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1
Introduction

Sarah Fenstermaker and Abigail J. Stewart

Like many academic undertakings, this volume is the result of lunch. In 
2012, hoping for a post-retirement adventure, Sarah accepted the posi-
tion of Director of the University of Michigan’s Institute for Research on 
Women and Gender, where Abby served as a founding director in the 
mid-1990s. We became close colleagues in the short five years that Sarah 
spent in Ann Arbor. At lunch in late 2017, we were anticipating Sarah’s 
return to Santa Barbara. In the hope of sustaining the relationship that 
had deepened over that short time, Sarah said, “We should do something 
together.”

We might have predicted a successful collaboration as we have many 
things in common: we were born within two weeks of each other; we 
were inhabitants of a long-ago cohort of feminist scholars who began as 
institutional tokens and as more and more women joined the academy, 
ended up contributing to the re-shaping of our disciplines and 
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institutions; we were both active in developing Women’s Studies depart-
ments and promoting multi-disciplinarity in our own research and in the 
classroom; we both had appointments in Women’s Studies as well as in 
our social science disciplines. More than that, we saw the world in much 
the same way, surprising ourselves at how quickly—and how often—we 
agreed with one another.

At our next lunch, we developed the idea of a book that would assem-
ble accomplished US feminist social science scholars to reflect on gender 
and its impact on their own research, as well as their own contributions 
to their discipline’s approach to gender. We anticipated that many of our 
contributors would comment on changes in their disciplines over time, 
often with those changes the result of new feminist sensibilities and intel-
lectual projects unimagined even a decade ago. In our volume prospectus, 
we wrote, “We imagine that each contribution will represent a unique 
‘take’ on gender, inflected both by attention to the development of gen-
der as an organizing analytic category within a discipline, and by the 
choices made in each contributor’s feminist scholarship.” Beyond that, 
we were eager to see the different ways our contributors approached their 
reflections; we believed it would be a great strength of the volume to see 
the range of ideas that would emerge from a relative lack of intellectual 
constraint.

As this volume represents a stroll through American social sciences, the 
inclusion of particular disciplines is largely self-evident. However, two 
disciplines deserve brief comment. At the University of Michigan, and 
for a long while, both history and psychology have been designated social 
sciences. At the University of California, Santa Barbara, history is 
included in the humanities and psychology in the natural sciences. We 
quickly agreed that insofar as both of these disciplinary practices privilege 
the empirical investigation of social life, they, along with their sister dis-
ciplines, should be represented in the volume. The reader will note that 
within the volume there is a diversity that is not only biographical, 
including variation in the entry of a scholar’s cohort into academic life, 
but also in the specific sub- and inter-disciplines in which many of our 
contributors locate themselves. These include Women’s Studies, American 
Studies, Disability Studies, Transgender Studies, and Middle Eastern 
Studies. Even so, social scientists all.

 S. Fenstermaker and A. J. Stewart
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It is possible that there was some mystical, “right” way to arrange the 
chapters, but we could never divine it. We only knew we didn’t want to 
simply march the reader through each social science discipline in alpha-
betical order, where first one enters anthropology, then economics, and 
on and on until one arrives at the outer reaches of sociology. We reasoned 
that this ordering would not only be tedious, but would re-inscribe the 
structure of the academy and mask the vitality and intellectual range of 
the offerings presented to the reader. Another option in ordering would 
have reflected our wish for contributors to contemplate the way in which 
cohort made a difference to their histories. But we soon discovered that 
their intellectual pathways did not map neatly onto age or generation. 
Maybe, we thought, the best way was to fall back on the alphabet and 
order the chapters that way (by author? by title?). But that seemed unnec-
essarily bureaucratic. Still, as social scientists we wanted some sort of rea-
sonable ordering. The solution? A random number table! To this, our 
readers may respond, “then why have editors?” Our thinking was that 
with this method we would constrain neither author nor reader, yet be 
present in this introduction to point out how different essays could be 
seen in relation to each other—sometimes in surprising ways.

How did we picture our readers and what they would draw from this 
volume? We first envisioned US feminist scholars who, like us, enjoy 
reading across the disciplines and draw both insight and inspiration from 
the interplay of disciplinary perspectives. Our international colleagues as 
well might find reflections by American feminists useful for comparison 
with their own evolving disciplines. We also imagined graduate students 
whose intellectual development and scholarly direction are invariably 
enhanced by multiple perspectives. Certainly, both of these groups are 
exceptionally diverse, with very real differences in their routes to particu-
lar disciplines and the scholarly passions that guide them. At the same 
time, we believe that they share an abiding interest in where American 
feminist social science has been and what the future holds for it. If we are 
right, we think readers will want to “pair” or link chapters across disci-
pline, topic, and age cohort for complementary insights into specific 
empirical questions. Of course, we hope that some faculty may be inter-
ested in assigning some or all of these chapters to their students, and we 
know they will have a range of purposes in mind. But some of the 

1 Introduction 
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directions we offer can also serve as strategies for organizing material for 
teaching and student reflection. Therefore, we suggest some alternative 
ways to read, some themes we noticed as frequently discussed, and some 
that received sustained attention in an individual chapter, but much less 
cross-chapter treatment.

We note first that each essay in this volume takes up an individual 
feminist scholar’s intellectual journey in her own voice and in her own 
way. In that sense, they are compellingly different from one another. One 
could certainly read them, as we did initially, as remarkable narratives of 
the history of a single person’s pathway both in a discipline and in rela-
tion to interdisciplinary feminist scholarship. In that way, they prove 
powerful reading. Alternatively (or in addition), highly idiosyncratic 
comparisons could be made of any two accounts, focusing on aspects of 
intellectual development and influence.

Another way to read the chapters would be to choose the ones written 
by authors from a single graduate cohort; our authors’ doctoral training 
occurred in five different decades, beginning with the 1960s (Kessler- 
Harris from history and Martin from sociology) and ending in the 2000s 
(Coffman-Rosen from psychology). For the remaining decades, our 
authors come from a range of fields: for the 1970s, we have Hawkesworth, 
Ortner, Sapiro, and Shields; for the 1980s, Inhorn, Jacobsen, and Nelson; 
and for the 1990s, Cole, Enke, Feldstein, Hancock Alfaro, and Ostrove. 
To some degree, preoccupations may reflect the shifting state of disci-
plines and the emergence of interdisciplines in those decades, but as we 
will see when we look at major themes, most themes these authors take 
up cross-cut the decades of graduate education. We note that the single 
coauthored chapter, by Coffman-Rosen and Ostrove, includes accounts 
of each of their pathways and reflects experiences that differed in many 
ways, including their doctoral cohorts.

Perhaps a more fruitful set of juxtapositions involves chapters that 
address a particular theme that has been a core focus of feminist scholar-
ship across these decades. For example, authors of at least five chapters 
were preoccupied with issues of activism directed at institutional change. 
Such concerns are central to both Hawkesworth’s and Jacobsen’s chapters, 
as well as those of Kessler-Harris, Nelson, and Martin. The last three 
discuss lawsuits undertaken to challenge the status quo, with the hope of 

 S. Fenstermaker and A. J. Stewart
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institutional transformation. A related preoccupation across many chap-
ters is the role of feminist organizing within disciplinary professional 
societies (Sapiro, Jacobsen, and Nelson), in interdisciplinary professional 
societies (Jacobsen, Kessler-Harris, Martin, Nelson, and Sapiro), and in 
feminist professional organizations (Coffman-Rosen and Ostrove, 
Jacobsen, Kessler-Harris, Martin, Nelson, and Sapiro). Clearly, an activ-
ist focus in organizations and institutions has persisted across time as a 
reflection of those social science disciplinary practitioners who press 
for change.

It is perhaps unsurprising that several authors take up the issue of 
interdisciplinarity as it has shaped their own work, but we believe readers 
may find it useful to consider the different forms that process has taken. 
It comes up as broadening the range of intellectual influences on scholar-
ship, as well as occasionally being a disappointment. The chapters that 
take up this issue most centrally include those of scholars from psychol-
ogy, political science, history, and economics (by Coffman-Rosen and 
Ostrove, Cole, Enke, Feldstein, Hancock Alfaro, Nelson, Sapiro, and 
Shields).

More topical themes also arise across chapters and might be considered 
both simply in terms of the individual accounts or in terms of disciplin-
ary contrasts. Themes of power and masculinities are among the most 
enduring concerns of feminist scholars, and both are well represented in 
this volume. Consideration of power and power relations is taken up in 
depth by anthropologist Ortner, organizational sociologist Martin, and 
three scholars who began in political science: Hancock Alfaro, 
Hawkesworth, and Sapiro. Masculinities (which also index power rela-
tions) are discussed by anthropologists Inhorn and Ortner, organizational 
sociologist Martin, economist Nelson, and historian Kessler-Harris.

Finally, intersectionality is discussed in many papers as a central theo-
retical perspective. It is the main topic of Cole’s and Hancock Alfaro’s 
chapters. It is also an explicit central concern (with varying structural 
referents—often race and gender, but also disabilities, gender, and eth-
nicity) in the essays by Coffman-Rosen and Ostrove, Feldstein, Kessler- 
Harris, Ortner, and Shields. More implicitly, Enke takes the issue up in 
discussing race and gender, as does Inhorn in terms of the experience of 
gender within some Muslim communities.

1 Introduction 



6

A few more themes of intense concern to feminist theorists were each 
addressed by authors. For example, three of our authors focused centrally 
on labor, including on housework as labor; this included both of our 
economists (Jacobsen and Nelson), as well as historian Kessler-Harris. 
Three also took up issues of gender similarities as well as gender differ-
ences from the perspective of three different fields: political science 
(Sapiro), economics (Nelson), and psychology (Shields). Four addressed 
issues of motherhood and reproduction in very different ways and con-
texts: Feldstein, Kessler-Harris, Inhorn, and Nelson. Four more included 
a focus on sexual harassment: Hawkesworth, Kessler-Harris, Martin, and 
Shields. Finally, three included focused attention to sexualities (Coffman- 
Rosen and Ostrove, Enke, and Kessler-Harris).

Five very important themes were taken up in detail in only one chapter 
each. These include class (Kessler-Harris), disabilities (Coffman-Rosen 
and Ostrove), religion (Inhorn), immigration (Kessler-Harris), and trans 
experiences (Enke). We note that some of these issues are emergent in the 
more recent decades and will likely characterize more scholars’ focused 
attention in the decades ahead, but some have been relatively long-term 
preoccupations of at least some feminist scholars, but never center stage 
for many. We are very happy they are part of this volume, showcasing 
some brilliant contributions in these areas that should encourage more.

One other detail is not quite a theme, but might attract some readers’ 
interest. All of our authors refer to important contemporary scholars’ 
impact on their work. In addition, nearly all of our authors mention the 
influence of one or another foundational thinker on them and/or on the 
field; this kind of reference came up regardless of doctoral cohort. It is 
perhaps unsurprising that Sapiro’s chapter on political theory mentioned 
Mary Wollstonecraft and John Stuart Mill, but our economists (Nelson 
and Jacobsen) mentioned many thinkers across disciplines: Mary Daly, 
Mary Hartmann, Helene Cixoux, and Virginia Sapiro. Equally, Hancock 
Alfaro, who defines herself as truly interdisciplinary, discusses nineteenth- 
century theorist Maria Stewart, and early work by historian Joan Scott, 
political scientist Mary Hawkesworth, and bell hooks, among others. In 
other cross-disciplinary references, Hawkesworth discusses legal scholar 
Catherine Mackinnon, and Martin cites the work of Harvard Business 
School researcher Rosabeth Moss Kanter. Many authors mention early 

 S. Fenstermaker and A. J. Stewart
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disciplinary predecessors. Jacobsen and Nelson mention economists such 
as Myra Strober, Barbara Bergmann, Marianne Ferber, Nancy Folbre, 
and Francine Blau; anthropologist Ortner discusses Mary Douglas. Our 
historians mention the impact of earlier historians: Feldstein describes 
the influence of Jacqueline Jones; Kessler-Harris outlines Gerda Lerner’s; 
and Enke discusses Elizabeth R. Kennedy’s. Sociologist Martin discusses 
Joan Acker and Raewyn Connell, and psychologist Shields reviews the 
impact of Sandra Bem, Kay Deaux, Brenda Major, Alice Eagly, Mary 
Parlee, and Janet Hyde. Some authors discuss or mention the same think-
ers (e.g., Hancock Alfaro and Ortner both mention DuBois, and Jacobson 
and Nelson both mentioned Strober). Psychologists Coffman-Rosen and 
Ostrove mention “previous transgressive scholars” and some refer to 
influential activist/writers (Enke on Madeline Davis and Leslie Feinberg). 
We believe these references are more than obligatory nods to past think-
ers but reflect a shared sense of the importance of recognizing at least 
some of the work that enabled one’s own.

We should note what we did not intend with this volume as well. We 
did not intend it to serve as a comprehensive account of developments in 
feminist scholarship within the social sciences, or in any particular social 
science field, over five decades. We did not intend it to “cover” all impor-
tant feminist scholars’ contributions within or across fields, to reflect the 
most important ones, or to serve as a guide to the field of women and 
gender studies from the perspective of the social sciences. We hope and 
believe the volume offers material that can contribute to others’ efforts to 
accomplish any or all of those scholarly projects, but they were not our 
goals, nor does it achieve them. Instead, we hope these essays are food for 
thought: thought about the contours of feminist social scientists’ careers 
in this long period; thought about the different preoccupations of femi-
nist social scientists and the approaches they have taken to studying them; 
thought about the contributions of feminist social scientists to the inter-
disciplinary field of women and gender studies; and thought about the 
impact interdisciplinary feminist scholarship has had on social science 
fields and scholars. We have learned a great deal from each essay and from 
thinking about them in various combinations and contrasts; we hope our 
readers will too.

1 Introduction 
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Our work on the volume was begun when we went our separate 
ways—Abby in Ann Arbor and Sarah back to Santa Barbara. However, a 
number of people helped greatly in the volume’s development. The vol-
ume was supported by the work of Terrence Crimes, Tammy Culler, and 
Nicole Perry at the University of Michigan’s Institute for Research on 
Women and Gender. Tim Stewart-Winter was of great help in the sugges-
tion of prospective contributors, and David Winter in supporting our 
work together in Albuquerque, and in locating a random numbers table!

Happily, what we imagined at lunch is realized here. We are gratified 
by the overwhelming response of those invited to submit a chapter, the 
final roster of our colleagues who participated in the project, and the 
varied approaches and commentary their chapters offer. It is our con-
tributors who made the volume a satisfying intellectual adventure, and 
we are grateful to have found this way to sustain our friendship.

Sarah Fenstermaker is Research Professor Emerita at the University of 
California, Santa Barbara, and former Director of the University of Michigan’s 
Institute for Research on Women and Gender. Fenstermaker’s research on 
domestic labor and the workings of gender, race, and class has resulted in numer-
ous publications, most notably The Gender Factory: The Apportionment of Work 
in American Households, Doing Gender, Doing Difference: Inequality, Power, and 
Institutional Change (with C.  West) and Sociologists Backstage: Answers to 10 
Questions about What They Do (with N. Jones). Her most recent research (with 
V. Jenness) examines the accomplishment of gender and sexuality among trans-
gender inmates in the California men’s prison system.

Abigail J. Stewart is Sandra Schwartz Tangri Distinguished University Professor 
of Psychology and Women’s Studies at UM.  Recent books include her co-
authored book with Virginia Valian, An Inclusive Academy: Achieving Diversity 
and Excellence (MIT Press, 2018), a special issue of the Journal of Social Issues 
co-edited with Andrea Hunter on The social past in the personal present: Psychology, 
history and social justice (2015, volume 71(2)), and many journal articles and 
book chapters. Her research focuses on academic and life experiences related to 
race, class, and gender and on political attitudes and activism.

 S. Fenstermaker and A. J. Stewart
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2
Opening Doors for the Insurgent

Elizabeth R. Cole

In the past 30 years, intersectionality has developed from its inception as 
a conceptual tool based in critical race and feminist theories to play a vis-
ible and powerful role in the progressive social movements of the twenty- 
first century (Gordon 2016). During the same period, it has traveled 
across the academy where it has been taken up in disciplines including 
the social sciences (Bilge 2013). In the course of this journey to academia, 
an implicit divide has opened between the disciplines and the interdisci-
plines (e.g., women’s and gender studies, ethnic studies) in the ways that 
scholars deploy intersectionality frameworks in research. This tension is 
captured by the distinction Cho et al. (2013) make between projects that 
“formalize the methodological or theoretical foundations of intersection-
ality within disciplines and to extend their reach within disciplines by 
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building from the ground of empirical research out” (792) and projects 
they call insurgent, in which “scholars strike out in the margins of their 
disciplines and are often skeptical about the possibility of integrating 
mainstream methods and theories into intersectional research” (793).

Of course, this divide is not value-neutral. If the disciplinary mainstream 
considers the approaches of feminist scholars who invoke intersectionality 
while using conventional framings and methods as more rigorous or higher 
quality, that is, as “good” intersectionality, there’s a risk that intersectional-
ity’s travel to the disciplines ultimately marginalizes other approaches, 
including approaches that are arguably more congruent with intersection-
ality’s commitment to social justice or what May terms antisubordination 
(2015, 229). The consequences of this differential valuation are not only 
academic but pose tangible, material costs in terms of publication, hiring, 
promotion, and merit evaluation for scholars who choose methods that are 
less legible in the disciplines. In this chapter, I discuss the historical contexts 
that gave rise to the tension between disciplinary intersectionality and more 
insurgent approaches in order to explore the question of what’s at stake for 
feminist social science if intersectionality travels to the social sciences pri-
marily through the former. I consider how those of us who practice the 
type of intersectionality that is deemed legitimate within the disciplines can 
use our privilege to open the door for the insurgent. Along the way, I reflect 
critically on my own experiences in navigating this tension.

 Intersectionality Travels to the Disciplines

Critical legal theorist Kimberle Crenshaw coined the term intersectional-
ity (1989) as part of a synthesis and elaboration of decades of writing by 
women of color “advance[ing] the idea that systems of oppression—
namely, racism, classism, sexism, and heterosexism—worked together to 
create a set of social conditions under which [B]lack women and other 
women of color lived and labored, always in a kind of invisible but ever- 
present social jeopardy” (Cooper 2016). May describes intersectionality 
as “an analytical and political orientation” that “approaches lived identi-
ties as interlaced and systems of oppression as enmeshed and mutually 
reinforcing” (2016, 3). Importantly, it was not conceptualized primarily 
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as an analytic for academics. Rather, it is a tool for creating social change: 
“Developed in the context of struggles for social justice, intersectionality 
offers a means to question and to challenge dominant logics, to further 
antisubordination efforts, and to forge collective models for social trans-
formations that do not replicate or reinforce the inequalities, erasures, 
and distortions animated and buttressed by either/or logics” (4).

Intersectionality has become a buzzword (Davis 2008) and a viral the-
ory (Bartlett 2017), and the proliferation of papers attesting to its travel 
into the disciplines gives an indication of how broadly it has been taken 
up (e.g., Carbado et al. 2013; Else-Quest and Hyde 2016; Lewis 2013; 
Salem 2018). At the same time, there is little reason to believe that inter-
sectionality’s travels in academic psychology have been either broad or 
deep. As evidence, Cortina et al. (2012) conducted a content analysis of 
specialty journals focused on race and gender. Most scholars of intersec-
tionality would agree that simply including these categories does not 
mean that the research is using an intersectionality framework. 
Nevertheless, even based on this very low bar for inclusion, they found 
that articles published in gender-focused journals rarely theorized race 
(between 1–21%,) and research in race/ethnicity-focused journals rarely 
theorized gender (2–16%). More recently, a content analysis of articles 
published in two major journals in counseling psychology (Shin et  al. 
2017) found that only 40 articles out of over 6700 published since 1979 
met minimal criteria defining intersectionality (<1%). What’s more, the 
majority of these papers (70%) used intersectionality in ways the research-
ers coded as “weak,” that is, they investigated experiences of populations 
representing multiple identities without considering how these locations 
represented systems of inequality that mutually define and support each 
other. Thus, the available evidence suggests that the extent to which this 
analytic framework has meaningfully traveled has been overstated, at 
least within psychology. But exaggeration of the acceptance and perva-
siveness of intersectionality poses a risk that skeptics and critics can dis-
miss the concept without any substantive engagement with it (see 
Kimberlé Crenshaw quoted in Bartlett 2017), what Carastathis (2016) 
has termed “intersectionality fatigue” (12).

While it is important to preface this discussion with an acknowledge-
ment that intersectionality has made limited inroads into academic 
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psychology, it’s also the case that in the past ten years there has been a 
surge of publications in psychology that either address how intersection-
ality can best be deployed in research in psychology or invoke intersec-
tionality to frame their empirical investigation, most often of populations 
that are marginalized in some way(s) (see Shin et al. 2017). Intersectionality 
is fundamentally a disruptor and a tool for change. As Warner, Settles, 
and Shields note, “applications of intersectionality, at their best, disman-
tle dominant knowledge production by employing subversive methods 
and asking subversive questions” (2016, 173). In contrast, the very notion 
of a discipline, with its norms, compliance, gatekeeping, and enforce-
ment, threatens the integrity of the concept of intersectionality, 
“import[ing] a range of assumptions and truth claims that sometimes 
contribute to the very erasures to which intersectionality draws attention” 
(Cho et al. 2013, 793). For example, Cole and Sabik (2009) discussed 
how often-cited findings that Black women have greater body satisfaction 
compared to White women are based on responses to validated scales 
comprised of items that primarily tap White women’s normative con-
cerns (e.g., thinness), rather than Black women’s (e.g., hair, skin tone); in 
practice, norms for scale validation have not required attention to diver-
sity at the level of item generation. Thus, the well-established conven-
tions in the social sciences, particularly the value placed on the 
conventional application of established methods (Tomlinson 2013) and 
parsimony (May 2015; Warner et al. 2016) work against intersectionali-
ty’s emphasis on complexity and disruption.

For example, null hypothesis testing in experimental methods involves 
making comparisons to determine whether there are differences between 
groups. Perhaps unintentionally, “research framed by this approach can 
be used to confirm the belief in the essential difference between the 
groups, particularly when criteria for group membership have not been 
clearly rationalized a priori” (Cole 2008, 451). The reliance of psychology 
and other social sciences on null hypothesis testing both supports assump-
tions about the homogeneity within groups (Cole 2008) and obscures 
the ways “social categories … reflect … what individuals, institutions, 
and cultures do, rather than simply as characteristics of individuals” (Cole 
2009, 175). Thus, to argue that status quo disciplinary practices can 
undergird intersectional investigations, as I have (Cole 2009), raises the 
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possibility of inadvertently endorsing projects that flatten intersectional-
ity (Fine, quoted in Guidroz and Berger 2009), reducing social categories 
to demographic descriptors and intersectionality itself to a hypothesis to 
be tested by comparing group means.

As intersectionality travels, a fundamental problem arises because the 
aims and values of intersectionality are not seamlessly congruent with 
those of the disciplines. Intersectionality’s foundational commitment to 
antisubordination puts it at odds with disciplinary goals of a value- neutral 
science, and disciplinary investments in positivism, replication, and the 
emphasis on measurement cut against the grain of intersectionality’s 
dogged focus on historical context and the instability of social categories 
(May 2015). At its core, intersectionality is a critique of the ways that 
conventional understandings of social categories both justify and obscure 
inequality. In contrast, Bilge (2013) warns against a disciplinary feminism, 
that prioritizes conforming to conventional norms and institutions of 
knowledge production over questioning or creating change to those 
structures. Disciplinary feminism, she argues, “participates in institu-
tional (mis)appropriation and attendant depoliticization of both interdis-
ciplinarity and intersectionality” (409). The risk when intersectionality 
travels to the disciplines is that it become depoliticized and subject to 
what Tomlinson (2013) calls the “rhetorics of regulation.” These dis-
courses “propose increasing the precision of an unruly intersectionality 
by privileging positivist research methods and standards that may be at 
odds with and undermine intersectionality’s ability to provide radical cri-
tiques of power” (1002). Thus, as May argues, attempts to bring intersec-
tionality to the disciplines always threaten to “disappear intersectionality 
and render it unknowable (on intersectional terms)” (143), that is, to 
distort it into forms in which it may not be recognizable (Cole 2015). In 
the worst case, when intersectionality gets assimilated, or even appropri-
ated, into dominant, disciplinary frameworks, it could perversely be used 
to critique or even suppress the possibilities of challenging and transfor-
mational scholarship.
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 Disciplining Intersectionality

The misuse, distortion, and even appropriation of intersectionality have 
become so common that Alexander-Floyd proposed as a solution that 
intersectionality “must be properly understood as the purview of research-
ers investigating women of color” (2012, 19), and she called for a re- 
centering of the voices of women of color in intersectionality scholarship. 
Hancock (2016) acknowledged the same problem, but suggested that 
rather than understanding intersectionality as the intellectual property of 
women of color, it was more accurately framed as a meme, “a unit of 
cultural transmission” (18) that circulates through translation. In response 
to this debate, I suggested in a conference paper that although in this age 
of commodification and neoliberalism it is natural to think of intersec-
tionality in terms of intellectual property, that framing implies a logic of 
scholars and activists as consumers (Cole 2015). As an alternative, I sug-
gested we think about our engagements with the concept of intersection-
ality in terms of stewardship, which implies service and care (see Hancock 
2016 and Moradi and Grzanka 2017 who further developed this con-
cept). Intersectionality is a conceptual tool developed by scholars and 
activists to understand inequality and bring about social justice, particu-
larly for individuals marginalized by race and gender. Responsible stew-
ardship means that those claiming to work within this framework have a 
duty to read the foundational sources and act with fidelity to those com-
mitments. Stewardship does not require any kind of purity test or imply 
a fundamentalism.

For over a decade, I have used my scholarship to articulate the neces-
sity and benefits of bringing intersectionality frameworks to research in 
psychology and to draw guidelines to frame how we can do so while 
maintaining fidelity to the complexity of the original sources. But I have 
been continually mindful of the risks that disciplinarity poses for inter-
sectionality’s social justice mission, and at times I’ve been uneasy about 
the professional success I have experienced by virtue of choosing this 
approach. Even as I have been deeply gratified to watch the proliferation 
of citations to intersectionality within psychology over the past ten years, 
I have worried that the term has been invoked much more often than the 
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concept has been substantively engaged or that it has become, in Gordon’s 
terms, “a signal, even a signature” (2016, 352). In this growing literature, 
there is a marked lack of what Shin et  al. (2017) call “transformative 
intersectionality,” that is, not only a consideration of “the role of multiple 
social identities and interlocking systems of oppression” but also a con-
sideration of how psychologists can “engage in social justice action to 
dismantle systems of power and privilege” (464).

Cho et al. (2013) anticipated this struggle, observing that “efforts to 
‘discipline’ intersectionality within established research practice can 
sometimes proceed along lines that suggest that its insurgent dimensions 
constitute an unruliness that undermines its utility and future develop-
ment” (793). Tomlinson (2013) named the stakes more pointedly, argu-
ing that “claims about proper methods are connected to power and always 
political” (1002). For these reasons, I am kept up at night by questions 
about the extent to which the diffusion of intersectionality into the disci-
pline of psychology has come at the expense of truly transformative 
insurgent scholarship, and what role my own work may have played in 
that tradeoff. Indeed, I have been described as both a key author in the 
disciplinary strain of intersectionality studies (Cho et al. 2013), and else-
where as representing the insurgent flank (Rutherford and Davidson 
2019). I suspect that these views say more about the disciplinary perspec-
tives of the authors than they do about my own work.

Because of my commitment to responsible stewardship of intersec-
tionality, it’s worth considering how my own efforts to advance intersec-
tionality within empirical social science may have contributed to a 
dynamic of pitting a version of intersectionality that has the imprimatur 
of the discipline, that is, scholarship that does not threaten disciplinary 
norms, against a more interdisciplinary, methodologically daring, and 
explicitly political intersectionality. This dynamic comes into clearer view 
when framed in the historical context of social justice organizing.

It is unusual for psychologists to reflect on the impact of historical 
context on the intellectual trajectories of our scholarship and teaching 
(see Eagly et al. 2012 for an exception). Grzanka (2019) did just this, in 
an exploration of the ways that disciplinary norms constrain psychology’s 
capacity to address questions concerning social justice. He began by con-
sidering the examples of Angela Davis and the HIV/AIDS activist 
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organization ACT UP to demonstrate how popular understandings of 
social justice movements can change over time. In these examples, repre-
sentations of actors and movements that were viewed by their contempo-
raries as radical, disruptive, and even dangerous with time became 
idealized, depoliticized, and sometimes commodified in the collective 
historical memory. Not only does this kind of transformation blunt our 
capacity to understand the significance, lasting importance, and impact 
of social justice movements, it simultaneously conceals the ways current 
perceptions of “good” and “bad” actors stigmatize and exclude activists 
and ideologies that emerge from outside the mainstream and push for 
real change. Grzanka used this observation to reflect on the ways that 
practices psychologists widely understand as “good” (e.g., pursuit of 
objectivity, use of citation networks of mainstream psychologists to 
ground research, and research programs driven by paradigms rather than 
following social problems) normalize the value that scholars working in 
the mainstream of disciplines place on the most conservative theoretical 
and methodological approaches. These approaches privilege maintenance 
of the disciplinary status quo over social justice work.

Here I borrow from Grzanka’s distinction between “good” and “bad” 
psychologists to consider how the disciplinary uptake of intersectionality 
may be producing a similarly fraught contrast between a disciplinary 
view of “good” and “bad” intersectionality. Paradoxically, intersectional-
ity that is viewed as “good” from a disciplinary standpoint is often weak 
intersectionality, that is, “drawing from the theory of intersectionality 
with the intention of examining multiple identities without a thorough 
exploration of multiple, interlocking, and mutually constructive systems 
of oppression” (Shin et al. 2017, 464). Consequently, it rarely challenges 
or complicates conceptualizations of identities beyond the demographic. 
It is empirical, operationalized in terms of quantitative methods, and not 
explicitly political. Because of the reliance on null hypothesis testing, it is 
frequently comparative and primarily concerned with between-group 
differences rather than heterogeneity within groups or even similarity 
across identity groups (Cole 2008, 2009).

In contrast, from a disciplinary perspective, “bad” intersectionality is 
transformative (Shin et al. 2017), concerned with the structural aspects 
of the social categories that define identity (e.g., Bowleg’s often cited 
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article rejecting single axis framing of Black lesbian identity [2008]). It 
may deploy unconventional methods, including thick description, use of 
samples that are not generalizable (e.g., participants in a specific social 
movement, see White’s study of Black anti-rape activists (2001) or my 
2008 paper reflecting on insight from activists’ narratives to make recom-
mendations about research practices), or participatory action research. It 
may be a deeply interdisciplinary (e.g., Settles et al.’s 2019 work on epis-
temic invisibility of faculty of color, which resulted from collaboration 
between psychologists and a philosopher), even to such an extent that 
disciplinary readers conclude “it’s not psychology” (Shields 2008, 305). 
Most importantly, it is explicitly aimed at social justice. In these ways, 
intersectionality that the discipline would view as “bad” disregards, even 
challenges, many of the disciplinary values and assumptions of psychol-
ogy; it is hardly surprising that scholarship of this type is rarely found in 
mainstream journals.

 A Moment of Reflexivity: On Being a Gen X 
Black Feminist

As I’ve been considering whether (and how) my work to bring intersec-
tionality frameworks to the practice of psychology has contributed to a 
dynamic that privileges a disciplined and depoliticized version of inter-
sectionality, it has been helpful to take the long, generational view and 
reflect on my own place in the timeline of Black feminist thought and the 
intellectual genealogy of intersectionality.

Generational questions should come easily to me: my dissertation, that 
is, my first major piece of scholarship (Cole 1994), explored the genera-
tional impact of student activism on women who participated in the late 
1960s and early 1970s, with attention to the ways the later life impact of 
that experience was different for African American and White women 
(Cole and Stewart 1996). I was trained as a clinical and personality psy-
chologist, and at the time I undertook the project, I was frustrated by my 
discipline’s insistence on understanding people as autonomous individu-
als located outside social structure and historical context. The study was 
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guided by Stewart and Healy’s (1989) observation that historically impor-
tant events experienced in young adulthood, the time of identity forma-
tion, will be relevant to midlife efforts to create a lasting legacy for future 
generations. At the time, I was riveted by an almost cinematic idea of an 
individual’s life story rubbing up against history in transformational 
ways. A person with aspirations sets off on her way, and irresistible social 
and historical forces reorient her, or even call her to move in a direction 
that perhaps she never before imagined. What is the impact of that 
encounter? What does that mean for the rest of her life and how she will 
understand it? We surveyed women who came of age during the campus 
protest movements of the 1960s at midlife, in their late 40s, asking them 
to reflect on their choices and their enduring commitments. So many 
themes from this first work have resonated in the writing I’ve done across 
my career, particularly my investment in understanding individuals in 
social and historical context. And yet, ironically, it is only recently that I 
have begun to reflect on the impact of my own generational position on 
my life’s work.

Because I came of academic age as a scholar in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, I got to read foundational texts in Black women’s studies at the 
time they appeared, including Paula Giddings’ When and Where I Enter 
(1984), which I encountered in Cheryl Gilkes’ undergraduate seminar at 
Boston University, and Patricia Hill Collins’ Black Feminist Thought 
(1990), which we read in Nesha Haniff’s graduate seminar at the 
University of Michigan. These books fundamentally shaped my intellec-
tual landscape and provided frameworks that continue to influence my 
work. It was my good fortune that my personal development coincided 
with the flowering of academic Black feminism (contra attempts to frame 
the history of feminist movements within the conventional wave model 
[Thompson 2002]). These books provided guidance and inspiration and 
showed me how to imagine myself in a career in the academy with work 
worth doing. Upon earning tenure in 1999, I took a new position in two 
interdisciplinary units which demanded a complete rethinking (and 
retheorizing) of my reading and teaching, and I began some projects 
stretching and even transcending the disciplinary norms in which I’d 
been trained. In these ways, my own academic trajectory coincided with 
the development of intersectionality studies such that I was positioned to 
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write one of the first articles aiming to articulate the necessity of intersec-
tionality frameworks for psychology (Cole 2009; see also Shields 2008). 
To be clear, this is my own intellectual work; I chose this path and it 
demanded my sustained effort and best thinking (together with the wise 
counsel of colleagues and mentors) over many years. But today, looking 
from the perspective of the rearview mirror, I am beginning to see how 
my life rubbed up against intellectual history to make this work possible, 
and more importantly, to shape the forms it took.

Comments made by Brittney Cooper on Facebook (and for which she 
gave consent to be quoted) helped me think about the context and con-
straints facing Generation X Black women as public actors in highly 
institutionalized and exclusionary settings. In a post in late 2019, Cooper 
pushed back on some of the commentary about the demise of Kamala 
Harris’s 2020 presidential campaign by locating her career in genera-
tional terms:

How do y’all think the generation of Black women who came of age during 
the heyday of [the welfare queen stereotype in the 70s] responded to it[?] 
[B]y becoming hyper professional and casting themselves as everything 
that particular narrative wasn’t. That’s the political environment that shapes 
a Kamala Harris and her entrance into U.S. politics. And we can speed past 
respectable Black womanhood as problematic all we want to, but we don’t 
have any problems with those sisters when they are making it easier for us 
to navigate in the institutions that shape our daily lives. But we are quick 
to act above them, when they take those skills and try to lead on a broader 
scale. … Not saying Kamala could not have been more progressive. I’m 
saying she represents a type of Black womanhood that many of us were 
socialized to become, and that a lot of folks younger than us have the lux-
ury of decrying as insufficient and unwoke, while being beneficiaries of the 
hits those Black women took. … This is not an apologia for Kamala. She 
wasn’t my choice. This is me asking for the opportunity to nuance some of 
this shit, and to resist the desire to be like ‘good riddance, she wasn’t bout 
shit.’ Cuz anytime people do that to Black women, a second look is 
*always* required. (Cooper 2019)

Kamala Harris is only the second African American woman ever to be 
elected to the US Senate. As a generational path-breaker, Harris had to 
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meet and even exceed standard expectations for achievement and respect-
able conduct. She held highly conventional roles in government (District 
Attorney of San Francisco and Attorney General of California) before her 
election. These choices positioned her to hold an extraordinary level of 
visibility and influence, which were on full display when she grilled Brett 
Kavanaugh during his Supreme Court confirmation hearings (to the 
delight of progressives, as Cooper observes elsewhere in the same post). 
But even as some critics might see her path as a prosecutor as disqualify-
ing for a progressive candidate, given the constraints of her time, it may 
have been one of the few paths that could lead a Black woman to enter 
the door of the US Senate. Cooper’s observations highlight the double-
bind Harris faced as a Black woman attempting to lead for change while 
playing on the terms of the mainstream. Those who judge her record 
without acknowledging that double-bind disregard the important ways 
she used her position to create institutional change to open the door for 
those coming after her.

Reading Cooper’s post as I worked on this chapter, I felt a strong reso-
nance with Harris’s story. I am the same age as Harris, and through a 
series of conventional professional choices, my career trajectory put me at 
the right place at the optimal time to attempt my own kind of first: to 
write a major essay about intersectionality and place it in a widely read, 
mainstream psychology journal (Cole 2009). I was familiar with the 
important literature of women of color feminisms, and recently tenured 
at a major research university. At the time I started writing that manu-
script, McCall’s influential paper had recently appeared in Signs (2005); 
hers was essentially a disciplinary argument for empirical social science 
(and has been critiqued as such, see Alexander-Floyd 2012), but her audi-
ence was women’s studies scholars. I was motivated to speak directly to 
my disciplinary peers to create opportunities for other psychologists 
committed to social justice, both by bringing attention to the concept of 
intersectionality in the discipline, and more importantly, by creating a 
citation for scholars using intersectionality frameworks that would confer 
legitimacy. At the same time, the moment placed some constraints on 
how that work could look, and my chosen outlet for publication came at 
a cost. I had to write it for a readership of psychologists, many of whom 
had never heard the word intersectionality, which meant meeting them 
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on their disciplinary terms. The chosen audience of editors and reviewers 
shaped how the final essay looked, both by making it clearer, tightening 
the argument, but also by reining in some of the more controversial posi-
tions I’d taken in the original draft.

Like the double-bind faced by Harris, the cost of admission to the 
mainstream at the time that I entered it engendered some of the limita-
tions I can see in the article today. And perhaps as a result of the work 
that scholars of my generation did at that time, those who attempt to 
place research framed by intersectionality in mainstream outlets today 
may not have to pay that price. But in my reflective moments, I have to 
ask myself whether that strategic move, however inadvertently, had the 
effect of collusion with disciplinary priorities. As Tomlinson stingingly 
wrote about one similarly situated scholar, did my work “shak[e] intersec-
tionality free from its origins as a critique of subordination so she can 
donate it to [the discipline]” (2013, 1003)? In response I am reminded of 
Cooper’s insistence that, “anytime people [dismiss] Black women, a sec-
ond look is *always* required.”

It’s clear in hindsight how my 2009 article was a product of its time, 
not only in terms of its limitations but also the scholarly conversations 
that made the intervention possible and necessary. And the number of 
citations it has received indicates the piece did advance the goal of bring-
ing intersectionality into the mainstream. But the work of stewarding 
intersectionality is ongoing, and of course its demands change with time. 
I am reminded of Audre Lorde’s exhortation in The Transformation of 
Silence into Language and Action (1984):

What are the words you do not yet have? What do you need to say? … 
Because I am woman, because I am Black, because I am lesbian, because I 
am myself—a Black woman warrior poet doing my work—[I] come to ask 
you, are you doing yours? (41–42)

For those of us who have established the status and legitimacy of being 
“good” psychologists, that is, of practicing intersectionality in ways that 
are legible in, and valued by, our discipline, the question driving our 
work becomes: how do we use that privilege to create the possibility of a 
more transformational intersectional feminist psychology in the future?
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 Why “Good” Psychologists Should Open Doors

A large segment of the proliferation of papers on intersectionality in psy-
chology over the past decade has delineated best practices for integrating 
the concept into scholarship. This endeavor presumes that the various 
decision-making bodies within the academy in their current forms—
from graduate admissions committees to hiring committees to journal 
editors to grant review panels to faculty evaluating tenure cases—either 
stand ready to evaluate, fund, and publish this type of scholarship or that 
they can be persuaded to do so through the eloquence and empirical 
elegance of practitioners of intersectionality. For example, Warner et al. 
(2016) argue that feminist psychologists’ concerns about producing 
scholarship that can satisfy the “mainstream” of the discipline is “an old 
worry” (174) resulting from the success of feminist psychology. I share 
their recognition of the growth of this subfield and its increasing legiti-
macy within the discipline. And yet I believe it’s too soon to dismiss the 
impact of the views of the “mainstream,” particularly for scholars who are 
members of minoritized groups, untenured, or employed by institutions 
that place a premium on obtaining external funding in evaluating faculty. 
The careers and livelihoods of such scholars can depend on meeting the 
expectations of faculty in the so-called mainstream, that is, those who are 
not well versed in the theory, methods, and value of intersectionality and 
who may even be inclined to dismiss it as jargon, faddish, ideological, or 
just “not psychology” (Shields 2008).

Less obviously, even psychologists who aspire to produce ground- 
breaking work using intersectionality frameworks are well aware of the 
methods and values privileged by the mainstream because it is how we are 
trained, and we see these values instantiated in publications appearing in 
the so-called flagship journals. There is no way to know how that aware-
ness constrains the ambition of the projects based on intersectionality 
frameworks that are attempted nor how the publications resulting from 
those completed projects came to be molded through the peer review 
system. Put another way, our institutions as they stand have deeply shaped 
the scholarship on intersectionality in psychology before we even have a 
chance to read it.
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If we are to be responsible stewards of the concept of intersectionality 
those of us in the academy who have attained success through the disci-
plinary route must be advocates for our colleagues who aspire to produce 
more insurgent scholarship. That means enacting care and responsibility 
through our roles not only as scholars, but as leaders. I will outline some 
of the ways we can do this.

In our own scholarship, those of us who use mainstream methods can 
challenge the erasure of insurgent scholarship in the disciplines through 
the way we write about our work. We can make the intersectional aspects 
of our studies explicit by discussing our epistemological stance (Warner 
et al. 2016) and by drawing attention in our manuscripts to the ways an 
intersectionality framework troubles the meaning of a conventional anal-
ysis. We can reflect on our citation practices, taking care to include schol-
arship outside the disciplinary mainstream and work by women of color, 
particularly when those works are foundational to intersectionality stud-
ies. It is not uncommon for scholarship on intersectionality in the disci-
plines to rely on secondary sources that appeared in disciplinary 
publications. This practice simultaneously mediates the voice and erases 
the contributions of the founding scholars, many of whom are women of 
color. The Cite Black Women Collective (2020) has articulated guiding 
principles for “a radical praxis of citation that acknowledges and honors 
Black women’s transnational intellectual production.” Citing original 
sources is just good scholarship, even as doing so departs from norms in 
empirical social science as it is practiced.

At a more institutional level, we can support insurgent scholarship 
through the process of peer review in our work as journal reviewers and 
editors. We need to recognize the importance of this work not only to the 
disciplines (and interdisciplines) but to our vision of what scholarship 
can be. Editorial work is most often framed as service by faculty review 
committees, but in this way, it can be a form of leadership. Approached 
from this perspective, it’s clear that we need to agree to those requests (or, 
if the volume we receive is burdensome, to say yes strategically) and write 
substantive responses. In doing this work, we have the opportunity to 
train journal editors, as we articulate the features of high-quality and 
impactful scholarship, even when it is challenging. Conversely, as editors 
and reviewers we can evaluate work framed as intersectionality in terms 
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of its fidelity to the concept’s core mission. Again, are the important rel-
evant citations included and engaged with meaningfully or does the 
paper engage in what Bilge calls “ornamental intersectionality” (2013, 
408)? Does it attend to the most meaningful aspects of difference 
(Matsuda 1991)? How does it advance social justice (Moradi and 
Grzanka 2017)?

Finally, we can encourage insurgent scholarship by offering support for 
junior colleagues doing this type of work. Attend their conference ses-
sions and offer them feedback. Where it makes sense, cite them in our 
own work and add their papers to our syllabi. Because scholars who work 
in this area are often isolated in their home departments, this may mean 
offering informal mentoring for scholars across institutions. Early in our 
careers, it can be difficult to make the transition to seeing ourselves as 
mentors, and we may hesitate to present ourselves this way. But it is 
important to understand the necessity of a very long- term strategy to 
diversify the way we understand what high-quality scholarship looks like 
in the disciplines. It’s another way those of us who enjoy the privilege of 
success within the disciplines can steward the field.

From a generational perspective, the institutional stewardship of inter-
sectionality studies is generative work, that is, actions that scholars can 
take to contribute to the well-being of future generations. In fact, one can 
think of this institutional stewardship as taking place at every level: we 
can stretch the boundaries of what is considered high-quality work using 
intersectionality frameworks in our communications with those senior to 
us through our work with editors; we can influence our peers through the 
content of journal reviews; and we can support those who come after us 
in our roles as mentors and engaged, supportive colleagues.

Ultimately, work to expand the definition of “good” intersectionality 
from within the disciplines promises to improve our disciplines’ capacity 
to ask questions about the lives of minoritized populations and to gener-
ate meaningful answers. It also enhances the impact of scholarship within 
the disciplines by generating insight into the ways that conventional 
understandings and institutional practices create and maintain inequal-
ity. Put another way, opening doors for insurgent scholarship in intersec-
tionality promises to improve both the quality and impact of such 
scholarship.
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“I’m sorry, your transgender is hard for me to get used to. It’s just that when 
I met you, you gave such a strong image: I saw you as such a strong feminist, 
and I remember you had a long braid and just, a very different picture.”

Upon recently receiving this confession from a colleague in gender 
studies, my mind spun out trying to figure out what’s not adding up, 
historically speaking. I’ve worked with this colleague since 2001; I used 
to have a braid; I started to come out as transgender after I got tenure in 
2007; I (used to be?) “a strong feminist.” Lost in the tangle of a presum-
ably true past and an incoherent present, I missed my cue to say whatever 
one ought to say under such circumstances.

It is as a transfeminist historian that I reflect on uses of “the past” to 
register present day desires, and it is as a transfeminist historian that I call 
for a more mixed up, expansive and dynamic past, one that can jostle with 
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additional perspective and things (facts and artifacts, texts, notions, bodies) 
that refuse to stay put. A history, that is, that can get us from there to here.

Possibly it was a variety of feminist investment in the past and present 
that led my colleague to admit that her first impression of me held more 
sway than everything that came in subsequent years. Possibly my training 
as an historian encourages me to investigate my colleague’s suggestion 
that past (woman, feminist) and present (trans) are irreconcilable. But 
interaction is interdisciplinary, so in my sudden aphasia, I couldn’t help 
but notice the expressions of betrayal, trauma, and fear in my colleague’s 
bid for connection with (a ghost?). Historians must grapple with all kinds 
of emotional and social investments (including our own) to make sense 
of our archive. No one really stays put, right?

In 2001, the departments of History and Women’s Studies at University 
of Wisconsin jointly hired me for my specialization in feminist and queer 
social movement history, and the history of gender and sexuality. When 
the chair of Women’s Studies called to ask what I might like to teach, I 
spoke of my interest in the history of gender deviance. I had in mind 
transing genders and sex/gender instabilities, the ways that binary gender 
and gender deviance are historically constituted. The chair heard “devi-
ance” as “deviants” and creatively offered, “gender deviants sounds kind 
of stigmatizing. What about something more fun, like ‘gender outlaws’?” 
Thus was born my first course title, one that shifted the emphasis from 
method to identity. For most of my colleagues in women’s studies, trans-
gender was the last thing on their minds. To them, “gender outlaws” 
spoke of radical women who dared to break some rules. My method 
became, “Yes, and.” It’s how the past stays alive, and it’s how I exist in the 
present. Feminist and transgender.

The invitation to contribute to this collection came during a period 
marked by conflict around racism and transphobia internal to a program 
still working on how to “do better” while surviving a state government 
that for eight years has been hostile to public education. More times than 
I can count, people in leadership positions at my own and other institu-
tions have called to tell me that trans people are making “everyone” feel 
bad, and, “we never had this problem before” trans people arrived. They 
ask me why trans people are “going after” gender and women’s studies 
when “other departments are so much worse on these issues,” and they 
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ask me would I please make it go away. In contexts like this, already mar-
ginalized peoples become a singular problem to be managed, even as we 
are asked to underwrite yet another climate conversation in which our 
very existence is doubted, framed as a divisive fad or puzzlingly, as “just a 
difference of opinion.”1

We find ourselves in a paradigmatic rupture, a moment in which many 
schools and disciplines actively recruit students and faculty working in 
transgender studies, and yet those doing the recruiting may not be aware 
of the factors that can make it impossible for queer, trans, and people of 
color to stay in the institution. Programs may embrace emerging scholars 
in trans studies for their contributions to the heart of feminist studies, 
but few established faculty members are familiar with existing queer 
scholarship, and many resist the ways that our very presence challenges 
the binary paradigms of day-to-day interaction and institutional episte-
mologies. The majority of tenured faculty may thus feel they have little 
reason and even less ability to protect vulnerable scholars from systemic 
and epistemic racist and homophobic and transphobic attacks coming 
from students, colleagues, trolls, and politicians.

These turbulent waters make writing a retrospective piece about my 
path as a feminist historian a particularly inviting challenge, one that has 
pushed me to delve into the relationship between my scholarship, my 
pedagogies, and my quotidian experiences in the two fields that have 
shaped and supported my ongoing scholarly life.

I have been tempted to suppose that the arrival of transfeminist meth-
odologies (and persons) has been less fraught among historians. After all, 
historians study change over time and emphasize that categorical mean-
ing depends on historical context. Admittedly, most historians don’t 
know that across all evidenced time and place, humans have organized 
sex/gender (or something like it) in vastly varying ways, and within every 
culture—even cultures that recognize not just two but three, four, five, or 
more distinct sex/gender enactments—there have been people who have 
exceeded the categories given and chafed at the “rules” governing  sex/
gender social arrangements. But I momentarily fancy that historians 
would be less likely to dismiss transgender as a “fad” because history 
shows us that everyone’s personhood is expressed and known within the 
idioms and exigencies of the moment. As my graduate advisor in 
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American Indian history, Jeani O’Brien, stated quite simply, “all identity 
is situational.” Wouldn’t historians more readily appreciate that we are all 
necessarily “made up?” Rather than getting stuck on whether one or 
another named classification is real, perhaps historians would more read-
ily consider whose interests are at stake in the naming and refuting and 
the means by which different peoples assert categorical agency. But I 
know it’s not that simple, even for those who claim to study change.

Discipline does make some difference. I glance back at my attempts to 
historicize a course title in gender and women’s studies in 2001. As the 
only faculty member in women’s studies specializing in queer history, I 
inherited a course developed by philosopher Claudia Card titled “Lesbian 
Culture.” Delighted to teach this gem, I requested we change the title 
along the lines of, “Lesbian Variations in Historical Context.” I was draw-
ing on numerous historians, anthropologists, and critical theorists who 
had made amply clear that lesbian has no transhistorical or transcultural 
criteria; we cannot assume any observable “evidence” (e.g. things that 
might look like romantic, sexual, and/or genital intimacies, masculini-
ties, commitment to women’s communities and/or marriage between 
people known as or discovered to be female based on genital assignment, 
etc.) was a sign of lesbianness across time and place; neither can we pre-
sume people’s straightness; indeed, we can’t even claim that sexuality is a 
transhistorical principle; finally, if we are going to limit our scope even to 
the United States in the 1970s, it must be acknowledged that there was 
more than one lesbian culture.2 After long wrestling, women’s studies 
agreed to change the course title to “Lesbian Cultures,” granting that the 
singular was problematic but explaining that “in Historical Context” 
would define the course too narrowly. What my colleagues framed as a 
commitment to interdisciplinarity, I framed as a matter of epistemic 
responsibility and my feminist commitment to interrogate given sex/gen-
der categories of institutional recognition and imagine beyond them. My 
approach as a feminist historian was to develop methodologies and ana-
lytical lenses that could make sense of the changing and conflicting ways 
people organize themselves and the names under which they rally. Doing 
so allowed me to see actors beyond the already-named or canonical play-
ers. Yes, and.
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Admittedly, though that experience clarified some effects of the ways 
we produce knowledge, it was surely no measure of whether transfemi-
nisms and trans people might be embraced or refused in one field of 
study more than another. Feminist historians run the gamut of responses 
to these questions: Does acknowledgement of gender diversity and the 
de-mystification of the labors maintaining binary sex/gender undermine, 
expand, and/or illuminate the category “woman” and our ability to dis-
cern the ways in which persons enter into social being as one thing and 
another? Do the critical gender analyses offered by queer of color, indig-
enous, and trans lenses enhance and extend existing feminist (and wom-
en’s) histories, or are they about something (and someones) entirely other, 
outside the scope, too particular? What is at stake, and for whom, in the 
distinction between defining the category “women” through a binary sex/
gender lens, and analyses that critically interrogate sex/gender as a situa-
tional, powerful and highly contested organizing principle? In many con-
versations, it is impossible to disentangle the emotional, political, and 
intellectual commitments involved.3

I enter this conversation with my own complex commitments. In what 
follows, I consider my path as a transfeminist historian by interweaving 
the intellectual sources that most nourished me in my early years, my 
sense of their significance in larger debates within feminist scholarship, 
and the gradual emergence of my feminist and transgender method of 
navigating history and life.4

 Is There a Paradigm?

My path as a feminist, queer and trans historian owes most to the success-
ful establishment in academics of women’s and feminist history in the 
1970s and 1980s combined with the momentum generated by Black, 
Chicana, and Third World (in the terms of the era) feminist critiques of 
universalizing (white- and colonizer-centric) perspectives that dominated 
many activist and scholarly contexts. This conflicted synergy helped make 
gender and queer analysis possible and necessary. As I see it, the historical 
roots of vibrant but varied feminist social movement energies means that 
at feminism’s very foundations (whether eighteenth, nineteenth, or 
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twentieth century) we find tensions between longstanding critiques of 
the universalization of the category “woman” to mean a white, presump-
tively heteronormative subject that gained its purchase on the unac-
knowledged bones of colonialism and slavery, and the impulse to carry 
on in the illusion that it is possible to tell a history of “just women” as 
though “woman” was a self-evident subject.

When I started graduate study in feminist and queer history in the 
early 1990s, it seemed as though the parameters and even definition of 
historical feminist activism were at that moment undergoing major trans-
formation. Coinciding with the refreshing arrival of highly visible direct 
action groups like the Lesbian Avengers, my personal graduate trajectory 
was animated by these questions: what would happen to the history of 
feminism if we illuminated queerness as inherent to it and what would 
happen to lesbian and feminist history if transness was not something else 
but rather central to feminism’s so-called heyday? I wanted not a longer 
list of feminists, but a reorientation of the object (feminism) that might 
in the process deconstruct itself to reveal new things about the past and 
present.

In addition to the historian’s usual tools, I drew heavily on interdisci-
plinary critical studies to arrive at those questions. In seminars and on 
our own, my peers and I read the 1977 Combahee River Collective 
Statement on interlocking oppressions5 and works by Gloria Anzaldua,6 
Audre Lorde,7 Angela Davis,8 Bernice Johnson Reagon,9 bell hooks,10 
Gayle Rubin,11 Barbara Christian,12 Judith Butler,13 Gayatri Spivak,14 
Luce Irrigaray,15 Donna Haraway,16 Trinh Minh-ha,17 Chandra Mohanty 
and M.  Jacqui Alexander,18 Cathy Cohen,19 Evelyn Brooks 
Higgenbotham,20 and Evelynn Hammonds,21 to name just a few. These 
authors advanced feminist theories, emerging queer theories, post- and 
de-colonial and critical race theories that all compelled crucial questions 
about the periodization of feminism (for example, what the “wave” para-
digm highlights and ignores). They also revealed the ways that the most 
widely distributed narratives—even many that foregrounded activism 
around racial justice—kept re-centering the trajectories and conscious-
ness of white women. What would feminist history look like if, instead, 
struggles for sovereignty and self-determination, abolition and queerness 
were recognized as feminist? These critiques suggested reframing 
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feminism in ways that would begin and end with indigenous people, 
women of color and queerly positioned people in colonial, post- and de- 
colonial contexts, and thereby offer a completely different sense of what 
feminism itself means and how it got here.22

Even as I pursued these inquiries, I was keenly aware that feminist his-
tory was deep in debate over our proper subject of study and whether we 
emphasized feminist methods and/or women and/or the question of 
what either meant anyway. Joan Scott’s transformative 1986 article, 
“Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis” argued that much 
existing feminist history was ahistorical and essentializing in its analysis 
of sexism predicated on the presumption of static gendered subject posi-
tions. Scott urged that we not only use gender to analyze historical 
inequalities but also use history to analyze gender itself.23 Many historians 
at the time resisted Scott’s call for gender analysis using arguments that 
echo loudly today: they insisted that in order to preserve the significance 
of women in a demonstrably sexist world, we can and must recognize 
women as women by virtue of some implied set of features presumably 
common to all women that distinguishes them from men.24 As historian 
Judith Bennett famously put it, Scott’s “study of gender ignores women 
qua women.”25 While some found in critical historical gender analysis the 
most expansive and productive of feminist possibilities, others feared that 
critical gender analysis would fuel the loss of a still hegemonic definition 
of “women” and with it, the people who belonged to that name and our 
ability to critique sexism.

I was among those excited to infer (or perhaps extrapolate) from 
“Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” the suggestion that 
we can’t assume historical actors were or were not simply women or men 
in any transparent (or commonly assumed) sense. The call to analyze how 
one might be interpolated as or enact woman in any given context cre-
ated, in my mind, more room for queerness and race to become mean-
ingful parts of the inquiry. At the time, many women’s historians still 
considered it a narrower degree of or even different specialization to focus 
on the constitution of race and sexuality, especially queer sexualities and 
genders. In that context, I was glad to have a supportive adviser (Sara 
Evans) and a grad student-initiated history of queer sexuality reading 
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group that voraciously read and discussed nearly everything coming out 
in that relatively new field.

We had to be inventive and persistent to produce our own works illu-
minating the queerness inherent to women’s history. We regularly brought 
lesbian and queer history into forums and conferences, and in most 
places were received with great enthusiasm only to find the moment of 
welcome brief as the next conversation proceeded as though queerness 
was irrelevant or incidental to the topic at hand. We encountered age-old 
discourses of marginalization in the implication that lesbian history is not 
women’s history writ large and vice versa, and in assertions that we 
couldn’t possibly have reliable sources for our analyses.26 Of necessity, we 
got ever better at analyzing the brilliantly mystified labors of heteronor-
mativity and its appropriative appetites. As part of our queer feminist 
survival, we expanded our methods and our archives.

When I was in graduate school, transgender studies was not yet a field 
in its own right, but feminist, queer and critical race studies gave me and 
my peers good tools to analyze gender and recognize the queer, trans and 
nonbinary presences inherent to feminist activism. Binary-refuting peo-
ple were visible everywhere across place and time, including deep within 
the heart of feminism’s many incarnations across the centuries. If they 
seemed a shadowy presence in the conventional records, it was easier to 
see the mechanisms through which most institutions established and 
attempted to naturalize normative white femininity. How else are we to 
understand the discursive conflation of suffragists with “lesbians” and of 
blackness with animality and excessive sexuality, if not as the violent con-
stitution and naturalization of binary gender as a pillar of white male 
supremacy?27 In the face of such violences, how does one discern and 
represent queerness and black sexualities in a non-pathologizing or re- 
stigmatizing way?28

To offer a more specific example, I was not alone among my peers in 
wanting to know more about Pauli Murray, whose treatises on Jane Crow 
offered distinctly transing analyses of the violences required to create not 
only racial segregation but also binary gender. For Murray, race and gen-
der violences were nearly inseparable, though few audiences compre-
hended the significance of Murray’s insistence that the violence of gender 
segregation starts with forcing people to stay put in a single, legible 
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gender not of their own making. As historians have more recently argued, 
it was not simply a figure of speech when Murray told Harvard Law 
School, “I would gladly change my sex.”29 Is Murray’s critical gender 
analysis and personal inclinations “toward the male side” incidental to, a 
minor (short-lived phase) aspect of, or fully integral to Murray’s contri-
butions as a black feminist? And does the latter depend on resolving 
Murray’s gender struggles as a woman’s response to sexism, or might we 
retain Murray’s own more challenging articulation of nonbinary race and 
gender in a context of mutually constitutive racism, sexism, homopho-
bia, and transphobia?

I put this question in the present tense because some scholarly envi-
ronments are still concerned with the boundaries of womanhood, what 
we mean by sexism, and what happens to women’s history when we bring 
a more dynamic, less binary lens to human navigations of gendering. 
Feminist history may have mostly and long ago dispelled the notion that 
“woman” is a self-evident or presumable subject, and yet we rarely draw 
attention to the labors required to resituate people like Pauli Murray—or 
anyone—back into a binary model of women’s history. To what extent 
can we focus on gender instabilities and gender-crossing before we seem 
to talk less to feminist history and more to trans history? If a story (pos-
sibly inadvertently) becomes trans history, does it leave feminist history 
or illuminate a potential inherent not only to feminist methods but also 
to the subject of woman itself? Conscious and unconscious decisions 
about what makes women worthy of attention and who and what are the 
proper subjects of women’s and feminist history continue to shape our 
scholarly environments at every level from hiring and retention to 
whether students dare ask us to use their correct pronouns.

Jumping back to my grad school years, nothing was perhaps more 
formative than the 1993 publication of two contrasting books on post- 
World War Two queer communities in Buffalo, NY, and the ways audi-
ences categorized them: Liz Kennedy and Madeleine Davis’s Boots of 
Leather, Slippers of Gold: The History of a Lesbian Community and Leslie 
Feinberg’s Stone Butch Blues. Even at the time, many of us intuited that 
this was a turning point into something new, when something we would 
eventually come to call “transgender history” might emerge out of then- 
still- young lesbian history.
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Rooted in an astonishing set of oral histories that granted interview 
subjects a great deal of space on the page and discussions of queer sex and 
sexuality unprecedented in academic works, Boots of Leather, Slippers of 
Gold unquestionably told a working- and middle-class, mostly white, les-
bian history and the activism (which the authors suggest is “proto- 
feminist”) required to withstand homophobic violence and sustain butch 
and femme lives in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s. My queer grad school 
peers and I devoured this work, having been too long hungry for explicit 
analysis of the mutual constitution of class, race, and queer sexualities. 
Simultaneously, Leslie Feinberg’s autobiographical novel offered a dra-
matically different perspective on queer Buffalo, bringing readers still 
more intimately into the passions, places, and gender diversities of sex 
and queerness, and more viscerally into the violences of capitalism, rac-
ism, criminalization, homophobia, and transphobia in the organization 
of labor, education, public space, and social activism.

Illuminating by contrast the near-consensus around the categorization 
of Boots of Leather as a lesbian history, many celebrated Stone Butch Blues 
as a path-breaking working-class lesbian narrative while others insisted 
that it was purposefully a transgender narrative. Some emerging scholars 
(not then in print) and community members even boldly suggested that 
the relative class and race privilege of most of the narrators in Boots of 
Leather might be what segregated lesbian, butch and femme identifica-
tions on one hand, and the far more precarious transgender and non-
white embodiments articulated by Stone Butch Blues on the other. Perhaps, 
then, the submerged but extremely pertinent story was the intense mar-
ginalization and segregation of trans people and people of color in Buffalo 
and the United States broadly, and also their historical marginalization 
within lesbian communities, and also their contemporary illegibility in 
academic discussions.

For hir part, Feinberg in the early 1990s was busy creating language for 
a growing transgender liberation on the streets, in labor halls, at the earli-
est Camp Trans events adjacent the Michigan Women’s Music Festival, 
and in the midst of Gay Pride and Queer Nation. Feinberg identified (at 
that time) as a “transgender lesbian” and feminist, explained hir/her/his 
personal pronouns as contextual and each differently meaningful, and 
articulated “butch” as a gender and sexuality sometimes distinct from 
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“woman” even as butch often took formation within lesbian as well as 
thoroughly gender-queer communities.

The confluence of these two path-breaking books provided an impor-
tant hint that, historically speaking, some butches might have been 
women and some might not have been, even among lesbians.30 This 
insight may have come as a slow-dawning surprise to some, but for many, 
the existence of numerous (trans) genders was a long-standing reality 
awaiting more language and enough collective protection to speak itself 
to broader audiences. As a grad student excited by queerness in and out 
of print, I began to wonder about the investments that made it possible 
to call either book “lesbian history” without seeing that it was simultane-
ously something tangible enough to name “transgender history.” It would 
be some years before trans communities, literatures, and historians would 
provide a large enough linguistic, archival, and methodological footing to 
create a discernable field, but it was well on its way.

These inquiries evolved into a transgender history that ultimately came 
to insist on historically contextualizing the concept (transgender) and 
with it, all gendery manifestations, rather than looking for people in the 
past to be transgender or not.31 Yet we are at greater pains to suggest that 
“woman” and “man” are not self-evident or presumable in the past or 
present, and to see these categories as interpellations that complexly 
accrue to historical figures whose sexed and gendered attributes may or 
may not “match up” or be consistent. Rather than assuming anyone in 
the past simply was a man or a woman (by any measure) we might ana-
lyze all components, mechanisms and situationally constituted practices 
of gendering.32 We worked in the 1990s to convincingly place a lesbian 
and butch-femme history within and integral to feminist history, and we 
are still working to establish the historically co-constitutive imbrication 
of trans, queer, and feminist formations. At the moment, trans-infused 
gender analysis is one of the cracks in the always-contested foundations 
of feminist studies, its energy, and its challenge.

I have daily reason to recall that so many of the feminist authors of 
color we read in the 1990s emphasized the word work over and over. 
After all these years, the halls still echo with racialized adjectives like 
“angry,” “aggressive,” and “loud;” we are still arguing whether transgender 
is really real and whether we get to say who we are; women of color, 
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queer, and trans people are still “demanding” things in the “wrong” way. 
“It is hard work,” those feminists said again and again; you have to work 
to dismantle the structures of violence and privilege.33 Perhaps transfemi-
nist approaches offer a future to a conversation still arguing over its past 
and a present to a new generation of scholars soundly dismantling binary 
essentialisms.

 What Does It Mean to “Revisit” a Paradigm?

By the late 1990s, it seemed nearly every history conference I attended 
had at least one roundtable devoted to “revisiting” the “Second Wave” 
paradigm in order to assess from a contemporary vantage point the ben-
efits and limitations of prior analytical frameworks. In particular, each 
roundtable invoked racist exclusions that occurred during the Second 
Wave and that were also written into the historiography of feminism. 
Queerness and gender diversity occasionally raised their hands as well. 
Most conversations amplified the ways that white women in the Second 
Wave worked on anti-racism and the ways that the Second Wave itself 
emerged in part around racial justice and anti-racist work. I heard the 
refrain: “we never had a problem with [fill in the blank]; it was always 
[that other kind of feminist] creating those exclusions.” I could not have 
known that I would still be hearing that refrain twenty-five years later 
whenever I give a talk on transfeminist history (Fig. 3.1).

But feminism, like most things, has always been unruly and capacious. 
While some wondered how to be more inclusive, it was not hard to find 
feminisms that had at their foundation de-colonial perspective and cri-
tique. While some imagined and revisited waves, others tried to dispel 
them or simply kept on with their evolving activism.

We still come to tension with this un-coalescence not because we need 
one unifying feminism, but perhaps because we face life-threatening 
challenges from white supremacy, virulent sexism, transphobia, homopho-
bia, and racist, capitalist, and fascist assaults on democratic process along-
side full-scale environmental collapse and crisis. In the face of this, I 
continue to seek the more multivalent activist histories, histories of peo-
ple previously known only to their own communities, histories that show 
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us all manner of mixed-up queerness, feminist, anti-ableist and racial 
justice work, and in so doing, illuminate the ways people have consti-
tuted, invested in, and challenged categorical violences; how they have 
connected with life and death, how they told stories to live by.

What paradigms do I “revisit” when I seek a history complex enough 
to help us meet the challenges of today’s world?34 In the 2010s, most of 

Fig. 3.1 Revisiting the Paradigm (Finn Enke, 2014)
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my students have been shocked to discover anti-racist and racial justice 
work in the feminism of the 1970s; they had assumed that it’s new to be 
aware of racist violence, and they were taught that prior feminism was 
white and clueless. I insistently offer students an historical record that 
challenges the now common reduction of “1970s feminism” to (white) 
(racist) (ablest) (transphobic) (bad) feminism. I provide transfeminist 
histories authored almost entirely by people of color.

But it’s also crucial to listen to what students are saying about their 
feminisms. As I teach, I observe that feminism has currency among stu-
dents discovering (often through popular and social media) contempo-
rary queer, trans, people of color, and Two Spirit people like Haunani 
Kay-Trask, Janet Mock, Beyance, Destiny’s Child, Hanifah Waleda, 
Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, Storme Webber, Candi Brings Plenty, 
Megumi Igarashi, Chingona Fire (Angela Aguirre and Yesika Salgado), 
and Alicia Garza, who draw heavily on a familiar list of feminist revolu-
tionaries: Audre Lorde, Barbara Smith, Angela Davis, Gloria Anzaldua, 
Beth Brant, Jewell Gomez, and others, to insist on the necessity of doing 
feminist work as a way to survive. Quite possibly, it’s not that this genera-
tion of students is less invested in feminism, but rather that, for them, the 
canon has truly changed.

Can the paradigm shift of gender diversity and trans perspective are 
still always “new,” admissible only as foreign? That trans/nonbinary is a 
hot topic is one thing, but feminist studies, I keep hearing, has to main-
tain space to talk about “just women.” Let that sink in, if you haven’t 
already decided what makes a woman. I suspect that a more complex 
feminist past would be more believable to younger generations if those of 
us from the past worked harder in the present to help realize young femi-
nist visions of basic, every-day justice which includes creating public 
facilities that are safe and accessible for people across gender and race and 
ability. I would ask many of my colleagues near and far to pause before 
assuming that “trans” is the intruder and cause of current tensions in 
feminist spaces, and consider rather, that our trans and nonbinary per-
spectives simply press on walls and doors that feminists themselves (some 
of whom were trans) had a hand in creating years, decades, centuries ago.

Tired after all these years of being “new,” I go back to Gloria Anzaldua 
and decide to approach paradigms—like borderlands—as spaces of 
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contradiction and paradox. Like the glass that is always already shattered, 
paradigms are simultaneously revolutionary and already broken; they are 
always breaking and always self-healing; agents of change and of stasis; 
springboards out of oppression and bulwarks against the unfamiliar. Like 
all mortals, once named, they are already wearing out, and immortalized 
through constant recycling and minute evolutionary adaptation.

 On Board

Why might one humbly take on the work it takes to develop new per-
spectives? Surely everyone has a unique answer to this (Fig. 3.2).

Recently, when colleague Barb (pseudonym) repeatedly referred to me 
as “she” until another member of the conversation offered, “Finn’s correct 
pronouns are ‘they’ or ‘he.’” Barb, only two years my elder, explained, “oh 
yeah, actually I knew that. I did know that. It’s just that we didn’t have 
those things when I was growing up.” Probably not hiding my surprise, I 
allowed as to how we didn’t have those things when I was growing up 
either. I later wondered which things we didn’t have when we were grow-
ing up. Pronouns? People whose gender is not obvious? People who cor-
rect others when they hear pronoun mistakes? All these things we had. 
Transgender and gender-crossing and nonbinary people always being in 
the wrong bathroom? Marginalized people seeking an increased ability to 
exist in social space? These things have also been around pretty much 
since the beginning of time.35

Neither are diversity and social justice training new. Today, there are so 
many ways to learn about what helps and what hurts, about how to stop 
further taxing the already overtaxed and vulnerable members of a com-
munity, about how to build programs that over time can contribute to 
cultural transformation.36

Thinking we are “on board” can be a real barrier. I recall my middle 
school biology teacher repeatedly telling us, “you can’t learn this by osmo-
sis. You have to do some work here.” Practice. Academics love to hear a 
story a colleague told me about her son, a smart 9th grader who taught 
himself how to swim by reading a book and got so good he joined the 
varsity swim team. Oh if only reading a book could fix everything! But it 
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can’t, and even the celebrated 9th grader will tell you that. From the 
book, he comprehended only the mechanics of it; he still had to dive into 
the water and put in his time going back and forth across the pool. 
Moreover, he didn’t expect to “get it” without getting wet, practicing 
daily for weeks and months. It’s not enough to be smart, or even to be “on 
the right side;” we have to do some work here.

Fig. 3.2 On Board (Finn Enke, 2017)
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Not to dismiss that quite a few things have changed in the world of 
gender. When I was growing up in the 1960s and 1970s, the most acces-
sible sources told me that trans people were pathological and would likely 
be subjected to shock treatments if they dared express themselves. I also 
experienced a feminism that encouraged boys to cry and girls to climb 
trees, a feminism that tried to empower girls struggling in a sexist, homo-
phobic, racist world. It was also a feminism that rarely if ever stood up for 
the ways that boys might be girls and girls might be boys or something 
else altogether. It could not have been more clear to me that gender- 
crossing and transsexuality entailed roads that few could afford to 
openly take.

And yet, even then, I knew other stories. Christine Jorgensen, icon of 
1950s white transsexuality, became known again in the 1970s through 
invited university speaking gigs. Taped and televised events show college 
administrators, students, and members of the public asking Jorgensen 
about the best ways to educate people around trans issues, reduce pathol-
ogization and discrimination, and work for greater levels of integration. 
As an eight-year-old, I feigned disinterest in these stories, in part to cor-
don off my fear that if Christine Jorgensen had been “turned into” a 
woman in the 1950s, people in my world might forcibly turn me into a 
woman once they comprehended something about me that wasn’t. Yet I 
could see that there were, in her world and probably somewhere in mine, 
people who could acknowledge, appreciate, and not punish gender 
complexity.

Jumping ahead to 2018, when I shared some of these recordings with 
my undergraduates, one student marveled, “wow, so this professor dude 
openly viewed it as the state university’s mission to actually work for social 
justice?” Much to the point of this essay, another exclaimed, “wait, that 
was 1972!? How can they have been having that conversation in 1972, 
and people are still acting like it’s so radical to be transgender and it’s so 
impossible to treat trans people like people, like, how can we still be start-
ing at square one!?” Yet another student chimed in, “Geeze, they knew 
enough over fifty years ago to understand her as a woman and use her 
right pronouns. We’ve totally gone backwards on that to where all these 
people and even professors are like, ‘it’s too hard,’ ‘it’s too confusing.’”
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Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, trans people were organizing, they 
were writing, they were contributing to scholarly conversations and the 
ways health care was administered, they were artists and engineers, and 
some were feminists. And some feminists—even movers and shakers of 
the movement—were transgender. In those years, most trans people 
received the prevailing “medical” advice that if they were going to transi-
tion, they should move to a new town and make up a new “plausible” 
history, erasing their complexly gendered history and replacing it with an 
autobiography told in one gender. Of those who survived, many took 
that advice, and some became cooks and entertainers and ministers and 
doctors and teachers and pipefitters and feminist activists with single- 
gender stories of their past. Then in the 1990s, they started to come out. 
We multiplied along with our narrated genders. Our stories grew more 
complex.

Ever “new,” I often feel like a contemporary, or recycled, or perhaps 
re-visited incarnation of one of social science’s oldest subjects, the pervert 
(Richard von Krafft Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis 1886), the invert 
(Havelock Ellis, Studies in the Psychology of Sex vol 2: Sexual Inversion, 
1892), the transvestite (Magnus Hirschfeld, The Transvestite: The Erotic 
Drive to Cross Dress 1910), and maybe especially, “the speaking pervert” 
who wreaks havoc on truth itself (Morton Prince 1898). But if there is 
any continuity in the history of gender-bending beings, it may be in the 
wider cultural use of notions such as, “this is new” and/or “this is rare” 
and/or “now everyone’s becoming [fill in the blank]” as an effective 
defense against change. It all makes history irresistible. For doesn’t history 
tell us, it’s always time to change?

Notes

1. Sara Ahmed offers trenchant analysis of the ways diversity offices and 
climate conversations in academic contexts are structured to make it 
nearly impossible for women of color to have a hand in shaping their 
institutions even as they are often asked to serve as the face of diversity 
offices. Her discussion is not versed in queer and trans analyses and thus 
misses a significant dimension of institutional power. Sara Ahmed (2017).
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2. Martha Vicinus (1994), Judith Butler (1991).
Judith Bennett (2000), Jay Prosser (1998), Jack Halberstam (1998), 

Gayle Rubin (1992), Evelyn Hammonds (1994), Evelyn Blackwood and 
Saskia Wieringa (1999), Kendall (1999), Gloria Wekker (1996); In 
addition to Michel Foucault’s A History of Sexuality (1978), the move to 
historicize sexuality and sexual identity owes much to John D’Emilio’s 
suggestive 1983 article.

3. The protracted struggle about whether The Berkshire Conference on the 
History of Women might change its name to reflect a broader lens of 
gender analysis is a case in point. “The Berks,” as the conference has been 
affectionately known for many decades, changed its name to The 
Berkshire Conference on the History of Women, Genders, and Sexualities 
for its 2017 triennial conference. As has been the case with name changes 
in gender studies departments, the conversation was marked by dismissal 
of “gender and sexuality” as worthy, valid avenues of inquiry and the 
belief that critical gender lenses and acknowledgement of sexual diversi-
ties undermined the study of women as an unmarked universal subject 
(“just women”); by distress over the loss of an era of energy around the 
establishment of an exciting, generative field; by the perception that this 
loss is due to the uncritical incursion of men, trans, and queer into wom-
en’s hard- won territory; and disagreement about what it means to take 
critical perspectives on misogyny and transmisogyny, sexism, racism, 
and settler colonialism.

4. I emphasize that this is not meant to characterize or provide a history of 
the field but rather an autobiographic exploration of some things that 
centrally stood out to me as a scholar emerging in the field of feminist 
history. I value the fact that others will have a very different perspective 
on the field and its purview.

5. “The Combahee River Collective Statement,” 1977, primary authors 
Demita Frazier, Beverly Smith, and Barbara Smith circulated largely by 
hand and feminist networks until Kitchen Table Press published it in 
1986 as The Combahee River Collective Statement: Black Feminist 
Organizing in the Seventies and Eighties. New York: Kitchen Table Press 
Women of Color Press.

6. Gloria Anzaldua (1987), Gloria Anzaldua and Cherrie Moraga (1981).
7. Audre Lorde (1982, 1984).
8. Angela Davis (1974, 1981).
9. Bernice Johnson Reagon (1983).
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10. bell hooks (1981, 1984, 1989).
11. Gayle Rubin (1984).
12. Barbara Christian (1987).
13. Judith Butler (1990).
14. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1987, 1988), Sarah Harasym (1990).
15. Luce Irigaray (1985)
16. Donna Haraway (1985, 1988).
17. Trinh Minh-ha (1989).
18. Chandra Talpade Mohanty and M. Jacqui Alexander (1996).
19. Cathy Cohen (1997).
20. Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham (1992).
21. Evelynn Hammonds (1994).
22. Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley’s recent work provides a striking example of 

what becomes possible when we suspend reigning academic discern-
ments of queer theory, queer politics, and feminism and instead start 
with Afro- Caribbean meaning-making. Among other things, Tinsley 
articulates gender multiplicity without reinscribing dimorphic sex essen-
tialisms as the starting place of gender. See Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley 
(2018). On efforts to theorize outside of hegemonic (Western) femi-
nisms, see for example, Obioma Nnaemeka (2004).

23. Quite possibly the most widely cited and influential article in gender and 
women’s history, Joan Wallach Scott (1986).

24. For perspective on these orientations and the significance of Scott’s arti-
cle, see the AHR Forum, “Revisiting ‘Gender: A Useful Category of 
Historical Analysis,” and Joanne Meyerowitz (2008).

25. Judith Bennett (1989).
26. It is worth noting that the very same Judith Bennett who expressed con-

cern that Joan Scott’s historicization of gender would undermine the 
study of “women qua women” was so tired of the persistent assumption 
that women were straight unless somehow proven otherwise that she 
made a strong claim for understanding and historicizing many varieties 
of women’s intimacies (e.g. cloistered life) as “lesbian-like” (Bennett 
2000). A glance at conference programs of the American Historical 
Association, Organization of American Historians, and Berkshire 
Conference on the History of Women, as well as less formal venues such 
as departmental colloquia even in women’s, comparative women’s, and 
gender history, reflect the structural exceptionalism (non-integration) of 
queer, indigenous, and critical race analysis. The documentary, The Edge 
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of Each Other’s Battles: The Vision of Audre Lorde (Jennifer Abod 2002), 
captures the tensions of the “status quo” in feminist venues and the 
insights that came of intervening in structurally replicated racism, 
homophobia, and classism, during the organizing and unfolding of a 
1990 global conference in honor of Audre Lorde. “Home video” distrib-
uted by Women Make Movies.

27. Historians in the 1990s were paving the way for these inquiries, includ-
ing Nell Painter (1997), Evelynn Brooks Higgenbotham (1994), 
Jacqueline Dowd Hall (1993), Glenda Gilmore (1996), Martha Hodes 
(1999), Hazel Carby (1987); and others. Subsequent unfolding includes 
Siobhan Sommerville’s suggestive 1994 article; Peggy Pascoe (2010), 
Danielle McGuire (2010), Qwo-Li Driskill (2016), Sheryll Cashin 
(2017), April Haynes (2015).

28. This is precisely Evelynn Hammonds’ question in “Black (W)holes.”
29. C.  Riley Snorton (2017), Simon Fisher (2016), Rosalind 

Rosenberg (2017).
30. From the 1970s on, countless feminist periodicals and journals have 

taken up the age-old question of what constitutes a “woman” within the 
question of whether butch lesbians, all lesbians, trans men, and trans 
women, might or might not be women. While the conversation has 
often proceeded through taxonomical debates about the essential mark-
ers, at every moment in the last six decades, people have resisted by 
asserting the exceptions, blurriness, and mixed-upness of every taxon-
omy and identity category while asserting their right to self-definition. 
Analysis led to theorizations of the articulation, utilization, momentari-
ness, performance, and situatedness of gender and its legibility or illegi-
bility across time. A few of many various approaches include, Sandy 
Stone (1991), Minnie Bruce Pratt (1995); Gayle Rubin, “Of Catamites 
and Kings;” Roey Thorpe (2013), Finn Enke (2007).

31. Scholars of indigeneity have provided a little acknowledged springboard 
for trans heuristics in historical gender analyses. See, for example, 
Anguksuar (1997), Evan Towle and Lynn Morgan (2002), Qwo-Li 
Driskill (2010); A sampling of works using trans as an heuristic include 
Greta LaFluer (2014), Scott Larson (2013), Aniruddha Dutta and Raina 
Roy (2014), Simon Fisher, Rasheeda Phillips and Ido H. Katri (2017). 
See also the Trans*historicities special issue of Transgender Studies 
Quarterly guest edited by Leah DeVun and Zeb Tortorici; in particular, 
Kadji Amin (2018) and Kai Pyle (2018).
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32. Histories of intersex also provide ample basis for deconstructing confla-
tions of social gender and stereotypically sexed body parts, not least by 
soundly refuting physiological dimorphism and the existence of any bio-
logically determinative sex characteristic distinguishing “male” from 
“female.” For example, it is simply a fact observed across all of human 
history that not all women have vaginas. See Alice Domurat Dreger 
(1998), Anne Fausto-Sterling (2000), Elizabeth Reis (2012).

33. Barbara Smith (2014). Bernice Johnson Reagon. “Coalition Politics: 
Turning the Century;” Audre Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never 
Dismantle the Master’s House” Sister Outsider. Berkeley, CA: Crossing 
Press. Also see Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life.

34. In doing so, I reflect on the impact that our stories have on the present. 
For example, what compels us to reduce 1970s feminism to a transpho-
bic monolith, and what do we lose when we do so? Finn Enke (2018a).

35. Finn Enke (2018b).
36. Recent work includes Davey Shlasko (2017), is a practical and pedagogi-

cal workbook that grows out of the very accessible workshops provided 
by Think Again Training, thinkagaintraining.com. Concerning class-
rooms specifically, see Dean Spade, “We Still Need Pronoun Go-rounds,” 
http://www.deanspade.net/2018/12/01. Finn Enke (2016).
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4
Reflections on History, Gender, (and 

Beyoncé?): Intersectionality 
and Interdisciplinarity, Past and Future

Ruth Feldstein

June, 2018. I am at the library, working on this essay. My phone rings 
and it is my 87-year-old mother. Even though I try to protect my work 
and writing time, I answer because … well because it is my 87-year-old 
mother, and I worry that my father has fallen, that his aide did not show 
up, or that some other big or small calamity that accompanies aging has 
befallen one of them. “So tell me about Beyoncé,” she begins. “Do you 
like her? Why did they go to the Louvre and why is it a big deal? I don’t 
know anything about her. Is she arrogant like they say?” Mainly, I’m 
relieved. Then I remember that the New York Times had featured two 
articles on Beyoncé and Jay-Z just a day earlier—a review of their unex-
pectedly dropped album Everything is Love, and a piece about the video 
for the single, “Apes**t,” filmed in Paris at the Louvre. In my library 
voice, I whisper very brief answers to her questions—yes, I like Beyoncé; 
that she’s enormously popular; that being at the Louvre matters for a lot 
of reasons, including because of what it says about African Americans and 
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their relationships to Western art; and that the New York Times said a lot 
more than that she’s “arrogant.” “Mom,” I say with what I hope is only a 
small touch of irritation in my voice, “I’d love to talk to you more about 
Beyoncé. But can I call you back tonight?”

It is not until a few days later that I realize how ironic—and appropri-
ate—this “interruption” has been. But for that to make sense, I need to 
rewind the tape, so to speak, and go further back in time.

January, 1989: It is my second year of graduate school. In contrast to 
the deeply informed and professionalized incoming graduate students of 
today, I started graduate school without a great deal of background 
knowledge and with some ambivalence about being there. I’d been 
assigned to be a teaching assistant to Jacqueline Jones, author of what 
(then) was the recently released Bancroft-award winning book, Labor of 
Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black Women, Work and Family from Slavery to the 
Present. Midway through the semester, the students had to watch seg-
ments from Eyes on the Prize, and it was during the first episode that I 
learned more than I’d ever known about the brutal murder of Emmett 
Till in 1955 (Jones 1985; Hampton 1987). I watched, mesmerized. The 
episode celebrated Till’s uncle, Mose Wright, who bravely, in a hostile 
and racially segregated courtroom, identified the two white men accused 
of the murder. But I couldn’t stop thinking about the boy’s mother, 
Mamie Till Bradley, and her decision to have an open casket funeral so 
that “the world could see what they did to my boy.” I’d come to graduate 
school to study US Women’s History. In the year and a half that I’d been 
there, I’d learned about separate spheres and Joan Scott, about the “Lowell 
girls,” the “female world of love and ritual,” and debates around “equality 
and difference” feminism (Kerber 1988; Scott 1986, 1988; Dublin 1975; 
Smith-Rosenberg 1975; Freedman 1979). I was finding myself particu-
larly interested in what Betty Friedan had labeled the “feminine mys-
tique” and what this shorthand phrase evoking the perils of domesticity 
obscured about women’, experiences in the post-World War II decades 
(Friedan 1963). But why, I asked myself, had I not heard of Mamie Till 
Bradley? Why wasn’t she central to post-World War II US Women’s 
History and what would happen to historians’ stories about these decades 
if she and other black women were at the center of the narrative?
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August 1990: With my preliminary exams several months behind me, 
I am working on a dissertation prospectus. I know that I am interested in 
the politics of motherhood for both white and African American women. 
I want to know more about how ideas about women as mothers mattered 
to civil rights activism and to how anti-racism became a part of main-
stream liberal thought; I want to historicize intersections of race and gen-
der that shaped the lives of black and white women and that also shaped 
social welfare policy and liberal discourse more broadly. As I amass an 
initial bibliography of primary sources—work by social scientists, welfare 
policy, federal legislation related to white and black women as mothers, 
court cases—I am increasingly drawn to films and other cultural com-
modities that offer intersecting representations of white and black women 
as mothers. This cultural work feels key. Although I would not have been 
able to put it in these terms at the time, I am coming to see these sources 
not only as reflections of pre-existing politics but as sites where meanings 
of race and gender took shape. As the months go by, one of my advisors, 
a wonderful historian of US intellectual history from whom I learned so 
much, keeps asking me why he has to “read so much about those 
damned films.”

These are two small incidents from decades ago. I would not claim that 
they are “representative” or that they speak for a generation or even a 
swath of women’s historians. Still, they offer me a chance to reflect on the 
fields of which I am a part and the methods that I have engaged as a 
trained historian, who is also is part of interdisciplinary American Studies 
and Women’s and Gender Studies programs. It is hardly a coincidence, 
I’d suggest, that for me personally and in US Women’s History more 
broadly, the impulse to consider the intersections of race and gender, on 
the one hand, and the move toward interdisciplinary methodological 
approaches in which popular culture plays a role, on the other, have not 
only run parallel but have informed each other. And nor is it entirely a 
coincidence that in the midst of writing an essay about how and why as a 
trained historian I work to bring together interdisciplinary and intersec-
tional approaches, my mother wanted to talk about Beyoncé.

* * *
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Historical scholarship on women that considers intersections of race and 
gender is not the same as “intersectionality,” a paradigm with origins in 
black feminist theory. In 1989, in “Demarginalizing the Intersection of 
Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, 
Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics,” critical race theorist and legal 
scholar Kimberle Crenshaw argued that neither feminist scholarship nor 
anti-racist organizing could “simply” include black women “in an already 
established analytical structure. Because the intersectional experience is 
greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that does not take 
intersectionality into account cannot sufficiently address the particular 
manner in which Black women are subordinated.” In “Mapping the 
Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women 
of Color,” Crenshaw elaborated; focusing “on the intersections of race 
and gender,” she explained, underscored “the need to account for multi-
ple grounds of identity when considering how the social world is 
constructed”(Crenshaw 1989, 140; 1991, 1245). For historians, intersec-
tionality thus acknowledges the simultaneity of race and gender in black 
women’s lives—and may also take up issues of class, sexuality, region, age, 
and more—and exposes the multiple axes of identity that have shaped 
black women’s experiences and the inequities they face. Intersectionality 
makes sense of exclusion and oppression, but also inclusion and activism, 
pleasures and desires. It is in short, a way to explore and historicize power 
dynamics.

Exclusion and oppression, inclusion and activism, pleasures and 
desires—these were terms that also mattered in the 1970s and 1980s as 
US women’s history flourished, in part on the tailwind of women’s libera-
tion and civil rights activism. Scholars worked to recuperate experiences 
of women who had been excluded from dominant narratives of US his-
tory and excavated different kinds of sources and voices to do so. For 
those who focused on white women—and this was an era in which too 
much “women’s history” was unselfconsciously white women’s history—
this work could entail studying seemingly mundane parts of domestic life 
and rethinking assumptions about the apparent distinctions between 
“public” and “private”; many rewrote the history of activism by consider-
ing white women’s roles and gender-specific traditions and concerns 
within a range of social movements. Historical scholarship on sex and 
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sexuality and scholarship on women and gender increasingly reinforced 
each other in exciting ways. “The personal is political”—a mantra of 
second- wave feminism—was also a methodological intervention through 
which women’s historians challenged implicit (and sometimes explicit) 
binaries that for many years had seemed to be “natural” (Cott 1977; 
Buhle et  al. 1980; Buhle 1983; Gordon 1981; Simmons 1979; 
Stansell 1987).

Interdisciplinary approaches were critical components of and compan-
ions to US women’s history in this era. To offer just two influential (of 
many) examples, in 1984, Reading the Romance, by Janice Radway, a 
scholar of American Studies, Communication Studies and literature, 
used reader response criticism and an ethnographic approach to rethink 
the romance novel as a popular genre among women. Radway’s argument 
that fans of romance novels were not passively accepting submissive or 
demeaning roles for women but used the novels to push back against 
these expectations and offer resistance reverberated; it dovetailed histori-
cal work on women’s leisure and women as consumers in which scholars 
recovered agency among women with a range of desires (Radway 1984; 
Peiss 1986; Bobo 1995). A few years later, historian Laurel Thatcher 
Ulrich’s close reading of midwife Martha Ballard’s eighteenth-century 
diary—Ulrich’s insistence that the long-overlooked diary was a source 
that mattered—shed light on women’s labor and female sexuality, but also 
offered insights into the political economy, religious conflicts, leadership 
struggles, and other public dimensions of life on the New England fron-
tier in the 1700s (Ulrich 1990).

In these same decades, scholars who focused on African American 
women exposed the degree to which black women had long been denied 
access to the very distinction between “public” and “private” that scholars 
of white women interrogated (Davis 1981; Giddings 1984; White 1985; 
Lerner 1972). As early as 1851, Sojourner Truth challenged her audience 
at a women’s rights convention in Akron, Ohio (Painter 1996). She 
“called them out” (as my students would say), for the ways that seemingly 
“universal” but in fact racially specific definitions of “women” erased her 
experiences—indeed, erased her very body—from the historical record 
and from their calls for “women’s” rights: “Nobody ever helps me into 
carriages, or over mud-puddles, or gives me any best place! And ain’t I a 
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woman? Look at me! Look at my arm! I have ploughed and planted, and 
gathered into barns, and no man could head me! And ain’t I a woman? I 
could work as much and eat as much as a man—when I could get it—
and bear the lash as well! And ain’t I a woman? I have borne thirteen 
children, and seen most all sold off to slavery, and when I cried out with 
my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard me! And ain’t I a woman?” 
Sojourner Truth was using her own experiences to name what Kimberle 
Crenshaw would call intersectionality. She did so over a century before 
civil rights activist and feminist Frances Beale wrote her 1969 essay, 
“Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female”; she did so over a century 
before the 1982 black feminist anthology, All the Women are White, All 
the Blacks are Men but Some of Us are Brave: Black Women’s Studies became 
a “classic” in women’s studies (Beale 1970; Smith and Bell-Scott 1993).

Historians of black women recovered the voices and the activism of 
women like Sojourner Truth, Frances Beale, and countless others—from 
leaders like Anna Julia Cooper and Ida B. Wells to (previously) nameless 
women—those who resisted slavery in overt and subtle ways, who orga-
nized Housewives’ Leagues in the 1930s to protest evictions, who refused 
to ride segregated buses during the Montgomery bus boycott to name 
just a few (Giddings 1984; Gaines 1989; Jones 1985; Hine 1993; 
Robinson and Garrow 1987). Many scholars who studied black women’s 
labor, leisure, activism, and family lives offered concrete examples of how 
intersectional frameworks could and did enrich historical scholarship. In 
1989, for instance, Darlene Clark Hine introduced the idea of the “cul-
ture of dissemblance.” She explained that black women who chose a 
degree of silence in the face of sexual abuse and threats of sexual abuse 
“shielded the truth of their inner lives and selves from their oppressors,” 
and therefore created a tactic through which they responded to and 
resisted sexual vulnerability (Hine 1989, 912). Hine illuminated the ways 
that race and sex and gender and class together made black women—from 
“race leaders” who founded the National Association of Colored Women’s 
Clubs (NACW) to working class women who migrated from the south—
sexually vulnerable and demonstrated the ways that they resisted that 
intertwined vulnerability. This framework helped scholars analyze black 
female sexuality across lines of class and place; it was also a way to con-
sider the personal as well as the economic dimensions of the choices black 
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women made about migration, labor, and a host of other issues. If the 
“culture of dissemblance” had far-reaching implications, so too did the 
“politics of respectability,” a term that Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham 
introduced in her 1993 study of black women’s church activism from the 
1880s into the 1920s. For Higginbotham, respectability politics gave 
black women across lines of class a way to claim, as she explained it more 
recently, “a moral authority to say to the outside world, ‘I am worthy of 
respect. You don’t respect me, but I’m worthy of respect. You don’t treat 
me like an equal person, but I know that I am an equal person, and 
because I am an equal person, I’m going to fight for my rights. I’m going 
to demand equality. I’m not going to let you treat me like a second class 
citizen’” (Higginbotham 1993, 2015). This political framework enabled 
church women—teachers, domestic workers, and others—to resist both 
racial and gender prejudice and develop a church-based activism that 
ranged from building schools to advocating for social welfare policy; 
theirs was an activism, in other words, that might look rather conserva-
tive and “respectable” but could have radical implications. Without using 
the term intersectionality per se, both Hine and Higginbotham exposed 
the intersectional dimensions of black women’s history and introduced 
dominant paradigms with which scholars today still engage-even as they 
may modify or challenge them (Chatelain 2015; Cooper 2017; Harris 
2016; Lindsey 2017; Simmons 2015; Wolcott 2001).

Significantly, black women’s history and black feminist theory in the 
1980s and 1990s illuminated overlooked locations where “politics” took 
shape, and the seemingly unlikely people who had forged these politics. 
In 1987, Hazel Carby’s Reconstructing Womanhood: The Emergence of the 
Afro-American Woman Novelist, fundamentally rewrote and transformed 
US literary history with its analysis of literature by black women from 
Harriet Jacobs, whose slave narrative Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl 
appeared 1861 to Nella Larsen, a popular novelist in the Harlem 
Renaissance. In chronicling the contexts in which black women wrote, 
Carby rendered these writers as intellectuals who had made significant 
political and theoretical interventions. From a different vantage point, 
Tera Hunter transformed and rewrote labor history when she recovered 
the history of working class African American women in late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century Atlanta who developed strategies—from 
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sharing information about white employers to quitting to strikes—to 
affirm their autonomy and the importance of families amidst efforts 
among Southern whites to re-impose domination and racial hierarchies 
in the “new South” (Carby 1987; Hunter 1997).

This and other work refused to “segregate” race and gender, attending 
to the racial dimensions of black women’s gender activism, the gendered 
dimensions of their racial activism, and the economic dimensions of their 
lives as a whole. Hazel Carby was crystal clear in Reconstructing Womanhood 
when she noted that, “We need more feminist work that interrogates 
sexual ideologies for their racial specificity, and acknowledges whiteness, 
not just blackness as a racial category. Work that uses race as a central 
category does not necessarily need to be about black women” (Carby 
1987, 18). Heeding her call, women’s historians in the 1990s and after 
increasingly considered both whiteness and blackness as historically spe-
cific categories of analysis whose meanings changed over time and asked 
what and who terms like “women” and “women’s movements” included 
and excluded at different points in history. Some scholars drew on 
Foucault and social construction theory more broadly as ways to histori-
cize race and gender in relation, as others considered the racial and gen-
dered dimensions of state policy, activism in a domestic and transnational 
context, and the performative dimensions of race and gender (Bederman 
1996; Penn 1995; Fields 1990; Morgan 2004; Gordon 1994; Kessler- 
Harris 2003; Brooks 2006).

As I hope has become clear, thinking imaginatively about sources, and 
about methods for analyzing those sources has been an imperative more 
than an option—one that continues to enrich women’s history scholar-
ship across lines of race. African American women—many of whom were 
long legally denied access to literacy—were often rendered invisible and 
nameless in traditional archives that they neither produced, policed, nor 
maintained. Letters, diaries, literature, clothing, hair, photographs, build-
ings and other objects, and tiny fragments of writing have all been invalu-
able in efforts to recover those whose voices were not heard or saved, as 
have interdisciplinary methods for analyzing these sources (Hartman 
2019; Williams 2016; Haley 2016). Historians of women and scholars of 
women from a range of disciplines have looked to sources from popular 
culture because they offer insights into how and why women were 
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represented (in both “good” and “bad” ways) and what these representa-
tions said about gender and racial ideologies in a given era. Deborah Gray 
White’s analysis of the myths of enslaved black women as “Jezebel” or as 
“Mammy” remains foundational, for example (White 1985). But repre-
sentations are also a way to glean how women have imagined and sought 
to craft their own identities. Popular culture is indeed a window into the 
“massness” of mass culture—how and why ideas and images that many 
people assume to be “common sense” take shape and circulate; at the 
same time, it is also a way to understand individual efforts of both pro-
ducers and consumers of mass culture. It is, as Stuart Hall noted decades 
ago, neither all about containment nor all about resistance (Hall 1981); 
for that very reason, it is a particularly useful tool through which scholars 
can make sense of the contradictions and all-around messiness of wom-
en’s history.

Thus, thanks to assiduous and painstaking research by social and polit-
ical historians, we now know about black women like Recy Taylor—who 
testified against the white men who raped her in 1944—and about other 
black women who resisted both racial and gender discrimination when 
they pressed charges in sexual assault cases in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries (McGuire 2010; Feimster 2011; Rosen 2009). 
We gain other kinds of insight into the sexual abuse of black women and 
their resistance to it, about black women’s quest for autonomy—their 
rage, their dreams, their joys, their struggles—when we also consider 
blues, fiction, and poetry (Griffin 1995; Davis 1999; Hartman 2019). So 
too, it is critical to understand the organizations that women founded or 
joined in the late 1960s and 1970s if we are to make sense of the varied 
efforts women made to empower themselves—as they fought in courts 
and on the streets and in welfare rights organizations and as they formed 
consciousness-raising groups and black power organizations (Echols 
1989; Nadasen 2004; Swinth 2018; Spencer 2016). But the political 
work of feminism and the ways that claims for gender equality remade 
racialized meanings of gender and sexuality—and identity—happened in 
imaginative spaces too—in art by Judy Chicago and in the minds of the 
women who made “The Dinner Party” a sensation, at bookstores and 
music festivals, in beauty parlors, through films, art and novels, and in 
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the sartorial choices that women across lines of race made (Gerhard 2013; 
Enke 2007; Farmer 2017; Ford 2017; Gill 2010; Carter-David 2016).

* * *

This historiographical scaffolding—and I would stress that this is more of 
an intellectual autobiography than a systematic survey of any field or 
fields—helps to explain how and why I have done research that is, increas-
ingly, both interdisciplinary and intersectional, and how the one has 
informed the other. It also helps to explain why that “interruption” from 
my mother, who wanted to talk about Beyoncé, was in fact anything but 
an interruption. The path from my first book, Motherhood in Black and 
White: Race and Gender in American Liberalism, 1930–1965, to the more 
recently published How It Feels to Be Free: Black Women Entertainers and 
the Civil Rights Movement, reflects my long-term interest in transforma-
tions in race and gender relations and in relationships between culture 
and politics in the twentieth century. But this trajectory also suggests a 
shift: while Motherhood in Black and White focuses on US social science 
discourse, court cases and films to consider the role that conservative 
gender ideologies played in racial liberalism, How It Feels to Be Free hones 
in on black women performers, and on performance as a site through 
which to consider relationships between liberation struggles. I consider 
the different ways that six black women entertainers whose careers, poli-
tics and performance styles differed all drew attention to unequal rela-
tionships between blacks and whites and to relationships between men 
and women. The choices that they made demonstrate the role that gender 
played in what I argue was the simultaneous development of black activ-
ism and feminism. In other words, black women entertainers insisted 
that the liberation they demanded could not separate race from sex. These 
trailblazing women were critical to what were arguably the two most 
transformative social movements of the twentieth century: civil rights 
and women’s liberation. They contributed to the evolution of a distinc-
tive black feminism, one that embraced intersectionality decades before 
the term was even coined.
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As I was working on this essay, I thought about how even though the 
story I tell ends in the 1970s and I seldom teach beyond events in the 
early 2000s, Beyoncé’s recent music frequently comes up with students 
and in discussions of my book: in the classroom, for example, when stu-
dents mention Beyoncé, whether the course is black women’s history, the 
history of popular culture, the civil rights movement, or a general US 
History survey; or in conversations about future research when my son 
urges me to write about Lemonade as a way to engage with both intellec-
tual and personal concerns. I’ve given talks at campuses across the coun-
try, and again and again, students are eager to compare and contrast the 
women I write about to Beyoncé. When I introduce them to singer and 
film star Lena Horne, and what was significant about the fact that she 
had a contract with a major Hollywood studio in the 1940s, they ask how 
colorism affected the light-skinned Horne’s celebrity. What did it mean, 
they ask, using Beyoncé as their reference point, for Lena Horne to claim 
access to standards of beauty that had historically been associated with 
whiteness and to be celebrated in the 1940s as a “sex symbol”? For Horne 
as for Beyoncé, they wonder to what extent black women who are celebri-
ties in popular culture reproduce or challenge prevailing standards.

They hear about the risks African American women entertainers took 
when they performed their activism in an earlier era. Cicely Tyson went 
years without work and almost gave up on show business altogether 
because she would not accept parts that she felt demeaned black women. 
East Side, West Side, the 1963 television drama in which she had a lead 
role, was critically acclaimed but cancelled after one year; Southern affili-
ates who objected to Tyson’s presence contributed to the show’s demise. 
After jazz vocalist Abbey Lincoln received a scathing review for her album 
Straight Ahead in 1961 (one influential reviewer dismissed her as a “pro-
fessional Negro”), she did not record another solo album for a decade. 
Students I talk to compare the choices these women made to Beyoncé’s 
decision to engage Black Lives Matter activism directly in her 2016 song 
“Formation”—when a young African American boy dances before armed 
police in the video for the song, for example, or as Beyoncé and her back-
 up dancers, in an (in)famous Superbowl performance, appeared dressed 
in leather that evoked the Black Panther Party. Let us not forget that this 
performance so enraged Rudy Giuliani that he, among others, called for 
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a boycott. Was Beyoncé taking a risk similar to or different from that of 
Abbey Lincoln and others? What has happened to the sound of “black 
sonic protest,” as Daphne Brooks has put it, in the twenty-first century 
(Brown et al. 2016; Beyoncé 2016; Brooks 2016)?

No one, though, inspires questions about and comparisons to Beyoncé 
like Nina Simone, who, as the subject of proliferating documentaries, 
biopics, biographies, and more, has herself become increasingly iconic in 
the last decade. Audiences that I speak with are roused when they listen 
to Nina Simone’s incendiary “Mississippi Goddam” (many for the very 
first time). Here, in a song she wrote just months after the March on 
Washington and within hours of learning about the Birmingham church 
bombing that killed four black girls, Simone expressed rage, rejected calls 
for black respectability and nonviolent interracial activism, and affirmed 
a vision of black power that included black female power (Simone 1964). 
They’re moved when they hear Simone’s slow and seemingly simple mel-
ody “Four Women,” in which she took on the voices of four black women 
from different points in history, each burdened in her own way by gender 
and by skin color (Simone 1966). By bringing them together, Simone 
rejected the historical degradation of black women’s bodies and sexuali-
ties by whites as well as the hierarchies of color that many women expe-
rienced in their own communities; she refused to reduce “black 
womanhood” to just one solitary tale or to a story about a single type of 
oppression. Simone interwove the threads between black liberation and 
women’s experiences with multiple oppressions in complex ways in “Four 
Women,” even as she eschewed “feminism” as a word. As audiences today 
wrestle with Simone’s music from decades ago, they consistently bring up 
Beyoncé’s relationship to feminism. Many talk about how the superstar 
sampled Nigerian writer Chimamanda Adichie’s Ted talk that defined 
feminism in the music video for “Flawless.” Some young women (and 
scholars) support Beyoncé for celebrating feminism. Others critique her 
for using it as a “brand”—especially in the 2014 MTV Video Music 
Awards, in which the pop star performed with a giant—and of course 
pink—“FEMINIST” sign lit up behind her. They argue about Beyoncé’s 
references to money and ask what her affirmations of wealth mean in 
relation to her critique of racial prejudice; toward the end of the 
“Formation” video, for example, she lies on top of a sinking police car in 
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an image rich with allusions to Hurricane Katrina, only to then sing, “the 
best revenge is your paper” (Tinsley 2018; Cooper 2017).

But whatever their perspectives, from what I have seen and heard, 
Beyoncé makes (most) people feel as well as think about the intersections 
of race and gender in women’s lives. They engage directly, personally, and 
emotionally. But these are not “just” feelings, to be trivialized (aka femi-
nized) and put in a box separate from what some might call “real” poli-
tics. Rather, with and through those feelings, we have an opportunity to 
talk about the gendered and cultural dimensions of black lives matter 
activism that most of the people in these audiences have not considered. 
Even more, we have an opportunity to place that activism on a longer 
historical trajectory that not only “includes” but has been enabled by 
women. Very few people know that three queer black women started 
#blacklivesmatter—the hashtag and the diverse grassroots activist move-
ment—and that it is explicitly a multipronged and intersectional move-
ment for liberation. #SayHerName activism has specifically drawn 
attention to black women victims and the gender-specific nature of anti- 
black violence. Certainly, Beyoncé is hardly the only performer to talk, 
sing, and perform in ways that challenge police brutality and the murder 
of unarmed African Americans or mass incarceration that disproportion-
ately affects African Americans. She does, so, however, from a unique 
perch—as a longtime black female pop star with global recognition who 
in recent years increasingly mines US history in her critiques of race rela-
tions and her affirmations of black power. Moreover, whether she’s sing-
ing about “personal” matters like her marriage and infidelity, or “public” 
matters like police brutality, Beyonce asserts black women’s right to anger, 
agency, and pleasures and does all of this while explicitly identifying with 
feminism. She makes these intersectional moves before audiences around 
the world that cut across lines of race. (Nowhere was this more evident 
than in her April 2018 performance at Coachella, where she celebrated 
historically black colleges and black female college culture and feminism 
specifically [Beyoncé 2018; Cooper 2018].)

Music, in other words, can change the conversations we have about 
both the present and past. Beyonce is just one example of how popular 
culture can produce meanings: about political activism and the ways that 
the state regulates (certain) bodies; about feminism and race; about 
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sexuality and class; and about the relations between these. These are the 
issues that women’s historians interested in intersectionality engage. As 
such, those of us who tell stories about people who were not defined 
exclusively by race, or class, or gender, and those of us who do intersec-
tional historical scholarship that considers relationships between and 
among multiple sources of oppression that black women have faced take 
popular culture—and take Beyoncé as just one example—seriously. 
Perhaps there was a time when historians could undertake political or 
intellectual history without culture or when they might argue that not all 
political history was, as some might say, “about race.” But since a televi-
sion star has become president by so explicitly championing white 
supremacy and male dominance, these (always somewhat elusive) dis-
tinctions between culture and politics have fallen away. Disciplinary 
divides that historians might seek to maintain and assumptions about 
detached scholarship don’t really hold up like they used to. Indeed, inter-
sectional approaches allow, even invite, scholars to think about our own 
positions and investments, and how these inform the work that we do. 
Scholars who work from various methodological and disciplinary per-
spectives on popular culture may find that it is neither possible nor desir-
able to cordon off the “culture” we are studying from our life experiences. 
(Hence, I’ve used the first person—usually evident in historical scholar-
ship only in the acknowledgements—in this essay.) Perhaps in the con-
text of 2018 and the Trump presidency, “the personal is political”—a 
critical catalyst to second-wave feminism and to women’s history in the 
1970s and 1980s—has become newly relevant. Perhaps in our own era, 
popular music like that of Beyoncé and other commodities in popular 
culture—that make people feel, that challenge those divides between 
“public” and “private,” and reject hierarchies of race “versus” gender—is 
just what we historians need.
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5
Theorizing Gender Power and Gendered 

Institutions: Sexual Harassment 
and Resistance to Feminist Activism

Mary Hawkesworth

As the #MeToo campaign has gone viral and global, there is new opti-
mism that perpetrators of sexual harassment and sexual assault will finally 
face a feminist reckoning. In the tradition of the testimonio, now ampli-
fied by social media, thousands bear witness to blatant injustices that 
circumscribe women’s lives and livelihoods. Courageous narratives of vio-
lation seek to raise awareness of the prevalence of sexual predation, call 
perpetrators to account, mitigate the shame associated with victimiza-
tion, and thereby foster individual healing and institutional change.

In many ways, the #MeToo movement echoes the intensity of feminist 
mobilization in the 1970s as activists began to conceptualize gender- 
based injustices in relation to racial privilege and male power. The first 
articulations of sexploitation, sex abuse, sexual coercion, sexual extortion, 
sexual intimidation, and sexual harassment drew attention to violence 
against women as mechanisms of social control, means to preserve male 
power and advantage, dimensions of racialized gender oppression, and as 

M. Hawkesworth (*) 
Rutgers University, New Brunswick, NJ, USA
e-mail: mhawkes@womenstudies.rutgers.edu

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-48501-6_5&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-48501-6_5#DOI
mailto:mhawkes@womenstudies.rutgers.edu


78

a form of sex discrimination (MacKinnon 1979) that pervaded work-
places and educational institutions. Shielded from public acknowledg-
ment by privacy norms and tactics that shamed and blamed the victims, 
sexual violence stemmed from and helped sustain asymmetrical power 
relations despite constitutional guarantees of equality before the law.

This chapter explores feminist efforts to theorize and address political 
dimensions of private relations unrecognized by political theories or 
political science. It traces the difficulty of moving from identification of 
harms felt in the flesh and in the psyche to institutional practices designed 
to eradicate those harms. Toward that end, I present a case study of femi-
nist efforts to create and implement a sexual harassment policy at one 
university in the United States. The systemic opposition over decades to 
that effort provides insights into the operations of gender power in an 
“equal opportunity institution.” The final section of the chapter illumi-
nates how feminist scholars have moved from a conceptualization of gen-
der power to a theory of raced-gendered institutions that reveals the 
depth of the challenge that feminist analysis poses to entrenched under-
standings of individual liberty and equality of opportunity and helps 
explain entrenched resistance to feminist social change efforts.

 Incipient Conditions

In an era when the rhetoric of equal opportunity is ubiquitous, it is easy 
to forget how recently it displaced an overt policy of racial and sexual 
segregation. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
was established in 1965 to implement provisions of Title VII of the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964, which prohibited employment discrimination on the 
basis of race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.1 In 1972, Title IX of 
the Education Amendments prohibited discrimination on the basis of sex 
in any federally funded education program or activity. When I entered 
the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, as an undergraduate student 
in 1970, universities as federal contractors were only beginning to iden-
tify themselves as “equal opportunity” institutions. Emphasizing merito-
cratic standards, universities insisted that selection criteria for all programs 
were based on intellect and talent with a small nod to hard work and 
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initiative, which were said to be rewarded without regard to race, gender, 
age, religion, ethnicity, disability, or sexual orientation.

Equal opportunity proclamations demonstrated university compliance 
with federal regulations for recipients of federal funds, but they also 
served a legitimation function. While assuring members of university 
communities that all will be treated fairly in campus interactions, equal 
opportunity statements also shore up the notion that the distribution of 
offices and benefits within the institution are strictly merit based. If white 
men dominate executive, managerial, and professorial ranks, it is only 
because they are more talented, better qualified, and as such more deserv-
ing of these positions. If women and people of color are clustered in 
poorly paid clerical or part-time professional and administrative jobs, 
that too, marks the limit of their abilities. When the neutral principle of 
equal opportunity is proclaimed the mechanism for placement and 
advancement within an institution, responsibility for success and failure 
falls squarely on the shoulders of individuals.

In the early 1970s, feminist theorizing was just beginning to challenge 
myths pertaining to equal opportunity and meritocracy. In political sci-
ence and philosophy classes, which were almost invariably taught and 
populated by men, some of us summoned the courage to suggest that 
“he” was not a generic pronoun but a mechanism of exclusion, that male 
bias structured what was passing as neutral and objective claims about the 
world, and that literary, philosophical, and scientific works were riddled 
with noxious representations of women.2 These suggestions were typi-
cally met with either instant dismissal, a lecture on English grammar, or 
an awkward silence before the professor moved on to discuss “important” 
topics. In 1977, when I submitted a dissertation proposal to investigate 
“androcentrism” in the Western philosophical canon, the graduate fac-
ulty in the Government Department at Georgetown University rejected 
the proposal as “intellectually worthless” and insisted that I abandon the 
topic if I hoped to complete a Ph.D.

In the context of such naturalized white male supremacy, feminist stu-
dents at Cornell University advanced a bold claim—that faculty sexual-
izing women in their classrooms, drawing attention to their attractiveness, 
their bodies, their modes of dress, demanding sexual favors, or introduc-
ing derogatory comments, insulting sexist stereotypes, or dehumanizing 
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jokes were engaging in sexual harassment, which should be understood as 
a mode of sex discrimination (Baker 2008). Preliminary efforts to theorize 
quid pro quo and hostile environment harassment at work and in educa-
tional institutions encountered incomprehension and venomous sarcasm 
by employers, university administrators, the judiciary, and the press. 
Nonetheless, by 1979, Catharine MacKinnon’s path-breaking work, The 
Sexual Harassment of Working Women advanced a compelling legal argu-
ment that the asymmetrical power relations that allowed the sexual exploi-
tation of workers should be understood as a form of sex discrimination 
(MacKinnon 1979). In 1980, the EEOC developed guidelines defining 
sexual harassment that incorporated MacKinnon’s feminist analysis.

 Equality Work on Campus

In the early 1980s, women and people of color were dramatically under-
represented on faculties and in professional and administrative positions 
in colleges and universities. Sexual harassment was a new legal concept, 
and in multiple cases, courts were still insisting that “sexual romance” in 
the workplace was a private matter and that coercive propositions could 
easily be repelled by “virtuous women.”3 This new legal concept had not 
yet come to public awareness when a distraught student entered my office 
at the University of Louisville to report her horror at having been propo-
sitioned by a married faculty member. As a married woman returning to 
university after raising three children, my student was shocked that “adul-
tery” might be “required” for the successful completion of a course. As a 
straight “A” student, she was appalled at the prospect of having her grade 
point average sullied by her refusal to comply with a coercive demand for 
a sexual relationship. She didn’t know what to do about her situation. She 
wanted never to see the faculty member again, but the semester was only 
half over and it was too late to drop the class. She came to me seek-
ing advice.

Knowing that the faculty member in question also had an administra-
tive appointment in the Dean’s Office, I offered to intercede for the stu-
dent by writing a letter to the dean, reporting the student’s predicament 
and asking the dean to tell the faculty member to desist his unethical 
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conduct. The illegitimacy of propositioning students seemed so straight-
forward to me that I never considered that the dean would be anything 
but supportive of the proposed course of action. The dean’s response 
quickly dispelled such naive assumptions. The dean was outraged that 
anyone would impugn the integrity of a member of her staff. She assured 
me of the moral uprightness of the faculty member involved. She cau-
tioned me against believing the tales of students. And she noted that by 
putting such an allegation in writing, I might be making myself liable for 
a law suit on the grounds of libel or defamation of character. To avoid 
such an unhappy consequence the dean promised to destroy my letter, 
urged me to destroy any copy that I might have kept, and assured me that 
under no circumstances would she mention this episode to the faculty 
member involved.

Feeling thoroughly reprimanded, I contacted the student and reported 
my failure to be of assistance. I told her that she should not comply with 
the teacher’s proposition, suggesting that she avoid the faculty member 
outside of class as much as possible. If avoidance was impossible, she 
should always have a friend accompany her to speak with him in the hope 
that the topic would never come up in the presence of a third party. I 
apologized for this unsatisfactory outcome but noted that I knew of no 
other possible course of action.

Soon after this episode, I recounted these events at a meeting of the 
University’s Rape Prevention Committee in the context of a discussion of 
coerced sexual intercourse and the development of programs to help pre-
vent acquaintance rape. Two members of the Committee noted that I 
would have had more options if the university had a policy prohibiting 
sexual harassment.4 They suggested that we create a task force to investi-
gate the issue and draft a policy to present to the university’s president for 
official adoption.

The idea of creating a task force made a great deal of sense since it had 
worked well for us in the case of rape prevention activities on campus. 
Having been approached by students about how poorly the university’s 
judicial board was handling acquaintance rape complaints, a small group 
of feminist professional and administrative staff and faculty had pro-
claimed ourselves the “Rape Prevention Task Force” and developed a 
number of demands for improved lighting, campus security measures, 
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training for university police and members of the judicial board, as well 
as campus-wide educational programs to help prevent rape.5 The univer-
sity had responded positively to the demands and had sanctioned the 
group’s efforts by officially designating us, “The University’s Rape 
Prevention Committee,” and authorizing us to begin whatever educa-
tional efforts we deemed appropriate.6 We anticipated similar success 
with the issue of sexual harassment.

In fall 1983, six of us proclaimed ourselves the University Task Force 
on Sexual Harassment. (Of the six, four were women, two were African 
American; none had job security.) The first item on the Task Force agenda 
was the development of expertise concerning sexual harassment. Toward 
that end, we contacted the EEOC and the Kentucky Commission on 
Human Rights for information about complainants’ rights and proce-
dures for resolving complaints. We also secured copies of sexual harass-
ment policies developed at the University of Iowa, Cincinnati, Indiana, 
Harvard, and Brown.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, all endorsed educating the university commu-
nity as the best way to prevent sexual harassment. Informed by the 
Platonic assumption that ignorance was the cause of sexual harassment 
and education the cure, the Task Force devised a multi-tiered strategy to 
educate students, staff, faculty, and administrators about sexual harass-
ment as a form of sex discrimination. One tier involved revision of offi-
cial university codes, such as the Code of Faculty Responsibility and the 
Code of Student Rights and Responsibilities, to include prohibitions of 
sexual harassment. To deal with the university as a workplace, the second 
tactic developed an “Affirmative Action Office Plan for Compliance with 
Sexual Discrimination Guidelines for Sexual Harassment” and drafted a 
comprehensive sexual harassment policy manual for adoption by the 
President’s Executive Cabinet. To educate the university community 
beyond these decision-making bodies, the third tier involved securing 
funds to bring national experts to campus to conduct public programs 
about the issue.

When we approached members of the university’s faculty senate about 
the proposed revision of the Code of Faculty Responsibility, we discov-
ered that the Code was a document internal to the College of Arts and 
Sciences (A&S) and that there was no ethics code for all university 
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faculty. We also learned that the absence of a code of ethics was not an 
oversight but rather the result of several intense battles over and defeats 
of proposed ethics codes by the faculty senate. Thus, we gained our first 
inkling that entrenched interests more than ignorance might be at play in 
policing unethical faculty conduct.

Undeterred, we submitted a proposal to amend the A&S Code of 
Faculty Responsibility to the A&S Planning Committee in March 1984. 
The proposal provided background information about recent sexual 
harassment incidents on campus, discussed the ethical issues raised by 
faculty harassment of students, included state and federal laws defining 
and prohibiting sexual harassment, and suggested language for revising 
the Code. The recommended language stipulated that “Faculty shall 
respect the rights of all members of the university community to be free 
from unsolicited and unwanted sexual advances, physical contact, subtle 
solicitations, and derogatory statements related to one’s sex.” The Planning 
Committee quickly endorsed the proposal and forwarded it to the A&S 
Dean who noted her “wholehearted agreement with the proposed addi-
tion to the Code of Faculty Responsibility” and urged the Legislative 
Council to recommend adoption to the Faculty Assembly. The Legislative 
Council failed to act on the proposal at several meetings, citing lack of a 
quorum. After several months of sustained lobbying by feminist faculty, 
the Legislative Council approved an amended version of the proposal 
that stated that “faculty would respect the rights of all members of the 
University Community to be free from sexual harassment.” The Task 
Force regretted the loss of specific content in the revised wording but 
decided to go forward with the amended language in the hope of reinstat-
ing the original version through amendment on the floor of the Faculty 
Assembly.

When the proposed amendment to the Code was first debated in the 
A&S Faculty Assembly, several male faculty objected to the “vagueness” 
of the term sexual harassment. When EEOC definitions of sexual harass-
ment were presented to the Assembly, several additional objections were 
raised. One male faculty member who was married to another faculty 
member insisted that approval of a policy prohibiting unwanted sexual 
advances among members of the university community would mean that 
he could never again have sex with his wife. Other male faculty members 
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suggested that prohibition of derogatory comments pertaining to sex 
constituted an unacceptable abridgement of academic freedom, suggest-
ing that acceptance of “censorship” in this area would open the door for 
the imposition of restrictions on political speech, ideological views, or 
unorthodox scientific claims, ultimately undermining the very notion of 
faculty autonomy. Following prolonged and intense debate, the proposal 
was tabled—another indication of resistance at odds with our ignorance 
hypothesis concerning sexual harassment. It took more than a year of 
lobbying by feminist faculty to bring the proposal back before the 
Assembly. As passed, the revised Code stipulated that faculty agreed to 
respect the right of all members of the university community to be free 
from harassment on the basis of race, sex, ethnicity, religion, age, disabil-
ity, and sexual orientation.

Efforts to amend the Code of Student Rights and Responsibilities pro-
gressed more quickly. The Student Senate approved the recognition of 
students’ rights to be free from harassment by faculty, staff, or other stu-
dents. A feminist assistant professor in the Law School developed lan-
guage to add to the student handbook explaining the nature of sexual 
harassment and the range of prohibited conduct. The Task Force worked 
with members of the Student Admissions and Orientation Staff to 
develop an orientation program on “how to talk to your professors” that 
included examples of sexual harassment as impermissible faculty/student 
exchanges. Several supportive male faculty were recruited to participate 
in these summer orientation sessions. The presence of respected male col-
leagues speaking out against sexual harassment helped heighten the legiti-
macy of the cause.

Drawing upon the sexual harassment materials provided by the EEOC, 
the Kentucky Commission on Human Rights and a number of other 
universities, the Task Force drafted a manual providing comprehensive 
information about sexual harassment. The manual included a draft mem-
orandum from the president condemning sexual harassment and empha-
sizing that no form of sexual harassment was appropriate on campus. It 
provided extended definitions of sexual harassment from various legal 
and scholarly sources, clear examples of the differing forms of quid pro 
quo and hostile-environment sexual harassment, citations from state and 
federal law pertaining to sexual harassment, discussion of recent court 
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cases involving sexual harassment claims, formal and informal mecha-
nisms for resolving complaints on campus, guidelines for administrators/
supervisors in handling sexual harassment complaints, and guidelines for 
complainants in dealing with a harasser. The manual also included a bib-
liography of works dealing with sexual harassment and a list of off- campus 
organizations empowered to assist in the resolution of sexual harassment 
complaints. In December 1984, the Director of the Affirmative Action 
Office sent the draft policy manual to his superior, the Vice-President for 
Administration, with the request that it be presented to the President for 
his review and approval. The cover memo cited EEOC Guidelines 
(401:185) identifying “prevention as the best tool for the elimination of 
sexual harassment” and instructing employers to “affirmatively address 
the subject, express strong disapproval, implement policies and proce-
dures to redress grievances, and develop methods to sensitize all 
concerned.”

For feminist “outsiders within” an institution, what goes on in the 
President’s Executive Cabinet is akin to social scientists’ proverbial “black 
box.” We had no representation within this decision-making body, were 
not invited to provide input, and had no sources willing to leak informa-
tion about cabinet discussion of the draft. After several months, when 
there had been no announcement of the president’s approval of a new 
sexual harassment policy, the Task Force decided to try to bring some 
pressure to bear on university decision-makers. In April 1985, we invited 
Linda Weiner, coauthor of The Lecherous Professor, to campus to speak on 
“Developing Campus Strategies for Coping with Sexual Harassment” 
and sent invitations to all members of the president’s staff and executive 
cabinet to attend the session. We contacted the only woman on the Board 
of Trustees to learn if the Board had been informed about the draft policy. 
She reported that the Board had heard nothing of such a policy and she 
promised to make informal inquiries. Members of the Task Force from 
the Division of Student Affairs routinely reported episodes of sexual 
harassment on campus to the Vice-President for Student Affairs in their 
monthly staff meetings, alluding to the possibility of suits against the 
institution and emphasizing the importance of securing adoption of the 
proposed policy. Months passed with no word from the President about 
the fate of the policy.

5 Theorizing Gender Power and Gendered Institutions: Sexual… 



86

On October 29, 1985, more than ten months after the proposal had 
been forwarded to the Executive Cabinet, members of the Task Force 
received a letter from the Vice-President for Student Affairs noting that 
he had been asked to “follow-up on the approval and implementation of 
the Sexual Harassment Policy.” He attached a draft of the policy with 
“some minor revisions” and requested to meet with us to discuss the 
revised version. The “minor revisions” included the substitution of a four- 
page memo concerning “sexual and other forms of harassment” for the 
25-page manual prepared by the Task Force. The memo condemned 
“sexual harassment and harassment on the basis of race, color, religion, or 
national origin” and committed the university to the creation of a 
“discrimination- free educational and work climate.” The memo noted 
that “formal action concerning harassment will follow the policies and 
procedures currently established for various areas of the University” and 
referred faculty to the Office of the Provost, staff to University Personnel, 
and students to the Office of the Vice-President of Student Affairs, if they 
wished to discuss specific incidents of harassment.

The Task Force objected strenuously to the elimination of all detailed 
information from the revised policy. We pointed out that there were no 
“currently established policies or procedures” for dealing with harassment 
complaints. We noted that no one in any of the offices identified knew 
anything about sexual harassment and as such were unlikely to provide 
competent assistance to complainants. We also pointed out that no spe-
cific individuals in any of these offices were given official responsibility 
for resolution of complaints, creating a situation in which complainants 
were likely to experience massive frustration. In addition, we criticized 
the memo’s failure to identify any consequences for harassers who vio-
lated the policy, noting that such significant omissions suggested that the 
university was not taking harassment seriously. We argued that the 
absence of established sanctions introduced the possibility of arbitrari-
ness in the treatment of harassers. We also expressed concern that the 
draft memo made no mention of the impermissibility of retaliation 
against the complainants by those reprimanded for sexual harassment.

Over the next two months, the Task Force met several times with the 
Vice-President for Student Affairs and the Assistant University Counsel 
to develop a sexual harassment policy free from such defects. The Task 
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Force had to accept that the detailed policy manual providing educa-
tional information and systematic guidelines for administrators and com-
plainants was not going to be issued by the administration. We turned 
our attention instead to amending the memo to state the illegality of 
sexual harassment, define both quid pro quo and hostile environment 
sexual harassment, specify formal and informal complaint mechanisms, 
identify specific individuals empowered to resolve sexual harassment 
complaints, include a range of appropriate sanctions keyed to the serious-
ness of the offenses, and indicate that retaliation was grounds for a sepa-
rate disciplinary action. Our ability to provide examples of a number of 
recent sexual harassment episodes on campus that had been handled very 
badly lent weight to our arguments and our concerns were incorporated 
into the final draft.7

In January 1986, the revised sexual harassment memo was presented to 
the President and the Executive Cabinet for approval. A source informed 
the Task Force that there was considerable opposition to adoption of the 
policy and the proposal was close to being defeated when the Vice- 
President for Development, a lawyer and the only woman vice-president 
in the institution’s history, advanced a pragmatic legal argument for 
adoption of the policy. She pointed out that the courts had been holding 
institutions as well as individuals liable for sexual harassment and that 
having an official policy against sexual harassment might help the univer-
sity reduce its liability should a suit arise against a university employee. 
This prudent rationale secured approval of the policy. On February 12, 
1986, the President sent the memo announcing the new sexual harass-
ment policy to all university employees.

When individuals attempted to use the new informal complaint mech-
anisms, their experiences were markedly unsatisfactory. Administrators 
and supervisors had no idea how to “resolve” an informal sexual harass-
ment complaint. They had been given no training to handle such issues, 
and many were extremely reluctant to confront alleged harassers, much 
less to intervene to stop the conduct. As a consequence, complainants 
would often be shuttled from one office to another on the promise that 
someone else would be able to help them. Demoralized by the harass-
ment and enormously frustrated by the failure of the institution to come 
to their assistance, many complainants simply gave up. Informal sexual 
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harassment “advisors,” identified as contact persons by the president’s 
memo, also felt frustrated. They were empowered to listen to complain-
ants and provide advice about the range of options available, but they had 
no power to resolve complaints or to stop harassment. In addition, infor-
mal advisors began to hear stories from multiple complainants about the 
same harasser. When complainants were unwilling to file formal com-
plaints (the typical situation), which would trigger full investigations, no 
action was taken against repeat offenders. It became increasingly appar-
ent that the informal mechanism for complaint resolution simply 
didn’t work.

In 1986, in response to lobbying by the University Women’s 
Information Network (UWIN), the president appointed an Advisory 
Committee on Women.8 Hearing the concerns of the informal sexual 
harassment advisors, the President’s Advisory Committee on Women 
(PACW) placed implementation of the sexual harassment policy on their 
agenda. They urged the president to require all university employees to 
attend sexual harassment workshops, to provide sessions to train admin-
istrators and supervisors in the successful resolution of sexual harassment 
complaints, and to devise workable mechanisms for the informal resolu-
tion of sexual harassment complaints. PACW began sponsoring campus 
presentations on sexual harassment, but they encountered massive resis-
tance on other fronts. The President flatly rejected mandatory training 
sessions, made no effort to train administrators or supervisors, and 
showed no interest in improving the informal complaint mechanisms.

In 1991, after five years of growing evidence of the inadequacy of com-
plaint resolution mechanisms, PACW decided to launch its own effort to 
improve the system, appointing a Subcommittee on Sexual Harassment. 
The Subcommittee devised an implementation plan that involved recruit-
ing and training volunteers from all sectors of the university who would 
conduct sexual harassment workshops upon request for student, faculty, 
and staff groups. During the fall of 1991, 30 volunteers attended three 
consecutive training workshops on sexual harassment.9 An apprentice 
system paired experienced workshop leaders with new volunteers to 
enhance their training and gradually expanded the cohort of workshop 
leaders.
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The Subcommittee asked the President to schedule a sexual harass-
ment workshop for his Executive Cabinet as a signal of his support for 
the implementation effort. In the wake of recent court decisions that had 
awarded monetary damages in great sums to women who had been sexu-
ally harassed at work, the President agreed. Although securing the oppor-
tunity to educate the Executive Cabinet was a singular accomplishment, 
the actual session was “so burdened by its obligatory status that the work-
shop took on the quality of a ritual designed more to appease the gods 
who control lawsuits than to affect the realities of interaction within the 
institution” (Gadlin 1997). Deans and Vice-Presidents were asked to 
send letters to department chairs and supervisors endorsing the imple-
mentation effort and encouraging work units to schedule workshops. 
Many of them did so. In spring 1992, 60 workshops were conducted, 
attracting more than 900 participants.

In addition to orchestrating this major effort to educate the campus 
community about sexual harassment, the Subcommittee worked with the 
Dean of the Law School and staff from the University Counsel’s office to 
design an informal complaint resolution mechanism that would respect 
the due process rights of alleged harassers yet provide remedies for com-
plainants. The Subcommittee sought a reporting mechanism that would 
track repeat offenders, strategies that would enable administrators to 
intervene to stop harassment, and mandatory training sessions for all 
sexual harassment advisors as well as administrative and supervisory per-
sonnel likely to receive complaints concerning sexual harassment. When 
these proposed changes were sent to the Executive Cabinet for approval, 
more delay was encountered. The major obstacle involved the proposal to 
keep a sealed record of the names of individuals about whom informal 
complaints had been made. Although the Subcommittee deemed such 
record-keeping essential for the identification and development of appro-
priate sanctions against habitual harassers, the Executive Cabinet refused 
to support the maintenance of such records.10 It took two years to move 
beyond this impasse.

In 1994, University Counsel’s Office organized training sessions for 
officially designated “informal sexual harassment advisors.” Neither advo-
cates nor investigators, these informal advisors were empowered only to 
listen to the complainant’s account, provide information about the 
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definition of sexual harassment, and inform complainants about options 
for formal and informal resolution of their complaints. The advisors 
could brief complainants on strategies to confront the alleged harasser 
directly (either verbally or through a letter) and could help the complain-
ant complete a form to notify the relevant dean or administrative head 
about the complaint, requesting informal resolution. All power for com-
plaint resolution remained in the hands of administrative personnel. The 
informal advisors were also instructed to keep anonymous records of 
alleged sexual harassment episodes in order to enable the university to 
monitor the incidence of sexual harassment on campus. These records 
were to be collected quarterly, collated, and used as the basis for an annual 
report to the President. The officially designated sexual harassment advi-
sors, however, were reluctant to keep records. Many were suspicious of 
this “feminist enterprise” and did not believe that honorable men engaged 
in the activities reported, preferring to believe that the accusers were 
lying. It took another decade before records were collected and annual 
reports concerning the incidence of sexual harassment in the institution 
were filed.

In February 1995, a new president created a Commission on the Status 
of Women, appointing the Chair to his staff, thereby affording the 
Commission access to the meetings of the Executive Cabinet. During its 
first months of operation, the Commission created a Subcommittee on 
Sexual Harassment. After a year of investigative work, the Subcommittee 
sent six policy recommendations to the President. These recommenda-
tions reiterated the concerns of campus feminists working on sexual 
harassment for more than a decade—the need to demonstrate institu-
tional commitment to eliminate sexual harassment, to appoint full-time 
staff to conduct continuous sexual harassment education for all segments 
of the university, to establish a procedure to document sexual harassment 
allegations and deal with repeat offenders, to create clear, stringent, and 
appropriate administrative and supervisory responses to complaints of 
sexual harassment, to treat proven complaints as grave breaches of per-
sonnel policy that might call for dismissal from the university, and to 
appoint advocates who could provide support for complainants through-
out the investigative and resolution processes.
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By addressing sexual harassment on campus, feminist employees (fac-
ulty, administrators, and professional staff) devoted considerable time 
and effort to equality work—arduous, uncompensated campaigns to 
transform a male-dominant institution into an intellectual environment 
supportive of diversity and equity. Although these efforts were completely 
consistent with existing state and federal law, they encountered sustained 
resistance from mainstream faculty, administrators, and professional staff. 
Delays in consideration, adoption, and implementation of proposed pol-
icies were the norm. Substitution of vague prohibitions for detailed 
mechanisms to investigate allegations and punish offenders was routine. 
Even attempts to educate the campus population about the nature of 
sexual harassment, the prevalence of the problem, and the severity of the 
harms it caused were opposed by the university administration. The pol-
icy finally adopted owed more to fear of litigation than to feminist trans-
formative praxis.

The experiences detailed in this case study are not unique (Paludi 
1996; Sandler and Shoop 1997; Balliet et al. 2006; Brown-Glaude 2009). 
Indeed, Lauren Edelman (2016) has documented that employers, 
whether universities, nonprofit organizations, or corporations have opted 
for “the managerialization of law,” posting policies that give the appear-
ance of compliance with sexual harassment law, while doing little to erad-
icate the problem of sexual harassment. In Working Law, Edelman 
demonstrates how policies and programs that promise equal opportunity 
actually preserve the advantages of white males while masking discrimi-
nation and perpetuating inequality.

Through analysis of data gathered by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
tracking the racial and gender composition of the workforce over five 
decades, surveys of 350 organizations, interviews with hundreds of com-
pliance professionals, content analyses of human resource journals, webi-
nars, websites, EEOC Guidelines, and more than 1000 judicial decisions, 
Edelman shows that “managerialization of law tends to produce rules 
that are unenforced, procedures that are biased, programs that are inef-
fective, and ideologies that legitimate extant racial and gender inequality” 
(124). The creation of equal opportunity policies that internalize dispute 
resolution, manage away legal risk, decouple legal rules from organiza-
tional activities, and rhetorically reframe legal ideals substitute an abstract 
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conception of “fair treatment” of everyone for concern about disparate 
impact and disparate treatment (125). Equal employment opportunity is 
converted into “good management practice” by hollowing out its 
meaning.

The managerialization of law accomplishes an impressive sleight of 
hand: the careful creation of anti-discrimination and sexual harassment 
policies, publicly announced and displayed with clear guidelines for filing 
complaints, is taken as evidence of compliance with EEOC provisions 
against racial and gender discrimination. When discrimination cases are 
brought to the courts, judges infer lack of discrimination from the exis-
tence of formal policies even when those policies are ineffective and fail 
to protect employees’ civil rights. Ironically, the existence of antidiscrimi-
nation policies and dispute resolution mechanisms make employees less 
likely to complain or file suit when they experience discrimination 
because they believe it to be futile (161). Plaintiff’s lawyers act as gate-
keepers by reinforcing the belief that a plaintiff is unlikely to win a case. 
As a consequence, less than 1% of those who experience employment 
discrimination pursue litigation (158). Thus, Edelman notes that care-
fully crafted anti-discrimination policies “ensure quiescent acceptance of 
chronic inequality, deprivation, and daily indignities” (5).11 Working Law 
makes it clear that despite decades of feminist equality work, institution-
alized sexism, economic marginalization, discrimination, and sexual 
harassment do not disappear; they persist and may indeed increase, but 
they are placed beyond redress through the very laws created to pro-
hibit them.

 Theorizing Gender Power 
and Gendered Institutions

Feminist equality work within multiple institutions has been thwarted. 
Policies that appear to articulate feminist objectives insulate institutions 
from lawsuits without alleviating or eliminating discriminatory practices. 
Yet, entrenched resistance against changes proposed to promote equal 
opportunity and equal treatment illuminates power relations rendered 
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invisible by prevailing theories of organizational behavior. The intense 
opposition feminists have encountered in efforts to transform institu-
tions has contributed to theorization of raced-gendered power dynamics 
(Duerst-Lahti and Kelly 1995).12 Once these power relations are made 
visible, it becomes possible to understand how deeply feminist goals chal-
lenge existing institutions, which in turn sheds light on the intensity of 
institutional resistance.

Conceptualizing sexual harassment as a form of sex discrimination 
that impairs women’s educational opportunities and career advancement 
challenges the myth of equal opportunity and the liberal-individualist 
assumptions that sustain it. If women must contend with unwanted sex-
ual advances or requests for sexual favors as a condition of hiring or 
retaining a job or gaining a grade, a promotion, or a raise, then demon-
strated talent cannot be the sole criterion governing placement and 
advancement within the system. If sexualization of women, whether 
through “compliments,” derogatory comments, or non-verbal behavior 
creates a hostile environment that impairs women’s academic or work 
performance or makes it more difficult for women to succeed than it is 
for men, then equal treatment is not the institutional norm. If men can 
be advantaged in academic performance or job placements by sexualizing 
the classroom or workplace, then male dominance in an academic insti-
tution may have more to do with gender power and abuse of power than 
with intellect, energy, and initiative. If sexual harassment pervades an 
institution, routinely affecting 30% of the women undergraduate stu-
dents, 42% of the women graduate students, 60% of women medical 
students, 49% of the untenured women faculty, and 30% of women staff 
(Cammaert 1985; Dickstein 1996; Dziech and Weiner 1984; Paludi 
1990; Sandler and Shoop 1997), then women’s failure to succeed cannot 
be attributed to the singular characteristics of particular women. In seek-
ing to eradicate sexual harassment, feminists suggest that sexual harass-
ment is an institutional practice that structures gender inequity by 
providing competitive advantages to men and disadvantages to women. 
Their analyses draw attention to gender power.

In addition to calling attention to practices that impugn the universi-
ty’s claim to provide equal opportunity, feminists seeking to place sexual 
harassment on the agenda for institutional change challenge a number of 

5 Theorizing Gender Power and Gendered Institutions: Sexual… 



94

the university’s privileged fictions. The apparent naturalness of male 
power in the university is sustained by a good deal more than equal 
opportunity rhetoric. The university arose as an all-male bastion in an 
already male-dominant society. Custom and law precluded women’s 
matriculation until the late nineteenth century. Even after the elimina-
tion of laws and practices proscribing women from the university and 
professional education, the “clone factor”—the desire of those in power 
to replicate themselves by hiring others “just like” them—perpetuated 
male dominance in the institutions of higher education (Sandler 1992, 
5). That the hiring choices of particular men create, recreate, and rein-
force male power has been routinely masked by reference to market forces 
and the “inadequate supply” of qualified women and minority job candi-
dates. Thus, male faculty and administrators persist in hiring males for 
faculty and senior administrative positions without confronting the pos-
sibility of sexist and racist bias in their choices. In conceptualizing sexual 
harassment as a mode of sex discrimination, feminists challenge appeals 
to market mechanisms as the explanation for the absence of women in 
faculty and senior administrative positions. Indeed, one long-term effect 
of sexual harassment is to erode women’s commitment to careers in male- 
dominant fields (Benson and Thomson 1982). Some decide that hostile, 
sexualized working conditions are too onerous to tolerate and leave the 
field; the work performance of some is so severely impaired by harass-
ment that career advancement is undermined; some are fired in retalia-
tion for reporting harassment. Thus, sexism (like racism) structures 
admissions, hiring, and promotion practices in a manner that impugns 
the “good faith” of those in positions of institutional power.

In calling attention to sexual harassment as an abuse of power, femi-
nists also raise questions about the fiduciary relations central to the uni-
versity’s educational mission. The hierarchical relation between faculty 
and student is at once legitimated by the teacher’s superior knowledge 
and mitigated by the teacher’s concern for the well-being of the student. 
Unlike other modes of hierarchy (master/slave, master/servant) where 
servitude defines the relation and the subordinates are expected to serve 
the interests of the powerful, faculty/student relations are depicted as 
benign and temporary. Faculty are said to serve the students’ interests in 
intellectual development. The power disparities requisite to successful 
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teaching are said to gradually wither away as students blossom into intel-
lectual equals. In calling attention to the sexual harassment of students, 
feminists challenge this benign image. When faculty sexually exploit stu-
dents, the interests of the powerful are promoted at the expense of stu-
dents. The power imbalance is problematized as the fiduciary relation is 
irreparably harmed. Feminists also suggest that complex issues concern-
ing voluntary consent surface in the context of pervasive power inequities 
and “consensual amorous relations” between faculty and students (Irvine 
1997; Stites 1996). Liberal individualism insulates against any recogni-
tion of the import of such power disparities, insisting that a consenting 
adult is a consenting adult regardless of age, experience, or vulnerability. 
Thus, feminist discussions of sexual harassment of students simultane-
ously challenge the faculty’s benign self-image, the legitimacy of hierar-
chy in the teaching relation, and the adequacy of liberal individualist 
accounts of voluntary choice under conditions of power imbalance.

Universities have complex interests at stake when faced with com-
plaints of sexual harassment (Scollay and Bratt 1997). Recent changes in 
state and federal law make sexual harassment an actionable issue in the 
courts. Universities, therefore, have an interest in avoiding legal liabili-
ties. Their fundamental mission as institutions of higher education 
imposes an “ethical obligation to ensure that learning, not sex, is the 
essence of student-faculty interactions” (Scollay and Bratt 1997, 262). 
The long-standing commitment of universities to academic freedom 
undergirds their interest in protecting faculty rights to free speech and 
autonomy in the classroom. The relative permanence of faculty within an 
institution compared to the transience of students and the role of faculty 
in the policy-making bodies of an institution may also influence the insti-
tution’s perception of its interests in sexual harassment cases. When femi-
nists begin to track the resolution of sexual harassment complaints within 
a university, they challenge the institution’s impartiality in balancing 
these competing interests. By suggesting that “patterns of denial, minimi-
zation, and normalization of sexual harassment” (Dickstein 1996, 228) 
dominate the university’s response to sexual harassment complaints, fem-
inists call attention to the possibility that the institution may be acting 
more like an exclusive men’s club than a public organization committed 
to gender equity (Adams 1983, 135). When feminists press questions 
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about the institution’s tendency to accept the word of a professor as more 
credible than the word of a student, a staff member, or a junior faculty 
member lodging a complaint, they problematize psychological assump-
tions, sexist stereotypes, rules of evidence, and investigative procedures 
seldom subject to scrutiny. And when feminists insist that the institution 
gather data concerning sexual harassment complaints, monitor institu-
tional efforts to resolve them, and initiate educational campaigns to pre-
vent future abuses, they seem to encroach upon norms of collegiality and 
tolerance for eccentric behavior entrenched in academic institutions.

In universities as in many other hierarchical institutions, power often 
circulates behind the scenes. According to the prevailing wisdom in orga-
nizational theory, effective actors work unobtrusively, securing their 
objectives while calling as little attention as possible to their undertakings 
(Cohen and March 1992). Feminists intent upon systemic institutional 
change find such covert operations incompatible with their fundamental 
objectives. It is not possible to change people’s or institutions’ fundamen-
tal values without their knowing it. Thus, feminists may seek to publicize 
“unpleasant” incidents as a means to facilitate recognition of entrenched 
sexism. They may cultivate an oppositional stance toward established 
power and adopt confrontational tactics to disrupt the normalizing prac-
tices that disadvantage women. In so doing, feminists challenge the rules 
of the game, questioning the validity of institutional norms and proce-
dures that marginalize and exclude women.

In addressing sexual harassment on campus, feminists strive to create 
an inclusive university community. In pressing the issue of sexual harass-
ment, feminists call into question core values, legitimating myths, orga-
nizational practices, and structural relations of contemporary universities. 
In efforts to move beyond policies that prohibit sexual harassment to 
eradicate sexual harassment from schools, universities, and workplaces, 
feminists have encountered major obstacles. Some of these obstacles can 
be explained in terms of the theory of organizational anarchy that has 
been advanced to explicate the operations of public organizations, in gen-
eral, and universities, in particular (Cohen and March 1974, 1992; 
Denhardt 1993; Pfeffer 1992; Shafritz and Steven Ott 1992; Stillman 
1996). According to this theory, public organizations have multiple goals 
and objectives, competing constituencies, fragmented authority, 
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stringent legal constraints upon their operations, perpetual public scru-
tiny, perennial underfunding and understaffing, and conflict as a stan-
dard operating procedure. Conflicts are resolved through compromise, 
producing a “negotiated order” characterized by ambiguity. From this 
viewpoint, the delay experienced by feminists in implementation of sex-
ual harassment policy is perfectly predictable, as are policies that do not 
reflect the preferences of their originators due to compromises required to 
secure their passage. That changing law and court decisions have greater 
influence upon administrative decisions than principled feminist argu-
ments also conforms to the parameters of this model. Massive institu-
tional inertia generating frustration and burn-out are also predictable 
consequences of any effort to initiate change that requires cooperation 
among competing constituencies.

Certain aspects of feminist efforts to eradicate sexual harassment, how-
ever, suggest the operation of forces that are not accounted for by the 
theory of organized anarchy. Indeed, the fragmentation and lack of con-
sensus concerning institutional goals and objectives posited by the orga-
nized anarchy model mask a form of systemic bias discussed in the 
literature on “gendered institutions” (Acker 1990, 1992; Kenney 1996; 
Steinberg 1992; Williams 1995). To suggest that institutions are “gen-
dered” is to suggest that organizational hierarchies, processes, practices, 
images, ideologies, and distributions of power contain deeply embedded 
assumptions about gender that limit women’s opportunities and enhance 
men’s occupational success. Indeed, institutions establish parameters for 
gendered conduct and produce gender difference through their standard 
operating procedures (West and Fenstermaker 1993). Institutional prac-
tices may be gendered in diverse ways. Exclusionary practices that bar 
women from full participation constitute the most blatant mode of gen-
der privileging. But practices that are officially “gender-blind,” “gender- 
neutral,” or “equal opportunity” may also be gendered if certain factors 
make it more difficult for women than for men to achieve the same out-
come by following the same procedures or if the assumptions governing 
the practices incorporate experiences typically associated with men, but 
not with women.

Feminist efforts to eradicate sexual harassment illuminate a number of 
processes that support the theory of gendered institutions. At several 
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junctures in the long struggle to eliminate unethical and illegal conduct, 
feminist activists encountered systemic resistance from faculty and 
administrators. The theory of organized anarchy suggests that energy, 
expertise, and persistence produce policy results (Cohen and March 
1974, 1992; Denhardt 1993; Stillman 1996). When the desired results 
conform to mandates of state and federal law, as well as ethical codes of 
professional organizations such as the AAUP, the theory of organized 
anarchy would predict that feminist energy, expertise, and effort should 
generate success in public institutions of higher education. That feminist 
efforts have been consistently thwarted suggests that other forces are 
at work.

In the words of political scientist and public law scholar Sally Kenney, 
“jobs, as well as institutions, have gender, and institutions will mount 
enormous efforts to contain threats to the gendered identity of the insti-
tution” (1996, 455). Efforts to eradicate sexual harassment are precisely 
the kind of threat most likely to provoke gendered institutional resis-
tance. As Carol Bacchi (1992, 6) has noted, sexual harassment is best 
understood as a “mechanism of social control … a way of telling women 
that they don’t belong, that their most important characteristic is their 
sexuality.” Sexual harassment is an effective mechanism of social control. 
As Benson and Thomson (1982) demonstrated, sexual harassment dis-
suades women from pursuit of non-traditional careers. In male-dominant 
institutions, then, on-going sexual harassment reinforces sex segregation 
in the labor force, perpetuating men’s privilege, disproportionate power, 
and high pay. Thus, it is not surprising that men in positions of power 
would resist implementation of sexual harassment policies.

Gisela Kaplan (1992) has suggested that feminists encounter the great-
est resistance against equity initiatives in systems that have a long- 
established tradition of male dominance. She has also demonstrated that 
within such traditional settings, men will defend their privilege by claim-
ing to act in the best interests of the institution. They will legitimate an 
inequitable status quo by characterizing feminists as a private interest 
group acting contrary to the long-term well-being of the institution. The 
university has been a male-dominated institution for close to a millen-
nium. Men in power at the university have consistently failed to collect 
data concerning the incidence of sexual harassment and then have used 
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the absence of data to assert that sexual harassment is not a problem. 
They have resisted adoption of sexual harassment policies as well as sys-
tematic implementation efforts. In so doing, they have justified their 
inaction in terms of the best interests of the institution, the protection of 
academic freedom and due process, and their concern with the protec-
tion of all disadvantaged groups and the rights of the accused, implicitly 
suggesting that eradication of sexual harassment would accord women 
special rights. Appealing to such lofty moral principles, they have man-
aged to preserve power.

There is no evidence of declining rates of sexual harassment with the 
adoption of sexual harassment policies in public and private institutions 
over the past four decades. This case study helps explain why that would 
be the case. It also provides a cautionary tale for the #MeToo movement. 
Drawing attention to an egregious act of sexual harassment, officially 
prohibiting the practice, and eradicating the practice are quite different 
things, separated by a gulf that can only be accounted for by the theory 
of gendered institutions. Sexual harassment is one form of racialized gen-
dering within institutions that operates to preserve distributions of power 
that privilege elite men. Organizational routines are grounded in race and 
sex segregation in the institution’s workforce, recruitment practices that 
replicate raced and gendered employment patterns, and forms of margin-
alization that keep historically underrepresented groups on the periphery 
of decision-making. Sexualization can operate tacitly to keep women in 
their “proper places” and to penalize them if they transgress stereotyped 
roles (Hurtado 1996). In classic double-bind fashion, raced and gendered 
practices operate to insure that members of historically disadvantaged 
groups are not allowed to be “team players” within the institution, while 
also holding them to account for “failing to be team players,” if they suc-
ceed in circumventing institutional constraints.

Equality work is a perilous enterprise for it draws attention to and 
contests raced-gendered power even as it often falls short of its goal to 
eradicate inequities. Nonetheless, theorizing raced-gendered power “is 
not a luxury” to borrow Audre’s Lorde’s (1984, 36–39) crucial insight. 
“As a revelatory distillation of experience …. It is a vital necessity … it is 
the way we helped give name to the nameless so it can be thought,” ana-
lyzed, and struggled against.
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Notes

1. Of the five EEOC commissioners initially appointed in 1965, only one, 
Aileen Hernandez, was a woman. Although Title VII included a prohibi-
tion of sex discrimination, Hernandez reported that other members of 
the commission as well as EEOC staff responded to sex discrimination 
complaints with boredom or virulent hostility. As a consequence, sex 
discrimination complaints received short shrift for years. Bernice 
Sandler’s work at the Women’s Equity Action League (WEAL) played a 
crucial role in pressing the government to take sex discrimination seri-
ously. In 1970, working with feminist academics across the country, she 
compiled data to lodge a class action sex discrimination complaint 
against 250 universities and colleges in the United States (Sandler 1973). 
For a lively account of this bleak history, see Collins 2009.

2. Ann Ferguson was the only woman teaching in the philosophy depart-
ment during my studies. I had the good fortune to take her class in aes-
thetics during my senior year. Although Jean Elshtain joined the political 
science department in my final year, I did not have the opportunity to 
study with her.

3. African American women were pioneers in sexual harassment litigation, 
filing a disproportionate number of early sexual harassment cases. For a 
discussion of their critical role, see Sasha Patterson, Chasing Justice, 
Challenging Power: Legal Consciousness and the Mobilization of Sexual 
Harassment Law. Ph.D.  Dissertation, Rutgers University, 2008 and 
Baker 2008.

4. In The Lecherous Professor, Dziech and Weiner (1984, 164) note that the 
American Council on Education held seminars on sexual harassment 
policy in 1979. At these seminars, the University of Louisville was one of 
three schools (University of Washington and Tulane University were the 
others) cited as having a “model sexual harassment policy.” Such national 
recognition is interesting since no one at the University of Louisville, 
including the President and the University Counsel, knew that such a 
policy existed in 1985.

5. Operating with mistaken assumptions about stranger rape, university 
police and student life staff involved in judicial board hearings were rou-
tinely dismissing claims about date rape and rapes occurring in fraternity 
houses and parties organized by football and basketball teams. In the 
most egregious instance, an allegation of a gang rape was rejected because 
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the four accused men insisted that “the sex was consensual” and only the 
woman victim claimed it had been nonconsensual. The judicial board 
dismissed all charges against the accused on the basis of “majority rule,” 
insisting that four testimonies had to overrule one.

6. As a committee, we developed rape prevention workshops that we pre-
sented to all fraternities, sororities, and university athletic teams as well 
as student groups who requested them. Later we succeeded in incorpo-
rating these workshops in the university’s official student orientation 
program, reaching a far larger audience. We were provided no funding or 
release time for these activities.

7. In a particularly egregious case where a faculty member had exposed 
himself to a graduate student in his office, the faculty member was 
relieved of his teaching duties, given a semester leave with pay, and then 
promoted to an administrative job at a higher salary. In an institution 
where paid sabbatical leave was a rare privilege and faculty salaries were 
low, such treatment seemed more a reward for sexual harassment than a 
punishment for patently offensive, unethical, and illegal conduct.

8. The University Women’s Information Network was created in the early 
1980s by the same group of campus feminists that formed the Rape 
Prevention Task Force and the Sexual Harassment Task Force. UWIN 
began holding open meetings of faculty and staff to discuss sex discrimi-
nation and sexual harassment on campus. After gathering evidence of 
systemic problems, UWIN sent letters to the President to inform him of 
pay inequities, unfair working conditions, acts of discrimination and 
sexual harassment, and the need for a childcare facility on campus. The 
letters always ended with a request that he provide remedies to these 
problems. When no action was forthcoming, UWIN also lobbied the 
one woman member of the Board of Trustees to enlist her aid to pressure 
the president for redress.

9. Training materials included: “Sexual Harassment: A Hidden Issue,” “In 
Case of Sexual Harassment: A Guide for Women on Campus,” “Peer 
Harassment: Hassles for Women on Campus,” “Writing a Letter to the 
Harasser: Another Way of Dealing With the Problem,” and “Relating to 
Each Other: A Questionnaire for Students.”

10. Experts on sexual harassment concur that some form of record-keeping 
is essential if habitual harassers are to be stopped. See Biaggio and 
Brownell 1996; Sandler and Shoop 1997; Rowe 1997.
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11. Edelman documents that employers are much more likely to win dis-
crimination cases when litigation is pursued. From 2000 to 2014, 
employers won 75% of district court cases and 81% of circuit court cases 
(193). Employees experienced complete victories in only 11% of district 
court cases, 7% of circuit court cases, and 4% of pretrial adjudication 
(193). Although the percentage of cases involving intersectional claims 
has increased dramatically from less than 10% in 1979s to more than 
25% in 1990s, judges not only defer more to the mere existence of anti- 
discrimination policies in cases involving minority plaintiffs than in 
cases involving white plaintiffs, they also defer more in cases involving 
intersectional plaintiffs (black women) and intersectional claims (race 
and sex discrimination) (190). And ironically, liberal judges defer more 
often than conservative judges (190).

12. As Black feminist scholars have demonstrated through their sophisti-
cated theorization of intersectionality, genders are always raced and 
mediated by class, ethnicity, nationality, sexuality, and multiple vectors 
of power in particular contexts. Due to limitations of space, this chapter 
cannot do justice to the complexities of racial harassment and racialized 
power. For analyses of race-gendered institutions, see Hawkesworth 
2003, 2016.
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6
The Power of Class; the Gender 

of Power

Alice Kessler-Harris

When I entered graduate school in the early 1960s, questions of power 
were already on the table. Most historians then perceived it as an uncom-
plicated thing: the exercise of influence or authority over others. Power 
could be measured by counting who controlled the most effective army 
or the most precious resources or the votes of others. Power flowed from 
the top down—whatever the top was. To watch it move, historians of the 
United States tended to trace social mobility, the accumulation of wealth, 
the living standards of workers, the emergence of political “machines.” 
Only occasionally did they acknowledge the function of normative values 
or customary behavior as mechanisms for maintaining power relation-
ships.1 But in the 1960s, when I was lucky enough to be in graduate 
school, historians grappled with more complicated notions of power. 
Class relations, long neglected by students of American history as a force 
for social change, came into play. We did not yet imagine that women 
played a role in shaping historical change, but new approaches to history 
made room for what would soon become the language of gender.
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Our efforts to more fully understand the past derived from tensions in 
the world around us, paramount among them a rapidly changing cultural 
landscape. My entry into graduate school was preceded by the rise of the 
Berlin Wall, and punctuated by the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, and then 
the assassination of President John Kennedy. My generation of graduate 
students in history encountered a formidable civil rights movement that 
revealed the continuing horror of racial oppression; we rallied against an 
unpopular, and to many inexplicable, war in Vietnam; we participated in 
a cultural revolution among the young that led many of us to reject 
authority based on a materialistic value system; and we joined a sexual 
revolution that decried the tyranny of the traditional nuclear family. My 
graduate years concluded with the assassinations first of Martin Luther 
King, and then of Robert Kennedy. These experiences fostered a critique 
of the prevailing interpretation of the United States as a society that had 
long valued “consensus” over conflict. Nor could we stomach the prevail-
ing theory that a history that rested on relevant questions necessarily 
lacked objectivity. Happily, I joined a rebellious generation that took on 
the task of exploring the origins, distribution, and maintenance of power 
relationships over time.

To be sure, questions of power had not been entirely neglected by ear-
lier generations. But a narrow view of politics defined most of the work. 
A few economic historians (Beard 1923; Shlakman 1935; Mitchell 1947) 
had already begun to redefine power as a function of the distribution of 
capital, but, in a generation that feared communism, these were outliers. 
The word “class” narrowly defined by economists and sociologists was not 
yet in common usage among historians in the United States. But in the 
1960s, the work of European historians, including most especially Eric 
Hobsbawm and E.P. Thompson (Hobsbawm 1965; Thompson 1966), 
began to influence my generation of students. Hobsbawm’s explorations 
of rebellion and protest convinced us that crowd actions could change 
political behavior. Thompson persuaded us that the spread of clock time 
relegated formerly self-directed laborers to the service of capital. Class, 
Thompson argued, had to be imagined as a process fueled by changing 
circumstances and simultaneously producing new sets of social relation-
ships. We were not yet reading Marx or Engels or Weber, or, for that 
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matter, many of the social theorists who would later become essential to 
our thinking.

We—young and rebellious historians trained in the 1960s and early 
1970s—wielded class like a weapon that could help us conquer an old 
and static conception of history rooted in the investigation of the lives 
and governments and practices of the visibly powerful. What new things, 
we asked, might we understand if we investigated the past through the 
lens of class? Foucault (1977, 1978) came a little later: his concept of 
power as a diffuse construct, exercised at many points of social interac-
tion, confirmed our sense that power could emerge from multiple direc-
tions. It could flow from the bottom up as well as the top down. Our 
efforts to trace multiple sources of power became the work of a new gen-
eration of social historians convinced that social change emerged from the 
ideas as well as the actions of individuals and groups at all levels. It passed 
our notice that Aileen Kraditor’s The Ideas of the Women Suffrage Movement 
(Kraditor 1965) was among the first to demonstrate the paths that power 
might follow. That book later became an icon of early feminist history.

Some of the 1960s historians emerged from Columbia; others from 
Cornell and the University of Wisconsin, where radical students had 
already begun to engage the ideas that they believed kept Americans pow-
erless in the face of growing military and corporate influence. I was lucky 
enough to enroll in a graduate program that, in the 1960s, hired products 
of these programs. The History Department at Rutgers University in the 
1960s nurtured some of Wisconsin’s leading students, among them 
Warren Susman, Charles (Pete) Forcey, Eugene Genovese, Rudolph 
Vecoli, and Lloyd Gardner. These scholars, all male though they were, 
and the broad field of social history pulled me in. Then a subset of intel-
lectual history, social history, attracted me because it dealt with the lives 
of real people, including immigrants (of which I was one), and the poor 
(a condition into which my refugee family’s status had consigned us). 
These social historians did not move beyond traditional male definitions 
of class, but they did, as Eugene Genovese (Genovese and Genovese 
1976) later put it, teach us to ask “who rides whom and how.” Though 
they did not train many women, those of us lucky enough to be in gradu-
ate school in the 1960s imbibed lessons about the uses of power that 
would later become hugely important.
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It is perhaps too easy a transition to imagine that I turned to social his-
tory as a way to understand my own identity. We wouldn’t have called it 
identity in those days. But certainly my own elusive class background, 
and my status as a foreigner, participated, albeit unconsciously, in my 
decision to write about late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
immigrant Jews; about the poor; about their efforts to engage with the 
America to which they had come. To be fair, I was no stranger to the 
notion of class. I came from a family that, before Hitler’s effort to anni-
hilate the Jews, had engaged actively in middle European political strug-
gles. Some were functionaries in the interwar communist parties of 
Czechoslovakia and Hungary. I grew up in a Britain where class under-
lined everything, including housing, education, speech, and access to cul-
ture. But I was, in many ways, the beneficiary of a post-war British welfare 
state that had begun to challenge entrenched hierarchy by providing 
health care to all and university access to many more than had earlier 
been the case.

Still, class was part of our daily lives. We lived for a while in a flat 
located across the street from Cardiff Castle grounds. Clive Baskerville, 
the groundskeeper’s son and my brother’s best friend, showed us the 
entryway. My brothers and I, foreigners, refugees, outsiders, had access to 
the grounds. We could play there freely, as long as we stayed away from 
the Castle itself. When we moved to a public housing “estate”—I already 
knew enough to tell people that we lived in Llandaff—the geographical 
district—not Gabalfa, the name of the estate. And in the several years I 
spent in a sex-segregated grammar school where I landed because I passed 
the right exams, I learned that this was our chance to transcend our dubi-
ous origins by gaining access to one of the prestigious Ox-Bridge colleges. 
I grew up, in short, knowing that class was a matter of inherited privilege, 
rarely and with great effort breached, and a crucial dimension of the exer-
cise of power.

And I knew as well that my parents’ refugee status, their Jewishness, 
placed me in a curious way, outside the class structure. Because we were 
outsiders, we might have opportunities that others lacked. Perhaps ironi-
cally emigration to the United States confirmed the sense of displace-
ment. The beneficiaries of what is now called “chain migration,” we 
arrived as the dependents of my father’s sister and her grown sons. 
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Outsiders once again, our little family had one thing going for it: our 
British educations and soft Welsh accents. These, magically, penetrated 
barriers of ethnicity and of money. We could, and we did, take them to 
the bank.

It didn’t surprise me therefore when I began to read Eric Hobsbawm 
and E.P.  Thompson, to imagine that class struggle formed a crucial 
explanatory component of social change. And it was perhaps fated that, 
as a graduate student, I would turn to the study of class as well as immi-
gration. No thought of self-exploration entered my consciousness. In the 
virtually all-male environment of graduate school, I did not think of gen-
der as an explanatory variable nor did I imagine women as a subject of 
study. These subjects were never explicitly excluded. They were simply 
absent. In my graduate experience, there was no female cohort to join for 
either intellectual sustenance or social support.

Among historians, efforts to define standards of objectivity still pre-
vailed in the 1960s. If we were free to ask questions as we wished, we were 
taught to formulate them without bias and to eschew answers that 
smacked of relevance. Was I searching for my own roots when I embarked 
on a dissertation that explored the lives of late nineteenth-century immi-
grant Jews? I would not have thought so then: those immigrants spoke 
Yiddish (a language I learned in order to research the dissertation) not the 
German and Hungarian of my early years. They identified with a shtetl 
culture I would discover through reading. Yet many of them resisted the 
material poverty, the endless working hours, and the limits on opportu-
nity they experienced as newcomers. Their resistance thrilled me. I recog-
nized their attraction to the language of social justice, their efforts to 
“belong,” and the weapons of radical change they adopted to make that 
possible. I saw in their lives precursors to a vibrant Civil Rights Movement, 
to the community action projects of SDS, and to a New Left focused on 
expanding democracy.

To avoid the accusation of “politicizing” history, I took advantage of 
the interdisciplinary trends of the moment. I used psychology, anthropol-
ogy, literature, and statistics, to defend myself against accusations of bias. 
But I soon learned the truth contained in the repeated mantra of Warren 
Susman (one of my Rutgers mentors) who would say “the questions you 
ask determine the answers you get.” After I completed the dissertation 
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and met Herbert Gutman and some of his students, I began to see myself 
as part of a generational cohort that challenged the very notion of “objec-
tivity.” In Gutman’s view, the individual experience (self-experience, 
Gutman called it) of working people immigrants and the enslaved consti-
tuted part of the political struggle. Gutman’s work demonstrated, for 
example, that community attitudes around work could doom a strike or 
lead to its success; that naming practices among enslaved and newly freed 
families constituted acts of defiance (Gutman 1977). Only then did I ally 
with Labor History. Labor historians did not see the United States as 
moving toward an elusive harmony, rather we sought explanations for 
recurring violence, illustrations of resistance and cooperation to an 
oppressive economic system. We would find these explanations within 
class boundaries as well as between classes. We would look for them in 
the ideas and actions of a diverse labor movement and in the behavior of 
working people toward each other. We would learn to consider the role 
of ethnicity and race and religion and region. We would even think about 
family and kin in relation to the organization of work. But until the 
women’s movement stirred my mind, it was not immediately apparent 
that tensions between male and female workers constituted a large part of 
the dynamism of social change.

I became a historian of women in the 1970s, a year or two after my 
1968 dissertation defense. My thorny experiences as a married mother in 
graduate school made me an easy target for the burgeoning women’s 
movement then flourishing in New York City. I joined first a consciousness- 
raising group, and then linked up with a community of women histori-
ans who began to challenge discrimination in the profession. At early 
meetings of the Berkshire Conference of Women (now called “The Little 
Berks”), I learned that the problems I’d experienced were not mine alone. 
Women with perfectly good degrees from Ivy League universities, even 
those with books in press, had great difficulty getting jobs, finding places 
on professional committees and editorial boards, and getting the funding 
to continue their work. I’d been lucky in this respect, landing a job at 
Hofstra University, the first woman in the department of history. I later 
learned that I’d been a shoo-in for the job because I had “good legs”—a 
discovery that deflated my ego and painfully reminded me that jobs for 
women didn’t necessarily reflect their academic accomplishment.
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In 1969, I joined the newly formed New  York Chapter of the 
Coordinating Committee of Women in the Historical Profession 
(CCWHP). There I encountered women like Gerda Lerner, Patricia 
Albjerg Graham, and Berenice Carroll, historians committed to challeng-
ing professional constraints on female participation. Blanche Wiesen 
Cook asked me to join a panel to discuss the issue at a 1970 meeting of 
the Organization of American Historians where I first met Anne Firor 
Scott, a historian of the South, and an early activist around women’s 
issues (Carroll 1976; Cook 1993; Graham 1974; Lerner 1972; Scott 
1984). At the same time, other women historians, who would later 
become good friends (Joan Scott and Linda Kerber among them), were 
agitating within the American Historical Association for committees to 
document and correct the exclusion of women from significant profes-
sional offices (Kerber 1980; Scott 1986). Soon, I learned that the 
American Studies Association boasted a radical caucus that demanded 
attention to issues of social justice and equality through education and 
intellectual leadership. I joined up and quickly became a Council mem-
ber elected to a newly created “women’s” position.

From my position as an advocate for women in the profession, I found 
myself puzzling about my scholarly work. I had written a dissertation 
about the Jewish immigrant community in which I had systematically 
discarded evidence of women’s political activity and especially their roles 
in the labor movement. Was I, too, an unwitting witness to women’s 
continuing “proper place?” I’d encountered people like the anarchist and 
advocate of free love, Emma Goldman, and passed her over. I’d read, in 
Yiddish, the text of her speech to an 1893 Union Square, NY, demonstra-
tion where she had urged the crowd: “If you need bread, take it.” Excitedly, 
I had photocopied a news account of the demonstration, but somehow it 
had not seemed to fit in my dissertation. In the wake of the early women’s 
movement, I could hardly believe my obtuseness. How, I then asked 
myself, could I write about a labor movement that had only men in it? 
How had I so timidly ignored the women who earned wages in and out-
side that movement? Had they had no power or influence?

Abandoning the dissertation, I signed a contract to write a book on the 
history of wage-earning women and began to dig into the lives of the 
female labor leaders who participated in the rise of trade unions in the 
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early twentieth century. I was lucky that at the time, little pressure existed 
for major publications before tenure. Working at my own speed and 
without anxiety, I uncovered the histories of working class women and 
trade union organizers like Rose Schneiderman, Pauline Newman, Fania 
Cohen, and Rose Pesotta. Each of them was an immigrant dedicated to 
improving the lives of immigrant workers. Together they carved out a 
path to a trade union movement with room for women.

I was delighted when attention to the status of women in the profes-
sion melded into the investigation of women’s past. This happened when 
Mary Hartmann and Lois Banner, two historians then teaching at 
Douglass College in New Jersey, brought an electrifying proposal to the 
annual Berkshire Conference of Women Historians in 1971. Until then, 
the “Berks” had functioned as a professional and social home for female 
historians. Hartmann and Banner wanted to sponsor a conference that 
focused on the history of a new subject—that of women. Beginning at 
Douglass College in 1973, the series of conferences that continues today 
demonstrated the importance, and soon the centrality, of understanding 
the role of women and gender in the historical process. We were no lon-
ger simply women who happened to be historians; we were historians 
dedicated to learning about women’s past. To do that we would have to 
explore new methods of finding and assessing evidence; we would have to 
document the experiences of women who had left few written records; 
and we would have to learn to interpret such sources as cultural artifacts, 
statistical records, and oral histories whose provenance remained in 
question.

A year or two later, still struggling with the methodological transition 
into women’s history, and facing theoretical challenges posed by a history 
rooted in daily life, I accepted a visiting job at Sarah Lawrence College 
where Gerda Lerner had already launched the first master’s degree pro-
gram in the field. I would never become a historian of women, Gerda 
convinced me, without immersing myself in the scholarship of which she 
was then the undisputed leader. Gerda was, by then, engaged in a forceful 
attack on class and class conflict as explanatory forces. By the early 1970s 
she insisted that women’s history would not only enable new interpreta-
tions of the past but also that expanding understanding of women would 
contribute to their ultimate freedom. We needed to know, she argued, 
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how women had internalized their own secondary positions, which 
women had defied injunctions to particular roles, how they had done so, 
and the collective activities that had helped some women to see them-
selves as agents of change. Through her publications (Lerner 1972, 1979), 
Gerda demonstrated how to create new knowledge about women. Using 
the MA program as a platform, she then diffused knowledge through a 
series of summer institutes addressed at different times to graduate stu-
dents, teachers, and women leaders from all over the world.

But I did not, could not, abandon “class” as an organizing category—
so I did what so many women of my generation did. I turned to theory. 
This was a bit of a problem. American historians had, generally, been 
averse to theory, and particularly to Marxian analyses. But feminist 
anthropologists were beginning to debate theories of patriarchy and to 
raise  questions about the relationship of gender to political economy 
(Ortner 1974; Rubin 1975; Reiter 1977). Their work touched a chord, 
leading me to wonder how anthropological insights might speak more 
adequately to specific historical circumstance. I joined a small Marxist 
Feminist reading group that, a few years later, morphed into a larger one. 
Soon these groups of about 30–40 people were scattered along the East 
Coast. We named them by the sequence in which they’d been organized. 
Mine, M-F 3, consisted of young graduate students and newly minted 
PhDs who relished what for most of us was our introduction to left-wing 
theory. But it also included a sprinkling of older socialist activists who 
had survived the onslaught of McCarthyism with a continuing faith in 
the capacity of intellectuals to interrogate the world around them. 
Learning across the generations, we managed not only to empathize with 
the left-wing aspirations of those who had been targeted before us but to 
try to understand the intellectual tensions inherent in their arguments. 
For a few years in the early 1970s, the idea that Marxian analyses might 
explain women’s persistently disadvantaged positions, whatever their 
socio-economic status, drove many aspects of feminist historical inquiry. 
After we devoured three volumes of Capital, we turned to some of the 
early Marx before we moved on to Althusser, Lukacs, Gramsci, and Franz 
Fanon (Fanon 1963; Lukacs 1968; Althusser 1970; Gramsci 1971). 
Together, we acquired an education that had been denied us by the politi-
cal times in which we grew up.
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For me, Marxist-Feminism was a godsend. It may sound naïve now, 
but I learned in those years to appreciate the central importance of distin-
guishing “base” from “super-structure” in defining class, and especially to 
acknowledge the power of ideas in shaping the political actions and atti-
tudes of men and women. My first published articles played with how 
ideas about class influenced women’s decisions and how ideas about gen-
der participated in structuring the labor force (Kessler-Harris 1975a, b, 
1976). These themes would become central to my inquiries thereafter. 
How did ideas about women (we were not yet thinking in gender terms) 
shape their relationships to class, to their own expectations and aspira-
tions, and to economic opportunity? How did women of different classes 
and races absorb and perpetuate these ideas, even those that contradicted 
their material conditions. Under what circumstances did they rebel?

The M-F groups quickly turned their attention in another direction. If 
class, in the traditional sense derived from relationships to production, a 
feminist analysis demanded that women’s relationship to class reflect 
their experience of what we came to call “social reproduction.” By the 
second half of the 1970s, we had turned to household relationships to 
explain how women and men reproduced their social positions in ways 
that perpetuated class in all its aspects. They did this in two ways. Vested 
in child rearing and in maintaining households and kinship networks, 
women generally deferred to male earning power. And, as the carriers of 
ideas and enforcers of norms, women transmitted deeply held belief sys-
tems that did not always further their self-interest. If male class position 
hinged on their places in production, female class position was no simple 
reflection of male earning power. Rather, it needed to be understood as a 
function of women’s willingness to exercise agency and voice in ways that 
consolidated the class positions of their households. When my attention 
turned to this direction, I knew that I had to explore the ideas and belief 
systems, the world views that animated women in different times and 
places, but especially the world views of women in the labor force. The 
important thing was to understand how women and men imagined 
female labor force participation. Only then could I make sense of why 
women had so long accepted their apparently disadvantaged positions in 
the labor force, and only then could we as historians explain the relation-
ship of production to social reproduction.
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This insight helped me to navigate the turn to histories of sexuality 
that took place around the same time. Suddenly, understanding the rela-
tionship between biological and social reproduction and women’s places 
in the labor force seemed the key to everything. I knew that I would need 
to more fully understand the process of social reproduction as it was fos-
tered by religious and educational institutions as well as by mothers in 
families. I also knew that the circumstances engendered by race and class 
could not be extrapolated from explanations of change. But how was I to 
come to terms with the role that sexuality played in a feminist compre-
hension of class?

Does luck account for whether and how we are able to change? Out of 
my M-F group came a series of challenges to how I thought about women 
and power and finally moved me to begin to understand gender as what 
the sociologists used to call an independent variable: a factor that func-
tioned to alter consciousness and political behavior.

The first and perhaps most important challenge came from Joan Kelly 
whose influential article “Did Women Have a Renaissance?” had just 
been published, and who was then producing the essays that would shape 
historical conceptions of gender (Kelly 1984). Joan formulated the per-
suasive notion that women, across class lines, were differently positioned 
from men, even when the two sexes occupied the same class position. 
This notion, crucial to the historical acceptance of gender as a force for 
change, raised fundamental questions about the meaning of class for 
women. It also placed the dilemma of African-American women’s history 
front and center, for if race, as African American historians were then 
arguing, formed the core of power relationships, what then of class? 
Could the two be imagined as separate analytic categories?

The second challenge came from Blanche Wiesen Cook, who force-
fully and insistently noted how women’s relationships to their own sexu-
ality had shaped the questions they asked, their behaviors in relationship 
to structures of power, and their participation in politics. Many of the 
women with whom Blanche identified and who she cited came from 
well-off, and sometimes distinguished families. They did not fall into 
traditional definitions of an oppressed class, yet they had nevertheless 
acted in resistant ways that confounded the notion that only the poor 
and the oppressed could alter the world in which they lived (Cook, 2000). 
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The lesbian-feminist movement then in full flower, I strained to come to 
terms with my own hetero-normative worldview and to probe the ways 
sexual “deviation” encouraged wider forms of resistance. How, to misuse 
a well-known phrase of Blanche’s, did sexuality “stir the imagination?”

Amy Swerdlow provided the third challenge. A “red diaper baby” of 
the 1920s, and a veteran activist who had helped to create Women Strike 
for Peace (WSP), she had lived a life of political engagement. WSP, which 
had fought nuclear testing and been among the principal early opponents 
of the war in Vietnam, declared that it had no leaders. Rather, its mem-
bers believed, their responsibilities as real or potential mothers empow-
ered women. Motherhood crossed lines of class and race, providing 
women with a coherent voice and with a powerful public appeal. It had 
often been deployed to encourage women to push boys into war; in the 
hands of WSP and people like Amy, it had provided the rationale for 
opposing the spread of nuclear weapons and resisting military 
action (Swerdlow, 1982, 1993). In the face of increasing comprehension 
that womanhood was more diverse and complex than a single word could 
capture—that “woman” was in the jargon of the day an unstable cate-
gory—WSP offered a model under which women might unite to pro-
mote peaceful resistance (Ruddick, 1980).

Through most of the 1970s, engagement with the women’s movement 
and with the labor movement fought for a place in my life. On the one 
hand, the two years I spent at Sarah Lawrence constituted an immersion 
in the intellectual and methodological challenges of women’s history. 
There I learned both to engage issues of family and state (fortified by col-
leagues like the Russian historian Barbara Engel), and there I encoun-
tered Eva Kollisch and Grace Paley whose legendary activism taught me 
much about developing strategies for political change. In 1976, when I 
returned to Hofstra to help set up an education program for trade union 
members, I was once again in the throes of the class struggle. Working in 
and with District 65, one of the most progressive trade unions of the day, 
I learned the limits of even the best of labor organizations. Committed to 
teaching the poorest workers to organize and represent themselves, and 
devoted to racial equality, District 65 negated its values in its internal 
operations. It boasted an authoritarian leader who feared internal democ-
racy and could not let go of the reins of power, who exhibited staunch 
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opposition to letting his own staff members unionize, and held attitudes 
toward women that could at best be described as patronizing and would 
today be called abusive.

The bachelor’s degree program, conceived by Bert Silverman and 
Murray Yanowitch, and launched by Bert and me, with the help of fund-
ing from federal grants, was designed to train trade union members to 
assume leadership positions by providing them with what we might now 
call the cultural capital of a college degree with a labor orientation and 
focus (Kessler-Harris and Silverman 1979). Its unique design (union- 
negotiated released time for students, tuition paid by the union, classes in 
conveniently located union headquarters) attracted talented faculty mem-
bers and students from all over New York City. But the first generation of 
graduates did not become the acquiescent union staff that the leadership 
anticipated. Some of them went on to graduate training of various kinds; 
others began to exercise independent voices. We educators proudly touted 
their accomplishments. Union leaders wondered if they could continue 
to support students who failed to meet their needs.

I worked in this program for several years, even as I took time out to 
take up a fellowship at Radcliffe’s Bunting Institute, then all women 
working on women’s topics. Like a swinging pendulum, I took another 
year at the Centre for Social History at the University of Warwick in 
England. That Centre, founded by E.P.  Thompson, and lacking any 
women at all, was then the home of traditional labor studies. But my 
immersion in issues of class there was relieved by contact with feminist 
reading groups in Warwick and with a group of British historians of 
women for whom the tension between class and gender was part of their 
analytic kit. Class was a crucial part of their systems of thought, but 
women were central to their empirical investigations (Davidoff and Hall 
1987; Davin 1996). Their work relieved much of my own tension, which 
reflected the fields of United States women’s history and labor history. My 
own inability to describe myself as both a labor historian and as a histo-
rian of women now became less of a problem. As my colleagues in labor 
history rejected the notion that women could illuminate the labor move-
ment, and my women’s history friends insisted that the labor movement 
was simply hostile ground, I chose to identify myself as the spirit moved 
me. I could choose to be one or the other, not both.
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The two books I produced in the early 1980s, juggled with class and 
gender. Women Have Always Worked: An Historical Overview was aimed at 
a late high school and community college audience (Kessler-Harris 1981, 
2018). Organized thematically by the kinds of work in which women 
engaged, I tried there to provide a narrative history of women’s work, 
broadly defined, and including volunteer work, household work, and 
child rearing. Out to Work (Kessler-Harris 1982) explored the movement 
of women into wage labor and focused on how ideology, technology, and 
family together participated in constructing women’s disadvantaged 
workforce positions. Looking back on them now I still see the three seg-
ments of this braid as central to any understanding of women’s changing 
workforce position.

In the meantime, what was happening to the field? Class receded into 
the background as Marxist interpretations increasingly failed to make 
sense of women’s particular social positions. Historians of women, strug-
gling to legitimize their new field moved from “uncovering” the past, as 
Sara Evans put it, to emphasizing the contributions that women had 
made. To do this, they accessed previously hidden archival sources, devel-
oped methodological techniques like oral history, refined statistical 
approaches, and analyzed cultural artifacts. Restoring women to the his-
tory books and documenting their impacts became exciting enterprises. 
Asking why they had disappeared led historians of women to try to com-
prehend the centrality of social reproduction, sexuality, race, and culture. 
Nowhere was this more important than in the history of slavery, espe-
cially of Black women before and after the civil war. We learned, through 
the efforts of Deborah Gray White and others, not only about the daily 
lives of African-American women, but about the complex ways in which 
their sexual exploitation served to maintain racial divisions after, as well 
as before, the civil war (White 1985, 1999). Women’s history had now 
reached a level of complexity that made gender essential. Within a decade 
after the emergence of the field, historians of women had come to under-
stand that we would need to unwrap the system of social relations (gen-
der) that governed the ideas and behavior of men and women under 
particular historical circumstances. Race, religion, region, and a host of 
factors that included class shaped the content of gender.
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Still, I juggled. Everyday experiences around women’s issues pushed 
me in one direction; engagement with labor unions pulled me in another. 
In 1979–1980, a summer Institute for Women Leaders at Sarah Lawrence 
captured the dilemma. Organized by Gerda Lerner, and funded by the 
Lilly Foundation, the two-week institute drew together leaders of major 
women’s groups like the Girls Clubs of America;  activists like Molly 
MacGregor, who had created the California Women’s History Day 
Project; and women trade unionists—among them Marge Albert. A few 
days into our deliberations, Marge Albert pointed out that Lilly had 
developed and marketed Diethylstilbestrol (DES), a drug that from 1940 
to 1970, had been prescribed to pregnant women to prevent miscarriage. 
When researchers demonstrated that the daughters of those who took the 
drug were at risk of developing rare forms of cervical cancer, it was 
recalled. Albert had taken DES. Herself a cancer patient, she had a daugh-
ter in danger of acquiring the disease. Pointing out the contradiction 
between a conference meant to “lead” women and taking money from a 
company that had destroyed the lives of at least a few, Albert demanded 
that we return the funds. Of course, that would mean the end of our 
deliberations. Molly MacGregor and Amy Swerdlow worked with Marge 
Albert to come up with a compromise: we would keep the funds and use 
some of them to send a delegation to Washington to establish a National 
Women’s History Day. With the help of then Congresswoman Patricia 
Schroeder, we did just that, and so began the National Women’s History 
Month we celebrate today.

A conference at Northern Illinois University in the fall of 1984 pro-
vided the impetus for melding class and gender by opening my eyes to 
what would soon become known as intersectionality.2 Labor history, like 
women’s history, had grown apace in the 1970s: its focus was on the expe-
rience of working people, especially on how they had organized, resisted 
and rebelled against the onslaught of capitalism in the nineteenth cen-
tury. The trouble was that in focusing on the experiences of a fragmented 
working class—on ethnic groups, small communities, racial divides, the 
households of particular workers—labor history had lost its capacity to 
explain larger processes. The conference was called by leading labor histo-
rians to explore the resulting puzzle. Why, given all the evidence that had 
been uncovered of resistance, had the working class been so successfully 
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incorporated into capitalist practice and ideology? How could we account 
for the emergence and widespread acceptance among working people of 
competitive individualism? How, in a putatively democratic society, 
could we account for the undiminished, hostile, role of the state in 
repressing the collective vision of workers?

Participants found few answers to these and other questions, but in the 
minds of the female participants, they evoked a powerful resonance to 
gender. My own questions changed. How, I now wondered, did ideology 
about male and female roles order men’s, as well as women’s, behavior; 
how did it alter expectations of work and family? How did a gendered 
belief system influence the policies adopted by government and industry? 
How did it shape perceptions of equity, fairness, and justice? Repeatedly 
raised by a handful of the female conference participants, gender was just 
as repeatedly passed over.3 In his discussion summation, Eric Hobsbawm 
dismissed gender altogether, saying that he was not sure that “there was 
any very clear idea of what is meant by this.” As well, he rejected patriar-
chy as a useful historical category. Instead, he invoked women’s roles as 
consumers, tertiary workers, and members of public sector labor unions, 
repeating once again an emphasis on the fragmented nature of the work-
ing class at the cost of exploring the issue of how a system of ideas func-
tioned to shape class relations in the workforce.

Had gender been taken seriously, it could have illuminated how the 
social relations of men and women created and inhibited expectations 
and aspirations of both, and ultimately became embodied in social poli-
cies that affected families of all kinds. At the time, historians had already 
begun to study the history of African Americans separate and apart from 
the history of racism. They had already noted the crucial role that racism 
played in shaping American daily life and political outcomes.4 Like explo-
rations of race and racism, a gendered exploration could open the door to 
a system of ideas out of which real people constructed their lives.

For most of the women in the room, but not for the men, this seemed 
self-evident. For the first time, I began to understand concretely how 
gendered perceptions and ideas could participate in conceiving, shaping, 
implementing, and resisting state policy. I began to see that gender, like 
class, shaped consciousness in multiple sites: in the process of household 
production, on the shop floor, within the family, in the neighborhood, 
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and in the nation. If gender participated in forming the norms and expec-
tations through which working people saw the world, and on which they 
acted, historians would certainly need to more fully understand it in all 
its complexity. Later, I coined the notion of the “gendered imagination” 
to capture the way gender was integrated and deployed. Understanding 
the gendered imagination as it changed over time, I thought, would 
reveal something about the maintenance of internal divisions among 
workers and between workers and middle-class and elite groups. It would 
help to unpack the meaning of working class formation and reveal some 
of the mechanisms of accommodation between workers and the indus-
trial process.

And then came the Sears Case when the EEOC sued Sears, Roebuck 
and Company—then the largest private employer in the country—for 
discriminating against women by denying them highly paid commission 
sales jobs and managerial positions. Women, Sears argued in the 1984 
court trial, worked as much for social as for economic reasons. They were 
not hungry enough to compete in the dog-eat-dog world of sales com-
mission jobs. They were not competent to explain machinery (even wash-
ing machines and vacuum cleaners) to customers. They would not want 
to make house calls nor work evenings and weekends. Women, Sears 
argued, preferred to work at lower paid jobs. After Sears hired a historian 
of women willing to testify that women’s own choices, not discrimina-
tion, placed them in a disadvantageous position, the EEOC called me to 
refute her testimony.

I will not explore here the public conflict that ensued after the testi-
mony was given and the case was being decided.5 Rather, I note that 
while one historian argued about what “women” would or would not 
choose to do, I focused on what the women who had already decided 
they needed to go out to work, to work in retail jobs, to earn wages, to 
make arrangements for children were likely to want. They worked for 
income, I argued; if given an opportunity, they would seek higher wages; 
they would not avoid difficult or unfeminine tasks (Kessler-Harris, 1986).

Here was a clear case of class intervening in, perhaps even superseding, 
gender. If the women of one historian’s imagination would refuse the 
kinds of jobs that generated higher incomes, the historical evidence sug-
gested that poor women, women in need of income, would not. To me, 
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and to historians like Joan Scott, Pat Thane, Louise Tilly, and others who 
had begun to publish histories of women who earned their livings as 
wage-workers, class remained not only salient in the gendered experience, 
but core.

Yet when Joan Scott re-started the conversation around gender in the 
mid-1980s, class once again receded into the background. Gender, argued 
Scott, in what is arguably the most influential argument of the post- 
modern period, captured the core dimension of the historical process 
(Scott, 1986, 1988). Because it was imbricated in language and thought 
absorbed on a daily basis, and manifest in action and behavior, gender 
was inseparable from the construction of reality as perceived by historical 
actors. It contained the key to analyzing deposits of power and shifts in 
ideas about who might legitimately exercise it. Buying into the nihilism 
of the post-modern moment, Scott dismissed the possibility of finding 
truth or achieving objectivity. For her, a gendered analysis provided the 
means to understanding paths to power. Scott’s view, persuasive to many, 
opened the eyes of historians of women and gender to the broader impli-
cations of their research. It responded to what I had long called the “so 
what” question. So what if we uncovered the histories of forgotten 
women? So what if we explored gender? How would our new knowledge 
change our understanding of the past and of the historical process in 
general. We now had an answer.

There remained one important problem: if gender was central to the 
dynamic of power, how were we to define gender in a way that incorpo-
rated all of the qualities of human beings? The common wisdom by now 
agreed that it was simply insufficient for observers or commentators to 
identify themselves with a range of characteristics that would enable read-
ers or audiences to place them. Then legal theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw 
introduced the idea of intersectionality in a 1991 essay focused on the 
centrality of race in the language of gender (Crenshaw 1991). Race, she 
argued, was a constitutive component of gender. Neither gender nor race 
could be imagined without the other. “Intersectionality” quickly emerged 
as an indispensable way of thinking—a meta-category—essential to pro-
viding a coherent analytic framework. After all, if gender could be under-
stood as a central and formative principle of power relations, surely race, 
especially in the United States, belonged in the mix. We, we historians, as 
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Linda Gordon repeatedly reminded us, had incorporated class, race, and 
gender into our analytic mixture, but we had not earlier insisted that 
these concepts, constitutive each of the other, provided persuasive explan-
atory vehicles for social change6 (Sabel 1982).

Soon intersectional thought became central to our work. Religion and 
ethnicity joined the trio, along with immigration and then citizenship. 
No woman and no history of women could be imagined apart from the 
location of each woman in time and space; no influence could be inferred 
without comprehending the communities that fostered or challenged 
her. Intersectionality channeled historical attention to kinds of women 
earlier thought simply illustrative of, or peripheral to, our theories of 
change. That included women with a variety of sexual preferences, women 
with and without traditional families, and women in the poorest jobs or 
no jobs at all. Armed with this tool, historians pursued the lives of 
enslaved and newly freed women; of new Latinx and Asian immigrants; 
of those who worked at caring jobs with and without pay; of the union 
organized and the self-organized. We also turned our attention to how 
the state and state policies, the courts and the legislatures had been influ-
enced by and in turn influenced the lives of men and women at home 
and in the wage workforce. At each step, we learned how introducing 
women and gender into the mix of explanatory forces illuminated such 
abstract concepts as the submerged state, global capitalism, or alt 
unionism.

Our efforts drew inspiration from real-world changes in working lives. 
We watched, and tried to understand, the transformation of work from 
industrial to service work in the 1960s and 1970s, and observed the 
impact of new capital flows in the 1970s, and the introduction of new 
technology in the 1980s and 1990s. As a new technology freed capital 
from the fixed costs of machinery and factories, and enabled the move-
ment of capital all over the globe, so jobs in production declined, and 
formerly satisfied factory workers found themselves facing unemploy-
ment and the loss of status. Simultaneously, private sector unionization 
diminished dramatically, providing workers with less political voice as 
well as less income and job security (Stein 2010; Cowie 2010, Hochschild, 
1989). When jobs in the new technology opened up, they tended to be 
the provinces of young men. The vast majority of women moved into low 
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paying service sector and routine office jobs. But these changes, we 
learned, deeply influenced masculine identity, gender relations within 
households and family structure. In turn, they produced unexpected 
political responses.

In the 1970s, married women, often with small children, who could 
once have imagined being supported by a middle-income male factory 
worker, began to expect lives of constant wage labor as well as household 
labor. Traditional assumptions about mothers at home and male bread-
winners shattered, destroying the old idea that states might intervene to 
protect the poor and those rearing children. An “adult worker” model 
now dominated the thoughts of legislators. Government support for 
women, especially single mothers, who needed help raising children 
diminished and then, in 1996, all but ended. Pushed and pulled into 
wage work, women tried to replace their household labor in accord with 
their social positions. Additional jobs emerged in child care, education, 
fast food, and health care—most of them low paid and occupied by 
women with few choices, including African Americans, Latinx, and new 
immigrants from all over Asia.

To try to sort out the intellectual and social confusion that followed 
from these real changes in the structure of work and related changes in 
family life, I coined the idea of economic citizenship. I was interested in 
tracing over time the ways that legislators and the judiciary had responded 
to changing work and family relationships by providing social benefits to 
some and restricting them from others. For example, it was easy to see 
that when unemployment insurance became part of the landscape in the 
1930s, it was designed for relatively skilled white men. How, I wanted to 
know, did that program meet the challenge of a growing workforce of 
women and of precarious workers who held only part time or short-term 
jobs? And what about health insurance typically designed by employers 
and trade unions for men who supported families? Such forms of social 
insurance were widely thought to contribute to an expanding democracy, 
to provide the perquisites of full citizenship for recipients. But women 
(like the majority of African Americans and many new immigrants) were 
widely excluded from them. Hence, gender—generally male gender—
constituted a pre-condition for full citizenship. Masculinity thus pro-
vided evidence of entitlement to the best perquisites of citizenship. 
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Combined with other forms of discrimination against women (such as in 
taxes, jobs, education, and pay), it soon became apparent that women 
who had gained political citizenship still lacked economic citizenship 
(Kessler-Harris 2001).

Women’s search for economic citizenship was embedded both in the 
labor market and in the home. No longer rooted in separate spheres, the 
lives of men and women were braided together. By the early twenty-first 
century, no social scientist could fail to see how, as the meaning of 
“worker” changed, so too did the meaning of family and gender. With 
women as well as men drawn into an “adult worker” model of survival, 
the social relations of the sexes altered in formerly unimaginable ways. 
While African American women and many female immigrants had 
always needed to earn, commonly accepted—white—ideas about respect-
ability had for at least a century, been tied to a male wage earner’s capacity 
to support a family that included a wife at home. That idea underlined 
male entitlement to the best jobs and justified educational as well as job 
and wage discrimination against women. But as marriage and children 
no longer protected women from the labor market, campaigns to elimi-
nate gender discrimination escalated and women’s aspiration to achieve 
economic independence climbed. To be sure, historians of women under-
stood that the majority of American families had never been able to 
achieve the goal of living comfortably off a single male income, but we 
had begun to understand how the common belief that they should do so, 
and the frustrated dreams of overworked women engaged in two jobs had 
shaped educational policy, labor market opportunity, and male/female 
relationships for generations.

With the disappearance of the idea, as well as the remnants of the male 
breadwinner family, large numbers of women learned to achieve and to 
dream beyond the household. Generations of belief that had guided the 
hopes and aspirations of women and men now came into question. To be 
sure, this had negative as well as positive effects. The spreading notion 
that all adults needed to accept “personal responsibility” for their sur-
vival, deprived the poor of government support to which they had long 
been entitled. The same notion challenged entrenched concepts of femi-
ninity and masculinity, most especially the idea that it was fair to assign 
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work along gendered lines. Issues of dependence and interdependence, of 
caretaking and providing roles, all these followed logically.

And what of the idea of gender itself? Public support for LGBTQ 
rights and marriage equality increased exponentially. Both movements 
had gained momentum in the 1970s, but their demands reached public 
ears in the 1990s along with legislative insistence on dropping gender 
barriers. At first they fostered a backlash, best illustrated in the 2003 
Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA). But beginning in 2004, a broad pub-
lic increasingly sanctioned lesbian and gay partnerships and parenting 
leading 36 states to pass marriage equality acts by 2014. A 2015 Supreme 
Court decision affirmed the right of same sex couples to marry on the 
same basis as heterosexual couples (Obergefell 2015; U.S. v Windsor 
2013). The change illustrates the fading power of the traditional family 
to order the workplace and the recognition that new families required 
fairer work opportunities without regard to gender. When trans-sexuality 
entered the agenda of civil rights activists, historians had to wonder if 
gender itself was any longer a useful category of analysis.

As we watched the meaning of masculinity and femininity change 
under our watch, historians found answers to the “so what” question. 
Tracing the relationship of gendered belief systems to foreign policy, and 
to the rise of neo-conservative movements, revealed gender to be inextri-
cably bound into the fabric of political life. Now we were prepared for a 
range of new inquiries. Had the liberal feminism of the 1970s inadver-
tently sustained negative attitudes towards government and the mantra of 
individualism prevalent at the end of the twentieth century? Did the 
appeal of traditional masculinity fuel continuing opposition to reproduc-
tive services for women? How had the demands of women to simply 
“drop the barriers” to admission to high-level professions and jobs sus-
tained the well-off at the expense of poorer minorities? To what extent 
did a push toward an unregulated capitalism and a “free market” promote 
the well-being of some women at the cost of others?

These questions particularly engaged historians who increasingly 
turned their attention to the history and politics of welfare. By the 1990s, 
mothering, imagined in the 1930s as valuable work and rewarded by 
government policies that tried to pay poor mothers to remain at home 
with their children, had become marginalized. Always subject to racial 
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prejudice and labeling, mothers who needed state support were now 
asked to work for their keep. Welfare as such disappeared in 1996 and 
was replaced by a program of temporary relief for needy families that 
allowed for a few years of child support for parents who worked at low- 
paid jobs. Funds for job-training vanished; stringent quotas denied edu-
cation to those eager to move themselves out of poverty. Welfare became 
nothing short of workfare. The scholars, historians among them, who 
recognized and opposed the force of these changes, published books and 
articles decrying the transition (Chappell 2010; Levenstein 2009; 
Kornbluh 2007; Kessler-Harris and Vaudagna, 2018). About a 100 of us 
formed a lobbying group called the Women’s Committee of 100 to try to 
influence policy. For a while, the group wrote editorials, tried to gather 
data about the consequences of the Personal Responsibility Act, and 
actively lobbied Congress to restore such benefits as educational options, 
more adequate funding for child care, and more generous health care for 
those on government stipends. We had little effect. Political times had 
changed, and the Clinton and Bush administrations, both committed to 
Personal Responsibility, no longer perceived any value in supporting 
the poor.

The search for answers to some of the larger questions drew strength 
from on-going comparisons that grew out of transatlantic history, and 
they gained force as the mantra of free markets slowly infected the much- 
admired social democratic states of Western Europe. Around 2012, I 
joined a large group of Western European social scientists investigating 
barriers to European (as opposed to national) citizenship. Scholars in that 
group concluded social rights meant to travel across borders were in prac-
tice distributed along gendered lines. The resulting turmoil around dif-
ferential policies hindered the prospects of pan-European citizenship 
(Dean 2018).

The investigation confirmed my own earlier hunches about social and 
economic citizenship. Under the leadership of Swedish economic histo-
rian Ulla Wikander, a group of 15 historians from 13 different countries 
worked together in the late 1980s and early 1990s to explore the origins 
and impact of early twentieth-century protective labor legislation for 
women only. Though results differed widely, we discovered that each 
nation adopted legislation that affirmed its sense of nationality and 
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inevitably shaped economic possibilities for women (Wikander et  al. 
1995). For example, lacking a male-breadwinner ideology, Sweden read-
ily incorporated women, on a more equal basis into the “folk-hem” of the 
1930s and the social democratic state that emerged in the 1950s. These 
family policies, in turn, enabled Sweden to avoid the use of guest workers 
characteristic of the German and Swiss economies. The relatively homo-
geneous workforce in turn encouraged a powerful labor union movement 
to adopt solidaristic strategies among workers at all levels, among them 
gender-encompassing benefits for women and men. As a historian of the 
United States, I began to understand how gender-related social policies 
fueled increasing class and racial inequality. Social rights attached to 
employment, it seemed, accounted for at least some portion of the inor-
dinate levels of continuing poverty, especially among single mothers and 
racial minorities.

The current state of women drives continuing questions along these 
lines. The workforce has fragmented and unionization declined, but 
women still occupy disproportionate numbers of low-paying, part-time 
jobs  and their representation among union members is expanding. 
Mothers of all classes face wage discrimination from employers convinced 
that they are less committed than unattached workers. Economists mea-
sured the “maternal wage gap” in 2014 at between 5 and 7%. Gender 
wage gaps between men and all women have narrowed to be sure—full 
time, fully employed women now earn about 80% of the male wage. But 
a third of women in the workforce are only partially or precariously 
employed. Even among fully employed women, the differences matter. 
Skilled and educated women earn close to 90% of the male wage; African 
American women earn only 70%; Latina women earn about 62% of the 
male wage.7

There is more: even as the desire for economic independence among 
well-educated women has climbed, the push into wage work has under-
cut the capacity of poor women to adequately mother their children. 
Facilities for poor mothers diminished in quality and quantity, even as 
the well-off solved their own problems by hiring nannies or sending small 
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children to private day care centers. The tendency of most people to form 
households with those of like educational and professional status has also 
played a role in widening the inequality gap. Two professional incomes 
produce an affluent family. Two poverty-level incomes do not necessarily 
bring a family out of poverty. Poverty, once largely the experience of sin-
gle mothers, has become endemic in the families of workers marginalized 
by a changing job market.

New laws have mitigated occupational sex segregation, but hostility to 
women in many jobs has spiraled. It is manifest in the disclosure of sexual 
harassment in the work place and the rise of the #MeToo movement. 
Once accepted by women as the price of admission to the labor market, 
sexual harassment has been endemic since women left their own homes 
to work in the homes and factories of others. Indeed, the fear of sexual 
aggression, or immorality, as it was called in the nineteenth century, 
influenced women’s job choices and helped to structure the labor market. 
But the #MeToo movement demonstrates that women, now permanent 
wage-workers fully responsible for supporting families of all kinds, are 
still often treated as women who threaten the jobs and dignity of real, 
male, workers. Calling attention to predatory men is a demand for noth-
ing less than re-shaping the prerogative of masculinity.

So What? So the closer we come to understanding how gender is 
deployed ideologically, legislatively and in daily life, the closer we come 
to comprehending the dynamic of social change. In sharp contrast to my 
graduate years, I have learned that all history is political. I no longer 
wince when I am accused of bias because I am writing “feminist” history. 
Nor do I flinch when my questions emerge from and change with the 
changing times. Engaging in women’s history has taught me to respect 
the force of gender and its effect on politics and perceptions. It has taught 
me that though class and race remain perhaps the prime movers of social 
and political change, interpretations that overlook the force of gender 
provide only limited and impoverished truths. Gender, in short, matters, 
but class has not disappeared from the agenda at all.
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Notes

1. Sweden’s Gunnar Myrdal, an economist by training, is the outstanding 
exception. His American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern 
Democracy Myrdal, 1944 focused on culture and values. At the insistence 
of his wife, Alva Myrdal, the book included a final chapter on women.

2. Some of what follows is drawn from my memories of this conference, as 
recorded in Kessler-Harris 1990.

3. 13 of the 70 participants were female. They included such sterling figures 
as Mari Jo Buhle, Barbara Fields, Jacquelyn Hall, Sue Levine, Ruth 
Milkman, Vicki Ruiz, Judith E. Smith, and Christine Stansell.

4. Good examples of this understanding of racism as systemic are Fields 
1987, Roediger 1991, and Brown 1996.

5. The case was widely discussed and, in its aftermath, excited public and 
scholarly scrutiny.

6. Arguably, Charles Sabel offered a precursor to intersectionality with his 
conception of every individual having a complex worldview, a part of 
which motivated action at any point in time. See Sabel 1982.

7. The best source for data about wage-earning women comes from the 
Institute for Women’s Policy Research in Washington, DC.
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7
Racializing Patriarchy: Lessons 

from Police Brutality

Sherry B. Ortner

In the early 1990s, feminist theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw commented, 
“When feminism does not explicitly oppose racism, and when antiracism 
does not incorporate opposition to patriarchy, race and gender politics 
often end up being antagonistic to each other and both interests lose” 
(Crenshaw 1992, 405). At that time, there were significant divisions 
within the feminist movement, including divisions of racial perspectives 
within the US, and divisions of national perspectives within the global 
arena. Now, however, I think it is fair to say we are witnessing a new 
phase of feminist politics that seems to be taking shape across those divi-
sions. We are seeing something of a movement toward greater political 
unity in the face of the disastrous impact of neoliberal economics, wide-
spread warfare, environmental degradation, and the maniacally destruc-
tive administration of Donald Trump, to name just a few of the conditions 
that are harming vast numbers of people of all racial and social locations 
around the world. Thus Chandra Mohanty, who had earlier written a 
very influential critique of “Western feminism” from the point of view of 
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“third-world feminism” (1991), has more recently discussed the need for 
what she called “feminism without borders” (the title of her book), that 
is, “cross-national feminist solidarity and organizing against capitalism” 
(2003, 230).1 Similarly, Black feminist and political organizer Keeanga- 
Yamahtta Taylor pushed back against the criticism by some Black femi-
nists of the 2017 Women’s March: “Should the marches have been more 
multiracial and working class? Yes! But you are not a serious organizer if 
that’s where your answer to the question ends … The women’s marches 
in Washington, DC and around the country were stunning, inspiring, 
and the first of a million steps that will be needed to build the resistance 
to Trump” (2017a, 2 of printout; sentence order rearranged).2

Similarly, most scholars working in feminist scholarship today work 
with one or another version of an “intersectionality” framework, as pio-
neered in the work of Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), Patricia Hill Collins 
(1991), and other leading Black feminist scholars.3 Eschewing what 
Crenshaw called a “single axis framework,” scholars look at the ways in 
which race, gender, and class are always at play at the same time, some-
times augmenting one another, and sometimes creating perverse and 
contradictory effects. Using this framework, we try to see the ways in 
which there can be not only a convergence of political interests across 
different feminist perspectives but deeper philosophical commonalities 
as well.

My own work has in some ways followed a similar trajectory. I began 
with a fairly monolithic conception of patriarchy (what I called “male 
dominance” at the time) and posed universalistic questions about its 
workings, without asking about its relevance across racial, class, ethnic, 
and national differences (1972). At the same time, stemming from my 
equally strong interest in the workings of capitalism, I have had a long- 
term interest in social class. Thus as I moved into a more intersectional 
approach to gender, my first writings in this area were concerned with the 
intersection of gender and social class (2003, esp. Ch. 7, 2006a). To the 
extent that I tackled questions of race, they were intertwined with ques-
tions of ethnicity, especially Jewish ethnicity (2003, esp. Ch. 4, 2006b). 
But I have long wanted to more directly consider racial issues, especially 
in relation to gender, and that is what I will do in this chapter.
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I will approach this by returning to the problem of patriarchy as a 
general, even potentially universal, formation of power, but applying an 
intersectional framework to the concept of patriarchy itself, to show the 
ways in which it is not only narrowly about male dominance over women 
but about racial domination as well. Although in the most common 
understanding of patriarchy it appears to be entirely about the domina-
tion of men over women, in fact I will try to show that it is a much more 
complex formation that includes within itself other forms of domination 
and power, including especially—and very virulently—an investment in 
racial superiority and control. With this argument, I thus seek to join in 
the current reshaping of feminism, in which there is a new urgency to 
find common ground across old divisions of race and nationality.

The case in point will be police brutality, which I will look at through 
the lens of what I am calling racialized patriarchy. The racial aspects of 
police brutality are well-known and grotesquely obvious. Police beat and 
kill Black people in the US in very high numbers, more or less in plain 
sight, and almost always with impunity (Ralph and Chance 2014; 
Williams 2015; Burton 2015; Vargas 2015; Ralph 2017; Partis 2019). 
When American police forces were almost entirely white, the fundamen-
tally racist nature of these crimes was obvious not only because of the 
Blackness of the victims but also the whiteness of the police. Yet American 
police forces have been integrating racially for some time now, and the 
violence against Black people, mostly but not entirely young Black men, 
shows no signs of abating. This conundrum is central to an important 
recent book by James Forman, Jr., Locking Up Our Own: Crime and 
Punishment in Black America (2017), and forms a key part of the back-
ground for this chapter.

As for the gendered aspects of police brutality, these have long been 
recognized in one respect, namely, that the victims have predominantly 
been young Black males.4 But other gendered aspects have been brought 
to the fore more recently, especially through the launching of the 
#BlackLivesMatter movement after the murder of Trayvon Martin in 
2012 (Garza 2014). The movement was founded by three women who 
identify as “queer Black women,” and they call attention, among other 
things, to the ways in which “Black women continue to bear the burden 
of a relentless assault on our children and our families” (Garza 2014, 1 of 
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printout). They also call attention to “hetero-patriarchy” in both society 
at large and within parts of the Black liberation movement (p. 2). This 
chapter explores the ways in which police brutality is one piece of that 
“hetero-patriarchy.”

One more note by way of introduction. The #BlackLivesMatter move-
ment often reframes “police brutality” within the broader category of 
“state-sanctioned violence,” thus emphasizing that (local) police action is 
at the same time part of larger political formations. I strongly agree with 
this, and it will be part of the argument of this chapter. The concept of 
state-sanctioned violence is useful in another way as well. Although in 
this chapter, as in most of the #BLM cases, the focus is on police brutality 
in the US, the concept of state-sanctioned violence allows us to expand 
the focus of the critique to encompass US militarism abroad, linking the 
American feminist perspective with the perspectives of women in the 
global South (see, e.g., Marchand and Runyan 2000; Mohanty 2003; Lal 
et al. 2010; Bernal and Grewal 2014). Also part of this larger story is the 
American corporate and financial sector, of which the US government 
has in many ways become an arm. This is to say that, while many feminist 
issues are targeted at the level of “personal” life—the family, work, the 
body, sexuality, domestic violence, rape, and so on—my focus here is on 
the macro level, the ways in which the state/police/military/corporate 
complex is organized as a massive form of gendered power which pro-
duces a wide range of harms to all but the very most privileged (Ortner 
2014, 2015).

The case study I will use for this chapter is the city of Newark, NJ, the 
city in which I grew up, and about which I have written anthro- historically 
(Ortner 2003). In its long history of police brutality against Black peo-
ple, Newark is a city like nearly all others in the US.

 Police Brutality in Newark

In July 1967, there was a massive, violent uprising in the mostly African 
American Central Ward of Newark, NJ.  Although the migration of 
Newark whites to the suburbs had been growing since the 1950s, the 
1967 uprising was followed by a wave of extremely rapid further white 
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flight, abetted by real estate agents spreading fear of both Black encroach-
ment and loss of property values. The city lost most of its tax base; it both 
shrank in size and became very poor. Over the past 50 years, it has strug-
gled to recover from both the uprising itself and the ongoing widespread 
poverty.

There are two documentary films about the uprising (Bongiorno and 
Bongiorno 2007; McLaughlin 2015), as well as a number of first-hand 
eyewitness accounts (Baraka 1984; Barbee 1967; Hayden 1967; Siegel 
2006; Wittner 1967). All of them describe extensive and intensive police 
brutality in that period. There is also a recent documentary film (Jacoby 
2016) that follows up on the police brutality question in contemporary 
Newark. As I have not done first-hand research on this subject, the three 
films and the five eyewitness accounts will be the main sources for the 
discussion that follows. All of them provide at least some access to the 
primary thing we seek in ethnographic fieldwork: the voices (and in the 
films, the faces and bodies) of situated actors with direct experience of the 
events in question.

The two films about the rebellion, Revolution ‘67 (Bongiorno and 
Bongiorno 2007) and Riot (McLaughlin 2015),5 begin with historical 
background for the uprising, including: the large influx of African 
Americans from the South, looking for work during and after World War 
II; their settlement in the Central Ward, one of the oldest and already 
quite broken-down parts of Newark; the gross neglect of the neighbor-
hoods by landlords; the beginnings of the move of both industry and 
white Newarkers to the suburbs; the enforcement of segregation and red- 
lining such that African Americans were unable to move out of the neigh-
borhood, either in terms of getting better housing or following the jobs 
or both.6 Meanwhile, the Newark Police remained an almost entirely 
white force and there were ongoing complaints of police brutality, com-
pletely ignored by the Chief of Police and the Mayor. The general picture 
is a one of a kind pressure-cooker situation that was almost bound to 
explode eventually. The Life magazine issue on the uprising called it, on 
the cover, “The Predictable Insurrection” (July 28, 1967).

Both films follow the progression of the rebellion more or less chrono-
logically. The event was triggered in the first place by the arbitrary and 
violent arrest of a taxi driver, who was beaten on his way to the police 
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station, then dragged up the steps in sight of bystanders. The rumor cir-
culated that he was killed in custody, and although it turned out not to 
be true, that was the start of the uprising.

The action in the streets consisted of looting, burning, and rock- 
throwing. The police also claimed there were snipers, but this was never 
confirmed. In any event by the third day, the police felt they could not 
control the situation, and the Mayor requested the intervention of the 
New Jersey State Police and the National Guard. Before that point, there 
had been few deaths, and if there were in fact snipers, they were either 
very inaccurate or they were not shooting to kill. But when the State 
Police and the National Guard came in, they treated the scene as a war 
zone, and began to shoot to kill, both in the streets against looters and at 
buildings against the putative snipers. The shooting of looters in the 
streets produced many injuries and deaths, including those documented 
by a Life magazine reporter and photographer who were on the ground in 
the midst of the whole thing (Life Magazine 1967; Wittner 1967). The 
magazine issue about the insurrection included the famous cover photo 
of 12-year-old Joey Bass lying bleeding on the sidewalk and a photo 
sequence inside of the killing of Billy Furr for looting a six-pack of beer. 
The shooting at buildings produced the most fatalities, including several 
women trying to get their children away from the windows. In the end, 
1500 people were wounded, and 26 individuals were killed, all but two 
of them unarmed African American residents of the neighborhood 
(Cunningham 1988, 325).

All of this is covered in both films, but the documentary called Riot has 
a scene that does not appear in the other film (or in any other source on 
the uprising that I have seen).7 It is narrated by a former National 
Guardsman who was present when two policemen took two young Black 
men inside a fire station and beat them to death. The scene is presented 
through cartoon-like drawings, which is common in documentaries 
today when there is no footage of an event. The beatings are so brutal that 
they are almost unwatchable, even in cartoon form. The two young men 
are repeatedly struck with full force on their heads and bodies with metal 
police batons. One of them dies from the blows, while the other is repeat-
edly picked up and dropped on his face until he dies. The bodies are 
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loaded into a Jeep and driven away. The two policemen had their badges 
covered and the incident was never reported, much less prosecuted.

As a parting statement before they withdrew, the police rode around 
the neighborhood and shot out all the store windows that remained 
intact. Black business owners had painted the words “soul brother” on 
their windows, to protect their stores from looting, and to signal their 
solidarity with the Black community. The police rode around town and 
systematically shot up every one of those stores (Barbee 1967).

And then there was what must be seen as the final brutality of these 
events: the fact that no one was ever brought to justice for any of the kill-
ings. A grand jury was convened in April 1968 to investigate the “riot 
homicides” and found “no cause for indictment” in all cases (Governor’s 
Select Commission 1968).

Fast forward to 2017, the 50th anniversary of the rebellion. There was 
a great deal of coverage in the media, including a big spread in the New 
York Times: “Five Days of Unrest That Shaped, and Haunted, Newark” 
(Rojas and Atkinson 2017). Prominent Newarkers were asked about 
changes in the city since the rebellion, including changes in policing. 
Mayor Ras Baraka replied, “We don’t have a predominantly white Police 
Department anymore. You have a predominantly black and brown Police 
Department—in leadership positions” (2017, A16). Although he adds, 
“[We] still have issues,” the implication of his remarks is that the integra-
tion of the NPD has had a significant positive impact on the problem of 
police brutality.

The previous year, however, PBS Frontline produced a film about 
Newark called Policing the Police, in which correspondent Jelani Cobb 
investigated the question of continuing police brutality, including doing 
a ride-along with two cops through the Central Ward of the city (Jacobson 
2016). He and his crew filmed the police roughing up one individual 
after another with virtually no reason or provocation. On the one hand, 
this is not the kind of massive, sadistic brutality we saw during the rebel-
lion but rather what one might think of as ordinary everyday brutality—
pushing, shoving, manhandling, throwing someone to the ground. On 
the other hand, it is relentless: one young man after another is stopped, 
shouted at, pushed around, threatened. If he runs, he is chased and tack-
led. Children (always referred to using criminal justice-system lingo as 
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“juveniles”) are not exempt and rather are suspect as mules of drug deal-
ers. It is all, for the cops, simply routine, and most of these incidents do 
not even get written up.8

After the ride-along, Cobb interviews the two cops on camera, who 
explain that they are simply following procedure, for example, doing 
what is standard procedure for controlling a “potentially unruly suspect.” 
Cobb also interviews Mayor Ras Baraka and asks him why, now that the 
police force is so much more integrated, there is still so much police vio-
lence. Baraka replies that racism isn’t about who enacts brutality but on 
whom is it enacted. Of course this is partly right: the question here is who 
gets defined as a “suspect” in the first place, and the virtually automatic 
answer tends to be Black people, especially young Black males.

Still, I think we do need to ask about who does the brutalizing. If we 
control for the changing racial composition of the force, we still have a 
constant in the equation: the police are overwhelmingly male. But I want 
to be careful in the language here. I do not think it is a question of some 
kind of inherent male violence. Rather I want to focus on the police as, 
collectively and organizationally, partaking of a particular kind of patriar-
chal form that is conducive to both violence in general, and violence 
against what I will call “impure” others—Black people, women, gay per-
sons, and differently bodied persons—in particular.

Before going further with the police, then, I need to explore this notion 
of “impure” others in some detail. This will require a brief detour through 
the literature on the analogy between race in the US and caste in India, 
centering on the concept of social “pollution.”

 Deep Inequality: Race, Caste, and Pollution

In an extremely useful and illuminating article on the history of the anal-
ogy between American race and Indian caste, Kamala Visweswaran out-
lines the use of this analogy in the work of W.E.B. Du Bois, and through 
his influence, in the work of the early generations of other Black sociolo-
gists (2010, 111). She also traces a more specific genealogy of work in the 
“caste school of race relations,” including the ethnography Deep South 
(Davis et al. 1941), which in turn became “the touchstone for [Gunnar] 

 S. B. Ortner



145

Myrdal’s thinking on race as caste” (Visweswaran 2010, 119) in Myrdal’s 
enormously influential study of US racism, An American Dilemma 
(1944). More generally, Visweswaran argues that Myrdal was “profoundly 
influenced” by Du Bois’s thinking and sought his comments on various 
drafts of the study design for An American Dilemma (2010, 118–119). 
Finally, Visweswaran also details some aspects of the scholarly relation-
ship between Du Bois and Max Weber as it pertains to the race/caste 
analogy: “Weber, who traveled in the United States in 1904 and was 
appalled by conditions in the American South, wrote to Du Bois request-
ing an article for his journal … and permission to translate The Souls of 
Black Folk” (2010, 126). Visweswaran goes on to suggest that Weber’s 
experience of racism in the southern US may have later influenced his 
thinking about caste in writing The Religion of India (1958), thus bring-
ing the analogy around full circle: if caste provided a framework for 
thinking about race in the American context, race may have provided a 
framework for thinking about caste in the Indian context (2010, 126; see 
also Pandey 2013).

The primary similarity between race and caste is the notion of perma-
nent inferior status established by birth; the notion of inborn and 
unchangeable inferiority differentiates both caste and race from social 
class under capitalism. Although we know very well that class positioning 
can be extremely constraining, nonetheless the cultural idea is that it—
unlike caste and race—is not “natural” and can be overcome. The second 
commonality, derived from the first, is the enforcement of extreme social 
segregation. In the Indian case, the enforcement of segregation is 
grounded in an ideology of what anthropologists call “purity” and “pol-
lution.” This is the idea that some categories of persons are inherently 
purer than others, while other categories of persons are inherently impure, 
with the result being a social hierarchy (or multiple local hierarchies) with 
the pure Brahmins on top and the impure Dalits (formerly “untouch-
ables”) at the bottom. Purity/pollution ideology is what underlies social 
and physical segregation in India; contact of a pure person with an impure 
person is the cause of ritual pollution of the purer individual, which must 
be avoided and prevented at all cost and which triggers rage and violence 
against the offender (see especially Pandey 2013, 21 and passim).
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There is no articulated vocabulary of social purity and pollution in the 
American race system, in the way in which there is explicit language and 
terminology in India. But there is no question that the same basic ideas 
are at work. This is seen, for example, in the “one-drop rule” of “miscege-
nation,” wherein a single “drop” of “Black blood” is said to degrade a 
white person and render them Black. And it is seen in all the rules and 
practices of physical segregation, not only in space, but in prohibitions 
against forms of bodily mingling, like drinking from the same fountain 
or swimming in the same pool. While there are important differences 
between American racism and Indian casteism, including the relative lack 
of a formalized vocabulary in the American case, at the level of what 
might be called the cultural psychology of pollution, they are virtually the 
same. We need then to look briefly at theories of social pollution.

The theoretical work on purity and pollution was part of that sprawl-
ing intellectual movement called “structuralism,” which originated pri-
marily with the work of Claude Lévi-Strauss in the 1960s in anthropology 
but was enormously influential in much of the humanities as well. 
Visweswaran frames her article on race and caste as a critique of the struc-
turalist framework of the French scholar of Indian caste Louis Dumont 
(1980). But Dumont’s version of structuralism was only one version and 
is actually the least relevant for the present discussion.9 More important 
for our purposes here is the work of British anthropologist Mary Douglas, 
especially her book called Purity and Danger (1970).10 Like Dumont for 
India, Douglas focuses in part on the social implications of purity and 
pollution rules, the ways in which they maintain social divisions like caste 
and race deemed to be “natural.” This will certainly be relevant to the 
American racial situation. But Douglas follows that line of thinking 
much more deeply into the level of affect: the kinds of feelings evoked by 
contact with polluting others, including—for those in the higher catego-
ries—the strong affective attachment to existing categorical divisions, on 
the one hand, and disgust, degradation, and rage, when those divisions 
are violated, on the other.

The purity/pollution framework has recently been applied to situa-
tions of racialized social violence in other contexts. For example, anthro-
pologist Aihwa Ong (2006) discusses extensive patterns of abuse, and 
occasional murder, of Filipina and other immigrant maids in Southeast 
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Asia using a language of pollution: “There is a synergy between a racial/
dirty personal profiling and a racial/dirty spatial profiling, a sense of the 
contaminating presence of … the foreign female labor force” (2006, 
203). And philosopher Jason Stanley has written an important new book 
on fascism that works with the race/caste analogy and draws on pollution 
theory as well (2018).11 In the next section, then, I will spell out the rel-
evance of the pollution perspective in more detail, as it applies to what I 
am calling the racialized patriarchy underlying police brutality.

 The Inherent Racism of Patriarchy

In an important article about a police torture site in Chicago, and about 
the fact that many policemen knew about it and did not report it, 
Laurence Ralph argues that we must get away from the idea that police 
violence is the product of “the rogue cop or the corrupt department.” 
Rather we must begin to think about the use of extralegal force as “an 
embodiment of an idea” related to “the cultivation of collective identity 
within the police” (Ralph 2017, 249–250). Although the Newark case is 
different in specifics, I want to pick up on Ralph’s broad general notion 
of the collective identity of the police as it is produced within a particular 
structure of relations, in this case, their identity as “men.” I put “men” in 
quotes, to refer to a particular kind of ideological masculine identity 
which police and other patriarchal organizations (most notably the mili-
tary) select for, produce, reproduce, and celebrate. Here then we need to 
look more closely at patriarchy itself.

Patriarchy is at once a social formation of power relations and a cul-
tural ideology. I have explored patriarchy as a social formation elsewhere 
(Ortner 2014), emphasizing the hierarchy of dominance among men, 
the formation of heavily bonded male groups, and the exclusion of 
women except under the control/sponsorship of men. One nearly perfect 
example discussed in that earlier paper was the US military, which has all 
the characteristics just sketched in almost pure form: the hierarchical 
structure among the men (“the chain of command”), the intense bonding 
of the male group (“the band of brothers”), and the absolute exclusion of 
women until recently. As we know, women were eventually admitted to 
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the US military, but not without a cost: over 20% of women on active 
duty report having been raped by their fellow soldiers (Dick 2002). But 
patriarchal organization is not limited to obvious examples like the mili-
tary. It tends to crystallize within all the macro-organizations of social life 
in the US—corporations, the government, the police, sport, etc.—which 
are exclusively or heavily male populated. And if these kinds of organiza-
tions do not manifest the frequency of rape we see in the military, they 
nonetheless produce a kind of ongoing, low-level frequency of discrimi-
nation, disrespect, hostility, harassment, etc. towards any women who 
have managed to get “inside,” but who are, in terms of the logic of the 
system, not supposed to be there. This will not be news to anyone living 
in the twenty-first century, but my point is that it is related not just to 
individual harassers, and not just to a sexist “culture,” but to the particu-
lar way of organizing gendered social relations we call patriarchy.

Patriarchy as a social formation of power relations always has two sides, 
one predicated on threat and domination by those above over those 
below, and the other predicated on love and protection by those above to 
those below. The protective side of patriarchy is particularly relevant in 
family organization, but it is also especially visible in the context of the 
patriarchal organization of the police. Indeed, it is this that gives us the 
most visible and hateful aspect of police brutality beyond the beating or 
killing itself: the impunity of the beaters and killers. Every time police 
commit what seem to be blatantly illegal acts, or obviously morally unac-
ceptable acts, many observers keep thinking and hoping they will be pun-
ished, but they almost never are. This is because, I would argue, impunity 
is not really discretionary; it is built into the patriarchal structure. It is 
what the patriarch owes to his men in exchange for his power and 
authority.

At this point, however, I want to turn more to the cultural/ideological 
side of patriarchy, specifically in terms of the relationship between patri-
archy and other forms of power/oppression like racism. As just discussed, 
patriarchy as a social formation of power appears as a race-neutral organi-
zation of gender relations, and in some ways it is. It can and does crystal-
lize anywhere and everywhere, without regard to racial, ethnic, national, 
etc., categories. But when we turn to patriarchy as a conceptual system, we 
see the hidden workings of race and other forms of difference lurking in 
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the model. And this is where the insights of Mary Douglas into the affec-
tive dimensions of social classifications will be of great help. I turn then 
to one of the most famous chapters in her classic work, Purity and Danger, 
on the food taboos in Leviticus in the Old Testament. This may seem 
extremely remote from the present context, but its relevance will quickly 
become clear.

In the chapter on the food taboos of Leviticus, Douglas asks why cer-
tain animals are considered unclean and unacceptable to be eaten within 
the Old Testament dietary laws. She argues that there is in effect a proto-
type for each class of animal, which defines the proper characteristics of 
animals in that class: “In the firmament two-legged fowls fly with wings. 
In the water scaly fish swim with fins. On the earth four-legged animals 
hop, jump or walk … Those species are unclean which are imperfect 
members of their class, or whose class itself confounds the general scheme 
of the world” (Douglas 1970, 70; sentence order rearranged).

Here I want to suggest that the prototype of the human, within the 
framework of patriarchal structures, is what I will call the superior male 
person. That is, the prototype of the human within highly formalized 
patriarchal structures, like the police, the army, sports teams, and so 
forth, is not just the male person in general but a special and superior 
version thereof. This superior male person is first of all a member of the 
dominant racial/ethnic group within his immediate context. This means, 
in the Euro-American context, that the superior male person is white, but 
it is important to emphasize that patriarchy as a structural formation is 
not inherently white. It is a generic structure of male-gendered power 
relations and it comes in many colors, globally speaking. For present pur-
poses, however, the ideologically superior male is indeed white, and 
(again ideologically) superior in other ways as well: physically strong, 
whole and unblemished (physical defects are unclean and unholy in the 
Old Testament), heterosexually virile, courageous, and so forth. Highly 
formalized patriarchal structures both select for these qualities in the 
recruitment of their membership and explicitly or implicitly dedicate 
themselves to enhancing those qualities within the context of their work. 
Moreover, while the idea of the superior male is at one level a “deep struc-
ture,” at another level it also on the surface, part of the explicit discourses 
of these kinds of organizations: the NYPD consists of “New York’s 
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finest”; the elite of the US armed forces are “The few, the proud, the 
Marines”; the University of Michigan football teams are the “leaders and 
best”; and so forth. As one of the New Jersey State Police called in to quell 
the 1967 Newark uprising said, “They put us here because we’re the 
toughest and the best” (Hayden 1967, 46).12

I am arguing then that patriarchy is not just about male dominance 
over women, and not only about male power over other men (although 
that is a large part of it too). It is about a social and conceptual system in 
which the strong, whole, heterosexual white male is the prototype of his 
class in the Douglasian sense, and all others are to some degree not only 
inferior, but polluting, “unclean.” That is, these inferior persons are felt to 
defile and degrade the personhood of those in the category of pure and 
superior. From this point of view, women, persons of color, queer per-
sons, and persons with disabilities are all imperfect members of the class 
of humans. What’s wrong with women is they are not men (and if one 
goes with Freud, they are also not “whole”); what’s wrong with gay men 
is they are not heterosexual; what’s wrong with people with disabilities is 
they are not physically perfect; and what’s wrong with Black people is 
they are not white.13

Pollution in this sense is both conceptual and physical. Bearers of pol-
lution must be contained both socially and spatially lest they degrade 
pure others. They are hedged with rules and boundaries, most promi-
nently rules of segregation and separation. No touching. No sharing of 
food and water or even the vessels of food and water. No occupation of 
the same space, the same water, the same air if possible. At another point 
in the book, Douglas famously defines dirt as “matter out of place” (1970, 
48). Bearers of pollution must be kept in their place in all senses of the 
term. Violators of those rules of separation and segregation, designed to 
protect the pure from impurity, are always dealt with harshly, and some-
times fatally.

The ways in which this applies to American racism are clear—the cul-
tural horror of “miscegenation,” the segregated eating and drinking, and 
so forth, as noted earlier. But now I also wish to bring these ideas to bear 
on the problem of police brutality. One thing that struck me in accounts 
of police brutality during the 1967 Newark uprising was the vicious curs-
ing and name-calling that always seemed to accompany the threat or the 
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actual beating of a Black person. It was often not enough to beat some-
one, or even kill them; they had to be verbally degraded, put back in their 
conceptual as well as physical place. Here is one example, from Tom 
Hayden’s catalogue of “the dead and brutalized” in the uprising (1967, 
73). I apologize in advance for the language, but that is central to 
the point:

William Anderson was stopped by Guardsmen as he drove home from 
work early Monday morning. After some discussion over how he was to get 
home, Mr. Anderson was told, “Black n***, get in your car and get the hell 
out of here.” Then police dragged him from his car, saying, “N***, what 
you got in your pocket?” and proceeded to empty his pockets onto the 
ground. Another said, “You talk about brutality, n***. We’re going to show 
you what brutality is.” (Hayden 1967: 89)

There is almost a ritual repetition of the name calling, not only putting 
the Black subject back in his place but as if by repetition trying to make 
sure he stays there. And here is another example from Hayden, this 
one fatal:

The killing of nineteen-year-old James Rutledge will not soon be forgotten 
in Newark. On Sunday afternoon [during the uprising], he was inside a 
looted tavern with several other teen-agers hiding from the fire of troopers 
and police. According to a witness, the troopers burst into the tavern shoot-
ing and yelling, “Come out you dirty fucks.” James Rutledge agreed to 
come out from behind a cigarette machine. He was frisked against the wall. 
Then [the rest of the quote seems to be taken from an eyewitness account]: 
The two troopers … looked at each other. The one trooper who had a rifle 
shot Jimmy from about three feet away … While Jimmy lay on the floor, 
the same trooper started to shoot Jimmy some more with the rifle. As he 
fired … he yelled, “Die, you dirty bastard, die you dirty n***, die, die …”. 
(Hayden 1967, 51–52; ellipses in original)

Once again we hear the repeated degrading name calling that seems 
almost like ritual chanting. The young man, and everyone around him, 
must understand that he is being forcibly put back in his place, which is 
to say both his location and his category of impure human being. Nor, 
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within this general line of Douglasian interpretation, do I think the rep-
etition of the adjective “dirty” is accidental. We hear it often in racist 
name-calling—and it could be said to almost bring to the surface the 
pollution logic behind the whole thing.

The story of Jimmy Rutledge also raises the question of extreme excess 
of violence. The police kept shooting after he was down, and his head and 
body were later found to have 45 bullet holes. The violence is “excessive” 
because it was mostly unnecessary; he was surely dead after the first few 
shots. But it is also excessive in the sense that the cop was evidently out 
of control, screaming, cursing, and shooting. We are reminded here of 
the excess of violence in the savage murders of the two young men in the 
firehouse. As a starting point for interpretation, it seems to me the same 
logic was in place in that event: that young black men have left their 
“place,” in all senses of the term. But this is not enough to account for the 
verbal and grotesquely physical excess. Thus, a second possible interpreta-
tion would draw on the general atmosphere of chaos and disorder created 
by the uprising as a whole. The Central Ward of Newark for that period 
was an entire world of people and things out of place and out of category, 
for both the people in the community and the forces of the state.

Yet another interpretation would involve looking at the individual 
sadistic cops, who—one assumes or at least hopes—were beyond the pale 
even for most of their fellow officers. I am not forgetting the point made 
earlier to the effect that pointing to rogue cops does not get at the larger 
structural issues. But actually perhaps, at least some ways, it does. Thus, 
one wonders about the population attracted to joining the police in the 
first place. I have no data to answer this question, but the parallel case of 
the military gives us a clue. I noted earlier the very high rate of rape in the 
gender-integrated military. I add here, however, that the rate of men in 
the military with criminal records of rape before joining is reported to be 
twice the national average (Dick 2002). It is hard not to assume that 
something parallel is going on in the police, attracting a higher rate of 
men inclined to sadistic violence than the general population. The larger 
structural point is that patriarchal organizations do not merely breed 
patriarchal violence, they attract it and then, in certain contexts, liberate 
and authorize its worst tendencies.
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But the broader point I want to emphasize about patriarchy, for pur-
poses of this chapter is that, if this interpretation is correct, then patriar-
chy is an inherently racist formation. We are used to thinking about it as 
sexist. That is almost built into the very concept. But it is also inherently 
racist, homophobic, and disability-phobic. Built into the very core of the 
model is an archetype of the superior male, against which all others are 
not only inferior, but impure in the more primitive Douglasian sense—
sources of pollution and degradation that must be contained if not elimi-
nated entirely.

 Revisiting “Structure” with Du Bois

The pollution argument raises questions about the use of the “deep struc-
ture” interpretations in the twenty-first century. Why would one have 
recourse to a somewhat old-school argument to the effect that there is a 
kind of underlying logic or grammar that is driving people’s feelings and/
or behavior? The primary reason, for me, has to do with the stubborn 
persistence, and emotional intensity, of racism and sexism (among other 
things) over an incredibly long period of time. The assumption of struc-
turalist thinking is that there is a kind of deep logic that is hard to root 
out precisely because it is “deep,” not conscious, not subject to debate or 
rational arguments, etc.14

One of the problems with thinking about racism or sexism in this way 
is that it seems to make it almost impossible to change. And again, it is 
hard to change; that is why we keep seeing the same patterns, the same 
scenarios, over and over again. Police brutality is an almost perfect exam-
ple. One could read an account of the Newark uprising of 1967 and the 
Los Angeles uprising of 1992, 25 years later, and you could almost liter-
ally substitute one for the other.

Yet in fact these things can and do change. One of the ways we have 
gotten beyond the structuralism of the 1960s and 1970s is in the theori-
zation of how structures that are so deeply embedded, and that appear 
“natural,” are nonetheless the products of history—of the real practices of 
real people in real time. This is the premise of the work of Pierre Bourdieu 
(e.g., 1991) and also a good deal of my own work in recent years  
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(e.g., Ortner 1996, 2006c). The idea here is that the underlying struc-
tures of racism and sexism may be “deep” and beneath rationality, but 
they are nonetheless products of comprehensible historical actions and 
processes. They were constructed over time, under particular circum-
stances; they are nurtured over time by the repetition of those and analo-
gous circumstances; and they can be disrupted and transformed by the 
disruption of those circumstances.

This is in fact the position taken by W.E.B. Du Bois in “Evolution of 
the Race Problem” (1909). Du Bois had what I would think of today as 
a “practice theory” of racism, that is to say, a theory of the historical mak-
ing of deeply controlling “structures” through social practice but also the 
ever-present possibility of the un-making of such structures through 
other practices. Thus, Du Bois provides a completely historical account 
of the making of “color-caste” as a controlling vision of the world:

Men came to the idea of exclusive black slavery by gradually enslaving the 
workers, as was the world’s long custom, and then gradually conceiving 
certain sorts of work and certain colors of men as necessarily connected. It 
was when once set up in the southern slave system, a logically cohering 
whole which the simplest social philosopher could easily grasp and state. 
(Du Bois 1909, 142–143)15

What Du Bois is calling a “logically cohering whole” here is an instance 
of a kind of “structure,” a kind of unquestioned common sense “which 
the simplest social philosopher could easily grasp and state.”

But Du Bois also envisioned the disruption of this “logically cohering 
whole” through new practices and what might be considered new per-
sons: “In the southern slave system, the thing that from the first damned 
it was the free Negro—the Negro legally free, the Negro economically 
free and the Negro spiritually free” (1909, 143). Of course we know all 
too well that the end of slavery did not produce very much in the way of 
real freedom but rather triggered new practices by the dominant group to 
recreate “color caste”: As Du Bois put it, “Today [under Jim Crow] we 
have the caste idea—again not a sudden full grown conception but one 
being insidiously but consciously and persistently pressed upon the 
nation” (1909, 144). Jim Crow was necessary not only because Black 
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people were legally free after slavery, but because their freedom threat-
ened the deep assumptions of the nation about the link between color 
and inferiority, and thus those assumptions had to be “persistently 
pressed” again.

 Conclusion

It is the broader argument of this chapter that racism may be understood 
at least in part as an effect of the particular configuration of power rela-
tions we call patriarchy. I have suggested that patriarchy, viewed in a 
certain way, is not only inherently misogynist—the most well-known 
aspect of patriarchy—but also inherently, and by its very nature, racist, 
homophobic, and disability-phobic.

I do not mean to suggest, however, that the interpretation of racism 
through patriarchy exhausts all the forces and factors that play into the 
psychology and practice of racism. I take seriously the argument by 
Laurence Ralph and Kerry Chance, for example, about the degree to 
which “fear” plays a role, as seen in and beyond cases of brutality like the 
Rodney King beating and the shooting of Trayvon Martin (Ralph and 
Chance 2014). I see racial prejudice, like sexism and misogyny, as a 
deeply rooted and massively over-determined phenomenon, in which 
multiple explanations co-exist and augment rather than detract from one 
another.

Interestingly, the Ralph and Chance article provides a certain element 
of support for the argument about patriarchal pollution anxieties. The 
authors cite an article on the racial politics of Sanford, Florida, where 
Trayvon Martin was killed. Apparently the town had a history of active 
white resistance to integration, and one piece of this history concerned 
the public swimming pools. According to an editorial in a local paper, 
“Sanford dug in its feet against change … It resisted integration, filling in 
public pools, rather than integrating them” (quoted in Ralph and Chance 
2014, 141). Here, then we recall the ways in which swimming pools are 
sites of potential pollution in the Douglasian sense: All those bodies shar-
ing the same water, in which there are no boundaries, all those bodily 
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fluids washing back and forth. If “fear” is a central issue for racism, I 
would add that there are multiple kinds of fear, and this is one of them.

I began this chapter by pointing to indications of the emergence of 
new forms of feminist solidarity in the presence of the disastrous condi-
tions of the current political, economic, environmental, and cultural situ-
ation. I mentioned as examples Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s call for 
“feminism without borders” (2003) and Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor’s 
emphasis on the necessity for building a cohesive movement in resistance 
to these conditions (2017a, b). I discussed as well the convergence of 
feminist scholars of all positionalities around the kinds of intersectional 
analysis called for by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1992): no feminism 
without anti-racism, no anti-racism without opposition to patriarchy.

This chapter thus represents one attempt to join in this new push for 
political and intellectual solidarity, by constructing a conception of patri-
archy that would be of value across a range of feminist positions. While 
patriarchy in the abstract may be a kind of generic structure, like the 
grammar of a language, that can appear—as I said earlier—anywhere and 
everywhere, it always takes on the coloration (pun partially intended) of 
the local form of dominance. Just as one can’t speak “language” without 
speaking a particular language, so one can’t find patriarchal power that is 
not always at the same time an embodiment of the dominance of particu-
lar groups over others. But the reverse is also true. The dominance of one 
group over another in any given setting—like white dominance in the 
US—can only be enacted through particular structures of on-the-ground 
power relations, of which patriarchal formations like the police are, I 
think, among the leading candidates.
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Notes

1. The Global Feminisms Project, based at the University of Michigan, pro-
vides in-depth empirical cases of feminist movements across multiple 
societies. See, for example, Lal et al. 2010.

2. Thanks to Hannah Appel for referring me to Taylor’s work.
3. For example, Andersen and Collins 1992; James and Busia 1993; Taylor 

2017b; for anthropology in particular, see Bolles 2013; Cole 1986; 
Harrison 2010; McClaurin 2001.

4. Black women have also been victims of police brutality, but their stories 
are often not reported or discussed. New work is beginning to emerge on 
this subject. See, for example, Threadcraft 2018.

5. This film has not yet been released. I was only able to see it by the kind 
permission of the filmmaker, Kevin McLaughlin.

6. For two excellent histories of Newark before and since the uprising, see 
Mumford 2007 and Curvin 2014.

7. The two films, and indeed all the sources, vary in terms of the points of 
view of the filmmakers/authors, and also in terms of the sources or wit-
nesses they were able to locate. In this case, the filmmaker interviewed 
the particular National Guardsman who witnessed the scene in question 
and who was either not located or not quoted by the other filmmakers.

8. Didier Fassin (2013) describes very similar patterns of routinely violent 
policing in the Paris banlieues (technically, “suburbs,” but more akin to 
American “inner cities”).

9. Bonilla-Silva (2012) uses a modified structuralist framework in discuss-
ing what he calls “the racial grammar” of life in the contemporary US.
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10. Douglas’s work is less well known today than that of other figures of the 
structuralist movement—Claude Lévi-Strauss, of course, but also Victor 
Turner. This is not surprising, as studies have shown that female scholars 
are consistently less cited than men (Lutz 1991; Dominguez et al. 2013). 
The problem is particularly acute with respect to Black women/feminist 
scholars (see, e.g., Bolles 2013). Indeed, the citation problem affects all 
scholars of color; this is a large part of the “decolonizing anthropology” 
critique (Harrison 2010; Allen and Jobson 2016).

11. See also Beinart 2018. Thanks to Gail Kligman for putting me on the 
trail of this work.

12. There are some affinities between this discussion of a superior male “pro-
totype” and Robert Connell’s discussion of “hegemonic masculinity” 
(1989), but there are also some important differences. It would unfortu-
nately take me too far afield to discuss this here. Similarly, the idea of 
“the superior male” calls to mind analogies with the Nazi übermensch, 
but again it would take me too far afield to explore the similarities and 
differences.

13. Overweight persons may fall into the category of “differently bodied” 
and attract the same kinds of pollution reactions. See the discussion of 
the LAPD rank and file’s lack of respect, and actually “hatred,” for Chief 
Willie Williams not only because he was Black, but because he was over-
weight (Domanick 2015, 118–119).

14. The most recent version of this idea is to be found in Bourdieu’s concepts 
of habitus and doxa (e.g., 1991).

15. The complete text of this essay is also available online on a site called 
WEBDuBois.org.
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8
From Neoclassicism to Heterodoxy: 

The Making of a Feminist Economist

Joyce P. Jacobsen

The issue of feminism arose not only in my personal life (with an early 
belief in complete equality) but also in my choice of study. My area of 
specialization in economics, even before I understood academic femi-
nism or before there was a disciplinary conception of feminist economics, 
was labor economics, and, more specifically, the economics of gender. For 
one of my first scholarly projects, a textbook on the economics of gender 
(Jacobsen 1994), I researched the overall progress of women in the econ-
omy, the academy, and the economics profession. While much of what I 
will trace herein is the specific path of women in the US, my work has 
also considered women’s participation in the worldwide economy, as well 
as the range of patterns found both currently and in past eras.

To provide context, I first describe briefly the progress of women in the 
economy, the academy, and the economics profession. This serves both to 
give context to the larger frame of women’s advances, as well as to specify 
the frame in which I found myself at the time of receiving my education, 
up to the present day. Indeed, while researching this framing for this 
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chapter, I was struck by how much my own career path mirrored the 
larger trends in these three concentric domains. My recent entry into 
academic administration also has given me new insight into the ongoing 
challenges regarding increasing women’s representation in underrepre-
sented areas of the academy.

 Women’s Representation in the Economy

While women have always participated at levels equal to or greater than 
men in the totality of human labor, until recently they had not been 
equal participants in the paid labor market. For the US, there are three 
distinct periods in female labor force participation since the beginning of 
the country: a period of gradual rise over the nineteenth century, fol-
lowed by a plateau or even a slight drop in the early twentieth century 
(1910–1940), followed by a sharp rise since World War II. Male partici-
pation rose up to 1910 (with a dip following the Civil War), dropped 
during the Depression years, rose in the mid-twentieth century, and has 
been declining since 1950. In the last few years, there has been a leveling 
of the female labor force participation rate relative to its historic high 
point: As of October 2018, when I was finishing this manuscript, accord-
ing to US Bureau of Labor Statistics (seasonally adjusted) data, the female 
labor force participation rate stood at 57.3 percent of women ages 16 and 
older, a drop relative to the all-time high in March 2001 of 60.2 percent. 
But the men’s rate continues to drop even more: from 74.7 percent in 
March 2001 to 68.9 percent currently. The net result is that women cur-
rently comprise 49.5 percent of the (nonfarm) labor force, as contrasted 
to 4 percent in 1800 and 8 percent in 1860 (Weiss 1986, 657 
(Table 12.A.1), 658–659 (Table 12.A.2)).

Concurrently, there have been significant shifts in gender employment 
patterns across occupations. From 1870 to 1970, occupations that were 
male-dominated in 1870 (no more than 5 percent female) experienced a 
large increase in women, as did those that were female-dominated (over 
60 percent female); those in the intermediate category, which is the less- 
common situation, showed no clear trend, save a hump in the 1920s and 
1930s (Blitz 1974). Subsequent to the mid-1970s, when many 
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professional schools (business, law, dentistry, and medicine, to name just 
some of the more prominent examples) increasingly opened their doors 
to women, the rate has increased yet more. In the most recent data regard-
ing the number of professional degrees conferred, women and men have 
reached parity in the number of professional degrees conferred save in 
business, where women comprise 47 percent of MBAs and 42 percent of 
business doctoral degrees (NCES 2018, Tables 324.50, 325.25). The lat-
ter is a far cry from 1975, at which point women comprised 8 percent of 
MBAs conferred (NCES 2018, Table 325.25).

 Women’s Representation in the Academy

While women already comprised over 50 percent of US high school grad-
uates by 1870 (NCES 1991, Table  98), it took them much longer to 
reach parity for bachelor’s and professional degree attainment. In 1870, 
women comprised less than 15 percent of higher education degree recipi-
ents (there were no master’s or doctoral degrees at that point). By 1930, 
this percentage had risen to almost 40 percent, but it dropped back to 
under 24 percent by 1950 (NCES 2018, Table 318.10), as men increased 
their representation in higher education dramatically after World War II 
and the subsequent veterans’ benefits for college attendance.

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, women receiving second-
ary and higher education were generally educated in schools for girls, 
academies, and “female seminaries.” In 1837, Mount Holyoke Female 
Seminary was founded; now Mount Holyoke College, it is the oldest 
remaining women’s college. College coeducation came into existence at 
the same point of 1837, with Oberlin College, and subsequently became 
commonplace in the West and Midwest, with the University of Iowa 
becoming the first coeducational public or state university in 1855.

At first, the vast majority of the teachers women would encounter in 
higher education, outside of the area of home economics, would be men, 
particularly outside women-only institutions. While women were regu-
larly earning master’s degrees by the turn of the century, comprising some 
19 percent of master’s degree recipients in 1890 and 30 percent in 1920, 
they comprised a much smaller percentage of doctoral degree recipients. 
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There was an initial “latent phase” from 1868 through 1890 where 
women were only admitted to doctoral programs as “special students” 
without the ability to earn degrees for the most part (Rossiter 1982, 159). 
Helen Magill White was the first woman US PhD recipient, in 1877 (in 
Greek, from Boston University) (Fells 1956), but women only comprised 
1 percent of doctoral recipients in 1890, 6 percent in 1900, 10 percent in 
1910, and 15 percent in 1920. The percentage then barely moved over 
the next fifty years, still standing at only 16 percent by 1975, and in fact 
declining between 1930 and 1975. Since 1975, the percentage has 
steadily moved upwards, reaching 39 percent in 1991, the year I finished, 
and now stands at slightly over 50 percent of doctoral degrees conferred, 
while women earn around 57 percent of all master’s degrees conferred 
(NCES 2018, Table 318.10).

Cohort effects, combined with the continuing lower rate of degree 
attainment, means that women are still underrepresented overall in the 
academy, although this varies substantially by field and type of institu-
tion. Women are less likely to be tenured than men at all types of institu-
tions and hold about 31 percent of full professor positions (Johnson 
2016, 19 [Figure 2]). They also earn less than men at both private and 
public institutions, except for out-earning men slightly at two-year pri-
vate institutions (Johnson 2016, 21 (Figure 4)).

Women also continue to be underrepresented in academic administra-
tion. They hold about 44 percent of Chief Academic Officer positions, 
27 percent of Presidencies, comprise about 30 percent of Board Members, 
and about 18 percent of Board Chairs (Johnson 2016, Tables 3, 4, 5, 6). 
Women have achieved employment parity overall in academic adminis-
trative positions with an overall representation of about 50 percent, and 
the gender pay gap for women in academic administration is similar to 
that found for the US as a whole, at about 77 to 80 cents on the dollar 
(Bichsel and McChesney 2017, Figures  2, 5). However, there is both 
continued stratification by type and prestige of institutions, with women 
administrators more likely to be found in two-year colleges in particular. 
There is also an inverse relationship between women’s representation by 
position type and median pay for position (Bichsel and McChesney 
2017, Figure 7), with women much less likely to be found in facilities, 
athletics, and information technology and much more likely to be found 
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in human resources, library, and public relations (Bichsel and McChesney 
2017, Figure 8).

 Women’s Representation in Economics

Prior to 1900, only five doctorates in economics were conferred in the 
US (Fells 1956, Table 1), with Helen Page Bates being the first, receiving 
her degree from the University of Wisconsin in 1896 (Fells 1956, 651). 
This number rose significantly after 1900, but progress has not been 
steady: In 1912, women wrote 6 percent of the PhD dissertations in eco-
nomics; this rose to a pre-World War II high of 19 percent in 1920 and 
by 1940 had dropped down to just under 7 percent (Forget 1995, 27 
(Table 2.1)). In addition, progress has not been equal across subfields: 
Women were and are more concentrated in economic history and labor 
than are men, and labor economics in particular has remained a more 
female-coded area than other subfields in economics up through the 
present.

Subsequent to World War II, women increased their representation in 
economics, with growth in numbers during the 1970s and 1980s era of 
increased access to graduate programs and subsequent positions. Still, 
women lag in entering economics relative to other social sciences and 
even relative to other more mathematical fields, with which economics is 
often compared. As of fall 2017, women comprised 40 percent of first- 
time graduate students in economics, as compared to 52 percent for 
political science, 66 percent in sociology, and 77 percent in psychology; 
they were also 44 percent in business administration, 40 percent in math-
ematics, and 31 percent in computer science (Okahana and Zhou 2018, 
Table 1.1). Persistence in graduate school also drops more notably for 
women in economics than in the other fields: At the same point in time, 
women were 31 percent of total graduate enrollment in economics, as 
compared to 50 percent for political science, 63 percent in sociology, and 
76 percent in psychology; they were also 44 percent in business adminis-
tration, 37 percent in mathematics, and 30 percent in computer science 
(Okahana and Zhou 2018, Table 1.2).
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The American Economic Association’s Committee on the Status of 
Women in the Economics Profession has tracked the share of women by 
rank since 1974, currently surveying US economics departments on a 
yearly basis. As of academic year 2016–2017, women continue to be 
underrepresented at all levels of the academic job ladder. Among 126 
PhD-granting economics departments, 29 percent of assistant professors, 
23 percent of tenured associate professors, and 14 percent of full profes-
sors are women (CSWEP 2018, Table 1). Women are also in the minor-
ity in non-doctoral program economics departments and also drop off 
from assistant professor (43 percent) to associate (40 percent) to full (24 
percent) (CSWEP 2018, Table 6). While part of these dropping percent-
ages is related to the lower proportion of women in earlier cohorts, the 
lower success rates of women in achieving tenure relative to men is also a 
factor. Women are also more likely to go into nonacademic positions 
than are men.

The 2017 CSWEP report concludes on a striking note regarding wom-
en’s progress on the academic ladder for economics: “There has been no 
progress in the representation of women at either juncture, entering the eco-
nomics profession or advancing from untenured assistant to tenured associate 
professor. If anything, we see stagnation or decline in women entering 
economics at both the undergraduate and graduate level” [italics theirs] 
(CSWEP 2018, 13).

Within the profession, the picture is also not cheering regarding wom-
en’s representation in the top echelons of the profession and in leadership 
roles within the profession. In the top ten PhD producing departments 
in 2017, 20 percent of assistant professors, 31 percent of associate profes-
sors, and 9 percent of full professors are women, for 14 percent overall of 
their faculty. Twenty-six percent of their entering students were women 
as opposed to 32 percent in the 126 departments surveyed (CSWEP 
2018, Table  2). Women have always been members of the American 
Economic Association, with one woman, Wellesley Professor Katharine 
Coman, in attendance at its organizing meeting in 1885 and comprising 
seven of the 182 members (3.8 percent) on the roll in 1886 (May and 
Dimand 2016, 13). Three out of 120 Association Presidents have been 
women, the first being Alice Rivlin in 1986. Women are also underrepre-
sented as chief editors and as members of editorial boards, even less than 
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proportionally to their existing underrepresentation in the profession 
(Mumford 2016).

These patterns of underrepresentation in economics and relative over-
representation at the lower echelons of the profession are found for other 
countries as well where similar documentation and survey research has 
been undertaken, including Canada, China, and the UK. If anything, the 
US actually has higher representation of women in the economics profes-
sion relative to most other countries and is more likely to have women at 
the higher levels of the profession (Jacobsen et al. 2006).

Increased representation of women appears to be a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for women’s intellectual impact more broadly—and 
for feminism more specifically, to thrive within a professional area. For 
the particular case of economics, I discuss below how increased impact 
has lagged increased representation. This is true in my own journey as 
well, where I first came to economics, then to the study of specific topics 
relating to women’s representation in the economy, and only later came 
to understand how feminism could provide a challenge to the very intel-
lectual underpinnings of the discipline.

 My Journey into Work, the Academy, 
and Economics

My own involvement with economics began in 1978 in my first year at 
Harvard, when I took Econ 10, the giant “introduction to economics” 
course. A thousand undergraduates sat in Sanders Theatre, lodged in 
Memorial Hall’s imposing High Victorian Gothic surroundings, in semi-
darkness, listening to a parade of Harvard’s most famous economists—all 
men—deliver lectures on their specialties within economics. John 
Dunlop, John Kenneth Galbraith, Otto Eckstein, Malcolm Gillis, and 
others expounded on the transformative power of economics and its 
potential to change the world for the better. I was hooked. The idea of 
academic knowledge also being practical knowledge was powerful. In 
addition, economics appeared to be the study of everything, attractive to 
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someone who was interested in everything and didn’t want to have to 
narrow down too soon.

As the only child of a professor (my father, William Jacobsen, was a 
linguist who worked in particular on North American Indian languages, 
including Makah, Salinan, and Washoe, as well as on Basque and on 
comparative linguistics) and an academic administrator (my mother, 
Virginia Chan, worked for the Basque Studies program at the University 
of Nevada Reno), I was already immersed in the ways of academia. I 
learned from the example of my parents and many of their friends the 
deep meaning that can come from a life devoted to the acquisition and 
dissemination of knowledge.

My parents met at Berkeley, where I was born, and then we lived first 
in Seattle for two years when my father first worked at the University of 
Washington, and then for the rest of my childhood in Nevada when my 
father received a tenure-track position at UNR. We spent many summers 
on the Makah reservation at the tip of Washington State’s Olympic pen-
insula as my father did field work with its few remaining fully fluent 
speakers, eventually completing both a written record of the Makah lan-
guage as he had done earlier for his doctoral dissertation, a grammar of 
the Washoe language (spoken by the Washoe tribe that migrated between 
the valleys below the eastern slopes of the Sierra mountains and beautiful 
Lake Tahoe, where Tahoe is the word for “lake” in Washoe). I played with 
the Makah children, attending their summer program to pass along the 
songs, dances, and customs of the Makah. We traveled to the Basque 
country twice during my adolescence for their summer study-abroad 
program, often accompanied my father to various conferences, including 
in New Orleans and Mexico City, and my mother and I went to Egypt 
one summer, as her training was in Near Eastern Languages. I knew 
nothing of economics, but much about language study (though I am 
embarrassingly monolingual), anthropology, and music. I played the 
cello, and classical and flamenco guitar, while spending very little time on 
other studies (it was the age when the pendulum had swung away from 
giving children much homework, so I would simply do my assignments 
during class).

It was the baby boom years still, and Reno had many large Mormon 
and Catholic families. Consequently, parents were worn out from the 
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grind of taking basic care of children and tended to leave children alone 
for the most part to entertain themselves. Many women in Reno were 
working mothers; the casino-driven economy required a large labor force, 
so jobs were plentiful regardless of gender, and both women and men 
worked casino and store shifts around the clock. In addition, there were 
quite a number of female professors in both the English department 
where my father’s appointment was, and in the Anthropology and 
Language departments, which were the others with whom we often 
socialized. The world of professional musicians, in which I spent much of 
my free time, also had a large number of women working both as music 
teachers by day and moonlighting at night in the casino bands and the 
local orchestra and opera corpuses. It never occurred to me that occupa-
tions were particularly gendered or that I could not do whatever I 
wanted to do.

After a childhood spent out west, I flew to Harvard having applied to 
it sight unseen (as my father had done before me, taking the train from 
San Diego in 1949), with a cello in one hand and a guitar in the other. 
Harvard turned out to be perfect for a mind left largely untrammeled by 
systematic formal education. (I had never written a paper longer than five 
paragraphs before going to college.) The giant size of the economics 
major meant that classes were large and students were mostly left alone 
by the professors, with graduate students bidden to do most of the hands-
 on teaching through weekly problem session meetings. Students tended 
to educate themselves either alone or in study groups. I loved everything 
about the University, from the myriad of libraries in which one could 
find a hidden place to study, to the active musical and social life, and the 
many activities in Cambridge and Boston that were just a subway 
ride away.

Full coeducation had only recently come to Harvard. All of the 
Harvard and original Radcliffe dormitories had become coed (except for 
a couple of all-male first-year dormitories, because there were more men 
than women) right before my arrival. While women were first taught at 
the “Harvard Annex,” later Radcliffe College, starting in 1879, and 
received their degrees from Harvard starting in 1963, it was only in 1975 
that the two Colleges combined their admissions offices, and in 1977, the 
year that I applied, the previously set ratio of four men to one women 
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ended, ushering in the era of “sex-blind admissions” (Walsh 2012). 
However, the ratio in my class was still decidedly skewed towards men, as 
many more men still applied and, perhaps, were still more likely to be 
accepted. Nonetheless, I never felt anything other than fully enfranchised 
at the University; indeed, the women students felt like they got addi-
tional attention, as they were invited both to Harvard and Radcliffe activ-
ities under the “non-merger merger” agreement of 1977, until the two 
Colleges fully merged in 1999 and Radcliffe devolved down to a few 
remnants of its “Annex” roots (Radcliffe Institute for Advanced 
Study 2018).

Women were also slow to receive equal treatment on the Harvard fac-
ulty, and indeed, full parity is not yet achieved. The first female faculty 
member, Alice Hamilton, was appointed as an assistant professor of 
industrial medicine at the Harvard Medical School in 1919; she was, 
however, not allowed into the Faculty Club, not allowed to participate in 
Commencement, and not eligible for faculty football game tickets 
(Harvard 2018b). The first tenured woman professor was English 
Medieval historian Helen Maud Cam, in 1948; in 1971 there were four 
tenured women on the faculty of Arts and Sciences, 14 women professors 
total in the entire University out of 752 professors (Harvard 2011). As of 
2018, 30 percent of all ladder faculty at the University are women (452 
of 1494); 27 percent of tenured faculty and 40 percent of tenure-track 
faculty (Harvard 2018a).

Harvard as of 1977 had two women on the economics faculty, Elizabeth 
Allison and Rachel McCullough, both married to members of the faculty, 
both untenured. I took macroeconomics from Prof. Allison, and had one 
graduate teaching assistant for one course, Anne Preston, but other than 
that all my economics professors and teaching assistants were men. A 
number of graduate students were supportive of my work in economics. 
My Econ 10 teaching fellow, Charlie Kahn, was also the economics tutor 
for Quincy House, the “house”/dormitory where my three roommates 
and I lived for our sophomore through senior years.

Most formatively, early in my junior year, I began working for the 
labor economist Richard Freeman. Richard has trained a generation of 
labor economists and written innumerable articles. He ran a research 
group at the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), and from 
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working with him and the rest of the group of undergraduates and gradu-
ate students who often toiled late into the night at the NBER, I learned 
both the how-tos of empirical economics research and how to model 
being an economics graduate student and researcher.

I graduated from Harvard in 1982, which is also the first year in which 
women overtook men in terms of number of US bachelor’s degree recipi-
ents and also reached parity in number of US master’s degree recipients 
(NCES 2018, Table 318.10). After Harvard, I first spent a year earning a 
M.Sc. in economics at the London School of Economics and Political 
Science (LSE) and then went to Stanford for the economics PhD. Both 
of these schools were founded much later than Harvard and were signifi-
cantly more progressive. LSE was founded in 1895 by four members of 
the socialist Fabian Society, one of whom was a woman, Beatrice Webb, 
and admitted women from its opening days (London School of Economics 
and Political Science 2018); by 1900, it had become part of the University 
of London, which had begun admitting women in 1868 and graduated 
women in 1869. The first woman professor at University of London was 
Chaucerian expert Caroline Spurgeon, in 1913 (University of London 
2018); at LSE, the first woman to give lectures was Gertrude Tuckwell, in 
1896 (Donnelly 2015). Women, including Beatrice Webb, continued to 
give short courses of lectures; staff were continued to be either regular or 
occasional, and between 1895 and 1922, 20 percent of the regular staff 
(42 of 199), and 13 percent of the occasional lecturers, were women 
(Donnelly 2018).

Stanford University, founded by Leland and Jane Lathrop Stanford in 
1885, admitted women from its opening, with the first students admit-
ted in 1891, and women comprising 23 percent of the student body as of 
its opening (130 of 555). Assistant professor of history Mary Sheldon 
Barnes was the only woman faculty member upon its opening (Stanford 
University 2016). By 1899, women comprised 40 percent of the student 
body. Jane Stanford then developed a concern that women were becom-
ing too high a percentage of the student body and forced a limit of 500 
women upon the University in May of 1899. This limit was raised in 
1933 so that women could comprise 40 percent of the student body as it 
was in 1899, and then sex-based limits were removed from the University’s 
governing documents completely in 1973 (Scott 2018). As of September 
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2016, 28 percent of the faculty, 48 percent of undergraduates, and 39 
percent of graduate students were women (Stanford University 2018).

However, even with these more auspicious roots regarding women’s 
participation at LSE and Stanford, the economics departments at both 
institutions were almost woman-free. While many of the students in my 
one-year master’s program in 1982–1983 were women, the only woman 
lecturer in the economics department then was Mary Morgan, a historian 
of economic thought, who received her PhD from LSE in 1984 and 
became a full professor there in 1999. When I arrived at Stanford in 
1983, there were no women professors in the economics department and 
very few women graduate students in the older cohorts. Myra Strober, 
who has written a narrative of her life and career (Strober 2016) that is 
well worth reading, was a tenured economist in the School of Education. 
Only in my third year of graduate school did the department hire a 
woman assistant professor, Julie Anderson Schaffner, and only after I left 
did the department hire Anne Krueger, with tenure, in 1993. Harvard’s 
economics department had meanwhile gained its first tenured woman 
member, Claudia Goldin, in 1990.

Nonetheless, my entering graduate class was optimistic and more 
gender- balanced than economics in general: it was a particularly large 
group of 38, with 16 women. True, by two years later, only 30 of us were 
left, 10 of whom were women. But remarkably, all ten of us survivors 
ended up receiving our PhDs. Of we ten (besides myself: Reiko Aoki, 
Julie Bunn, Susan Edelman, Gillian Hadfield, Bronwyn Hall, Sarah Lane, 
Carol Rapaport, Ann Velenchik, and Susan Wolcott), all started our 
careers in academia, and six eventually received tenure.

At Stanford, I found a supportive mentor in Victor Fuchs, and found 
my dissertation topic from my work with him as his research assistant. I 
left Stanford in 1988 to start my first teaching position, at Rhodes College 
in Memphis Tennessee, where I met my husband, Bill Boyd, who was the 
computer science professor there at the time. We had our first child, 
Catherine, I finished my PhD in 1991, we moved to Middletown 
Connecticut in 1993 for my position at Wesleyan University, and I had 
my second child Kenneth shortly after my arrival in October 1993. At 
Rhodes, which had a combined economics and business administration 
department, I was the only woman of six professors, on the economics 
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side of the department. At Wesleyan, I was the third woman to teach 
regularly in the department; Marnie Mueller had left before my arrival, 
and Wendy Rayack had arrived in 1983 and received tenure in 1991.

First Rhodes, and then Wesleyan, have been supportive places for me 
to work. At Wesleyan, I rose steadily through the ranks, receiving tenure 
and promotion to associate professor in 1996, becoming a full professor 
in 2000, and received Wesleyan’s oldest chair for economics (1938), the 
Andrews chair, in 2003. At first my husband also worked full time, but 
in 2002, when we went to the University of Groningen for my sabbatical, 
he became a full-time community volunteer and later an early retiree, 
taking over most of the house and child care, which made it easier to bal-
ance our family life. Our children had complicated sports and school 
schedules, and he took over all the schedule management, down to sched-
uling their doctor’s appointments and making our meals. The years when 
my children were at their most potentially demanding were also my most 
productive years for research and teaching. One of my proudest moments 
was winning the university teaching prize in 2007. I had a number of 
different coauthors and collaborators and published jointly two books, a 
reader in Queer Economics with a former student who had started it as a 
senior essay project and a textbook in labor economics with my colleague 
Gil Skillman. I also created two more editions of my textbook on the 
economics of gender. I have been fortunate in the levels of support that I 
received from colleagues, friends, and family alike.

 Feminist Theory, Feminist Economics, 
and Economic Heterodoxy

By the time I left graduate school, I knew a lot about how to measure 
gender differences in labor market outcomes and how to interpret them 
in the frameworks that neoclassical economics had taught me. What I did 
not know so much about was the formal literature in feminist and gender 
studies.

At Rhodes, shortly after I arrived, some professors organized a reading 
group on feminist theory. I joined the group, and for the first time read 
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such fundamental texts in the area as Helene Cixous and Mary Daly. This 
group was an eye-opener for me, both because of its interdisciplinary 
nature and because of the novelty of the readings. As an outgrowth of this 
reading project, I became interested in what was being done in econom-
ics regarding how feminist theory and practice might be incorporated 
into the discipline. This was a fortunate coincidence for me, because this 
was exactly the time when feminist economics was becoming organized 
as a subfield within economics.

Feminist economics has strong roots in the British social reform move-
ments of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, and thus is 
inextricably tied with labor economics. John Stuart Mill, Millicent and 
Henry Fawcett, Beatrice and Sidney Webb, and others wrote about and 
campaigned for women’s rights. In the US in the early twentieth century, 
Jane Addams, Sophonisba Breckinridge, and Edith Abbott moved readily 
between social work and suffrage, and also responded to the intellectual 
callings of political economy and sociology. These early writers linked 
their activism to their research and writing, calling attention to the ineq-
uities in both industrial and domestic life between women and men, but 
also documenting the extensive nature of women’s involvement in paid 
work. This focus on gendered power differentials and the ensuing inequal-
ity of gendered outcomes persisted through the progressive era of the 
1920s and into the modern era of feminist economics.

Modern labor economics, including the “new home economics,” dates 
from the early 1960s and only began to gain significant traction with the 
rise in affordable and accessible mainframe computing and systematic 
collection and dissemination of nationally representative, individual-level 
datasets, including panel data, in the mid to late 1970s. This led to a rise 
in empirical analysis of female labor supply, including eventually my own 
work in the late 1980s. Early feminist critiques of this literature come 
more from the Marxist side of the profession, with Hartmann (1976, 
1981) as the most notable early critic. Hartmann pointed out not only 
the dismissal of the distaff side of the paid labor market, namely the 
household production sector, but also the lack of a linkage between 
observed patterns of occupational segregation by gender and women’s 
performance of the vast majority of housework.
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Another more general line of critique of the modern era of economics 
and its heavy reliance on econometric techniques and reductionist story- 
telling came from McCloskey (1985), who pointed out that these can be 
seen not simply as good scientific principles, but as rhetorical strategies 
that economists employ widely to close off whole avenues of debate and 
to advance their points. After all, even saying that an increase in wages in 
the labor market will lead to a drop in employment is a story. McCloskey’s 
writing, along with input from feminist writers in other disciplines, nota-
bly philosophy, gave some impetus and shaping regarding a potential 
critique of economics. This was welcomed by those in the profession who 
found the rise of the modern mathematical era of economics, in both its 
theoretical and empirical manifestations, somewhat unsettling when it 
was applied to gender issues as it ended up reifying the status quo of gen-
der differences in employment and earnings.

The widespread use of the term “feminist economics” did not emerge 
until the early 1990s. Even as labor economics models were extended to 
the household and to specific mention of female labor supply and earn-
ings, there was dissatisfaction from many members of the profession, par-
ticularly female economists (who were growing in number), about the 
loss of the earlier more proactive content from the economics agenda. 
This perspective, which dated back to John Stuart Mill, Millicent Fawcett, 
and others, saw economics as an impetus for social change and viewed 
inequalities as at the same or higher level of primacy as inefficiencies. But 
this perspective was not preserved in the mainstream of either economics 
as a whole or labor economics; this was true even in the area of industrial 
relations, which also was moving towards more formalist and economet-
ric analyses of traditional topics like labor union bargaining and strikes. 
In addition, the standard high-status publishing venues for economics 
did not seem open to pieces that focused on critiques of economic rheto-
ric, that called for a wider methodological toolbox, or that argued for a 
more specific tie between social change and economic analysis.

While the American Economic Association’s (AEA) standing commit-
tee, Committee on the Status of Women in the Economics Profession 
(CSWEP), was founded in 1971, and several of the first members of that 
committee (including Myra Strober and Francine Blau) worked on wom-
en’s issues, CSWEP did not (and still does not) espouse specifically 
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feminist views regarding the content of economics. Instead, it was focused 
primarily on giving female economists more standing in the profession 
and increasing their numbers, along with sponsoring more research on 
economics of gender. Thus, it was not until 1990, at an AEA session (one 
not sponsored by CSWEP) on “Can Feminism Find a Home in 
Economics?” that, as the International Association for Feminist 
Economics (IAFFE) website states, “women economists found each other 
to discuss the difficulties in doing feminist work and their desire for con-
versation with like-minded economists” (IAFFE 2018a). As an outgrowth 
of those meetings and the subsequent mailing list that was formed, IAFFE 
was formally incorporated in 1992, with Bucknell University Professor 
Jean Shackelford serving as its first president.

As of the mid-1990s, the feminist economics publishing project devel-
oped significant momentum. Julie Nelson, the other economist repre-
sented in this current volume, was one of the first in this wave to publish 
substantive critiques regarding the gendered rhetoric used in economics 
(Nelson 1992). Two major compilations of essays were published, Beyond 
Economic Man (Ferber and Nelson 1993) and Out of the Margin: Feminist 
Perspectives on Economics (Kuiper and Sap 1995), which resulted from a 
conference held in Amsterdam. IAFFE’s journal, Feminist Economics, 
began publication in 1995 and serves now as the primary location for 
peer-reviewed publications in this field. In addition, Routledge, the 
Journal’s publisher, launched a book series, “Advances in Feminist 
Economics,” in conjunction with IAFFE, that serves as one of many 
places where monographs on feminist economics can now be published; 
Edward Elgar is another major publication outlet for monographs and 
edited volumes in the area. The sheer volume of publications that has 
now occurred in this area over the past quarter of a century provides sub-
stantial gravitas to feminist economics, as well as a variety of argumenta-
tion and examples for those who would understand how feminist 
economics principles can be applied to a wide range of economic topics.

Nonetheless, the lack of universal intellectual openness to feminism 
and the challenge of maintaining heterodoxy, both in the academy at 
large and in economics specifically, make for a continued uphill battle in 
having feminist economics research be taken seriously. Seriousness can be 
measured in many ways: invitations to present research; availability of 
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multiple venues for publication of one’s research; citations of one’s 
research. The continued balkanization of methodological approaches to 
economics that are not continuations of the neoclassical tradition has 
limited the expansion on all of these dimensions for those involved in the 
feminist economics project. This is a distressing situation, echoed in other 
social sciences, that such balkanization can thwart efforts to promote 
substantial change in the discipline.

Meanwhile, within the range of economics heterodoxies, there were 
multiple attempts to coopt the feminist project. But while other eco-
nomic traditions, including Marxism, institutionalism, and, more 
recently, ecological economics, were and continue to be proposed as alter-
native foundations for a feminist economics, none has held sway. In par-
ticular, early attempts to align feminist economic thought with Marxist 
economic thought, while propounded by several (e.g., Matthaei 1996), 
also elicited concern regarding the subordination of feminism to Marxism 
(Hartmann 1979). Nonetheless, IAFFE is aligned with the economic 
profession’s Marxist organization, the Union for Radical Political 
Economics (URPE), co-sponsoring several paper sessions annually with 
URPE at the Allied Social Sciences Association meetings (ASSA; the 
umbrella organization for the AEA and other organizations officially rec-
ognized by the AEA), also occasionally cosponsoring sessions with other 
heterodox organizations, including the Association for Social Economics 
(ASE), the Association for the Study of Generosity in Economics (ASGE), 
and the Association for Evolutionary Economics (AFEE). More recently, 
the International Confederation of Associations for Pluralism in 
Economics (ICAPE) has begun sponsoring a one-day conference the day 
prior to the ASSA, and encouraging AFEE, ASE, ASGE, IAFFE, URPE, 
and other organizations representing diverse traditions of thought within 
economics to come together to reinforce pluralism as a worthy and useful 
trend in and of itself. This movement thereby acknowledges both the 
primacy of the neoclassical tradition among economics traditions but 
also argues for multiple strands of active counter-position to this domi-
nant tradition, essentially supporting the position that diverse epistemol-
ogies are desirable in and of themselves, if only to avoid enshrinement of 
the dominant narrative.
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To end this section on a decidedly positive note: this renewed move-
ment towards pluralism in the economics profession is readily congruent 
with feminist economics. Indeed, one of the hallmarks of IAFFE, and of 
feminist work in economics in general, has been the fluidity of the defini-
tion of what is feminist economics. Its overall claims seem at once both 
modest and large. For example, from IAFFE’s mission statement: “Our 
common cause is to further gender-aware and inclusive economic inquiry 
and policy analysis with the goal of enhancing the well-being of children, 
women and men in  local, national, and transnational communities” 
(IAFFE 2018b). Strober (1994), who provides an early summary of 
points regarding how to rethink economics through a feminist lens, also 
stops well short of arguing that feminist economics will come up with an 
alternative theoretical structure to neoclassical economics. Rather, Strober 
sees feminist economics as reopening questions that “were seemingly 
answered years ago, much larger questions than those that most econo-
mists currently ask, questions about value, well-being, and power” 
(Strober 1994, 143).

In addition, the positive effects of the rise of the formal organization of 
feminist economics on many careers, including my own, have been sig-
nificant. The importance of formal organizations should not be underes-
timated. Organization—such as the naming of a disciplinary subfield or 
interdisciplinary program, and then the founding of a related learned 
society devoted to the named object—allows for a society-sponsored 
journal and other publications, for regular conferences sponsored by the 
society, for leadership positions in the society, for representation in con-
vocations of learned societies, for a voice in the wider profession as well 
as in the academy. These venues then allow for career-building events: 
presentation and publication of papers, creation of edited volumes, net-
working, refereeing and reviewing of other’s work, the holding of office 
and the ability to shape the future of organizations.

All these were true for me, as I have been lucky enough to have experi-
ence with several professional organizations within economics. I served a 
three-year term on the CSWEP board, and it proved invaluable in terms 
of making contacts, and, more importantly, understanding how boards 
operate and how decisions are made. Suddenly I was one of the people 
deciding whose papers would be on the CSWEP sessions and deciding 
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what articles would be in the CSWEP newsletter. It gave me great insight 
into the range of projects people work on and how selection processes 
operate within disciplines. Subsequently, as co-editor for five years of the 
Eastern Economic Journal, I learned even more about how academic pub-
lishing works and became familiar with a huge range of topics in eco-
nomics, mainstream, heterodox, and all different subject areas. I also 
served for seven years on the board of the Eastern Economic Association, 
first by virtue of being the editor of the association’s Journal, and then for 
two additional years to fill out an absent member’s term. During that last 
two years, we rewrote the organization’s bylaws, and while I served as edi-
tor, we negotiated publisher contracts during the move from self- 
publishing to outsourced publishing. Both activities gave me additional 
insights into how organizations—including academic publishers—oper-
ate. And with IAFFE, first serving as an associate editor for Feminist 
Economics and later as an elected board member, culminating in a term as 
President of the Association, I learned how to organize conferences, hire 
a business manager, and select new organization officers. All of these 
nuts-and-bolts matters are important glue for keeping professional orga-
nizations running and thus continuing to provide venues for their mem-
bers, both new and seasoned, to have their research heard, vetted, and 
supported.

More importantly, my research agenda widened through participation 
in these organizations. Rather than assuming that there was only one cor-
rect way in which to carry out economics research, I began both to con-
sider alternative methodologies and to write about what would constitute 
a feminist economic methodology. This openness to alternatives has 
become important as new methods related to data mining and machine 
learning have come into play. The ability to comprehend a wider range of 
methodologies has become important, as I have increasingly had to eval-
uate the work of other disciplines so as to carry out my work as an admin-
istrator. I have increased my admiration and understanding regarding a 
wider range of scholarship, as I now grapple regularly, while sitting in on 
the University’s tenure and promotion committee, with literary text anal-
yses, cultural studies monographs, ethnographies, dance choreographies, 
and multimedia portfolios.
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 Academic Administration and How 
to Support Feminism

Yes, since 2013, I have been on the “dark side” as an academic adminis-
trator, first as Dean of Social Sciences for two years, and then as Provost 
and Vice President for Academic Affairs for the past three years. In 2018, 
I received a further promotion to Provost and Senior Vice President for 
Academic Affairs, which reflects a restructuring of the University’s cabi-
net structure by the President in order to grant me and two other cabinet 
members additional executive authority and coordinating responsibili-
ties. As the Chief Academic Officer of the University, I served as second- 
in- command at the University. The last six years have been eye-opening 
as I have come to understand more fully how other units, both academic 
and nonacademic, operate in a modern university. In July 2019, I became 
President of Hobart and William Smith Colleges, so I am now experienc-
ing academia from the point of view of the president of a liberal arts 
college.

Through increased professional opportunities to meet and speak with 
administrators at other colleges and universities, I have increased my 
understanding regarding the entire landscape of the US higher education 
system, particularly at the elite institutional level. Wesleyan participates 
in a number of consortia, including the Consortium on Financing Higher 
Education (35 highly selective private liberal arts colleges and universi-
ties), the Annapolis Group (approximately 130 leading national indepen-
dent liberal arts colleges), and the Alliance to Advance Liberal Arts 
Colleges (24 national liberal arts colleges). It is a web of both privilege 
and inclusion. The challenge for the whole sector is how to increase access 
to more diverse students and faculty through need-aware financial aid 
and competitive salaries, while still allowing for the sector’s financial pres-
ervation and flourishing. Liberal arts colleges are wonderful learning 
environments but also expensive to maintain given their low student-to- 
faculty ratios.

At many of these external meetings, as well as at many internal meet-
ings, a common theme is how to make the academy more inclusive and 
diverse in terms of both student body and faculty. This also includes the 

 J. P. Jacobsen



185

consideration of women’s representation across different areas of the cur-
riculum and disciplinary difference. Women are still significantly under-
represented in STEM areas, even as they are now often the majority in 
humanities and arts areas, as well as in some social sciences.

Everyone is clearly concerned about how to make it possible for women 
to succeed in the academy. What is less clear from these meetings is how 
to do this, let alone how to get to true gender parity on all tangible mea-
sures of success. This is particularly difficult to imagine if one measure of 
success is also the ability to have some degree of work-life balance while 
one is pursuing an academic career.

Forget (1995, 26, 34–36), building on earlier work by Glazer and 
Slater (1987, Chapter 6) mentions four strategies—superperformance, 
subordination, separatism, and innovation—that “have been identified 
as creative attempts by women professionals … to live reasonable lives 
despite the obstacles their own socialization and the larger society placed 
in their paths.” She suggests that these strategies can be seen in early 
women economists’ actions as they strove to gain a foothold in the pro-
fession. Some sacrificed home life for career. Others balanced home and 
work lives by settling for an adjunct role in the profession, often literally 
a non-tenure track position or a position as a researcher that did not have 
upward career mobility possibilities. Still others built their careers in the 
women’s colleges or in departments of consumer economics, options that 
are not as available in the current university environment (where only 34 
women’s colleges remain in the US, and few universities still have con-
sumer or home economics departments).

In the modern university, women are still using all four of these strate-
gies (again, less so separatism). Long queues for the smaller number of 
available positions has led to large numbers of applicants for every posi-
tion at schools like Rhodes, Wesleyan and Hobart and William Smith, 
where many of the applicants have completed one or more postdocs as 
well as often one or more years as a visiting professor. This makes it 
increasingly hard for the newest PhD-earning entrants to compete. 
Everyone applying for a position now needs to be a superperformer with 
clear evidence of a viable research agenda as well as knowledge of mod-
ern, inclusive, pedagogical techniques.
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Economics, along with computer science, remains an outlier. 
Applicants can gain a good position directly out of graduate school, with 
a scanter research portfolio. The emphasis remains more on quality of 
output than on quantity, and it is possible to do high-quality economic 
research on most topics without having to expend large amounts of start-
 up funds or grant monies. And there are many nonacademic positions 
available for new PhDs in economics as well, with two to three positions 
advertised for every new PhD graduate.

This makes the situation in economics all the more puzzling as to why 
women have not gained more of a secure foothold in the profession. Of 
all the fields in which to earn a doctoral degree, economics is one of the 
most life-balancing in the sense of not having to spend interminable years 
in graduate school and postdoctoral work before finding a secure posi-
tion. One also tends to earn more than in other fields, and money makes 
life balancing easier to achieve. It is a continuing frustration to those 
women in the field, including myself, that more young women do not 
choose to follow in our footsteps. But as an administrator who presides 
over many job searches in many fields each year, the continuing gender-
ing of fields of study, and thus the substantial differences in the academy 
in terms of women’s representation across those fields, is both striking 
and discouraging.

Further discussion of why women do not enter into the economics and 
other mathematically oriented professions in larger numbers would take 
another chapter to discuss, and others have discussed it (cf. Ceci et al. 
2014). For the administrator who wants to effect change more quickly 
and reach gender parity at all levels of the academic ladder in all disci-
plines sooner rather than later, it is an ongoing challenge to keep the 
pipeline flowing, to try to stop the pipeline leaks at various points along 
the way, and to stay optimistic that parity can be reached in one’s lifetime.

 Conclusion

It has been an honor to be asked to reflect on my own scholarly journey 
and to have the opportunity to frame it in the larger context of what has 
been happening in my discipline. As I researched what had happened 
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both before my career began and during the course of my career, I was 
struck by how much my career stages were mirroring what was happen-
ing more generally in economics and in the academy. I also reflected 
more mindfully on how much I owe to so many people who have been 
kind to me at many points during my career and who also gave me a 
helping hand up, whether by recommending me for a position, reading 
and commenting on my work, committing to co-authorship, or by many 
other concrete actions.

When I am asked to serve on panels regarding career paths, whether in 
academia in general or for economics in particular, I also try to emphasize 
the importance of networking, not only for one’s own career develop-
ment but so as to help others. By helping others, it makes our profes-
sional lives, which already are the source of so much stress and competition, 
a little more friendly and supportive. A kind and meaningful gesture can 
be as simple as telling a person that they did a nice job presenting their 
paper or asking if they would send along a copy of their paper for more 
careful reading. It can also be a life-changing gesture such as suggesting 
that they send their paper to a particular journal for consideration for 
publication. Academia is still about “publish or perish” even as it moves 
to more electronic formats; it also still relies on peer review. Signaling a 
willingness to write a tenure review letter for someone else (as well as then 
doing so), offering to read a junior colleague’s paper and giving them 
constructive comments on it, and introducing people to each other who 
you think could engage in fruitful collaboration, are all ways to help 
make our disciplines, including the not-always user-friendly discipline of 
economics, a little more compassionate and pleasanter. These need not be 
gendered gestures: Humanity, and the goal of humanizing the workplace, 
is better for everyone. The equalizing and humanizing goals of second- 
wave feminism, even as some of them have been overshadowed by the 
goals of the subsequent waves, remain both tangible and not fully 
achieved.

8 From Neoclassicism to Heterodoxy: The Making of a Feminist… 
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Engaging a Collaborative Practice: 

Reflections on Feminist/Critical 
Disability Studies by Two Psychologists

Stacey L. Coffman-Rosen and Joan M. Ostrove

 Situating Ourselves, Grounding 
Our Collaboration

The idea that knowledge is situated, rather than obtainable “from no 
specific position,” (Morawski 2001, 63) is arguably one of the most influ-
ential contributions of the feminist (social) sciences and feminist episte-
mology (e.g., Haraway 1988; Harding 1991; Hartsock 1998; Smith 
1987). Having ourselves been deeply influenced by the work of feminist/
critical race standpoint theorists like Sandra Harding, who argued that 
“each person can achieve only a partial view of reality from the 
perspective of his or her own position in the social hierarchy” (Harding 
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1991, 59), and bell hooks, who noted that feminist theory will be “its 
most visionary [when it emerges] from individuals who have knowledge 
of both margin and center” (hooks 1984, x), we begin by situating our-
selves with respect to identity and social position. Indeed, we share many 
key social identities and vantage points: we are both Jewish, white, non- 
heterosexual, raised upper middle class women. We both have PhDs in 
psychology-based disciplines. We were raised on the east coast of the 
United States. We are feminists. Our commitment to studying and teach-
ing about identity, oppression, and privilege is both fueled and informed 
by these socially constructed identities and by (at least) one more: our 
relation to disability. Situating ourselves in relation to disability also 
encourages us to deploy Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’s (2002) neolo-
gism “sitpoint,” inspired by Nancy Mairs’s Waist High in the World, which 
disrupts the ableist assumptions underlying “standpoint” theories and 
extends the critical social positions from which one can know and gener-
ate knowledge.

Stacey: My interest in disability and identities of resistance stem from my 
own experiences with cerebral palsy, a neurological and orthopedic disor-
der. I was diagnosed in 1980, at the age of 2, when doctors considered 
special education or institutionalization as the best forms of treatment 
despite my considerable intellectual and social abilities. My parents resisted 
those archaic forms of treatment, and my own resistance was set in motion. 
Throughout my life, I have striven to prove the doctors and society wrong.

I cannot imagine what my life would be like without a visible, physical 
disability. From the moment I was able to grasp social constructs, I identi-
fied as disabled. Disability feels like home to me, and it continually shapes 
my identity. Discovering disability studies breached years of isolation. I was 
part of the disability community. I was one of “them.” I yearned for those 
voices all my life.

I am a proud, queer-identified, bisexual female with a physical disability. 
The previous sentence alone is an act of resistance. I choose pride over 
stigma. This was not an easy declaration to come to in my own process of 
identity negotiation and development. Now that I have reached it, I feel 
empowered. There is no turning back. These facets of my identity are the 
ones that resonate most in terms of my own identity development process, 
and “show up” in my daily life as a scholar, teacher, and human being. 

 S. L. Coffman-Rosen and J. M. Ostrove



193

These identities cannot be dropped when I enter the classroom, and I con-
sciously use them in my pedagogy and writing.

Joan: My interest in disability began in elementary school. When I was in 
6th grade, I wrote a paper called “And the people stopped and stared: 
People’s reactions to the handicapped.” I read lots of books, I interviewed a 
friend in my class whose sister had cerebral palsy, I went to the Lighthouse 
for the Blind and got pamphlets that described different kinds of visual 
impairments. Throughout high school, college, and graduate school, I read 
scholarship in disability and Deaf studies. Currently, I regularly integrate 
disability-related issues into my teaching, and I have ongoing collaborative 
research projects about alliances between disabled and non-disabled peo-
ple, and between Deaf and hearing people. I have studied American Sign 
Language and completed a non-degree program in ASL-English 
interpreting.

Although my long-standing and persistent interest in disability is not 
grounded in a personal experience of being disabled (yet!), I believe it nev-
ertheless emerges from my multiple social locations and identities. As I’ve 
reflected elsewhere (Ostrove and Rinaldi 2013), I grew up in a white, 
upper-middle-class, Ashkenazi Jewish family. The pressure to be “perfect” 
felt intense. My parents were born during the Holocaust which, among 
other effects, seems to have left many in their generation and since, eager 
to ensure that we Jews should never look or act different or vulnerable in 
any way. Although we were proud to be Jewish and attended services almost 
every Friday night, the forces of upward mobility and assimilation were 
powerful and acted as illusory promises of security. These pressures left me 
deeply invested in looking “pretty” and acting nice, and in getting good 
grades. Ironically, perhaps, it was also my commitment to Jewish values—
especially the idea of tikkun olam [repair of the world]—that offered me a 
critique of the pressure. The combination of internalizing a pressure to be 
“perfect” along with a commitment to making the world better left me very 
interested in the lives and experiences of people who could not be “perfect.”

Our social locations informed the ways we grew up as well as our 
scholarly and career interests; they continue to drive our work and our 
interactions in psychology and women’s studies as well as in the diverse 
field of disability studies. Like psychology, women’s studies, and other 
(inter)disciplines, disability studies continues to grow and evolve toward 
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an increasingly intersectional perspective on a wide range of topics (see 
Case 2017; Cole 2009; Crenshaw 1989, Erevelles and Minear 2010; 
Garland-Thomson 2013; Yuval-Davis 2006). Our capacity to integrate 
disability into our work as psychologists and to use psychological theories 
related to identity and intergroup alliances in our work has deepened 
over the time since we first met at a Society for Disability Studies confer-
ence in the early 2000s. At that time, Stacey was a graduate student and 
Joan an associate professor. There were very few psychologists or even 
social scientists at the predominantly humanities-oriented conference, so 
we bonded immediately. Later, Joan served on Stacey’s dissertation com-
mittee and we collaborated on a piece that we’ll describe a bit later in this 
chapter (Ostrove and Coffman 2012).

We believe that collaboration is fundamental to our work across (inter)
disciplines and particularly within the social sciences. As we’ve noted in 
other work (e.g., Ostrove and Rinaldi 2013), research on disability, as is 
true for race and gender, is too often characterized by the exploitation of 
research participants and of knowledge production for “management and 
control” rather than social transformation (see Hurtado 2010, for an 
extensive analysis in the domains of race and gender; see McCullough 
2007, for a Deaf Studies-based analysis). Given the history of the oppres-
sion of people with disabilities by non-disabled people, we feel strongly 
that the “nothing about us without us” rallying cry from the disability 
rights movement (Charlton 1998) should be applied in the research 
domain as well. When approached to contribute to this volume, then, 
Joan asked Stacey if she’d be interested in collaborating.

 Gender and Disability in Psychology (and 
Other Social Sciences)

Thirty years ago, social psychologists Michelle Fine and Adrienne Asch 
(1988) co-edited their influential and now classic book Women with 
Disabilities: Essays in Psychology, Culture, and Politics. This work built on 
their 1981 article, “Disabled women: Sexism without the pedestal,” in 
which they argued—based on a review of extensive empirical 
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evidence—that women with disabilities experienced sexism in much the 
same ways as non-disabled women but without the “ostensible rewards of 
the ‘pedestal’ on which some (white) women traditionally have been 
placed” (Fine and Asch 1988, 2). Fine and Asch’s collection examined the 
intersection of gender and disability in the areas of bodies and images, 
policy and politics, and relationships. Following theorists and researchers 
in the field of disability studies emerging at that time, and with an 
acknowledgment of feminist theorists’ arguments about the social con-
struction of gender, Fine and Asch emphasized the separation between 
the biological condition of impairment and the social consequences and 
meanings of disability. (For a similar and contemporaneous perspective 
on the socially constructed nature of both gender and disability from 
philosophy, see Wendell 1996.) They noted,

Obstacles to education, community and political participation, indepen-
dent living, employment, and personal relationships derived not from the 
incapacities, for example, of individuals in wheelchairs to walk stairs but in 
the existence of the stairs themselves. …. If disabled people lived with their 
parents or in institutions long after their non-disabled age peers had set up 
households, perhaps the reason lay not with fears for their independence or 
their physical well-being, but with the lack of accessible buildings in which 
to live, of affordable support services such as attendants to help with 
hygiene, or of transportation to nearby stores. If men and women with dis-
abilities suffered social isolation or discovered that former friends no longer 
had time for them, perhaps the problem was not in their psychology but in 
others’ attitudes toward disability and expectations of friendship. (Fine and 
Asch 1988, 5)

This reasoning articulated the critical shift in thinking about disability 
from a medical model, focused on impairment and fixated on cure, to a 
social/minority group model, focused on attitudes, architecture, and civil 
and human rights policies and intent (see, e.g., Linton 1998; Olkin 1999; 
for contemporary rethinking of the medical model and extensions of the 
social model, see Clare 2017; Kafer 2013). In this framework, the “prob-
lem” of disability is not located in limitations of the body, but in perva-
sive structural inequalities imposed by society.
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As Fine and Asch (1988) and many others (e.g., Garland-Thomson 
2002; Smith and Hutchison 2004; Wendell 1996) have noted, however, 
structural inequalities in the form of attitudes and policies with respect to 
disability are also gendered (as well as raced and classed). Disabled women 
are significantly more likely than non-disabled women to live alone or be 
divorced and to be undereducated, unemployed, and poor (Chevarley 
et  al. 2006). They are often considered outside the bounds of cultural 
standards for attractiveness or sexual desirability (e.g., Rintala et al. 1997; 
Santos and Santos 2018) even as they are at higher risk for sexual abuse 
and exploitation (e.g., Nosek 2010) and likely to be denied reproductive 
choices or the right to become mothers (e.g., Fine and Asch 1988; 
Frederick 2014). They report lower levels of self-esteem and self- cognition 
(Nosek et al. 2003) and are stereotyped as dependent, incompetent, asex-
ual, unattractive, and weak (Nario-Redmond 2010). Because they are 
believed to be unable to care for children or maintain households, activi-
ties strongly associated with women’s traditional gender roles, women 
with disabilities are often discounted as “real women” (Gill 1996).

Double standards and ironies abound. Research on masculinity and 
disability by Rapala and Manderson (2005) and by Shuttleworth (2000, 
2002, 2007) suggests that men with disabilities who eschew traditional 
gender expectations are more likely to have successful romantic partner-
ships and higher self-esteem than men with disabilities who attempt to 
adhere to traditional masculinity. By rejecting traditional gender expecta-
tions, men with disabilities do not have to fit into a rigid framework of 
masculinity: they can ask for help, they can be sensitive, and they can 
place less emphasis on intercourse and expand the repertoire of sexuality. 
In the documentary film Murderball (Rubin and Shapiro 2005), for 
example, a heterosexual wheelchair rugby player states that he is more 
likely to meet women in bars when he acts pitiful and needy rather than 
rugged and masculine. Despite his performance of diminished masculin-
ity, he is quite capable—as demonstrated by his intelligence and his 
prowess on and off the court—of a high contact, high risk sport.

Sexual harassment and other forms of sexual exploitation are deeply 
oppressive forms of sexism, yet being systematically denied the chance to 
be seen as a sexual being—even a sexually objectified one—is also oppres-
sive (Fine and Asch 1988; Whaley 2016). Eli Clare’s (1999) thoughtful 
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and riveting analysis of (wheelchair user) Ellen Stohl’s Playboy centerfold 
spread grapples with the challenges associated with disabled women 
claiming their own sexuality—and even their sexual objectification—as a 
form of resistance to their stereotypic representation as asexual and unde-
sirable as partners (see Nario-Redmond 2010).

Kafer’s (2004) analysis of gender and disability in the amputee-devotee 
community reveals additional ironies at this particular intersection of 
identities: amputee women are “alternatively praised as fragile, severely 
disabled women in need of male protection” and thus the embodiment of 
traditional femininity and “conversely, as independent, fiercely able fig-
ures triumphing over adversity” (Kafer 2004, 109)—the embodiment of 
traditional feminism. At the same time, the male devotees simultaneously 
imagine themselves “as potent saviors of women” and as “stigmatized 
members of a sexual minority” (109). As Sami Schalk (2016) noted in 
her analysis of representations of disabled people’s sexuality in Black 
romance novels,

stereotypes of marginalized groups are often contradictory double-binds in 
which rejecting one stereotype can often end in adherence to another. … 
For instance, black people are often represented in overly sexualized ways, 
while people with disabilities are often depicted as nonsexual. This creates 
a representational double-bind when attempting to depict the sexualities of 
disabled black people: do we want to emphasize sexuality to resist the 
desexualization of people with disabilities or downplay sexuality to reject 
the hypersexualization of black people (Schalk 2016, 1245)?

Recent work on the sexuality and sexual experiences of disabled women 
offers additional complexity, with evidence of both oppression and resis-
tance as women navigate family, the medical establishment, and the 
world of dating and relationships (Santos and Santos 2018). Disabled 
women’s narratives in response to questions about disability, sex, and 
sexuality revealed accounts of stigmatization, infantilization, and desexu-
alization as well as efforts toward sexual and reproductive agency and 
fulfillment.

The integration of feminist and critical disability perspectives yields 
productive and complicated insights in many other domains. Making the 
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case for a distinctive feminist disability theory, Rosemarie Garland- 
Thomson (2002) argues that

[f ]eminist disability theory addresses such broad feminist concerns as the 
unity of the category woman, the status of the lived body, the politics of 
appearance, the medicalization of the body, … the social construction of 
identity … To borrow Toni Morrison’s notion that blackness is an idea that 
permeates American culture, disability too is a pervasive, often unarticu-
lated, ideology informing our cultural notions of self and other (1992). 
Disability—like gender—is a concept that pervades all aspects of culture: 
its structuring institutions, social identities, cultural practices, political 
positions, historical communities, and the shared human experience of 
embodiment. (Garland-Thomson 2002, 4)

Despite advances in theorizing and empirical analysis, and the diversifica-
tion of the field, disability studies face criticism for its continued focus on 
white heterosexuals with apparent (i.e., “visible”) physical disabilities. 
Potent critiques come from queer disability studies (e.g., Kafer 2013; 
McRuer 2006) and Black disability studies (e.g., Bell 2010; Dunhamn 
et al. 2015; Schalk 2018). The “bodies that matter,” a phrase coined by 
Judith Butler (2015) to discuss embodied feminism and queer theory, are 
the ones that can pass most easily and that fit within the neat disabled 
(but not “too disabled”)/non-disabled binary, as well as within norms 
dictated by hegemonic gender expectations.

In the next section, we will use our own work to illustrate how scholars 
who came before us provided frameworks that challenged us to be inclu-
sive and transgressive in our analyses of disability and gender in psychol-
ogy, our own primary discipline. As we navigate this terrain, we are 
mindful of the experience of an important scholar in disability studies 
whose original training was in psychology and who highlighted the able-
ism inherent in our discipline: Simi Linton. In her compelling documen-
tary Invitation to Dance (Von Tippelskirch and Linton 2014), Linton 
recalls her time as a doctoral psychology student and her attempts to 
integrate disability into counseling psychology. Each push was met with 
an equal amount of resistance. She was told that disability research only 
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belonged in “rehabilitation psychology” or “special education” and was 
discouraged from pursuing the obvious connections between body and 
mind, disability and psychology that intrigued her. Both blatant and 
subtle comments suggested that psychology did not “have space” for dis-
ability even though disability is a shared experience across so many iden-
tities and oppressions and informs so many individuals’ narratives and 
attempts at meaning-making. Linton’s early work—and that of others 
(see especially Olkin 1999)—provided pedagogical pathways and curb 
cuts to expand conversations, unearth limitations and oversights, and 
change directions in our discourse. There is now a robust and growing 
social psychology of disability that is both grounded in and extends exist-
ing work in intergroup relations, stereotypes, and social identity (although 
it tends not to address the intersection of gender and disability; see, e.g., 
Bogart 2014; Dirth and Branscombe 2018; Nario-Redmond et al. 2013; 
Silverman and Cohen 2014, Wang et al. 2015). We have been grateful for 
the chance to use the knowledge and insights provided not only by this 
work, but also by our own research participants and collaborators, to 
engage the intersection of disability and gender in psychology.

 Examples from Our Own Work

Separately and together, each of us has worked at the intersection of gen-
der and disability, and our research has been deeply influenced by the 
research we reviewed above, and by many other scholars and activists in 
psychology, feminist studies, disability studies, queer studies, and critical 
race studies. Below, we offer three examples from our work as psycholo-
gists that interrogates the intersection of gender and disability: Stacey’s 
dissertation research on identity and resistance among women with dis-
abilities, Joan’s work with colleagues Elizabeth Cole and Gina Oliva on a 
feminist liberation psychology of alliances, and our collaboration on the 
psychology of love in the context of disability.
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 Women with Physical Disabilities and Identities 
of Resistance: Claiming Discursive Identities 
(Coffman- Rosen 2015)1

Stacey: In Coffman-Rosen (2015), my dissertation, I examined the psy-
chological and social experience of discrimination based on disability and 
explored the ways in which women with disabilities resisted oppressive 
narratives and claimed positive identities. My research was grounded in 
disability studies, identity studies, feminist standpoint/sitpoint theory, 
and queer theory. By using narrative research (Richardson 1990) that 
interrupts the status quo and cultural stories told by dominant social 
groups, I wanted to help dismantle the structures in place that support 
the oppression of women with disabilities. Telling some of the stories of 
these participants would, I hoped, pull a brick out of the wall of oppres-
sion and allow me to witness the consequences of architectural 
displacement.

Although my study was limited in terms of size and population, across 
a range of mobility and sensory disabilities represented among partici-
pants, consistent themes emerged and the women shared many similar 
experiences of oppression and of resistance. I conducted open-ended 
qualitative interviews and thematically coded them. Key themes related 
to intersections of disability, gender, and sexuality, as well as to finding 
ways to blend in and stand out when embodying disability. In the end, 
participants chose to integrate disability into their identities, but their 
narratives also illustrated the struggle to accept and integrate disability 
into their lives as women. Below I summarize key findings that highlight 
the intersection of gender and disability.

My interviewees’ responses illustrated the contradictory messages 
women with disabilities receive about disability, gender, and sexuality. A 
variety of discursive and contradictory aspects of dating, relationships, 
and sexuality emerged in the interviews with participants. Strong themes 
coalesced about not being wanted or sexually desirable. Other themes 
included elements of disability fetish and the novelty of dating a disabled 
woman. For example, reflecting on messages she received in her family, 
one participant said,
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I thought relationships and boys, somehow, that is not for me. There was this 
unspoken rule that it wasn’t okay to acknowledge that I had differences in 
terms of certain arenas. And I haven’t really fleshed out this thought before 
regarding sexuality. Like there wasn’t room to talk about the fact that I have 
questions about what it means for me to date and is someone going to want 
to be with me?

Among participants who did date, several described potential partners’ 
interest as a novelty or fetish. One woman who had that experience with 
a non-disabled partner noted that her perspective shifted when she began 
dating dwarf men. She said,

I started dating dwarf men, and I was like oh wow this is actually the first 
time that I’m actually dating people who are actually healthy for me rather 
than being with men who were just interested in me because I was little, as 
a fetish or something.

Other participants reported significant schisms and impasses in relation-
ships that stemmed from differing interpretations of disability. Some par-
ticipants reported feeling like a burden to their partners or reported 
feeling judged no matter who they were dating.

In general, because of intense cultural pressures related to attractive-
ness and appearance, developing a positive body image was difficult for 
the participants. Although participants in this study were selected in part 
because their disabilities cannot be hidden, some participants reported 
trying to minimize how “disabled” they were in order to better fit ableist 
norms, expectations, and assumptions. One woman described this 
experience:

On the outside, I look normal to everyone else. It was like, “Well, why can’t 
you keep up?” “Why can’t you do this?” so I think I was so hard on myself 
and feeling like I was less than, so it definitely affected me. When you’re 
young, you want to be seen as fitting in. however people don’t understand 
because we’re in such an appearance driven society that having a cane or 
another mobility aid speaks volumes. It says you may or may not need help. 
So I found that when I employed the use of a cane then people were mov-
ing out of the way or people would run and hold the door. For me, it had 
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an added benefit. The cane was actually talking for me. It was saying, “Hey, 
I might need some help here.”

This participant went on to describe additional feelings of self- 
consciousness related to disability, especially with respect to sexual 
relationships:

I think disability does play a large part in how you see yourself in romantic 
situations. Because even sexually you know you might not be able to per-
form in certain positions. And so again, you start feeling less than. This 
person may not see me as sexy if I can’t do this. If I can’t mount them. You 
definitely have to build up a strong constitution and look at yourself and, 
hey there are other ways to get things accomplished.

Romantic and sexual relationships were hard won and disabled women’s 
potential partners, regardless of gender, also face disability-related stigma 
and discrimination (Shuttleworth 2000, 2002, 2007). In interviews, par-
ticipants described settling for toxic or less than ideal relationships 
because of the fear of not being able to find another relationship. One 
participant said,

I just feel like it’s hard. In my case it’s hard. I’ve dated sighted men and I 
either get the ones who think they have to take care of me or I get the ones 
that society gets involved in the whole thing. Where [people say] “it’s so 
wonderful for you to date her.” I’ve been told by many of my relationships 
that I’m too independent. I don’t know how you can be too independent. 
To be independent for me is asking for help.

Importantly, the positive aspects of disability were just as poignant and 
pervasive as the negative among my interviewees. One participant 
described her experiences as being fundamentally more positive than 
negative. She said,

Disability intersects in my life in so many ways that have been positive and 
productive. And it’s been more positive than negative, and it defines what 
it is. I guess any group of people that belong to any particular identity or 
minority group and then choose to work on issues or study issues related to 
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that group, they are completely formative. So that is a huge part of who I 
am. There are ideological commitments that are inseparable from my body 
and my lived daily reality.

Another woman described her experience like this:

I think one thing that I like is other people don’t really know what it’s like. 
Nondisabled people don’t really know what it’s like. They think they do, 
and they don’t. I think that’s equally frustrating but empowering. It’s like 
“You have no idea.” I have always felt that it made me a better person, like 
smarter or wiser. It wasn’t an ordinary experience. My life has not been ordi-
nary per se, and I think that I’ve learned a lot from that.

Disability also gave participants a sense of liberation from traditional 
female expectations. One of two queer-identified participants said that if 
she were not disabled she would probably be heterosexual and bound to 
the traditional gender and cultural roles required by hegemonic hetero-
normative expectations:

Being Eastern European, I would probably be married to some guy that I 
wasn’t that into, and socially obligated to pop out some kids. I don’t know. 
Maybe I would have been braver than that. I’m really not sure. I mean it’s 
hard to say … my disability in so many ways, really unexpected ways, kind 
of shaped the trajectory of my life. I mean if I wasn’t disabled, I wouldn’t be 
living in this country. I probably wouldn’t be out. And I certainly wouldn’t 
be living the life I’m living now.

The narratives my participants offered related to relationships and 
body image helped me to develop insight related to gender, disability, and 
sexuality, as well as to positive disability identity development. To echo 
the most recently-quoted participant, if I weren’t disabled, I do not think 
I could have established trust or elicited the kind of responses from my 
interviewees that I did. My insider status offered a degree of understand-
ing before the first question was even asked. I acquired incredibly inti-
mate and rich data from my participants, and am grateful to them for 
sharing their experiences.

9 Engaging a Collaborative Practice: Reflections… 



204

 Toward a Feminist Liberation Psychology of Alliances 
(Ostrove et al. 2009)

Joan: Key principles of feminist social science perspectives and method-
ologies informed this collaboration on alliance building as a liberation 
psychology project. The idea to engage a feminist liberation psychology 
of alliances grew out of conversations with my feminist psychology col-
league Elizabeth Cole when Liz was intensively working on the Global 
Feminisms Project (https://sites.lsa.umich.edu/globalfeminisms), and I 
was working with Gina Oliva, a Deaf Studies colleague, on a project 
about Deaf-hearing relationships. Liz and I had many engaging conversa-
tions about the challenges and opportunities involved with cross-identity 
alliance building in various domains. When the journal Feminism & 
Psychology put out a call for a special issue on liberation psychology, Liz 
and I decided to use Gina’s and my project as a kind of “case study” to 
illustrate the ways in which three key insights from feminist theorizing 
could undergird a feminist liberation psychology of alliances: (1) a reflex-
ive stance toward our own identities, (2) a recognition of the situated 
nature of knowledge, and (3) a sensitivity to when social identity matters.

Being self-reflective about our key shared (with respect to gender, race, 
and social class) and non-shared (with respect to religion and Deaf/dis-
ability2 status) identities not only deepened our collaboration, but also 
exposed the opportunities and challenges associated with our insider/out-
sider status with respect to our research participants. It also forced us to 
grapple with issues of power and privilege in communication. I am hear-
ing; Gina grew up hard-of-hearing and is now a member of the Deaf 
community. We both, however, grew up in the hearing world and speak-
ing English. Gina’s discovery of the existence of the Deaf community as 
a young adult included her adoption of American Sign Language (ASL) 
not only as an effective form of communication but also as a reflection of 
her Deaf identity (Oliva 2004). I have studied and can communicate in 
ASL with moderate fluency, but I am not a member of the Deaf com-
munity. We communicate in sign language in our face-to-face collabora-
tion, but our scholarly work is most effectively conducted via written 
English.
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Our attention to these critical differences in our identities and (there-
fore) our language use, and even Gina’s own membership in the Deaf 
community, did not, however, prevent us from making a “standpoint 
error” as we started one of our research projects. We began our project 
about Deaf-hearing alliances with a conversation with three of Gina’s 
Deaf colleagues from Gallaudet University. We had assumed that asking 
Deaf people to nominate hearing people they considered allies (whom we 
would then survey and interview) would both center Deaf perspectives 
and also reduce the possibility that Deaf people (especially those at 
Gallaudet) would feel “over-researched” and used for a project that was at 
some level intended to be about hearing people. Gina’s colleagues vigor-
ously disagreed; they thought we would be exploiting Deaf people for 
their contacts and not paying sufficient attention to their own experi-
ences with hearing people.

Finally, our interviewees—all of whom were Deaf women—illustrated 
a final key question articulated in feminist and critical race theorizing: 
when is it important to recognize a key social identity and when is it 
important to recognize that our particular social identities are but one 
part of who we are as human beings (Brueggemann et al. 2005; Luna 
2006; Parker 1990)? Our participants valued hearing people who 
acknowledged that they were Deaf (and, ideally, communicated in their 
language), but also recognized that they were not only Deaf.

 The Psychology of Love in the Context of Physical 
Disability: Reframing Culture, Exposing Oppression, 
Narrating Resistance (Ostrove and Coffman 2012)

Joan and Stacey: This work, written for Michele Paludi’s (2012) four- 
volume series on the psychology of love, represents a collaborative project 
deeply grounded (again) in feminist and critical disability studies. As the 
title suggests, our work described oppressive cultural expectations related 
to “beauty” and appearance, detailed the nature of the oppression experi-
enced at the intersection of gender and disability, and offered a review of 
liberatory work on disability, gender, and sexuality that resists that 
oppression.
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Work in disability studies, feminist studies, and critical race studies has 
exposed the culturally and historically bound, rigid, and unattainable 
standards of beauty that drive cultural scripts of love and romance and 
prescribe expectations related to appearance (e.g., Bordo 1993; 
Fredrickson and Roberts 1997; hooks 1995; Garland-Thomson 2002). 
White, non-disabled, thin, heterosexual women’s bodies are considered 
objects of desire, while disabled women’s bodies are objects of pity (Nosek 
2010); the non-disabled female body is met with the (male) gaze, while 
the disabled (not exclusively) female body is met with the stare (Garland- 
Thomson 2009); the non-disabled female body is “beautiful,” while the 
disabled (again, not only) female body is “ugly” (Schweik 2010). The 
existence of disability appears to define the beauty norm itself; indeed, 
“the disability system functions to preserve and validate such privileged 
designations as beautiful, healthy, normal, fit, competent, intelligent” 
(Garland-Thomson 2002, 5–6).

Disabled people’s relationships—in particular their intimate relation-
ships—are deeply affected by the existence of these cultural standards as 
well as by other forms of disability-based discrimination. This discrimi-
nation takes multiple forms, from historical and persistent institutional-
ization, to inadequate and inaccessible (and often segregated) education 
and housing, to dismissive attitudes and fear of interaction. Research in 
psychology suggests that “multiple sources of evidence about the disabil-
ity experience confirm the prevalence of a disturbing division of under-
standing between disabled people and non-disabled people in the world 
of social relations” (Gill 2001, 364) and that stereotypes of disabled peo-
ple as dependent, incompetent, and asexual persist and occupy the minds 
of people with and without disabilities (Nario-Redmond 2010).

Despite this persistent discrimination and the ways it intersects with 
sexism and other forms of oppression to influence the lives of disabled 
women in particular (see above), “many people with disabilities have 
mutually rewarding, enjoyable, and respectful relationships with non- 
disabled people, and many find satisfying intimate relationships with 
non-disabled people or with other people with disabilities” (Ostrove and 
Coffman 2012, 103). Our evidence for this claim was drawn not only 
from Stacey’s own experience (detailed in an “author interlude” section of 
the chapter itself ), but from work at the intersection of disability and 
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sexuality that details ways in which disabled people have resisted oppres-
sion and reclaimed our/their right to satisfying, mutual, and pleasurable 
intimate relationships (see, e.g., O’Toole 2000; Rembis 2010; Shakespeare 
2000; Stevens 2010).

 Taking It to the Next Generation: Feminist 
Disability Studies in the Classroom (a 
Reflection from Stacey)

Although I hold both a Master’s and PhD in Human Development and 
have published in several interdisciplinary psychology volumes, I find 
myself teaching critical disability theory and identity development in the 
humanities division of my college (which is the perfect home for some-
one who has never fit in). I occupy multiple disciplines and identities in 
a binary world with binary institutions. I am expected to be one thing or 
the other, when I am clearly neither or most definitely “Other.” I am 
queer in Clare’s (2003) sense of the word. I am disabled in a predomi-
nately non-disabled world. I am queer in terms of sexuality and gender 
even though my husband is a cis-gender, heterosexual male. I am outspo-
ken in a political climate where it is increasingly dangerous to be a woman 
or identify as a feminist. To echo Clare (2003), I am still waiting for 
society, and the academy in general, to catch up with who I am as some-
one with apparent cerebral palsy and significant mobility impairment.

Recently, in a course on “Resisting Normalcy,” a male student asked, 
quite thoughtfully, if I thought my career trajectory would be different if 
I was closeted and non-disabled. I waited a few minutes to compose my 
response and said that yes, I would probably have more or different 
opportunities without the identities I passionately cling to and refuse to 
hide (when it’s even possible). I told the class that I would rather be 
known for who I am and be identified, especially so students could see 
their own identities reflected back from an “authority” in the classroom 
since representation matters. A straight, white, heterosexual female 
responded that she was grateful for my openness and that it was not 
something she witnessed frequently in the classroom. To paraphrase her 
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response, she stated that while she appreciates the pedagogy of all of her 
professors, their apparent or obvious identities are the same from depart-
ment to department and classroom. Like the typical canon, she found the 
presence of straight white men and even some straight white women to 
be redundant. She said that she was grateful that I brought other perspec-
tives and identities into the classroom and that I actually lived them. It 
provided her with something different and something that some margin-
alized students could relate to immediately.

One of the key insights I want to offer my students, then, is this:

Identities are multiple. Contradictory, fragmented, incoherent, disciplin-
ary, disunified, unstable, fluid—hardly the stuff that allows a researcher [or 
a teacher] to confidently run out and study [or teach about] [sexual] sub-
jects as if they are coherent and available social types. (Gamson 2000, 356)

In an effort to move the discipline forward and help my students under-
stand the social construction of their own multiple and contradictory 
identities, one of the activities I utilize in my critical disability studies 
course is creation of a body identity map, emphasizing identities, myths, 
and stereotypes written on the body/mind by the culture at large. As a 
feminist, I never ask students to participate or reveal anything that I am 
not willing to do myself, and I therefore often participate in the same 
exercises as the students. This helps establish a community of learners and 
corrects the top-down power imbalance of traditional professor-student 
interactions. I begin this exercise by putting by own body map on the 
wall (on self-stick chart paper) so students have a coherent example of 
what their own maps might look like, though they are not limited to my 
example. To create my original body map, I had students trace an outline 
of my body and I drew in scars from all of my surgeries and included nar-
rative labels or identities I had internalized over the years such as “asex-
ual,” “ugly,” “monster,” “undesirable,” “inspiring,” “supercrip,” “PhD,” 
and so on.

When students completed their own body maps, they also included a 
variety of internalized narratives based on ethnicity, sexuality, assumed 
sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, and other “assigned” or 
“ascribed” social identities. Female students are typically more likely to 
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assign negative words to their self-portraits, especially in relation to body 
size, shape, and appearance. Male students were similarly held to gender 
norms emphasizing strength, sexual prowess, and other adjectives that 
could be interpreted as “positive,” but they were also trapped by norms of 
hegemonic masculinity. Other words that frequently showed up were 
“too feminine,” “not allowed to cry or show other emotions,” “too short,” 
“angry,” and so forth. At the end of the exercise, I reminded all of the 
students that although they often do not have power over the narratives 
others assign to them, they can begin to choose and reject the narratives 
that do not fit or that they do not want in their lives. I encouraged them 
to cross out terms that were derogatory and demeaning and reframe them 
with positive or alternative labels. I did the same. In place of my scars, I 
drew hearts to demonstrate self-acceptance and love for my “crip” body. 
Other students decided to “start over” by ripping up their self-portraits 
(particularly those that were entirely negative), stomp on the paper, or 
carefully fold it up and revise it over their college careers. This exercise 
was not only useful in terms of illustrating principles of gender and social 
science, but also self-discovery. This year, I am modifying the assignment 
and asking the students to bring in pictures, magazine clippings, and 
other materials to make the activity more three-dimensional and positive. 
I’m hoping that students can emphasize their strengths and accomplish-
ments and also attend to the various sources of “gender trouble” (Butler 
1990) present on campus and society at large.

 Conclusion

As we reflect on work that examines the intersections of gender and dis-
ability in psychology, and on our own independent and collaborative 
projects, questions remain about where we go from here as psychologists, 
as professors, as feminists, and as women who ground their careers in dis-
ability liberation. Given that this chapter is process oriented, perhaps the 
journey is more important than the destination. As we have done indi-
vidually and together, we will continue to examine disability from psy-
chological and feminist sitpoints. So many perspectives and experiences 
remain marginalized or altogether invisible, and it is up to the current 
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generation of scholars not only to create space in our scholarship and 
teaching for those perspectives, but—perhaps more importantly—to 
open up opportunities within the academy and the community for the 
full participation of those who have been marginalized. Whenever pos-
sible, we can seize opportunities to collaborate with our students and 
colleagues to provide new and revised epistemologies that consider social 
science, feminism, and disability. One thing that unites us as researchers, 
scholars, and professors is the potential of disability-based analysis and 
experience to offer liberation and transgression for all. Just as hooks 
(2000) noted that “feminism is for everybody,” so is disability. The tenets 
of disability studies remind us that no matter which body we are born 
into or what happens to our bodies along the way, there is always the pos-
sibility for change in function and status. A critical disability identity 
analysis reminds us to remove barriers, change attitudes, and question 
standards of “normalcy” and “perfection” rather than fix non-normative 
bodies. Work at the intersection of gender, sexuality, and disability invites 
all of us to re-imagine intimacy and reclaim agency over our bodies 
regardless of how they look or function. Disability means that whether or 
not someone identifies as disabled, there is always the possibility for 
breaking out of rigid cultural scripts and societal expectations. It is up to 
us to recognize the transgressive framework and potential of disability 
and its intersection with myriad other social oppressions and identities. 
This possibility offers not only the potential for a more satisfying life but 
also liberatory frameworks for surviving and thriving in a rigid social world.

Notes

1. The text in this section is primarily paraphrased from Stacey’s dissertation 
work; all quotations from participants are taken directly from Coffman- 
Rosen (2015).

2. The capitalized Deaf is used to refer to members of a linguistic and cul-
tural community of people who use American Sign Language; “deaf” is 
generally used to refer to audiological status. Many culturally Deaf people 
do not consider themselves “disabled” or claim a disability identity (Lane 
2008), though many also recognize that they are seen by hearing/able- 
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bodied individuals as disabled. Some find common ground with disability 
rights activists and scholars who eschew biological and medical definitions 
and work toward a recognition of culture, shared values, and civil rights.
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10
Economics, Considered

Julie A. Nelson

 Introduction

Being a feminist in the field of economics has been tough. Economics is 
not only the most male-dominated of the social sciences in terms of the 
sexual identities of its practitioners—women make up only about one- 
third of new PhDs in the field, and less than 15% of full professors 
(CSWEP 2019)—but I believe it is also the most unrepentantly macho 
in its social and intellectual attitudes. Yet, with many bumps and 
bruises—including, at one point, coming up against the possibility that 
my research career might come to a sudden and premature end—I man-
aged to stay in it, with no regrets, for thirty-odd years.
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 Challenging Economics

It was when I took a “Women and the Economy” course from a forward- 
looking male professor back in the mid-1970s that I first realized that 
research about gender existed in the field. I had decided to major in eco-
nomics out of a concern for global poverty. The way the course simply 
brought attention to women’s unacknowledged household labor, occupa-
tional segregation, and the gender wage gap was enough to spur me to 
greater feminist awareness. But the way that these were analyzed in the 
class—mostly via mathematical and graphical models that explained the 
outcomes as “efficient” and due to women’s own “choices”—left me 
unsatisfied. Soon after earning my B.A. in Economics, I heard a feminist 
scholar in another social science (I don’t remember who) talk about femi-
nist critiques of her field. I thought, “Economics could use that!” Realizing 
that no one would listen to me unless I knew the field from the inside out 
and had the proper credentials, I enrolled in graduate school with this 
project firmly in mind.

Many outsiders to the field have misperceptions about what the aca-
demic discipline of economics is about. Many confuse it with business 
administration, thinking that it teaches about how to manage individual 
companies, or with finance, as if banking and the stock market were its 
central topics. Others are more correct in understanding that it takes in a 
broader sweep of concerns about business, government, and household 
actions on scales from the individual to the global. But they may go on to 
assume that therefore students in the field must spend their time reading 
the work of historical great minds such as Adam Smith and John Maynard 
Keynes (or Joan Robinson or Karl Marx); or doing intensive reading and 
field work in order to learn about the origin and functioning of contem-
porary mega-corporations or the Federal Reserve System; or debating 
issues such as free trade versus protectionism or capitalism versus social-
ism; or looking deeply into issues such as income inequality or the effect 
of economic growth on the environment.

Nah. Graduate work in economics is about doing math problem sets. 
Economists, from the time of the systematization of the “Neoclassical 
School” at the end of the nineteenth century, have believed that all the 
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most important aspects of economic actors and their dealings with each 
other can be summarized in universal propositions expressible in mathe-
matical form. Households maximize utility (that is, satisfaction derived 
from consumption). Firms maximize profits. Markets—in the default 
models, imagined as perfectly competitive and unhampered by any insti-
tutional limitations—allocate resources to their most valuable uses. Add 
on some mathematically sophisticated statistical techniques and apply 
them primarily to large-scale data gathered by someone else, and—
voila!—you have the core of economic orthodoxy. The highest status in 
the field is not granted to those who engage in detailed, investigative 
study of the economy as it is, but to those who come up with the cleverest 
mathematical extensions of the core dogmas. Marxist and other types of 
“heterodox” economics also exist, but have a very limited number of 
practitioners and are considered to be on the far outer fringes of the field. 
Some economists do manage to end up doing interesting and useful 
work, but usually at least as much in spite of their narrow formal training 
as because of it. Much of economists’ work serves, in my opinion, more 
as a distraction from, and justification for, ignoring the real problems—
including sexism—that plague the economy, than as an investigation 
of them.

I started the graduate program in Economics at the University of 
Wisconsin Madison in 1980 on a fellowship. The department was puz-
zled by the goal of feminist critique I expressed in my admissions essay 
but chose to ignore it. I survived the intellectual stultification of graduate 
school by living in a supportive community, doing an outside minor in 
(essentially, though not in name) women’s studies, and getting a lot of 
exercise. Gina Sapiro (see essay in this volume) played a role in my sur-
vival, both as the instructor of one of the classes I took and later as my 
regular partner in games of squash. Women’s studies was, at the time, still 
something of a nascent field, and my impression was that fields such as 
law and medicine were well-represented among its founders at UWISC.

Yet, at the time, only a very few economists had published economics 
articles that addressed the invisibility of women and women’s traditional 
work within the discipline, and its neglect of issues of power and oppres-
sion. Most notable among these were Barbara Bergmann (e.g., Bergmann 
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1981), Marianne Ferber (e.g., Ferber and Birnbaum 1977), Myra Strober 
(e.g., Strober and Reagan 1976), and Nancy Folbre (e.g., Folbre 1983).

My dissertation attempted to support this project within the very lim-
ited space allowed me by the requirement that it demonstrate a mastery 
of conventional tools. While the core model of the household in the dis-
cipline is one of unitary decision-making by a household “head,” my 
Ph.D. work modestly entertained the idea that households contain more 
than one individual. Imagine that! Having strategically designed this 
work to fit mostly into standard disciplinary modes, I was able to get a 
number of my dissertation-related and other early empirical papers pub-
lished in high-ranked economics journals (e.g., Nelson 1988, 1993, 1990).

And yet, while I was still working on getting those initial papers out, I 
started working on a second track, as well. I read Carol Gilligan’s work in 
psychology (which was eye-opening at the time, though later I came to 
read her more essentialist assertions in a more critical way) and the work 
of physicist Evelyn Fox Keller about norms of masculinity and detach-
ment in the history and philosophy of science (Gilligan 1982; Keller 
1985). These caused me to realize that the discipline of economics was 
not simply biased in what it said concerning women, but that the very 
definition, models, and methods adopted by the mainstream were mod-
eled around particular—and peculiar—ideals of masculinity 
(Nelson 1996).

The discipline is often said to be about the choices that rational, auton-
omous individuals, acting at arm’s length, in impersonal markets, make 
in the face of scarce resources. Quantitative analysis and abstraction are 
believed to guarantee objectivity, with qualitative analysis and engaged, 
on-the-ground investigation regarded as sissy methods used by (shudder!) 
sociologists. I noticed that all the parts of life and knowledge-making cul-
turally associated with femininity—such as being acted upon (as opposed 
to acting), having emotions, being involved in relations of dependency 
and interdependency, and being concerned with language, morals, or 
meaning—had been forcibly shoved off to the side. Much of my work, 
then, has looked at what I’ve called, for short, “cognitive gender”—the 
way that gender categories function in our own minds, structuring how 
we perceive and understand our world—rather than examining gender in 
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its more embodied, interpersonal, and overtly political aspects (Nelson 
2010). (This does not mean that I think the latter areas are less important.)

I believed (and still believe) that the answer is not to overthrow “mas-
culine economics” and replace it with “feminine economics.” That 
response, to my mind, just deepens dualisms, and jumps from playing 
with only half a deck to playing with only the other half of the deck. 
Rather, we need to overcome the sexist habits of thought that artificially 
limit and distort our attempts to understand our world. In my early 
work, I explored the role of the metaphor of masculinity in the discipline 
and came up with a “gender-value compass” to help explore the dangers 
of one-sided masculinity and the advantages of acknowledging strengths 
within both sides of concepts (e.g., “hard” versus “soft,” as applied to 
methods) that carry cultural gender connotations (Nelson 1992a, b).

By the time I was publishing this work, I had completed two years of 
work at the US Bureau of Labor Statistics and was an Assistant Professor 
of Economics at the University of California, Davis. There, I found pro-
fessional support in an interdisciplinary group of women researchers—
including, as I recall, Stephanie Shields (see essay in this volume)—who 
met regularly for a catered dinner and a talk by a member about her 
research. I received a National Science Foundation grant for my main-
stream work. While for most of my time at Davis, I was the only woman 
in the economics department, my feminist work was tolerated by my 
fairly open-minded departmental colleagues. In my (positive) tenure 
decision, they wrote that while they did not know how to evaluate that 
line of work, my more mainstream publications alone were enough to 
merit promotion to Associate Professor. My strategy of working on both 
mainstream and feminist tracks had proved to be successful—up to that 
point, anyway.

 Building (and Relying on) a Movement

Looking beyond my own career, during the early 1990s I was fortunate 
to be in on the blossoming of the field of feminist economics. Through 
articles published here and there, the circulation of working papers, ses-
sions at various conferences, and dedicated organizing activity by a few 
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(among them, Jean Shackelford, Diana Strassmann, and Edith Kuiper), 
we started to find each other (Aerni and Nelson 1995). I remember the 
relief and support I felt, at an initial conference in Amsterdam, to find 
myself for the first time in a room surrounded by people who also put the 
words “feminist” and “economics” in the same sentence!

With Marianne Ferber, I co-edited a volume that has come to be called 
the “manifesto” of feminist economics: Beyond Economic Man: Feminist 
Theory and Economics (Ferber and Nelson 1993). While most chapters 
were authored by economists, I had discovered that sociologist Paula 
England and I were both intrigued by the work of theologian Catherine 
Keller (1986). England contributed a chapter looking at the implications 
for economics of Keller’s ideas of the myths of “separative” (that is, hyper- 
individualist, such as homo economicus) selves and “soluble” (that is, invis-
ible or part of the woodwork, as were women in economists’ traditional 
view) selves (England 1993, 2003).

I was at the organizing meeting for, and served on the first board of, 
the International Association for Feminist Economics, established in 
1992, and served for many years as an Associate Editor of its journal 
Feminist Economics. From the beginning, the organization created a wide 
tent, welcoming everything from standard econometric studies of the 
gender wage gap to postmodern literary critique. The field has now grown 
and its successes and limitations have been widely discussed and docu-
mented, in articles and in single-authored and edited books (e.g., Ferber 
and Nelson 2003; Meulders 2001; Peterson and Lewis 2000; Barker and 
Kuiper 2003; Benería et al. 2015; Meagher and Nelson 2004). IAFFE 
hosts annual conferences in locations around the world. I have had the 
good fortune to interact with Joyce Jacobsen (see essay in this volume) 
around these activities.

Yet the support of other feminist economists also became critically 
important for me in a more personal and practical way. For family rea-
sons, in the mid-1990s I gave up my tenured position in Davis, California, 
for an untenured position (with a short tenure clock) at Brandeis 
University in Massachusetts. It seemed like a pretty safe bet as far as job 
security was concerned, since my teaching and service were unproblem-
atic and the Brandeis department’s research reputation was many levels 
below that of the department at UC Davis. In retrospect, I believe the 
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members of the Brandeis Economics Department likely neglected to 
actually read any of my feminist work before they hired me and then were 
hugely offended by it when they did. In any case, when the time for my 
tenure review came up, my department couldn’t wait to get rid of me. 
First, they denied me a review at all, and then later denied me tenure, 
citing supposed inadequacies in my research as the reason. I was disap-
pointed to find that neither the (two) other women faculty in my depart-
ment nor the leaders of Women’s Studies on the campus were willing to 
back me up, although a couple of feminist individuals did offer impor-
tant support. I first started internal appeals (unsuccessfully) and then 
hired a lawyer and filed a sex discrimination complaint with the 
Massachusetts Commission Against Discrimination (Nelson 2011b). 
After much back-and-forth, I received a “probable cause” finding and—
expressing it in the permitted legalese—“resolved the case to the satisfac-
tion of all parties.” It was a very unpleasant couple of years, but what 
motivated me to carry on was the desire to discourage the university from 
treating the next feminist the way they treated me.

In the meantime, however, the unpleasantness of these events was 
compounded by the fact that they coincided with the end of my mar-
riage. Having chosen to agree to a joint custody arrangement for my two 
young children, my prospects for new employment were limited not only 
by the unconventional nature of much of my work but also by the geo-
graphical area in which I could search. So, I will be forever grateful to the 
feminist economist friends and colleagues who helped me through this 
very difficult period, in which I imagined my research career possibly 
evaporating. Randy Albelda was instrumental in getting me a visiting 
faculty position for the next year. A group of feminist economists and 
scholars, led by Nancy Folbre, established the generous Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman fellowship that allowed me some financial relief and the ability to 
continue my research by buying out some teaching. You cannot get 
friends better than that.

In the years following, while I never returned to a PhD-granting 
department, I managed to continue to have an interesting and productive 
career. Having my trajectory in mainstream departments forcibly derailed 
had the side benefit of changing the reward structure I faced: Once off 
that track, I no longer faced incentives to do the kind of work that was, 
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to my mind, rather artificial and sterile anyway. So I stopped doing the 
statistical research on household behavior that had initially gained me 
some mainstream recognition. For one year, I was supported by a fellow-
ship at the Center for the Study of Values in Public Life at Harvard 
Divinity School, which allowed me the opportunity to explore more 
deeply a number of philosophical and ethical issues related to economics 
and feminism (Nelson 2001, 2003a, b). For several years after that, I 
worked as a researcher for the Global Development and Environment 
Institute (GDAE) at Tufts University. While my primary responsibilities 
were in curriculum development (Goodwin et al. 2008 and related text-
books and further editions), the job also allowed me to continue my 
feminist economics research (as described below) and service.

In 2008, I left GDAE and joined a friendly group of applied and het-
erodox economists at the University of Massachusetts, Boston, in a ten-
ured position, and soon was promoted to Full Professor. Fortunately, 
most of my work required little outside funding, though it did require 
time. A couple of small grants for course buyouts and a college-wide 
reduction in the teaching load during my time at UMass Boston gave me 
that time. Some days, I regretted not having been able to establish the 
kind of research shop that would get grants and support and train PhD 
students, creating an institutional foundation for the continuation of 
feminist economics research. The field, in general, is sorely lacking this. 
Other days, I appreciated the time freed up for my own work (and play 
and rest) by the lack of pressure to write grant proposals and supervise 
dissertations. Recently retired, I now mentor, as I can, though my writ-
ings, emails, and reviews.

Additional Challenging of Economics … 
and of Some Feminist Scholarship, Too

Over the years, I’ve frequently been asked to give talks on the topic of 
feminist critiques of economic orthodoxy and have been happy to do so. 
I have also developed four more-or-less distinct sub-fields of research: the 
economics of care; the relation of feminist economics to ecological 
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economics; an empirically based critique of the stereotyping of women in 
behavioral economics; and an extension of the feminist critique of the 
mainstream “theory of the household” to the mainstream “theory of 
the firm.”

 The Economics of Care

Both the caring labor traditionally done by women and care in the sense 
of an attitude of careful attention and helpfulness are not considered to 
be part of “the economy” by mainstream economic orthodoxy. Work, it 
is assumed, is done for money, and self-interest is assumed to be the norm 
in economic interactions. I became interested in re-thinking this dualism 
between presumably “soluble,” invisible support for the vulnerable (done 
by women) in families and communities and “separative,” agentic and 
self-interested work (done by men) in the “real” economy. England con-
vened an informal working group consisting of Nancy Folbre, philoso-
pher Nancy Tuana, and myself, leading to a 2002 special issue of Hypatia 
on “Feminist Philosophies of Love and Work” (Nelson and England 
2002) as well as co-authored work with Folbre (Folbre and Nelson 2000; 
Folbre and Nelson 2006) and much informing of my own later work.

In this work, I found that I had to challenge some formulations popu-
lar with other feminist scholars, as well as formulations used by the eco-
nomic orthodoxy. Both groups, at times, have adopted what I’ve called 
the “protectionist” argument. This is the idea that, because business and 
market relations are (it is assumed) driven by self-interest, caring labor 
needs to be somehow protected from the world of money and exchange 
(e.g., Held 2002; Heyes 2005). I’ve argued that this, first, on a practical 
level, starves the sector and those working in it (who are primarily women) 
of necessary and proper financial resources, and second, on an intellectual 
level, indicates that these scholars have taken mainstream economic doc-
trines about how businesses and markets work far too seriously (Nelson 
1999, 2018a). (More on the latter, below.)
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 Feminist Economics and Ecological Economics

Through my work at GDAE and realization of the increasing importance 
of climate change and other forms of environmental deterioration for 
future generations, I also became interested in questions of care for the 
natural environment. The mainstream treats natural resources in a way 
very similar to how it treats women’s traditional caring work: Both are 
assumed to arise costlessly and in infinite supply and to not require any 
theorizing or attention (Nelson 1997). Policies, of course, then tend to 
reflect these forms of neglect (Nelson 2008, 2015c). I see this, rather than 
any hackneyed idea of a natural greater “closeness” of women to nature, 
as the major link between the fields. I received a grant for some of this 
work from the Institute for New Economic Thinking (INET), a group 
that, while it has some rather sexist leaders and a rather odd idea of what 
constitutes “new,” has funded some innovative work. Collaboration 
between feminist and ecological economists, however, has unfortunately 
not progressed past a rather rudimentary stage. I recently endeavored to 
co-edit a special issue of Feminist Economics on the topic of “Ecology, 
Sustainability, and Care,” but the number of high quality submissions 
was small (Nelson and Power 2018).

 Gender “Differences” … and Similarities

I have to say I rather envy feminist scholars in disciplines where you have 
the luxury of questioning the gender binary, developing fully intersec-
tional analyses, and investigating systemic oppression. The situation in 
economics tends to be more one of resisting great waves of the most 
essentialist and sexist beliefs that one can imagine. Many economists, 
when they deign to consider gender at all, reveal their deep-seated, binary, 
and race- and culture-blind “Men are from Mars, Women are from 
Venus” beliefs without the least embarrassment.

Around 2011, I noticed that a large literature was arising in economics 
about purported “gender differences” in tastes and personality traits. 
Behavioral economists, who work at the intersection of economics and 
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psychology, have claimed to have shown that women are less competitive 
than men, more risk averse, and more sensitive to situational cues. 
Because economists’ core theories say that markets are efficient, the belief 
that we live in a meritocracy also tends to be strong. So, the existence of 
such presumed “natural” differences in preferences and abilities, rather 
than sex discrimination, is, to economists, a highly attractive explanation 
for women’s lesser representation in positions of economic leadership and 
lower average wages.

As a person who came to maturity during feminism’s second-wave 
emphasis on the challenging of sex stereotypes, I was curious about the 
empirical justification for such claims. And so, I set out to investigate, 
using both multi-disciplinary and statistical approaches. To get a handle 
on how statements such as “women are more risk averse than men” are 
understood, I read works in philosophy, linguistics, and psychology (e.g., 
Gelman 2005; Khemlani et al. 2012). Such statements, it turns out, are 
widely understood as indicating a categorical or essential difference that 
applies to all members of each group. Yet the empirical analysis in no way 
supports this. Such studies find, at most (and from selective samples 
mostly made up of students in industrialized countries), a statistically 
detectable difference between average measures for males and females. 
Returning to doing empirical analysis after a break of many years, my 
meta-analyses of the literature on risk aversion showed that the “differ-
ences” found are (at most) not only merely “on average” but also substan-
tively quite small (Nelson 2015a, 2018b). That is, the overlap between 
the distributions of men’s and women’s individual behaviors is huge, 
while the difference between the group distributions is relatively trivial. 
Hence, the sweeping generalizations spawned by this literature reveal 
more about the stereotyped preconceptions of its authors and the dangers 
of publication bias than about actual men and women (Nelson 2014, 
2016c, 2018b). (See also the Shields essay in this volume on this topic.) 
By relating the study of risk to environmental issues, the research assis-
tance I needed for the data gathering and analysis was primarily funded 
from my INET grant (Nelson 2015b, c).

I have been very happy to make the (at least electronic) acquaintance 
of some scholars in feminist cognitive science, including Cordelia Fine, 
and gratified to see the statistical tool I suggested for measuring similarity 
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being picked up by some of them (Rippon et al. 2017). Yet here, again, 
my research has challenged ideas held by some other scholars of gender. 
In economics as elsewhere, some scholars use gender as a variable in their 
work without having any feminist sensibility or hold to a version of femi-
nism that sees women as “naturally” more careful and cooperative. In 
both my work on care and my work on gender “differences,” I have, 
instead, tried to get beyond stereotypes (even benevolent ones); pointed 
out how (self-identified) men and women are more similar than different 
(i.e., “Men are from North Dakota and Women are from South Dakota,” 
as Dindia (2006) has expressed it); and pointed out that both—or, better, 
all—genders are responsible for, and capable of, carefulness and care 
(Nelson 2016a, 2018a).

 Big, Bad Business?

Perhaps my most controversial line of work, both in relation to much 
feminist scholarship and to the economics mainstream, is my critique of 
the standard “theory of the firm” (Nelson 2003c, 2018a). Feminist econ-
omists early on critiqued the mainstream “theory of the household,” 
which imagined a family to be a unitary entity trying to achieve a single 
objective, usually described by the preferences of the household (male) 
“head.” My extension takes a similarly fresh look at the idea that a firm is 
a unitary entity that, by definition and according to its presumed essence, 
must always and everywhere have grabbing every last dollar of profit as its 
sole goal.

Many think that the idea that firms maximize profits is dictated by law 
or comes from the actual observation of businesses or markets. Not so. 
The idea originated in economists’ physics envy: Stripping off all the 
social, psychological, political, and ethical dimensions of what it means 
to engage in commerce, economists fantasize that the behavior of these 
complex social entities we call businesses can be thoroughly captured by 
a simple equation quantifying financial revenues and costs. Mechanical, 
physics-like, “value-free,” quantified images serve the purpose of making 
economics (seem to be) a masculine, “hard” science, as opposed to all that 
soft, feminine, normative, qualitative, social stuff. The more deeply I 
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looked into the legal and management literatures, the more it became 
clear that the doctrine of profit maximization was another invention of 
economists, pure and simple (Nelson 2011a).

Yet the idea has become performative, with the business media, man-
agement theory, and the courts increasingly following economists’ lead 
(Stout 2012; Bratton 2011). And it has become so entrenched that it not 
only underlies mainstream economists’ analysis but also analysis by critics 
of markets. Think of how many works in sociology and the humanities 
use the image of the presumably impersonal, greedy, mechanical market 
or corporate system as the foil for arguments in favor of a more humane 
and cooperative lifeworld (e.g., Habermas 1981). The “protection” argu-
ment in the care literature, mentioned above, is but one example.

But what if we got over the (invented) idea that the economy is natu-
rally the realm of masculinity, self-interest, and impersonal relations, and 
started to study it, from a more balanced gender viewpoint, as something 
that is as social, cultural, and political as any other part of life in human 
communities? What if, instead of giving everyone a free pass to act con-
trary to human flourishing in economic sector by allowing them to use 
“The system made me do it” as an excuse, we demanded that appropriate 
norms of justice and care also apply there? Through this work, I have 
become involved in the Business Ethics scholarly community, collaborat-
ing with feminist researchers in that field (Grosser et al. 2017).

Yet this line of work often gets me looked at with much suspicion by 
many feminists. I was in a writing group in the Boston area with feminist 
scholars from sociology, education, and women’s and gender studies 
when I was first developing this line of work. It seemed that I could, at 
most, for fleeting seconds, get them to see past their beliefs in an essen-
tially mechanical (and oppressive) monolithic capitalist system to glimpse 
what I was trying to say. It is not at all that I am Pollyannaish about 
business—I recognize corporate abuses as well as anyone else. I just don’t 
believe that a for-profit charter makes an organization “essentially” evil 
any more than a having a non-profit charter or being a state entity makes 
an organization “essentially” on the side of the good and the true (Nelson 
2018a). If we realize that such thinking is not a reflection of the world as 
it is, but rather a creation of our own minds—of our stereotyped associa-
tions of economic relations with masculinity, self-interest, and 
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mechanism, and of social relations with femininity, care, and meaning—
I believe we could actually make better progress on problems of economic 
injustice, discrimination, and environmental deterioration.

 Hopes and Concerns for the Future

Because the situation of feminism vis-a-vis the mainstream discipline of 
economics has been so dire, one tends to rejoice at small victories. Yet I 
am also concerned that, as a group, feminist economists may be drifting 
toward setting the bar too low.

Concerning the very basic task of making room within the economics 
discipline for female (and other historically “outsider”) practitioners, 
whether feminist or not, there has been much work and some progress. 
Efforts in this area have a long history, starting with the formation of the 
Committee on the Status of Women in the Economics Profession 
(CSWEP) of the American Economic Association (AEA) in the 1970s. 
While CSWEP originally adopted a broad platform for change and 
allowed the more explicitly feminist organizers of IAFFE to use its con-
ference sessions for early organizing activities, in recent years, it has 
focused rather narrowly on providing mentoring for young women econ-
omists. While mentoring isn’t bad, I’m afraid that as a sole program, this 
seems to imply that the cause of the relative lack of professional advance-
ment of women, taken as a group, lies in women’s own deficiencies. One 
step toward recognizing the deep conscious and unconscious sexism of 
the mainstream discipline, however, has recently come from an unex-
pected source: An undergraduate economics student, Alice H.  Wu 
(2017), wrote a thesis examining a website on which economists often 
post anonymously. She found that posts about men focused on academic 
and professional topics while posts about women were far more likely to 
contain words about personal and physical matters, including terms such 
as “hot,” “lesbian,” “cute,” and “raped.” This stimulated discussion within 
the discipline, and Wu’s work was cited by a committee of the American 
Economic Association (AEA) in drafting and justifying the need for, a 
Code of Professional Ethics, officially adopted by the organization in 
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2018 (American Economic Association 2018). In 2019, a newly estab-
lished AEA standing Committee on Equity, Diversity and Professional 
Conduct conducted a much-needed survey of experiences of discrimina-
tion or harassment based on gender, race, sexual orientation, and disabil-
ity (American Economic Association 2019). These developments, 
however, it should be stressed, have so far not included any reflection 
about the sexism present in economic research or in the models and 
methods that define the discipline.

A second level of change in which I see both progress and pitfalls, con-
cerns research about gender and (or women and) economics. When I 
started my research in feminist economics, it was certainly the case that 
doing work on women’s economic status marked one as not doing “seri-
ous” research. Such efforts by scholars from the Global South faced addi-
tional difficulties in getting published. The journal Feminist Economics, as 
a result, became a place to which much of this sort of work was directed. 
It is my sense, however, that over the intervening decades, mainstream 
journals and departments have become a bit more open to research on 
women, gender, households, or care—at least as long as it follows main-
stream methods, doesn’t rock the policy boat, and doesn’t expect to be 
granted especially high status. Whether much of this work—such as the 
now-routine econometric studies of the gender wage gap or the above- 
mentioned behavioral economics literature on “gender differences”—is 
feminist, however, is questionable. I fear that feminist economics may lose 
its critical edge, to the extent that relatively uncritical work may come to 
dominate IAFFE’s journal and conferences.

I would like to see more work being done that critiques the core defini-
tion, models, and methods of the discipline; that challenges gender ste-
reotypes; and/or that calls out—like Wu’s piece or my recent review of a 
textbook (Nelson 2016b)—new (or newly noticed) examples of deep- 
seated sexism in the economics profession and economists’ writings. I 
would also like to see feminist scholars in other disciplines become more 
interested in exploring the  interconnected, value-laden, historically- 
contingent, and very human aspect of social life that we call “the 
economy.”
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 Conclusion

I didn’t fully realize what I was taking on when, as a recent college gradu-
ate, I decided to critique economics from a feminist perspective. The 
discipline has remained relatively intransigent in the face of feminist and 
other critical work, and there are certainly lines of work I might have 
chosen that would have given me a more peaceful, secure, and financially 
rewarding life. Yet it has been invigorating. And, I hope, worthwhile.
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11
What Is, Could Be, and Should Be: 

Historical Feminist Theory 
and Contemporary Political Psychology

Virginia Sapiro

Rousseau exerts himself to prove that all was right originally: a crowd of 
authors that all is now right: and I, that all will be right. (Wollstonecraft 
(1792) 1989, 84)

The scholarly world became increasingly divided into different disciplines 
after the middle of the nineteenth century. The rise of the research uni-
versity created a higher education sector in which faculty were dedicated 
not just to sharing already-accumulated wisdom with their students, but 
were also supposed to push outward to the boundaries of knowledge. 
Colleges and universities began to create discipline-based departments as 
a new way to organize institutions, and nationwide professional organiza-
tions began to emerge.

These new organizations created communities of scholars who not 
only shared interests but also created their own communication networks 
such as conferences and journals and shared languages and approaches to 
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their study. Discipline-based bodies of knowledge have become ever 
larger, and the methods ever more technical. The more disciplinary 
boundaries emerge and seem to strengthen knowledge, the more they 
simultaneously inhibit knowledge because of the ways they block our 
view and limit the breadth of our analytical tools. “Interdisciplinarity,” 
much touted at least over the past quarter century, seems difficult to 
achieve: the same scholars who praise its merits often expect it to con-
form too closely to the languages, methods, and expectations of their 
own disciplinary training and practices.

Interdisciplinary fields like feminist studies1 have not escaped disci-
plinary silos as much as many of their advocates may think. There remains 
a wide gulf between scholars in the humanities and the social sciences, 
especially between humanities scholars and social scientists employing 
systematic empirical data collection and statistical analysis. They tend not 
to work together in research—of course, relatively few humanities schol-
ars engage in joint research projects in any case. Often lacking the most 
basic education in reading statistical information or empirical social sci-
ence research design, humanities scholars (and scholars in some areas of 
the social sciences) often have difficulty even understanding what their 
social science colleagues are doing. Lacking technical training in human-
istic methods and often the patience for reading scholarly work that lacks 
data or “findings,” social scientists often return the favor.

This gulf is unfortunate. These different approaches to feminist schol-
arship have much to learn from each other. This is especially true in the 
study of historical feminist social and political theory and contemporary 
political science, including especially political psychology. Without a 
good foundation in historical feminist social and political theory, con-
temporary feminist scholars are cut off from the discoveries and insights 
of almost two centuries of intensive investigation and argument by their 
predecessors and often misunderstand what those pioneers contributed, 
even at the most superficial levels. Without discerning the connections 
between the social and political theories of these predecessors and con-
temporary social science analysis, we cannot appreciate the discoveries of 
later generations who had more powerful tools of observation and analy-
sis. As I argue in more depth below, the missions of these different 
approaches to knowledge are linked together in critical ways that 
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students of feminist studies should understand. The disciplinary bound-
aries that keep scholars from reading historical feminist social and politi-
cal theory inhibit the possibility of productive “conversations” across the 
large succession of generations of people—mostly women—who sought 
to understand and address the “wrongs of woman,” as Mary Wollstonecraft 
called them. Our predecessors understood more than we give them 
credit for.

The remainder of this essay grows out of forty years of teaching and 
research in both historical feminist theory and contemporary political 
psychology, two fields not often paired together, but representing a con-
fluence that richly focuses attention on gender and human thought, 
behavior, and interaction and the implication of these for founding a 
better, more just, future.

I begin with a “grammar” of feminist theory that explores the empiri-
cal and normative elements of social and political theory. I then turn to a 
brief discussion of the historical linkages between feminist theory and 
empirical social science, followed by an excursion into reflections of eigh-
teenth and nineteenth century feminist theorists on the philosophy and 
sociology of knowledge about the social world. Finally, I offer a few con-
nections between some substantive observations of early feminist theo-
rists and the substantive findings of contemporary political psychology.

 Feminist Theory: What Is, Could Be, 
and Ought to Be

Let us consider the grammar of social and political theory, including 
feminist theory. Social theory generally contains three elements: the 
empirical or descriptive; the visionary or possible; and the normative or 
aspirational. Empirical or descriptive statements consist of claims or sup-
positions about facts concerning the state of the world: what is, was, or 
will be. The visionary elements consist of claims about what might be, 
what is a possible state of the world. The aspirational elements are its nor-
mative content—claims about what is desirable, what we wish the world 
to be like, what we should strive for. Let’s explore these three elements.
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Empirical elements. These claims populate discussions that describe the 
history of the problem at hand, the current situation faced by people who 
concern the theorist, or a future world that will exist as a result of the 
history, current conditions, and choices people make. Feminist social and 
political theory usually recounts a portion of the history of the abuses of 
women, and perhaps the conditions that caused these abuses. Feminist 
theory,2 like other families of theory, offers the author’s perspective on the 
state of the world and how it works.

The empirical elements of feminist social theory are not just descriptive 
as contemporary social scientists use the term, but also contain causal 
claims that theoretically could be tested. Why are women in such an 
oppressed state—what caused these conditions? Is it because men treat 
women as property (supported by law and institutions), and/or women 
either learn to value critical aspects of that subordination, or find them-
selves in a social structure in which their main means of survival is to use 
those elements to their advantage as far as possible, as Mary Wollstonecraft 
((1792) 1989) and John Stuart Mill (1869) argued? Is it because although 
the larger system of property relations turns everyone but the very elite 
into property, women’s special oppression is due to the particular nature 
of that property system within the institutions of love and the family, as 
Emma Goldman proposed (Shulman 2012)? Or is it, as Charlotte Perkins 
Gilman (1898) argued, because social institutions and the divisions of 
labor within them have not kept up with the evolution of economic 
development and technology? That is, do we still embed divisions of 
labor that are now dysfunctionally hyper-gendered, as compared to when 
they were better suited to the conditions and demands of lesser developed 
rural economies, where gender-based divisions of labor made more sense?

Visionary elements. The descriptive, empirical aspects of social theory 
underlie the visionary elements, that is, the author’s vision of what is pos-
sible, either in the best or worst of all possible worlds. Determining what 
is possible depends on one’s understanding the state of the world (past and 
present) and its underlying dynamics. Is it possible to achieve a society in 
which women and men are equally valued and restricted, and where any 
gender divisions of labor that might exist are not based on artificial 
restrictions or benefits? If not, there is no point arguing for such a thing. 
Is it possible—and under what circumstances—for men to release their 
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power over women voluntarily, or would women have to rise up against 
their power to achieve equality? And given the state of women’s submis-
sion to male power, is it possible—and how might it be possible—for 
women to re-imagine their relationship? Will it take some special women 
who lead the way in being independent of women, as Margaret Fuller 
(1845/1997) thought? Or a different form of education, as Mary 
Wollstonecraft (1792) thought? A socialist revolution because of the 
dependence of gender-based power on class-based power, as Clara Zetkin 
(1895) thought? Or the end to the racist legacies of slavery because of the 
linkages of gender-based power with race-based power, as Ida B. Wells 
(1970) suggested in her late nineteenth century writings?

Most people refer to the state of the world in the past to answer this 
kind of “possible worlds” question because of the reasonable view that if 
such a thing could possibly happen, it would have happened somewhere 
already. This is one of the most common arguments used by anti- feminists 
throughout history: If human relationships that feminists envision have 
never existed before in the world, then it is very unlikely that they could 
exist. It is no wonder that during the dawn of women’s studies so many 
feminist historians and anthropologists spent scholarly time trying to 
identify societies marked by unusual gender equality.

But the possible cannot simply be extrapolated from what has been. 
John Stuart Mill (1869) devoted almost the entire first section of The 
Subjection of Women to developing this idea as a methodological point 
because he knew that opponents of gender equality would use the “lack 
of precedent” argument. Mill argued that in the past, physical might was 
the default rule of social organization in most societies. There was slavery, 
domination of the poor by the rich, domination of women by men, all 
enforced by strength and violence. In contemporary society, he argued, 
the rule of might was receding because societies increasingly instituted 
the rule of law, creating new forms of social relations that had not truly 
existed before, and perhaps that had once seemed impossible or unnatu-
ral. In the modern world, people were designing the kinds of societies 
they thought were just rather than letting “might make right.” Thus, he 
said, men still held women in subjection according to the old rules, but 
he believed it was just possible, and certainly as desirable, that that rule of 
“might makes right” of men over women would recede as well.
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Consistent with his belief in the new liberal, more democratic princi-
ples of governance, he thought that in any case, it was not up to men to 
decide what was right for women.

For, according to all the principles involved in modern society, the question 
rests with women themselves—to be decided by their own experience, and 
by the use of their own faculties. There are no means of finding what either 
one person or many can do, but by trying—and no means by which any-
one else can discover for them what it is for their happiness to do or leave 
undone (Mill 1869, 48)

Thus, Mill’s empirical, observational method of analysis led him to be 
one of the great nineteenth century writers advocating a revolution in the 
understanding of women’s social and political position.

Aspirational elements. The crux of feminist theory through much of its 
history has been its normative arguments—its claims about what is right 
and wrong with the world as it exists, how it ought to be, and what solu-
tions might cure the ills. We cannot derive these normative elements 
from the empirical ones discussed above directly, although there have 
been debates about the relationship between the is and ought at least since 
David Hume’s 1739 A Treatise on Nature. But the aspirational, normative 
elements are dependent on the empirical analysis of what is and what 
might be in important ways. Obviously, we cannot aspire to what is 
impossible. But likewise, not all that is possible is preferable.

 Normative Political Theory and Empirical 
Social Science

Although students of the history of normative social theory live in disci-
plines such as political science and sociology, the history of normative 
political and social theory often bears a greater family resemblance to the 
humanities than to the social sciences, where scholars systematically col-
lect, examine, and interpret data. The grammar of social theory, though, 
should remind us that although the core emphases and methods of 
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historical normative theory and contemporary empirical social science 
may differ, they are inextricably linked in crucial, but rarely noticed ways.

As we have seen, a plausible and compelling normative argument—its 
aspirational guidance—depends on the empirical statements about what 
is and could be. Most of the major historical figures in feminist theory 
did not—could not—pursue the evidence required for the empirical 
statements on which their theories depended using the kinds of system-
atic data and analysis a social scientist would require today. They none-
theless generally understood the role and importance of these statements 
in their theory and did the best they could. Many searched the evidence 
they could find to try to go beyond just describing what we now call 
gender relations to trying to understand why they worked the way 
they did.

Many gleaned the available historical record to understand what we 
now call gender and gender relations. Margaret Fuller (1845/1997), for 
example, delved into cultural history, including mythical stories and fig-
ures, to understand what she saw as the debilitating definitions of male 
and female in society that held both men and women back.

Antoinette Brown Blackwell (1875) took on Charles Darwin and 
Herbert Spencer by critically examining their interpretation of the empir-
ical evidence, of evolution and gender differentiation. She outlined her 
own observations, using the same underlying Darwinian logic of func-
tionality and the dynamics of evolution—the notion of survival of the 
fittest. In The Sexes Throughout Nature (1875), Blackwell demonstrates 
(to her own satisfaction, at least) that the survival, functional adaptation, 
and flourishing of the human species depend on a certain amount of dif-
ferentiation in characteristics, skills, and roles between women and men. 
But, she argued, if a certain amount of differentiation between the sexes 
is functional for humans to survive and flourish, then it is only logical 
that these differences be equally valued and allowed equal influence in 
society, not subordinated one to the other. Her “empirical” work is out-
lined in a chart showing essentially an equation of conventionally under-
stood “masculine” and “feminine” attributes (creating much amusement 
among today’s students) that together balance to create the functional 
human. Although today we recognize her “observations” are based in 
gender stereotypes—as were Darwin’s and certainly Spencer’s—her work 
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is an excellent early example of what happens when a feminist eye re- 
analyzes the same kind of data more male-centered scientists interpreted 
before her (Blackwell 1875, 55–58).

Normative theory usually contains masses of empirical statements, 
even if they are not well grounded in evidence. And empirical, data- 
oriented social scientists are often motivated to do their work because 
they think the resulting knowledge matters and can aid in the improve-
ment of society and politics by guiding policy, education, and institu-
tional choices. Why else would feminist scholars devote their attention to 
discovering what decreases the education gap in STEM fields, or what 
causes violence against women, or what conditions enhance the engage-
ment and representation of women in politics, or how to create condi-
tions that foster women’s ability to participate fully and with due 
compensation in the work force?

Normative political and social theory and empirical social science are 
also tied together in another way. Although one can argue that there have 
“always” been examples of proto-feminist theory, our contemporary heri-
tage was launched in a serious way by writings and debates from the 
eighteenth century, especially in the rise of Enlightenment-drenched lib-
eral theory. From that intellectual space, with its emphasis on observation 
of human thought, behavior, and institutions rather than faith; human 
dignity, rights and liberty that accrue commonly (although with signifi-
cant limits, such as those related to gender, race, and class) to individuals; 
and capacities of human development and learning, women and other 
subalterns found fertile ground in which to query, explore, subvert, and 
rebel against their subjection. One after another, a growing stream of 
writers from Mary Wollstonecraft on took up their pens, then their type-
writers, and eventually their computers, to examine their societies to 
understand the condition of women, to imagine the possibilities for an 
alternative world, and to argue for directions of redress and social refor-
mation or revolution.

The Enlightenment was not just the founding era of liberal theory and 
its offspring, feminist theory. The same era and many of the same people 
also launched the development of social science or, as it was often called 
in the beginning, moral science.3 As Isaac Newton and other scientists 
began to reveal the underlying laws of the physical world, other thinkers 
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became convinced that if they took up the same methods of observation 
they could understand the underlying laws of the social world. Their 
motivation was grounded in a shifting relationship to religion.

Enlightenment thinkers rejected simple faith in the word of God as 
conveyed by the words of religious authorities and texts, while not at the 
same time religion or faith in God. For believers (many eighteenth and 
nineteenth century scientists and social philosophers were also ministers), 
the amazing discovery of an unseen but powerful force like gravity could 
only mean that it had been created by God as part of the mechanism of 
creating order and coherence in the universe. If only they could discover 
the operational principles underlying the social world of politics, eco-
nomics, and human behavior, they could reach greater understanding of 
God’s rule and law and perfect society. Mary Wollstonecraft offers a good 
example of this view: “The examples of Lord Bacon, Mr. Locke, and Sir 
Isaac Newton, among many other first names in philosophy, are sufficient 
evidence that religious belief is perfectly compatible with the clearest and 
most enlarged understanding” (Wollstonecraft (1789) 1989, 324). This 
pursuit of knowledge gained from systematic observation and analysis in 
order to discern the principles of God’s universe was also, to a large 
degree, the modern foundation of empirical social science.

Approaches to and methods of empirical research have obviously 
changed dramatically over the past two-and-a-half centuries. We have 
gained a lot in precision. We have become much more demanding with 
respect to testing alternative hypotheses and checking for robustness of 
our findings. But it is important to recognize the family linkage and 
resemblance between what contemporary social scientists do and what 
political and social theorists have done for centuries.

 Feminist Theory and Empirical Observation: 
Problems of Trusting What We See

Reading the history of feminist social theory, one cannot help but notice 
how many of these writers seemed driven to consider problems in what 
we now call the philosophy and sociology of knowledge as a part of their 
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efforts to understand how the oppression of women had come about, 
what forces maintained it or could change it. Why did the world around 
them seem so blind to the dynamics and injustices they saw? How should 
they think about their own perceptions and arguments when the force of 
public and expert opinion seemed to weigh so heavily against them? How 
could people see such different facts about the world? Whose perceptions 
of the world could they trust?

Mary Wollstonecraft, like others of her late-eighteenth-century era, 
commented on the impact of prejudices in reducing people’s ability to 
observe accurately and analyze critically.

When we read a book which supports our favourite opinions, how eagerly 
do we suck in the doctrines, and suffer our minds placidly to reflect the 
images which illustrate the tenets we have embraced? We indolently or 
quietly acquiesce in the conclusion, and our spirit animates and connects 
the various subjects. But, on the contrary, when we peruse a skillful writer, 
who does not coincide in opinions with us, how is the mind on the watch 
to detect fallacy? ((1790) 1989, 53)

Wollstonecraft defined this kind of self-justifying rationality as the prod-
uct of an immature mind, one that had not been trained properly in criti-
cal discernment, and thus relied on first impressions, emotions, and prior 
beliefs. She understood that typically, people’s perceptions of the condi-
tions of the world around them are not very reliable:

It may be laid down as a general maxim, that the first relations of travellers 
are false. They judge of appearances in a new country under the prejudices 
of ideas and habits contracted to their own. They judge from particular 
instances that may happen to have occurred to them, of the stature, the 
figure, and the features of a whole nation. Philosophers ought never to 
admit a fact on the relations of travellers … till the observation has been 
repeated, extended, and compared in many different lights, with other 
facts. (Wollstonecraft 1788, 52)

This is a demand for more comparative and systematic analysis.
Wollstonecraft’s observations on everyday observation and thinking 

are entirely consistent with the work of our contemporary giant in the 
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study of cognition, the psychologist Daniel Kahneman. His work, 
Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011) details with masses of experimental evi-
dence how bad we are at perception and analysis when we are thinking 
fast, casually, or when what we are thinking about something that might 
have emotional consequences for us. As Kahneman shows, even experts 
are bad at perception and analysis in areas of their own expertise when 
they are not engaged specifically in critical and mindful analytical think-
ing. As Wollstonecraft’s and Kahneman’s work (among others) suggests, 
we can be very misguided in trusting the observations of ourselves and 
others with whom we agree too much and mistrusting the observations 
of people with whom we disagree too much.

Other feminist theorists focused more on the special problems of per-
ception and cognition under conditions of inequality or oppression. In 
arguing that “the legal subordination of one sex to the other … is now 
one of the chief obstacles to human improvement,” John Stuart Mill 
(1869) knew that he would encounter great obstacles in making his case 
because of the role of feeling in views that people hold with commitment.

So long as an opinion is strongly rooted in the feelings, it gains rather than 
loses in stability by having a preponderating weight of argument against it. 
For if it were accepted as a result of argument, the refutation of the argu-
ment might shake the solidity of the conviction; but when it rests solely on 
feeling, the worse it fares in argumentative contest, the more persuaded its 
adherents are that their feeling must have some deeper ground, which the 
arguments do not reach; and while the feeling remains, it is always throw-
ing up fresh intrenchments of argument to repair any breach made in the 
old. And there are so many causes tending to make the feelings connected 
with this subject the most intense and most deeply-rooted of all those 
which gather round and protect old institutions and customs, that we need 
not wonder to find them as yet less undermined and loosened than any of 
the rest by the progress of the great modern spiritual and social transition; 
nor suppose that the barbarisms to which men cling longest must be less 
barbarisms than those which they earlier shake off (Mill 1869, 2)

Mill was especially wary of unexamined contentions about what is natu-
ral in human behavior and thought (what is natural generally does not 
seem to require close examination and carefully collected and analyzed 
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evidence), and he was especially skeptical under conditions of inequality. 
“[Was] there ever any domination that didn’t appear natural to those who 
possessed it?” (Mill 1869).

Antoinette Brown Blackwell made a similar point in her treatise criti-
cizing and, she thought, correcting, Spencer and Darwin. “Any positive 
thinker is compelled to see everything in the light of his own convictions. 
The more active and dominant one’s opinions, the more liable they must 
be to modify his rendering of related facts—roping them inadvertently 
into the undue service of his theories” (Blackwell 1875, 13). She believed 
that men like Spencer and Darwin saw and interpreted the facts of sexual 
differentiation wrongly because they were men, because their perceptions 
that were biased in their own favor.

The older psychologists not only studied nature from the male stand-
point—as indeed, they must chiefly, being generally men—but they inter-
preted facts by the accepted theory that the male is the representative type 
of the species—the female a modification preordained in the interest of 
reproduction and in that interest only or chiefly. (Blackwell 1875, 16–17)

One could cite many other examples of feminist writers who took up this 
problem of alternative versions of facts that stem from different percep-
tions based in the impact of what contemporary cognitive psychologists 
call motivated reasoning (Kraft et al. 2015). People respond to facts and 
evidence differently depending on their political and personal commit-
ments, not necessarily because they have “different” facts, but because 
“one side [may be] more motivated to acknowledge particular facts than 
the other at any given point in time” (Schaffner and Roche 2017, 104).

But while many feminist theorists argued that the men who domi-
nated the study of human beings had their facts wrong about gender, very 
few argued that women generally knew better. They implied that women 
might see differently, and their views merited as much respect as men’s. 
But few, if any, argued that women were immune to the human tenden-
cies of motivated and partial perception and reasoning, at least until the 
introduction of the idea of standpoint theory in the 1970s by authors such 
as Sandra Harding, Nancy Hartsock, and Dorothy Smith (Harding 2004).
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Simone de Beauvoir offered a nuanced perspective on the problem of 
motivated reasoning and perception and trust:

But how, then, will we ask the question? And in the first place, who are we 
to ask it? Men are judge and party: so are women. Can an angel be found? 
In fact, an angel would be ill qualified to speak, would not understand all 
the givens of the problem; as for the hermaphrodite, it is a case of its own: 
it is not both a man and a woman, but neither man nor woman. I think 
certain women are still best suited to elucidate the situation of women. (de 
Beauvoir 2009, 35)

The point here is that all human beings have a standpoint and therefore 
partial truth “from their point of view.” This does not mean that anyone’s 
view is as good as anyone else’s, and given people’s standpoints and what 
contemporary social scientists would call their motivated reasoning, de 
Beauvoir firmly believed that women, by becoming the Subjects of their 
own lives, have an understanding of women’s situation that men can-
not have.

At the same time, de Beauvoir did not argue that they have the full or 
only truth about women. Moreover, her existentialism would not have 
allowed her to argue that any woman can speak on behalf of, or cast full 
understanding on the situation of all women. To say otherwise would be 
to essentialize women, which is exactly what she spent massive numbers 
of pages arguing against. With our contemporary emphasis on both the 
constructed nature of gender and on intersectionality, the idea that there 
is an essential or common womanhood becomes an even more absurd a 
position to take.

If more contemporary feminist scholars engaged more with their 
historical predecessors, they would benefit from interacting with these 
thoughtful people who lived in circumstances different from their own. 
They would learn that some of their own insights are not as brand new 
as they might assume and could learn from these earlier observations. 
This lack of historical insight leads many of our contemporaries to dis-
miss our predecessors as simply as a bunch of folks taking a “white lib-
eral, middle class” perspective, not nearly as insightful as we are today. 
Mary Wollstonecraft, for example, integrated a deep awareness of the 
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interactions between gender and class in her writing, and Ida B. Wells—
who must be included as a member of the historical feminist theory 
canon—did the same with respect to gender and race. We have much to 
learn and much to contribute, all of which would be enriched by more 
modesty about what today can offer on its own.

 Politics, Representation, and Gendered Ways 
of Seeing

From the late eighteenth century through the nineteenth and the twenti-
eth, feminist theorists increasingly called for women’s rights to speak for 
themselves, first literally, just in the right to speak in private, then in 
public, then in politics. The time had come for women to speak for them-
selves, from their own perspectives. As Mary Beard (2017) has elegantly 
argued, the suppression of women’s speech was the main mechanism for 
her oppression, and the increasing power to speak is her liberation.

A critical perennial question in democratic theory and practice in rep-
resentative democracies is who can speak for women, in their interests? 
Under the regime of common law, men spoke for women—their daugh-
ters and wives—because women could have no interests independent of 
those men, and thus had no need for a voice. Even after the common law 
property regime ended, women still did not have the right to claim their 
voice in representation through the vote. In the past century, since women 
in the US have had the right to vote, there has been a longstanding debate 
over whether women can be well-represented while legislatures are so 
predominantly male.

Not surprisingly, there is a lively literature in political science exploring 
the question of whether women have distinct interests that can be repre-
sented, and whether descriptive representation—the idea that people 
should be represented by people who “look like” them—is required for 
women to be well-represented (Sapiro 1981; Mansbridge 1999; Brown 
2014; Homola 2017; O’Brien and Rickne 2016). This is a very challeng-
ing question in practice. If only a woman can represent women well, does 
that mean only a man can represent men well? What can it mean to rep-
resent a group as large and diverse as “women?” And given the reality that 
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one person is elected to represent hundreds of thousands of people, 
descriptive representation at the individual representative-to-constituent 
level is an impossibility, except for a very small portion of the electorate, 
so descriptive representation can only truly exist at the collective level in 
any case. Despite the challenges, it seems wrong to say that gender doesn’t 
matter in representation, that it would be perfectly fine for all members 
of Congress, for example to be men. And if that seems fine, then it should 
also be fine for all members of Congress to be women. How would most 
critics of identity politics and descriptive representation feel about that 
outcome?

Democratic theories of gendered representation connect with political 
psychology around the question of whether women and men see the 
political world in ways that could be consequential for governance and 
policy-making. A large body of research shows that while there are some 
differences between women’s and men’s political attitudes, there is con-
siderably more commonality than difference, and the degree of those dif-
ferences changes over time.4

One of the most widely accepted conclusions among political scien-
tists who study public opinion and elections that is also least well-recog-
nized in the general public is that representational politics in the United 
States is organized around political parties and other social group affilia-
tions much more than it is ideology or other configurations of coherent 
attitudes toward political issues and public policy (Achen and Bartels 
2016; Kinder and Kalmoe 2017). The visible and dramatic increase in 
political polarization of the American public we have witnessed in recent 
decades is largely a function of crystallizing social group identities, most 
notably (and probably least recognized), the strengthening of identifica-
tion with political parties in “us-them” social group terms much as people 
might identify with religions or ethnic groups.5 And, indeed, the parties 
are encouraging this as candidates of both parties exert their leadership 
and appeal through identity politics that further tie their parties to iden-
tity (Sides et al. 2018).

This tendency in contemporary American politics is crucial for under-
standing gender and representation because of the gender difference in 
political party attachment that emerged around 1980, with women iden-
tifying more with the Democratic party, and men more with the 
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Republican party. The size and composition of that difference—the well- 
known “gender gap”—varies across elections and contexts, but it has 
been persistent and consequential, especially in relatively close elections. 
Given the conventional view that men are the normal in politics, and 
women’s behavior requires special gender-based explanation, pundits and 
others tend to try to explain the partisan gender difference as a phenom-
enon driven by something particular to women’s lives and views. But 
rigorous scholarship has made it clear that the original difference was 
driven largely by a shift in white men’s macropartisanship away from the 
Democratic party that was not replicated as strongly among women 
(Kaufmann and Petrocik 1999). Since that time, both men and women 
have done further sorting across the parties in response to party leaders’ 
issue stands and other provided group identities such as race-based iden-
tity (Ondercin 2017).

If we look at the results of the 2016 and 2018 American elections, we 
can see the implications of the integration of partisan identity with other 
identities. Still thinking that social group demographics or even social 
identities have pure, direct impacts on citizens’ reactions to candidates 
and issues, many people seemed to expect that women would vote in 
massive proportions for Hillary Clinton, a Democrat and the first major 
party female candidate in American history, rather than for Donald 
Trump, an energetic sexist. When it turned out that 52% of white women 
voted for Donald Trump, many people expressed shock, and in some 
quarters, derision. But what much of the public and pundits did not 
grasp is that partisanship drives voting behavior more than anything else 
does, and at that time, a slight majority of white women—and a much 
larger majority of white men—were Republicans. In contrast, for exam-
ple, the vast majority of African Americans—men and women—were 
Democrats. Partisanship does not change quickly. In 2016 and again in 
2018, the vast majority of Republicans (regardless of gender or race) 
voted Republican, and the vast majority of Democrats (regardless of gen-
der or race) voted Democratic. There is, however, a continuing shift of 
white women—especially well-educated women—toward the Democratic 
party. It is important to understand that there tends to be a gender differ-
ence in partisanship among not just white people, but also African 
Americans and Latinos. Yet, because the partisanship divide among white 
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people may soon span the 50–50 divide, it will have especially important 
consequences for the politics of polarization in America because it could 
have noticeable impacts on close elections.

 Gendered Ways of Seeing the Politics 
of Gender

Gender and sexuality are more a subject of politics than they ever were 
before, and both the increased participation of women in politics and the 
gender differences in partisanship will keep these issues on the table. I 
conclude, therefore, with a brief look at gender differences in gender ste-
reotyping and prejudice—how the public sees the “what is” and “what 
might be” in the nature of gender in society.

Most contemporary research shows that while there are some gender 
differences in holding gender-based stereotypes and perceiving women 
and men differently, these gender differences are not as large and ubiqui-
tous as casual discussion sometimes suggests.

Research on stereotype and prejudice—beliefs about generalizable 
group-based characteristics of character and behavior and attitudes 
toward particular social groups—shows that the impact of stereotyping 
requires two steps. The first is holding the expectation that members of a 
particular social group have common characteristics of character and/or 
behavior. The second is actually applying those expectations when one 
perceives members of that group or takes action with respect to members 
of that group. In other words, the mere existence of stereotypes or preju-
dice isn’t enough—they have to be activated in particular circumstances 
to have an effect (Kinder and Kam 2009; Dovidio and Gaertner 2010; 
Macrae and Quadflieg 2010).

Some nice experimental research by Nichole M. Bauer (2014) illus-
trates the point and provides evidence (again) that both men and women 
hold gender-based stereotypes, that those stereotypes have to be activated 
to make a difference in what men and women see and how they evaluate 
people based on gender, and that context matters in engaging these ste-
reotypes, and in different ways for different people. Bauer designed an 
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experimental study to test this in the context of elections and attitudes 
toward candidates.

Bauer found, consistent with most research, that women were some-
what less likely to hold gender-based stereotypes than men. But she found 
that that these stereotypes are activated by particular campaign messages, 
so context makes a difference in whether the stereotypes are applied. She 
also found that female stereotypes are more likely to be activated in men 
than in women, but the differences were not dramatic.

Related research by Krupnikov et al. (2016) shows that survey research 
may overestimate people’s willingness to support female candidates. An 
experimental study showed that when research participants were given a 
chance to “save face” when not supporting the female candidate—for 
example, by offering an explanation for their choice—support for the 
female candidate declined, especially among research participants who 
were more “self-monitoring” (Berinsky 2004), that is, who had height-
ened awareness of how they present themselves. Krupnikov, Piston, and 
Bauer showed that these results were similar for women and men.

The point, once again, is that at least since the eighteenth century, femi-
nist theorists have observed and tried to understand the dynamics of how 
men and women perceive, think about, evaluate, and react to men and 
women. In feminist theories of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
these observations served two purposes. One was to understand the rela-
tionships between men and women and their behavior toward each other. 
The other was, in a sense, part of the methodology of theorizing from a 
position of a minority view. Both Mary Wollstonecraft and John Stuart 
Mill, for example—one woman from an impoverished family and possess-
ing no rights and one man from distinguished parentage possessing the full 
rights of his day—knew that their view of the facts about men’s and wom-
en’s situation, relationships, and possibilities would be understood as crazed 
in the dominant view of their time. It would be surprising if such deep 
thinkers as these did not consider how it was that they could see the world 
so differently from the dominant opinion and how their view of the facts 
of the world could stand against all of that and be right.

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, we might not have better 
tools and methods for defining our aspirations for a better world than our 
predecessors had, but we do have better tools and methods for observing 
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and understanding what is (and has been), what influences the presence 
or absence of what is, and what could be in the world.

Let’s look at a final, poignant example. Feminist theorists did not just 
concern themselves with why and how men oppressed women. They also 
asked, repeatedly, why women so rarely visibly rebelled, why they seemed 
so complicit, why women often seem to uphold the very system that 
degrades and oppresses them. They explored the ways women’s lack of 
education and opportunities for intellectual development left them 
unable to achieve the independence or vision they would need to seek 
alternatives. They pointed out, in various ways, that in a world that 
offered women few means for supporting themselves independently and, 
until the twentieth century, no rights over their own children, they were 
trapped on a self-destructive path where attracting a husband and con-
tinuing to please him regardless of her feelings or his behavior was just 
about the only means for survival. Wollstonecraft launched a stream of 
analysis for more than 300 years that considered power dynamics from a 
proto-social psychological view, examining the impact of oppressive 
power (in her case, based on gender, class, and occasionally race) on per-
ception of self and other, as well as everyday social interaction.

These perennial questions have been raised anew in contemporary 
social science, as scholars probe the dynamics of such problems as partner 
violence and sexual harassment with better analytical tools than our pre-
decessors had. Many people were shocked to learn of the extent of sexual 
harassment in 2017 when the revelations of the #MeToo movement 
spread across conventional and social media. That was followed by further 
shock at the news of the sexual abuse of hundreds of children at the hands 
of the team doctor for US gymnastics.6 People’s trouble in coming to grips 
with the extent of the continuing abuse of women and girls suggests how 
much research we still need to understand the state of the world, the pos-
sibilities, and the best paths to take to achieve justice. It also points to the 
need for new approaches to public education: Communities of scholars 
who study sexual harassment and abuse were likely not surprised by the 
revelations either of #MeToo or the experience of the girls and young 
women associated with US gymnastics. Creative conversations across the 
ages with feminist theorists of past centuries and social scientists of today 
can help us achieve this thoughtful and necessary analysis.
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Notes

1. The interdisciplinary field called women’s studies in the 1970s has been 
variously renamed, often to the tune of considerable debate and some-
times acrimony, and it has been transformed substantively and theoreti-
cally since that period. Here I refer to feminist studies as that interdisciplinary 
field marked by feminism and feminist theory, and the self-described 
“feminist” scholarship in all disciplines.

2. In this essay, I speak of “theory” and “feminist theory” as a shorthand for 
social or political theory. Some of what I discuss here applies to some liter-
ary theory, but not all of it, and probably not most of contemporary femi-
nist literary theory that derives from postmodern approaches.

3. What follows is a very simplified version of the history of social science 
likely of little interest—and perhaps annoying—to the specialist.

4. It is instructive to review the compilation of data and reports on gender 
available on the website of the Pew Research Center: www.pewresearch.
org/topics/gender/. Accessed 12/2/2018.

5. Saying that political party identification is strengthening in this matter 
does not deny that a significant minority of Americans define themselves 
as Independents (i.e., lacking a party identification). It is a statement 
about the psychological and social function of partisanship for those who 
do identify with a party, combined with the fact that political parties—
and the two major parties in particular—are baked into the American 
political system as essential structural features of it.

6. My longer discussion and analysis, drawing together empirical and nor-
mative analysis, can be found in Sapiro 2018.
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12
Gendered Organizations: Fifty Years 

and Counting

Patricia Yancey Martin

 Introduction

As with other scholarly developments, the gendered organizations sub- 
discipline or academic specialty emerged from multiple socio-cultural, 
political, and economic currents. Not the least of these was the second 
wave women’s movement which, as historians have documented, began 
in the late 1960s/early 1970s and fostered passage by the US Congress of 
the Equal Rights Amendment (in 1972). Emboldened by the movement, 
women across the nation pointed to disparities between men and women 
in jobs, opportunities, earnings, rights, and authority/power and 
expressed their disapproval. Many took to the streets to demand change.

In the 1970s, academics began addressing women’s labor, paid and 
unpaid, and other issues that particularly affect women—motherhood, 
prostitution, sexual violence, and sexual harassment. In prior decades, 
sociological structural-functional theory fostered a view of women as 
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properly in the home and men as properly in the extra-home world. 
Women’s fulfillment of their “natural” roles as wife/mother/homemaker 
led to equating home and family with women and paid work with men. 
Thus, some reasoned, no need to study women in the cold commercial 
world when they are happily safe at home. Yet, given women’s participa-
tion in major industrial jobs during World War II and the refusal of many 
to return to “home and hearth” after the war, these assumptions by soci-
ologists and other labor market scholars proved to be short-sighted, as 
they soon learned. Labor and work scholars in the 1950s and 1960s had 
done even worse, ignoring women who were employed out of neces-
sity—single mothers, working class, poor, race/ethnic minority women—
seemingly equating all women with white, middle-class, married mothers 
whose husbands support the household.

Although more of women’s activities became fit subjects for sociologi-
cal study in the 1970s (and later)—from what women did as workers to 
where they could be found as workers—minimal attention was given to 
the heretofore neglected study of organizations relative to gender. Most 
research ignored the organizational contexts where work is done and the 
critical influence of organizational structure, culture, and practices on 
women’s (and men’s) lives went largely unrecognized.1

In this chapter, I offer a personal account of the development of gen-
dered organizations scholarship over several decades. To tell the story, I 
reflect on my experiences and relate them to events and research that 
foresaw the field. My hope is for readers to gain insights into how gender 
is interpreted and practiced at work and how gendering dynamics in 
organizations became a legitimate scholarship-worthy issue. I also hope 
the chapter shows readers the value of understanding organizations—all 
types of organizations—including how their ideologies, practices, and 
uses of gender affect contemporary life.

 Organizations and Me

As a young woman, I was slow to recognize the significance of organiza-
tions for their members and communities (Perrow 1986; Jeanes et  al. 
2011). I failed to realize how much of social life is lived through them. In 
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time though, I realized that organizations are everywhere in developed 
economics including, for example, where we learn, work out, purchase 
food, operate machinery, assemble automobiles, sell insurance, worship, 
and undergo surgery. The organizational hand of the state—local, state, 
national, and global—instructs, enables, and constrains, as I realized 
as well.

In the 1980s, reflections associated with an invited paper on the topic 
of “organizations and biography” prompted me to reflect deliberately 
about organizations (Martin 1990c). Thus, I recalled that the 
Congregational Christian Church in small town Alabama had exposed 
me to Black youth whom I had never encountered and revealed to me the 
racially unjust conditions in which they lived (e.g., no paved streets, no 
indoor plumbing, no police protection). Not only was I stunned, but my 
views on race were forever changed. So too did the Girl Scouts USA 
influence me in many ways. I particularly recalled its principled stand 
regarding a meeting site for hundreds of girls to participate in an “inter- 
racial” meeting in Atlanta in 1956 (we met in a Red Cross building, one 
of two venues that allowed inter-racial gatherings). I saw the unchecked 
power of the textile manufacturing company in my hometown where 
management fought unionization and terminated people at will, for 
example, if they drank alcohol, had an “affair,” tried to attract an enter-
tainment business (e.g., a bowling alley), organized a referendum to 
incorporate into a city, and so on. I did not, however, realize how central 
gender was to this and other organizations until later. (The company also 
refused to hire African American women and men in production jobs; 
Martin 1990c).

A graduate student seminar in the 1960s on the Sociology of Work 
focused on jobs and occupations, prompting my career-long interest in 
the study of work, but it failed to alert me to the significance of organiza-
tions where work is done. Yet other experiences in the 1960s/1970s did. 
One was a research project on social welfare organizations—Public 
Welfare and Vocational Rehabilitation—in four US states (New Jersey, 
West Virginia, Florida, and Arkansas). Another was a class action lawsuit 
about sex discrimination at my home university.

The research project required me to interview, observe, and collect data 
from staff in multiple organizations seeking to help welfare recipients 
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return to the labor force by offering counseling and services from voca-
tional rehabilitation. My visits to 11 agencies in four states let me talk 
with staff on various issues and suggested early on that the organization 
for which they worked shaped staff views. That is, the views of a welfare 
worker in Florida resembled the views of welfare workers in New Jersey 
more than they resembled the views of rehabilitation counselors in 
Florida, and the same held true for rehabilitation workers across states. 
Workers were unaware that their hostility toward the “other agency” was 
a reflection of their organizations’ philosophy, policies, and practices 
more than the flaws of the other agency. I began to realize that an organi-
zation’s influence on its members is extensive, as Blau and Scott 
(1962/2003) showed in a study of human service workers: The employ-
ing organization predicted workers’ orientation to clients better than 
occupation/profession did (e.g., psychiatrist, nurse, and social worker). 
In addition to this project, I observed this same effect in the late 1970s in 
residential welfare organizations in England (Martin 1990a, 2000) and in 
a myriad of US-based organizations over many years.

Another experience around this time prompted awareness of gender 
in/on organizations. As a young faculty member, I had assumed that uni-
versities assigned duties and rewards based on objective merit, making 
gender irrelevant. My university conducted a ten-year reaccreditation 
study in 1970 that directed academic units to compare women’s and 
men’s duties, ranks, salaries, and research support. Among its findings, it 
revealed that three men at my rank were, respectively, earning 4, 6, and 
10 thousand dollars a year more than I, despite my equal or superior 
record and their having been hired when I was.2 My initial reaction was 
to question myself and my value to the organization but, after talking 
with others, my depression morphed into anger. Ultimately, nine (of 41) 
Florida State University women who were identified as subject to gender 
bias—on tenure, promotion, salary, research assistants, laboratory space, 
travel support, or teaching assignments—lodged a class action lawsuit 
against the university in federal court (in 1971; Martin 1990c). I was one 
of the nine.

The lawsuit lasted throughout the 1970s and some of the plaintiffs 
became ill from stress associated with it. In a negotiated settlement in 
1978, the court ordered the university to allow us to revamp our 
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university’s affirmative action plan (which we did) and the university to 
implement our version. As a result, many Florida State University 
women—and women in universities across the state—received promo-
tions, tenure, and pay raises although, within a few years, inequity was 
again in ascendance. The pursuit of gender equity is, I now realized, a 
journey not an event.3 Since universities pride themselves on being “sci-
entifically objective,” I was surprised to learn they perpetrate gender bias, 
although Theodore (1978) documented this practice in nearly 500 US 
colleges and universities in this same time period. If universities are this 
way, imagine what corporations and government agencies are like, as well 
as small businesses and professional associations. As a PhD chemist in a 
global chemical company told me in the 1990s, her male colleague often 
commented to other men in her presence that “Women are not creative 
enough to do chemistry” (Martin 1997a). Gender justice is thus prob-
lematic at multiple levels—among peers (Conley 1998) as well as between 
employers and employees.

With these accounts as background, I offer a brief historical overview 
of how gender entered into the scholarly focus on organizations.

 The 1970s: Gender and Organizations?

Organization theory in the 1970s—and in many respects today—was 
based on a rational-choice model that assumed that organizational lead-
ers (read managers)—implicitly men—had efficiency and effectiveness as 
their chief concerns. Accepting the claim that organizations are sites 
where gender is practiced (Martin 2003) was beyond the pale. Members’ 
gender (like race and other such distinctions) was (were) considered irrel-
evant—despite nearly all organizations having (white) men clustered at 
the top and women, if present, clustered at lower levels. Three years 
before Kanter’s (1977) path-breaking book appeared (see below), Joan 
Acker and co-author Don Van Houten (1974) drew attention to “struc-
tural factors such as differential recruitment and sex-linked control 
mechanisms” because “Sex differences in organizational behavior … have 
been variously interpreted but rarely related to sex segregation and dif-
ferential power in organizations” (1974, 152). They alleged that attention 
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needs to be paid to how organizations are structured according to sex (the 
term used at the time for gender). Acker followed her advice and in time 
inaugurated a gendered organizations academic specialty.

The publication of Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s case study of a large chemi-
cal company in 1977 (Men and Women of the Corporation) was a water-
shed event. Her analysis revealed that gender composition, opportunity, 
and structure accounted for women’s failure to achieve high status, not 
women’s lack of talent or ambition. When men predominate in number 
and authority/power, women stand out as deviants subject to negative 
views of their limitations and inabilities. Changing the numerical distri-
bution of women and men can change the dynamics between and among 
them Kanter said, and over time, a large body of research supported her 
thesis, although with exceptions and qualifications. Kanter’s book inspired 
research on the gender composition of groups and paved the way for a 
conception of organizations as fundamentally gendered.

Other studies exposed organizations’ diverse uses of gender in the 1970s. 
Stephen Marglin (1974) showed how from the early days of British capi-
talism women were recruited to work in factory settings because men—
husbands and fathers—refused to work there because they would be 
monitored. Men were later recruited to serve as women’s supervisors, 
however, creating a gendered hierarchy that exists today. Harry Braverman 
(1974) showed how, two centuries later, contemporary capitalism 
degrades secretarial work by creating “typing pools,” which employers 
view as efficient but which secretaries experience as alienating. Joan Acker 
and Donald Van Houten (1974) challenged claims of the famous 
Hawthorne studies (Roethlisberger and Dixon 1939) by noting that the 
researchers failed to take gender into account, thus invalidating their 
claims about a universal Hawthorne Effect.4 Acker and Van Houten 
noted that workers continued to work, as instructed, even when the 
lighting was so low they could barely see, likely because of their gender—
as women. Men would likely have refused or otherwise resisted. Women 
(in the Chicago area) needed their jobs; it was during the Great Depression 
and they were less secure in the labor force than men were, conditions 
that likely fostered compliance. As noted earlier, Acker and Van Houten 
urged organizational scholars to take “sex structuring” into account.
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Although my academic specialties by the late 70s were gender and 
organizations, I like many others lacked a conception of gendered organi-
zations. I knew how to study organizations but my conception of gender 
was categorical and static more than critical and dynamic. I (and many 
others) was not yet attuned to gendering dynamics. I was also disadvan-
taged by not knowing field research methods and had come to believe 
that one must be “inside” an organization to understand how it works. (I 
was trained as a survey researcher.) I obtained sabbatical leave in 1979 to 
study organizations in England with a goal of learning field methods. My 
focus was organizational conflict, however, and not gender, although I 
did attend to gender (e.g., gender composition; Martin 1990a). To make 
a much-needed theoretical leap, I needed to wait for Joan Acker’s (1990) 
theory of gendered organizations.

 The 1980s: Confirmation—Yes, Virginia, 
Gender Matters

Research on gender and organizations improved in the 1980s. Arguably, 
the most influential research of the decade was by done by William 
Bielby, James Baron, and associates, who with numerous articles, book 
chapters, and professional meeting presentations became undisputed 
experts on gender and organizations.5 Using data from hundreds of orga-
nizations, public and private, and hundreds of jobs/positions spanning 
multiple decades, their quantitative findings undermined claims that 
gender is irrelevant at work (Bielby and Baron 1984, 1986). They con-
firmed that organizational policies and practices are extensively gendered, 
often in surprising ways, and argued that institutional environments were 
largely responsible. They studied organizations that were intentionally 
‘single sex’ and others that segregated men and women who performed 
identical work by locating them in separate rooms to minimize compari-
son and obscure men’s higher wages. In analyzing longitudinal data from 
the California career service system, Baron et al. (1991) found sex- specific 
language showing that from the outset, recruitment and compensation 
was based on the gender and race/ethnic composition of workers in 
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particular positions and the disparities created by that practice remained 
in place decades later.

Also in the 1980s, Barbara Reskin (1988) urged gender scholars to 
“bring the men back in,” urging attention to how men actively exclude 
women from powerful positions, opportunities, and honors. Merit, qual-
ifications, and experience affect these dynamics but when only men per-
form such functions, the result seldom favors women.6 Cynthia 
Cockburn’s research (1985) affirmed Reskin’s thesis in a study of 11 orga-
nizations in four industries showing that the best jobs—less repetitive, 
less place-bound, more interesting—were reserved by men for men, while 
women were relegated to less desirable jobs. Samuel Cohn (1985) docu-
mented, for the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, how Britain’s national 
railway organization refused to hire women (whom they knew would 
accept less pay) to protect their well-paying jobs for men, whereas the 
national postal service that needed more employees and knew women 
would work for less, hired women aggressively. In identical time periods, 
that is, these national organizations employed mirror-image gender strat-
egies to accomplish their goals: One kept women out; one actively 
recruited women.

 1990s: Gendered Organizations Theory 
and Research Burgeons

The path-breaking development in the 1990s was Joan Acker’s article 
(1990) that addressed why gender is so central to the structure and opera-
tions of organizations. The publication of “Hierarchies, Jobs, Bodies: A 
Theory of Gendered Organizations” prompted a new specialty, that of 
gendered organizations (Acker 1992a, b, 1998, 2006). Acker argued that 
organizations prefer male bodies in part because men neither gestate nor 
breastfeed, nor are they encumbered by home and child care demands. 
Male bodies are free to prioritize work over personal—home/childcare—
concerns. The very definition of ideal employee is one who is willing to 
work long hours, attend endless meetings, travel extensively, and func-
tion without being burdened by intrusive responsibilities such as a sick 
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child. Thus, women who are objectively qualified are nevertheless 
“wrong.”7 Since 1990, a burgeoning body of research has explored Acker’s 
theory in sociology, management (Calas et al. 2014), and communica-
tions (Ashcraft and Harris 2014), among other fields, and confirmed the 
utility of her thesis.

A gendered organizations approach sees gender as an ongoing interac-
tional process embedded in everyday practices that constitute and sustain 
organizations. The notion that gender is an achievement, a result (often) 
of routine action and interaction (West and Zimmerman 1987; 
Fenstermaker and West 2002), and not an innate quality of individuals, 
suggests that gender is not simply brought into organizations by mem-
bers like a virus that infects an otherwise gender-neutral space. It is a 
central component of organizations, both official and informal, and is 
also emergent in occupational structures, work cultures, and the enact-
ment of identities. Critical of how organizations perpetuate inequality by 
selecting and rewarding only some types of people, gendered organiza-
tion scholars analyzed the impact of everyday gendered practices on their 
members and on society.

Agreeing that organizations are “inherently [characteristically] gen-
dered,” Joanne Martin and Kathleen Knopoff (1997) reminded us of 
Max Weber’s (1947) claims that women are too emotional to work in 
rational-legal bureaucracies. Such a claim places women in the position 
of always having to “break in,” required to prove themselves. Of course, 
when cheap labor is desired or when men eschew a particular job, women 
may be recruited. And yet, although gender is extensively used in/by 
organizations, organizational elites in many institutional sectors, includ-
ing the non-profit sector, deny its influence on workplace policies, struc-
tures, and practices (cf. Martin 2004; Risman 2004 on gender’s 
pervasiveness and effects).

Since Acker’s theory appeared, a plethora of studies have confirmed its 
key claims. Both formal practices, required by organizational policies or 
programs, and emergent practices, enacted by organizational members 
without formal sanction, have been extensively documented. To reiterate, 
organizations are actively gendered by official actions/policies and by 
individual members’ actions and although the latter may contradict offi-
cial policy, they are often tolerated.
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Some examples of the former include Sharon Collins’ (1997) research, 
which showed that Chicago corporations used African American men 
during the Civil Rights Movement to manage racial conflict in the com-
munity, even though their acceptance of those positions prevented them 
from rising in the management structure. Robin Leidner (1993) showed 
how fast food chain McDonald’s used gender to assign jobs and evaluate 
performance. West and Fenstermaker (2003) examined the narratives of 
the Board of Regents of the University of California as it deliberated new 
diversity policies. I explored the uses of gender by organizations that 
work with rape victims and found some that required only women and 
others that required only men for the same position (Martin 1997b). 
From one organization to the next, reasons for preferring women or men 
in a given position ranged widely, confirming gender’s utility as a cultural 
resource (Martin 1997b; Fobes 2001).

Anthropologist Dorinne Kondo (1990) described the emergent uses of 
gender by organizational members in a Japanese factory where women 
voluntarily subordinated themselves to their young men associates (to 
prevent men’s embarrassment), even though they (women) were more 
skilled and their actions lowered their wages. Frank Barrett (1996) 
showed Navy men depicting clerical work as battle-ready preparedness to 
avoid its association with women and/or femininity, and Joanne Martin 
(1990) reported the case of a woman manager having a voluntary 
C-section birth to avoid missing a meeting. Many similar examples of 
such dynamics are available in the literature.

So how are organizations gendered? Three competing explanations 
have emerged to account for this phenomenon. One is a spillover hypoth-
esis that views gender as imported into organizations by members: if 
members left gender at the door, it would not be there (e.g., Gutek and 
Morasch 1982). A second foundational hypothesis reflects Weber’s claim 
that rational-technical bureaucracies require rational, unemotional men 
(not women) as workers, suggesting that formal organizations are con-
structed from the ground up of gender, making gender far from irrelevant 
(Martin and Knopoff 1997; Acker 1990, 2006). A third asserts that orga-
nizations actively construct gender when they and/or their members use 
it as a cultural resource to establish policies, relationships, explanations, 
and/or other actions. This dynamic occurs among officials who formally 
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use gender to create and enforce policies, and it also occurs informally 
when individuals bring gender into their workplace relationships. 
Discourses, rationales, and practices that invoke gender are regular orga-
nizational occurrences (e.g., Thorne 1993 on elementary school children 
and teachers).

The second and third explanations have received substantial support, 
whereas the first, while part of the story, is more limited. Members exist 
outside the workplace in a societal gender order that basically assures they 
will “bring gender to work”; they/we are unlikely, indeed unable, to do 
otherwise. Gender is part and parcel of who people are and what they do; 
just as it is impossible to leave gender at the workplace door, it is impos-
sible to leave it at the family door, the military base door, the church/
temple door. (For discussion, see West and Fenstermaker 1993.) 
Hypothesis one implies that gender is brought to work informally and/or 
incidentally whereas hypotheses 2 and 3 view gender as characteristic or 
foundational, as ongoing features of organizational structures and 
dynamics.

 My Research on Feminist Organizations 
and Masculinities

So how did my experiences in the 1980s and 1990s foster an interest in 
feminist organizations and in masculinity/ies practices at work?

Feminist Organizations. In 1990, I wrote about feminist organizations 
(Martin 1990b), stimulated in part by my service on the board of a bat-
tered women’s shelter/rape crisis center. The center privately but not pub-
licly claimed to be feminist, although many of its practices did not strike 
me as feminist. I came to learn that many so-called feminist organizations 
deny being feminist even as they employ feminist practices and pursue 
feminist goals, whereas others profess to be feminist and function other-
wise (Bordt 1997). So, I asked, how can we recognize a feminist 
organization?8

To explore the question, Myra Ferree and I organized a conference in 
1992 with 42 scholars from eight academic fields who met to discuss 
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“feminist organizations.” (Twenty-five original papers emerged from the 
conference. See Ferree and Martin 1995.) The attendees identified a vast 
array of organizations and issues, such as dilemmas faced by Australian 
femocrats (or feminist bureaucrats) who were invited by a state govern-
ment to work “inside” but had mixed success due to being viewed with 
suspicion by government workers inside and feminist activists outside 
(Eisenstein 1995). Mary Katzenstein (1995) reported on feminist orga-
nizing by Catholic women inside the Catholic Church. Other partici-
pants reported on feminist banks, magazines, rape crisis centers, abortion 
clinics, book stores, domestic violence centers, and state commissions.9 
These organizations with many and varied aims were all oriented to 
improving society’s treatment of women and girls, regardless of whether 
they publicly claimed to be feminist. A key conference goal was to address 
the challenges these organizations face—internally and externally—and 
to understand them in light of an institutional environment that is hos-
tile or disinterested.10 When pundits and protesters—not to mention 
national leaders—express hatred of feminism and feminists (as a man 
recently did at the closing of the Soros-funded university in Hungary), 
organizations that define themselves as feminist are threatened. For this 
reason, many feminist organizations reject a public feminist label, fearing 
hostility from political leaders and/or the public.11

Masculinity/ies in/and Organizations. In recent decades, masculinity 
became a focus in the gendered organizations field. A stimulus for its 
development was an article (and book) by British social scientists David 
Collinson and Jeff Hearn (1994, 1996) on the topic of men, masculini-
ties, and management. They alleged that male managers perform mascu-
linity practices when doing their jobs, thereby conflating masculinity 
with official duties. Their work received widespread attention, especially 
from men. At last, an issue attracted men to the study of gendered 
organizations!

Raewyn Connell’s landmark book on Masculinities (1995) encouraged 
attention to masculinity practices generally, at work and elsewhere. 
Jennifer Pierce’s (1995) research on law firms asked how gender varies 
within occupation—lawyer, paralegal—and how occupation varies 
within gender—men, women, offering insights into how masculinity 
and femininity are practiced and their impact on self and others. Deborah 
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Kerfoot and David Knights (e.g., 1993) published studies of masculinity 
in financial services and insurance contexts and Calas and Smircich 
(1991) deconstructed leadership, revealing its conflation with men and 
traditional meanings of masculinity—authoritative, controlling, and 
assertive (cf. Koenig et al. 2011). They showed how this equation pro-
duces processes where a search for a leader is in effect a search for a man 
(Fobes 2001).

A number of fortuitous events prompted me in the 1990s to focus on 
masculinity/ies. Bielby and Baron (1986) had urged gender scholars to 
study subtle gender dynamics to gain insights into how sex segregation and 
other gendered dynamics/conditions are produced in organizations. I 
accepted their challenge and entered the field to study corporations.12 
Very soon, I realized I was unprepared for the task. For example, I erred 
by mentioning the phrase “subtle gender dynamics” to my informants.13 
The phrase lacked meaning for them or it prompted defensiveness. Some 
people claimed ignorance while others said they had “no problem with 
gender.” One woman said, “Sam makes the coffee too!” and another that 
she’d heard about sexual harassment in the past but “It’s not an issue 
now.” Men often said they knew nothing about gender. After a few 
months in the field in the early 1990s, I was floundering.

Late in the year, I reported my frustrations at a professional meeting 
where a sociology colleague suggested I stop saying my primary interest 
was gender, at least up front. And so I did.14 She also suggested I use 
vignettes from my early field notes to describe situations or events that in 
my view suggested gendering dynamics but made no mention of gender. 
I did that too. (I will say more about methods shortly). I still lacked a 
substantive focus but eventually I chose masculinity/ies practices after 
numerous women urged me to focus on men (Martin 2001). They viewed 
their men colleagues’ behavior as problematic.15 Men often ignore 
women, they said, but nevertheless, men’s behavior with each other can 
and often does harm women. I embraced the suggestion to focus on men 
but found the task difficult. Many men were uneasy about talking with 
me and some refused to even meet with me (due, I learned later, to wor-
ries that anyone who saw us would ask them about it or assume they were 
relaying corporate secrets). I was forced to rely heavily on women’s reports 
of men’s behavior to move forward (Martin 2001). However, the vignette 
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strategy worked well with both men and women and in time helped me 
tap into gendered events, observations, practices, and opinions.16

I developed a cache of 35 vignettes (Martin 2001, 2003) and used two 
to five in a typical interview. I said I was studying “the changing work-
place,” a topic informants liked. If no segue to gender otherwise emerged, 
toward the end of an interview, I asked the informant to listen to “stories” 
from my research and offer her/his views. Nearly everyone found this 
method acceptable and most saw gender in the vignettes, although a few 
did not.17 At the end of an interview, I acknowledged my interest in gen-
der and offered to answer questions and allow them to qualify anything 
they’d said earlier. With a couple of exceptions, no one revised comments. 
Using stories/vignettes made it possible to get at gender practices by allow-
ing informants to describe and evaluate events they had (and had not) 
observed, heard about, or experienced. Their reports helped me discover 
how organizations—and their members—use gender, both deliberately 
and emergently (Martin 1997b), and it also revealed formal/official gen-
dered policies and practices.18

Overall, my findings confirmed women’s claim that men are concerned 
primarily with each other at work.19 A business school professor at one 
talk on mobilizing masculinities (Martin 2001) agreed: “Pat … men 
know work is political. Women think it’s about getting the job done. 
Ninety percent of what men do at work is try to impress other men.” 
When asked whether his women colleagues seek promotions like he and 
his male associates do, another man was surprised. “No … they [women] 
are not going to get it [the position/job]; when we apply, we don’t even 
think of the women.” Of the ten varieties of masculinity I identified in 
one article, only two were directed to women and even those were also 
directed to men (Martin 2001), confirming men’s primary concern with 
each other.
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 What Happens Now? 2000s and Ongoing

To end the chapter, I review four areas that are receiving attention and 
need more from gender scholars: Organizational change and diversity, 
practices, research, and theory. Advances in each are required if organiza-
tions are to become less disadvantaging and harmful to women.

Organizational change and diversity. Many efforts to improve orga-
nizations’ inclusion and treatment of women are attempted with hope 
and commitment but questions about their effectiveness are legion. 
Affirmative action, gender mainstreaming, diversity enhancement, and 
institutional reforms are touted as the ways to go. Evaluations of affirma-
tive action and diversity initiatives are contradictory. Diversity is praised 
in some quarters as a boon to organizational functioning, while others 
note that diversity/implicit bias training can backfire, adding to rather 
than eliminating problems. Lauren Edelman (2016) makes the case that 
much of what passes for diversity work is actually symbolic compliance 
designed to take the heat off managers who are pressed to pursue change. 
Sarah Ahmed (2007) articulates an insider critique that diversity officers 
are put in place not to increase actual diversity but to manage the organi-
zational tensions that attention to diversity produces. Naming resistance, 
as they must do to be effective, turns diversity offices and officers into 
“the problem.” Whereas Alexandra Kalev and coauthors look for strate-
gies that can make even small positive differences (Kalev et al. 2006), they 
reveal that many efforts designed to signal organizational virtue in fact 
fail to transform. Can organizations become more diverse? Does descrip-
tive representation lead to better substantive representation of and 
responsiveness to the concerns of white women, people of color, trans-
gendered individuals and others with minority perspectives?

McQuillan (2019) emphasizes the difficulty of finding solid evidence 
that an intervention makes a difference even in a single case and notes 
that the effort required to produce small wins can disappoint advocates. 
Nevertheless, Ferree and Zippel (2015) say optimists are more likely to be 
those who keep at it, whereas pessimists are often abstract theorists who 
prejudge the impossibility of genuine change. There is little debate about 
the academy’s failure to incorporate women, particularly in scientific and 
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administrative positions, reflecting current structures of opportunity and 
cultures of exclusion rather than a lack of women in the pipeline with 
interests or skills. As a result, many initiatives have been launched to 
address the issue (van den Brink and Benschop 2012). To enhance wom-
en’s inclusion in STEM fields—science, technology, engineering, and 
math—the US National Science Foundation created the ADVANCE 
program in 2001 with a goal of enticing academic institutions to focus on

the culture of academic environments as a target of change in attempting 
to increase women’s participation in science and engineering” (Stewart 
et al. 2016, p. 24).

In brief, ADVANCE challenges universities and departments to fun-
damentally change their culture, programs and institutional character to 
better support women. While it is too early to claim success (or failure) 
in a global way, several case studies suggest that ADVANCE is having 
some transformative effects (Bird and Latimer 2019; Zippel and 
Ferree 2018).

The larger challenges are in securing gains in institutional practices 
that will survive changes in university leadership, that can undermine 
conventional excuses like work-family balance being women’s problem, 
and that will reproduce themselves even when the interventions are fin-
ished. Yet, gender equity proponents are hopeful for the long-term. 
Gender-affirming projects funded by the European Union have met with 
similar concerns (O’Connor et al. 2017; Poggio 2018), although these 
are newer programs and capture more positive energy from local scien-
tists and administrators. Pat O’Connor (2019) suggests that EU-funded 
projects might emulate the approach of the US ADVANCE program and 
emphasize institutional commitments and reforms, which some inter-
ventions (such as Athena Swan certification in the UK and Ireland) 
attempt to leverage. The problem is not only that interventions fail to 
work or are introduced primarily to show symbolic compliance but that 
change is disruptive and difficult. Universities, like other organizations, 
are big, sloppy Rube Goldberg clunkers that are difficult to drive inten-
tionally to specific outcomes, especially in the face of tradeoffs that arise 
where gender is concerned. The diversity of cultural beliefs about gender 
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and what it involves in society generally assures that attempts to funda-
mentally change the gendered structures and dynamics of workplaces 
long dominated by (particular types of ) men will be difficult.

Political scientist Kathy Ferguson (1984) argued in her feminist cri-
tique of bureaucracy that a new kind of organization must be created to 
avoid bureaucracy’s devastating effects. Yet, she refused to say what such 
organizations would look like, only that feminists must create them. Joan 
Acker’s (1990) famed “bodies and jobs” article urged a transformed orga-
nization that allows work and home/family to be fully integrated, remov-
ing the bias for men and assigning men and women equal amounts of 
work and home/family service. But again, readers are not told the form 
such organizations should take.

A related issue was raised by Karen Ashcraft’s (2001) allegation that 
feminism and bureaucracy can, with effort, be reconciled to mitigate 
bureaucracy’s negative effects, thus suggesting a “new” organizational 
form.20 Perhaps, gendered organization scholars can envision organiza-
tional forms that foster feminist ends. To that end, they/we must imagine 
forms other than those dominating today’s global economies. We can 
embrace gender-progressive enterprises and feminist bureaucracies led by 
leaders, men and women, who practice feminist management (Martin 
1993, 2013). In recent years, mainstream scholars have praised non- 
hierarchical “flat” organizations for their efficiency and effectiveness, but 
few have addressed gender. Gendered organization scholars can take up 
the challenge. If different means efficient and effective as well as gender- 
inclusive, the world will take note.

A great deal of attention was paid to Hillary Clinton’s so-called cold or 
abrasive manner in the run-up to (and after) the 2016 US presidential 
election. Practices that are praised in men are often condemned in 
women, thus fostering questions about women as leaders. The cultural 
notion of organizational leader requires a person to be strong, decisive, 
and competitive—practices that accord with normative conceptions of 
men (and masculinity/ies). Yet, women are normatively expected to act in 
nurturing, submissive, and self-sacrificing ways, practices that reduce 
their odds of being viewed as bona fide leaders. Presumptions like these 
hinder women’s access to powerful positions.21 A woman who rises to a 
position of power risks being viewed as unfeminine or bitchy (or worse) 
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for simply performing her job. That so few large organizations have 
placed women at the helm is testament to this dynamic. Yet, feminists 
can teach the world about organizational leadership which, according to 
Amanda Sinclair (2014), need not be masculinist in character and can 
also be more affirming to their members (Iannello 1992; Martin 1993).

Practices. Numerous scholars of gendered organizations now focus on 
practice(s). Gendered/ing practices are activities (actions) that organiza-
tions and/or their members undertake relative to gender.22 When Bird 
and Sokolofski (2005) observed men bartenders, they saw gendering 
practices in operation. Men patrons were elevated over women when the 
bartender made eye-contact with men (but not women) and filled men’s 
orders first. These practices communicated that men were more impor-
tant. Comparable practices occur in other contexts—including board 
meetings, workshops, research labs, and factories. Many studies show the 
negative results of masculinity practices at work, including one by 
Blomberg (2009) who found that hostile competitiveness between male 
financial brokers and male analysts harmed women as well as men. 
Another study documented the US space program’s (men) managers’ 
decision to launch the space-shuttle Challenger from concerns about 
financial costs of a delay over the recommendation of (men) engineers 
who knew that cold weather at launch might cause seals in the rocket to 
fail, which they did—a decision that cost seven astronaut lives 
(Messerschmidt 1995; Maier and Messerschmidt 1998; Vaughn 2016). 
Other less consequential but nevertheless comparable dynamics occur 
routinely. We need to know more about them.

Greater understanding of programs, policies and day-to-day interac-
tions are key to understanding how organizations actively create and sus-
tain gender inequality. My efforts to understand practices/practicing were 
guided by the theories of Schatzki (2001), Connell (1987, 1995/2005) 
and Giddens (1984) who view practice as the engine that sustains soci-
ety—including the gender institution/structure.

A key aspect of practice(s) concerns reflexivity: Are people critically 
aware of their gendered behavior, of practicing gender, or do they engage 
in gendered practices routinely without thinking much about it (Martin 
2003)? How aware are men of the masculinities they enact in organiza-
tions? Gender is regularly practiced routinely with little critical thought, 
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whereas reflexivity about gender that entails critical thinking in the course 
of acting or afterwards is less common (Messerschmidt et  al. 2019). 
When Tom asked Betsy, both vice-presidents in their company, to answer 
the telephone down the hall where they stood after a meeting, neither 
reflected on their decision, as reported by Martin (2003). Tom asked her 
to answer the phone and Betsy answered it, performing routine gendered 
practices that both knew well. Yet, after reflecting, Betsy decided that 
Tom’s request had been inappropriate and called him on it. He gave no 
thought to his request, he said; he simply made it. Upon realizing how it 
affected Betsy, he reflected and founded a “gender group” that met off 
and on for two years.

Nevertheless, after reflecting on a “personal policy” he had followed for 
30 years—refusing to dine alone with a non-wife woman colleague, Tom 
realized his actions harmed women associates because he did not “get to 
know them as well.” Yet he continued dining with solo male colleagues 
and refused to dine with a solo woman colleague. Reflection does not 
assure reform or progressiveness, merely a more critical awareness of one’s 
gendered practices. In what respects are organizational relationships and 
interactions constructed of gender practices that are routinely enacted 
without the participants having reflected on them?

In my experience, men’s gendering practices at work are guided by 
routine more than by reflection, whereas women’s are often reflexive, due 
partly to their lower status/lesser power and impetus to understand what 
is occurring. Recall my earlier claims about the masculinist biases is/of 
organizations that foster women’s ongoing struggles to break in, prove 
themselves, and navigate a less than affirming culture. Gender relations 
are complex. As Connell (1987) notes, institutions are historical prece-
dents that guide us and our (compliant) actions sustain them. When we 
perform a gendered practice, we “cite” the gender institution (Butler 
1990). Yet, we change it as well, even if in minor ways (Connell 1987). 
Repeated disjunctures between interactions and institutions can modify 
institutions, including gendered institutions, and foster fundamental 
change (Martin 2004). Social change in fact occurs just this way. Research 
on how gendered/ing practices in and of organizations are changing and, 
in turn, are altering the institution of gender and indeed all of society 
would be helpful. Acker’s thesis (2006) that actions internal to 
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organizations produce not only internal hierarchies and inequality but 
external hierarchies and inequality as well is compelling.23

Research. Once the 2000s arrived, research on gendered organizations 
mushroomed, producing a bevy of studies (e.g., Britton 2000; Correll 
et  al. 2007; Dellinger 2004; Ely and Meyerson 2010; Gherardi and 
Poggio 2007; Harris and Guiffre 2015; Martin 2001, 2003, 2005, 2006; 
Roth 2006). As part of this trend, research on sexuality and bodies in 
organizations increased. Early research on this topic explored how sex 
and sexuality disrupt organizational functioning (Hearn and Parkin 
1987) but recent studies address broader issues, e.g., how gays and lesbi-
ans (Raeburn 2004) and transgendered workers (Schilt 2018) fare in con-
temporary workplaces. The issue of globalization, militarism, and 
feminism, including violence against women, has received extensive 
attention (Enloe 2016). Armies’ use of rape to humiliate and control “the 
enemy,” the high suicide rate among military personnel—especially 
men—and the high rates of domestic violence and sexual assault by mili-
tary men is at issue. That militaristic societies and organizations foster 
such results suggests an urgent need for research by gendered organiza-
tion scholars (Adelman 2017; Sasson-Levy 2011; Messerschmidt 2016).

With the advent of the #MeToo movement, sexual harassment became 
the darling of the media. Google offers an example of a behemoth, 
publicly- traded and highly profitable organization being pressured by a 
walk-out of 20,000 employees to change its practice of requiring “forced 
arbitration for claims of sexual harassment or assault” (New York Times, 
November 9, 2018, page B1). Although Google changed its policy, the 
sad truth is that nearly all organizations, including universities, respond 
to harassment (and assault) charges by fighting them, particularly when 
the media fail to pay attention (Martin 2016). Catherine MacKinnon’s 
path-breaking book on sexual harassment in the 1970s (1974) has, with 
some exceptions (Saguy 2003; Zippel 2006), languished in the shadows 
for 40 years. Perhaps now her work and this issue will receive renewed 
attention from gendered organization scholars.

Theory. Gendered organization scholars object to mainstream theories 
that fail to take gender into account (J. Martin 2000). Should such theo-
ries be abandoned or amended or replaced by feminist or gender-inclu-
sive theory? From 2000 to the present, abundant research suggests a 
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critical need for improved mainstream theory/ies. Since Acker’s (1990, 
2006) claim that organizations are “inherently gendered” has recently 
garnered extensive support, any theory that fails to address gender is 
flawed. Becoming discouraged with mainstream theory’s failure to 
change, David Collinson and I (Martin and Collinson 2002) encouraged 
the development of separate gendered organizations theory/ies to replace 
gender- blind mainstream theories. Marta Calas’ and Linda Smircich’s 
(2006; Calas, Smircich, and Holvino 2014) theoretical work on gender-
and-organizations over several decades offers guidance in this regard.

Of course, revising mainstream theories is hard work. Theorists may 
lack the skills for the job or oppose doing it at all. Costs associated with 
changing textbooks and classroom notes and exercises (e.g., Harvard case 
studies) complicate the task even for those willing and able to undertake 
it. Costs exist in the other direction too. Gendered organization theorists 
may lack the skills to incorporate mainstream theory that helps account 
for structures and dynamics that are (comparatively) independent of gen-
der. While Acker (2006) shows how organizations use and create distinc-
tions in addition to gender, she does not address several other aspects of 
organizational reality.

Mainstream organizational theories that are taught in universities and 
executive training sessions view gender as irrelevant to contemporary 
organizations. Only objective qualifications count when hiring, promot-
ing, allocating honors, offering opportunities, or assigning wages, the 
reasoning goes. Bureaucracies allegedly prevent the use of particularistic 
criteria like gender when organizing, assigning, and evaluating work. Yet, 
contrary to such claims, organizing, selecting successors, assigning tasks, 
and evaluating performance are gendered in many organizations. Even 
when motives are noble (or are said to be, e.g., a rape crisis center that 
refuses to hire men because they might frighten a victim), a gendered 
logic and rationale are often invoked to justify policies and practices. 
What kind of theories are needed to take organizations’ gendering prac-
tices fully into account? I encourage feminists and other gendered orga-
nization scholars to embrace the task of figuring this out.

Gendering practices are routine aspects of organizations because orga-
nizations are fundamentally gendered. They may be gendered in benign 
ways but some ways are far from benign and all ways need to be identified 
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and, where harmful, challenged. When power is concentrated in the 
hands of a few elite men of a certain race/ethnicity, sexuality, and social 
class, women are—and will be—disadvantaged. Increased numbers of 
women leading large, powerful organizations—as well as small and 
middle- sized ones—are needed and the time is now. Organizations that 
are healthy for women are healthy for men. Innovative research and 
actions can pave the way for change. I am confident that gendered orga-
nization scholars are willing and able to accept the challenge. Workplaces 
where all workers—women and men—are empowered to use their full 
range of talents and skills and be acknowledged for their contributions 
are within the realm of possibility.

 Conclusion

I cannot imagine a more relevant and exciting intellectual specialty than 
that of gendered organizations. As Charles Perrow (1986) noted decades 
ago, we live in an “organization society.” To understand today’s world, we 
must understand organizations—from global corporations, to nations/
governments, banks, armies, schools/universities, call centers, factories, 
gyms, health spas, theme parks, and non-profits of all types. Small and 
large, affluent and impoverished, legal and illegal—organizations deserve 
scrutiny. If our goal is to understand the forces that shape our lives, we 
must understand the organizations that create, reinforce, and resist 
inequality—based not only on gender but on race/ethnicity, social class, 
sexual orientation, ability, and age as well. I feel privileged to have partici-
pated in an endeavor that fosters understanding of the significance of 
organizations in the lives of women and men everywhere, in my life, and 
in the future welfare of our planet.

Notes

1. The 1970s saw a sprinkling of research on women’s (vs. men’s) work but 
not on the nature of organizations, as I report shortly. Most researchers 
took a jobs/occupations approach perhaps reflecting the greater 
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 availability of data on jobs and occupations in comparison to data on 
organizations. Organizations resist allowing researchers to obtain data 
on them other than those they produce for their own purposes, e.g., for 
the Internal Revenue Service, stock holders, their board of directors, or 
the public whom they serve or to whom they sell.

2. An older male colleague confided at the time that the dean who had 
hired us felt ‘the boys should be paid more than the girls’ because men 
support a family.

3. The university aggressively fought us for the first few years of the suit by 
hiring a Washington D. C. law firm to depose and threaten. But, when 
the judge proved sympathetic to our complaint, the university dropped 
the firm and decided to avoid retribution, unlike the stance many 
U. S. universities took at the time (Theodore 1978).

4. They also challenged the conclusions of French sociologist Michel 
Crozier (1964) who failed to address gender in his influential studies of 
“the bureaucratic phenomenon.”

5. Baron and Bielby (1980) also made theoretical contributions by urging 
organization scholars to “bring the firms back in,” challenging neo- 
institutional theory’s stance that organizations primarily conform to 
their institutional environment. They argued that organizations also 
shape their environment, asking scholars to view organizations as agents. 
Barbara Reskin (1988) made a comparable argument about men and 
gender in organizational contexts.

6. To be noted shortly, Joan Acker (cf. 2006) promoted a similar thesis to 
show how organizations actively use gender and race/ethnicity and social 
class, etc. to create distinctions that foster inequality in organizations. 
While Bielby and Baron documented the gendered character of organi-
zations, their data could not address process. They called on others to 
explore the dynamics and practices that characterize gendered organiza-
tional relations, a call that influenced me to apply for a grant to study 
gender in the headquarters of major U. S. corporations in the 1990s.

7. This paper by Acker has been cited thousands of times. Acker also pro-
duced others soon afterwards and continued doing so until shortly 
before she died in 2016. Acker is viewed around the world as the founder 
of the gendered organizations specialty and the author of work that is 
exciting and theoretically brilliant. She was beloved by all who knew her.

8. Many feminist organizations have women members only although some 
employ men for particular functions such as serving as treasurer, 
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 fund- raiser, public relations specialist or to provide therapeutic support 
to boys or men who have been sexually assaulted. Challenges faced by 
feminist organizations that are also bureaucratic are explored by Ashcraft 
(2001) and myself (Martin 2013), as I note later.

9. My research on rape crisis centers and other organizations that deal with 
rape cases and victims (Schmitt and Martin 1999; Martin 2005, 2009) 
revealed the dilemmas these centers face when relating to ‘mainstream’ 
organizations and the broader society.

10. Feminists have long struggled with reconciling feminism and bureau-
cracy, as they do today. My view is that even though it is challenging, it 
can be done. (See later discussion.)

11. Toward a goal of showing how feminist practices can foster effective and 
respectful relations and results, I wrote a paper on feminist management 
(Martin 1993) that differentiates feminist from feminine, a distinction 
some scholars fail to make.

12. My reasons for studying for-profit corporations are explained in Martin 
2001, and centered on their influence on U. S. laws and regulations for 
all employers, due to their cadre of Washington lobbyists who draft and 
promote legislation that is favorable to themselves.

13. I refer to interviewees as informants rather than respondents or subjects. 
They informed about the practices of their colleagues and organizations 
relative to gender, serving as a sort of “human periscope” that revealed 
the conditions and dynamics of their organizations.

14. I said my goal was to understand “The Changing Workplace,” a phrase 
that resonated with informants who read into it such things as layoffs, 
long hours, travel, lack of responsiveness to family needs, etc., all of 
which are relevant to gender.

15. A Ph. D. chemist researcher in a major company complained about a 
male colleague who spoke disparagingly about women in her presence 
(Martin 1997a). She tried to ignore it but was too upset. It bothered her 
that other men did not check his behavior. Although in this instance, she 
felt the man’s insults were intentional, most women informants did not 
view men associates as intending to harm them (Martin 2001).

16. Joyce Fletcher (1999) and Barbara Czarniawska (2007) recommend a 
method called shadowing which entails following people around to 
observe and listen to what they do and say. If one can gain permission, I 
wholeheartedly endorse this method.

 P. Y. Martin



287

17. When one high status male heard a vignette about men talking exten-
sively in meetings “long after the work was done,” he saw nothing about 
gender in the story and exclaimed: “That manager should be fired!” (see 
vignette details in Martin 2003).

18. While my findings about masculinity reflect primarily the standpoint of 
women (Martin 2001), they were confirmed in interviews with and 
observations of men. Observations of diversity training workshops and 
cafeterias lunches revealed additional data on gender (and race/ethnic) 
relations, some of which were rather alarming.

19. For talks about such issues, I created cartoons to depict men’s focus on 
each other—while largely ignoring women--in contrast to women’s focus 
both on men and on women. Men’s attention to power and desires for 
acceptance and access to resources no doubt contributes to this pattern.

20. I have argued that feminist management can be performed by both men 
and women (Martin 1993) and explored how a non-profit organization 
might try Ashcraft’s recommendations (Martin 2013). A feminist 
bureaucracy addresses (some) negative effects of centralization and 
formalization.

21. In recent years, a few women have served as presidents of prestigious 
universities (e.g., Chicago, Harvard, Duke) but most have not had a 
woman president or chancellor. A mid-western university where I 
recently spoke had 19 departments in its college of arts and sciences, 
only one of which had a woman chair. Results like these tell both men 
and women that men matter more, just as a bartender’s actions may (see 
later in chapter). Only five percent of U. S. corporations were headed by 
women in 2018, down from six percent in 2015.

22. In saying organizations take action, I do not assume they act indepen-
dently of human agency. Rather, it means that those who occupy power-
ful organizational positions can act in the organization’s name and use its 
resources for their ends. In that regard, an organization acts. Organizations 
provide resources and legitimacy that empower leaders to do things they 
could not do otherwise. When U.  S. President Donald Trump sends 
military troops to the U. S. southern border to install a wall, he can do 
so because he occupies the position of president with the power and 
resources of the nation at his behest.

23. Jon Miller’s (1986) study of a government agency explored how white 
men, white women and African American women and men fared.  
Only for white men were organizational rewards (positions, power, 
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 compensation) commensurate with their qualifications and experience. 
Miller found that internal communication networks and interpersonal 
relations were associated with this result. Yet Miller did not focus on 
external conditions that contributed to the internal dynamics reflected 
in his results.
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The Feminist Ethnography of Untested 
Assumptions: Traveling with Assisted 

Reproductive Technologies Across 
the Muslim Middle East

Marcia C. Inhorn

 Introduction—A Feminist Reflection

In June 2018, feminist scholars from around the world converged on the 
University of Cambridge campus to participate in a historic conference 
on “Remaking Reproduction: The Global Politics of Reproductive 
Technologies.”1 The conference was convened by one of the leading femi-
nist technoscience scholars of our times, Sarah Franklin, whose work has 
charted how in  vitro fertilization (IVF)—introduced in England in 
1978—has subsequently become the “platform” technology for numer-
ous other assisted reproductive technology (ART) and stem cell interven-
tions (Franklin 1997, 2007, 2013; Franklin and Roberts 2006). These 
ARTs have been “good to think with,” generating a burgeoning scholarly 
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literature and nearly twenty book-length ethnographies on the globaliza-
tion of ARTs to numerous societies in and beyond Euro-America.1

Given the conference theme of reproductive technologies and global 
politics, a number of plenary speakers were asked to reflect upon the 
global trajectories of their own ART scholarship in Euro-America (Blell 
2018; Thompson 2005) and in Asia (Bharadwaj 2016; Rudrappa 2015; 
Wahlberg 2018; Whittaker 2015, 2018). In each case, plenary speakers 
were asked to be “personal and reflective,” harking back to their own early 
involvements in the field of ARTs, and how their ideas, approaches, 
methods, and theories might have changed over time. As feminist schol-
ars, speakers were also encouraged to make normative and political claims 
about the future, new directions, and how reproduction might be 
“remade.”

In a rather uncanny feminist turn of events, I was invited to be a 
“Remaking Reproduction” plenary speaker at the same time that I was 
invited by Sarah Fenstermaker and Abigail Stewart to contribute to this 
feminist volume on Gender, Considered. In both cases, I was encouraged 
to speak about my own career as a feminist anthropologist, and what I 
might have learned about gender over the years through my research on 
assisted reproduction. Indeed, in the course of my own career, “gender, 
considered” has been closely interwoven with “remaking reproduction.” 
Thus, the themes of this volume and the Cambridge conference coin-
cided quite neatly.

To be more specific, I have spent exactly thirty years (1988–2018) 
“traveling with the ARTs” across the Muslim Middle East. This began 
with two periods of research in Egypt, which eventually resulted in a tril-
ogy of books about infertility, women’s lives, and the introduction of IVF 
in that country (Inhorn 1994, 1996, 2003). This Egyptian fieldwork was 
followed by research in Lebanon on male infertility and ART use among 
Lebanese, Syrian, and Palestinian men (Inhorn 2012). Then I conducted 
a study on the global “reproflows” of infertile couples from fifty countries 
who were searching for ARTs in the global “reprohub” of Dubai, United 
Arab Emirates (Inhorn 2015). Most recently, I have turned my attention 
back to the United States, where I have written about the plight of infer-
tile Arab refugee couples, whose access to IVF is limited by the high costs 
of treatment and their enduring poverty (Inhorn 2018).
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Without a doubt, traveling with ARTs across the Arab world has 
opened my eyes to multiple axes of oppression, including, but not lim-
ited to, gender, race, class, ethnicity, religion, nation, sexuality, disability, 
age, appearance, and citizenship. In other words, many of the dimensions 
of oppression that have been foregrounded in feminist analyses of inter-
sectionality (Collins 2008; Collins and Bilge 2016; Crenshaw and 
Gotanda 1996) have emerged in my own work.

As an anthropologist, my approach to ART research across the Middle 
East has also been sustained by my feminist ethnographic commitments. 
Ethnography is the sine qua non of anthropology; it is the epistemologi-
cal and methodological approach that defines our field. To wit, ethnogra-
phy usually entails months or years of immersive field research, involving 
daily participation in people’s lives, interviews and conversations recorded 
in the local language over hundreds, even thousands of hours, and the 
writing of extensive fieldnotes, which are the basis of an anthropologist’s 
later ethnographic data analysis. Feminist anthropologists generally share 
in this fieldwork approach, but because of their feminist interests, tend to 
focus their ethnographic research lens on gender, often in relationship to 
other axes of difference. As noted by Davis and Craven (2016) in their 
recent volume, Feminist Ethnography: Thinking through Methodologies, 
Challenges, and Possibilities, this approach leads to studies that integrate 
ethnographic methodology with gender theory and often activism. 
Feminist ethnographic approaches allow anthropologists to “consider” 
gender—per the mission of this volume—in “real life,” with all of its 
indeterminacy, complexity, and future possibility.

As I will argue here, adopting a feminist ethnographic perspective is 
particularly important in parts of the world that are routinely condemned 
as persistently and perniciously patriarchal. Through the empirical com-
mitment to understanding the quotidian life worlds of real men and real 
women, including in their everyday interactions (Bowen et  al. 2014), 
ethnographic research conducted in purportedly patriarchal settings can 
help to provide empirical nuance to the study of gender relations, possi-
bly deconstructing stereotypes about the nature of gender oppression. 
This is especially important in the Middle East, where many untested 
assumptions about gender literally haunt the region. These include vilify-
ing, neo-Orientalist stereotypes about the brutality, misogyny, and 
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fanaticism of Middle Eastern Muslim men, who are often cast as Islamic 
terrorists in both the media and academic discourse (Inhorn and Wentzell 
2011). Along with these tropes of violent patriarchy, women in the 
Middle East are often reduced to pathetic victims, who need saving from 
Middle Eastern men, including through Western military interventions 
(Abu-Lughod 2015). These gendered stereotypes of male misogyny and 
female oppression play out in multiple realms, including in the literature 
on reproductive health and population control. There, Middle Eastern 
men are assumed to be hypervirile, women hyperfertile, and both sexes 
prone to religiously governed reproductive fatalism (Inhorn 1996).

These stereotypes of Middle Eastern gender have haunted my own 
research over the past thirty years. I have been questioned repeatedly 
about why I would want to undertake research on infertility and ARTs in 
an area of the world presumed to be refractory to positive gender rela-
tions or technological sophistication. Yet, as I will argue here, the stereo-
types that Westerners hold about the Middle East are usually unfounded. 
They are often based on untested assumptions that need to be challenged. 
And feminist ethnography, I argue, is key to unseating some of the most 
potent and fallacious gender misrepresentations. Engaging in feminist 
ethnography with hundreds of Middle Eastern women and men over the 
years, I have, in fact, been forced to reconsider some of my own feminist 
biases about gender and gender relations, as well as sometimes unsub-
stantiated claims put forward by other Middle Eastern feminist scholars.

In this chapter, I want to reprise—and respond to—the six most com-
mon questions that I have been asked about my research over the years. 
These questions, I believe, reflect some of the myths, misunderstandings, 
and unwarranted assumptions about gender in the Middle East, and the 
reproductive lives of both men and women there. In what follows, I hope 
to address these assumptions, as well as the lessons I have learned. 
Ultimately, I hope that these scholarly reflections on my “travels” with 
ARTs across the Middle East will spur others to engage in a similar femi-
nist reanalysis, helping to remake negative discourses on reproduction 
and reconsider gender in ways that do justice to ethnographic realities.
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 Assumption I. Irrelevancy of Infertility

The questions that I have been asked about my scholarly travels in the 
Middle East began early on, in the second year of graduate school in the 
Department of Anthropology at the University of California-Berkeley, 
which I attended from 1984 to 1991. As a young medical anthropologist 
interested in stigma and suffering, I had conducted initial fieldwork in 
the Egyptian Delta region, where I had come to settle on the topic of 
female infertility as my future direction for dissertation research. 
Infertility, I realized, caused profound suffering for Egyptian women, 
who were seen as “missing motherhood” and thus typically embarked on 
tortuous “quests for conception” in search of a child (Inhorn 1994). 
Infertility, it seemed, was the perfect topic for a budding medical anthro-
pologist and gender scholar. Indeed, I had just joined the newly formed 
Association for Middle East Women’s Studies (AMEWS), hoping to con-
tribute to this community of committed feminist scholars.2

However, when I told one of my professors that I intended to study the 
problem of infertility in Egypt, she literally scolded me with a question: 
“Of all the important problems in the Middle East, why would you go 
over there to study that?” In this esteemed Berkeley professor’s opinion, 
infertility was an unworthy anthropological subject, something utterly 
trivial in the grand scheme of things. In her view, there were too many 
other pressing political issues in the Middle East that needed anthropo-
logical attention. For example, Lebanon was in the midst of its long civil 
war (1975–1990), Iran and Iraq were fighting one of the deadliest wars 
in modern history (1980–1988), and the first Palestinian Intifada was 
about to erupt (1987–1993). In short, in her view, Middle Eastern real-
politik took precedence over what I came to characterize as the “cultural 
politics” of gender and family life in Egypt (Inhorn 1996).

My professor was the first, but not the last, to assert the irrelevancy of 
infertility in Egypt. As I was to discover, I was to face a long line of skep-
tics—Euro-American lay people and academics who viewed my research 
topic as extremely obscure, even bizarre. The irrelevancy of infertility in a 
world of “important” problems has been a repeating refrain throughout 
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my scholarly career. Thus, it is a perspective that I have sought to chal-
lenge on at least four grounds.

First, in demographic terms, infertility is a highly prevalent global 
reproductive health condition (Ombelet et al. 2008a), estimated to affect 
as many as 186 million people worldwide, or approximately 9% of all 
couples of reproductive age (Boivin et  al. 2007). However, in some 
regions of the world, the rates of infertility are much higher, reaching 
nearly 30% in some populations (Nachtigall 2006; Ombelet et  al. 
2008b). This is especially true in a number of regions of high infertility 
prevalence, including South Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, Central and 
Eastern Europe, and Central Asia (Mascarenhas et al. 2012). The Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) region, too, is an infertility “hot spot,” 
with prevalence rates reaching 20% in some areas (Tremayne and 
Akhondi 2016).

Second, infertility is the cause of profound human suffering. This suf-
fering—or what Cui (2010), writing for the World Health Organization, 
has called the lived “agony of infertility”—is experienced most acutely by 
women, especially those living in areas of the world where large families 
are still the social norm (Boerma and Mgalla 2001; Gerrits et al. 2012; 
Inhorn and van Balen 2002; Ombelet and van Balen 2009).

I learned about this suffering in Egypt among the poor urban infertile 
women who were the subjects of my first study. Infertile women were 
usually scrutinized and blamed for the childlessness by their female in- 
laws, even in cases where husbands’ fertility was in question. Furthermore, 
infertile women were often ostracized within their communities because 
of cultural notions of hasad or envy. To wit, it was believed that a childless 
woman would be unable to control her envy, thereby casting the “evil 
eye” on others’ children, causing them to fall ill or even die. In such a 
climate of fear and suspicion, infertile women were often estranged from 
their neighbors and prevented from participating in daily social life. In 
other words, studying infertility in Egypt showed me how profoundly a 
woman’s gender identity could be linked to her motherhood, with full 
adult personhood only achieved through the birth of a child. Remaining 
childless, including by choice, was never accepted. This Egyptian moth-
erhood mandate meant that childless women were expected to “search for 
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children,” the expression they used to describe their often fruitless quests 
for conception.

Third, through studying women’s reproductive quests, I came to learn 
about “child desire” or why virtually all Egyptian adults told me that they 
wanted and needed children (Inhorn 1996). The need for children 
revolved around a number of important social issues, including desires 
for acceptable gender identity and social normalcy, power within the 
extended family, old age security, lineage perpetuity, and desires for 
immortality. But even more clearly, Egyptians explained how they wanted 
children in order to experience the joy, love, and rewards that children 
were thought to bring to marriage and family life. Understanding the 
intensity of this child desire was a profoundly important lesson for me—
an American woman in my early 30s yet to have children. It made me 
realize why infertility could come as a crushing blow, one that was dreaded 
by Egyptian women and their husbands.

Finally, coming to understand the desire for children and the accom-
panying dread of infertility proved to be a powerful “repro-lens” into 
many other important areas of culture and social life. For example, I 
learned a great deal about Egyptian kinship systems and family life, mari-
tal arrangements and conjugal expectations, the links between religion, 
healing, and medicine, as well as state and Islamic attitudes toward fertil-
ity and its control. In short, in Egypt, the powerful lesson that I learned 
was about the relevance of infertility to almost every facet of social life.

By the end of the 1980s, having conducted more than a year of femi-
nist ethnographic research with nearly 200 Egyptian women, I had “liv-
ing proof” that my professor was clearly wrong. This proof was 
demonstrated in two books that emerged from my dissertation, namely 
Quest for Conception: Gender, Infertility, and Egyptian Medical Traditions 
(Inhorn 1994) and Infertility and Patriarchy: The Cultural Politics of 
Gender and Family Life in Egypt (Inhorn 1996). As the first anthropolo-
gist to study and write about infertility outside of Euro-America, these 
feminist ethnographies of infertility in Egypt opened up a new avenue of 
scholarship on infertility outside the Western world. This fact was 
noted—and celebrated—thirty years on at the Cambridge conference on 
the global politics of reproduction.
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 Assumption II. A Solution to Overpopulation

Having begun my ethnographic research in Egypt, I have also been asked 
repeatedly over the years about why I would study infertility in an “over-
populated” country. This question has sometimes been followed by: 
“Don’t they need more infertility there?”3 Again, there are a number of 
untested assumptions underlying these queries: First, that Egypt is intrac-
tably overpopulated; second, that high rates of infertility could help to 
solve this overpopulation problem; and third, that infertility should be 
left untreated, because this could help to bring down otherwise high fer-
tility levels.

But what are the problems with this line of thinking? The first has to 
do with the very notion of “overpopulation” in Egypt and other Middle 
Eastern nations. These concerns over Middle Eastern fertility date back 
to the post-World War II period, when a growing rhetoric of “overpopu-
lation” in the “underdeveloped” world led Western population analysts to 
recommend government interventions into fertility (Ali 2002; Bier 
2008). It was argued that, with the implementation of national family 
planning programs, governments in the “Third World” could effectively 
curb their high rates of population growth, thereby mitigating “resource 
shortages, economic catastrophe, and social and political instability” 
(Bier 2008, 59). In the Middle Eastern region, the initial focus was on 
Egypt—a purportedly “overpopulated” country with a projected popula-
tion doubling rate that was deemed alarming. In particular, Egypt was 
said to suffer from a problem of “geography versus demography”—
namely, a rapidly expanding population that would eventually outstrip 
its arable, habitable land mass along the Nile (Mitchell 1991). Although 
prima facie evidence of this Egyptian “population explosion” was ques-
tionable (Mitchell 2002), the Egyptian government was nonetheless 
inclined to accept Western advice and United Nations support for a state- 
sponsored population control program, thereby becoming the first 
Middle Eastern Muslim country to do so (Stycos and Sayed 1988).

By the time I arrived in Egypt in 1988—more than a quarter century 
after the first contraceptives were introduced into that country—
Egyptians had basically accepted the family planning mantra. For 
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example, the women in my study, all of whom hailed from poor urban 
and rural backgrounds, were adamant that the two-child usra (i.e., nuclear 
family) was the Egyptian ideal, especially given the harsh economic cli-
mate in the country. Fertile women were using contraceptives (and some-
times illicit abortions) to achieve this two-child goal, while infertile 
women were turning to a variety of ethnomedical and biomedical treat-
ments in hopes of conceiving their two offspring.

Given this cultural acceptance of family planning on the part of ordi-
nary people, Egypt was able to achieve a significant fertility decline—
solving its “overpopulation” problem, if it ever had one (see Mitchell 
1991, 2002 on this question), on its own. In Egypt, total fertility rates 
(TFRs), or the number of children an Egyptian woman could be expected 
to bear, dropped from 5.5% in 1985 to 2.79% by 2015. Fertility declines 
in other Middle Eastern countries followed suit—often quite dramati-
cally. For example, between 1988 and 2015, TFRs dropped from 7.18% 
to 2.65% in Algeria; 8.1% to 2.54% in Oman; and 7.32% to 2.84% in 
Syria (United Nations 2018). Quite impressively, seven Arab countries 
were included in the world’s top fifteen fertility declines during the sixty- 
year period from 1950 to 2010 (United Nations 2012).

In short, the Middle East has experienced one of the most dramatic 
fertility declines in world history, one that has occurred without major 
economic development or strong family planning programs in most 
countries. Through changing reproductive norms and contraceptive 
practices, Middle Eastern couples themselves have brought down the 
region’s fertility levels from among the highest to among the lowest in the 
world. According to demographers, this Middle Eastern fertility decline 
is most accurately described as a “quiet revolution … hiding in plain 
sight” (Eberstadt and Shah 2012, 43–44).

Yet, Western observers—of the kind who have constantly asked me 
about the overpopulation problem in Egypt—generally know nothing 
about this fertility decline and would likely consider it counterintuitive. 
The Muslim Middle East is still portrayed in popular media, academic, 
and policy circles as a region of recalcitrant high fertility—fertility levels 
that are deemed attributable to men’s patriarchal control over women’s 
bodies (Ali 2002), as well as religiously fueled pronatalism (Inhorn 1996). 
As other anthropologists and I have argued, however, this portrayal is 
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both outdated and inaccurate (Ali 2002; Inhorn 2012; Kanaaneh 2002; 
Myntti et al. 2000). Not only are Middle Eastern men supporting their 
wives in reproductive decision-making (to be discussed later in this chap-
ter), but attitudinal change—or the desire for fewer children on the part 
of both Middle Eastern men and women—has led to what anthropolo-
gists have called “the new Arab family” (Hopkins 2004), a small family of 
two or three children, which, as the demographic data make clear, is now 
the regional norm.

In other words, Egyptians and other Middle Eastern populations have 
quite successfully “managed” their own fertility and do not need infertil-
ity to “solve” their population problems. The very idea that infertility 
should be encouraged in high-fertility regimes as a form of biologically 
determined birth control is both cruel and inane. These kinds of argu-
ments—which, unfortunately, still circulate in the twenty-first century—
certainly reflect a tacit neocolonial, eugenic view that infertile people in 
non-Western societies are unworthy of help. Overcoming their infertility 
problems, including through provision of ART services, would seem to 
contradict Western interests in population control. Thus, few if any inter-
national agencies have devoted effort to the development of infertility 
treatment services (Inhorn and Patrizio 2015).

However, infertile people in fertile places do need ART assistance. As 
numerous anthropologists have shown, infertile people suffer the most in 
high-fertility societies, especially in parts of sub-Saharan Africa, where 
large families are still the social norm, including in many sub-Saharan 
Muslim communities (Boerma and Mgalla 2001; Gerrits et  al. 2012; 
Ombelet and van Balen 2009). As noted in one review, “Women who are 
unable to bear children are rejected by their husbands and ostracized by 
society, often living as outcasts and perceived as inferior and useless” 
(Lunenfeld and van Steirteghem 2004, 321). That high rates of infertility 
coexist with high rates of fertility—thereby causing profound suffering 
for infertile women—is a demographic paradox known as “barrenness 
amid plenty” (Inhorn and van Balen 2002; Nachtigall 2006). Studying 
infertile women’s fates in high-fertility regimes would thus seem to be 
vitally important.

In my own work in the Middle East, I have emphasized this “fertility- 
infertility dialectic” (Inhorn 1994). Namely, fertility and infertility 
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co-exist in a dialectical relationship of contrast, such that understanding 
one leads to a much greater understanding of the other. Studying infertil-
ity can shed light on numerous dimensions of fertility, including, among 
other things, ideas about conception and how it can be prevented both 
intentionally and unintentionally; understanding of, attitudes toward, 
and practices of contraception; beliefs about the importance of mother-
hood, fatherhood, and children themselves; and perceptions of risk and 
risk-taking regarding the reproductive body.

In today’s world, focusing on infertility also reveals a great deal about 
the ARTs, including whether IVF and related technologies are easily 
accessible and, if so, whether they are culturally accepted. In the twenty- 
first century, discussions of infertility and ARTs go hand in hand, given 
that these technologies have made their way to many societies around the 
globe. Just as contraceptive technologies have brought massive declines in 
the world’s fertility (United Nations 2018), ARTs, too, have led to signifi-
cant declines in the world’s infertility, an accomplishment that is pro-
found, but has yet to be fully studied and recorded.4 Indeed, in the 
Middle East, the exponential decline in fertility levels due to a rise in 
contraceptive usage by the mid-1980s overlapped with the regional emer-
gence of ARTs. Although these two “quiet” reproductive revolutions are 
not clearly linked in any direct causal fashion (Inhorn 2021), they none-
theless indicate the importance of reproductive technological interven-
tions and the shifting reproductive desires of ordinary Middle Eastern 
people as they work to create their desired families.

 Assumption III. Absence of IVF

IVF is now forty years old, and its globalization to the Middle East 
occurred early on, within the first decade of its invention in England. Yet, 
forty years later, I am still asked the question: “Do they even have IVF in 
the Middle East?” This question reflects several underlying assumptions: 
First, that IVF is a Western technology that has not made its way beyond 
Euro-America; second, that the Middle East would be an unlikely region 
of IVF reception; and third, that the standard of medicine must be very 
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low in the Middle East, which is rarely represented as a region of techno-
logical modernity.

Yet, as I was to discover in my initial research in Egypt, Western bio-
medicine has had a long and storied history in the region, partly because 
of British and French colonial influence and medical education (Dewachi 
2017). Egypt’s own biomedical system was aided and abetted by the 
British. By the time I arrived in the country in 1988, Egyptian biomedi-
cine was extremely well entrenched in the country and was flourishing on 
its own. Only two years earlier, in 1986, Egypt was the first Middle 
Eastern country to open an IVF clinic, followed that same year by Saudi 
Arabia and Jordan. When I arrived in Egypt, the government-funded 
public maternity hospital in which I worked had plans to open its own 
IVF unit. Women in my study thus were very excited and hopeful about 
becoming mothers of a tifl l-anabib or a “baby of the tubes” (Inhorn 
1994). Shortly after I departed, the first test-tube baby was, indeed, born 
in that public maternity hospital, signaling Egypt’s state commitment to 
overcoming infertility among the poor.

By the 1990s, IVF in Egypt experienced a boom period, with more 
than 50 IVF clinics opening up in Cairo, Alexandria, and the other major 
cities (Inhorn 2003; Inhorn and Patrizio 2015). Other Middle Eastern 
countries soon followed suit. By the mid-2000s, the Middle East could 
boast one of the largest and most successful IVF industries in the world. 
To be exact, among the 48 countries performing the most ART cycles per 
million inhabitants, eight Middle Eastern Muslim countries could be 
counted, including Lebanon (6th), Jordan (8th), Tunisia (25th), Bahrain 
(28th), Saudi Arabia (31st), Egypt (32nd), Libya (34th), and the UAE 
(35th) (Adamson 2009).

Yet, for infertile patients in the Middle East, access to IVF has always 
remained uneven. For example, as I learned in my study of IVF in 
Egypt—published in my book Local Babies, Global Science: Gender, 
Religion, and In Vitro Fertilization in Egypt (Inhorn 2003)— elites were 
much more likely to afford IVF than middle-class Egyptians or the poor. 
Although the poor often yearned for IVF, they were left adrift unless they 
happened to receive an IVF cycle as a form of zakat, or Islamic charity. 
IVF in Egypt thus provided a powerful example of “stratified reproduc-
tion”—the notion that the reproduction of some (e.g., educated Egyptian 
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elites) is valued above the reproduction of others (e.g., the Egyptian poor, 
who suffer the most infertility but have the least access to treatment). The 
concept of “stratified reproduction”—coined by anthropologist Shellee 
Colen (1995) in Faye Ginsburg and Rayna Rapp’s (1995) seminal vol-
ume, Conceiving the New World Order: The Global Politics of Reproduction—
is still one of the most important concepts in feminist anthropology. 
Local Babies, Global Science explored these reproductive stratifications in 
great detail, based on the experiences of sixty-six Egyptian IVF patients 
and their husbands. Each chapter of that volume was dedicated to a pow-
erful “arena of constraint,” or a major obstacle impeding access to IVF 
and thus to dreams of test-tube babies.

Having said that, as I have continued to “travel with” IVF and other 
ARTs across the Middle East, I have continued to see small glimmers of 
hope in terms of ART access. Most importantly, there have been govern-
ment efforts in some parts of the region to subsidize IVF through public 
clinics and health insurance schemes, thereby making ARTs more acces-
sible for all. Algeria, Egypt, Iran, Turkey, and the UAE all now offer some 
form of public financing, either through insurance reimbursement 
(Algeria and Turkey), or government-sponsored IVF clinics for the poor 
(Egypt, Iran) (Inhorn 2015).

Turkey stands out in this regard (Gürtin 2013). In 2005, Turkey began 
fully funding two IVF cycles for all Turkish citizens, when the Turkish 
Ministry of Health began to provide IVF health insurance redeemable at 
both state and private clinics. Since then, the demand for IVF in Turkey 
has dramatically increased, causing a doubling in the number of IVF clin-
ics in the country—from 66 in 2005 to more than 110 in 2013, the larg-
est number in any single Middle Eastern country. As shown by medical 
sociologist Zeynep Gürtin (2013, 2014, 2016), the ability of Turkish 
couples of all social classes and backgrounds to access IVF has had dra-
matic and positive effects on demand for ART services, especially among 
poorer segments of the Turkish population. The Turkish example pro-
vides compelling evidence that low-income infertile couples benefit tre-
mendously when ART services are provided for free or at very low cost. 
In the Middle East at least, Turkey has made an exceptional national 
commitment to overcome its unmet need for ART, providing affordable 
IVF for all.
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Nevertheless, relatively few countries in the Middle East, or in other 
regions of the world, have followed the Turkish lead. This is why an alter-
native social movement, called low-cost IVF (LCIVF), is slowly gaining 
momentum (Inhorn and Patrizio 2015). LCIVF represents a new millen-
nial activist attempt to respond to the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights mandate (Article 16:1), which states that “Men and women of full 
age, without any limitation due to race, nationality or religion, have the 
right to marry and found a family” (United Nations 1948). LCIVF is 
thus a reproductive justice movement, driven by the goal of helping the 
world’s infertile, most of whom are located in resource-poor settings 
(Hammarberg and Kirkman 2013; Ombelet et al. 2008a, b). This repro-
ductive justice movement has special relevance in sub-Saharan Africa, the 
region of the world with the fewest IVF clinics overall, but with some of 
the highest infertility rates in the world (Mascarenhas et al. 2012).

In my view, feminist scholars need to study these new forms of ART 
activism, which represent millennial efforts to “de-stratify” reproduction. 
Nearly twenty-five years on, stratified reproduction is still very much at 
play in the world of infertility and ARTs, especially in terms of who 
achieves access to IVF and who does not. But stratified reproduction is 
diminishing, too, as attempts to achieve reproductive justice continue to 
be forged in the Middle East, sub-Saharan Africa, and beyond.

 Assumption IV. Islamic Opposition

The widespread assumption that IVF could not possibly be practiced in 
the purportedly “low-tech” Middle East is aligned with another wide-
spread belief—namely, that Islam could not possibly support the use of 
these technologies. I am often asked the question: “Doesn’t Islam oppose 
IVF?” This simple query bespeaks three underlying assumptions: First, 
that Islam is inherently oppositional to (a) medicine, (b) technology, (c) 
reproductive technology, and (d) test-tube baby-making in particular; 
second, that Muslims themselves are loathe to using IVF and other ARTs 
in the conception of Muslim babies; and third, that Islam somehow dic-
tates the practices of medicine, reproduction, and Muslim social life more 
generally. There is a widespread assumption, especially in the West, that 
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Islam is backward, fatalistic, and anti-scientific—a religion that fails to 
accept all things contemporary or modern (Clarke and Inhorn 2011).

This view of Islam as anti-scientific could not be more inaccurate. Far 
from it, Islam is a religion that can be said to encourage science and tech-
nology, including medical developments to overcome human suffering. 
Islam has been characterized as “technoscientifically agentive,” if techno-
science is defined broadly as the interconnectedness between science and 
technology. As noted by Mazyar Lotfalian (2004) in his book on Islam, 
Technoscientific Identities, and the Culture of Curiosity, Islamic support for 
the sciences and medicine dates back to at least the medieval period and 
continues today on both the clerical and institutional levels.

This Islamic support of science is manifest in the now rich scholarship 
on Islam and ARTs, particularly that produced by anthropologists work-
ing in Egypt (Inhorn 2003), Iran (Tremayne 2006; Tremayne and 
Akhondi 2016), Lebanon (Clarke 2009; Inhorn 2012), and Turkey 
(Gürtin 2011, 2016). These anthropologists have demonstrated how the 
continuous emergence of new ARTs has led to a concomitant emergence 
of mostly supportive Islamic bioethical discourses and religious decrees 
(fatwas) on how these technologies should be used appropriately by 
Muslim physicians and their patients.

Islamic support for ARTs began with Egypt’s early entrance into 
assisted reproduction (Inhorn 2003; Serour 2008). The Grand Shaykh of 
Egypt’s renowned religious university, Al Azhar, issued the first widely 
authoritative fatwa on assisted reproduction on March 23, 1980—only 
two years after the birth of the first IVF baby in England, but a full six 
years before the opening of Egypt’s first IVF center. Nearly forty years 
later, this original Al-Azhar fatwa has proved to be quite authoritative and 
enduring across the Sunni Muslim world (i.e., about 90% of the world’s 
Muslims). It has been reissued many times in Egypt, and subsequently 
reaffirmed by fatwa-granting authorities in other parts of the Sunni 
Muslim world, from Morocco to Saudi Arabia to Malaysia.

In general terms, Islamic religious authorities have been very permis-
sive in authorizing the use of ARTs among Muslim IVF physicians and 
their patients. Their fatwas on ARTs have allowed intrauterine insemina-
tion (IUI); in vitro fertilization (IVF); intracytoplasmic sperm injection 
(ICSI, a variant of IVF used for male infertility); cryopreservation 
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(freezing of sperm, eggs, and embryos); preimplantation genetic diagno-
sis (PGD, for couples at high risk of genetic disorders in their offspring, 
as well as for sex-based “family balancing”); embryo research; and, most 
recently, IVF via uterine transplantation, with Saudi Arabia being the 
first country in the world to attempt this form of organ transplantation 
(Inhorn 2015). However, Sunni religious authorities do not condone 
every ART, and especially not the use of third-party reproductive assis-
tance. Thus, in IVF clinics in Sunni-majority countries, sperm donation, 
egg donation, embryo donation, and surrogacy are never practiced. The 
Sunni Islamic prohibition on third-party reproductive assistance has 
firmly held sway across the Sunni Islamic world since 1980, translating 
into a clinical ban on third parties in almost every Muslim country.5

Having said this, the leading Shia Muslim clerics have taken a step in 
a different direction. Shia is the minority branch of Islam (about 10% of 
the world’s Muslims), with its demographic epicenter in Iran. There, as 
early as the 1990s, some Shia clerics began questioning the ban on third- 
party reproductive assistance, particularly regarding egg donation, which, 
they argued, could help infertile women overcome their childlessness 
(Tremayne and Akhondi 2016). By the end of the 1990s, the Supreme 
Leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Ayatollah Ali al-Husseini al- 
Khamene’i, the hand-picked successor to Iran’s Ayatollah Khomeini, had 
issued an authoritative fatwa effectively permitting both egg and sperm 
donation to be used (Clarke 2007). Ayatollah Khamene’i ‘s “liberal” 
fatwa justified these donor technologies as a “marriage savior,” preventing 
the “marital and psychological disputes” that might otherwise arise from 
remaining childless indefinitely.

Ultimately, these pro-donation Shia fatwas have led to a veritable 
“Iranian ART revolution” (Abbasi-Shavazi et  al. 2008). Since the new 
millennium, all forms of sperm donation, egg donation, embryo dona-
tion, and gestational surrogacy are taking place in Iran. Iran is also lead-
ing the way into a Middle Eastern stem cell industry (Saniei 2012). This 
“millennial moment” in Iran has also had a major impact in Shia- 
dominant Lebanon (Inhorn 2012). By 2003, one of the major Shia- 
serving IVF clinics in Beirut had developed a full-fledged egg donation 
program, and had begun to cater to so-called “reproductive tourists” 
coming from other parts of the Sunni Muslim Middle East. Soon, other 
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IVF clinics in Lebanon began providing egg donation services, as market 
demand increased among both Shia and Sunni Muslims, as well as Middle 
Eastern Christian couples.

In fact, it is fair to state that this development of third-party reproduc-
tive assistance programs in both Iran and Lebanon has weakened the 
regional Sunni Muslim ban on donor technologies. And of particular 
interest from a gender perspective, fertile husbands sympathetic to their 
wives’ infertility problems are often active participants in obtaining egg 
donation, sometimes traveling from Sunni-dominant countries such as 
Egypt to Shia-dominant countries such as Lebanon in order to undertake 
egg donation within the remit of Shia permissibility and religious moral-
ity (Inhorn 2012, 2015).

In short, both branches of Islam, and especially Shia Islam, have been 
comparatively permissive, even “progressive,” toward the uses of ARTs, 
thereby defying Western stereotypes in this regard. Male Islamic clerics 
have, in fact, been positive change agents, sometimes using feminist argu-
ments and calls for compassion toward the infertile in their fatwas to 
support their pro-technology and pro-donation stances. Furthermore, 
Islamic clerics often work closely with medical scientists and physicians 
to inform themselves about clinical issues before they make their religious 
rulings.

In our edited collection on Islam and Assisted Reproductive Technologies: 
Sunni and Shia Perspectives (Inhorn and Tremayne 2012), we document 
these various Islamic standpoints and how they have allowed infertile 
Muslim couples to utilize ARTs within their “local moral worlds” 
(Kleinman 1992). In fact, in that volume, we demonstrate that the 
Islamic authorities have embraced IVF and other ARTs in a way that the 
Vatican has not. It is Catholicism, not Islam, that continues to reject all 
forms of reproductive technology—from contraceptives to IVF—thereby 
militating against both women’s and men’s reproductive health and well- 
being (Inhorn et al. 2010). The lesson learned: We need to take religion 
seriously in our studies of reproduction and reproductive technologies. 
Simplistic binaries and untested assumptions about Islam versus 
Christianity, ayatollahs versus priests, Muslims versus Christians, and the 
“East” versus the “West” need to be questioned and rethought in a world 
in which Islam is too easily portrayed as rigid and monolithic.
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 Assumption V. Muslim Men’s Response

Just as I have been questioned repeatedly about Islamic opposition to 
ARTs, I have been questioned even more often about Muslim men. One 
of four questions is usually asked: First, “How were you able to talk to 
Muslim men?”; second, “Don’t Muslim men refuse to talk about those 
kinds of issues (i.e., infertility and ARTs)?”; third, “Don’t Muslim men 
refuse to use reproductive technologies?”; and fourth, “Don’t Muslim 
men just divorce their infertile wives?”

These questions reveal several underlying assumptions: First, that 
Muslim men won’t talk about their sexual and reproductive health prob-
lems with a woman, and especially not a non-Muslim, American one; 
second, that infertility is a sensitive issue for Muslim men, who will there-
fore refuse to enter into these conversations; third, that Muslim men are 
unwilling to acknowledge their own male infertility or to consider ARTs 
to overcome it; and fourth, that Muslim men simply divorce their wives, 
rather than staying the course and seeking treatment.

As suggested in the introduction to this chapter, these assumptions 
underlie an overwhelmingly negative portrayal of Middle Eastern Muslim 
men as brutal patriarchs and oppressors (Inhorn and Naguib 2018). It is 
true that patriarchy is alive and well in the Middle East—as it is in virtu-
ally all other societies, including in the US, where the “Me Too” move-
ment has underscored this negative reality. Middle East feminist scholars 
have carefully interrogated what patriarchy means, theoretically and 
empirically in the Middle East, where it has been defined as both gen-
dered and aged domination (Badran 1986; Charrad 2001; Joseph 1993, 
1994; Kandiyoti 1994; Moghadam 2003, 2004; Joseph and Slyomovics 
2000). Patriarchy manifests itself in Middle Eastern family life when 
senior men (i.e., fathers, uncles, older brothers) exert their dominance 
and authority over women (i.e., wives, sisters, nieces, daughters) as well 
as junior males (i.e., sons, nephews, cousins). Furthermore, in the Middle 
East, women are said to “buy into” patriarchy in order to survive within 
such male-dominated settings. This turns women themselves into funda-
mental oppressors, who employ patriarchal thinking and strategies in 
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order to dominate weaker women, particularly powerless daughters-in- 
law (Kandiyoti 1994).

In my book Infertility and Patriarchy (Inhorn 1996), I attempted to 
show how these patriarchal relations emerging within Middle Eastern 
family life are tied to larger ideologies of male superiority, as well as many 
institutional structures in Egypt and beyond:

Patriarchy is characterized by relations of power and authority of males 
over females, which are (1) learned through gender socialization within the 
family, where males wield power through the socially defined institution of 
fatherhood; (2) manifested in both inter- and intragender interactions 
within the family and in other interpersonal milieus; (3) legitimized 
through deeply engrained, pervasive ideologies of inherent male superior-
ity; and (4) institutionalized on many societal levels (legal, political, eco-
nomic, educational, religious, and so on). (Inhorn 1996, 3–4)

Twenty years on, these patriarchal dimensions of Middle Eastern social 
life have been highlighted—but also questioned—in a study undertaken 
in 2016 by a non-governmental gender advocacy organization called 
Promundo, in conjunction with UN Women and a variety of interna-
tional funding agencies. The study was called the “International Men and 
Gender Equality Study in the Middle East and North Africa” (IMAGES 
MENA, or IMAGES for short; https://imagesmena.org) and was pub-
lished in a summary volume entitled Understanding Masculinities (El Feki 
et al. 2017).

Relying on local teams in four MENA countries—Egypt, Lebanon, 
Morocco, and Palestine—the study employed both quantitative and 
qualitative research methods undertaken with nearly 10,000 Arab citi-
zens, mostly men between the ages of 18 and 59. According to the 
IMAGES survey, “traditional” attitudes about gender equality still prevail 
in the Arab world, including among younger-generation men. However, 
the study also emphasized that a “sizeable minority” of Arab men—from 
the most elite to the most impoverished—show support for gender equal-
ity and women’s empowerment. Arab men are described as “cracking the 
armor” of patriarchy and encouraging “an equal playing field” for men 
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and women. Moreover, qualitative interviews undertaken with Arab men 
in all four countries yielded many “stories of tenderness, of deep caring 
and caregiving” (El Feki et al. 2017, 20). As the IMAGES authors con-
clude, “While it is fashionable to talk about a ‘crisis of masculinity,’ in 
reality, men and women are at a crossroads as they try to find their way in 
a shifting world” (El Feki et al. 2017, 263). The goal of the IMAGES 
report, then, is to “cut through the stereotypes and prejudices that too 
often obscure the complexity of dynamic gender identities and relations 
in the region” (El Feki et al. 2017, 14).

My own ethnographic work conducted over many years has taught me 
to question these stereotypes of recalcitrant patriarchy, and to search for 
the ways, if any, in which patriarchy might be diminishing through the 
efforts of men themselves. In this regard, my own work has been strongly 
influenced by Middle East gender scholar Suad Joseph (1993, 1994, 
2004), who has forwarded a “both/and” concept called “patriarchal con-
nectivity.” In Joseph’s analysis, patriarchy operates through both male 
domination and loving commitments. In an attempt to index the ongo-
ing strength of family bonds in the Middle East, Joseph argues persua-
sively that love and emotional commitment exists within patriarchal 
power structures. In her ethnographic research from Lebanon, Joseph 
shows how men are socialized to be deeply enmeshed in family structures. 
Fathers love and care for their children, sons show lifelong commitment 
to their mothers and sisters, and men love, protect, and marry their 
female cousins, even if these males are also expected to demonstrate rela-
tions of dominance over the women in their lives. According to Joseph, 
socialization within Arab families places a premium on “connectivity,” or 
the intensive bonding of individuals through love, involvement, and 
emotional enmeshment. As Joseph emphasizes, Arab patriarchy seated in 
these conditions of love, nurturance, and commitment may be more dif-
ficult to unseat than patriarchy in which love and nurturance are less 
supported. In short, patriarchy and connectivity operate in tandem.

Taking my cue from Joseph, I ventured into Egypt with notions of 
both patriarchy and connectivity on my ethnographic radar. Not know-
ing at all what I would find there, I listened carefully to nearly 200 
Egyptian women, who told me about their lives, their relationships, and 
how they felt about their husbands and their marriages more generally. I 
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learned that for the most part, poor urban Egyptian women loved their 
husbands intensely, with their husbands demonstrating their loving com-
mitments in return. Infertile Egyptian women in particular reported 
close marital (and sexual) relationships, with many women counting 
themselves “lucky” to have found an exceptionally sympathetic and 
“understanding” man to marry.

Ultimately, my main ethnographic finding about marriage in Egypt 
was that most Egyptian men were behaving supportively in their conjugal 
relationships. Inspired by Joseph’s notion of patriarchal connectivity, I 
called this phenomenon “conjugal connectivity”—signaling men’s and 
women’s enduring marital commitments, even within long-term childless 
marriages (Inhorn 1996). Instead of demonstrating “toxic” forms of mas-
culinity—of the kind assumed to be predominate in the Middle Eastern 
region—the husbands of the Egyptian women in my study seemed to 
manifest high levels of masculine compassion and concern, for which 
their infertile wives were extremely grateful and quite generous in their 
praise. Although patriarchy manifested itself in various ways in poor 
urban Egyptian women’s lives, marriage itself was often a loving shelter, 
where male patriarchy manifested itself as conjugal protection—includ-
ing from men’s own family members, who were likely to encourage 
divorce and remarriage.

This demonstration of conjugal connectivity within a patriarchal social 
milieu has been one of my most important ethnographic findings. It has 
compelled me to include men in my studies, as men have been strikingly 
absent in both Middle East feminist scholarship and in studies of repro-
duction more generally. Since those early days in Egypt, I have continued 
to follow the trajectory of Middle Eastern men as they have entered the 
world of infertility and assisted reproduction on their own. This began in 
the mid-1990s, with the introduction of ICSI in Egypt—a variant of IVF 
developed in Belgium to overcome male infertility problems. With the 
advent of ICSI, long-term male infertility patients began flooding into 
the new Egyptian IVF centers, hoping to access what they called the 
“spermatic injection.”

As the only ethnographer present on the scene, I learned how much 
infertile men wanted and needed to talk. Sitting with infertile men and 
their wives in the back rooms and recovery suites of Cairo’s nascent IVF 
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clinics, I engaged in “marital ethnography” (Inhorn 2003, 2012), work-
ing with couples together in their dynamic interactions. Such marital 
ethnography was (and is) highly unusual. This is because much of our 
reproductive research occurs in “separate spheres,” with women studying 
women, and men studying men—although, quite frankly, there are too 
few male scholars in this field. In Egypt, there were three important les-
sons to be learned: First, that we need to break open these gender silos; 
second, that we need to understand how women and men interact 
together reproductively; and third, that we need to work directly with 
men to understand their reproductive problems and concerns (Inhorn 
et al. 2009).

Energized by my first exposure to men’s points of view, I tried to con-
vince a male graduate student to take on male infertility as a doctoral 
project in Egypt. (He politely declined.) I talked to an Arab male col-
league, asking him what I should do. He told me: “You should study this, 
Marcia!” He argued that Arab men might be more comfortable speaking 
to a knowledgeable foreign female researcher, as Arab men might be 
reluctant to open up about their infertility problems to another male. I 
applied my colleague’s logic to my various grant applications, and, lo and 
behold, I received two grants to carry out my research on male infertility 
in Lebanon. (My switch from Egypt to Lebanon was not of my own 
choosing. Rather, the Egyptian mukhabarrat, or secret police, refused to 
grant me research permission for any project having to do with men, 
masculinity, or infertility. Clearly, I was a security threat!).

In Lebanon, I worked with more than 200 Lebanese, Palestinian, and 
Syrian men—including 120 of whom were infertile. Together, these 
Middle Eastern men taught me many important lessons. First and most 
basically, Middle Eastern men are willing to talk about their reproduction 
and sexuality, if only they are asked. Second, a woman can talk to a man 
about reproduction, and probably vice versa. Third, we have done a mas-
sive disservice to men and to our scholarship by failing to include them in 
both our feminist ethnographic and reproductive analyses. This must 
truly change. We have literally ignored half of the world’s reproducers. 
These “missing men” must be brought back into our scholarly imagination.

In my own ethnography in Lebanon, I learned a great deal about male 
infertility and men’s willingness to engage with ARTs on a number of 
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levels. First of all, the now widespread availability and advertisement of 
ICSI has led to a “coming out” of male infertility across the region. Today, 
Middle Eastern men are increasingly open about their fertility problems: 
They tell their families, share information with friends and colleagues, 
and swap clinical recommendations with others needing help. In acknowl-
edging their own infertility problems and seeking treatment, they have 
helped to lighten the heavy load once carried by their wives: the scrutiny 
from in-laws, the social ostracism, the threats of divorce or polygynous 
remarriage.

The introduction of high-tech male infertility treatment and Middle 
Eastern men’s eager embrace of this technology have had positive effects 
on gender relations across the region (Inhorn and Patrizio 2015). ARTs 
themselves have been a “gender intervention,” as Middle Eastern couples 
commit themselves to overcoming their infertility problems through 
treatment. Furthermore, the Middle East provides an interesting case 
study of the power of medicalization—or the recasting of infertility from 
a problem of gender (i.e., diminished manhood and womanhood) to a 
problem of medicine, to be treated “just like any other condition” (Inhorn 
2017). For men, the introduction of ICSI as an effective medical solution 
for male infertility certainly helped in this transition. But perhaps the 
most powerful role was played by men themselves, who, in speaking up 
about their male infertility problems to friends and family, brought this 
condition out of the shadows of secrecy and shame.

My book The New Arab Man: Emergent Masculinities, Technologies, and 
Islam in the Middle East (Inhorn 2012) is the result of this Lebanese study. 
In it, I forward the concept of “emergent masculinities” to capture all that 
is new and transformative in Middle Eastern Muslim men’s lives. 
Emergent masculinities—intentionally plural—embrace historical 
changes and new forms of masculine practice. Emergent masculinities are 
manifest in individual changes over the male life course, changes in men’s 
lives across generations, and social changes involving men in transforma-
tive processes (e.g., male labor migration, new forms of political protest, 
the harnessing of social media).

In addition, emergent masculinities highlight new forms of masculine 
agency which accompany these social trends. These include, for example, 
men’s desire to enter sexual partnerships before marriage, men’s 
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acceptance of condoms as a form of male birth control, men’s desires to 
live in nuclear family residences with their wives and children, and men’s 
encouragement of daughters’ education and professional aspirations. All 
of these masculine practices are emerging in the Middle East, but are too 
rarely noticed by scholars or media pundits. Analyzed as emergent and 
transformative (Inhorn and Wentzell 2011), this understanding of 
Middle Eastern masculinities foregrounds the changing desires, emo-
tional worlds, and subjectivities of Middle Eastern men within larger 
social and kinship structures.

This notion of emergent masculinities in The New Arab Man has reso-
nated strongly with a younger generation of Middle East anthropologists, 
who are producing rich ethnographic research on men’s lives, particularly 
in the four countries included in the IMAGES study (Egypt, Lebanon, 
Palestine, and Morocco). Their work has recently been featured in a spe-
cial issue of the journal Men and Masculinities on “Arab Masculinities: 
Anthropological Reconceptions” (Inhorn and Isidoros 2018), as well as 
in our new edited volume on Reconceiving Muslim Men: Love and 
Marriage, Family and Care in Precarious Times (Inhorn and Naguib 
2018).6 Given the ongoing vilification of Muslim men in the media, pop-
ular culture, and scholarship, these young anthropologists’ ethnographic 
efforts to foreground Muslim men’s humanity over brutality—and to 
reconsider men’s positive contributions to gender relations overall—seem 
vital. As my own work shows, it is time to consider the “new Arab man,” 
and the ways in which he, too, might be remaking Middle Eastern gender 
and reproduction in propitious and progressive ways.

 Assumption VI. Feminist Critique

A final question that has been posed to me over the years is not about the 
Middle East, but rather about feminist views regarding the ARTs. Ever 
since the emergence of IVF in the late 1970s, feminist scholars have 
debated the merits of this technology (Arditti et al. 1984; Corea 1985; 
Harwood 2007; Pfeffer 1993; Raymond 1993; Rowland 1992; Spallone 
1989; Spallone and Steinberg 1987; Stanworth 1987; Throsby 2004), 
posing such difficult questions as “Is IVF a feminist technology or a 
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source of oppression?” “Does IVF give women reproductive ‘choice,’ or 
does it perpetuate the motherhood mandate?” “Does the harm of IVF to 
women’s bodies outweigh the benefits?” “How can IVF be justified when 
it fails much more than it succeeds?” “Shouldn’t adoption and alternative 
forms of family-making be encouraged over the ART-assisted births of 
biogenetically related children?” “Don’t the ARTs promote white privi-
lege, given their inaccessibility to poor and minority populations?” 
(Roberts 1997). In many feminist assessments, the answers to these ques-
tions are resoundingly negative.

After thirty years as a feminist ethnographer, my immediate response 
would be: “Well, IVF has changed the infertile world for the better.” 
Louis Brown, the first IVF baby, was born 40  years ago as a result of 
research efforts at the University of Cambridge. For Louise Brown’s infer-
tile mother, Lesley, IVF was a “hope technology,” the term coined by 
Sarah Franklin (1997) in her path-breaking ethnography Embodied 
Progress: A Cultural Account of Assisted Conception, which documented the 
experiences of the first generation of IVF users in England. Since then, 
IVF has brought hope to millions of infertile couples, as well as millions 
of single people and gay couples who dream of becoming biological par-
ents (Luce 2010; Mamo 2007). As Franklin (2013) has powerfully argued 
in her more recent book Biological Relatives: IVF, Stem Cells, and the 
Future of Kinship, IVF has also been the “platform” technology for so 
many others—from ICSI to mitochondrial DNA transfer to oocyte cryo-
preservation to human embryonic stem cells to reproductive cloning. 
These technologies have remedied disease and overcome once intractable 
reproductive barriers.

But for the infertile themselves, IVF has brought the greatest promise. 
Today, IVF has led to the birth of more than 8  million IVF babies 
(ESHRE 2018), thereby making parents of nearly 16  million people. 
That ARTs “make parents” is the key insight forwarded by feminist tech-
noscience scholar Charis Thompson (2005) in her influential volume 
Making Parents: The Ontological Choreography of Reproductive Technologies. 
In that book, Thompson shows that men and women willingly engage in 
complex “ontological choreographies” in their often herculean efforts to 
become parents of IVF offspring. Yet, as Thompson (2002) points out in 
another classic essay entitled “Fertile Ground: Feminists Theorize 
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Infertility,” too often feminist scholarship ignores these parenting desires, 
focusing instead on the potential harms (social, physical, and economic) 
brought on by new ART interventions. Although these feminist critiques 
of ART risk are clearly justified, Thompson argues that we must also 
attempt to understand why these technologies are so important to peo-
ple—what potential benefits and rewards the ARTs offer. Ultimately, 
Thompson advocates for committed feminist ethnography that makes 
sense of the human desires, motivations, investments, struggles, joys, and 
subjectivities of ART users themselves, both men and women. Although 
we are obligated as feminist scholars to be vigilant about the ways in 
which ARTs impinge upon women’s lives and reproductive well-being, 
we must also study and understand the ways in which these technologies 
improve women’s lives and gender relations.

In my book Cosmopolitan Conceptions: IVF Sojourns in Global Dubai 
(Inhorn 2015), I attempt to do both by recounting the hopeful stories 
and sometimes happy endings of more than 200 “reprotravelers” from 
fifty different countries, who had traveled to a globally renowned IVF 
clinic called Conceive in search of high-quality IVF (and ICSI). But I 
also document the burdens of those journeys, including the impoverish-
ing expenditures and the medical risks. For example, in one chapter called 
“Discomforts: Medical Harm and the Search for High-Quality IVF,” I 
detail the “medical horror stories” of some women and men in my study, 
who had arrived at the clinic after experiencing permanent reproductive 
damage or near-death experiences at the hands of incompetent IVF prac-
titioners in other locales.

In my most recent book America’s Arab Refugees: Vulnerability and 
Health on the Margins (Inhorn 2018), I examine the pitfalls of America’s 
own highly stratified IVF system, in which a single cycle of IVF or ICSI 
can cost well over $12,000—about four times the global average. Given 
this reality, poor and minority couples have little access to IVF in the US, 
even in so-called “mandate states” where IVF services are partially state- 
subsidized. My own study was conducted in “Arab Detroit” (Abraham 
and Shryock 2000), North America’s largest Arab ethnic enclave, located 
in the rust-belt state of Michigan, which offers no ART subsidization. 
There, I met nearly 100 infertile men and women, most of whom had 
fled as refugees from war-torn Iraq and Lebanon. I came to think of these 

 M. C. Inhorn



323

poor infertile refugees as “reproductive exiles.” On the one hand, they 
were forced to leave their home countries because of war—including the 
two US-led wars in Iraq. But once they arrived in the US as refugees, they 
found themselves stranded—unable to return to their home country 
because of ongoing violence and shattered healthcare systems and unable 
to access infertility services due to their structural vulnerability within the 
US healthcare system. Thus, exile had two meanings for this population: 
First, the forced removal from one’s home country, with little hope of 
return; and second, the feeling of being forced out of an inaccessible 
health care system. Thus, in America’s Arab Refugees, as well as Cosmopolitan 
Conceptions, I argue for the importance of additional interventions, 
including infertility prevention, new paths to social parenthood (includ-
ing fostering among Muslim couples, who are religiously forbidden from 
adopting), and low-cost IVF activism. In my view, these are important 
avenues to reproductive justice, especially given that so much infertility 
and social suffering will never be redressed.

Still, even among infertile migrant and refugee populations, stories of 
reproductive resolution can be found (Inhorn 2015, 2018). These stories 
are important to share too, amidst so much suffering, structural vulner-
ability, and quiet desperation. For example, Kamal, an infertile Iraqi refu-
gee who had seen “so many dead people, so much blood,” had been 
resettled with his two brothers in Arab Detroit. In the ten years since he 
had arrived in America, Kamal was able to accomplish many of the things 
in life that others could only hope for. These included a happy marriage 
to his Iraqi sweetheart, Heba, whom he had met in a refugee camp; 
American citizenship by way of naturalization; an economically stable life 
as the proprietor of two small barbershops; ownership of two fixer-upper 
homes that he and his brothers remodeled; and the joys of parenthood 
through the birth of a test-tube baby. Pulling a photo from his wallet, 
Kamal smiled widely when he showed me the picture of little Haydar, his 
thirteen-month-old ICSI son. As both Kamal and Heba pointed out to 
me proudly, Haydar was an American citizen by birth—not an exile—in 
a land that they now called home.

As seen in this Iraqi refugee story, ARTs have provided new reproduc-
tive hopes, opportunities, and, in some cases, “miraculous” conceptions 
to those whose child desire remains high. And this is where feminist 
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ethnography has such a critical role to play. As reproductive ethnogra-
phers, our goal is to ask women—and men—to tell us about their repro-
ductive aspirations and desires, and to listen very, very carefully to what 
they have to say. Through ethnography, we can begin to understand what 
reproduction means in people’s lives; what risks they are willing to take; 
and how they encounter reproductive technologies on their own terms. 
Before we can make considered feminist claims about which ARTs are 
good or bad for women (and men), we need to ask balanced questions 
and listen closely to what people tell us. In my long-term ethnographic 
engagement with the ARTs, I have found that people are often savvy 
interlocutors, pragmatic about their own reproductive choices and expec-
tations, while also finding ARTs to be sources of hope and empower-
ment. People are not reproductive “dupes.” They are often realistic about 
the limits of technology and accompany their technological optimism 
with caution and critique (Bennett and de Kok 2017; Inhorn 2007).

All in all, over a career spanning three decades, feminist ethnography 
has opened my own eyes to the fascinating and ever-changing world of 
ARTs. As shown in this chapter, my long journey with the ARTs across 
the Muslim Middle East has been underlain with many untested assump-
tions and often naive, but critical questions. In “considering gender,” it 
has been my privilege in this chapter to lay bare this provocative terrain 
and to attempt to challenge, from a feminist ethnographic standpoint, 
some powerful stereotypes in need of “remaking.”

Notes

1. These ethnographies include Becker 2000; Bharadwaj 2016; Bonaccorso 
2008; Clarke 2009; Franklin 1997; Franklin and Roberts 2006; Gerrits 
2016; Göknar 2015; Inhorn 2003, 2012, 2015, 2018; Kahn 2000; 
Kanaaneh 2002; Konrad 2005; Roberts 2012; Sandelowski 1993; 
Thompson 2005; Wahlberg 2018; and Whittaker 2015. In addition, 
Marilyn Strathern (1992) wrote the first important theoretical work on 
the relationship between anthropology, kinship, and the ARTs.

2. The Association of Middle East Women’s Studies (AMEWS) was founded 
in 1984 by Suad Joseph of University of California-Davis. Twenty years 
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later, in 2004, we launched AMEWS’s professional journal, the Journal of 
Middle East Women’s Studies (JMEWS) at the University of Michigan, 
where I was the founding editor.

3. Elite Egyptians, sometimes including the physicians at the public mater-
nity hospital, also liked to joke about this.

4. This intersection between fertility/infertility and contraception/assisted 
conception is at the heart of a new three-year (2018–2021) Wellcome 
Trust project on “Changing (In)Fertilities,” directed by Sarah Franklin at 
the University of Cambridge, and co-directed by me at Yale University.

5. The only Sunni Muslim majority country where third-party reproductive 
assistance appears to be carried out is Mali, located in West Africa 
(Horbst 2016).

6. These publications were the outcome of two conferences, one on “Muslim 
Men: On Love, Nurturance, Care, and Fulfillment,” hosted by Yale 
University’s MacMillan Center for International and Area Studies, and 
the other on “Arab Men: Anthropological Reconceptions,” hosted by 
University of Oxford’s Middle East Centre and funded by the Wenner- 
Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research. I co-convened both 
conferences.
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 Gender Research in Psychology in the 1970s

Many of my observations are age cohort-driven, though probably not 
cohort specific. In 1971 when I began graduate school, I was a brand- 
new feminist. Ours was the first graduate class in Psychology at Penn 
State for which half of the students admitted were women (State College 
WEAL c. 1970). The university is in the middle of rural Pennsylvania 
and, at that time, a several hour drive to a major city and served by a 
small airport over 30 minutes away from town. Elsewhere, I have written 
about some of the ways in which a new and energized cohort of young 
feminists affected the department (Shields 2012, 2015, 144–145). Here 
I want to focus on how it influenced my thinking about psychological 
science.

There was little guidance and few requirements for graduate students 
at Penn State, quite a different training landscape than new graduate stu-
dents experience today. It was both a burden and an opportunity. The 
burden was that I had no earthly idea what I was doing, how to advance, 
or where my efforts should or would lead. I had come to graduate school 
with an interest in studying emotional development, but beyond that, I 
saw no clear path to accomplish this. Opportunity came in the form of 
allowing me time to think and pursue novel pathways—a luxury that in 
the publish-or-perish environment of graduate training today is unthink-
able. In short, a term paper on the history of the psychology of women 
set the stage for me to produce two significant publications on the history 
of psychology while in graduate school (Shields 1975a, b). Although 
notable at the time, today much more is expected of successful post-doc 
and job candidates. Most relevant for the present story is that this forma-
tive experience set me on a career-long path that always considers the 
historical context of what I study (e.g., Shields 1990, 2016). Attentiveness 
to history is rare in psychology, much to the disappointment of historians 
of the discipline. One factor that contributes to this short-sighted and 
self-imposed ignorance in social psychology, the specialization within 
which I work, arises from a belief that scientific psychology is somehow 
apart from the social context within which it operates. Although feminist 
philosophy of science has had a major impact on the study of the history 
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of psychology both in the US and Europe (e.g., Radtke and Stam 2016), 
self-reflection on the influence of subjectivity in science has not found a 
place in “mainstream” psychology’s methodology or publication standards.

Through my historical research, I was exposed to the blatant sexism 
and racism of late Nineteenth and early Twentieth Century evolutionary 
and psychological science. My experience with the “research” and scien-
tific opinion that related to the psychology of women and gender pub-
lished by Great Men of Science in that period was personally and 
intellectually transformative. Among the many outcomes, I want to men-
tion three here.

First, I developed a critical perspective on the sociology of science, 
which has continued to inform my understanding of all psychological 
science (mostly as relevant to gender, race, class) throughout my career.

A second outcome was the appreciation that research that focused on 
enumerating gender differences, whether politically motivated or not, 
was a flawed approach to understanding gender. Helen Thompson 
Woolley’s (1910) words captured exactly the problem that my historical 
research revealed: “There is perhaps no field aspiring to be scientific where 
flagrant personal bias, logic martyred in the cause of supporting a preju-
dice, unfounded assertions, and even sentimental rot and drivel have run 
riot to such an extent as here” (Woolley 1910, 340). Woolley, however, 
believed that the literature she reviewed was “improving in tone” over 
what had been published in the past. I cited Woolley’s observation in my 
1975 publication and have had many reasons to return to her words over 
the years because they have never become obsolete. In fact, I continue to 
uncover levels of meaning in her and other early women psychologists’ 
critiques of research on gender differences. In the 1970s, my first under-
standing was that there could be a political motivation, albeit uncon-
sciously deployed, underlying scientific research. After writing that term 
paper, I could no longer look at science concerned with any social aspect 
of behavior without questioning for whom and for what purpose the 
project had been undertaken.

A third outcome was a lasting skepticism that simply doing “better” 
science was a solution, better in the sense of clearer operationalization of 
variables, considering alternate explanations for findings—in other 
words, tidying up the work, rather than challenging foundational 
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assumptions and building from scratch. Many of the first generation of 
American women psychologists challenged faulty and sexist logic with 
empirical research.1 Yet, their research did not make a dent in essential-
izing gender and the approach to the study of gender that emphasizes the 
identification of differences. This “differences paradigm” dominated then, 
and continues to this day, particularly, but not exclusively in the study of 
human emotion, my primary area of research (Shields 2013). The study 
of gender in most areas of psychology has been preoccupied with deter-
mining whether there are statistically significant differences between 
women and men—or girls and boys—on a particular behavior or trait.

Many of the first generation of American women psychologists who 
critiqued the differences paradigm were lost to the history of psychology 
until “rediscovered” by a new generation of feminist psychologists in the 
1970s and later (e.g., Bernstein and Russo 1974; Johnston and Johnson 
2008; O’Connell and Russo 1983; Russo and Denmark 1987; 
Scarborough and Furumoto 1987). I was most influenced by the life and 
writing of Leta Stetter Hollingworth (1886–1939) who identified as a 
feminist (she was a member of Heterodoxy, a feminist group in New York 
City), and whose early work was unabashedly feminist in its approach, 
taking on popular notions of women’s deficiencies: Are women hampered 
cognitively by menstruation? What does “evidence” for greater male vari-
ability in intelligence actually show? Most importantly, she argued that 
the true potential of women could only be ascertained if women truly 
had the option of choosing a career, motherhood, or both, rather than 
just the illusion of choice (e.g., Hollingworth 1914, 1916, 1927).

Another formative event at that time came from my work with devel-
opmental psychologist Phyllis W. Berman. She was a lecturer in the Penn 
State Psychology Department, while her husband was a professor in 
Dramatic Art. Like several other lecturers in Psychology, that was the 
only option open to her at Penn State because of anti-nepotism rules at 
that time.2 Together, we organized the first meeting of women graduate 
students and faculty in the department (Shields 2012, 2015). Phyllis also 
organized our first feminist research group in which we tested noted pri-
matologist Harry Harlow’s claim that women were “naturally” attracted 
to infants as attested to by their “ecstasy response” when shown slides of 
baby monkeys, whereas men showed no such attraction (Berman et al. 
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1975, 312). Phyllis went on to complete an impressive program of 
research demonstrating that adult responsiveness to the young depended 
on life-stage (e.g., grandparents are more responsive than non- 
grandparents of the same age) and context (e.g., Berman 1980; Berman 
and Goodman 1984). Her approach reinforced the idea that differences 
or similarities per se are not informative, but, rather, the variables that 
exaggerate, attenuate, or maintain differences are the real story. I had 
understood the examination of context when we undertook the first 
study of adults’ ratings of baby monkeys (the basis for Harlow’s claim), 
but her reformulation of the classic differences approach opened my 
thinking. Today, her observation may seem banal, but at that time—
especially given the near monolithic emphasis on gender-as-trait—it was 
an epiphany. I began to understand that the critical question was not 
whether there were gender differences, but when, where, and how differ-
ences occurred or disappeared. This approach, emphasizing moderators 
of gender difference, rather than the cataloging of difference, shifted 
attention to context, away from biological determinism, and in doing so, 
set the stage for a constructionist view of the creation of gender difference 
and maintenance of gendered performance.

By the mid-1970s, the academic job market had suddenly tanked in 
many fields, just as baby boomers received their PhDs. University expan-
sion that had occurred to accommodate the education of this bulge in the 
population did not also expand to provide jobs. Only the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964 and the subsequent establishment of the EEOC and the pas-
sage of Title IX of the Education Amendments in 1972 prevented women 
PhDs from being as firmly shut out of faculty positions as they had been 
in post-World War II years. That said, there were few choice tenure-line 
positions to go around.

I landed a tenure-line position at the University of California, Davis.3 
They were looking for someone with expertise in psychophysiology, at 
that time a fairly esoteric specialization. My dissertation employed psy-
chophysiological methods to study children’s emotion, so I was a good fit. 
Naïve about faculty life in a publish-or-perish environment, I was blind-
sided by the lack of support I encountered as an assistant professor. There 
were other issues, too, such as cliques and old feuds that made navigating 
pre-tenure years difficult. Most significant, however, was quid pro quo 
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sexual harassment by a senior colleague in neuroscience which tainted 
everything. Like other women at that time (and today), I said nothing 
because I did not think I would be believed, and there was no clear way 
to protect myself if I did speak out. A few years later, when Anita Hill 
testified at Clarence Thomas’ confirmation hearings in 1991 and was dis-
believed by the all-white, all-male Senate Judiciary Committee, I under-
stood perfectly how she could maintain a strange split state between 
being disgusted by Thomas’ words and behavior, yet continue to have a 
working relationship with him. Over several critical pre-tenure months, 
my harasser had also been a useful professional advisor, a professional 
advisor I may have needed, but not under those conditions.

At the time of hiring I was explicitly warned that I would not get ten-
ure based on my writing about gender and that my advancement 
depended on my ability to publish “real” psychology. Indeed, in my pre- 
tenure review, my historical writing was critiqued by one colleague as not 
even “real history.” And, when I was reviewed for tenure, a paper I had 
published in Signs (Shields 1982) was not counted because it was deemed 
not what I should be publishing.4

 A Turning Point: From Gender-as-Trait 
to Doing Gender

The “sentimental rot and drivel” referenced by Woolley was an essential-
izing move, a way to reify gender status and disregard alternative ways of 
thinking about gender’s meaning and operation in everyday life. By the 
1930s, behaviorism had become the dominant paradigm in psychology, 
and the study of individual differences (differences in traits and abilities 
within and across groups) was out of fashion except in the study of intel-
ligence and Freudian-inflected personality psychology. Freud’s ideas 
about gendered personality took root, and gender and gender differences 
became the province of personality theory for years.5 Lewis Terman and 
Catherine Cox Miles (Terman and Miles 1936) introduced the idea that 
psychological Femininity and Masculinity (M/F) could be measured and 
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proposed that they represented opposite ends of a continuum. Thus, the 
more feminine an individual, the less masculine they necessarily were.

The unidimensional view of M/F was the prevailing view within psy-
chology until the 1970s (e.g., Constantinople 1973), and broader mea-
sures of personality often included a subscale that indicated the individual’s 
place on the M/F continuum. (See also Lewin 1984a, b, and Hegarty 
2013, for engaging critical histories of the M/F construct.) In addition, 
different facets of gender (e.g., sexual orientation; motivation to conform 
to gendered social expectations; core gender identity) were considered of 
a piece. Defined as an omnibus trait, gender was treated as a stable inter-
nal characteristic that should operate the same way across time and con-
texts. Mismatch was interpreted as a sign of psychopathology. For 
example, the woman who failed to conform to socially prescribed “femi-
nine” behavior was considered maladjusted. Homosexuality was diag-
nosed as “sexual inversion” (Terman and Miles 1936) and listed as a 
psychiatric disorder until 1973, though “sexual orientation disturbance” 
remained in the DSM until 1987.

Sandra Bem’s gender schema theory (Bem 1974) was the first theoreti-
cal challenge to a rigid unidimensional psychology of gender. Like other 
feminist psychologists, I was taken with her notion of androgyny as a way 
forward from the idea that psychological Femininity (F) and Masculinity 
(M) were personality traits that occupied opposite poles of a single linear 
dimension. Bem’s idea was that M and F represented two orthogonal 
dimensions. Thus, the degree to which an individual was M was pro-
posed as independent of their degree of F. The appeal of Bem’s revision of 
M/F was quite liberating. That said, this new view was still grounded in 
other premises of the unidimensional conceptualization, for example, 
that M and F are enduring dimensions of personality that inevitably will 
be reflected in social and sexual behavior. Gender schema theory (Bem 
1981; see also 1993), however, did set the stage for fundamentally re- 
thinking how gender was manifested in personality and challenged the 
idea that conformity to what were then termed “sex roles” was, in fact, 
necessarily an indicator of mental health. Throughout the early 1980s, 
the construct of the androgynous personality seemed to be the best way 
to advance the study of gender.
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Jill Morawski’s (1987) analysis of the political underpinnings of 
androgyny had a huge impact on me. She reviewed the history of the 
M/F construct and showed how, just as the Terman version suited the 
prevailing patriarchal and rigidly heterocentric values of its times, so did 
the new idea of androgyny fit the changing views of gendered behavior, 
especially that of women. Morawski argued that the construct of androg-
yny fit feminists’ goals of liberating women to act with agency, while 
simultaneously challenging the rigid view of conventional masculinity 
that admitted no room for stereotypically “feminine” traits. By proposing 
that, through androgyny, the positive aspects of conventional femininity 
and masculinity could together describe the psychologically healthy indi-
vidual who possessed both valued feminine and masculine traits, the 
androgynous person could displace the masculine man as the healthy 
human standard. Morawski’s argument showed me that the study of gen-
der, as it had been in previous decades, was still susceptible to the unac-
knowledged values of the scientists who study the topic.

In retrospect, 1987 was a watershed publication year in the psychology 
of gender. The Review of Personality and Social Psychology (1987) had a 
special issue on sex and gender with innovative work, including 
Morawski’s piece on androgyny. Kay Deaux and Brenda Major (1987) 
published their contextualized model of gender beliefs and behavior that 
was the first systematic model in psychology to show how gender- 
conforming behavior in social situations is promoted and modified 
through gender-related expectations by the actor, the observer and the 
genderedness of the situation. Alice Eagly (1987) published Social Role 
Theory in which she proposed that gender differences and similarities 
arise and are perpetuated via the distribution of men and women into 
social roles, and our expectations for ourselves and others reflect that 
distribution. For example, in industrial and post-industrial economies, 
women are more likely than men to be primary caretakers of children and 
the home, whereas men are more likely than women to be primary wage 
earners in positions that involve physical strength, assertiveness, or lead-
ership skills. Thus, we expect women to be nurturant and men to be 
independent. Sociologists Candace West and Don Zimmerman (1987) 
published “Doing Gender.” Building on Erving Goffman’s theories of 
social interaction, they proposed that gendered behavior is a routine 
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accomplishment embedded in everyday interaction, that is, a practice 
rather than an achieved role. (See also Stewart and Dottolo 2006 for an 
additional perspective on the evolution of feminist psychology in the US.)

As different as these perspectives are, all emphasize that gender- 
conforming behavior is not an inevitable or fixed product of socializa-
tion, but sensitive to the gender-coded demands of the immediate 
context, and that the behavioral “path of least resistance” is conformity to 
those demands. Importantly, too, they emphasize that gender expecta-
tions exert influence even when gender may be irrelevant to the perfor-
mance of specific tasks. Further, each describes mechanisms by which 
deviation from gender nonconformity reaps negative responses from oth-
ers, thus further smoothing the path for conformity. In addition, each 
construes the individual as an active, though unwitting, participant in 
the reinscription of gender norms. As disparate as they are, each pushed 
gender research beyond a differences model into new conceptual territory.

I was also deeply affected personally by a guest lecture that Kay Deaux 
gave in my department at UC Davis in 1987. She was a scholar at the 
Stanford Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences that year, 
and having met Kay at a conference, I invited her to come to Davis to 
give a talk in my department. Kay outlined research that shows that when 
two groups are compared, one serves as the standard, and the other is 
compared to that standard. When gender is construed as a binary, males 
serve as the standard, and females as the deviation to be explained. She 
then presented the model described above (Deaux and Major 1987). 
Placing gendered behavior in a dynamic and interactive context, the 
model provided a way to think about gender as other than a fixed set of 
socialized or biologically-driven traits. The points she made may be taken 
for granted today, but Kay’s talk opened my eyes to a way of thinking 
about gender, that, at the time for psychology, was exciting and fresh.

Encountering the idea that we should think of gender as a verb (West 
and Zimmerman 1987), rather than a noun initially intrigued and con-
fused me. Being freed from a trait view of gender, and moving to a social 
constructionist perspective, however, completely transformed my research 
and teaching. For example, I took the idea of “doing gender” and trans-
lated it into my own research on emotion, focusing on the factors that 
influence how and when gendered performance is carried out, and when 
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it and how it matters to observers’ assessments of the individual 
(Shields 1987).

I was intrigued by the ways in which beliefs about gender, such as ste-
reotypes, influence perceptions—both of others and oneself. My initial 
work with this idea (that beliefs affect self-perceptions as well as percep-
tions of others) showed for emotion what earlier critiques of “menstrual 
distress” self-report measures had reported in the 1970s (Parlee 1973; 
Sommer 1973). That is, the more general the question, the further in 
time removed from the event, and the less tangible the behavior being 
reported on, the greater the influence of beliefs and stereotypes on self- 
report (Shields 1991). Regarding gendered emotion stereotypes, Michael 
Robinson, Joel Johnson, and I demonstrated this effect on individuals’ 
and observers’ reports about emotional behavior (Robinson et al. 1998). 
Since then, a number of other researchers have also reported various find-
ings that show the power of beliefs about gender on self-report (e.g., Else- 
Quest et  al. 2012). Furthermore, changing what people believe a 
self-report instrument measures can influence the magnitude of gender 
difference, just as Berman had observed years earlier. For example, if a test 
is presented as a measure of emotion knowledge, women have the advan-
tage, but if it is presented as a test of leadership or other non–gender- 
typed or masculine-typed skill, men’s performance improves (Koenig and 
Eagly 2005). (See also Horgan and Smith 2006; Ickes et al. 2000.)

Concern with beliefs about emotion and their power to influence per-
ception and behavior, my research on emotion gravitated more and more 
to what can be called the “politics of emotion in everyday life,” by which 
I mean how the representation of one’s own or another’s emotion is delib-
erately or inadvertently used to assert or challenge status and power. In 
other words, who is labeled “emotional” and what are the consequences 
of being labeled in that way? Whose anger is considered justified, and 
whose anger is dismissed?

I received a Rockefeller Foundation “Changing Gender Roles in Post- 
Industrial Societies” grant to begin work on a book that addressed the 
gendered social meaning of emotion. Although that program existed for 
only a few years, the Rockefeller Foundation supported and encouraged 
important feminist work across social and behavioral science disciplines. 
That grant-supported year set the course of my research on emotion since 
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then (e.g., Shields 2002, 2005, 2007, 2013). As important as this work is 
to me, however, like much other feminist psychology, it has not had the 
impact on “mainstream” psychology of emotion that I wish it would 
have. To some degree, that is because discussing representation of emo-
tion, is not, for mainstream emotion researchers in psychology, “real 
emotion,” but simply a by-product. For feminist researchers, however, 
examining the representation of experience is key to understanding how 
and why social relations work. The project remains a major piece of 
unfinished business for me, and my research and writing on emotion 
now has an almost laser-like focus on the significance of emotion repre-
sentation in understanding our own and others’ display and experience of 
emotion.

 Intersectionality Theory: Gender 
and Structural Power

In 1996 I moved from UC Davis to The Pennsylvania State University 
(Penn State) to direct the Women’s Studies program (now the Department 
of Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies). I was motivated to leave a 
toxic departmental environment, as described above, and to create a part-
ner opportunity for my new spouse who was having difficulty moving 
from faculty to administration, a career shift he very much wanted.

My desire to leave UC Davis was also motivated by a desire to escape 
from a field (scientific social psychology) that I increasingly could not 
relate to, and to, at last, fully identify with the field of study that felt clos-
est to me. I thought that moving into Women’s Studies full time would 
give me a new professional path. As I have often said to friends, students, 
and colleagues—that was a great idea, but what it showed me was that 
loving France is not the same as being French. That is, as much as I 
wanted to be in Women’s Studies, I could not escape my psychologist 
identity. It informed everything about how I framed questions about the 
world, was my “first language” academically, and dictated how I saw 
myself as a scientist. In some respects, I never felt as much like a psy-
chologist as the three years that I lived in Women’s Studies.6
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There had been no undergraduate or graduate training in Women’s 
Studies available to our age cohort. With its phenomenal growth in the 
late 1970s/early 1980s, Women’s Studies was a breath of fresh air to those 
of us stuck in claustrophobic disciplinary traditions. We eagerly worked 
to establish Women’s Studies programs (departments, for the most part, 
came later) while juggling dual professional identities: the identity of our 
“discipline of origin,” and the identity of a new, exciting, and socially 
meaningful field of study. Although I transferred my faculty line to 
Psychology when my term as Director ended, I have remained an affiliate 
faculty member, and feminist gender and women’s studies scholarship 
continues to be an important influence on my professional and intellec-
tual development. Most important, I have found the optimal solution to 
my attraction to Women’s Studies through pressing for, and now partici-
pating in, a joint PhD program in psychology and women’s, gender, and 
sexuality studies. I have the privilege of working with graduate students 
who are deeply interdisciplinary—they are (almost) as at home in wom-
en’s, gender, and sexuality studies as they are in psychology. It is a joy to 
watch them in faculty positions as they employ feminist theory to re- 
envision what and how gender-related psychological questions are stud-
ied and taught (e.g., Gervais et  al. 2013; Sawyer et  al. 2016; Warner 
2008, 2018).

Back to those first months at Penn State in Fall 1996. I was approached 
by two Penn State alumnae who were involved in a new alumnae group 
of professional women in New York City. They were looking for a speaker 
for one of their inaugural meetings and thought that the Director of the 
Women’s Studies Program would be a likely choice. I agreed and only 
after they left did I panic at the thought that I—a person who had spent 
her entire adult working life in the academy—was expected to bring new 
thinking to a group of successful professional women who had worked in 
legal firms, advertising, Wall Street, the art scene, and more. I was at sea 
initially in thinking about what exactly to do. Then I remembered a slide 
I used in teaching undergraduates. It was a page I had taken from a 
Glamour magazine, I think, while having my hair done. “Impressions 
from the Office” listed Her Experience versus His Experience to the same 
situations over the course of the day at work. For example, “He’s not at 
his desk. He must be at a meeting; SHE’s not at her desk. She must be in 
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the ladies’ room.” I realized that there was beginning to be enough pub-
lished research on women’s experiences in the workplace, including my 
own work on gender and emotion, that I could use this as the basis for 
contrasting Her and His experiences by doing more than relying on 
anecdote.

That October Sunday afternoon in 1996 was one of the high points of 
my professional life. The group of about 40 professional women left no 
doubt that their experiences were being validated by the research I 
described, and I was blown away by how their experiences gave meaning 
to research that I summarized. I vividly recall a Wall Street portfolio man-
ager telling me after my presentation that it was “like a dagger through 
my heart” for her because what I had said so closely mirrored the unfair 
and often hostile way she had been treated at work for many years.

The experience gave me the idea to create a game-like version of the 
talk for my undergraduate Psychology of Gender class. I was eventually 
able to obtain funding to develop the exercise through the NSF 
ADVANCE program. The Workshop Activity for Gender Equity 
Simulation—an awkward title, but it makes a good acronym: WAGES 
(http://wages.la.psu.edu/)—is designed to be a brief educational inter-
vention that demonstrates the cumulative effects of unconscious gender 
bias in everyday interactions and decision-making in the workplace. 
Importantly, WAGES shows not only how easily unconscious bias occurs 
and how difficult it is to detect in isolated instances, but also that good 
intentions alone cannot correct the problem. Our lab’s research has also 
demonstrated that interventions like WAGES work in part because par-
ticipants not only learn about unconscious bias but also about individual 
and organizational practices that can attenuate if not fully prevent its 
operation (e.g., Shields et al. 2018; Zawadzki et al. 2012). In other words, 
participants do not simply learn about bias, but that they also learn that 
they can do something about it if they use some tools to interrupt the 
automatic nature of unconscious bias. This sense of efficacy appears to be 
a key feature of interventions that work.

In addition to WAGES-Academic, which is based on advancement 
through the tenure line at colleges and universities, our group has a beta 
version of WAGES-Business, is developing a WAGES-Classroom version 
for teaching, and two colleagues in Education and I are seeking funding 
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to move our proof-of-concept virtual version to a testable form. What has 
been most exciting for me is at last to have a stream of work that consti-
tutes an intervention to interrupt thinking patterns that promote inequi-
ties. The downside, as it often is, is finding a fit between our project and 
funding sources.

A subsequent transformation of my thinking and research on gender 
occurred around the turn of the present century as I—because of my 
continuing connection to Women’s Studies—began to read intersection-
ality theory in the course of seeking readings in feminist sociology for my 
graduate teaching. Psychology, including feminist psychology, was 
famously late among social and behavioral sciences to “discover” intersec-
tionality theory. In 2004, I was asked to give a brief talk at the first Gender 
Development Conference on current trends in the social psychology of 
gender.7 Three emerging themes stood out to me at that time and I 
focused on them in my talk. They were (1) mutual influences of biology 
and culture, (2) intersectionality, and (3) gender as a set of power rela-
tions that maintains inequality. Ram Mahalingam approached me after 
the talk and was excited that someone had mentioned power. He pro-
posed we take on a project to broaden the conversation, and together, we 
hatched a plan to propose a special issue of Sex Roles on intersectionality 
theory and the psychology of gender. Ram was pre-tenure and already 
overcommitted, so it did not make sense for him to take on an editing 
project. I continued on my own with his encouragement and that of Sex 
Roles editor Irene Frieze, and assembled a diverse group of early career 
and senior scholars. The resulting special issue showed that there was a 
strong and growing interest in bringing an intersectionality framework/
perspective to psychology (Shields 2008).

The Sex Roles special issue project did for my brain and my professional 
life far more than I had anticipated at the outset. It has expanded my col-
laborations (e.g., Shields and Bhatia 2009; Warner et al. 2017; Shields 
2018) and has made me reflect even more deeply on my privilege and my 
responsibility to use my position of advantage to promote change (Shields 
2012). Intersectionality has refashioned how I approach my research and 
teaching. For example, the WAGES project contrasts the advancement of 
women of color and white women with that of privileged men. WAGES 
items are focused on the experiences of women of color and white women, 
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but many of the items not directly concerned with work-life balance are 
also relevant to the experience of men from underrepresented groups 
who, despite gender privilege, lack race or other structural privilege. We 
have also developed items that address the unique experiences of women 
of color. In my research on gender and emotion, however, progress is 
slower going. Although the practice and experience of the politics of 
everyday life are, without doubt, contingent on one’s intersectional posi-
tion, conventional research methods used in the psychology of emotion 
are clumsy at best, and irrelevant at worst, with respect to their fit with an 
intersectional research framework. An intersectional perspective presents 
an advance by calling attention to the substantial ways in which individu-
als’ experiences differ qualitatively because of the configuration of social 
identities that define their social location. An intersectional perspective 
thus promotes efforts to understand and challenge societal systems of 
power and privilege in ways that, up to the present, have largely been 
treated as ancillary or even incompatible with psychological science of 
emotion.

 Looking Toward the Future: Caution and Hope

Hindsight makes the disparate elements of my unplanned career appear 
to be a logical narrative. I want to stress again how unclear and confusing 
the journey was. For example, in my pre-tenure days, I felt a conflict 
between desires to study women and gender versus human emotion. As 
if these two subjects had nothing to do with one another! From my per-
spective today, that seems laughable; at the time, however, the two areas 
of research had no overlap. As often happens for me, the breakthrough 
came from agreeing to write an invited chapter, article, or talk. In this 
case, it was a chapter for a book edited by Carol Tavris, Everywoman’s 
emotional wellbeing (1986). By having to write clearly and cogently about 
what were, at the time, rather vague and disconnected ideas for me, I 
could begin to chart a line of research that has occupied me for over 
thirty years.
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 Caution: The Persistent and Insidious Effects 
of the Differences Paradigm

I briefly want to circle back to what I see as the major hindrance to 
advancement in the psychology of gender, and by extension, feminist 
psychology: tension between theoretical innovation and a consistent, per-
nicious pull of examining gender in terms of gender difference. The dif-
ferences paradigm has not only not advanced our understanding of the 
psychology of gender, but also has been at cross purposes with developing 
useful and sophisticated psychological theory.

The Mars-Venus version of gender has a long history in psychology 
and is still greeted with enthusiasm by students, the public, and experts 
who should know better. Seventy-some years ago, psychologist Samuel 
Fernberger (1948) published a study of exactly how persistent beliefs 
about difference can be in the face of disconfirming information. 
Fernberger gave a quiz on 16 popularly-held sex differences of ability and 
behavior to a group of graduate students and students in an introductory 
psychology class a few days after he had lectured on the lack of evidence 
for stereotypic sex differences. With some consternation, Fernberger 
reported that a majority of students—female and male, graduate and 
undergraduate—continued to endorse stereotypic differences, including 
the general superiority of male intellect. With some pessimism, he con-
cluded that “it is not surprising that a purely intellectual appeal should 
have so little effect in changing such opinions. If such stereotypes are to 
be eliminated, the appeal must be emotional as well as intellectual” 
(Fernberger 1948, 101).

My observations about the differences paradigm in psychology are not 
original. Since the 1970s, multiple critiques have been published in every 
decade (e.g., Eagly and Diekman 2006; Hare-Mustin and Marecek 1988; 
Hyde 2005; Lott 1997; Magnusson and Marecek 2012; Stewart and 
McDermott 2004; Unger 1979 2010; Yoder and Kahn 2003, to name 
only a few). Yet, despite these many well-reasoned critiques, the differ-
ences paradigm persists across the psychological subdisciplines in which 
gender is ever considered. Even when it is not germane to the research, 
editors will call for an analysis of gender differences. Authors of a new 
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textbook on the psychology of women and gender, for example, were 
encouraged to include a chapter on gender differences because the pub-
lisher worried that without coverage, the book would lack credibility and 
could potentially undermine the book’s marketability.

Janet Hyde’s (2005, 2014) Similarities Hypothesis reminds us that, tak-
ing gender as a two-group phenomenon, most research that has been 
designed to reveal gender differences in fact shows us that similarities are 
far more prevalent and that differences tend to be of a small or moderate 
statistical size. Shifting the discussion to similarities, however, still main-
tains a focus on group comparisons. In fact, developmental psychologists 
Eleanor Maccoby and Carol Jacklin made exactly these points long ago 
(Maccoby and Jacklin 1974).

Essentializing difference emphasizes the sexes as opposite and comple-
mentary and conveniently excuses the need to take social interventions 
seriously, asserting that they are doomed to failure because our stone age 
brains cannot adapt to today’s social requirements.

 Hope

Psychology, both clinical and experimental, has arguably been resistant to 
the transformative influences of feminist research, theory, and method. 
At the same time, the influence of feminist research is quite notable in 
some areas, such as in the study of violence against women and gender in 
the workplace, to name just two (Travis et al. 2018). As Rutherford and 
Pettit (2015, 223) demonstrate, “the traffic between feminism and psy-
chology has been persistent, continuous, and productive,” since the turn 
of the 20th Century, though varied across time and geographic and pro-
fessional locations.  Feminist psychologists may also find it difficult to 
have their work accepted by colleagues in women’s, gender, and sexuality 
studies. Sometimes it feels as if feminist psychologists are attempting to 
bridge two fields of study–psychology and women’s, gender, and sexuality 
studies–that would rather ignore each other. The task for the next genera-
tion of feminist psychologists is an engineering challenge: how to build 
better and stronger bridges between these two important and vital fields, 
particularly in basic and applied research.
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Nevertheless, I see many positive trends in psychology. Our Psychology 
Department at Penn State voted unanimously in 2002 to participate in 
the Women’s Studies dual degree graduate program. The meeting went so 
smoothly that I was almost disappointed I had not had a chance to show 
the quantity of data I had collected to make the case. I can now offer 
graduate seminars on feminist psychology without repercussions. 
Publications in Psychology of Women Quarterly, Feminism & Psychology 
and feminist journals outside of psychology now “count” for tenure, pro-
motion, and annual reviews for dually-appointed faculty, as well as those 
of us who are affiliate faculty.

It must be said, though, that this trend does not reflect a warm accep-
tance of feminist psychology per se, but, rather, a growing understanding 
of the complexity of psychology as a scientific discipline and the pressures 
toward specialization within subfields. The downside, of course, is that 
there is less and less communication across specializations even as the 
number of unique niches grows. The trend toward specialization shows 
no signs of reversing, so the question for feminist psychologists is how to 
influence the field as a whole—if that, in fact, should be a goal—and how 
to maintain feminist community within and across specializations. 
Feminists are a significant minority in both scientific and clinical psy-
chology and, as such, can be quite successful even without engaging with 
the so-called mainstream. Thus, we are at a point where it may be fruitful 
to think about precisely where we would like to see feminist influence 
and focus on achieving those ends rather than attempt to change a large 
and largely indifferent discipline.

Unlike our worries in the early 1980s when cuts to budgets in public 
higher education threatened the very existence of women’s studies, femi-
nist psychology is not in danger of disappearing. The problem, as I see it 
for feminist psychology, is who we influence besides each other. We work 
on the periphery, but don’t see ourselves as marginalized because there are 
so many of us. But how much influence do we have on the broader “hub 
discipline” (Cacioppo 2007) of psychology that connects to and informs 
other disciplines, that range from education to neuroscience? In other 
burgeoning areas of psychology, including social and cognitive neurosci-
ence, behavioral genetics, and artificial intelligence, if and when gender is 
considered, the essentializing differences paradigm rules. Moreover, the 
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persistence of gender essentialism is troubling because these areas are so 
powerful at the moment, powerful in the sense of attracting funding, 
media exposure, and prestige within the larger scientific psychology com-
munity. Within feminist psychology, however, there are indications that 
alternatives to binary thinking and the differences paradigm are gaining 
ground. In addition to intersectional frameworks, feminist neuroscience 
(e.g., Joel 2016) and feminist evolutionary psychology (e.g., Gowaty 
2018) create alternatives to tired gender binary thinking. Feminist psy-
chologists are also deeply involved in efforts to transform the academy 
into a workplace that values and promotes diversity and expansive and 
creative approaches to knowledge production (e.g., Stewart and Valian 
2018). In some respects, it feels as if we are in a moment that we have not 
seen since the late 1980s in psychology. A two-volume, 60-chapter 
Handbook on the Psychology of Women (2018) recently published by the 
American Psychological Association (APA) covers a broad array of topics 
that demonstrate the significant contributions that feminist psychology 
has made to the study of women and gender in recent decades. Other 
compilations (e.g., Dess et al. 2018; Roberts et al. 2016; Handbook on the 
Psychology of Men and Masculinity 2016) also showcase advances in femi-
nist and feminist-informed research. New textbooks on the psychology of 
women and gender are being published as well (e.g., Crawford 2017; Liss 
et al. 2019). Even psychology’s persistent capacity to lose women from its 
history has been made more difficult with Alexandra Rutherford’s devel-
opment of the Psychology’s Feminist Voices website (http://www.femi-
nistvoices.com/). Further, international perspectives and histories of 
feminist psychology, long missing from the conversation, are also becom-
ing more widely available (e.g., Rutherford et al. 2011).

 A Concluding Word

I thank Abby and Sarah for the opportunity to reflect on how my devel-
opment as a feminist psychological scientist and scholar has been influ-
enced by and has influenced the contemporary study of gender. There are 
many other ways to tell the story and I was not able to include reference 
to all of the people who have influenced my thinking about gender or the 
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events that shaped me (or that I may have helped to shape). I have writ-
ten about some of these elsewhere (e.g., Shields 2012, 2015, 2016), but 
history is always partial and a jointly constructed understanding.

Most importantly, I realize again how significant connections with 
other feminist scholars have been to whatever I have been able to accom-
plish. And for enabling me to survive the setbacks. Whatever feminist 
scholarship has contributed to the advancement of the study of gender, it 
could not have happened without a strong scholarly community com-
mitted to feminist principles. Moving forward, I think this aspect of our 
past work—that is, cultivating and sustaining feminist community—is 
what can most benefit the next generation of gender researchers to con-
tinue the project.

Notes

1. Some feminist psychologists (e.g., Eagly 2018) today still maintain that 
science can be undertaken completely objectively, and that rigorous 
empiricism alone can correct for flawed scientific reasoning about gender. 
The late Naomi Weisstein, best known by feminists for her devastating 
critique of mid-century psychology (Weisstein 1968/1993a), was also an 
esteemed vision neuroscientist whose theoretical and empirical work has 
had lasting impact on the psychology of visual perception. She strongly 
identified as an experimental psychologist and was critical of feminists 
who questioned the value of scientific practice. Instead, she called for a 
return to scientific research that was “activist, challenging, badass feminist 
psychology.” (Weisstein 1993b, 244).

2. Carolyn W. Sherif (one of two women tenure-line faculty out of at least 
25 white male faculty) was an exception, but only because of her husband 
Muzafer Sherif ’s status as a sociologist. In her writing, Carolyn was open 
about the fact that the Psychology Department only took her as a faculty 
member because they were forced to, though she did not even hint at 
being made to feel unwelcome to us grad students (Sherif 1983; Shields 
and Signorella 2014).

3. Originally I had written that I was “fortunate to land” this position, but 
Teresa Frasca, a grad student who works with me, busted me for falling 
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into the “lucky girl” trope here and throughout the draft chapter. Old and 
well-socialized habits die hard!

4. Years later that and other overlooked work was “counted,” but only after 
women faculty across campus lobbied successfully for a salary equity 
study. The catch in being considered for an equity adjustment was that we 
individually had to write a statement about why and how we believed we 
had been disadvantaged, and have our dossiers reviewed by a committee 
appointed by our department chairs and, ultimately, the campus-wide 
Committee on Academic Personnel and Vice-Chancellor for Academic 
Affairs. Outrageous. I cannot think of it today without anger and a vivid 
memory of the distress of having to write a justification for why I deserved 
a salary adjustment. I had friends who did not put themselves through 
this demeaning process because they knew they would have no support 
from their department. In the end, my adjustment was approved shortly 
before I left UC Davis for Penn State. Thus, my “adjustment” was back 
pay for the year I left, an adjustment that our then department chair, 
Phillip Shaver, told me, was “a nice bonus.” Obviously, he did not grasp 
the fact that I had been underpaid for at least the previous 13  years. 
Ironically, in my 19 years at UC Davis, I had offered graduate and under-
graduate seminars in feminist psychology in the Psychology Department 
and advised students who completed the Graduate Specialization in 
Feminist Studies without overt objections or backlash.

5. On the eager assimilation of Freud’s thinking in the U.S. see, for example, 
Fancher (2000).

6. The most meaningful outcome of my time in “France”/Women’s Studies 
was initiating and organizing the first national conference on the PhD in 
Women’s Studies with Sally Kitch (then at Ohio State) and Jean O’Barr 
(Duke). We convened a committee of about ten people representing 
diverse institutions, geography, and perspectives to plan and host a 
national conference in Atlanta in October, 2001. Even though it was held 
just one month after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, all but one invited institu-
tion participated. I believe the conference archives are kept at the Duke 
Women’s Studies Center.

7. The Conference has been held biennially since then, in off years from 
meetings of the Society for Research in Child Development that are held 
every two years. The Gender conference was originated and continues to 
be organized by Carol Martin and Campbell Leaper.
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15
Stewardship of Intersectionality: 

A Complex Proposition

Ange-Marie Hancock Alfaro

Intersectionality is an interdisciplinary field of study that challenges 
many of the traditional understandings in political science about politics, 
power, and policy, including how to design research that is both valid and 
generalizable. In a 2013 special issue of SIGNS: Journal of Women in 
Culture and Society, Sumi K.  Cho, Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, and 
Leslie McCall contended that over the past 30 years, intersectionality has 
evolved from a single theoretical claim into an analytical framework (see 
also Collins 1990/2000) that has sparked an entire field of study. The 
evolution of intersectionality has produced a variety of significant chal-
lenges to how conventional social science scholarship is conceptualized 
and executed. As a theory of power, intersectionality challenges the zero- 
sum, binary logic of empirical political science. Instead of framing domi-
nant groups as uniformly power-present and subordinate groups as 
uniformly power-absent, intersectionality research conceptualizes power 
as relational and non-linear. As a theory of politics, intersectionality 
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challenges conventional rules like Occam’s Razor—complexity rather 
than simplicity is often the sine qua non of intransigent social political 
problems like entrenched inequality, intergenerational transmission of 
trauma and prejudice, and the intransigent invisibility of certain group’s 
policy needs, even among those who purport to represent them.

I do not remember the first time I heard the word “intersectionality,” 
but I do remember the first time I explicitly identified myself with it. It 
was in 2005, three years after arriving at Yale University as a joint appoint-
ment in political science and African American Studies. I’d previously 
held a joint appointment between political science and Gender Studies at 
Penn State, but was advised by junior colleagues to avoid affiliating with 
gender studies at Yale if I had any hope of getting tenure. I had been hired 
to be one of two scholars of race and ethnic politics. My then department 
chair described the political science department as “Noah’s Ark; there’s 
two of everything here.”

After three years, my body and mind told me I was more of a unicorn 
than part of a pair. While on leave from teaching, I sent cover letters 
applying for jobs, describing myself as an “intersectionality theorist.” 
Given the research I’ve now done on the uptake of intersectionality 
(2016), it is unlikely that political science search committees then read-
ing my cover letter even knew what an intersectionality theorist was.

In 2005 The Politics of Disgust and the Public Identity of the “Welfare 
Queen,” my first book, had just been published. My reviews further illus-
trated how foreign intersectionality was to political scientists at the time. 
My publisher, NYU Press, got the standard two anonymous peer reviews, 
and their responses were telling. Reviewer #1 contended that the book is 
a strong contribution to the literature on race and welfare. Reviewer #2 
focused on a second, presumably separate category, focusing on the book’s 
contribution to the scholarship on gender and welfare politics. I spent the 
first seven or so years of my scholarly career careening back and forth 
between intellectual communities: women in politics and racial and eth-
nic politics. Like the activists of the Combahee River Collective, Anna 
Julia Cooper, and the contributors to This Bridge Called My Back (Moraga 
and Anzaldua 1983), I lived somewhat uncomfortably in the interstices.

My research has long engaged gender as an analytic concept that can 
only be understood when framed intersectionally. For me, that has meant 
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attention to multiple modes of interrogation: inequality, power, com-
plexity, and justice (see Collins and Bilge 2016, 25–30). A decade and a 
half after those initial book reviews, intersectionality has exploded in 
popularity. In the earliest pages of my third book, Intersectionality: An 
Intellectual History, I note a surprising result: If you Google ‘intersection-
ality,’ you’ll get about 566,000 hits (p.  7). In the two years since 
Intersectionality’s publication, the same keyword search has ballooned to 
produce roughly 9.5 million hits. I have elsewhere framed intersectional-
ity as a research paradigm (2007) that, consistent with Cho et al., has 
now expanded into an interdisciplinary field of study in a manner analo-
gous to the development of neuroscience or behavioral economics. The 
proliferation of attention to the word and concept of intersectionality in 
common parlance and popular culture could not have been anticipated 
by the very first articulations of intersectionality-like thinking in the 
nineteenth century.

Scholarly understanding of intersectionality’s relationship to extant 
articulations of gender have changed almost as much as the level of atten-
tion to the word itself. It has gone from a perceived attack on previous 
articulations of gender (see Zack 2005) to a “buzzword” (Davis 2008) to 
a passing trend (see Chang and Culp 2002; Nash 2008). May (2015), 
Bilge (2013), and Alexander-Floyd (2012) each express concern regard-
ing intersectionality’s popularity and the ramifications of it for the nor-
mative commitments shared by authors considered to be “founders” of 
intersectionality. For Alexander-Floyd, social science operationalizations 
of intersectionality render the original interlocutors of intersectionality 
invisible. On her account, activists like the Combahee River Collective 
and the early scholars of Black women in politics disappear from view in 
the social sciences’ attempts to engage intersectionality. For May and 
Bilge, shallow knowledge regarding intersectionality produces scholar-
ship that “contravene[s] core intersectional premises (May 2015, 7) and 
problematically claims “intersectionality is the brainchild of feminism” 
(Bilge 2013).

Whether such arguments specify my work by name or not, the com-
mitment to building intersectionality as an interdisciplinary field of study 
requires a certain amount of courage. As intersectionality has become a 
bona fide phenomenon, I have realized that my role in building 
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intersectionality institutionally is as important as my original research. 
This recent realization has turned my attention to the power and privilege 
I do have, and recognizing it must be wielded ethically. I have become, in 
other words, as much a steward of intersectionality as I am a scholar of 
intersectionality.

As with the word feminism, to merely call something “intersectional” 
does not automatically make it so. Being a steward requires an ethical and 
ecumenical approach to drawing boundaries around what constitutes 
intersectionality scholarship. Stewarding intersectionality does mean 
drawing boundaries, with however light a hand as is feasible. Whether 
grounded in Black religious communities, sociology, or ethical corporate 
governance, this idea of stewardship deliberately counteracts the proto-
typical neoliberal male as subject in favor of a collective focus on an inter-
pretive community. As one member of this interpretive community, I 
take such stewardship seriously. As I wrote in Intersectionality: “If we 
think of a steward as someone entrusted with caring for valuables that she 
does not herself own, then my role is not only to disavow ownership of 
intersectionality but to remember that while I am permitted to use it, I 
must do so ethically, which entails producing projects that hopefully 
leave intersectionality scholars better equipped to engage in knowledge 
production projects in intersectionality studies.” (2016, 23). In this chap-
ter, I reflect upon the past 20 years of engaging with and applying an 
intersectional understanding of gender from this situated perspective.

 Inequality

Gender inequality predates intersectionality’s first emergence, but not by 
nearly as long as once thought. The foundations of intersectionality trace 
back as far as the first modern strains of feminist social movement. If I 
were to tell you an origin story about intersectionality, I would tell you a 
story of Maria Stewart, a free black woman in 1831 Boston who saw that 
sexism and racism were equal but not identical threats to US “democ-
racy.” Stewart’s approach to understanding inequality was transformative. 
In her collected essays, she articulates the importance of both race and 
gender equality as essential for the liberation of the “daughters of Africa” 
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(Richardson 1987, 30–31). While Stewart’s vision of equality was dis-
tinct from other intersectionality theorists, her understanding of the 
components of Black women’s inequality is completely consistent with 
contemporary understandings of inequality.

This conceptualization of inequality is paired with the recognition of 
its invisibility. Stewart exhorts the “daughters of Africa” to “show forth” 
and “distinguish yourselves.” Later in the same piece, she notes the ways 
in which “American people” fail to “bestow one thought upon the 
benighted sons and daughters of Africa” (Richardson 1987, 34).

In understanding early formulations of intersectionality, we can see 
that gender inequality is connected deeply to race inequality and, for 
Indian activist Savitribai Phule, to caste inequality (Sharma 2015, quoted 
in Collins and Bilge 2016). For over a century, Phule’s notion of inequal-
ity remained invisible to many intersectionality theorists, including 
myself. It is for this reason I have characterized one of intersectionality’s 
main intellectual projects as a visibility project—one that makes previ-
ously invisible inequality both visible and legible. One of the biggest 
challenges of thinking about who is visible as an intersectional interlocu-
tor and who remains visible connects to another aspect of intersectional-
ity: relationality, which I discuss in a later section. Before I do, I want to 
explore another ramification of intersectionality’s popularity.

 Power

One of the most troubling side effects of worldwide popularity is the 
distortion of intersectionality. This is not unique to intersectionality; 
feminism has certainly gone through myriad distortions. The distortion 
of intersectionality, however, has occurred far too frequently in the social 
sciences as much as it has in popular culture. For that reason, stewardship 
of intersectionality has meant spending the more recent years of my 
career on countering stereotypes and misapplications of intersectionality. 
In exercising stewardship of intersectionality, it has been especially impor-
tant to me to reinforce the idea that intersectionality and intersectional 
approaches to gender are grounded in intersectionality as a theory of 
power, not identity. When intersectionality is framed solely in identity 
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terms, it is both misleading because it suggests that intersectionality is 
“just another brand of identity politics;” and vulnerable to the ahistorical 
critique that intersectionality ignores the structural level of analysis or 
economic class more specifically. The origins of intersectionality in 
women of color feminist thought clearly indicate otherwise (see Nieto- 
Gómez in Garcia 1997 and Combahee River Collective 1977/1993). It 
has also meant using my power to demand that scholars read beyond 
Crenshaw’s two seminal articles and Collins’ seminal book to understand 
the framework posited by intersectionality.

This point ties directly to the origins of my understanding of gender. 
For the past ten  years I’ve used Joan Scott’s 1986 article “Gender: A 
Useful Category of Analysis” and Mary Hawkesworth’s chapter, “Gender 
as an Analytic Category” (2006) as reading assignments in my feminist 
theory courses, for they give my students a clear and lucid path into the 
distinction between gender as a marker of individual identity and using 
gender as a lens to analyze power.

The conceptual evolution of intersectionality’s definition of power 
both predates and links up with the critical conceptions of power located 
in Marxism, feminism, and critical race theory. Here is where a steward-
ship intervention for reading nineteenth century writers and activists like 
Stewart and Phule is instructive. Stewart’s attention to racism and sexism 
as structural in nature occurs ten years before Marx writes his doctoral 
dissertation and 17  years before he and Engel write The Communist 
Manifesto. Stewart writes of the body and connects the economics of slav-
ery to particularized sexual violence over a century before Fanon’s 
Wretched of the Earth (1961) and Foucault’s Discipline and Punish (1975), 
works that are far more celebrated in the mainstream political theory 
scholarship. Stewart’s writings, however, were relegated to the “Ladies 
Department” of the Liberator newspaper founded by William Lloyd 
Garrison. Notably, the paper launched the career of Frederick Douglass, 
not Maria Stewart.

While Marxist theories of power conceptualized power as structural, 
vertically organized, and binary, Stewart’s understanding of power as 
structural and intersectional languished. As an undergraduate student, I 
was fortunate to read Feminist Theory from Margin to Center (hooks 1984) 
and learned of a distinctly Black Feminist understanding of power. 
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According to hooks, power is concentrated in overlapping centers of race, 
gender, and class privilege. Accompanying the centers were clearly demar-
cated margins for those who lack power. While movement was possible, 
it was contingent and resulted in no change to the person with power, 
who was constructed as having full rights of travel and cost the marginal-
ized everywhere they went. Late twentieth century Black feminist theory’s 
reconceptualization of power’s operation spatially and fluidly but no less 
hierarchically was an important and necessary step but not, to my mind, 
a sufficient one. From my vantage point, it did not capture the contin-
gent simultaneity of power and disadvantage communicated by the 
Combahee River Collective when they suggested context mattered 
(1977/1990, 16–17). While Collins’ matrix of domination helpfully 
showed me where power travels (through the hegemonic, structural, dis-
ciplinary, and interpersonal domains), it did not tell me about the 
embodiment of locations of simultaneous privilege and oppression.

For that understanding, I had to turn to W.E.B.  DuBois and the 
“island within” metaphor he drew from Ludwig Lewisohn to describe his 
student days at Harvard. His problematic treatment of Black Feminist 
Anna Julia Cooper notwithstanding, I risked my own Black feminist cre-
dentials by turning to him. DuBois’ failure to cite Black women is well 
known (Carby 1998; Griffin 2000) and I risk complicity in the same 
citation politics of erasure that May, Alexander-Floyd, and Bilge, respec-
tively, and rightly warn us about. It is here where stewardship becomes a 
particularly commanding force. While DuBois could not be considered a 
kindred intersectionality theorist, his arguments for the equal ontological 
positionality of race and class contributed greatly to my thinking about 
the simultaneity of privilege and disadvantage.1

So too has the work of Anna Nieto-Gómez been foundational in 
broaching the equal ontological legitimacy clams of intersectionality. Her 
coining of “racist sexism” and “sexist racism” in 19742 provided meaning-
ful evidence of a different to think about the ontological relationships 
between axes of power like racism and sexism. Nieto-Gómez arrives at 
this term through several articles clearly intended to address sexism in the 
Chicano movement and racism in the feminist movement.

Part of being a steward includes thinking about where to intervene. 
Asserting an intellectual project for intersectionality beyond claims of 
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(in)visibility to include simultaneity of privilege and disadvantage has 
been an essential aspect of stewarding intersectionality in my work. I will 
return to this point in the next section on complexity.

In articulating a distinct intersectional conception of power, I’ve been 
aided by various visual representations, particularly the analogies offered 
by Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw. While most are familiar with her “inter-
secting streets” metaphor, Crenshaw has offered additional updates to her 
original articulation. In a 2009 speech, she used the image of white water 
rafting to update her understandings of how power is concentrated and 
how it still grants agency along a spectrum of differentially situated indi-
viduals and groups. I’ve since continued to think about intersectionality’s 
concept of power as coactive, relational and non-zero sum and the impli-
cations of each for social science analysis. Each of these characteristics 
present a challenge for social scientists steeped in positivist, additive 
approaches to the world. When I argue for this understanding of social or 
political power, I am often asked who my audience is because my concep-
tual claims are often deemed illegible to traditional social science notions 
of the same complex political problems.

In order to counter such confusion or illegibility, I now use the follow-
ing double-helix figure, which was inspired by an art piece by Canadian 
mathematician and artist Alanna Boltwood. Instead of intersecting streets 
or other visual metaphors to represent identities, I think instead about 
the center of Fig. 15.1 as the culmination of a complex path or journey, 
what might in social science circles be called an outcome variable. A com-
mon example I use is the path to graduating from college.

Figure 15.1 outlines how a student transitioning to a different gender 
identity without access to a loan-free education navigates a variety of 
“access experiences,” which facilitate their movement toward the center 
of the double helix, and college graduation. Due to the intersections of 
structural and personal power they are navigating, the colors on the dou-
ble helix, they move closer to their goal but face “barrier experiences” that 
act as a headwind and often a more threatening obstacle to their progress 
to the point of preventing progress altogether. In this example, while the 
student figure’s gender identity changes between sophomore and junior 
year, academic progress stalled because the student couldn’t complete 
enough credits due to the need for medical care off campus, which was 
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structurally unavailable to them. That said, the student experienced emo-
tional support from their family, and in the senior year, good academic 
advising, but it was not enough to get them finished in four years, neces-
sitating a fifth year of undergraduate study and more importantly, a fifth 
year of student loans that will need to be paid back. Of course a transfer 
student might begin their journey closer to the goal credit-wise, but then 
lose the ability to graduate in four years due to major requirements. Or if 
a student has to worry about whether they have trustworthy gynecologi-
cal care on campus (as has happened recently at USC and Michigan 
State) but is still required to pay the annual student health insurance fees, 
their path switches outward, because making such arrangements affects 
their ability to navigate coursework in multiple ways. If they are con-
cerned about this perceived health care access disparity and speak up, it is 
in fact possible to switch to a closer path, as we know different groups of 
students seek support with varying levels of success in getting the support 
they and others might need. We can all recognize that students start out 
along different points and lines of the double helix and can take very 
distinct paths to the same center outcome: obtaining a college degree.

Many intersectionality scholars lament the ways in which intersection-
ality is assumed to be a new, already accomplished tool that joins other 
tools, like statistical methods, in a positivist social scientist’s tool box 

Fig. 15.1 Intersectional navigation of structural and personal power focused on 
gender and class
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(Collins and Bilge 2016, 31; see also Alexander-Floyd 2012; Hancock 
2013). Intersectionality emerges from a critical sensibility of the world 
that is more consistent with post-positivism. Post-positivism suggests 
that “theories provide the criteria of intelligibility for the world and for 
ourselves” (Ibid.). The efforts to understand the transformative potential 
of intersectionality and its impact on the social sciences in particular have 
faced mixed results. By understanding power as relational, complexity as 
the norm rather than the exception, and rich categories of difference as 
mutually constituted phenomena rather than conceptually distinguish-
able variables, intersectionality pushes the social sciences to develop mod-
els and theories of existing political realities that are compatible with a 
real-world commitment to justice and social transformation.

 Complexity

Once my students understand the crucial connections between gender 
and power, it is easier to introduce intersectionality as a theory that 
extends well beyond the idea that we have multiple identities. This notion 
of simultaneous attention to multiple axes of power is central to intersec-
tionality throughout the nearly two centuries of its existence. The ques-
tions that have emerged from this idea of “equal threat” in the social 
sciences, however, have posed tremendous challenges for stewarding 
intersectionality.

Stewarding intersectionality in this area has been the most intellectu-
ally and politically challenging part of my career, largely because intersec-
tionality’s embrace of complexity is perceived to violate the hallowed rule 
of parsimony. Feminists and non-feminist political scientists alike have in 
many cases set aside the normative and critical considerations of feminist 
research in favor of the continued embrace of ontologies and epistemolo-
gies that are firmly grounded in positivism (Hawkesworth 2006, 44). 
Even as I have embraced colleagues as friends and fellow feminists, I have 
had to also call them on inserting intersectionality into traditional social 
science modes of conducting research instead of seeing intersectionality 
as a research paradigm (Hancock 2007) or as an emergent field of study 
(Cho et al. 2013).
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There is a plethora of incentives for mainstreaming work on gender 
and intersectionality by integrating it into positivist models instead of 
creating new models despite Dill’s cautions against doing just that (1983). 
Legibility to the rest of mainstream social scientists is by far the most 
tempting one, for most of the other incentives—publishing in top disci-
plinary journals, robust citation counts so relevant to the shrinking ten-
ure track, and senior tenured positions themselves—all stem from the 
lingua franca of positivist social science.

That said, there remain two problematic ramifications of this move. 
First, it mitigates intersectionality’s transformative capacity to model 
complexity. Using intersecting identities like race, gender, and sexual ori-
entation as variables in additive logic models misapplies the complexity 
component of intersectionality. Many political scientists employ research 
designs that draw a bright conceptual line between a race variable and a 
sex variable, regardless of the question at hand. These conventions then 
lead to the supposition/framing of intersectionality as a third competing 
explanation of the data. One might think of this as a venn diagram, where 
H1 is a race-only explanation, H2 is a gender-only explanation, and H3 
is the “intersection” represented in the diagram, which produces a third 
“intersectionality as testable explanation” of the data.

But as a theory of inequality and difference, intersectionality chal-
lenges reductionist conceptualizations of race/ethnicity; sex/gender; sex-
uality; class; [dis]ability; national status; and religion. Intersectionality’s 
first-order premise accounts for the mutual constitution of these catego-
ries. Rather than see these relationships as a venn diagram where some 
parts of the categories overlap and some do not, there are no non- 
overlapping parts. Moreover, intersectionality contests the reducibility of 
such complex phenomena as race/ethnicity; gender; sexuality and class to 
static and uniform variables. The shifting meaning of such categories 
across time, context, and institutional assertions of power are critical fac-
tors in intersectional research designs that require attention and incorpo-
ration of complex categories rather than statistical controls to “rule them 
out” for the sake of parsimony.

Second, this logic leads to operationalizing intersectionality as one 
possible explanation of the data, something I’ve elsewhere called the 
“intersectionality as testable explanation approach” (Hancock 2013). It is 
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here that the political challenge emerges, because a boundary must be 
drawn in order to best move intersectionality forward. Political science, 
like many social science disciplines, relies on positivist understandings of 
research design. Positing intersectionality as a “testable explanation” using 
traditional methods is more likely to get you published in “mainstream” 
journals like the American Political Science Review (see, e.g., Hughes 
2011). But the reality is that framing intersectionality as a testable expla-
nation is not an intellectually valid way of mobilizing intersectionality. 
Even soft-pedaling such critiques (see, e.g., Hancock 2013) has cost me 
citations, publishing opportunities, and full acceptance within my own 
discipline as a scholar of American politics. Whether I point this out in 
an article or during a panel as a discussant, I get the “nods that silence” 
(Uttal in Anzaldua, 317). To wit: 1% of the articles in the American 
Political Science Review purport to be intersectional since 2009. While 
sociology may appear to be a more hospitable home for intersectionality, 
given the framework’s origins in the discipline, a cursory review of the 
American Sociological Review reveals an acceptance of intersectionality 
that is only marginally better than political science: 3.7% of articles since 
2009 purport to have any connection to intersectionality, much less 
attend explicitly to an accurate operationalization. It is then that I recog-
nize that the situating of intersectionality within the social sciences and 
the stewardship of intersectionality is itself a question of power, not a 
question of being right.

 Justice

As intersectionality has gained tremendous momentum and visibility in 
its own right, it has become institutionalized in a variety of ways. This 
turn towards institutionalization of intersectionality has been particularly 
fraught. As I’ve publicly ruminated about the boundaries of intersection-
ality, the investment feminist academics have in being identified as an 
intersectionality scholar has changed tremendously. I began this essay 
with a story of social scientists’ ignorance of what an intersectionality 
theorist is. In the past five years, I’ve been confronted with the idea that 
intersectionality itself has become a cottage industry, and many more 
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want to be a part of it on their own terms rather than what’s best for 
the field.

Prior to accessing the stewardship language so helpfully provided by 
Elizabeth Cole (Hancock 2016, 21–22), I had an opportunity to present 
early arguments to our longstanding Feminist Theory workshop of the 
Western Political Science Association. This early draft of what eventually 
became chapter three of Intersectionality featured a lively discussion of 
how to characterize scholars, authors, and activists whose claims are 
clearly consistent with intersectionality but who for any number of rea-
sons would not name themselves as intersectional.

Two things stood out to me about this conversation. First, I recognized 
the investment in (and value attached to) the identification with intersec-
tionality. As one early career Latina put it, “Imagine how painful it would 
be to be told that what you thought was intersectional really wasn’t inter-
sectional.” This comment was followed several years later by what I con-
sidered to be a rather petulant email at the time from an early career gay 
white male. The email expressed anger and surprise that his words had 
been placed closer to the problematic operationalizations of intersection-
ality, that is, closer to not being intersectional at all. The email then pro-
ceeded to list all the ways in which he had learned about intersectionality’s 
Black female founding interlocutors in graduate school. It’s now clear to 
me from both these experiences that the investment in intersectionality 
was shifting under my feet. The possessive investment in intersectionality 
had an affective component that went beyond incentive structures in 
higher education. The stakes of boundary drawing were higher than pre-
viously thought.

The second point that emerged from that workshop concerned the 
content of the boundary line itself. The question of commitment to the 
normative aspects of intersectionality theory emerged as the rule of 
thumb. The most commonly mentioned normative commitment was 
intersectionality’s commitment to justice.

Scholars across disciplines have regularly linked intersectionality to 
social justice (Hankivsky et al. 2014; Women of Color Policy Network). 
From a social science perspective, scholars have pushed beyond the idea 
of post-positivism to include concepts like “critical inquiry” and “critical 
praxis” (Collins and Bilge 2016; see also Cho et  al. 2013; Choo and 
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Ferree 2010) as core organizational elements of what it means to conduct 
intersectional research. Linking attention to both critical idea incubation 
and activism, intersectionality scholarship tends to produce research that 
simultaneously makes invisible injustices visible and articulates the need 
for structural change.

Here again there is a fraught debate about intersectionality. Keisha 
Lindsay has cogently argued that intersectionality need not be linked to 
normative ideals like social justice (2013). As an analytical framework, 
the logical outcomes of the framework could militate toward conservative 
policy proposals as much as they could progressive ones. Notably and 
ironically, this renders intersectionality more legitimate in the eyes of the 
average social scientist, not less. One position an intersectionality steward 
could take, of course, would be to say that intersectionality is by defini-
tion committed to social justice, so any application of the framework that 
is inconsistent with said definition is inherently not intersectionality. But 
such a unilateral move would shirk the very real conversation that needs 
to happen about precisely how the social sciences should engage with 
intersectionality’s normative commitment to social justice.

When combined with the distortions and stereotypes of intersectional-
ity that I discussed above, divorcing intersectionality from its grounding 
in social justice is a very real risk facing stewards of intersectionality, par-
ticularly as intersectionality institutionalizes into a field of study.

May calls the field itself to account as much as she calls those who don’t 
identify as intersectionality scholars, “It is time to examine how intersec-
tionality’s alternative logics and multifaceted vision of justice and person-
hood go unheard, are undertheorized, or are set aside (2015, 95).” 
Intersectionality’s long history of commitment to what Julia Jordan- 
Zachery calls liberation (2007) belies its usage as a tool of neoliberal insti-
tutions for the dismantling of justice-driven spaces like ethnic, women’s 
and gender studies in higher education (Dill and Zambrana 2009). 
Berger and Guidroz likewise note the way in which intersectionality is 
“wherever one looks in women’s and gender studies and across much of 
the academy” (2009, 1), but at the same time its promise to “constitute a 
possible paradigm shift” (Ibid., 8) makes intersectionality an interesting 
and tantalizing heuristic, mobilized in shallow ways that are devoid of 
either critical inquiry or an explicit challenge to the status quo with the 
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intent of transforming power relations (Collins and Bilge 2016, 33; see 
also Bilge 2013). Here again stewardship represents an important inter-
vention, the possessive investment in intersectionality be damned. 
Refocusing our attention on social justice sharpens rather than dilutes the 
transformative potential of intersectional analyses. As I noted above, the 
stewardship dilemma is a question of power, not a question of being right.

 Conclusion

Today’s challenge for stewards of intersectionality is to continue the con-
versation about the most productive configuration of commitments to 
eradicating inequality, conceptualizing power as relational and fluid; and 
embracing rather than avoiding the complexities of social and political 
life throughout the modes within the matrix of domination. As I write 
today, I am the first Black female full professor in my college and one of 
just three in my entire university. It would be easy to conclude that com-
mitting to a new theory and collaborating to build a field that spans over 
14 disciplines was a choice followed by strokes of phenomenal luck. But 
it has been a choice with particular consequences. Like many, I entered 
this profession because I am enthralled by ideas and have gifts of research 
and writing I am eager to share with my students. Stewardship of inter-
sectionality has made me far more likely to agree to review others’ intel-
lectual labor rather than invest as heavily in my own as I would like. Did 
my books and articles get published? Yes. Do I feel like I could have writ-
ten them better? Absolutely. As I look to the second half of my career, I’ve 
committed to something Patricia Hill Collins told me a few years ago: 
“Write it right.” I have resolved to write fewer works of greater quality 
and invest the time necessary for producing them.

I’ve also repurposed my stewardship by expanding how the boundaries 
are enforced. Instead of drawing them by repeating “no, that’s not it,” I 
am saying no differently. I no longer feel obligated to do translational 
work when invited; instead, I have developed a coterie of relationships 
with younger, exciting scholars and refer those invitations to them. I am 
grateful for this evolution in my stewardship practices.
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Logically, this evolution is contingent on the presence of such junior 
scholars. It is also an indication that the characterization of intersection-
ality as a field of study best describes where we are today. With apologies 
to Audre Lorde, social scientists committed to intersectionality research 
should acknowledge that our empiricist frameworks will not save us. 
Feminist research in intersectionality must unapologetically continue to 
preserve its commitment to social justice, learning the lessons of earlier 
intellectual institutionalizations of women’s and gender studies. It would 
be far too easy to retreat into the ivory tower and engage in symbolic 
commitments to social justice. Intersectional social scientists are uniquely 
positioned to observe and address the many markers of stigma and injus-
tice seen in our world. Our stewardship of the field should rely on steer-
ing it into this cut instead of appearing to avoid it.

Notes

1. Following Iris Marion Young (1997) and her engagement with Sartre, I 
nevertheless am able to build intersectionality further by adding certain 
aspects from DuBois to its liberatory aims.

2. Along with other articles Nieto-Gómez’s landmark “La Feminista” was 
reprinted in Alma Garcia’s anthology Chicana Feminist Thought 
(1974/1997).
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