gendered movements, (see
Chap. 34) but instead to illustrate how gender is a
core factor shaping social movements. To that
end, I begin by examining the research on indi-
vidualized and more micro gendered processes in
social movements.

1 Gendered Processes
in Movements

Scholars have illustrated how gender is “done”
through social interactions that teach and hold
individuals accountable for their gender perfor-
mance (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Some of the
richest areas of social movement research illus-
trates how gender socialization, interaction net-
works, attributions and activities are processes at
play in social movements. It is at this level that
the ways in which individuals understand them-
selves and others as gendered beings influences
how they experience being in a social movement.

Gender socialization and expectations.
Understandings of what it means to be a gen-
dered person influences how people enter into
and engage in social movements. Scholars have
documented how men and women often fare very
differently in movements. For example, scholars
find that for women, motherhood (or expecta-
tions of motherhood) can profoundly shape
engagement in social movements (Naples 1992,
1998a, 1998b; Pardo, 1998; Reger, 2001).
Naples (1992) and Pardo (1998) demonstrate
how notions of mothering and motherhood
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combine with other social identities creating
activist mothering. Activist mothering extends
beyond the individual’s family and prompts
women to see motherhood as being a responsi-
bility to enter into social movement activism. In
other words, the need to care for the family
transformed into the need to care for a commu-
nity. Mueller (1987) labeled this form of gender
socialization the development of “gender con-
sciousness,” a process defining the parameters
and rationale of one’s engagement in collective
action. In sum, gender socialization fosters gen-
der consciousness, a process monitored and
shaped through interaction (West & Zimmerman,
1987). McAdam (1992), in his study of the civil
rights campaign Freedom Summer, found that
expectations of appropriate gender behavior
shaped men and women’s different experiences
at every level of involvement. For example, he
found that women, seen as the more vulnerable
sex, faced more opposition about joining the
campaign from family and movement organizers
than men. Once in, gendered expectations shaped
women’s roles. Women did mostly teaching and
clerical work whereas the men did more of the
dangerous and exciting community organizing.
However, after the campaign, women had higher
levels of continued activism. In McAdam’s
study, it is the societal expectations of gender
that are at play (e.g., women are more vulnerable,
men are more capable of protecting themselves).
However, gender does not only shape percep-
tions of ability and expectations of appropriate
behavior, it affects how individuals perceive
themselves and their motivation to participate in
social movements.

Gendered interactions and networks.
Scholars have illustrated how interaction within
movements is also a gendered process (McAdam,
1992; Neuhouser, 1995). Social movement
studies have examined how people’s gendered
(and raced) networks shape recruitment into
social movements. In her study of white and
Black women in the civil rights movement, Irons
(1998) finds that grassroots and religious net-
works draw Black women into a movement,
along with personally experienced oppression.
White women were more likely to become active

through national, often religious, organizations.
Whereas Irons examines gendered and raced
networks social movement participants belong
to, Einwohner (1999) notes how class and gender
can shape the interactions between activists and
their targets. In her analysis of two animal rights
campaigns, she argues that there is an “identity
interaction” between the activists and their tar-
geted populations. She finds that circus patrons
viewed the animal rights activists through a pri-
marily feminine identity and identified them as
“caring people,” or “very gentle, sweet types”
who are “trying to change things for the good of
animals” (1999: 69). Whereas hunters viewed
activists through a feminine and non-working
class identity combined. To the hunters, the
activists were “overly emotional women
attempting to voice an opinion on an issue that
they do not understand” and “office workers” (vs.
blue collar or manual workers) with no experi-
ence in nature (1999: 67). In sum, both Irons and
Einwohner illustrate the importance of looking
beyond gender in understanding how people
negotiate movements, and how interactions
within a movement draw on notions of gender
and other social statuses.

Overall, this work on socialization, networks
and interactions points to the critical role gender
plays in bringing individuals into social move-
ment campaigns and how they function once
there. One important function in social move-
ments is the job of leader.

Gendered leadership. As McAdam noted,
men and women tend to do different things in
movements (1988). Leadership is one of these
activities often divided by sex. However, schol-
ars argue that it is not so much the activity itself,
but how the activity is viewed through a gender
lens that is important. In her study of women in
the civil rights movement, Barnett (1993) argues
that women played vital roles that were not
identified by men as leadership. This she argues
is due to the triple constraints of gender, race and
social class. Later, Robnett (1997) expanded on
this observation of women’s “invisible leader-
ship” and proposed the concept of “bridge lead-
ership.” Bridge leadership was done by women
in the civil rights movement who did not have
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formal positions within social movement orga-
nizations but instead served as vital links
between the group and the community. Robnett
argues, though undervalued in the movement,
bridge leadership was the cornerstone of much of
the movement’s mobilization and played a role in
its successes. Women such as JoAnn Robinson,
Septima Poinsette Clark, McCree Harris, Shirley
Sherrod, Diane Nash, Johnnie Carr, Thelma
Glass, and Georgia Gilmore did important work
in the movement but were not recognized
because of a focus on a more masculine,
status-oriented leadership. While McNair and
Robnett’s work added new dimensions to the
study of gender and leadership, it also drew
attention the ways in which social movement
theories and scholarship need an intersectional
perspective that moves beyond a white, middle
class, male focus. While leadership is one
activity within a movement, a newer vein of
scholarship is tracing out how gendered activities
being incorporated.

Gendered Activities. While as McNair,
Robnett and others worked to rewrite gendered
notions of leadership, other scholars examined
how gender can be at the heart of protest actions.
For example, in the 1960s and 1970s, feminists
worked to undo the relationship between femi-
ninity/“womenness” and activities such as par-
enting, and homemaking while critiquing
feminine activities such as beauty and make up
routines and fashion. In an attempt to recast
feminine gendered activities as worthwhile,
contemporary feminists have focused on
reclaiming of “disparaged girl things” such as
fashion, make up and crafting that they feel was
discarded and marginalized by earlier feminists.
Scholars have examined this reclaiming of gen-
dered activities as political. For example, Beth
Ann Pentney in her study of fiber arts and fem-
inism quotes knitting “guru” Debbie Stoller as
saying, “valuing the craft of knitting is feminist
act in itself … because the denigration of knitting
correlates directly with the denigration of tradi-
tionally women-centred activity,” (2008: 1). In
addition, Kelly (2014, 2015) argues that 21st
century feminist knitting communities are a
gendered form of activism that can shape

alternative understandings of masculinity and
femininity through adopting the feminized prac-
tice of knitting as well as through group inter-
actions. It is important to note that knitting is one
such activity. I focus on the intersection between
gender and protest in the discussion of organi-
zational frames in the following section.

In sum, the way in which society casts gender
norms and the ways in which people come to
understand themselves has a profound impact on
social movements. In particular, how people
enter a movement, how they interact with the
movement and what they engage in are all pro-
cesses shaped by gender. I next turn to the ways
in which organizations and communities are
influenced by gender.

2 Gendered Organizations
and Community in Movements

Scholars have focused on the meso level of
interaction to study how organizations and
communities collectively create understandings
of their activist identities, how they disseminate
their goals and structure their strategies. The
gendering of organizational structures can set up
a model that is adopted by other movements,
affecting how individuals process gender. Susan
Stall and Randy Stoecker argue that within
organizations “gender structures produce differ-
ent social movement experiences for men and
women, distinct spheres of action, and distinct
activist personalities” (1998: 748–749). For
example, Ferree and Martin (1995) note that
feminist organizations often take a particular
form, shaping the experiences of their members
through a focus on empowerment and collectivist
decision-making. These organizational structures
are replicated, sharing with other movements
structures that facilitate decision-making, mobi-
lization, and recruitment. Labelling this process
“spillover,” Meyer and Whittier (1994) found
that gendered structures from the women’s
movement were replicated in the U.S. peace
movement and were evident in the tactics, lead-
ership and anti-hierarchical organizational
infrastructure. Relatedly, Hurwitz and Taylor
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(forthcoming) found the social movement com-
munity around Occupy Wall Street integrated
gender in organizational forms that privileged
feminist groups and free spaces. Yet, gender
influences more than organizational structure, as
is evident in the research on gender and protests
through an analysis of the frames (i.e., messages)
extended to the public, the identities constructed
within the space of the organization or commu-
nity, and the strategies and tactics adopted to
make change.

Gendered Frames. Frames are politicized
understandings of a social movement’s goals that
connect activists and potential participants (Hunt,
Benford, & Snow, 1994). Einwohner, Hollander
and Olson (2000) argue that how an organization
genders its framing can shape how legitimate the
movement’s demands are seen (see Einwohner,
1999). For example, Ferree and Roth (1998)
examine the issue of childcare in a West Berlin
workers’ strike. They argue that an organizational
coalition that combined feminist efforts with labor
could have extended the need for childcare beyond
gender (and race and class). Instead, the different
gendered structures within the groups resulted in a
frame that kept childcare as a “women’s” issue and
not a “worker’s” and limited its potential for suc-
cess. Even feminist organizations can frame gender
in different ways. In a study of a chapter of the
National Organization for Women (NOW), moth-
erhoodwas seen as interpreted twoways: as a social
status with political ramifications, and as the act of
caring and taking responsibility for relationships
(Reger, 2001). These interpretations were incor-
porated into frames extended to potential recruits,
and as a result constructed distinct feminist identi-
ties within one feminist organization. The rela-
tionship between gender and identities is another
area offlourishing scholarship in socialmovements.

Gendered Identities. Developing a sense of
“we” as a group is an important dynamic of social
movement organizations and communities. Taylor
and Whittier (1992) argued that the creation of
boundaries, the negotiation with the target/enemy,
and the development of a politicized consciousness
foster the construction social movement identities.
Their conceptualization allows for gender, along
with race-ethnicity, class, nationality, religion and

other social statuses to be factors in activist identity
development. Within spaces such as social move-
ment groups or communities, activists interact
forming a shared consciousness on that it means to
be in a movement. Group understandings of gen-
der inequality can influence that consciousness,
and consequentially the activist identity. For
example, part of identifying as a “feminist” is
identifying who is a part of a community or
organization and who is not, as well as coming to
have a shared sense of the change that is sought in
society (Reger, 2012). Emotions such as anger as
the result of gender inequality can also play a role
in the formation of identities (Hercus, 1999).
Shared activist or collective identities are more
than attributes of the individual but are important
elements to the group or community. For example
Leila Rupp and Taylor argue that a gendered
activist identity helped sustain the women’s
movement through the “doldrums” before its
resurgence in the late 1960s (1987, see Taylor,
1989 also). In sum, gender can play a core role in
the construction of an activist identity, shaping the
boundaries of the group or community, its conti-
nuity and its internal and external interactions.

Along with gender, other social identities also
play a role in identity development. The history
of the U.S. women’s movement is one of acti-
vism born out of an intersection of race, class and
gender, along with other identities. Much of the
historical record of the movement focuses on the
race, class and sexual identity of white,
middle-class, heterosexual women (Laughlin
et al., 2010). However, women of color, working
class women, and lesbians created identities and
organizations at the same time as white,
middle-class heterosexual women, at times
working with them and often working separately
(Roth, 2002; Thompson, 2002). Working-class
women believing that their work and family lives
were not addressed by mainstream feminism
created organizations such as the Coalition of
Labor Union Women in 1974 (Roth, 2008).
Women of color also created their own organi-
zations (Roth, 2002; Thompson, 2002). In the
1960s through the 1980s, Black women, along
with Chicana and Asian-American women, cre-
ated organizations such as The National Black
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Feminist Organization, the Mexican American
Women’s National Association, and the Pan
Asian American Women. These organizations
and groups were the site of the construction of
complex identities that integrated more than
gender. One such group, the Combahee River
Collective wrote that there was a history of Black
activists whose “sexual identity combined with
their racial identity to make their whole life sit-
uation and the focus of their political struggles
unique” (Combahee River Collective, 1978,
online). In their statement of purpose, they write:

We believe that sexual politics under patriarchy is
as pervasive in Black women’s lives as are the
politics of class and race. We also often find it
difficult to separate race from class from sex
oppression because in our lives they are most often
experienced simultaneously (1978: online).

Almost three decades later, the formation of
#BlackLivesMatter, a movement organization
with the goal of “ideological and political inter-
vention in a world where Black lives are system-
atically and intentionally targeted for demise”
echoes and adds to the call of the Combahee River
Collective. Moving beyond the incorporation of
gender, race, sexual identity and class, the foun-
ders write, Black Lives Matter affirms the lives of
Black queer and trans folks, disabled folks,
Black-undocumented folks, folks with records,
women and all Black lives along the gender
spectrum (Black Lives Matter, online). These two
organizations illustrate how applying an intersec-
tional perspective to the construction of social
movement identities reveals the complex way that
a sense of “we” is created in social movements.

Gendered Strategies and Tactics. As Stall
and Stoecker (1998) point out in their study of
community organizing models, gender can shape
how organizations and communities structure
their strategies and goals. Scholars have examined
how the strategies (i.e., overall plans to make
change) and tactics (i.e., the techniques of making
change) can be gendered in focus and action.
Organizational names are one indication of
gendered strategies and tactics. Analyzing the
contemporary anti-war movement, Kutz-
Flamenbaum (2007) argued that groups such as
Code Pink, Raging Grannies and the Missile Dick

Chicks integrate gender into their tactics ranging
from the group names to their protest perfor-
mances, and overall ideologies. She finds that
gender is used in both normative (i.e., women as
peacemakers and the use of the feminized color
pink) to non-conformative ways (i.e., the use of
phallic imagery). In the example of gendered
performance as a tactic, the body becomes an
important element as evident in the Missile Dick
Chicks with their phallic costumes and dances.
While Kutz-Flamenbaum focuses on perfor-
mance, Whittier (2012) argues that lived experi-
ences around gender shape strategies and tactics.
In her study of the child sexual abuse movement,
she notes how women activists drew on their
identities as survivors of child abuse to “come out”
and make change through these disclosures. Here
gendered identity disclosure becomes a tactic for
making change. While these examples illustrate
how femininity and the experience of being girls
and women influence strategies and tactics, mas-
culinity and the experience of being boys or men
have also been examined. Returning to McAdam
(1988), Barnett (1993) and Robnett (1997) and
their studies of the civil rights movement, it is clear
that masculinity is present in the tactics and
strategies of movement organizations, often
shaped by the sex of the leaders and the gender lens
through which they view the world.

By examining the organizational and commu-
nity level of social movements, it is evident that
gender shapes dynamics beyond the individual.
Organizational models encompass frames, identi-
ties, and strategies and tactics, all influenced by
gender. Moving beyond the individual captures
the way in which gender is a societal structure
reaching into the realm of socialmovements. I next
examine how gender is a force on social move-
ments at the societal and cultural level.

3 Gender and the Social
and Cultural Environment

Scholars argue that the external environment can
provide opportunities for the development of
social movements or it can constrain them.
Gender is a key element in society (Lorber, 1994;
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Risman, 2004), also plays a role in this dynamic.
The gendered opportunities and constraints can
occur in two ways. First is when shifts in society
influence gender norms and expectations, and
facilitate social movement organizing. The sec-
ond is the gendering of society itself and its effect
on social movements.

Gendered opportunities. The dynamics of
industrialization and urbanization are examples of
how social forces change gender relations in soci-
ety. Historians have examined how as work and
communities changed, so did women’s lives.
However, U.S. women’s movements and cam-
paigns largely did not challenge traditional gender
norms atfirst. Instead, theyemployed the rhetoric of
traditional femininity to increase women’s power,
arguing that women’s (more) moral nature should
allow them more access to society through issues
such as suffrage (Chafetz, Dworkin & Swanson,
1986; Dubois, 1978). However, the reliance on
traditional notions of femininity began to change
when women began to experience society differ-
ently (Freeman, 1975; Costain, 1992). These soci-
etal shifts were evident in the mid-20th century, as
(mostly white) women gained more access to edu-
cation and experienced a rise into a middle class
lifestyle. Using men’s lives as a reference, women
redefined what it meant to be successful and sought
rewards and opportunities outside of expected
gender norms (Friedan, 1963). Social movement
theorists call these societal shifts that facilitated
women’s activism “political opportunity struc-
tures” (Tarrow, 1989; Tilley, 1978).

Coining the term “gendered opportunity
structures,”McCammon, Campbell, Granberg and
Mowrey (2001) focus on the U.S. women’s suf-
frage movement. They investigate how suffragists
were able to gain voting rights pre-Nineteenth
Amendment through the changing societal notions
of gender and gender relations. They write:

Specifically, we posit that shifting gender relations
produced a gendered opportunity for women’s
suffrage by altering attitudes among political
decision-makers about the appropriate roles of

women in society. That is, changing gender rela-
tions altered expectations about women’s partici-
pation in the polity, and these changes in gendered
expectations increased the willingness of political
decision-makers to support suffrage (2001: 51).

McCammon and her colleagues study of U.S.
suffrage is just one example of how societal shifts
can bring opportunities for activism. However,
just as society can be open to gendered chal-
lenges; it can also be closed to them.

Gendered Constraints. Drawing on the
notion of gender as key part of all social struc-
ture, Acker (1990, 2006) detailed how gender
regimes, made up of sets of interlocking practices
and processes, can create barriers. While Acker
focused on work organizations, her concept is
also in social movement studies. For example,
Bell and Braun (2010) argue that regional
industries and environments can serve as gender
regimes and facilitate or constrain activism.
Studying environmental justice activism, they
find that men are outnumbered by women in
these movements. They argue that the interaction
between men’s gender identity and coal as an
industry constructs a hegemonic masculinity
deters their movement involvement. Women’s
identity as both “mothers” and “Appalachians,”
(e.g., regional citizens) allows for easier access to
activism. Even when women engage in activism,
the gendered political and social environment
can have a powerful pull when the organizing
stops. Adams (2002) in her study of a Chilean
shantytown examines what happens when a
movement of women declines in a strongly
patriarchal society. As the movement slowed, she
found that women activists often returned to the
traditionally gendered work and duties expected
of them and did not explore new gender norms.

In sum, gender plays a key role in social
movement activism that goes beyond the sex of
the participant. Instead, the very structure of
society can be gendered in its practices and
processes and shape the opportunities and con-
straints that inform the potential for activism.
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4 Current Theory and Future
Research

Overall, viewing social movements through the
lens of gender creates deeper understandings and
new concepts. Gender shapes the ways individ-
uals experience social movement interactions,
how communities and organizations proceed in
their social change efforts, and influences the
opportunities and constraints for movement
emergence. While adding to the study of gender,
this scholarship also advances social movement
theory. Much of the work cited was undertaken
with the goal of capturing theoretically what was
missing in scholarship. For example, many of the
works on gendered processes of movements also
make an essential contribution to an intersec-
tional perspective. Naples (1992, 1998a, 1998b)
examines low income African American and
Latina women in New York City and Philadel-
phia while Pardo (1998) examines
Mexican-American women in two dissimilar
communities and explores what it means to put
women at the center of politics. Einwohner
(1999) examines social class and both Barnett
(1993) and Robnett (1997) point to the need to
see social movement processes beyond a white,
male, and middle-class bias. In sum, while these
works illustrate the gendered nature of social
movement processes, they also advance knowl-
edge of how race-ethnicity, social class and
gender intertwine. Because of social movement
scholars and their attention to gender, we now
have concepts such a “bridge leadership,” “ac-
tivist mothering,” and “collective identities,” and
“gendered opportunity structures” that continue
to be employed in research.

However, there is still work to do. Too often,
the way gender is explored in social movements
continues to be through sex (e.g., male or female
participation) and not a more complicated notion
of gender (e.g. norms and expectations of femi-
ninity and masculinity). Untapped research-wise
are movements of mostly men that could use the
scrutiny of a gender lens. For example, move-
ments of the 1960s have been explored for how
women and gendered notion of femininity of
shaped women’s experiences. Women left the

civil rights and anti-war movements because of
their treatment by men (Evans, 1979; McAdam,
1988). However, unexamined in these cases are
the ways in which men experienced masculinity.
What did it mean to be masculine in some of
these high-risk movements? How do men police
other men’s masculinity? How do less dominant
forms of masculinity fare in movements where
hegemonic masculinity is prized?

Relatedly, scholars need to continue to look at
movements that are not explicitly gendered. The
work of Barnett (1993) and Robnett (1997) offers
exemplars for the continued examination of
gender in mixed-sex movements. So too does
Kevin Neuhouser’s research on an urban squatter
settlement in Brazil (1995). He finds that the
campaigns were not overtly gendered but that
gender dynamics shaped participation, strategies
and outcomes in a profound manner. This
research can be done by selecting aspects of
movements and examining them for the gender
dynamics. For example, how are
micro-mobilization contexts gendered and how
does that influence larger movement dynamics
such as emergence, mobilization and outcomes?

The increase in transgender visibility also
brings an opportunity to open up the definition of
gender and gendered organizations and consider
non-binary, gender fluidity, transgender, and/or
non-confirming gendered participants. Does the
struggle for transgender rights take place in
organizations that are consciously undoing the
gender binary? If gender is a key aspect of all
structures in society, what does it does it mean to
organize around the dissolving of the gender
binary? Connell (2012) argues that focusing on
transgender offers researchers a site to investigate
and expand on the gender dynamics of context,
space and time. For example, the U.S. women’s
movement is one context for the study of trans-
gender activism. Indeed, Snyder (2008) argues
that one of the key issues facing the women’s
movement is to address how transgender women
and men have complicated the category of
“woman.” This complication concerns some
feminists who are afraid that losing the category
of “woman” in a world where women as a group
still do not experience equality (Reger, 2012,
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see also Stein, 2010). Can feminist or women’s
movements exist without the idea of ‘woman’ as
a stable and defined category?

As the research on the external environment to
a movement illustrates, gender shapes opportu-
nities and constraints in organizing. As more and
more activism plays out in the virtual world,
there is an increasing need to examine the
internet as a space in which movements mobilize
and can be subject to gender regimes. Schulte
notes (2011) that current scholarship tends to see
the internet either as a space for genderless and
bodiless liberation or as a male-dominated sphere
where gender oppression is reinscribed. Broad-
ening how virtual space is understood is neces-
sary and needs additional theorizing and
research. Are there places in the digital world
that are feminine, masculine or gender neutral?
Are there spaces that are in transition or flux and
go beyond the gender binary? How do movement
activists experience that space in the processes of
movements, the organizational and community
structures, and at the societal and cultural levels?

One essential tool for the future of gender and
social movement research is the concept of
intersectionality. To see people and the move-
ments they construct through a complex,
multi-dimensional lens is to capture more ade-
quately the what, why and how of activism.
Evidence of the importance of the concept is how
contemporary feminists talk about building a
movement of diversity and inclusion, drawing on
the discourse of intersectionality. While the goal
of creating a diverse movement is there, con-
temporary feminists continue to struggle to make
this a reality (Reger, 2012). Future research could
delve more deeply into why inclusivity and
diversity, particularly around race and class,
continues to escape much of contemporary fem-
inism. One additional, and related, lens is the
employing of transnational and specifically
non-western conceptions of gender. The study of
gender in a women’s movement in India is dif-
ferent from understanding gender in a U.S.
context. The study of gender in movements must
incorporate an understanding of how it varies by
context, historical period and region. Using only

a western lens to bring gender into movements
can potentially drop out some of the most
important findings around gender’s embedded-
ness in the interactions, organizations and com-
munities, and structure of society.

In sum, since heeding the call to bring gender
into social movements, scholars have accom-
plished much. Research has flourished examining
movements, first for how women have fared, and
then using that research to go beyond sex to
probe the processes, organizational dynamics and
macro level factors that operate within and
around social movements and activists. Yet, the
call is not completely answered and there is still
so much to do.
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40Feminists Reshaping Gender

Alison Dahl Crossley and Laura K. Nelson

Abstract
The gender order is incredibly durable, and
persists relatively unchanged despite major
cultural and structural changes. Feminists,
however, have collectively mobilized to
change some aspects of the gender structure.
Over hundreds of years, participants in the
U.S. feminist movement have advanced
women’s position in the workplace, home,
and economy. Feminists have challenged
social institutions such as the nuclear family,
interpersonal relationships privileging men,
and the gender binary. Over the years, fem-
inists helped win woman suffrage, they shaped
social policy during the New Deal, they
helped win the right to birth control and safe
and accessible abortion, they raised awareness
about the harms of sexual harassment and
gendered violence, and helped draft and pass
laws around equal pay and access to work,
among other wins. Using a range of tactics,
from community-based groups, to protest and
Internet organizing, feminists have unques-
tionably improved women’s position in soci-

ety. Scholarship about feminist movements
has also pushed social movement scholarship
in new directions, emphasizing a diversity of
targets and tactics, focusing on movement
continuity over time, and foregrounding the
importance of community-building and other
extra-political activities in the maintenance
and growth of social movements. Areas for
additional research include a deeper empirical
and theoretical analysis of the intersectional
nature of feminism and more attention to the
heterogeneity of women’s experiences.
Greater methodological diversity in the study
of feminist movements would offer a more
robust understanding of the movement,
including a better grasp of the cultural and
discursive outcomes of feminist movements
and those like them.

There are few structures more durable than
gender. Gendered stereotypes, expectations, and
social practices shape nearly every facet of our
individual and collective lives. Although gender
norms are not identical across cultures, the
rigidity of the gender structure is near universal.
Social movement participants, particularly those
in feminist movements, have confronted and
changed the gender structure in an array of social
contexts. As one of the longest lasting social
movements in modern history, the many suc-
cesses and challenges of the feminist movement
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tell us not only about social movement continu-
ity, but also about the relative malleability and
durability of the gender order.

Feminists have successfully reshaped gender
in a number of spheres of American life,
including in cultural, political, and institutional
contexts. They have mobilized to change existing
structures, such as increasing gender and racial
diversity in the education, employment, and legal
sectors. Feminists have successfully reshaped
institutions such as healthcare (Sulik, 2010),
military (Katzenstein, 1998), unions (Fonow,
2003), motherhood and family (Taylor, 1996),
and education (Stombler & Padavic, 1997).
Feminists also create their own institutions and
practices. This includes establishing alternative
organizations and communities, and offline
(Taylor, 1996) and online (Crossley, 2015;
McCaughey & Ayers, 2003) support systems.
Despite many successes, feminists continue to
confront a plethora of barriers. After a period of
increasing gender equality in a number of mea-
sures, including political representation and the
wage gap, advances in gender equality have all
but stalled since the mid 1990s resulting in what
scholars call the “stalled gender revolution”
(England, 2010). Remaining inequalities are too
numerous to list here, but feminists continue to
target women’s representation in government and
policy arenas, gender segregation in educational
and occupational spheres, interpersonal and
gender-based violence, and the persistent wage
gap between men and women. Campaigns that
have recently drawn national attention include
campus anti-sexual assault activism and the
interconnectedness of race and gender in the
police brutality epidemic.

The study of how feminists have reshaped
gender has pushed the field of social movements
in new directions. Because feminists are the least
likely of all social movement participants to
target the state or use street protest tactics (Van
Dyke, Soule, & Taylor, 2004), the breadth of
their mobilization requires traditional studies of
social movements to deepen. This has included
examinations of collective identity, emotions,
movement continuity, and extra-institutional
organizing (Crossley and Taylor 2015; Reger,

2012; Taylor, 1989; Taylor & Whittier, 1992).
By exploring feminist movements, scholars have
demonstrated the importance of non-state cen-
tered mobilization and of cultural change and
tactics more broadly. This includes feminists
who target change in family, education, and
religion; through interaction, language, and the
redefinition of social practices. These analyses
indicate that social change happens in everyday
interactions, online and off, in community, and
through reshaping identity.

In this paper, we summarize the state of the-
ory and research on feminist movements, include
a discussion and critique of relevant approaches,
and conclude with comments about needed
directions for future theoretical and empirical
work.

1 Movement Continuity

Modern feminist movements have enjoyed a
continuous existence since the early 1800s. The
most enduring framework proposed to under-
stand these long-standing movements is the wave
framework, first proposed by women involved in
the women’s liberation and women’s rights
movements of the 1960s and 1970s. These
feminists believed they were part of a second
“wave” of feminist activism, building on the
work done by women in the first wave (DuBois,
1971; Evans, 1980; Firestone, 1968). This early
articulation of feminist waves has shaped subse-
quent analyses, and has persisted in the collective
feminist lexicon.

The three central waves of feminism include
the first wave woman suffrage movement, the
second wave women’s liberation and women’s
rights movement, and the third wave intersec-
tional and micro-political movements. The first
wave began in the mid-1800s and culminated in
the passage of the 19th woman suffrage amend-
ment in 1920. In addition to helping win the right
to vote, first wave feminists helped win access to
higher education institutions, they formed the
first birth control clinics in the United States,
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they won property and employment rights for
married women, and started a conversation about
social and cultural equality for women.

The second wave women’s rights and
women’s liberation movements began in the
early 1960s and culminated in a failed attempt to
pass the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). While
this movement did not win its main demand—the
ERA—they did successfully win the right to
legal abortion, they pushed the Equal Employ-
ment Opportunity Commission to take seriously
sex-based discrimination, they generated the
phrase sexual harassment and brought this con-
cept into the mainstream, they challenged the
cultural idea of women as sex objects, and they
established women’s shelters and women’s cen-
ters in cities across the U.S. (Rosen, 2000).

The third wave began in the 1990s and
incorporated a more intersectional and
micro-political approach to feminism (Reger,
2005; Walker, 1995). This wave emphasized the
heterogeneity of women’s experiences, including
lesbian and gender-queer women, and they cel-
ebrated individual expression as a form of poli-
tics (Reger, 2012). Some believe we are currently
witnessing a fourth wave, beginning in the late
2000s and persisting today (Baumgardner, 2011).
This movement has utilized online spaces to
create global conversations about gender dis-
crimination, and is challenging gender-based
violence and its intersection with the state and
the police.

While these periods were particularly dra-
matic, with surges of public protests and actions
in the name of women’s rights, feminist political
action existed before and after each of these
periods of heightened action. During the sup-
posed “doldrums” in the 1920s–1950s, feminists
played an active role in shaping the new deal and
other social legislation of this period, organiza-
tions like the League of Women Voters kept
women and women’s issues in the public eye,
and organizations like the National Woman’s
Party worked behind the scenes to keep a femi-
nist identity and community alive (Lemons,
1973; Rupp & Taylor, 1987; Ware, 1987).
Working-class feminism and union feminism
also peaked during the 1940s, the supposed

between-wave period (Cobble, 2005). After the
second wave supposedly subsided, Black femi-
nism surged, peaking in the late 1980s (Roth,
2004). In the post-1990s era, when the feminist
movement was declared officially dead, feminist
communities and feminist identities remained
strong through offline and online communities,
music and arts spaces, and institutions such as
university women’s centers, feminist businesses,
and domestic violence shelters (Reger, 2012;
Staggenborg, 1996).

As scholars uncover the myriad ways in
which feminist movements exist and persist they
have concluded, in the words of Jo Reger, that
feminism is, and has always been, everywhere
(2012). Or, feminism may be best understood as
“waveless” (Crossley, 2017). The ubiquity of
feminist movements across time, space, and
institutions has prompted scholars to shift their
attention from the differences between waves to
understanding movement continuity and
community.

Research on feminist movement continuity has
contributed a number of concepts to understand
the persistence of social movements in general
over time. Rupp and Taylor coined the phrase
abeyance structures to explain how movements
persist through inhospitable political and eco-
nomic environments (Rupp & Taylor, 1987).
These abeyance structures can be organizations,
such as the National Woman’s Party, formal
institutions such as university women’s centers,
cultural institutions such as feminist bookstores
and music festivals, and informal movement
discourses kept alive through on and offline
activist communities and networks (Staggenborg,
1996; Crossley, 2017). These abeyance structures
and those who build them work behind the scenes
during politically hostile periods, providing acti-
vist networks, goals and tactical choices, and a
collective identity to movements as they
re-engage the public as the political environment
become more open (Taylor, 1989).

Jo Reger uses the phrase overlapping gener-
ations to summarize both continuity and change
within feminist movements over time. At any one
moment, multiple generations of feminist acti-
vists co-exist and overlap. Early generations
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shape and influence later generations, but this
co-existence also produces generational conflict
that has pushed feminism in new directions
(Reger, 2012).

Continuities need not arise from direct con-
nections between waves or overlapping genera-
tions of feminists. Social movements draw on
implicit, or latent, political models and knowl-
edge as they form new organizations (Armstrong,
2002). Early iterations of movements institu-
tionalize particular ways of understanding the
world and ways of intervening and changing
social structures. This institutionalized knowl-
edge then shapes subsequent iterations of
movements as new actors build their own orga-
nizations based on these latent understandings,
even in the absence of direct transferal of
knowledge (Nelson, 2018).

As political opportunities change over time
and create climates that are more or less open to
social movements, feminist movements ebb and
flow and move in and out of the public eye.
Abeyance structures, overlapping generations,
and the institutionalization of political knowl-
edge ensure that movements never disappear, but
shift and change while also building on the
successes of the past, producing overall move-
ment continuity and growth.

2 Organizational Repertoires

The different forms of feminism over the many
decades of its existence is much broader than the
traditional “organizational repertoire” adopted by
social movement organizations in other fields.
Because women were historically blocked from
formal political institutions feminists have had to
be politically innovative, adapting nonpolitical
institutions for political purposes, including vol-
untary organizations such as women’s clubs and
the Parent Teacher Association, labor unions,
corporations, and institution auxiliaries. Each of
these forms interact with existing political insti-
tutions in different ways, producing an array of
“alternative institutions” that have provided
politically-excluded women a way to influence
the political process. These alternative

institutions are often consciously structured dif-
ferently than formal political institutions – for
example structures that are explicitly
non-hierarchical and more inclusive of those
without social and economic power—and have
thus provided new models of political organiza-
tions, expanding the organizational repertoire
available to social movements (Clemens, 1993).

This focus on nonpolitical organizational
repertoires extends to a focus on extra-political
change. From its first iteration in the 1910s, fem-
inists have used nonpolitical organizational
repertoires to focus on challenging gendered dis-
course, gendered inter-personal relationships, and
individual psychologies. Women’s isolation from
one another in nuclear families has prevented the
types of solidarities, and organizational opportu-
nities, present in other marginalized communities
by virtue of living andworking together. Feminists
have challenged this isolation by forming
women-only groups that provide spaces for
women to give a political voice to their personal,
isolated lives. These spaces allow women to make
visible common experiences they face by virtue of
their social positions, raising awareness around the
issues women collectively face as a social class.

The earliest form of this political tactic was via
“background talks” used by the feminist organi-
zation Heterodoxy, active in New York City from
the 1910s to the early 1940s. During these back-
ground talks women would discuss their child-
hood, early careers, and any challenges they faced
growing up. The women as a group would then
discuss the common experiences among different
women, linking these experiences to larger social
structures (Nelson, 2018). Women’s liberationists
active in small groups in the 1960s gave this tactic
a name: consciousness-raising. Fusing the per-
sonal and political is the nucleus of these groups
(Cassell, 1977), and they ideally involve four
steps: self-revelation, active listening, discussion
and linking between individual problems and
larger social forces, and connecting their discus-
sions to other theories of oppression (Ferree &
Hess, 1995, 71). Personal issues such as intimate
relationships, family, work, sexuality, and
housework were shared among participants, and
the realization of gender oppression in these
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groups drove much of the growth of the women’s
movement. This form of social movement orga-
nizing “offers participants the opportunity to
reframe their individual biographies in socially
and politically meaningful terms” (Taylor, 1996,
104). The goal is to change individual psycholo-
gies and in doing so, provide fodder to change
institutions. While many consciousness-raising
groups had no organizational affiliations, the
process of politicization that occurred in these
groups often led to organizational affiliations,
additional feminist activism, or the maintenance
of feminist networks (Cassell, 1977, 55). In the
contemporary period, this conversation happens
online in a global community, with Twitter
hashtags and Facebook groups that transcend
geographical boundaries (Crossley 2015).

Formal feminist organizations are also
essential to the continuity of the feminist
movement and are also a barometer of the
vitality of the movement (Ferree & Martin,
1995). Feminism, like most social movements,
does not have a central organizational structure
or homogenous ideology. Instead, feminism is
composed of organizations and communities that
are independent and heterogeneous in their
structures, tactics, and ideological frameworks.
Feminist organizations vary dramatically in their
structure and approaches, consistent with the
broad range of experiences that women have and
bring to feminist movements. Historically, fem-
inist organizations take on two forms: collective
and bureaucratic. In the 1960 and 1970s, with a
resurgence of the feminist movement more
broadly, bureaucratic and hierarchical feminist
organizations were a popular form of feminism
—with organizations such as the National
Organization for Women (NOW) and National
Abortion Rights Action League (NARAL)
becoming for many, the face of the feminist
movement (Reger, 2002). Collective organiza-
tions such as SisterSong Women of Color
Reproductive Justice Collective and Older Les-
bians Organizing for Change (OLOC) strove to
reflect the ideologies of the feminist movement,

and in theory did not reproduce the hierarchical
structures that historically silence and marginal-
ize women and people of color. These organi-
zations typically emphasized the importance of
sharing personal knowledge and experiences,
emotions, and cultivating a distinctive women’s
culture (Crossley, Taylor, Whittier, & Pelak,
2011; Rupp & Taylor, 1993; Taylor, 1996).
Feminists also create groups within larger social
movements whose participants’ express sexism
or racism, such as Occupy Wall Street, main-
taining some ideologies of the larger movement
while carving out a specific space for feminist
and anti-racist principles (Hurwitz and Taylor,
2018).

While collective and bureaucratic feminist
principles are important strands of feminist
organizations, these organizational structures
overlap and are intertwined, as decision making
in collective organizations can pose challenges,
and feminists even in hierarchical groups bring
their feminist principles and beliefs (Crossley
et al., 2011; Staggenborg, 1998; Whittier, 1995).
These feminist organizations are also central to
the creation and nurturing of feminist and
women’s culture more broadly—and operate
within the constellation of feminist community,
culture, and organization—furthering feminist
collective identities and the movement as a
whole (Crossley et al., 2011; Rupp & Taylor,
1993; Staggenborg & Lecomte, 2009; Taylor &
Whittier, 1992).

The perspective of feminism as existing and
persisting in many different forms, through dif-
ferent organizational models, and via a range of
abeyance structures, institutions, and communi-
ties, provides an expansive view of feminism and
feminist fields. Feminism is not restricted to
lobbying governments or marching in the streets.
Feminism also, if not predominantly, exists
across nonpolitical organizations and institutions
throughout society, and it is an ongoing pres-
ence, continually challenging gendered social
structures through individual change and inter-
personal interaction.
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3 Feminist Community

Feminists employ cultural tactics and target cul-
tural change, such as emphasizing movement
solidarity and community-building, more than
participants in other movements (Van Dyke
et al., 2004). In her examination of a local
women’s movement, Staggenborg (1998) devel-
ops the theory of “social movement communi-
ties,” and finds that community is central to
propelling a movement over time and through
cycles of protest. This perspective adds nuance
and a feminist perspective to the traditional
political opportunity theory, which focuses on
external forces in shaping a social movement.
Instead, gender and social movement scholars
acknowledge the dynamic relationship between
community networks and other forms of mobi-
lization. Communities create deep feminist ties
that not only nourish the participants, but then
also establish critical networks so participants are
ready for mobilization when a spurious event or
grievance occurs. Write Staggenborg and Taylor
(2005, 44): “When political campaigns mobilize,
they draw on the emotional bases and the cultural
and institutional mobilizing structures of the
movement community.” An example of this is
the feminist mobilization after the murders in Isla
Vista, CA, during which a young man killed a
number of young people stating that women were
never attracted to him. Immediately following
this event, participants in on- and offline feminist
networks mobilized in Isla Vista and around the
world to demand attention to the persistence of
sexism and violence against women. Pre-existing
feminist communities allowed for a rapid orga-
nized response.

Staggenborg and other scholars highlight how
the cultural elements of movements and inter-
personal dynamics of their participants can reveal
previously overlooked elements of the life of a
social movement (Ray, 1999; Reger, 2012;
Staggenborg, 1998). Feminist communities are a
tactic to further feminist goals, insofar as they
provide a space for the planning of feminist
mobilization and an opportunity to build net-
works. Feminist communities are also a move-
ment outcome in and of themselves, insofar as

they advance feminist solidarity in creating
spaces for women outside mainstream social
structures.

Recent research has built upon the frame-
works of offline community and analyzed online
feminist communities, such as on those facili-
tated on social media and feminist blogs (Earl &
Kimport, 2011; Nip, 2004). Similar to offline
feminist activism, a study of an Australian fem-
inist blog network (Shaw, 2012) found that the
blog network “functions to critique the ideology
of mainstream discourses at least partly in order
to change them, and participation in this com-
munity can be understood as discursive activism”
(42). Scholarship has also found that online
activism is capable of fostering the types of
interpersonal networks and communities that are
central to mobilization and movement continuity
(Crossley, 2015), providing fora for dissemina-
tion for feminist ideologies and connections to
other feminists regardless of geographical dis-
tance. Duncan (2005) found an online discussion
board fostered strong community ties: “Online
networking … provides feminists with a home
place, a protected space to return to and build a
community after working toward activist goals”
(162).

As women and feminists have less access than
men to formal political change and opportunities,
community has been critical to the movement.
An emphasis on community and cultural change
has made feminist mobilizations less visible than
movements engaging in street protest (Staggen-
borg & Taylor, 2005), resulting in the sometimes
overlooking or underestimating of the movement
and its continued vibrancy (Crossley, 2017;
Reger, 2012).

4 Institutions and Feminism

Because power is reproduced in multiple insti-
tutional arenas (Armstrong & Bernstein, 2008),
social movement actors target a variety of insti-
tutions and non-state entities (Crossley, 2015).
Although it is true that social movements gen-
erally target states and governments (McAdam,
Tarrow, & Tilly, 2001), scholars have recently
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begun to analyze the dynamics of social move-
ments inside institutions (Banaszak-Holl, Levit-
sky, & Zald, 2010; Katzenstein, 1998; Raeburn,
2004; Rojas, 2007). Particularly during periods
when the state is non-responsive to social
movement mobilization, participants may direct
their claims-making to other institutional con-
texts or “habitats” (Katzenstein, 1998). Feminists
have had a number of successes in mobilizing to
change religious denominations, universities and
their administrations, and health care institutions,
to name a few (Van Dyke et al., 2004). The
opportunities afforded by these contexts vary
over time and place, however (Armstrong &
Bernstein, 2008).

Feminism within institutions of higher edu-
cation has been critical to the continuity of the
movement, and educational institutions have
created numerous opportunities for feminist
contention and mobilization. This takes the form
of women’s studies departments, women’s cen-
ters, women-friendly policies, and feminist stu-
dent organizations. It is indicative of movement
success, because access to education was a major
goal of the women’s movement (Gelb & Palley,
1996). Institutional embeddedness has important
consequences for the transmission of feminist
knowledge and ideas, particularly evident with
student activism. Student identities and networks
foster camaraderie, energetic mobilization, and
tactical innovation unique to the student experi-
ence, as separate from established political
institutions. In large part, scholars attribute the
persistence of student mobilization to their bio-
graphical availability, or free time and flexible
schedules (McAdam, 1988; Snow et al., 1980).
However, as students face rising tuition and fees,
many of them are also employed, complicating
the biographical availability approach (Crossley,
2017). Student activism has typically been syn-
onymous with mobilization by men, and recent
attention to feminist student organizations has
shed light on them as important sites of leader-
ship skills and the teaching and learning of
feminist ideologies (Crossley, 2017), as well as
the connection between academic curricula and
activist networks (Taylor & de Laat, 2013). Just
as feminism varies by context, so does campus

feminist activism (Reger, 2012), for example
some educational institutions and their adminis-
trators nourish a feminist culture while others
attempt to stymy mobilization and community.

5 Diversity with Feminist Activism
and Research

Feminism means many things to many people.
While feminist movements have always been
diverse, inequalities between women and the
strength of social structures that prop up those
inequalities has meant that a certain type of
feminism dominates public coverage of the
movement, and subsequently much research.
This well-covered feminism is one that is com-
posed predominantly of white and
middle-to-upper class women, and one that
assumes gender universalism and the idea that all
women experience gendered oppression the same
way. To counter this hegemony, and to protest
the inequalities among women this form of
feminism reinforces, some activists actively
avoid the feminist label or modify their feminism
with additional terms such as “woman of color
feminist” or “intersectional feminist” (Crossley,
2017). Women of color, for example, proposed
the term “womanist” in the 1980s as an alterna-
tive to the term feminist, to emphasize the
alienation they felt from mainstream, white
feminism (Walker, 2003). “White feminism” has
also not fully recognized the complexity of
feminism in developing countries (Mohanty,
1984), or within gender queer and transgender
communities (Stryker, 2007). Unfortunately,
feminisms within these different communities,
and across geographic and social boundaries,
often develop in isolation from one another.

Research on feminist movements needs to
better recognize the complexity of the feminism
label, how mainstream, often white-dominated,
feminism interacts with marginalized communi-
ties, as well as how feminism coming out of
these marginalized communities challenges and
complicates accepted feminist discourses
(Mohanty, Russo, & Torres, 1991; Moraga &
Anzaldua, 1984). Recognizing the complexity of
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feminism and its meaning in different commu-
nities will require scholars to re-think the defi-
nition of feminism and what a feminist
movement entails. Moreover, research on femi-
nism could do a better job of incorporating
intersectional concerns and taking into consid-
eration the heterogeneity of women’s experi-
ences. Theoretically, social movement scholars
can benefit from a deeper engagement with crit-
ical gender, critical race, postcolonial, and queer
theory, as well as a more global approach to
feminist movements. Steps toward this is
research that brings a global and neoliberal lens
to feminist movements (e.g., Armstrong, 2013),
and research that employs a trans-rights lens
(e.g., Stryker, 2007).

Addressing these issues will also require
methodological pluralism. Research on feminist
movements typically consists of ethnographies of
one or two movements or communities (e.g.,
Reger, 2012; Staggenborg, 1996), qualitatively
following a few organizations over time (e.g.,
Rupp & Taylor, 1987), and quantitatively track-
ing single issues, such as suffrage or the jury
movement (e.g., McCammon, 2012). This
research has provided empirical knowledge and
theoretical concepts to better understand femi-
nism as a social movement and has contributed
valuable concepts and theories to social move-
ment scholarship. These methodological
approaches have limited the ability to understand
the full diversity of feminisms and feminist
activism, the relationship between feminism and
other social movements, outcomes of feminist
movements, and the relationship between femi-
nism and the gender order as a whole. Feminist
scholars should also embrace new methodologi-
cal advances in Baysian statistics, computational
and big data methods (Bail, 2014; Nelson, 2017),
lab experiments, simulations and agent-based
modeling, and large-N qualitative studies (e.g.
McAdam & Boudet, 2012). Embracing method-
ological pluralism will provide a more complete
picture of feminism and feminist activism.

6 Future Research

Substantively, outcomes of feminist movements,
the diffusion of feminism and feminist fields, and
the influence of feminism on other social move-
ments, are all areas needing future attention.
Because feminism focuses on social, cultural,
and individual change, future research should
focus on ways to operationalize and measure
these types of outcomes, and the direct or indirect
influence the feminist movement has on effecting
this change. This could be done through
large-scale, longitudinal discourse analysis and
longitudinal analyses of images, relating changes
in the wider, societal discourse to claims made by
feminists. The methods and computing power
needed to analyze discourse on a large scale
exist. The challenge is collecting longitudinal
data that can track wide-spread changes. Scholars
should focus on creating open-source, expansive,
digital repositories containing feminist literature
and movement documents, as well as more
general cultural artifacts that span histories,
countries, and communities, to begin to docu-
ment these changes.

Feminists also attempt to change individual
psychologies and the way men and women view
themselves and their relationships to one another.
Lab experiments can identify how feminist tac-
tics may change individual psychologies and
individuals’ understandings of gender and
inter-personal relationships, as well as
inter-personal practices. Larger-scale experi-
ments done through platforms such as Volunteer
Science and Mechanical Turk could supplement
smaller, more focused, lab experiments.
Large-scale experimental framing studies could
further identify how different types of movement
claims illicit different responses (e.g. Bloemraad,
Silva, & Voss, 2016). This type of methodolog-
ical pluralism will better capture
discursively-based movement outcomes.

Another outcome of feminism is its effects on
other social movements. Social movement spil-
lover has captured one aspect of this (Meyer &
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Whittier, 1994), but future research could expand
on this concept. Organized feminism today is
perhaps most evident within other social move-
ments. The Black Lives Matter movement was
started, and is led by women, and Black Lives
Matter maintains a strong program of gender
equality. Feminism has also flourished within the
Occupy Wall Street movement (Hurwitz and
Taylor, 2018). This suggests that we may even
need to abandon the idea of feminism as a
movement that can be analytically, conceptually,
and empirically separated from other issues and
movements. Social movement scholars in general
who study indigenous movements, labor move-
ments, racial and ethnic movements, and others,
should incorporate a feminist lens into their
analyses, to better understand how feminism
directly and indirectly shapes these movements,
while scholars of feminist movements should
recognize that new forms of feminism come
directly from these other social movements. This
research should intentionally blur the boundaries
between known social movement communities to
recognize the inter-penetration within. Doing so
will incorporate a much more diverse set of
actors into research on feminist movements.

The research on feminism as a social move-
ment has shown that feminism is everywhere
(Reger, 2012). This ubiquity is a sign of its
impact, but also makes it difficult to measure and
empirically study. Increased conversation
between scholars of feminist movements, social
movement scholars, race scholars and
post-colonial theorists, and gender scholars will
enable us to better address issues of outcomes,
including individual, cultural, and inter-personal
change, as well as cross-movement influence.
How do we understand the role of feminist
women in contemporary Black movements?
Indigenous movements? Post-colonial move-
ments? What does this mean for our under-
standing of feminism? How does the ubiquity of
feminist identities challenge our understanding of
gendered socialization? Unconscious bias? Gen-
dered social structures? These questions require a
holistic conversation among multiple strands of
sociological theory and methods.
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