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Introduction

EARS AGO, 1 HEARD A prominent scholar admonish her audience to “think
Yagainst the grain” of traditional beliefs. Whether in response to that in-
tellectual challenge or out of my own perversity, I have attempted to follow
that advice in my journey through psychology. The essays contained in the two
parts of this book map that journey. In part I, T challenge the underlying as-
sumptions and methods of psychology as they apply to the study of women,
and I offer alternatives. In part 11, I spotlight various policies and practices that
affect women, such as sexual harassment policies or programs to increase the
numbers of women in management, thatare rooted in traditional beliefs about
women, and reframe them in light of feminist critiques.

Challenging traditional assumptions in a discipline is like tugging at a loose
thread. If you pull hard enough, the whole piece unravels. Just so, one criti-
cism of psychology——that it has largely omitted women and girls in research
studies—Ileads to questioning deeply rooted disciplinary views not only about
women but also about all of human behavior, and about science. If psychol-
ogy’s findings about women reveal bias, then psychology’s stance as an objec-
tive, value-free science is in contention. Once objectivity is questioned, basic
assumptions that underlie psychological research become problematic. But
what do we do once we illuminate the flaws in traditional approaches?
Chapter 2, “Epistemological Debates, Feminist Voices,” tackles this problem.

Chapter 3, “Rethinking the Distinction between Sex and Gender,” chal-
lenges not only traditional psychology but also feminist psychology. The suc-
cess of feminism means that today there is a well-established feminist psy-
chology (or rather, feminist psychologies). To my surprise, today “thinking
against the grain” sometimes means contesting feminist thought. One of the
core assumptions—at first “against the grain” but by now almost part of a
feminist canon—is that sex (our biological heritage) and gender (what soci-
eties make of that heritage) are distinct. This distinction was critical to for-
mulating a new psychology of women several years ago. But it is time now to
reconsider it.

Deeply rooted in American psychology is a firm belief in individualism—
that who we are and what we do is bounded by our skins. Our actions and be-
licfs are the products of our individual choices and history. But research and
theory about women’s lives challenge this view, revealing the shaping quality



of the social contexts that surround us. Contesting the belief in individualism
led me to consider not only the impact of the immediate setting on pcople’s ac-
tions, as traditional social psychologists do, but also how the larger social and
historical context impinges on our beliefs and actions. Chapter 4, “From Snap-
shots to Videotape” proposes a new way to study women that includes these
overlapping contexts in which we lead our lives.

Recognizing the shaping power of social contexts on women’s lives is an im-
portant contribution of feminism to psychology. Yet social contexts are not the
only determinants of behavior and consciousness. The famous dictum of the
1960s, “the personal is political,” reformulated women’s personal problems as
socially caused. However, considering women’s actions only as the product of
their social circumstances denies them the ability to be seen as originators of
their own actions, or “agentic” in psychological terms. Chapter 5, “Women’s
Agency in Context,” reconceptualizes theories of agency in order to attribute
agency to women while recognizing the importance of context.

Feminism in psychology has contributed not only to what we study, but also
to how we conduct research. In part because of a desire to create egalitarian
relationships, but also because funders and othiers mandate collaboration,
many research projects on violence against women attempt to involve advo-
cates, service providers, and subjects of research in all aspects of the project.
Such collaboration may yield useful knowledge for improving services and
understanding, but at the same time it presents difficulties. Different stake-
holders may vary in their expertise and interests. For example, researchers
may want to address long-term questions that arise from prior studies, while
advocates may want answers to immediate problems prompted by the press-
ing needs of their clients. I discuss challenges in collaborative research in chap-
ter 6, “Working Together: Challenges in Collaborative Research on Violence
against Women.”

Studying women in new ways challenges the traditional scientific methods
(which mirror the natural sciences) that psychology has long favored.
Changing methods does not mean simply gathering data in new ways. Rather,
it shifts the epistemological ground on which we stand—from hypothesis-
testing to discovery; from confirming to exploring; from considering those we
study as objects to seeing them as subjects, actively creating their realities, as |
discuss in chapter 7, “Ways of Knowing and Community Research.”

The consequences of our assumptions about gender are significant not only
for individual women but also for the way that society is organized. Both the
personal and the political, both individual lives and social systems, are rooted
in beliefs about gender. Despite their apparently gender-free rhetoric, policies
and procedures that do not take gender into account may not be fair to women.
Part IT of this book addresses that dilemma. For example, sexual harassment
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policies that do not consider power differentials between men and women
may discourage women from reporting harassment, as I discuss in chapter 8,
“Gender Dilemmas in Sexual Harassment Policies and Procedures.”

Hidden in notions of equality for women is the belief that women should be
more like men. Separation, individuation, and personal control-—all values
traditionally associated with men—underlie much of psychological theory.
But emphasizing these values may overlook aspects of human existence that
are important not only to women, but also to men as well. The current em-
phasis in ameliorative policies and practices on “empowerment” may be rooted
in notions of power and control that ignore the traditionally female world of
relationships and community, as I discuss in chapter g, “What’s Wrong with
Empowerment.” Moreover, increasing people’s feelings of empowerment may
do little to increase their actual power.

The “glass ceiling” and the “sticky floor” are metaphors often invoked to de-
scribe women'’s lack of progress at work. Although success stories abound in
newspapers and other media, women’s advancement up the organizational
chart seems to have stalled. Individualistic explanations, founded on a premise
that people get what they deserve, attribute women’s stalled success to their
lack of preparation, or (more recently) their difficulty in combining work and
familial obligations. But reframing the issue as an organizational rather than
a personal problem puts the spotlight on discriminatory practices in organiza-
tions as the cause of women’s lack of success. Chapter 10, “Women in
Management: An Exploration of Competing Paradigms,” discusses the impli-
cations of shifting blame for women’s lack of achievement from personal
deficits to organizational dynamics.

A famous court case in the 198os illustrated the important practical conse-
quences of this shift. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission had
charged Sears, Roebuck and Co. with sex discrimination by channeling
women into lower-paid and less prestigious jobs than men. Sears argued that
women’s life circumstances led them to choose these jobs, while the opposition
countered that women’s choices were circumscribed by the opportunities
available to them. Research on the interpersonal dynamics of the workplace
sheds light on these issues, as I discuss in chapter 11, “LLow-Paying Jobs for
Women: By Discrimination or by Choice?”

Women may face discrimination at work, but gender issues may cause prob-
lems even in all-female organizations. I have been a member, observer, con-
sultant, gadfly, and so on, to many feminist organizations; I am sometimes
called in when the organizations face problems in functioning well. The typ-
ical “grain of thought” in this situation blames problems on interpersonal dy-
namics or personal shortcomings. Rather, I reframe these problems, in chap-
ter 12, “Challenges of Success: Stages of Growth in Feminist Organizations,”

INTRODUCTION 5



as difficulties that often arise when organizations grow. Shifting the perspec-
tive from blaming the person to understanding organizational dynamics illu-
minates new solutions that go beyond replacing one “bad” worker with a bet-
ter one.

Perhaps the most significant social-policy change in our lifetimes is the re-
cent welfare reform legislation. Such changes as time limits for welfare receipt
and noincreases in welfare funding if the family size increases are likely to dis-
proportionately affect women with abusive partners, since rates of violence
against women on welfare are alarmingly high. Traditional theories would
suggest that, if loss of welfare prompts women to get better paying jobs (as
some authors of welfare reform claim), then violence against women should
decrease. But feminist perspectives challenge this prediction, as T discuss in
chapter 13, “The Impact of Welfare Reform on Men’s Violence against
Women.” If the dynamics of abuse center on the need for control and domi-
nation, then a man might become more abusive should a woman’s income
increase.

Anger prompted me to write the earliest of these chapters, on women in
management. | found infuriating the endless stream of media stories exhort-
ing women to remedy their deficits—dress for success or learn to talk like
men—if they want to get ahead. This advice ignores the presence of sex dis-
crimination at work, a potent force that no amount of correct speech or tai-
lored dressing can remedy. In using writing to challenge public discourse on
women’s success, | discovered that writing is a means of channeling emotion,
of pouring my anger into a form that would broadcast it widely. Laurel
Richardson describes writing as “a method of inquiry, a way of finding out
about yourself and your topic.”! To her, writing is a means to learning and to
discovering. To that, I would add that writing is a vehicle for protest, a way to
make others see the world my way and in so doing, to challenge their views.
Emotion is rarely written about in soctal scicnce unless it is the object of study,
but emotion has propelled me to write these essays.

Postmodernists tell us that language does not mirror reality, it creates real-
ity. We construct a world in the telling of it. If so, these essays hope to mani-
fest a world remade. Social change is the motivating force behind feminism.
Lighting the way to a world transformed is the goal of feminist psychology.
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2

Epistemological Debates, Feminist Voices

Science, Social Values, and the Study of Women

ODERN SCIENTIFIC METHODS, invented in the sixteenth century, repre-
Mscnted not only a stunning technical innovation, but a moral and polit-
ical one as well, replacing the sacred authority of the Church with science as
the ultimate arbiter of truth.! Unlike medieval inquiry, modern science con-
ceives itself as a search for knowledge that is free of moral, political, and social
values. The application of scientific methods to the study of human behavior
distinguished American psychology from philosophy, and enabled it to pur-
sue the respect accorded the natural sciences.?

The use of scientific methods to study human beings rests on three assump-

tions:

(1) since the methodological procedures of natural science are used as a model,
human values enter into the study of social phenomena and conduct only as
objects; (2) the goal of social scientific investigation is to construct laws or law-
like generalizations like those of physics; (3) social science has a technical char-
acter, providing knowledge which is solely instrumental 2

Numerous critics have challenged each of these assumptions in recent years.
Some charge that social science reflects not only the values of individual sci-
entists but also those of the political and cultural milicus in which science is
done, and that there are no theory-neutral “facts.”® Others claim that there are
no universal, ahistorical laws of human behavior, only descriptions of how
people act in certain places at certain times in history.” Still others contend that
knowledge is not neutral; rather, it serves an ideological purpose, justifying
power.® According to this view, versions of reality not only reflect but also le-
gitimate particular forms of social organization and power asymmetries. The
belief that knowledge is merely technical, having no ideological function, is re-
futed by the ways in which science plays handmaiden to social values, provid-
ing an aura of scientific authority to prejudicial beliefs about social groups and
giving credibility to certain social policies.”

Within the context of these general criticisms, feminists have argued in par-
ticular that social science rescarch neglects and distorts the study of women in
a systematic bias in favor of men. Some contend that the very processes of pos-

itivist science are inherently masculine, reflected even in the sexual metaphors



employed by the founders of modern science.® To Francis Bacon, for example,
nature was female, and the goal of science was to “bind her to your service and
make her your slave.” As Sandra Harding summarizes:

Mind vs. nature and the body, reason vs. emotion and social commitment,
subject vs. object and objectivity vs. subjectivity, the abstract and general vs.
the concrete and particular—in cach case we are told that the former must
dominate the latter lest human life be overwhelmed by irrational and alien

forces, forces symbolized in science as the feminine.!?

Critics see science’s insistence on control and distance of the knower from
the known as a reflection of the desire for domination characteristic of a cul-
ture that subordinates women’s interests to those of men.!! Some go so far as
to claim that because traditional scientific methods inevitably distort women’s
experience, we need a new method based on feminist principles.’? Others dis-
agree, claiming that the problem in science is not objectivity itself, but rather
lack of objectivity, which enables male bias to contaminate the scientific
process.'? The first part of this chapter summarizes feminist charges against
standard versions of science; the second part explores three possibilities for a
distinctly “feminist” response to them: feminist empiricism, feminist standpoint
epistemologies, and feminist postmodernism. (By “feminist,” I refer to a system of
values that challenges male dominance and advocates social, political, and eco-

nomic equity of women and men in society.)

Bias within Psychology in the Study of Women

Since Naomi Weisstein denounced much of psychology as the “fantasy life of
the male psychologist” in 1971,!* numerous critics have identified the ways
that gender bias permeates social science.!® For many years, subjects of rele-
vance to women, such as rape or housework, have been considered either
“taboo topics” or too trivial to study-—marginal to more central and presti-

16 Women’s invisi-

gious issues, such as leadership, achievement, and power.
bility as subjects of rescarch extends to their role as researchers as well, with
relatively few women in positions of power or prestige in science.!” Although
more than half of all psychology doctorates since 1986 have been earned by
women, only 34 percent of full time faculty in doctoral-degree-granting
departments of psychology are women. Only about twenty percent of full
professors are female, while women make up sixty percent of lecturers, the
lowest-status position.!® The proportion of editors of psychology journals who

are female has remained at 15 percent for years.!” When women are studied,
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their actions often are interpreted as deficient compared to those of men. Even
theories reflect a male standard.?® The classic example dates back to Freud’s
formulation in 19252! of the theory of penis envy.

Over the last two decades, critics have compiled a long and continually
growing list of threats to the validity of research on women and sex differ-
ences.?? For example, a great many studies include only male samples.
Sometimes women are included only as the stimulus, not the subject of
study—they are seen but not heard—but conclusions are generalized to
everyone.”® Sex-of-experimenter effects contaminate virtually every area of
research,?* and field studies yield different findings than laboratory rescarch
of the same phenomenon.?” Multiple meanings of the term “sex” confound bi-
ological sex differences with factors that vary by sex (i.c., sex-related ditter-

”26 Sex is treated as an in-

ences) and are more appropriately labeled “gender.
dependent variable in studies of gender difference, even though people cannot
be randomly assigned to the “male” or “female” group.”” When a difference
is found, it is usually small, but the small size is often overshadowed by the fact
that a difference exists at all.?® The emphasis on a “difference” model obscures
gender similarities;?? this emphasis is built into the methods of science because
experiments are formally designed to reject the null hypothesis that there is no
difference between the experimental group and the control group. A focus on
between-gender differences and a lack of attention to within-gender differ-
ences reflects a presupposition of gender polarity that frames this research.?

Findings of the magnitude of sex differences have diminished over time,
perhaps because of an increasing willingness to publish results when such dif-

t,3l

ferences are not significant,®! or perhaps because of a reduction in operative

sex role stereotypes. For example, findings of differences in cognitive abilities
appear to have declined precipitously over the years,3? and researchers have
found greater influenceability among females in studies published prior to
1970 than in thosc published later.>* Carol Jacklin points out that the more
carefully a study is carried out, the less likely it is that gender differences will
be found: “With fewer variables confounded with sex, sex will account for
smaller percentages of variance. Thus, paradoxically, the better the sex-related
research, the less useful sex is as an explanatory variable.”** The decline in
findings of difference suggest either that increasing care in designing studies
has eliminated differences that were artifacts of bias, or that historical
factors—rather than ahistorical, universal laws—shape behavior,* whether
it be of subjects or experimenters. In fact, so many studies find no sex differ-
ences that this research might more appropriately be called the study of sex
similarities.®

Psychological research on women often contains another source of bias, the

lack of attention to social context. The purpose of the laboratory experiment
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is to isolate the behavior under study from supposedly extraneous contami-
nants so that it is affected only by the experimental conditions. The experi-
mental paradigm assumes that subjects leave their social status, history, beliefs,
and values behind as they enter the laboratory, or that random assignment vi-
tiates their effects. The result is to abstract people’s action from social roles or
institutions.?” Instead of being “contaminants,” however, these factors may be
critical determinants of behavior. By “stripping” behavior of its social context,
psychologists rule out the study of sociocultural and historical factors, and im-
plicitly attribute causes to factors inside the person. Moreover, the absence of
consideration of the social context of people’s actions is not limited to labora-
tory research.*® In an ironic reversal of the feminist dictum of the 1g60s, when
social context is ignored, the political is misinterpreted as personal.*

Ignoring social context may produce reliance on presumed biological causes
when other explanations of sex differences are not obvious, even when the bi-
ological mechanisms that might be involved are not apparent.*® Social expla-
nations become residual, although sociocultural determinants may be just as
robust and important as biological causes, if not more so.*! Although biologi-
cal differences between the sexes are important, it is critical to distinguish be-
tween biological difference and the social meaning attached to that differ-
ence.*?

Alice Eagly™® raises a different objection to experimentation. She disagrees
that the psychological experiment is context-stripped, and contends instead
that it constitutes a particular context. An experiment typically consists of a
brief encounter among strangers in an unfamiliar setting, often under the eye
of a psychologist. The question is whether this limited situation is a valid one
from which to make generalizations about behavior. To Eagly, the problem is
that social roles (such as mother, doctor, or corporation president) lose their
salience in this setting, bringing to the foreground gender-related expectations
about behavior.

Cynthia Fuchs Epstein states that “Much of the bias in social science re-
porting of gender issues comes from scientists’ inability to capture the social
context or their tendency to regard it as unnecessary to their inquiry——in a
sense, their disdain for it.”** In psychology, this disdain has at least two
sources.® First, psychology focuses on the person as he or she exists at the mo-
ment. This leads the researcher away from the person’s history or social cir-
cumstances. Second, the cultural context in which psychology is practiced (at
least in the United States) is dominated by an individualistic philosophy.*® The
prevailing beliefs assume that outcomes are due to choices made by free and
self-determining individuals; the implication is that people get what they de-
serve.*” Assumptions of individualism, and those of male dominance, are of-
ten taken for granted so much that we are not aware of them. Recognition that
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supposedly “scientific” assertions are permeated with ideological beliefs pro-
duces, in Shulamit Reinharz’s words, a condition of “feminist distrust.”*®
Perhaps one of the most difficult challenges facing social scientists is to dis-
engage themselves sufficiently from commonly shared beliefs so that those

beliefs do not predetermine research findings.*

Feminist Responses to the Criticisms of Science

Challenges to the neutrality of science have long been a concern to those who
study women, and such challenges have prompted three different reactions
among feminists.’® Some remain loyal to scientific traditions, attempting to
rise above the cultural embedment of these traditions by adhering more closely
to the norms of science.’! Others seek to redress the male-centered bias in sci-
ence by giving voice to women’s experience.’? Still others abandon traditional
scientific methods entirely.>® Philosopher of science Sandra Harding®* labels
these three approaches feminist empiricism, feminist standpoint science, and post-
modernism, respectively (see also Morgan’s® distinction among positivist, phe-
nomenological, and critical/praxis-oriented research paradigms). Next I shall
examine the manifestations of these three positions in the study of the psy-
chology of women.

Feminist Empiricism

The psychologists who identified the problem of “experimenter effects” did
not reject experimentation. Instead, they recommended strategies to minimize
the impact of the experimenter.56 Likewise, feminist empiricists advocate
closer adherence to the tenets of science as the solution to the problem of bias.
From this perspective, bias is considered error in a basically sound system, an
outbreak of irrationality in a rational process. Scrupulous attention to scien-
tific methods will eliminate error, or at least minimize its impact on research
findings.>” Once neutrality is restored, scientific methods, grounded in ratio-
nality, will give access to the truth.

Maureen McHugh and her colleagues®® present a set of guidelines for elim-
inating bias. In addition to obvious corrections of the problems just described,
other steps can be taken to insure that the impact of the researcher’s values is
minimized, such as specifying the circumstances in which gender differences
are found (because contexts tend to be deemed more appropriate for one sex
than the other) and assessing experimental tasks for their sex-neutraliry (be-
cause many tasks are perceived to be sex-linked).?® The sex composition of the
group of participants in research also may affect behavior because individuals
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act differently in the presence of females or males.®® Finally, attention ought
to be paid to findings of sex similarities as well as sex differences, and to the
magnitude of such differences reported.

These suggestions are intended to produce gender-fair research using tra-
ditional scientific methods. A truly neutral science will produce unbiased
knowledge, which in turn will serve as a basis for a more just social policy.®!
Yet the continuing identification of numerous instances of androcentric bias
in rescarch has led some to conclude that value-free research is impossible,
even if it is done by those of good faith.®? Technical safeguards cannot com-
pletely rule out the influence of values; scientific rigor in testing hypotheses
cannot eliminate bias in theories or in the selection of problems for inquiry.5?
Hence critics assert that traditional methods do not reveal reality, but rather
act as constraints that limit our understanding of women’s experiences.

Feminist Standpoint Epistemologies

Feminist empiricism argues that the characteristics of the knower are irrele-
vant to the discovery process if the norms of science are followed. In contrast,
feminist standpoint epistemologies claim that we should center our science on
women because “what we know and how we know depend on who we are,
that is, on the knower’s historical locus and his or her position in the social hi-
erarchy.”® There are several justifications for this viewpoint.®® First, some ar-
gue that women’s cognitive processes and modes of rescarch are different than
men’s. A contrast has been suggested between a supposedly “feminine” com-
munal style of research, which emphasizes cooperation of the researcher and
subjects, an appreciation of natural contexts, and the use of qualitative data,
and a supposedly “masculine” agentic orientation, which places primacy on
distance of the researcher from the subjects, manipulation of subjects and the
environment, and the use of quantitative data.®® Evelyn Fox Keller®” attempts
to provide grounds for this position in a psychoanalytic view of child develop-
ment. She argues that the male child’s need to differentiate himself from
his mother leads him to equate autonomy with distance from others.®® The
process of developing a masculine sense of self thus establishes in the male a
style of thinking that both reflects and produces the emphasis in science on dis-
tance, power and control. Keller identifies an alternative model of science
based not on controlling but rather on “conversing with” nature.

Keller’s argument that science need not be based on domination is salutary,
but her explanation is problematic. She presumes, first, that males and females
have quite different experiences in infancy, and second, that those early expe-
riences shape the activities of adult scientists; she doces not, however, substan-

tiate these claims. The supposedly masculine emphasis on separation and au-
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tonomy may be a manifestation of Western mainstream culture rather than a
universal distinction between females and males. Black men and women
who returned from northern U.S. cities to live in the rural South manifest a
relational as opposed to an autonomous self-image,*” and both Eastern and
African world views see individuals as interdependent and connected, in
contrast to the Western emphasis on a bounded and independent self.”°
Identifying a masculine cognitive style as the grounds for scientific methods
seems to doom most women and perhaps nonwhite men to outsider status.
Furthermore, an emphasis on cognitive style ignores the role played by social
structure, economics, and politics in determining topics and methods of
study.”! Experimental methods in psychology characterized by control and ob-
jectivity are accorded prestige partly because they emulate the highly valued
physical sciences.”? Within social science, the prestige of a study mirrors the
prestige of its topic.”* Sociocultural factors such as these seem more likely to
be determinants of the shape of science than individual psychology.

A more plausible basis for a feminist standpoint epistemology is the argu-
ment that women’s life experiences are not fully captured in existing concep-
tual schemes. Research often equates “male” with the general, typical case, and
considers “female” to be the particular—a subgroup demarcated by biology.”*
Yet analytical categories appropriate for males may not fit women’s experi-
ence. Dorothy Smith”> argues that women are alienated from their own ex-
perience by having to frame that experience in terms of men’s conceptual
schemes; in Smith’s terms they have a “bifurcated consciousness”—daily life
grounded in female experience but only male conceptual categories with
which to interpret that experience. Starting our inquiries from a subordinate
group’s experience will uncover the limits of the dominant group’s conceptual
schemes where they do not fully fit the subordinates.”® Accordingly, a science
based on women’s traditional place in society not only would generate cate-
gories appropriate to women, but also would be a means of discovering the un-
derlying organization of society as a whole.””

In contrast to traditional social science in which the researcher is the expert
on assessing reality, an interpretive/phenomenological approach permits
women to give their own conception of their experiences. Participants, not re-
searchers, are considered the experts at making sense of their world.”® The
shift in authority is striking. Yet phenomenological approaches are limited by
the requirement that the subjects studied be verbal and reflective.”” In addi-
tion, such approaches run the risk of psychological reductionism (attributing
causation simply to internal, psychological factors).8°

Carol Gilligan’s®! theory of women’s moral development is the most influ-
ential psychological study in this tradition. Her work asserting that women

stress caring in the face of moral dilemmas (in contrast to men’s emphasis on
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justice) has been criticized because other researchers have found no sex dif-
ferences in moral reasoning using standardized scales.®? Gilligan retorts that
women’s responses on those scales are not relevant to her purposes: “The fact
that educated women are capable of high levels of justice reasoning has no
bearing on the question of whether they would spontaneously choose to frame
moral problems in this way. My interest in the way people define moral prob-
lems is reflected in my research methods, which have centered on first-person
accounts of moral conflict.”®? Although standardized scales might tell us what
women have in common with men, they will not reveal the way women would
define their own experiences if given the opportunity to do so. The absence
(and impossibility) of a comparison group of men in Gilligan’s definitive study
of twenty-nine women considering abortions, however, raises questions about
whether moral orientations are sex-linked.®

The feminist standpoint epistemologies aim not simply to substitute
“woman-centered” for “man-centered” gender loyalties, but rather to provide
a basis for a more accurate understanding of the entire world. Howard
Becker® claims that “in any system of ranked groups, participants take it as
given that members of the highest group have the right to define the way
things really are. . . . Credibility and the right to be heard are differentially dis-
tributed through the ranks of the system.” Feminist standpoint epistemologies
argue that traditional methods of science give credibility only to the dominant
group’s views. Listening to subordinates reveals the multifocal nature of real-
ity.S(’
sufficiently low on the hierarchy that their interpretations do not reflect the

The term “subjugated knowledges” describes the perspectives of those

predominant modes of thought.8” Giving voice to women'’s perspective means
identifying the ways in which women create meaning and experience life from
their particular position in the social hierarchy.

Moreover, women (and minorities) sometimes have a better vantage point
on society than majorities do because minority status can render people socially
invisible, permitting them access to the majority group that is not recipro-
cated.®® Accordingly, incorporating subordinates’ experience will not only
“add” women and minorities to existing understandings, but will add a more
thorough understanding of the dominant group as well. For example, bell
hooks® describes African-Americans in her small Kentucky hometown as
having a double vision. They looked from the “outside-in” at the more afflu-
ent white community across the railroad tracks, but their perspective shifted
to “inside-out” when they crossed those tracks to work for white employers.
Movement across the tracks was regulated, however: whites did not cross over
to the black community, and laws ensured that blacks returned to it.

The arguments for a feminist standpoint epistemology have stimulated rich
and valuable portrayals of women’s experience. Yet there are problems with a
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feminist standpoint as the basis for science. First, assuming a commonality to
all women’s experience glosses over differences among women of various
racial and ethnic groups and social classes.”® The life experience of a woman
wealthy enough to hire childcare and household help may have more in com-
mon with her spouse than with a poor woman trying to raise her children on
a welfare budget. Standpoint epistemology can recognize multiple subordi-
nated groups demarcated by gender, race, social class, and so on. Yet carried
to an extreme, this position seems to dissolve science into autobiography. A
critical challenge for feminist standpoint epistemology is to identify the com-
monalities of subjugated experience among different groups of women with-
out losing sight of their diversity. Moreover, those who are subjugated may still
adhere to a dominant group’s ideology.

Furthermore, we each have multiple status identities.”! The poet Audre
Lorde describes herself as “a forty-nine-year-old Black lesbian feminist
socialist mother of two, including one boy, and a member of an interracial
couple.” Each of these identities becomes salient in a different situation; at
times, they conflict within the same situation. The hyphenated identities
which we all experience in different ways—black feminist, lesbian mother,
Asian-American, and so on—call into question the unity of the category of
woman, making it difficult to generalize about “women’s experience.”?

Nonetheless, feminist standpoint epistemologies do not claim that social sta-
tus alone allows the viewer clarity. Reasonable judgments about whether
views are empirically supported are still possible. Rather than proclaiming the
“one true story” about the world, feminist standpoint epistemologies seek par-
tial and less distorted views. These partial views, or “situated knowledges,”

can be far less limited than the dominant view.”*

Feminist Postmodernism

A number of perspectives, including Marxism, psychoanalysis, and postmod-
ernism, share a challenge to the primacy of reason and the dignity and auton-
omy of the individual. Here I focus on postmodernism, and, in particular, post-
structuralism, because of its influence on an emerging stream of feminist
psychology.” A traditional social scientist entering the terrain of poststruc-
turalism at times feels a bit like Alice falling into a Wonderland of bewilder-
ing language and customs that look superficially like her own yet are not.
Things that seem familiar and stable—the meaning of words, for example—
become problematic. What once were nouns (e.g., privilege, valor, foreground)
now are verbs. Even the landscape looks different, as words themselves are
chopped up with parentheses and hyphens to make visible their multple
meanings. What is most unsettling, perhaps, is the fundamental poststruc-
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turalist assertion that science does not mirror reality, but rather creates 1t—

that is, that science is a process of invention rather than discovery,”®

Many
scientists would agree that an unmediated perception of reality is impossi-
ble to obtain and that research findings represent (rather than mirror) real-
ity. These scientists would, however, maintain that some representations are
better than others. The traditional scientific criteria of validity, ability to
generalize, and so forth determine how close research findings come to ac-
tual “truth.” In contrast, poststructuralists reject traditional notions of
“truth” and “reality;” they claim instead that power cnables some to define
whatis or is not considercd knowledge. Expressing our understanding of ex-
perience must be done through language, but language is not a neutral re-

flection of that experience because our linguistic categories are not neutral:

If statements and not things are true or false, then truth is necessarily lin-
guistic: if truth is linguistic, then it is rclative to language use (words, con-
cepts, statements, discourses) at a given time and place; therefore, ideology,
interests, and power arrangements at a given time and place are implicated

in the production of what counts as “truc.””’

Or, as Humpty Dumpty said to Alice in Through the Looking Glass:*®

“When I usc a word,” Humpty Dumpty said, in a rather scornful tone, “it
means just what I choosc it to mean—mneither more or less.”

“The question is,” said Alice, “whether you can make words mean so many
different things.”

“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which is to be master—that’s all.”

The central question in poststructuralism is not how well our theories fit the
“facts,” or how well the “facts” produced by research fit what is “real.” Rather,
the question is which values and social institutions are favored by each of mul-
tiple versions of reality (i.c., discourses). Of critical concern is whose interests
are served by competing ways of giving meaning to the world.” Feminists of
a postmodern bent claim that positivism’s neutral and disinterested stance
masks what is actually the male conception of reality; this conception reflects
and maintains male power interests.!%0 Aslegal scholar Catherine MacKinnon
puts it, “Objectivity—the nonsituated, universal standpoint, whether claimed
or aspired to—is a denial of the existence of potency of sex inequality that tac-
itly participates in constructing reality from the dominant point of view.”!?!
In MacKinnon’s view, the law, rather than being neutral, “sees and treats
women the way men see and treat women.”1%2 The same criticism can be made
about traditional social science in its exclusion, distortion, and neglect of

women.
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The social constructionist stance, as poststructuralism is known within psy-
chology,!% offers a particular challenge to the psychology of women. In con-
trast to feminist empiricism, the central question no longer asks whether sex/
gender differences exist. Knowing the truth about differcnce is impossible.'"*
Varying criteria of “differentness” can produce divergent findings, for exam-
ple, when conclusions based on averages contradict those based on the amount
of overlap of scores of males and females.!’> When an assumed difference is
not scientifically supported, the argument simply shifts to another variable.!%
And similar findings can be interpreted in opposing ways. Given the impossi-
bility of settling these questions, poststructuralism shifts the emphasts to the

question of difference itself:'%”

What do we make of gender differences? What do they mean? Why are there
so many? Why are therc so few? Perhaps we should be asking, What is the
point of differences? What lies beyond difference? Difference aside, whatelsc

is gender? The overarching question is choice of question.!?®

One goal of a feminist constructionist science is “disrupting and displacing
dominant (oppressive) knowledges” in part by articulating the values sup-
ported by alternate conceptions of reality.'"” An analysis of two contrasting
perspectives on sex differences demonstrates the relationship among values,
assumptive frameworks, and social consequences. According to Rachel Hare-
Mustin and Jeanne Maracek,''? the received views of men and women tend
either to exaggerate or to minimize the differences between them. On the one
hand, the tendency to emphasize differences fosters an appreciation of sup-
posedly feminine qualities, but it simultancously justifies unequal treatment
of women and ignores variability within each sex group. The consequence of
emphasizing diffcrence, then, is to support the status quo. On the other hand,
the tendency to minimize differences justifies women’s access to educational
and job opportunities, but it simultaneously overlooks the fact that equal treat-
ment is pot always equitable because of differences in men’s and women’s po-
sition in a social hierarchy. Gender-neutral grievance procedures in organiza-
tions, for example, do not apply equally to men and women if men are
consistently in positions of greater power.!!!

Rescarchers have widely different interpretations of the implications of
poststructural critiques for social science methods. Some employ empirical
techniques for poststructuralist ends. Social constructionists see traditional re-
search methods as a means of providing “objectifications” or illustrations, sim-
ilar to vivid photographs, that are useful in making an argument persuasive
rather than in validating truth claims.!"? Traditional methods can also help
identify varying versions of reality. For example, Celia Kitzinger!!? used Q-
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sort methodology to distinguish five separate accounts of lesbians’ beliefs about
the origin of their sexual orientation. Techniques of attitude measurement can
also be used to assess the extent to which people share certain versions of real-
ity. Rhoda Unger and her colleagues used surveys to assess belief in an objec-
tivist or subjectivist epistermnology, finding that adherence to a particular per-
spective varied with social status.!1*

Others propose that we treat both psychological theories and people’s actions
and beliefs as “texts,” that is, discursive productions located in a specific his-
torical and cultural context and shaped by power, rather than as accounts
(distorted or otherwise) of experience.!’> Methods developed in other disci-
plines, particularly literary criticism, can be used to analyze these texts. For ex-
ample, through careful reading of an interview transcript with an eye to dis-
cerning “discursive patterns of meaning, contradictions, and inconsisten-

116 jdentifies cultural themes of “permissive sexuality” and “male

cies,” Gavey
sexual needs” in statements by a woman about her experiences of heterosex-
ual coercion.'7 A particular technique of discourse analysis, deconstruction,
can be used to expose ideological assumptions in written or spoken language,
as Martin'!® does to identify forces that suppress women’s achievement within
organizations. Deconstruction highlights the revealing quality not just of what
is said, but rather of what is left out, contradictory, or inconsistent in the text.
Deconstruction offers a provocative technique for analyzing hidden assump-
tions. Yet it is a potentially endless process, capable of an infinite regress, since
any deconstruction can itself be deconstructed.'!?

The absence of any criteria for evaluation means that the success of accounts
of social construction “depend primarily on the analyst’s capacity to invite,
compel, stimulate, or delight the audience, and not on criteria of veracity.”!2
This raises the possibility that what Grant said in another context could apply
here: “Such theories risk devolving into authoritarian non-theories more akin
to religions.”!2! The relativism of poststructuralism can be countered, how-
ever, by the identification of moral criteria for evaluation.'?? Theory and re-
search can be assessed in terms of their pragmatic utility in achieving certain
social and political goals rather than the allegedly neutral rules of science.!??
However, because feminists disagree about whether celebrating women’s dif-
ference or emphasizing the similarity of the sexes is most likely to change

124 agreement about criteria for

women'’s basic condition of subordination,
evaluation seems unlikely.

What poses perhaps the greatest dilemma for feminists is the view of the
subject advocated by poststructuralist theory. Poststructuralists consider the
attribution of agency and intentionality to the subject to be part of a deluded
liberal humanism, complicit with the status quo. The multiple discourses of

selthood, intentionality, and so forth, which are present in our culture, com-
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pete for dominance; those which prevail constitute individual subjectivity.
Social cognition on the part of the individual is channeled into certain ways of
thinking that dominate society (although resistance is possible). Those dis-
courses antedate our consciousness, and give meaning to our experience which
otherwise has no essential meaning.!?> In contrast, feminist standpoint episte-
mologies consider individuals to be the active construers of their reality, albeit
within a particular social and historical context. Women’s subjectivity is con-
sidered an important source of information about their experience. Post-
structuralism’s rejection of intentionality on the part of the individual seems
to deny the validity of women’s voices just at a time when women are begin-
ning to be heard.1?¢

Poststructuralism offers a provocative critique of social science and makes
us critically aware of the relationship of knowledge and power. Yet the focus
on “problematizing the text” of our disciplines, while admirably self-reflexive,
can lead to an inward emphasis that neglects the study of women in society. In
a parallel manner, poststructuralism’s emphasis on language as determining
consciousness can lead to the disregard of other determinants, such as women’s
position in a social hierarchy.!?” Furthermore, Unger identifies a dilemma for

social scientists who reject traditional empirical methods:

The attempt to infer cause-and-effect relationships about human behavior
using the tools of empiricism is one of the few unique contributions that psy-
chology as a discipline can offer to the rest of scholarship. If such tools may
not be used by feminist psychologists there is little likelihood that their in-

sights will be taken seriously by the rest of the discipline.!?®

Feminist foremothers in psychology such as Helen Thompson (Woolley) and
her colleagues at the start of the twentieth century used traditional scientific
methods to contest social myths about women;!?” these methods may still serve
that purpose today. Poststructuralists would likely retort that the fact that
Thompson’s insights have had to be repeatedly rediscovered (or, rather, rein-
vented) demonstrates that power, not “truth,” determines which version of

reality will prevail.

Is There a Feminist Method?

On the basis of multiple critiques of the social sciences, some propose an al-
ternative research method based on feminist values. The lack of consensus on
what values are feminist makes this a daunting project, yet many would agree
on the need for more interactive, contextualized methods in the service of
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emancipatory goals."*¥ A feminist method should produce a study not just of
women, but also for women, helping to change the world as well as to describe
it.*1 Mary Gergen advocates the following as central tenets of a feminist
method:

1. recognizing the interdependence of experimenter and subject;

2. avoiding the decontextualizing of the subject or experimenter from their
social and historical surroundings;

3. recognizing and revealing the nature of one’s values within the rescarch
contexg;

4. accepting that facts do not exist independently of their producers’ linguis-
tic codes;

5. demystifying the role of the scientists and establishing an egalitarian rela-

132

tionship between science makers and science consumers.'*” (See also

Wilkinson.!33)

13% attempted to implement feminist princi-

Joan Acker and her colleagues
ples in a study of women who had been primarily wives and mothers and were
starting to enter the labor market (see also Lather!#%). Interviews became dia-
logues, mutual attempts to “clarify and expand understandings.” Often
friendships developed between researchers and the women in the study. Acker
and her colleagues discovered that these methods are not without problems.
The researcher’s need to collect information can (perhaps inadvertently) lead
to the manipulation of friendship in the service of the rescarch. Methods that
create trust between researchers and participants entail the risk of exploitation,
betrayal, and abandonment by the researcher.!® Acker’s study took place over
a number of years, and each participant’s interpretation of her life was con-
stantly changing in hindsight, raising problems of validity in the research. The
desire to give participants an opportunity to comment on researchers’ inter-
pretations of the interviews became a source of tension when disagreements
arose. The solution to these dilemmas reached by Acker and her collcagues—
to report the women’s lives in their own words as much as possible—was not
satisfactory to the women in the study, who wanted more analysis of their ex-
pericnce. Finally, it was difficult to determine if this research experience had
an emancipatory effect on participants. Intending to create social change is no
assurance of actually doing so.

The conflict between the researcher’s perspective and that of the participants
in this study raises a critical issue for those who reject positivism’s belief in the
scientist as expert. Since a feminist method (at least according to the principles
just listed here) assumes that there is no neutral observer, whose interpreta-
tions should prevail when those of the researcher and the people under study

conflict? Feminism places primacy on acknowledging and validating female
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experience,’3” yet postmodern perspectives challenge the authority of the in-
dividual.'*® Consider, for example, Andersen’s 1981 study of twenty corporate
wives.!3? She disbelieved their claims of contentment and attributed their lack
of feminism to “false consciousness,” a Marxist term meaning that these
women identified with (male) ruling class interests against their own (female)
class interests. The women wrote a rebuttal rejecting Andersen’s interpreta-
tion. In response, Andersen revised her position to accept the women’s state-
ments of satisfaction with their lives. Instcad of treating them as deluded or
insincere, she looked for sources of their contentment in their position in the

social hierarchy. Lather!*0

recommends this kind of dialogic process to avoid
imposing on rescarch participants interpretations which disempower them
(see also Kidder!'*!). Without it, we grant privilege to the authority of the

researcher, even if on postmodern rather than positivist grounds.

Conclusion

Although the strategies intended as a “feminist method” overcome some of the
objections to traditional social science, they raise as many problems as they
solve.'*? No method or epistemology seems devoid of limitations, or perfectly
true to feminist values, which are themselves contested.'*® Feminism is more
useful as a set of questions—a coursc of “strategic heresy” that challenges the
prevailing asymmetries of power and androcentric assumptions in science and
society—rather than as a basis for a unique method.!** Feminism thus iden-
tifies “patterns and interrelationships and causes and effects and implications
of questions that nonfeminists have not seen and still do not see.”!*>

The psychological study of women emerged from the field of individual dif-
ferences. Dominated by the question of scx differences, this tradition assumes
that an inner core of traits or abilities distinguishes women from men.!* Such
a conceptualization no longer scems useful. Few gender differences in per-
sonality or abilities have been reliably demonstrated,!*” and factors other than
individual dispositions influence our interpersonal behavior.!** A more ap-
propriate strategy for the study of women would consider the ways in which
gender is created and maintained through interpersonal processes.!*?

From this perspective, gender docs not reside within the person. Instead, it
is constituted by the myriad ways in which we “do” rather than “have” gen-
der; that is, we validate our membership in a particular gender category
through interactional processes.>® Gender is something we enact, not an in-
ner core or constellation of traits that we express; it is a pattern of social orga-
nization that structures the relations, especially the power relations, between

women and men:'®! “In doing gender, men are also doing dominance and
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women are doing deference.”'*? Transsexuals know well that merely altering
one’s sex organs does not change one’s gender. Membership in the category of
“male” or “female” must be affirmed continuously through processes of inter-
action.!>3

Each of the epistemological positions described here can contribute to this
perspective. An interactional conceptualization of gender recognizes that the
behavior and thoughts of men and women are channeled into certain socio-
cultural forms, as poststructuralism claims. As Manicas and Secord explain:
“Social structures (e.g., language) are reproduced and transformed by action,
but they preexist for individuals. They enable persons to become persons and
to act (meaningfully and intentionally), yet at the same time, they are ‘coer-
cive, limiting the ways we can act.”!>* The dominant ideology of a society is
manifested in and reproduced by the social relations of its members.!>> Unlike
poststructuralism, however, an interactional view of gender also acknowl-
edges individual agency in the production and transformation of social forms.
Such a perspective would regard the person as an initiator of action and con-
struer of meaning within a context composed not only of varying modes of in-
terpreting the world but also of structural constraints and opportunities,'>® as
standpoint epistemnology claims.

Diverse methods are needed to capture the rich array of personal and struc-
tural factors that shape women and girls and which, in turn, are shaped by
them.'®” What is critical is that we are aware of the epistemological commit-
ments—and value assumptions—we make when we adopt a particular re-
search strategy.!>® Moreover, the systematic examination of assumptions and
values in the social order which shape scientific practices can strengthen ob-
jectivity, rather than abandon it.’>

Epistemological debates in recent years have shattered the traditional pic-
ture of science as neutral, disinterested, and value-free, and have replaced it
with a view of knowledge as socially constructed. Feminists’ contributions to
this debate highlight not only the androcentric nature of social science, but also
its collusion in the perpetuation of male dominance in society. To assume that
the multiple voices of women are not shaped by domination is to ignore social
context and legitimate the status quo. On the other hand, to assume that
women have no voice other than an echo of prevailing discourses is to deny
them agency and, simultaneously, to repudiate the possibility of social change.
The challenge to psychology is to link a vision of women’s agency with an
understanding of the shaping power of social context.

22 KNOWING GENDER



3

Rethinking the Distinction
between Sex and Gender

HE STUDY OF SEX DIFFERENCES has a long history in psychology. Beginning
Twith the emergence of experimentation at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, researchers (many of them women) attempted to identify empirically the
“true” differences between men and women.! At least three obstacles stymied
these projects: Some studies found inconsistent results; many studies found no
differences between the sexes; and it was impossible to create a nonsexist envi-
ronment in which the essential natures of males and females could emerge un-
tainted.? One way out of the impasse was to shift from the study of cognitive and
behavioral sex differences to the exploration of “masculinity” and “femininity”
as opposite and complementary substrates of personality. Anne Constantinople’s®
argument that femininity and masculinity were neither unidimensional nor
bipolar led to a further shift to the study of androgyny. Acknowledging that an
individual could be high in both “masculinity” and “femininity,” the concept of
androgyny freed personality traits from a corporeal base, although it continued
to label some traits as “masculine” and others as “feminine.” Moving beyond a
focus on personality traits, contemporary approaches highlight the importance
of status and power in determining sex differences in behavior and attitudes.?

Critical to the evolution of this stream of research is the conceptual distine-
tion of sex (i.e., one’s biological properties) from gender (i.e., the cultural expec-
tations of those in a certain sex category).® John Money and his colleagues pro-
vided one of the earliest distinctions between sex and gender in pointing out that
gender identity, one’s sense of oneself as male or female, is not bound to biolog-
ical sex.” Separating gender from sex clarifies the assumption that behaviors or
personality traits are not inextricably linked to biology; that is, that sex differ-
ences may be as much a product of culture as of nature and that there are as
many ways of being “female” as there are different cultures. The replacement
of the term “gender differences” by the currently popular usage “gender-related
differences” further emphasizes the uncoupling of gender from sex. Confusion
of the terms “sex” and “gender” reflects conflicting and muddled views about
the underlying causes of phenomena linked with female or male status.?

In psychology, Rhoda Unger® advocated the adoption of the dual vocabulary
of sex and gender, not only to limit assumptions of biological causality associated
with findings of sex differences, but also to highlight the importance of gender
as a stimulus variable, that is, how the label “male” or “female” alters others’ ex-

23



pectations and perceptions. Feminist psychology currently emphasizes the way
gender is negotiated through interpersonal interactions that reflect and reinforce
an unequal distribution of power and resources in society.!? Sex is important pri-
marily as a static cue that assigns people to a particular gender category; hence,
biological properties are relevant only as they are socially meaningful.

Distinguishing gender from sex has facilitated feminist research on the so-
cial construction of gender, that is, the cultural, social, political, and economic
forces that shape relations between men and women. Eschewing biological de-
terminism, much of this research treats culture as if it were completely sepa-
rate and distinguishable from biology. Some claim that all sex differences other
than those engaged in reproduction are socially constructed, suggesting that
these differences are infinitely plastic and culturally malleable.!! From this
perspective, bodies are neutral or merely blank slates on which culture in-
scribes its dictates. This view risks overlooking important, biologically linked
aspects of women’s (and men’s) experience. A woman’s breastfeeding may af-
fect her attitude toward her children, while a stressful occupation may affect
women’s and men’s physiology in different ways. Certainly bodies are subjcct
to cultural interpretation, but an emphasis on gender to the exclusion of sex
(or on culture to the exclusion of biology) may disregard potentially important
aspects of people’s lives.!? A belief that biology is irrelevant may indeed hold
women to a male standard of behavior. For example, many organizational
policies ignore the fact that a woman’s career-building years coincide with her
childbearing years. These policies are not neutral; they are instead designed
with the expectation that employees are male.

Including biology in a feminist psychology of women requires that we make
explicit the assumptions underlying our conceptions of sex and gender. In this
chapter, I examine problems with the concepts of sex and gender. I then criti-
cize the assumed separation between sex and gender that stems from what I
will argue is a false distinction between nature and nurture. Simple di-
chotomies such as “male/female” or “culture/nature” obscure the complex
connections between their two poles while typically giving primacy to one of
the pair. I conclude by advocating the use of a transactional model of the rela-
tionship between biology and the social environment as a strategy for includ-
ing biology in the study of women and men.

Problems with the Conceptualization
of Sex and Gender

Much of the research using the distinction between sex and gender assumes
not only that scx is based on biology and gender on culture, but also that both

24 KNOWING GENDER



are dimorphic. That is, two genders are assumed to parallel two sexes. These

assumptions are problematic.

Five Sexes, Not Two?

As Unger!? noted, the division of sex into dichotomous categories is not always
self-evident. The hormones associated with sex—androgen, estrogen, and
progesterone—exist in both males and females, albeit in different proportions.
People who have ambiguous or contradictory sex characteristics also challenge
our assumption of sexual dimorphism. The external genitalia and internal sex
characteristics that occur congruently in most individuals may conflict in as
many as 4 percent of the population.'* Intersexed individuals provide so many
combinations of male and female sex characteristics that geneticist Anne
Fausto-Sterling has created three more sex categories to facilitate proper clas-
sification.® She adds to “male” and “female” the categories “merms” (for those
who have testes and some aspects of female genitalia but no ovaries), “ferms”
(for those who have ovaries and some aspects of male genitalia but lack testes)
and “herms” (hermaphrodites: for those who have one testis and one ovary).
Although Western culture rejects the notion of more than two sexes (and sup-
ports that rejection with surgical intervention), some societies, such as the
Sambia of Papua New Guinea or those in the Dominican Republic, have a
third social category for intersexed “females” who become male at puberty.
These societies have three sexes (e.g., male, female, and guevedoche or “penis
at twelve” in the Dominican Republic) but only two genders.!

The need to identify the infant’s “true sex” as male or female is a fairly mod-
ern invention. In the Middle Ages, individuals with hermaphroditic charac-
teristics were free to decide at adolescence which sex to belong to, although
they had to stick to that choice or be punished. Today, a general assumption in
Western culture is that people have a “primary, profound, determined and de-
termining sexual identity,” discoverable at birth.” In cases of intersexed in-
fants, doctors assign sex based on the length of the penis, a literal example of
phallocentrism. As Suzanne Kessler!® pointed out, physicians who treat the
intersexed engage in a curious semantic reversal. They do not consider the am-
biguous genitalia that are present at birth to be narural; rather, surgery restores
the body to a “natural” state.

At the heart of the need to identify “true sex” is the belief that one’s sex
“hides the most secret parts of the individual: the structures of his fantasies,
the roots of his ego, the forms of his relationship to reality.”!” Hence, “proper”
identification of the intersexed child’s biological nature is necessary not only
for purposes of sex classification but also because one’s psychological essence
resides in sex. Not only is the blending of bodies prohibited but also the blend-
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ing of minds. Without assignment as male or female, and without surgical in-
tervention to reinforce that assignment, an intersexed child has been thought
in the modern era to be doomed to be a psychological misfit.?°

Kessler?! has argued that physicians undertake genital reconstruction of in-
tersexed infants not because ambiguous genitalia are life-threatening to the
child, but because they are threatening to a culture founded on a two-sex sys-
tem. As Fausto-Sterling?? points out, laws governing the military draft, mar-
riage, the family, and sexuality are posited on a two-sex system; hence the state
and the legal system have an interest in maintaining the belief in sexual di-
morphism. But such a belief defies nature, since almost all biological aspects
of gender exist on a continuum rather than in discrete categories.”> Males have
relatively more “male” sex hormones while females have relatively more “fe-
male” ones, yet some individuals have hormone levels below those of their as-
signed sex but above those of the other sex. Even Fausto-Sterling’s**
of “merms” and “ferms” treat as disjunctive differences that actually are con-

categories

tinuous.

Perhaps the recognition of multiple sex categories will help break down the
dichotomous thinking that pervades attitudes about the sexes. In a five-sex sys-
tem, it is impossible to talk about the “opposite” sex. Parents of two children
tend to describe their children in contrasting terms: one is a leader, the other
a follower; one is shy, the other aggressive. But parents of three or four chil-
dren focus on unique aspects of each child in their descriptions, emphasizing
diversity rather than opposition.?> Recognizing that the variables that make
up biological sex exist on continua rather than in mutually exclusive categories
may help break down the conceptualization of the sexes as paired opposites.

Many Genders—or None?

Gender, likewise, is not a simple dichotomy. Some cultures have a third gen-
der that, like the Zuni “berdache,” allows men to combine elements of male
and female social roles,?® although few cultures permit females to act out the
male gender role.?” The prevalence of a belief in a two-sex system obscures the
perception of cultural systems that are not binary.?® In addition, gender is
fluid; its salience varies with the social context.”” Furthermore, gender must
be viewed in the context of other demographic variables that have social im-
port, such as race and ethnicity. Feminist theorists have long recognized that
we cannot talk about “women,” only about women in the context of their eth-
nicity, social class and so forth (e.g., African-American women, young women,
poor women, etc.)*® The expectations and life experience of women may be
defined as much by other demographic factors—such as race or poverty—as
by gender. Even the capacity to bear children, sometimes thought a common
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denominator among women, is not shared by all. Yet women who are infer-
tile are no less women. Ultimately this stream of thought should dissipate
“woman”—or any other demographic variable—as a unitary category of
analysis.

Many behaviors thought to be related to gender might actually be associated
with status or power. What is considered feminine is frequently the product
of powerlessness and low status.! For example, although Carol Gilligan®?
linked with gender an emphasis on rationality compared to relatedness in
moral decision-making, Rachel Hare-Mustin and Jeanne Maracek? reframed
Gilligan’s distinction, making status rather than gender the determining fac-
tor. Those in higher positions tend to advocate rules and rationality, while
those lower in the hierarchy must focus on connection and communal goals to
survive. From this perspective, gender is not the sum of individual personal-
ity characteristics attributed to males and females, but the product of interac-
tional processes occurring within particular contexts that reflect and reinforce
the distribution of resources in society.

Problems with the Nature-Nurture Distinction

Problems in understanding the relationship between sex and gender stem
from an underlying assumption that nature is distinct from culture. This be-
lief is deeply imbedded in our society and in our science. As philosopher of sci-
ence Sandra Harding observed, “the culture/nature dichotomy structures
public policy, institutional and individual social practices, the organization of
the disciplines (the social versus the natural sciences), indeed the very way we
see the world around us.”**

The distinction between nature and culture—itself a product of culture—
has been attacked on several grounds. First, some argue that our views of na-
ture impose cultural stereotypes on the natural world: what we consider to be
the “facts” of biology are actually the interpretations generated by culture.
Others make the opposite argument, that culture is simply the manifestation
of biology. In a third position, which I will argue is the most useful for the
study of women and gender, nature and culture are inextricably entwined.
Here I examine each of these positions briefly.

Biology as Culture

Some argue that rather than mirroring or even reflecting nature, biology (and
indeed, all science) is permeated by cultural stereotypes of male and female
that mediate and distort how we see reality. From this perspective, the “facts”
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purported to be discovered by biologists are merely cultural interpretations in-
vented by them.?® Critics have challenged the disinterestedness of scientists on
many grounds.*® Science is embedded in, not distinct from, society, and the
values and interests of the times affect scientists. In biologist Ruth Hubbard’s
words, “Science is made by people who live at a specific time in a specific place
and whose thought patterns reflect the truths that are accepted by the wider
society.”?” Feminist critics have pointed out the ways in which theories and
practices in science reflect and reinforce a belief in male superiority.*®

Take, for example, research on the egg and the sperm. As cighth-grade bi-
ology class taught us, the egg and the sperm unite to create a fertilized egg, the
basis of human life. But anthropologist Emily Martin®® has drawn a convine-
ing picture of how, when scientists study fertilization, they view that process
through a lens of stercotypes of masculinity and femininity that colors what
they see. Males are seen as producing sperm while females shed eggs, a less ac-
tive process; the sperm is described in active terms, such as “burrow” and “pen-
etrate”, while the lowly egg “is transported” or even “drifts.” The heroic sperm
ventures up a dark passageway to find the dormant egg, the prize of its per-
ilous journey. The female is seen as passive in this process, although as bioso-
ciologist Alice Rossi reminds us, “inert substances such as dead sperm and even
particles of India ink reach the oviducts as rapidly as live sperm do.”*" In short,
biologists describe the process of fertilization in terms that “feminized” the
passive egg and “masculinized” the active, aggressive sperm.!

Recently, however, this fairy tale has taken a modern twist: Current research
suggests that adhesive molecules on the surface of the egg trap the sperm.
Rather than a passive maiden, the egg now is depicted as an aggressive sperm-
catcher, and fertilization the result of interaction between the two. But this pic-
ture too taints new data with old stereotypes: the egg is now portrayed as en-
gulfing and devouring rather than passive and waiting. The common thread
running through these interpretations is the stereotypes about women that
they reflect.*?

Certainly biology is a product of culture, but it is not simply limited to re-
producing cultural stereotypes.** The socially constructed nature of biology al-
lows the possibility of bias, but it does not mean that bias will predominate. As
Fausto-Sterling* pointed out, “The activities of scientists are self-deluding
and self-correcting; they are at once potentially progressive and retrogressive.”
Strategies exist for minimizing the impact of cultural blinders on science.
Biologist Ruth Hubbard,*” for example, proposed making explicit the implicit
assumptions that underlie scientific descriptions and interpretations, while

46 advocated starting scientific inquiry

philosopher of science Sandra Harding

from the perspective of women and other subordinate groups in order to
reduce the distorted vision that comes from a position of dominance.
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Culrure as Biology

The opposite of the claim that science simply reproduces culture is the propo-
sition that culture is always biologically bound. One meaning of this claim is
that social as well as biological influences are always mediated through the cen-
tral nervous system. Because the elements of culture that shape our biological
beings are themselves experienced biologically, culture is always mediated by
biology. Accordingly, as Money*” acerbically put it, the opposite of our bio-
logical selves is not culture, but rather our astral beings.

Biological determinists take a further step, claiming that biology inevitably
and inescapably dctermines relations between the sexes. Drawing on evolu-
tionary theory, for example, sociobiologists claim that social behavior has a bi-
ological basis in the need of a surviving organisms to perpetuate their genes.
As Richard Dawkins puts it, “we are survival machines—robot vehicles
blindly programmed to preserve the selfish molecules known as genes.”*®
Sociobiologists’ claims about rape illustrate this view. Applying a form of cost/
benefit analysis, they argue that males are genetically programmed to rape
when the potential reproductive benefits outweigh the cost of punishment.*”
Yet there is no evidence that rape contributes to the reproductive success of the
rapist. Indeed, the examples of same-sex rape in prison, rape-murders that ob-
viously leave the victim unable to reproduce, and rape of girls not of child-
bearing age or of elderly women counter the argument that rape is reproduc-
tively beneficial or motivated.”

Some sociobiologists claim that human universals, such as the sexual divi-
sion of labor, demonstrate a biological basis for behavior. Such a claim has two
major flaws. First, the universality of social phenomenon may be the product
of ubiquitous social environments. Second, the universality of many behaviors
is in dispute. Even though all societies divide labor by sex, for example, the
form this division takes varies considerably both within and across cultures. In
some societies, men earn the bread while women bake it, but in other cultures
women are the merchants and financiers.>' Certainly some physical capacities
and experiences of the sexes differ universally: only women experience men-
struation, pregnancy, miscarriage, parturition, lactation, and menopause;
mothers typically take care of their very young children; and men are, on av-
erage, larger and stronger than women.”? Yet these define only central ten-
dencies among human capacities, while the form that these capacities take is
heavily dependent on social and cultural conditions. The amazing diversity of
social arrangements across cultures and across time, particularly in conditions
of rapid technological change, makes generalization fraught with danger.”?

Perhaps most damning to biological determinism is the shrinking or disap-
pearing of the group differences purported to be explained by biology as our
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techniques of measurement became more sophisticates. For example,
Feingold®* found that differences between boys and girls on tests of cognitive
abilities (other than mathematics) declined precipitously over a number of
years; Hyde> reported a decline in the magnitude of differences in mathe-
matics performance. Furthermore, cross-cultural examination of intellectual
abilities has identified no consistent pattern of differences between males and
females, suggesting that such differences, should they exist, are not univer-
sal.>

Twenty years ago, many feminist social scientists rejected the idea of innate
sex differences in thought or emotion, emphasizing instead the cultural con-
struction of gender. A hallmark of this perspective was the publication in 1974
of Eleanor Maccoby and Carol Jacklin’s encyclopedic The Psychology of Sex
Differences. > In their careful scrutiny of hundreds of studies of personality and
abilities, Maccoby and Jacklin identified only a very smalt number of sex dif-
ferences that could be considered scientifically reliable. Today, using meta-
analytic statistical techniques, even the small number identified by Maccoby
and Jacklin has shrunk.”® But by a decade after the publication of Maccoby
and Jacklin’s work, a strand of feminism had emerged that celebrates women’s
difference, exemplified by Carol Gilligan’s 1982 book, In a different voice.”

Although Gilligan did not attribute difference to biology, other feminist so-
cial scientists such as Alice Rossi began to raise the question of biology’s role
in determining women'’s behavior. Rossi asserted that social factors as well as
biology determine behavior,® although most of the evidence she presented
suggests biology as causal.®! Others seem to suggest a biological determinism
centered on female’s procreative capacity or on male’s supposedly innate
propensity for violence. Whereas sociobiologists and social Darwinists appeal
to biology to justify the status quo, some radical feminists look to biology as
the basis for challenges to the existing social order.®? Their arguments, focused
primarily on male control of women’s sexuality, seem to attribute men’s po-
tential for violence and aggression to an innate biological flaw. Ironically, other
feminists had deemed sexist the attribution of a personality trait or behavior
to women’s biology when there is no evidence to support such causality.®?
Unsubstantiated attributions from a reductionist perspective about the impact
of male biology on behavior seem no more persuasive.

Nature versus Culture: A False Opposition

Perhaps the biggest problem in the nature-nurture distinction is the assump-
tion that these are two independent domains, with biology providing the foun-
dation on which social experiences are overlaid. From this perspective, gender
is the social phenomena, diverging widely over place and time, that is imposed
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on biological difference, whereas biology typically is seen as the First Cause,
more primary in its impact than other factors.®* This “bedrock” view of biol-
ogy is illustrated in the following claim about sex differences in the brain: “The
die is cast in utero; that’s when the mind is made up, and the luggage of our
bodies, and of society’s expectations of us, merely supplements this basic bio-
logical fact of life.”®® This perspective incorrectly implies that social effects
are modifiable, while nature is immutable (surgical interventions not with-
standing). Anthropologist Clifford Geertz summarizes this “stratographic”
metaphor:

Man [szc] is a composite of “levels,” each superimposed upon those beneath it
and underpinning those above it. As one analyzes man, one peels off layer af-
ter layer, each such layer being complete and irreducible in itself, revealing
another, quite different sort of layer underneath. Strip off the motley forms
of culture and one finds the structural and functional regularities of social or-
ganization. Peel off these in turn and one finds the underlying psychological
factors—“basic need” or what-have-you—that support and make them pos-
sible. Peel off psychological factors and one is left with the biological founda-
tions—anatomical, physiological, neurological—of the whole edifice of hu-
man life.

Rather than a set of separate levels, however, the relatively general response
capacities of human beings are given shape and meaning by culture:*” “Gender
is neither simply the manifestation of sex nor simply an easily dispensable arti-
fact of culture. It is, instead, what a culture makes of sex; it is the cultural trans-
formation of male and female infants into adult men and women.”®® In a par-
allel fashion, all humans are born with a motor capacity to smile, but what they
smile at is shaped by culture.®” The biological and social aspects of human ex-
perience constitute a unitary system, although they can be measured and ana-
lyzed separately. There is no such thing as a human nature independent of cul-
ture; that is, culture is just as essential an ingredient in human nature as biology,
and vice versa. Accordingly, gender and sex are inextricably entwined.

Models of Biological Influence

How, then, do biology and social experience influence each other? Sameroff
and Chandler” differentiate three models of constitutional-environmental
(nature-nurture) relationships in developmental disorders that Ehrhardt”! has
applied to the study of gender. The first two models contain flaws that limit
their uscfulness; the third provides a promising conceptual framework for the
study of women and gender.
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The Main-Effect Model

In the main-effect model, one factor is presumed to determine a particular be-
havioral outcome regardless of other influences. For example, Huntington’s
disease and sickle-cell anemia are due to single genes that produce disease re-
gardless of environmental circumstances.”” Conversely, a certain social envi-
ronment could produce a particular psychological condition or pattern of be-
havior, no matter what the individual’s biological makeup. The central
premise of this model is that nature and nurture exert effects that are deter-
minant and independent of one another. But considerable research demon-
strates that reductionistic and deterministic explanations, whether centered on
biology or environment, fail to account for complex behavior.”?

Both the pure constructionist and biological determinist positions reflect a
main-effect perspective, albeit in opposite ways. On the one hand, a pure bio-
logical determinist would conclude that gender differences in our social world
were a direct manifestation of biological factors, while environmental influ-
ences are of little or no importance (or are misguided attempts to distort what
is “natural”). However, the diversity of gender arrangements makes these
claims questionable. As Hoyenga and Hoyenga forcefully concluded after re-
viewing the evidence on gender differences, “Pure biological determinism for
any behavioral or psychological trait, including one’s identity as a biological
male or female, is a myth.””* An extreme environmentalist, on the other hand,
would consider constitutional factors irrelevant other than for purposes of pro-
creation; in this view, all differences other than reproduction would be socially
constructed.”” But people do not just accept cultural stereotypes; they create
them as well, and their actions may affect their biology.”®

Although their contents differ, the underlying assumptions of pure biolog-
ical determinism and environmentalism are the same.”” Both of these views
consider human beings as passive and reactive; both view agency as impossi-
ble or at least constrained to forms of resistance to either “natural” tendencies
or to the social order. Both deny the considerable evidence that the two do-
mains influence each other, and that most complex human phenomena, like
aggression or gender identity, have multiple causes.

Increasingly we find evidence of a continuing interplay of influence and
counterinfluence between the organism and its environment.”® Certainly
studies of both males and females support the idea that the social environment
influences constitutional factors, and vice versa. Martha McClintock” found
that the menstrual cycles of females living together in a college dormitory
came to be more closely synchronized as the academic year progressed.
McClintock suggested communication by means of pheromones as a possible
mechanism underlying menstrual synchrony; personality factors and the

32 KNOWING GENDER



amount of time spent together may also play a role.®” The day of onset of the
menstrual flow came to coincide markedly among roommates who were also
close friends; the effect was less strong but significant among women who were
close friends but not roommates. Nor are men immune to these effects:
changes in social rank influence men’s testosterone levels, and their testos-
terone levels influence their social rank.?! A naturalistic study of male doctors
on a sailing trip found that testosterone levels increased among those who
achieved the highest positions of dominance during the trip, while those who
became least dominant had the lowest testosterone levels at the end of the
trip.3? Social conditions probably have an impact on human biology in many
situations that have not yet been tested.

Large-scale studies of the relationship of hormones and behavior in children
and adolescents show considerable complexity with respect to differences be-
tween women and men. A particular hormone that is related to behavior in
one sex may have no relationship or even the opposite relationship in the other
sex.®? Furthermore, the direction of causality in these studies is not yet under-
stood: social factors can influence biology, just as biology can influence behav-
ior. The principle of reciprocal determinism—that influence flows in both di-
rections—best describes the relationship of biological and social factors at all

t84

stages of development®; consequently, attempting to assign causality to either

biology or culture is futile.

The Interactional Model

The interactional model considers a variety of constitutional and social envi-
ronmental factors and predicts the individual’s behavior from any combina-
tion of two factors.®® For example, variations in environments can affect
behavioral characteristics. As Sandra Bem has commented, “whereas the
sex-differentiated aspects of human biology are relatively constant, the cul-
tural context varies a great deal, sometimes exaggerating the influence of bi-
ology, sometimes counteracting the influence of biology, and sometimes—in
a more neutral fashion—simply letting the influence of biology shine through

without either exaggerating or counteracting it.”8¢

Although some would dis-
pute Bem’s contention that sex-differentiated aspects of biology remain con-
stant, they might agree that culture can amplify or minimize biological dif-
ference. Differentiation of males and females occurs in all known cultures, but
masculinity and femininity are loosely constructed categories, forming clus-
ters of attributes that vary considerably depending on the particular cultural
context. Furthermore, behaviors thought to be associated with masculinity
and femininity are highly subject to situational influence.?”

Variations in social environments and life circumstances can have physio-
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logical as well as behavioral consequences. In other words, biological proper-
ties can be dependent as well as independent variables. A culture that empha-
sizes thinness in women may encourage certain behaviors that in turn affect
females physiologically, such as anorexia and bulimia. Being a single parent
may elevate stress-related blood chemicals. Indeed, even physical environ-
ments have biologically measurable effects on people.3

Although the interactional model overcomes some of the problems of the
main-effect model by taking more influences into account, it contains two de-
ficiencies. First, it assumes that constitutional and social factors remain stable
over time, when in fact they are constantly in flux. Second, it does not permit

reciprocal determinism.?

The Transactional Model

The third model allows the possibility of mutual influence. It considers the
person not simply as a reactor to environmental stimuli or as a product of bi-
ological factors, but also as an active agent selecting and constructing an envi-
ronment that in turn may affect biology.”® R. A. Hinde articulates the follow-
ing principles that have emerged from biologists’ studies of development.
First, behavioral characteristics exist along a continuum “from those that are
relatively stable with respect to environmental influences to those that are rel-
atively labile.”! Assigning any particular form of sexual dimorphism to a
point on this continuum is problematic because a behavior that appears stable,
such as mothers taking care of very young children, could either be so regu-
lated by biology that it appears across a wide range of circumstances, or it could
be the product of ubiquitous social circumstances. The considerable contro-
versy about behaviors that appear sexually dimorphic—namely, whether such
behaviors are the product of cultural assignment or linkage with biological
sex—asks a question posed misleadingly in either/or terms, and denies the
possibility of mutual influence between biology and culture.”

Second, according to Hinde, “organisms are constrained by what they can
learn, and have predispositions to learn some things rather than others.”
This proposition has been amply demonstrated in such species as songbirds.
Biologists consider it probable that similar constraints exist for humans, and
that the same environment may have different effects on people depending on
individuals’ predispositions. The difficulty in assessing this proposition lies in
assuring that the environment remains constant. Anke Ehrhardt®® observed
that girls exposed prenatally to unusually high levels of androgen engaged in
more physically energetic outdoor play and less nurturing compared to other
girls who had not been so exposed. But knowledge that the former group of
girls was endocrinologically atypical may have influenced the attitudes and
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behaviors of those around them. Rossi suggested that biological predisposi-
tions make it easier for women than men to learn certain parenting skills.”>
Again, the problem in testing this proposition is that the social environment
does not equally reinforce male and female parenting. From the time they are
given their first baby doll, females are encouraged to care for young children
more than males are. The intertwining of biology and culture renders futile
in most cases the attempts to identify sex differences in biological predisposi-
tion to parent.”® Moreover, predisposition to learn a certain behavior does not
mean that the behavior will inevitably be performed; the culture may not re-
inforce it. Nor does it mean that individuals without the predisposition can-
not achieve the behavior. Training and encouragement may override differ-
ences in predispositions.””

A third principle of the transactional model is that individuals shape their
environments as well as being shaped by them.”® Maccoby” has observed the
tendency among children to gravitate toward same-sex peers. She points to
dominance relations as a possible explanation: Among young children, girls
have difficulty influencing boys, whereas in same-sex pairs, influence is mu-
tual. Girls may avoid interactions with boys and instead seek out those envi-
ronments in which they can establish control, while boys may look to other
boys for rough-and-tumble play, leading to sex-differentiated groupings.
Children may shape their own environment in this and other ways. Because
people behavior differently with different partners,'® as Jacklin cogently puts
it, “we are the company we keep.”!%!

Alternative explanations of the correlation between testosterone levels and
occupational status illustrate the transactional model. Purifoy and Koop-
mans,'%2 assessing the hormone levels of fifty-five normal females, found that
women in professional, managerial, and technical occupations had higher lev-
cls of androgens than women clerical workers and housewives. They proposed
a complex relationship between hormones and occupation over time to ac-
count for these findings, rather than a simple main effect of testosterone on oc-
cupation.'% Perhaps some women had high levels of androgen prenatally that
predisposed them to energetic play while young, and they were encouraged to
play in this way, giving them more exposure to team play and competition.
This in turn promoted their assertiveness and competitiveness, which led
them to professional careers. On the other hand, hormones and play in early
life may have been irrelevant. Perhaps their social environment encouraged a
professional career, which in turn affected their endocrine system in the pro-
duction of testosterone. Or perhaps the repetition and tedium of low status oc-
cupations inhibits androgen secretion. Various paths between biology and the
environment could account for these findings.

Hinde!% has proposed a dialectical model in which physiological factors, in-
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dividual behavior, short-term interactions among individuals, ongoing rela-
tionships, social groups, and societies composed of overlapping groups affect
and are affected by each other. Each of these levels is also linked reciprocally
to the sociocultural structure and to the physical environment. Offsetting the
complexity and difficulty of measuring the multiple factors in this model is its
greater accuracy in describing the relation of constitutional and environmen-
tal factors. Including biology in this model does not invalidate the role of so-

cial factors in shaping behavior.}%>

Training scientists to conduct multifactor-
ial research of this complexity will require broad, interdisciplinary education.

The transactional model suggests multiple research strategies for the study
of women and men.!% For those interested in sex differences, longitudinal
studies that measure both biological factors and social and structural variables
are best. Or one could work backward, first assessing biological differences
among individuals and then examining whether those differences vary with sex
and social experience. Another possibility 1s to identify social environments that
differ systematically and compare individuals’ biologically measurable proper-
ties. Conclusions that differences are due to biological sex ought not to be made
without replication with a different subject population, such as individuals
from another culture, or with those from different social categories, such as var-
ious age or status levels.!% The selection of experimental and control groups in
scientific research is not simply a methodological issue; it also reveals implicit
theories of causation.!%® A focus in research on differences between women and
men and a lack of attention to differences within each sex category reflects the

presupposition of gender polarity that pervades research on women.!%?

A Cautionary Note

Jacklin!!® has observed that a “threshold-of-convincibility” leads researchers
to accept a conclusion more readily if it is congruent with their own beliefs.
Like many social scientists, those who study women and men may more read-
ily accept explanations of behavior that favor the social environment rather
than biology as causal and may dismiss or fail to pursue biological explana-
tions. Social scientists’ resistance to considering biological explanations stems
in part from the connection between biological determinism and social and po-
litical conservatism. They may fear, sometimes correctly, that conservatives
might misinterpret the causal significance of biological variables to mean that
sex differences are immutable, and use that misinterpretation to justify dis-
crimination.

Biological explanations for group differences have had a varied history in
American social science, at times gaining ascendancy, as in the social Darwin-
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ism of the late nineteenth century, and at other times losing ground. The
“threshold-of-convincibility” for biological explanations seems to vary not
only with one’s personal beliefs but also with the larger social and political cli-
mate. In times of political and social conservatism, dispositional theories of
behavior predominate, only to be replaced by environmental explanations

during periods of reform.!!!

12 argues that many social scientists of the mid-twen-

Historian Carl Degler
tieth century rejected biological explanations because they contradicted then-
prevalent liberal beliefs that social groups should be equal. Assuming innate
differences among groups seemed somehow to undermine the traditional
American commitment to equality of respect. Ironically, many of the original
social Darwinists were also liberals, believing that by finding the biological
basis of social superiority we could breed out undesirable traits and therefore
perfect human nature.

In Degler’s view, biological explanations have come back into fashion in so-
cial science, but without the pejorative connotations attributed to group dif-
ferences. Others are less sanguine; they see Victorian assumptions of social in-
equality reflected in contemporary studies of the biological basis for group
differences.!!® Because of this, many are wary of biological explanations, as-
suming that they will inevitably lead to proclamations of the inferiority of cer-
tain social groups in the name of science and eventually to genetic manipula-
ton. Current attempts to add “Premenstrual Dysphoric Disorder” (a label that
turns women’s biology into a mental illness) to the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiatric Association) provide evi-
dence that this fear is grounded in reality.!'*

The role of biological factors in behavior may be less subject to misinter-
pretation today not only because the political climate is less amenable than in
the nineteenth century to biological determinism, but also because complex
models of reciprocal influence preclude reductionistic and deterministic ex-
planations. We also know now that compensatory strategies and training can
mitigate or even reverse the effects of biological factors on difference. Yet even
sophisticated research may be misinterpreted. Scientists who study the inher-
itability of behavior emphasize the role of both environment and genes,!!® but
the popular media seem eager to jump on any suggestion that biology is causal.
Witness the publicity given to Simon LeVay’s'!¢ study of the differences be-
tween homosexual and heterosexual men in the size of an area within the cor-
pus collosum. Despite its many flaws (such as lack of verification of the sexual
orientation of its subjects), this correlational study has been widely (and inac-
curately) reported as providing conclusive evidence of a biological basis for ho-
mosexuality. Scientific caution about multiple causes and reciprocal influence
may get knocked aside in the political frenzy that surrounds such research.
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Conclusion

An inclusive psychology of women and gender that considers the reciprocal
influence between biclogy and culture will permit questions more sophisti-
cated than simply whether biology or culture causes difference. As Evelyn Fox
Keller''” admonishes, we need to learn to count past two in our thinking. An
analysis that cuts across biological, psychological, social, structural, and cul-
tural phenomena and considers the relationships among such factors promises
the deepest understanding of behavior, although examination of phenomena
within each dimension is also of value.'!® Simply ignoring factors other than
those one prefers to emphasize risks reductionist conclusions. Furthermore,
differences based on factors other than sex classification, such as variations
within each sex category or among myriad social groups, may be equally or
more important than differences between women and men. Now that more
and more social scientists are reporting the size of sexual differences as well as
the simple fact of statistical significance,'!? it is time for explicit comparisons
of the size of these differences with the size of similar differences between
classes and cultures. Typical research strategies in psychology emphasize dif-
ferences in central tendencies among groups and arrange these differences in
hierarchical order. In contrast, we can begin to appreciate—and recognize—
diversity both among and within groups when our focus is on variation and
similarity rather than simply difference.

The study of sex differences began years ago with the assumption that biol-
ogy caused behavior. In repudiating such simple biological determinism, we
need not reject biology. Nor need we give biology causal primacy; the effects
of the social environment on biology and behavior are equally and often more
important. Biology is no less immutable or complex than the social environ-
ment, and consideration of biological influences does not invalidate the impact
of situational, structural, or cultural determinants of behavior. Research on
gender has just begun to investigate the multiplicity of influences that shape
men and women’s lives. To develop multifactorial models, we need new
terms—and new concepts—that capture not only the distinctions but also the
connections between sex and gender, biology and culture. Although models
based on multiple factors and reciprocal influence make our work harder, they

are also likely to make it more meaningful.
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4

From Snapshots to Videotape

New Directions in Research on Gender Differences

$ DIRECTOR OF A women's studies program, people often besiege me with
Aquestions about sex differences. Their questions typically are prompted
by stories that appear in the media reporting the latest supposedly “scientific”
findings of gender differences. Is it true, they ask me, that men can park their
cars better than women? That women cannot read maps? What do the experts
say? Sit down, I tell them, this is going to take a while.

There are at least five different responses to the question of whether there
are sex differences. These five answers derive from different traditions within
psychology. The earliest tradition, an individual differences model, produced
what I call “snapshot” research, that is, one-time, quick, narrowly focused
studies in which people’s performance is assumed to be the product of inter-
nal factors, be they biology or socialization. This model has been expanded at
least to some extent by a social psychological model that incorporates situa-
tional factors as causal possibilities. I believe that both of these models are lim-
ited, and here I advocate further expansion into what I will describe as “video-
tape” rather than “snapshot” research, which would enable us both to capture
the dynamic qualities of gendered behavior and to widen our lens to include
larger cultural, historic, and economic forces as causal agents.

The Main Arguments

First, let me describe the five answers to the question of whether there are sex
differences:

The “Sociobiology” Argument

Some researchers state clearly and unequivocally that there are significant sex
differences, that those differences are, atleast in part, biologically based, and that
they affect our social lives in important ways. Perhaps the form of this argument
most widely broadcast these days is the evolutionary psychology of David Buss'
and his colleagues (vigorously popularized by Robert Wright in Time and The
New Republic,among other venues). Buss? argues that sex differences have a bi-
ological basis in reproductive roles: women face the need for life-sustaining re-
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sources while they are pregnant and lactating, and men face the need to reduce
uncertainty about the paternity of the offspring they support. These ditferent
adaptive challenges have produced different psychological mechanisms in men
and women which, in turn, are moderated by social factors.

However, as Fausto-Sterling® points out, evolutionary theories in psychol-
ogy are not grounded in actual data about human evolution. A key challenge
to those who hold such positions is to identify specific links between biologi-
cal mechanisms and social behavior over generations; until they do so, their
theories remain on the level of speculation.

The “Differently Situated” Argument

Advocates of this position agree that there are important sex differences but
consider them socially, not biologically, based. Various forms of this argument
have been made, for example Fagly’s* claim that the division of labor between
the sexes produces gender-role expectations and sex-typed skills and beliefs
that in turn lead to sex differences in social behavior. Miller” also believes that
sex differences exist, but she places causal primacy on women’s subordinate
and men’s dominant status.

These approaches identify particular antecedents of differences and put
them in a theoretical context that highlights the fact that women are differ-
ently sitnated in society than men are, but they tend to overlook the fact that
not all women are similarly situated. One challenge to these researchers is to
identify particular social or structural factors that produce specific differences,
whether those factors be roles, expectancies, or power positions. Lott® provides
numerous examples of how a belief in gender differences influences behavior

and social policies.

The “Contingent” Argument

Advocates of this position claim that what appear to be sex differences tend to
disappear or are mitigated when other factors are taken into account; hence
the existence of sex differences is contingent on situational or social factors.
Feingold,” for example, points out that findings of differences in spatial visu-
alization have declined by 59 percent over the years. It is possible that changes
in testing methods have led to more precise measurement or that societal fac-
tors that either produced or minimized differences have changed. In this case,
sex differences seem to be made up in part by cohort effects.

Brody® reviews research on gender and emotion that demonstrates that ex-
pression of emotion by males and females is contingent on other factors, such
as culture; Americans may differ by gender more than other cultural groups.
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As Epstein asserts, “what is regarded as uniquely female in one culture, group
or subgroup may be regarded as male in another.” A great deal of research on
sex differences is done on members of one culture and assumes that those find-
ings generalize across cultures. Markus and Oyserman!® point out that the re-
lational sense of self as interdependent, embedded, and continuous with oth-
ers, which is thought to characterize Western women, is in many ways little
different from the collectivist sense of self that characterizes both men and
women in some Fastern and African cultures. Furthermore, Wink!! and
his colleagues argue that conceptualizing individualism and collectivism as di-
chotomous and oppositional may itself be a mistake, since individuals could be
high (or low) on both these dimensions.

Others make a similar point when they underscore the need to look at race,
social class, and other within-sex groupings, not just differences between
males and females. One key question here is the relative importance of sex
compared with other variables that demarcate subgroups of populations.
Unger advocates an increase in the number and kind of group differences
studied: “The more differences we explore, the less important any single dif-
ference can be.”1?

In comparing group differences, however, the usual practice has been to
adopt the dominant group as a standard and see how closely the subordinate
group matches it. According to Hurtado,!? this deficit model leaves the dom-
inant group unexamined and assumes that influence is unidirectional. Instead,
she advocates a model that permits examination of the fluid nature of indi-
viduals’ multiple group identities.

The “No Differences” Argument

Some psychologists emphatically respond “no” when asked if there are impor-
tant sex differences. For example, Tavris asserts that: “Meta-analysis of social
behaviors, such as helpfulness, find that differences are due more to role than to
gender, and meta-analyses of intellectual skills, such as math, verbal, and spa-
tial abilities, find that differences have virtually vanished or are too trivial to
matter.”!* To Hyde, most differences are small and unimportant, but a few dif-
ferences——such as those in sexual attitudes and behaviors—are large and should
be studied.!® In her view, a key challenge is to identify which few differences
are large enough to merit close inspection. Others would argue that the central
task should be to identify similarities rather than give primacy to differences.
Some differences identified in past research may have been an artifact of re-

search paradigms. Barnett!¢

points out that earlier research on the relationship
between work, family, and mental health assumed that social roles had a dif-

ferential impact on women and men, with women more influenced by family
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and men by work. These assumptions influenced both the research questions
that were asked and the way in which findings were interpreted. In contrast,
current paradigms assume that both work and family roles influence both
women and men. Barnett concludes that, as women and men occupy similar
work and family roles, the relationship between those roles and mental health
does not differ by gender.

The “Disadvantage, Not Difference” Argument

Those who fall into this category believe that there may be sex differences; if
they exist, in most cases they are small, but they are often: (a) magnified, and
(b) made into justifications for inequality.!” To advocates of this position, a cen-
tral task is to identify the social processes involved that amplify differences and
interpret them as inadequacies, that is, how traits and behaviors attributed to
women acquire the social meaning of deficits.'® The emphasis here is on the
consequences of difference and how social institutions interpret the ways in
which females differ from males as female disadvantage. As James puts it,
“The extent to which the sexes differ is far less important than the conse-
quences of emphasizing such differences in particular contexts.”!?
Hare-Mustin and Maracek go further, suggesting that the important ques-
tion is that of the political utility of either affirming or minimizing gender dif-
ferences. From their constructivist perspective, there is no correct answer to
the question of sex differences: “theories of gender, like other scientific theo-
ries, are representations of reality organized by particular assumptive frame-

”29Tn their opinion, research on sex dif-

works and reflecting certain interests.
ferences is part of the social processes that construct gender and support the
status quo. Instead of this research, they advocate the study of “privilege,
power, subordination and rebellion” among individuals and social groups.
By now, the people who have queried me for simple answers to the question
of sex differences are bewildered: Why the multiplicity of answers? In part,
this stems from the varying “thresholds of convincibility” among researchers,?!
making us more easily persuaded by research that confirms our beliefs. But the
multiplicity of answers derives also from the different research traditions, with
contradictory assumptions about human behavior, that underlie various argu-

ments about the question of sex differences.

Two Models of Research on Sex Difference

i

Research on sex differences began with the “individual differences model
that goes back to the earliest days of scientific psychology. Subsequent research
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on sex differences has been based on other models, primarily the “social psy-
chological” model. Each of these traditions has limits for the study of women
and gender.

The Individual Differences Model

When nonprofessionals ask whether there are “truly” sex differences, they are
usually referring to abilities and personality traits as studied from an “indi-
vidual differences” model. This tradition goes back more than roo years to the
work of Francis Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin. Galton set up a labora-
tory at the 1884 International Health Exhibition in London in which, for a
threepence charge, he would measure the mental abilities of members of the
public.?? He tested about g,000 people by the time the exhibition closed, giv-
ing them information about their relative performance. Underlying Galton’s
work are assumptions that permeate interpretations of research on sex differ-
ences.

First, Galton saw the individual as a bundle of traits and abilities; tests of
simple motor abilities and perception provided a measure of people’s mental
capacities.?* Galton believed that a quick “snapshot” at one point in time of
someone’s performance, taken under contrived conditions, could provide a
full measure of that person on a particular dimension. Underlying Galton’s
work 1s a belief in radical individualism: that mental abilities are composed of
stable and unalterable individual characteristics that owed nothing to social
conditions; rather, the seif is contained in the individual body. The origins of
our actions {and responsibility for those actions) lies within the individual,
rather than in some social group larger than the individual, such as the family
or one’s racial or ethnic group, or other extra-individual factors.

Today many studies of sex differences bring Galton’s emphasis on mental
abilities into contemporary terms by looking at particular cognitive skills, such
as visual-spatial abilities and verbal and math ability, and ask whether there
are sex differences in these abilities and whether these differences are large
enough to be socially meaningful. But problems with this model limit its use-
fulness for understanding women’s and men’s behavior.

A key question is whether these studies are measuring abilities (i.e., what
women and men are capable of doing) or simply performance (i.e., what
people actually do). If what we are measuring is actually performance, then
we cannot discount the effects of training and culture when considering find-
ings. Even in the area of spatial abilities, where some of the most robust find-
ings of difference have been identified, there is evidence that training and so-
ciocultural experiences play a role.?*

A further problem with the individual differences model is the assumption
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that groups of males and females tested are homogeneous, not heterogeneous.
Indeed, this assumption is built into the very statistics we usc. Typical research
strategics in psychology emphasize differences in central tendencies among
groups and arrange these differences in hierarchical order. Often we begin
with the belief that the population falls into a beli-shaped curve, and that what
is defined as “normal” falls under g5 percent of that curve. But the groups that
we test may be bimodal or multimodal, not bell-shaped. Within groups of
males and females, subgroups may exist that do not fall neatly into the bell-
shaped curve. In that situation, the “average” score will tell us little about the
actual shape of the curve, and a higher percentage than 5 percent may fall un-
der the “not normal” part of the curve. When we assume homogeneity, we
cannot detect the presence of diverse subgroups. There are statistical solutions
to these problems. For example, we could look at the overall shape of the dis-
tribution or the tails of curves as closely as we look at the means.?> Such solu-
tions will become routine only when homogeneity is no longer the guiding
assumption of our research.

Moreover, we do not know with certainty what it is we have learned when
we discover the presence or absence of sex differences. Galton assumed that
biology caused differences among individuals. More recently, researchers have
added socialization and culture to the causal mix.?® In the absence of tests of
specific causes of difference, we are left with long lists of studies, some of which
show differences and some of which do not, but we have little means of
understanding why these divergent findings occur.

Nonetheless, the most serious problem with the individual differences
model may be the limits it places on the kinds of things that can be studied.
Some of the most interesting phenomena, such as aggression or leadership, are
most clearly manifested in social situations,?” and behavior may vary depend-
ing on whether a person is tested individually, in a dyad, or in a group.
Maccoby found that pairs of young children engaged in much higher levels of
social behavior when playing with a same-sex partner than when playing with
a child of the other sex. Girls seldom acted passively when paired with other
girls, but when paired with boys, their behavior patterns changed. “Girls
frequently stood on the sidelines and let the boys monopolize the toys.”?®
Distinctive styles of interaction occurred in all-boy and all-girl groups, with
boys focusing more on dominance and girls on social enabling behaviors.
Mixed sex groups, consequently, combine styles that may be incompatible or
at least divergent. These differences in style may not be present when children
are tested individually.

This research demonstrates that presenting a female with a male s not
equivalent to presenting a male with another male, or vice versa. Experimental
psychologists refer to this as a problem in “stimulus equivalency”; I would re-
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frame it as a problem in the assumption of individualism. One solution to this
problem is to consider that research findings may well be the product of the
interaction of the pair rather than the abilities or performance of the individ-
ual, highlighting the limits of the individual differences model.

The Social Psychological Model

The individual differences model has been superseded to some degree by a view
of human behavior that considers extra-individual factors as potential causal
agents. In the tradition of social psychology initiated by Kurt Lewin and his col-
leagues (many of them female), the focus is on the person embedded in a social
situation.?” Lewin held that behavior is not solely a function of one’s inner traits
or abilities or preferences, but rather is partly the product of the social context
that surrounds the person. In contrast to Galton’s focus on the individual,
Lewin took the effect of situational variation on behavior as his object of study.

A great deal of research in this tradition demonstrates that what appear to
be stable sex differences in behavior may actually be the product of situational
factors. Because this research has been catalogued so ably in books by Epstein
and others, I will give only a few examples. In studies of power relations, when
status is not assigned, men tend to exhibit patterns of dominance and women
patterns of subordinate behaviors. When, however, status is manipulated ex-
perimentally, both women and men act in accord with their status, not with
gender expectations. The most intriguing studies are those that demonstrate
that the same participants exhibit both dominant and subordinate behaviors
depending on their assigned status.?!

A social psychological approach sees behavior as the product of social inter-
action, as adaptive rather than fixed. The underlying theme is one of influence
and counterinfluence, of being molded by the social environment and simul-
taneously shaping that environment rather than being free from contextual in-
fluences. But one limitation of the social psychological tradition is that, in its
focus on the immediate situation, it may overlook the individual’s place in the
larger social system, ignoring economic or political or historical forces that
shape women’s and men’s behavior. The ahistorical nature of social psychol-
ogy conflates behaviors that are the product of contemporaneous conditions
with universal, timeless principles of human behavior.>?

At the other end of the causal spectrum, the social psychological model also
ignores the potential relationship of biological factors and behavior. If, for ex-
ample, social conditions have an impact on human behavior, they may also af-
fect one’s biology. Considering only social factors, while ignoring biological
ones, reifies the nature/nurture distinction that wrongly treats biology and
culture as separable and competing sources of influence.

FROM SNAPSHOTS TO VIDEOTAPE 45



New Directions in Research for Social Change

In summary, both the individual differences model and the social psycholog-
ical model have limitations that prevent us from settling the question of
whether there are socially significant sex differences. It is important to con-
sider why we expend so much energy on this question. For those interested in
research as a vehicle for social change, I think that continuing to focus our ef-
forts on the question of whether there are sex differences in abilities or per-
sonality traits is a mistake. Feminist pioneers in psychology, including Helen
Thompson (Woolley), used traditional scientific methods at the start of the
twentieth century to counter the social myths about women;*? yet Thompson’s
insights have had to be repeatedly rediscovered, and still the myths persist.
Scientific research itself rarely seems to create the shift in attitudes that we de-
sire, although the interpretation of our research to the public may have an im-
pact. Repeated demonstrations that sex differences are mostly small and con-
textually determined will not in itself bring about equality for women. The
pervasive belief in individualism, at least in Western industrialized countries,
will make it difficult for those findings to be heard.**

Women’s place in society is different in many ways—for many women—
from that of men; we need only look at the continuing wage discrepancies be-
tween male and female workers to be reminded of that fact. Accordingly, it is
no surprise that, being differently situated, women and men may act differ-
ently. This does not mean that women are not capable of acting in the same
ways—both good and bad-—as men. Nor does it mean that intrinsic differ-
ences in abilities necessarily determine men’s and women'’s places in society.

Equality of opportunity does not require that women and men be identi-
cal—or rather that women be identical to men, which is the subtext of many
discussions of sex differences. Scott urges us to discard the belief that if we ac-
cept difference, we reject the idea of equality. She points out that equality is
not needed when people are identical. Demands for equality are necessary only
when groups differ. “Equality,” she asserts, “might well be defined as deliber-
ate indifference to specified differences.”®> Conversely, inequality does not
necessarily stem from differences in skills and abilities.

Moreover, those who want to deny women equal opportunity will do so
whether research identifies sex sameness or difference. Research may be used
to justify opinions (our own as well as others) rather than to change them.
Newt Gingrich, then the Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, did
not base his curious public statement about women being unfit for hand-to-
hand military combat because they get infections, and men being biologically
programmed to hunt giraffes, on scientific research. I think he was trying to
say he believes that sex differences are innate; that social structure is the result,
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not the cause of difference; and that it behooves us to make sure that social
structure does not contradict those innate differences. I do not think that any
number of carefully crafted research studies finding otherwise would change
his mind. If we want equal opportunity for women, we should work for equal
opportunity, not assume that our research findings—-or perhaps more impor-
tant, that our interpretations of our findings—are going to convince others
that social change is needed. As academics, we place great faith in reason, ar-
gumentation, and evidence, but these tools may not be the only—or even the
most effective—means of bringing about political or social change. Research
demonstrating equal abilities of women and men, or even demonstrating the
variability among one sex, may be useful but not sufficient to bring about so-
cial equality. But research can document precisely how society is “gendered”
or unequal in expectations and opportunities (thereby identifying targets for
change); research can also examine how women and others who are dis-
enfranchised cope with inequality (bringing to light strategies for survival).

Such research would have two goals:

1. First, it would make explicit the underlying gender coding—much of it
gratuitous—of social structures and situations. That is, it would identify dif-
ferences based on sex in expectations, opportunities, networks, and power. As
Epstein has cogently put it, “No aspect of social life—whether the gathering of
crops, the ritual of religion, the formal dinner party, or the organization of gov-
ernment—is free from the dichotomous thinking that casts the world in cate-
gories of ‘male’ and ‘female’” 3¢ The transsexual British journalist Jan Morris
discovered this firsthand after her surgical change from male to “female”:

We arc told that the social gap between the sexes is narrowing, but I can only
report that in the second half of the twentieth century, having experienced life
in both roles [male and female], there seems to me no aspect of existence, no
moment of the day, no contact, no arrangement, no response, which is not dif-
ferent for men and for women. The very tone of voice in which I was ad-
dressed, the very posture of the person next in [line], the very feel in the air
when I entered a room or sat at a restaurant table, constantly emphasized my
change of status.®”

Our research can particularize this observation by identifying how specific
situations and social structures treat women and men differently.

2. Once we have identified gender-coding in social systems, we can look at
how women negotiate these situations and social structures—that is, accept
them or engage in varying degrees of resistance against them. I assume here
that women have a degree of agency, but that their ability to act is constrained
in certain ways. That is, women both create and are shaped by social struc-
tures; research can document how these processes occur.
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To do this research, to tell these stories, to understand women’s experience
at multiple levels of social organization, we need new research methods that
neither considers women as sole determiners of their fate, ignoring situation
constraints, nor consider them as mere pawns of larger social forces. Videotape
1s a uscful metaphor for discovering such new rescarch techniques. The as-
sumptions underlying “vidcotape epistemology” differ radically from those of
the snapshot-type research used by Galton and others.

First, the metaphor of videotape suggests that we consider people’s behav-
lor over time, enabling us to examine how people negotiate situations in light
of particular constraints and opportunities. Thorne’s*® research on school-
children is a good example of this; she 1dentifies times in children’s lives when
gender is salient and other times when its importance is muted. She advocates
conceptualizing gender as fluid and situated rather than dichotomous and
oppositional.

Second, videotape technology permits viewers to zoom in—that is, fill our
field of vision with the person—and zoom out to include context and, over
time, patterns of behavior in that context. In other words, the metaphor of
videotape suggests that we adopt techniques that allow us to consider both
micro-level and macro-level factors in understanding behavior.*?

Third, videotape enables us to hear the views of multiple participants. It
suggests that we recognize the importance of individuals’ interpretations, of
the stories that people tell themselves, as determinants of behavior. We should
not, however, deny the role of the camera operator (that is, the researcher) in
choosing the object of focus, the length of time to focus on an event, and so on.
By advocating videotape as a metaphor, I do not mean to imply that the cam-
era operator is simply a technician, recording but not framing a scene.

Fourth, videotape enables us to splice and edit, thereby comparing multiple
perspectives. It enables us to capture much of the complexity of a phenome-
non, so that, for example, we do not consider race, sex, and social class as iso-
lated variables.

Let me give two examples of research that capture some of these qualities.
The first is Fine’s™ study of why a rape victim would choose not to prosecute
a rapist. Psychologists generally think of prosecuting as taking control of the
situation, and therefore part of the process of successfully coping with rape.
Fine questions the assumption that asserting individual control is the optimal
form of coping. She argues that this model is appropriatc only for a “small and
privileged sector of society” with the social power and resources to assure that
exerting control is likely to lead to successful outcomes. For those with few re-
sources, exerting control in this manner can be delusory or even self-destruc-
tive. In the case she describes, a poor black woman on welfare chose not to
prosecute her rapist, having little faith in the criminal justice system and a
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great fear that the rapist would harm those she loved. Fine concludes that the
“systematic neglect of power relations” causes us to disregard the fact that our
conceptions of taking control are not always applicable across class, race and
ethnic lines.

A second example is Wittner’s* study of why battered women often drop
charges against those who have beaten them. The professionals in the court
system—the judges, lawyers, and so forth—see completed cases as the mea-
sure of success of Chicago’s new Domestic Violence Court. They attribute the
high rate of dropped cases to battered women’s weakness, passivity, depen-
dency, fear, and low self-esteem. But from the battered women’s point of view,
the choice to drop a case is anything but passive. Some women had the goal of
getting the man to stop beating them or to leave, and merely bringing charges
against him had accomplished that goal. Once they had obtained what they
wanted, they saw no need to go through the tedious and time-consuming le-
gal process. Others saw the inevitable delays and frustrations of the criminal
justice system as attempts to discourage them from prosecuting. Perhaps most
imposing, the state’s attorney’s office is in control of the course of a case, treat-
ing the battered woman as a witness for the state. Ironically, this loss of con-
trol may produce some of those feelings of dependency and helplessness
among battered women that court personnel blame for dropped cases.

Wittner concludes that the Domestic Violence Court is a major resource for
poor and working-class women (the majority of the complainants), enabling
these women to hold men accountable. But the way the women use the court
did not always accord with the way that court personnel had decided was ap-
propriate, that is, by following complaints through to their legal conclusion.
Rather, these women used the court as one among many resources—includ-
ing other family members, both their own and the batterers’—in a complex
series of negotiations that ensured their survival. Wittner links women’s use
of the court to large-scale economic changes, in particular, men’s loss of high-
paying manufacturing jobs. The decline in women'’s economic dependence on
men has shifted the balance of power in relationships; women’s use of
Domestic Violence Court is part of a process of reconfiguring those relation-
ships.

Both of these examples contrast the view of professionals in a social system
with that of women affected by that system; both attempt to relate individual
women’s experiences to larger social and economic forces. Both examples usce
qualitative methods, although I do not believe that qualitative methods are the
only approaches able to capture needed distinctions. A provocative model of
quantitative methods comes from evaluation research. Stakeholder-based
evaluation rescarch attempts to incorporate into the evaluation process ques-
tions formulated by the different constituencies that have an interest in the re-
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sults of an evaluation, especially those who are the least powerful.*? In doing
so, it implicitly views organizations as political entities, composed of shifting
groups with different interests, that compete for scarce resources.** Therefore,
many situations in which men and women interact or fail to interact can also
be seen as political entities, forming and reforming on the basis of changing
power dynamics. The metaphor of videotape rather than snapshot methods
best capture this process.

Conclusion

There were numerous attempts in the 1980s and 1990s to use research to set-
tle the question of whether there are sex differences. Yet one can still pick up
a prestigious social science journal like American Psychologist and find one au-
thor who writes that sex differences are large and socially meaningful while
another author concludes that many if not most differences are small and have
a trivial impact. One subtext of this conflict is whether immutable, biologically
determined differences in abilities and personality traits exist that justify lim-
iting the potential opportunities and achievements of one sex or another. This
wrongly conflates biology with biological determinism and ignores social
forces that affect women’s and men’s roles. Understanding that different find-
ings emerge depending on the methods used, the variables under scrutiny, the
assumptions about causality, and whether the presentation of the findings
chooses to highlight difference or similarities may help make sense of why the
conclusions of researchers in this field are so diverse.

Continuing the debate about whether there are “truly” sex differences in
personality and abilities is no longer a useful enterprise. It is time to imagine
new directions for research on women and gender. Let us unpack the black
box of the variable entity “sex” by taking into account specific biological, psy-
chological, social, structural, and cultural dimensions that are linked in a given
context to being female or male and examine the specific ways in which gen-
der is created through social relations. Cross-level research that acknowledges
the reciprocal influence between individuals and social systems promises the
deepest understanding of behavior, although examination of phenomena
within each dimension is also of value.** Furthermore, similarities between
males and females, or differences based on factors other than sex classifica-
tion—such as variations within ecach sex category or among myriad social
groups—may be as important or more important than gender differences.

Research that spans mvltiple levels of social organization goes against the
grain of much of our training, in which each of these levels of analysis becomes
the property of a particular discipline or a subfield within a discipline. Indeed,
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the thought of spanning all these levels is daunting. Level-spanning research
might be less intimidating if we consider working in cross-disciplinary teams
of researchers. One of the exciting possibilities of women’s studies is that it
brings together people from various disciplines who focus on the same ques-
tion, making this sort of level-spanning possible. But working with those from
other disciplines also sometimes makes apparent that the disciplines use dif-
ferentlanguage, sources of evidence, argumentation styles, and research meth-
ods. We need to develop new ways of working that allow us to cross these dis-
ciplinary boundaries. Using videotape as a metaphor to guide our search for
new methods can change the way we do research-—and produce new stories
to tell.
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5

Women’s Agency in Context

THE FEMINIST IDEOLOGY THAT emerged in the United States during the
1960s united women on the basis of their status as a subordinate group.
This ideology required that women identify themselves as victims in order to
share a sense of solidarity with other women. Yet espousing feminism was it-
self an act of assertion and implicitly a denial of victim status. Although there
was little room for agency in a worldview that saw women as a subordinate
group, dominated by patriarchy, the assertive acts of women generated the
feminist movement of that era. Indeed, women have long acted to solve com-
munity and social problems and to bring about social justice in unions, neigh-
borhoods, politics, social service agencies, and many other settings.! These ac-
tions challenge the idea that women are passive victims of patriarchy.

A similar contradiction confronts the postmodern viewpoints that dominate
much of contemporary feminist theory. According to postmodernism, our
thought and perceptions are channeled in certain ways by discourses prevalent
in our socicety. The capacity for independent thought and action in the face of
hegemonic discourses is problematic. At the same time, feminists place pri-
macy on giving voice to women and consider that voice to be an authentic
reflection of women’s experience. This contradiction again centers on the
dilemma of conceptualizing agency in the context of women’s subordinate
status in society.

The concept of agency is central not only in feminist theory but also in main-
stream theories of human nature. Much of psychological theory, ignoring the
influence of social context and reflecting a beliet in individualism that charac-
terizes American society, assumes that individuals are the origins of their ac-
tions. Yet accumulated research points to the importance of context as well as
individual efficacy in shaping behavior. In the classic formulation of social psy-
chologist Kurt Lewin, behavior is a function of the interaction of personality
and context.? Yet many theories of agency have ignored the importance of con-
text in shaping human action.

This chapter explores research on agency within the traditions of psychol-
ogy in order to identify some ways out of the apparent contradictions in fem-
inist theory. Since Freud asserted that a mentally healthy individual was one
who could work and love, psychologists have considered agency in contrast to
communion. David Bakan was one of the first contemporary psychologists to
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make this distinction. In his book The Duality of Human Existence, Bakan de-
scribes agency as an individual acting in self-protection, self-assertion, and
self-expansion, while communion refers to an individual’s sense of being part
of a larger whole, at one with others: “Agency manifests itself in the urge to
master; communion in contractual cooperation.”® He further hypothesized
that agency and communion are linked to gender. In his view, men’s strivings
for achievement are directed at agentic concerns of self-assertion, attainment
of status, and mastery over the environment. In contrast, women strive to
achieve communion and are motivated to work cooperatively to attain a sense
of harmony with others. However, Bakan does not define the concepts of
agency and communion as bipolar opposites, but as separate, independent
dimensions capable of coexisting within one person.

Although Bakan’s formulation of agency and communion is very broad, the
sociologist Talcott Parsons’s earlier distinction between instrumental and ex-
pressive activity is more specific and thus potentially more useful.* In Parsons’s
formulation, instrumental actions are goal-oriented, while expressive actions
are oriented toward relationships. Parsons did not use these terms as person-
ality descriptors. Rather, the concepts of instrumentality and expressiveness
refer to the way individuals interact in social systems. Instrumental activity
focuses on achievement and accomplishment outside the immediate social
group. In contrast, expressive activity involves an orientation toward the rela-
tionship interactions that exist within a social system. Hence, expressive ac-
tions manifest the principles of Bakan’s concept of communion, while instru-
mental actions manifest those of agency. Similar to Bakan, Parsons does not
view instrumental and expressive behaviors as two ends of the same contin-
uum. Rather, Parsons stresses the need for both expressive and instrumental
roles in both individuals and in social groups.

Considerable research in psychology has adhered to the distinction between
these two realms of behavior, namely the agentic/instrumental, “doing” realm
and the communal, expressive, “feeling” realm. With the advent of feminist
theorizing and the growing area of rescarch focusing on the psychology of
women, it has become obvious that this simple dichotomy is inadequate.
Feminists have pointed out that the two domains are not equally valued in our
society. Instrumental action is highly valued, and defines what is convention-
ally considered “success.” Expressiveness, associated with dependency, has
traditionally had a negative connotation when used to characterize individu-
als. In her book Toward a New Psychology of Women, Jean Baker Miller pointed
out that women are punished for making relationships and connections cen-
tral in their lives.” In a related vein, Carol Gilligan distinguished between au-
tonomy and relatedness and argued that psychological theories of develop-
ment give primacy to the former while disregarding the latter.® In contrast,
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Gilligan emphasized the importance of relatedness in understanding women’s
moral actions. Yet this emphasis echoes the traditional concept of “separate
spheres” in which woman is defined by her relationship with others,” ignor-
ing the variability that exists among women (and men). Linking some behav-
iors to women and others to men obscures the fact that behavior itself has no
gender and can be manifested by either sex.

Baruch, Barnett, and Rivers attempted, in their book Lifeprints, to redefine
what is “well-being,” or healthy behavior, for women. They identified two
dimensions of well-being: mastery and pleasure. Mastery reflects the instru-
mental dimension or the “doing” in life, in contrast to pleasure’s emphasis on
the expressive domain, or “feeling” side of life. According to these authors,
women frequently neglect the mastery domain and thus are prone to depres-
sion and struggles with the lack of structure in their lives. They argue that “the
best preventive medicine for women against depression is fostering their sense
of mastery. The confident, autonomous woman is likely to be less vulnerable
to depression. If we continue to insist that we will find the answers to a
woman'’s problems. . . only in the realm of her feelings toward others, we will
keep on looking in the wrong place.”®

Although mastery and achievement may be key to women’s depression,
men’s emotional difficulties may lie with expressiveness. Miriam Johnson and
her colleagues tested the separateness of Parsons’s concepts of instrumentality
and expressiveness by having people rate themselves on adjectives that repre-
sented these dimensions.? Johnson concluded from her research that the ex-
pressiveness dimension is a more basic aspect of gender difference than the in-
strumental dimension. Her findings suggest that women are able to integrate
autonomous qualities with expressiveness in their self-concept, while men
appear to deny the expressiveness dimension in their self-image.

These authors challenge the traditional attribution of agency to men and
communion to women by maintaining that a balance of both domains is crit-
ical for all people. Yet they continue to maintain a false dichotomy. The sepa-
ration of action and emotion, of instrumental and expressive activity, erects a
boundary between “doing” and “feeling” that denies the interpenetration of
these domains. Furthermore, considering these concepts as traits located
within the person ignores the role of social context in eliciting behavior. Rather
than the product of inner traits, gender-related behavior emerges in response
to situational demands.!® As Rhoda Unger forcefully put it, “Gender is cre-
ated by social processes. When social demands are strong enough, people will
behave in sex-characteristic ways whether or not they possess the sex-typed
traits supposedly directing their behavior.”!*

A critical factor in women’s mental health is the extent to which women’s

life circumstances permit the opportunity for agency. Stewart and her col-
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leagues examined the levels of stress of women in five life situations: never-
married employed women; married employed women without children;
married mothers who did not work outside the home; married, employed
mothers; and divorced, employed mothers. Although no life structure was
stress-free, they varied in the risks and opportunities presented. Gaining a
sense of agency was problematic for housewives, while single women without
children were vulnerable to the opposite extreme: “unmitigated agency.” The
single working mothers had difficulty experiencing communion, while the
working parents found it difficult to coordinate the agentic and communal as-
pects of their lives. Although not all life structures offer similar opportunities
for agency and communion, the critical factor in emotional health appears to
be the degree to which the opportunities provided by the life structure fit the
needs of the individual’s personality.!?

In contrast, Rachel Hare-Mustin and Jeanne Maracek view autonomy and
relatedness as a function not of one’s gender or personality, but rather of one’s
position in a social hierarchy.!® From this perspective, gender is not the sum of
personality traits attributed to males and females, but rather the product of in-
teractional processes that occur within particular contexts. Those in higher po-
sitions tend to advocate rules and rationality, while those lower in the hierar-
chy emphasize relatedness. The highly valued attributes that our society defines
as agentic are those associated with power and status because autonomy and
mastery require the freedom to make choices. Frequently, what is considered
feminine is the product of powerlessness and low status;'* those not in a posi-
tion of autonomy and choice must focus on connection and communal goals to
survive. Accordingly, whether individuals act in an autonomous manner or op-
erate 1n a communal mode reflects their relative position in the social structure.

In our society today, men (particularly white men) are more likely to occupy
positions permitting autonomy, while many women lack the institutional
power, status, and economic independence to act agentically. Those charac-
teristics traditionally viewed as endemic to being female—sensitivity, empa-
thy, and nurturance—may be adaptive mechanisms to women’s social posi-
tion. Miller has claimed that women’s subordinate status requires them to
be aware of feelings, thoughts, and responses of others. Research by Sara
Snodgrass supports the concept of interpersonal sensitivity as a function of so-
cial role rather than an innate or socialized gender difference. Snodgrass as-
sessed one person’s ability to interpret correctly another person’s thoughts and
feelings within interacting pairs of women, men, and mixed sex dyads.
Interpersonal sensitivity did not differ by gender, but those in subordinate po-
sitions were more sensitive than leaders to the feclings of the other dyad mem-
ber. Snodgrass concluded that sensitivity is affected by the respective social
roles of the participants rather than by their gender.'”
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Snodgrass’s research reflects the fact that behavior is a function in part of so-
cial context. This position challenges the assertion that we arc independent hu-
man actors, actively controlling our lives. Psychological theories tend to alter-
nate between two paradigms, one that claims that the “Person constructs
reality” and the other that claims that “Reality constructs the person.”!® What
is needed instead is a dialectical paradigm that emphasizes the reciprocal, in-
teractive relationship between the person and the social environment.

One such model is proposed by Deaux and Major in their micro-level model
of gender-related social interaction. Using a social psychological perspective,
they suggest that three elements produce men’s and women’s social behavior:
(1) a perceiver, who enters an interaction with both a set of beliefs about gen-
der and personal goals for the interaction; (2) a target individual, who enters
the interaction with his or her own gender-related self-conceptions and inter-
action goals; and (3) a situation, which varies in the extent to which gender
issues are relevant. This perspective emphasizes the importance of the inter-
action of situational factors and personal beliefs regarding gender: Gender
related behaviors are context-dependent, highly flexible, and multiply deter-
mined.!”

Beliefs about gender form an important part of Deaux and Major’s model.
One such gender-related belief is that of self-efficacy, “people’s beliefs about
their capabilities to exercise control over events that affect their lives.”!®
Emphasizing the role of cognition in determining behavior, self-efficacy the-
ory claims that action is influenced by the belief that the activity or behavior
can be accomplished, producing a distinction between possessing abilities and
being able to enact them successfully. People will avoid situations and cheose
not to undertake a task that they believe is too difficult. In this way, efficacy
beliefs may limit and constrict the choices that one makes in life and may result
in a diminished sense of agency.

Efficacy beliefs vary by gender. Among children, girls view themselves as
less efficacious than boys on intellectual activities that have been stereotypi-
cally linked with males.'” Comparcd with males, females tend to have lower
estimates of their abilities, performance, and expectations for future success in
achievement situations, even when they actually perform as well as, if not bet-
ter than, males.?"

Carol Dweck and her colleagues have identified a possible cause of these
gender differences in self-efficacy. Dweck identified differences in the way
children respond to task difficulty and experiences of failure. She noted the
greater tendency for gitls to attribute their failures to low ability rather than
lack of motivation or effort. Girls responded to failure (or threat of failure,
or even intensified evaluation pressure) with motivational and performance

decrements, a phenomenon known as “learned helplessness.” Girls consis-
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tently underestimate their chance for future success while boys overestimate
success.”! The roots of these differences may lay in teachers’ differential in-
teractions with girls and boys. In one study, Dweck and her colleagues ob-
served that, while girls received more positive feedback from the teacher than
boys did, this feedback was more likely to concern nonintellectual issues such
as neatness. Almost all of the negative feedback directed to girls concerned the
intellectual quality of their work, while only about half of such feedback di-
rected to boys concerned intcllectual content of their work and the rest was di-
rected at neatness or form. Overall, the pattern of feedback encouraged boys
more than girls to feel that their success reflected academic abilities, while their
failures did not.

Self-efficacy beliefs are also influenced by emotions. People’s belief in their
ability to cope with anxiety-provoking situations affects how much depression
and stress they experience. Additionally, they will avoid potentially threaten-
ing situations because they believe they will be unable to cope with the situa-
tion. These beliefs are related to having the coping skills needed to manage a
stressful situation successfully. Ozer and Bandura created a “mastery model-
ing” program in which women learned the skills necessary to defend them-
sclves successfully against unarmed assailants. The mastery modeling training
enhanced perceived coping and self-efficacy beliefs and decreased perceived
vulnerability to attack. Women used avoidance as a safety strategy less often
as their feelings of empowerment and self-assurance increased.?

Conclusion

In this brief overview, the limits of psychological research on agency are ap-
parent. Much of this work ignores the larger context not only of cultural be-
liefs and valucs but also of the distribution of power and other resources that
shape beliefs about efficacy as well as actual efficacy itself. Agency may have
different meanings or take different forms in different contexts, or among
different groups of people. Yet this overview suggests some possible directions
for feminist theorizing about agency.

First, agency and communion may not be opposite ends of a single contin-
uum; one can be high or low in both agency and communion. Mothering, for
example, seems to encompass a high degree of both domains. Second, formu-
lations that distinguish agency from communal or relatedness behavior may
oversimplify by dichotomizing the two, creating a false distinction between
them. Furthermore, precise definitions of agency are needed that include a
cognitive component consisting of agentic beliefs. These beliefs may be a crit-

ical link between abilities and action, and they may connect the individual and
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the environment in a condition of mutual influence. Certainly societal views
of women can influence self-efficacy beliefs, but individuals also have the
capacity to evaluate their own abilities, and to change that evaluation.

The famous dictum of the women’s movement in the 1g6os and 1970s, “the
personal is political,” reformulated women’s personal problems as socially
caused, rather than the product of individual deficits. This dictum absolved
women of personal responsibility for their low status in society, but it did not
remove their responsibility to seck remedies through political action. That is,
while social influences may constrain and shape women’s agency, they do not
remove the ability to act.

Rather than seeing women either as a product of environmental forces or as
autonomous determiners of their destiny, it is critical to view women in a rec-
iprocal relationship with their particular situational and structural environ-
ment. Agency is possible, but it occurs within a social context that frames it in
certain ways. Close examination of women’s lives reveals the ways in which
subordinate status shapes those opportunities. Feminists are well aware that
race, ethnicity, social class, and other factors that mark cleavages in our soci-
ety limit women’s autonomy; yet women respond to these limits in a variety of
ways. Theories that incorporate a consideration of specific contexts and that
recognize the multiplicity of ways of coping with those contexts will most
accurately portray women’s experience of agency.
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6

Working Together

Challenges in Collaborative Research
on Violence against Women

OLLABORATION BETWEEN advocates and researchers working on issues of
Cviolence against women has become increasingly important in recent
years for at least two reasons. First, both groups recognize that they have much
to gain by working together. New knowledge and improved services require
multiple forms of expertise. Whereas researchers may help answer practice-
driven questions, advocates may be able to use research findings to improve
services, impress funders, and change policies and public opinion.

Second, collaborations occur now not only because both groups benefit, but
also (and increasingly) because funders and others mandate collaboration.
Several funding agencies, such as the Centers for Discase Control and the
National Institute of Justice, require collaboration in research on domestic
violence. Research projects sometimes must have advisory boards composed
of community members, and innovative service projects often must have an
evaluation component. So it is increasingly important that advocates and re-
searchers learn how to work together. However, even if they collaborate be-
cause they want to, not just because they have to, working together may be dif-
ficul.

In the rg7os, when many grassroots programs that respond to violence
against women began, researchers and advocates were fairly distinct in inter-
ests and expertise. Today, many advocates have research training, and many
researchers have experience as advocates. Although the two roles overlap con-
siderably, even to the point where researchers and advocates occupy both roles,
most place primacy either on research or on service provision or advocacy.
Therefore, for purposes of discussion, this chapter portrays researchers and
advocates as distinct groups.

Although they share the common goal of reducing and preventing vio-
lence against women, researchers and advocates may differ in their prior-
ities. Researchers may be most interested in developing knowledge and theo-
ries, while advocates may be more concerned with social action.! Typically,
advocates and researchers work in organizations with different cultures.
Researchers may be rewarded for publications with promotions and research
funding, while such rewards may be irrelevant to advocates. To them, suc-
cessful research is that which benefits their communities and promotes social
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change. Advocates and rescarchers may differ somewhat in their professional
backgrounds and expertise, and they use different terminology.? Moreover,
differences in race, class, gender, and sexual orientation between advocates
and researchers may exacerbate mistrust.® These differences may produce ten-
sions that make it difficult to work together.

Collaborative research (also known as participatory research) has a long his-
tory in social science, and studies on violence against women often use femi-
nist collaborative research approaches.” Collaboration may range from joint
development of research goals, methods, and interpretations of findings to oc-
casional consultation with community representatives by researchers or even
simply researchers’ request for a letter of support from advocates. Yet two hall-
marks of collaborative research on violence against women are (a) the desirc
to share control of the research process among all collaborators, and (b) the de-
sire to involve all participants (be they rescarchers, advocates or service-
providers, community representatives, or women who have been abused) in
many phases of rescarch, from designing the research questions to collecting
data to disseminating findings.

Challenges in Collaboration

Trust

Researchers who come into a community, collect data, and leave—doing what
some call “drive-by data collection”—have created a legacy of mistrust. This
kind of research may be exploitive, benefiting only the researcher and giving
nothing back to the community. At its worst, such research harms women if
it is designed or interpreted in ways that “blame the victim” or are inaccurate,
or that do not consider the safety and confidentiality of the participants. For
these good reasons, some advocates mistrust researchers.

Advocates also fear harm to their programs from the results of evaluation
research. Reflecting on an evaluation of a welfare to work project, Levin raises
the question of whether evaluation will be done “with the project or ‘to’ the
project.”® That is, are program staff to be involved in the design of the study
and interpretation of data, or will research “experts” collect data that they (uni-
laterally) deem important and then interpret (or possibly misinterpret) the
data? Today, when so much competition exists for funds, any hint of negativ-
ity about a program may be used againstit. A negative evaluation may enhance
researchers’ reputations for rigor but hasten the demise of a program.”
Evaluation rescarchers who are not sensitive to the political environment in
which a program exists inadvertently may provide fuel for the program’s en-
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emies. At the same time, advocates need to be willing to acknowledge that
their programs might not have the desired impact.

Especially when dealing with violence, confidentiality and safety of clients
are of utmost concern. Practitioners may fear that researchers will not be sen-
sitive to these issues or that the process of participating in a research interview
will create anxiety or distress.® However, clients may benefit from the oppor-
tunity to tell their stories to researchers,” and innovative data collection tech-
niques can protect women'’s privacy. For example, a study of domestic violence
among women on welfare used tape recorders to ensure privacy while con-
ducting interviews in busy welfarce offices. Women listened through head-
phones to questions about domestic violence on a prerecorded tape and
marked their responses on an answer sheet that contained only question num-
bers and response categories. This technique not only enabled women to re-
spond privately, bur it also overcame literacy problems.!® A feminist re-
searcher in another study argued successfully against the use of tape recorders
in interviews with abused women, claiming that mechanical devices would
heighten women’s suspicion and fear of being interviewed.!! Tape recorders
worked well in the first setting, a relatively public office of a state agency, but
they were not appropriate in the second situation, which involved private in-
terviews with battered women who had just given birth. Although they
adopted opposite strategies, both studies tailored their research methods to
meet the specific needs of the women being interviewed, based on advice from
advocates.

Another source of mistrust, not only between advocates and researchers but
also within cach group, may lie in the clashing assumptions people hold about
violence against women. Some assumptions stem from an individualistic per-
spective that assumes that causes for action lie within the individual and often
ignores the role of social context in shaping behavior. Rescarch done from this
perspective, such as rescarch that seeks to identify characteristics of women
likely to be battered, isolates women from factors in their environment, such
as racism or class discrimination, that may affect their response to violence. In
so doing, this research may imply that women are responsible for their abuse.'?
Working with advocates aware of the importance of contextual factors may
counter this individualistic bias. Other researchers consider a “contextual” ap-
proach to include cxamination of things that women say or do in a battering
situation. Despite a disclaimer that they are not attributing causation to
women, these researchers are likely to encounter considerable opposition from
advocates.!?

Overcoming distrust between researchers and advocates (or within each
group) 1s not simply a matter of good communication or whether researchers

are “good” people who do not exploit. It also is a matter of power and control.
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Power and Control

Questions of control of research are particularly sensitive because researchers
may be connected with (apparently) resource-rich universities, while advo-
cates often come from small, underfunded community agencies. Rarely do
community organizations have the resources to pay for, and thus perhaps con-
trol, researchers. Developing trusting relationships can create a context in
which power differentials may be negotiated, but they do not negate these in-
equalities.*

Resolving questions of power is often the most difficult aspect of collabora-
tion.'® These questions arise in many aspects of research:

Whose Priorities Will Predominate? Researchers may be concerned with theory
development or with the collection of data, while practitioners may be less con-
cerned about theory than with the need for answers to immediate questions or
with the well-being of participants in the study.!® The emotional needs of
women who have been abused may at times conflict with the data collection
process. One way to deal with this is to train interviewers in advocacy and to
train advocates to interview. Interviewers in a crime-related study became con-
cerned about how to respond to women who had been raped. The interview-
ers did not want to be placed in the role of counselor, yet they wanted to respond
to the women’s needs. The solution was to have cach interviewer give the re-
spondent a list of local rape victim resources, ask her if she was familiar with
them, and leave the list with her.!” A similar compromise was reached in the
previously mentioned study of battered women who had just given birth. Some
researchers wanted the women to be interviewed by tape recorder or at least by
interviewers who were unaware of the purpose of the research, while feminist
advocates insisted that the interviewers be formerly battered women who could
empathize and intervene in battering situations. The solution was to train ad-
vocates in interview techniques and to have them use a structured interview.
The advocates could also offer support and information when appropriate.'®

Collaborators in an evaluation of a domestic violence intervention in a man-
ufacturing plant had in common a desire to reduce and prevent domestic vio-
lence. Beneath that overarching goal, however, stakeholders’ interests dif-
fered. The plant manager needed to maintain a high level of production,
restricting time available for the intervention, while the employer foundation
that initiated the intervention wanted to use the project as a model for future
programs. The employer foundation’s legal advisors prohibited identification
of survey respondents, hindering researchers’ ability to match pre- and postin-
tervention responses. In hindsight, the researchers should have taken more

time to explain the importance of aspects of the research design.!®
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The collaborators in this project represent various constituencies that them-
selves were not homogenous. Although plant personnel had approved a sur-
vey, some employees criticized its language becausc it referred to female vic-
tims and male batterers. This caused some members of the plant’s advisory
committee to claim that the researchers were imposing feminist values
through their research. Underlying differences in values among various col-
laborators had not been explored prior to implementing the research, result-
ing in conflict while the project was ongoing.?

Power struggles in a collaborative project also may be reflected in conflict
over who controls the funding. A school of nursing and a domestic violence
program collaborated on providing health services to women sceking shelter,
but the project foundered on the question of which organization would be the
primary recipient of grant funds.?! Although these two organizations cooper-
ate in many other ways, resolving this issue has been difficult.

Who Decides How the Study is Going to Be Done? In evaluating interventions,
conflict may occur over the use of a control group of women who do not re-
ceive the new program.?? From a research perspective, control groups may be
essential in order to determine whether the program has an impact; from an
advocate’s viewpoint, denying participation in an effective program is uneth-
ical. There are ways to resolve this dilemma, such as giving the control group
the new program after the study is done (requiring that funding or other sup-
port for the intervention also include resources to do this).??

Who Owns the Data? That is, Who Gets to Publish It, and Where? Collaborators
may disagree about whether findings should be published as a press release, in
a scientific journal article, or in some other form. A study of violence against
women on welfare came up with a unique solution to this question. The col-
laborators developed two separate reports based on the research. The re-
searchers’ report presented the survey methodology and findings, while the
advocates’ report suggested policy directions based on those findings.?* In this
way, the researchers were able to maintain their preferred role as neutral fact

finders while implications for policy were addressed by advocates.

If the Researchers and Advocates Disagree abour Interpretation of the Data, Whose
Interpretation Will Prevail? Those in different social locations may interpret
research findings in strikingly different ways. A researcher studying corporate
wives rejected their claims of contentment, attributing them to “false con-
sciousness,” a Marxist term meaning that these women identified with (male)
ruling class interests against their own (female) class interests. The women

wrote a rebuttal rejecting this interpretation. In response, the researcher re-
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vised her position to accept the women’s statements of satisfaction with their
lives but looked for sources of their contentment in their position in the social
hierarchy.?

This kind of dialogic process recognizes the viewpoint of the researcher but

avoids imposing interpretations on research participants.?® Without such a di-
alogue, we grant privilege to the authority of the researcher, but such a dia-
logue must also recognize that those with varying perspectives exist within a
social hierarchy. The issue, therefore, 1s not simply one of “different perspec-
tives” but rather the fact of inequality. Dominant or subordinate status in a
social system may shape people’s points of view.%”
In a Program Fvaluation, Who Defines Success? For example, using reduction
in violence as an outcome measure may be holding a program for women with
abusive partners accountable for men’s actions, which are beyond its control
or influence.?®

The issues of power and control discussed here are not simply matters of
trust or good communication; rather, they require a clear articulation of how
control (and rewards) will be distributed among those working together and
the development of a mechanism for making decisions when disagreement oc-
curs. It may be tempting to attribute conflict to insufficient understanding or
lack of commitment on the part of (other) participants, but conflict is inevitable
in any work group, just as in any ongoing relationship. The absence of explicit
mechanisms for dealing with conflict makes it difficult to negotiate disagree-
ments openly, leaving a group vulnerable to control by its most forceful or
well-connected members, while others become frustrated or alienated from
the project.?”

As Levin®® points out, although individual power may be lost in collabora-
tion, group power may be gained. Shared power has the benefit of developing
a sense of “ownership” of the project among many constituencies. In evaluat-
ing a welfare-to-work project, although administrative and managerial staff
were consulted, line staff were not asked their opinions until problems oc-
curred. Not having been consulted, they were unwilling to modify their ac-
tions to enhance the research. Only after repeated attempts were made to in-
clude them in improving the project design and implementation did the line
staff become engaged in the rescarch.®!

Time Perspective

Researchers typically take a long-term time perspective. They are trained to
gather complete information on a topic. They want to take time to develop re-
scarch instruments carefully and test them until they are satisfactory.
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Furthermore, researchers know that the results of any onc study are not likely
to be conclusive; they are trained to consider the prepondcerance of evidence
from a large number of studies. Advocates, on the other hand, are used to mak-
ing quick decisions based on incomplete information.*? They want-—and
need—answers soon. Their time perspective may sharply contrast with that
of researchers.

The pressing need for solutions to social problems may cause the adoption
of policies or programs based on the findings of one or two studies when the
conclusions of those studies may be called into question by subsequent re-
scarch. For example, an influential 1983 study found that arresting men who
were assaulting their wives or lovers led to a reduction in domestic violence.*?
Efforts by some advocates, supported by these findings, led to “mandatory ar-
rest” laws in at least seventeen states and the District of Columbia requiring
police to make arrests when called to domestic assaults or when civil protec-
tion orders are violated. However, a more rccent study done by the same re-
searcher®® found that whether or not the men were employed made a critical
difference in subsequent levels of violence. Among men who were employed,
being arrested led to a decline in their rates of domestic violence in the year af-
ter being released from jail. But thosc who were unemployed were morc likely
to be violent if they had been arrested than if they had only been warned.
Basing legal policy on a single study may have inadvertently raised the levels
of violence against some women. Furthermore, the mandatory arrest laws may
have had the unintended consequence of an increase in the number of women
arrested for wounding men, even in sclf-defense.

Time is important in collaborative research in another way. The ongoing
negotiation required to maintain a successful collaborative relationship takes
a great deal of time. As Edleson points out, “Negotiating the research design,
implementation procedures, interpretation, and publication of results is ex-
tremely time-consuming in general, and is even more so when the process is
shared among collaborators from different disciplines who often have differ-
ent values.”®® Those for whom research is a central part of their job may have
more time to discuss research issues in detail. In contrast, for advocates, rc-
scarch may be an addition to what is already a more than full-time job, giving
them little time (except overtime) for collaboration with researchers. Public
agencies may be especially crisis-driven and pressed to respond to immediate
needs.*® Researchers can respect this by fitting their needs into advocates’ ex-
isting schedules—for example, by attending regularly scheduled staff meet-
ings rather than setting up additional meetings and in other ways organizing
the research at the advocates’ convenicnce.

Collaboration may become a long-term commitment that lasts beyond any

particular project or its participants. Joint efforts between a school of nursing
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and a domestic violence program have become so embedded in both organi-
zations that both recognize their cooperative work will continue beyond any
one project. This commitment to an ongoing relationship helps to overcome
temporary conflicts.?”

A study of battered women’s risk of homicide included in its advisory group
representatives of six agencies, four out-of-town consultants, and four local ex-
perts. This project used a variety of means including phone calls, fax, e-mail,
and letters to keep its advisory group members informed. The researchers dis-
tributed detailed minutes of meetings and found that some advisory board
members who could not attend meetings would respond to queries included
in the minutes. Some members would participate actively when their exper-
tise was useful, and not at other times. More than twenty people contributed
to the development of the survey used in this project, but such wide participa-
tion required many months of effort. Keeping everyone familiar with the pro-
ject’s progress and making sure that people received credit for their contribu-
tions helped to maintain a large and diverse group over time.®

The time necessary for collaboration may have extra costs for some partici-
pants. Funders and administrators (such as academic review committees seek-
ing a large quantity of publications from candidates for tenure) may be impa-
tient with the time that this relationship-building requires.>* Participatory
rescarch may retard academic publication and career advancement*®or at least
require that a researcher justify the added time necessary to do community

research.

Expertise

Research training and experience as an advocate both develop expertise, but
that expertise may differ. (Many who work on violence against women have
occupied both roles, so in practice these forms of expertise often overlap.)
Advocates have a wealth of knowledge developed through direct experience
with battered and abused women. Their close, day-to-day work gives them a
fine-grained knowledge of these women’s lives. They are likely to be particu-
larly aware of the way that culture and ethnicity affects responses to abuse, and
so they know how research instruments should be modified for particular
groups of women. Because of their close involvement in women’s lives, they
are aware firsthand of cutting edge issues that have not yet surfaced in research
and policy discussions. Furthermore, they often are knowledgeable about the
politics surrounding violence and abuse policies. For example, experts in do-
mestic violence were esis ..aely helpful in devising questionnaires, training in-
terviewers, and raising ethical and practical research concerns in a study of
women’s risk of homicide by an intimate partner.*! Battered women also con-
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tribute to research and theory, for example by specifying outcome variables
and identifying strategies to implement research safely.**

Research training prepares one to collect data, conduct statistical tests, draw
inferences from data, and report findings. Those with research training know
how to evaluate whether a finding is consistent with other studies and whether
a study is scientifically sound. They know formal theories about violence and
abuse, and they know how to use data to enter into theoretical and policy de-
bates on a national level. Research can give voice to women and to a point of
view, using data as support. For those who are attempting innovations in prac-
tice, evaluation research can provide guidance for program development.
Moreover, findings from research may be convincing to funders and others
concerned with a program’s effectiveness or legitimacy.

What is essential is that all involved respect each other’s expertise and con-
tributions. One multidisciplinary violence research group gave equal weight
to all participants. Researchers did not take on the “expert” role; instead, they
acknowledged the value of contributions from all participants. This encour-
aged advocates to share their knowledge with the group and, reciprocally, to
appreciate the challenges involved in doing research. Participants in this re-
search group, some of whom were advocates and some of whom were re-
searchers, increasingly saw themselves as occupying both roles as the group de-
veloped.** Working well together necessitates a shift from the role of “expert”
to that of “co-learner.”** Levin®® describes evaluation researchers as invited
guests, while another metaphor is that of translator or mediator, in which the
researcher interprets the concerns of one group in terms that are understand-
able to another and helps to negotiate agreements. Partnership is still another
metaphor for collaboration, implying that all parties benefit from the rela-
tionship.*® Whether co-learner, invited guest, translator or partner, each of
these metaphors reframes the role of researcher from that of expert to one of

a participant on equal terms in a joint enterprise.

Stressful Emotions

Violence against women generates stress for both advocates and researchers.
Working day after day with women who are bruised and battered takes a toll,
as evidenced in the high burn-out rate among advocates. Researchers also find
studying violence against women to be stressful. One project’s staff stated that
“constantly reading about and discussing rape and other forms of violence
against women often left us anxious and depressed.”*” Stanko*® describes
“anger, frustration, fear, and pain™ during her research experiences, while
Moran-Ellis*® uses the phrase “pain by proxie” to describe her emotional re-

sponses to her research on child sexual abuse. One benefit of collaboration is
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that experienced advocates may share with rescarchers strategies for coping
with their own emotional distress, as they did in a study of violence against
women on welfare.”

From an advocate’s perspective, those who work at a research center may
appear to have the luxury of separating themselves from immediate involve-
ment with violence, even if they spend some time in a sctting that serves abused
women. Advocates who work in a shelter, or who staff crisis lines or the like,
may not have the same opportunity to leave violence behind while they work.
Advocates may resent what they perceive to be rescarchers’ relative freedom
from the issue of violence. And researchers may have difficulty recognizing
the emotional drain of doing such practice day after day. Collaboration may
reduce some of the isolation that contributes to stress for both groups.!

Collaborative research paradigms bring special sources of tension for those
trained in traditional research methods. Traditional positivist models of re-
search separates thought from emotion, reason from values.*> Modeled after
the physical sciences, traditional methods treat pcople being studied as objects,
and the researcher as the source of understanding and interpreration,®?
Collaborative models, in contrast, treat those who are studied as “experts” on
themselves, abolishing the distinction between the knower and the known that
is central to conventional research.’® For traditional researchers, the loss of
control and authority implicit in a collaborative model may be unsettling.
Those who are attracted to research because of its detached, analytic, intellec-
tual nature may find that successful collaboration requires political and social
skills that may not be part of rescarchers’ professional training but thatare nec-
essary to develop relationships with nonresearchers.”

Gondolf*® proposes an “advocacy research” role that serves the concerns of
advocates much as a defense lawyer does a client’s concerns. That is, the ad-
vocacy researcher uses research skills on behalf of advocates and the battered
women they represent rather than to promote a research agenda. Helping to
refine concerns into researchable questions, explaining the advantages and dis-
advantages of various research designs, and discussing interpretations of find-
ings with advocates are some functions that the advocacy researcher can ful-
fill. However, an advocacy stance should not preclude using scientific
strategies to minimize bias; scientific criteria of reliability and validity still ap-
ply. Not addressing traditional concerns of rigorous scicnce would mean that
research is unlikely to be taken seriously by other researchers or funders.

In contrast to an “advocacy rescarch” approach, Gelles®” argues: “At best,
researchers can use conceptual models and statistics about extent and correla-
tion to inform clinicians and advocates. But thosc are the practical limits of re-

search.” In his view, researchers are “objective and dispassionate” truth-seek-
) )
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ers, while advocates argue for their personal point of view. He claims that at-
tempting to mix the two roles is neither necessary nor productive.

The contrast between Gelles’ position and that of advocacy research mirrors
fundamental disagrcements in science about objectivity. An “advocacy re-
search” model, where researchers’ values are explicit, counters the positivist
assumptions of research as value-free. Feminists and others have argued that
even traditional research is not value-free.”® As Levin®? states: “The questions
that we ask and the ways that we go about answering them reflect a set of be-
liefs, expectations and interests.” Recognizing the value-laden nature of re-
search may be difficult to accept for those trained in the positivist model and
imbued with its stance of objectivity. Mary Koss and Claire Renzetti, two
prominent rescarchers on violence against women, reflect this struggle in re-
ferring to themselves respectively as a “recovering positivist"®® and “reformed

positivist.”¢!

Conclusion

Collaborative research on violence against women presents some special prob-
lems. The imminent threat of harm to those who are the subjects of study
makes high-quality, accurate research especially important. Moreover, it is
critical that the policy implications not be “victim blaming.”

Jacobson describes dialogues on woman abuse that range from “stimulating
intellectual discourse between camps with distinet but reconcilable world
views to a downright hostile shouting match between advocates of seemingly
contradictory positions.”®? Shouting matches seem unlikely to help abused
women. Advocates and rescarchers may share a desire to end violence against
women, vet too often each group considers the other to be antagonistic.

On the basis of four in-depth case studies of successful collaboration,
Edleson recommends that rescarchers spend time with practitioners, that they
share decision-making power, and that they help shape practitioners’ concerns
into researchable questions.®* Some researchers may work as volunteers in a
program and eventually be considered “one of them.” But other models of suc-
cessful collaboration are also possible. Despite the recent push to identify “best
practices,” several factors mitigate against one “best” way to collaborate.

First, the ecology of settings varies greatly. Resources, expertise, demand,
and other factors differ considerably across locales, making each sctting some-
what unique. Moreover, although structural factors may provide a common
context for collaborative efforts, participants may interpret phenomena in
varying ways. The “indeterminacy of meaning,” as postmodern theorists label
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it, means that different parties in a joint effort may interpret things in differ-
ent ways.®* For example, researchers may see themselves as performing a use-
ful service for advocates while advocates may see those same researchers as ex-
ploitive. Advocates may view procedures for safeguarding participants in
research as essential, while those same procedures may seem excessively bur-
densome to rescarchers. Reaching common understandings and agreements
requires establishing relationships, a process that may vary depending on the
participants, their history and numerous other factors. Consequently, no sin-
gle collaboration strategy may best fit all settings.

Furthermore, unforeseen events occur that require partners to renegotiate
their understandings and working procedures. For example, about one year
into a study of domestic violence among women on welfare, the collaborative
group doing the research expanded its membership. Prior to expansion, the
group had developed an effective consensus-building process. Adding new
members with diverse viewpoints required new cfforts to come to agree-
ment.®> Moreover, programs being cvaluated may change over time, requir-
ing alterations in the research plan.®® A domestic violence intervention project
in a manufacturing plant used a comparison group at a neighboring plant; a
month after the project began, the neighboring plant unexpectedly closed.®”

One way to enhance the success of collaboration is to articulate expectations
and goals as fully as possible before the research begins. Once a project begins,
the collaborative group can create a decision-making structure that makes
explicit each person’s responsibilities, areas of control, and rewards. Too often,
the structural arrangements between researchers and advocates are vague,
leaving the arrangements open to varying interpretations by different
people.®® Addressing sources of tension before the research begins will reduce
some possibilities for conflict. For example, how and by whom will decisions
be made about the research design? How will the data be reported? How will
women’s safety and confidentiality be ensured?

Stakeholders may not always be aware of all of their expectations and goals
at the beginning of a project, and those goals may change over time. Despite
preliminary agreements, therefore, it is likely that these issues will need to be
renegotiated as research progresses. As in any continuing relationship, rene-
gotiation of roles and obligations is constant.®” What may be predictable, how-
ever, is that conflict will inevitably arise and that some mechanism for dealing
with conflict will be needed.

Moreover, conflict within collaboration may serve a useful purpose. As Fine
claims, “The strength of feminist activist research lies in its ability to open con-
tradictions within collaborative practices.””® The varying perspectives of dif-
ferent stakeholders are not only sources of disagreement and tension, but they
are also reflections of the ways people’s location in a social order shapes their
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consciousness. As such, they become useful indicators of underlying processes;
that is, the conflicts themselves are data about the phenomena of interest.

To sustain collaborative projects, we need forums in which we can begin to
identify these conflicts, explore areas of agreement, and negotiate disagree-
ment. Only by such continuing efforts will the potential of collaborative re-
search be fully realized. A domestic violence research group, such as the one
at Simmons College,”! is one example of an ongoing opportunity for dialogue
among researchers, activists, policy-makers, and community-based providers
of services to victims of violence against women. This group maintains a fem-
inist, inclusive, participatory stance and, in the process, overcomes the isola-
tion and stress felt by many who work on issues of violence. Another example
is the “collaborative table” set by the Chicago Women’s Health Risk Study,”
at which they include many stakeholders (ranging from interviewers to
project funders) as participants in designing the research.

The benefits of collaboration are many, including improved research de-
signs, enhanced research implementation, and more accurate interpretation of
findings. Unexpected gains may also occur. For example, the Chicago
Women’s Health Risk Study unintentionally served as a pilot study for univer-
sal abuse screening in Chicago hospitals and health clinics.”? Unfortunately,
the difficulties of collaboration are numerous as well. Despite its many chal-
lenges, collaboration may be the best way to develop meaningful research find-
ings that address the vexing problem of violence against women.
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7

Ways of Knowing and Community Research

OMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGY Has benefited greatly from adopting theories
Cand methods developed by organizational psychology. Organizational
psychologists use multiple perspectives when they analyze organizations: for
example, structural theory, a human resources approach, political theories, and
cultural analysis.) For community psychologists, then, the organizational per-
spective contains a wealth of frameworks with which to look at community.
Typically, we have adopted these frameworks to study advocacy,? neighbor-
hood organizations,® and the experience of people who work in social service
agencies.” What we have in common with organizational psychologists (and
others) is agreement on a basic paradigmatic assumption.” To understand
people, you must understand the settings in which they operate.

Perhaps most important for the ficld of community psychology, organiza-
tional psychologists have developed constructs and measurement techniques
that go beyond an individual level of analysis and that can be adapted to com-
munity research. For example, Mulvey, Linney, and Rosenberg® use the con-
cept of the distribution of decision-making power with an organization in an
examination of residential treatment programs for juvenile offenders. Their
description of organizational control is based on Tanenbaum’s” notion of the
distribution of decision-making power in industry. Gruber and Trickett,?
in their study of an innovative high school, also use the concept of decision-
making power within an organization as a definition of empowerment. Both
of these studies demonstrate the usefulness to community research of concep-
tualizations of the setting that have been developed by organizational psy-
chologists.

Yet the concordance between organizational and community psychology
ends when one considers the underlying values and goals of each field. Values
that distinguish community psychology from organizational psychology lead
us to emphasize the well-being of individuals rather than the organization’s
efficiency or cffectiveness (sce Keys and Frank and Shinn and Perkins? for ex-
cellent overviews of the organizational-community interface). Organizational
psychology has as its purpose the identification of ways to improve organiza-
tional functioning, typically by looking at middle-level managerial strategies.
Critics describe its goal as figuring out how to get more work for less pay out

of fewer people,!? whereas supporters argue that organizational psychologists
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are often the sole defenders of the quality of work life in organizations.!!

Although interventions that make organizations more effective may inciden-
tally increase job satisfaction or improve working conditions,'” that is not their
primary purpose.

The values that inform community psychology ought to lead us in a differ-
ent direction, with a different purpose. We ought to look at those who are on
the bottom of the organizational heap—at those who are most affected by or-
ganizational practices and policies but who have not eftected those policies be-
cause they are subordinates in the organization hierarchy. Our purpose ought
to be to give voice to their perspective on the organization: To identify how
programs and policies affect the choices that are available, and to articulate the
strategies that pcople use to create meaning, given those options. What is crit-
ical is that, in studying their lives, we recognize that people are actors who
make choices, not simply passive recipients of our interventions, who either
accept or fail to see the worth of our programs. How do people with little for-
mal power make their way within organizations? How do they navigate their
way among the networks of organizations that structure modern life? What
choices are available, and how do they shape those choices? The answers to
these questions require that we listen in a different way than usual-—indeed,
they require that we listen above all.

An example of this kind of rescarch comes from work [ have done with a
team of researchers at Northwestern University concerning people who have
left state mental hospitals.!® In this case, the organizations involved were the
tangled network of social service agencies connected to state mental hospitals.
Among other questions, we asked where people went for help when they had
problems. The chronically mentally disabled living in community settings
today suffer from a multiplicity of problems typical of poor, unemployed
people: lack of adequate housing, a shortage of jobs, poor health care, and so
on. We found that, for many people, especially those who are younger and
those who are black, the family remains the primary source of help. This is
true even when people have had multiple hospital admissions and are con-
nected to a social service agency. The only public services used with any fre-
quency were public aid or social security. Thus, from the consumers’ view of
the “organization” of care, social services are much less relevant as supports
than are family. However, policies are usually aimed at and programs devel-
oped for the individual patient.

Policies and programs assume that those needing mental health services are
autonomous individuals, floating alone through the world. Although this is
true of some people, in many cases the family may be the unit in crists. If we
shift our perspective slightly and ask what the person’s inability to function has
done to the family as an organization, we see a different set of needs and pos-
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sibilities, for example, for support groups for families of the chronically men-
tally ill (such as the Alliance for Mental [llness). The organizational elements
under consideration may be the same, but, by shifting the perspective slightly
from the program to the person, we can see different patterns and advisable
solutions. In understanding what happens when people interact with policies
and programs, too often an organizational approach can take the policy as a
given and see if it works or does not work according to its stated goals. What
community psychologists using organizational frameworks should do instead
is start with people’s lives and see how the policy affects what happens to them.
Research from this perspective would help reduce the frequency with which
we “stumble over our ignorance” of what actually happens to people affected
by mental health policies.!

Too often, the voices of those subordinate in organizations are not heard in
the debate about policies and programs. This occurs for at least two reasons.
First, people who are members of subordinate groups often do not believe that
they have the right to speak out. Author Richard Rodriguez presents an elo-
quent statement of this in his autobiography, Hunger of Memory.'> Rodriguez,
born to a working-class Hispanic family in California, felt that he had no right
to a public persona-—in his case, to speak out at school—unless and until he
became a mainstream American by adopting the English language and re-
jecting Spanish. Only by becoming Americanized could he speak out,and only
in English could his voice be heard by society.

The second reason why those in subordinate positions are not heard is that
those who predominate have the power to define the terms of the discussion
and provide explanations for the behavior of people who are lower in a hier-
archical relationship.!” The superordinate group has more credibility in the
public debate, and its cxplanations are accepted as “truth.” Often dominant-
group members have preconceived ideas of what should be happening (what
we term hypotheses), listen only for whether others fit or do not fit those no-
tions, and fail to hear what else is going on. Thus, in the mental health field,
we have numerous studies that document the “failure” of deinstitutionaliza-
tion because mentally disabled people leave the community so often to return
to mental hospitals.!® What goes unrecognized is the way in which the hospi-
tal and allied agencies have become “the community” for people, given the
absence of other choices and resources.

Implications for Organizational Research

If we are to hear the viewpoints of those who are in subordinate positions in

organizations, we must go about our research in a different way, different than
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business as usual. Qur research methods are not well suited to this task. The
values of “normal science” emphasize prediction and control for the purpose
of dominating nature, and the methods embody separation and distance from
that which we are studying. However, to understand another’s world from his
or her perspective requires empathy, sensitivity to context, acceptance of com-
plexity, and interrelationship rather than domination. Without these qualities,
we simply replicate people’s everyday experience of subordination within our
research; rather than reflecting objectivity, we reflect the status quo.'”

How then shall we go about doing organizational community research?
Guidelines for a new methodology come from feminist scholarship, in partic-
ular from a book entitled Women’s Ways of Knowing.>® The authors begin the
book by raising difficult questions: “What is truth?” “What is authority?”
“What counts for me as evidence?” “How do I know what [ know?” Although
we may frame them in different language, these questions arc the central ones
we grapple with as we voice our discontent with research in community psy-
chology. Our answers to these questions define and delimit the research we do.
The authors of Women’s Ways of Knowing assert that “our basic assumptions
about the nature of truth and the origins of knowledge shape the way we see
the world and ourselves as participants in it.” This is as true for those who do
research as for the heterogeneous mix of female students who speak out in
interviews in this book.

The authors argue that modes of knowing that are especially common
among women differ from those that are common among men. They identify
five epistemological frameworks, linked by the theme of “finding a voice.”
Typically, scientists use metaphors of vision and sight rather than voice to de-
scribe the process of knowledge acquisition. Evelyn Fox Keller suggests that
visual metaphors require passivity on the part of the knower and that distance
from the subject is needed to get a proper view. In contrast, hearing and say-
ing implies closeness between subject and object. “Unlike seeing, speaking and
listening suggest dialogue and interaction.”! The process of finding a voice is
the process of developing the ability and the confidence to participate in the
creation of knowledge.

The first of the five epistemological positions identified as typical of women
is silence, a condition in which women feel neither the right nor the ability to
express themselves. The second, received knowledge, is a position from which
women can accept knowledge from omniscient authorities but cannot create
it on their own. Subjective knowledge, the third position, reflects a move from
passive to active, from acceptance of external authority to a conception of truth
as personal and private, in which one becomes one’s own authority. Procedural
knowing, the fourth position, emphasizes reason and objectivity as strategies
for gaining knowledge. It is this position that describes traditional research
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methods in psychology. The final category, constructed knowledge, has been
described as follows:

The central insight that distinguishes this position is that all knowledge is
constructed and the knower is an intimate part of the known. The woman
comes to see that the knowledge one acquires depends on the context or frame
of reference of the knower who is seeking answers and in the context in which
events to be understood have occurred. . .. Empathic secing and fceling with
the other is a central feature of the development of connected knowing. .. .
Communion and communication are established with that which one is try-
ing to understand. Women usc such images as “conversing with nature,” “get-
ting close to ideas,” “having rapport with an author” in order to understand,
rather than more masculine images such as “pinning an idea down,” or “see-

ing through an argument.”??

The key characteristics of constructed knowledge——that all knowledge is
contextual, that people create knowledge, and that both objective and subjec-
tive strategies are valuable and can be integrated—seem particularly congru-
ent with the values of community psychology. The process of “gaining a
voice,” of thinking that is informed by feeling rather than devoid of it, of col-
laborative talk in which new knowledge is developed and ideas emerge, all
suggest strategies for community research that extend—indeed, even trans-
form——traditional methodologies.

How then do we translate these ideas into research techniques? Suggestions
for how to do that come from the description of women at the constructivist

level:

Question posing and problem posing become prominent methods of in-
quiry. . .. Women tend not to rely as readily or as exclusively on hypothetico-
deductive inquiry, which posits an answer (the hypothesis) prior to the data
collection, as they do on examining basic assumptions and the conditions in
which a problem is cast. For constructivist women, simple questions are as
rare as simple answers. Constructivists can take, and often insist upon taking,
a position outside a particular context or frame of reference and look back on
“who” is asking the questions, “why” the question is asked at all, and “how”

answers arc arrived at.?>

Finally, constructivists identify a process of “really talking,” rather than di-
dactic talking in which the speaker simply presents ideas to others. “Real talk”
is a process of dialogue in which ideas can emerge and be explored, not sim-
ply confirmed. Furthermore, the process is collaborative, not hierarchical.
“Connected knowing arises out of the experience of relationships; it requires
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intimacy and equality between self and object, not distance and impersonal-

ity; its goal is understanding, not proof.”?*

Really talking” suggests to us a
method for overcoming silence.?® It suggests a process of “dialogue from
which knowledge is an unpredictable emergent rather than a controlled out-
come.”?® Moreover, it acknowledges that we are linked with those we study in
a human relationship and emphasizes the need for an awareness of the ways
in which we construct the knowledge that is developed in that context.

The themes that permeate constructivist thought processes are those of con-
nection, mutuality, and reciprocity. These themes are ones that Gilligan?” has
identified as typifying the way that women (at least in this society at this time)
often think about morality. Rather than basing moral decisions on an cthic of
rights, women consider responsibilities and care. These themes are particu-
larly evident in the operation of community organizations. At the local level,
women are often involved as prime movers of community organizations, and
the thrust of their involvement comes from a concern with their families and
homes that has been extended to their neighborhoods.?® As one organizer put
it, “You start by organizing in your house and move to your community.”

An excellent example of this kind of study of an organization comes from
Leavitt and Saegert’s*” analysis of tenant organizations in Harlem, New York,
that formed in buildings that had been abandoned by their owners. Moreover,
this study exemplifies many of the characteristics of constructivist knowing, of
“really talking,” and of empathic discourse, in its emphasis on context, on iden-
tifying the ways in which people shape the resources available to them and the
reasons for the choices they make, and on the connection between knowledge
and values. Leavitt and Sacgert interviewed tenants who were part of a city
program that permits people who manage their abandoned building to own it
eventually, in a limited equity cooperative arrangement. Many of the leaders
of the tenant organizations were female and elderly, and their care of the
building extended to care for the sick and elderly tenants. Care for the people

in the building is interwoven with care for the physical property:

.. .communication among the leaders was constant, ways of involving all ten-
ants had been developed, responsibilities were shared maximally and a mul-
tidirectional flow of information established. More than this, the ethic of car-
ing for your neighbors cxtended from relationships among the Board of
Directors through the actions of the committee system to look after the sick
and elderly through willingness to bear the financial costs of the inability of

sick, old people to pay rent increases.!

The tenant co-op provided an opportunity for traditional values of women

in this community—commitment to community, religious values, and an em-
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phasis on care—to emerge as predominate. These women extended the val-
ues from the home to encompass the other tenants in a building, in what
Leavitt and Saegert call a “community-household model.” Neighborhood ac-
tivism among working-class women often has as its objective the protection of
the “welfare of the family-in-the-home-in-the-neighborhood.”*? In the com-
munity-household model, the welfare of one’s own home is assured by pro-
tecting the welfare of the building as a whole, as well as the people in it.

One of the critical points Leavitt and Sacgert make is that housing policy is
not set up to accommodate this sort of organization. Housing policies assume
hierarchical organizational structures in a situation where webs exist instead.
“The personal and intensive nature of their approach contrasts with the im-
personal, standardized and efficiency-oriented strategies embedded in most
housing policies.”®* Existing policy assumes a bureaucratic model of tenant
management with values of efficiency and effectiveness, whereas this resecarch
suggests a need for policies that are based on nurturance and caring. For ex-
ample, greater emphasis on maintenance and rehabilitation of buildings rather
than on new construction would enable the preservation of existing social re-
lationships. Therec is little room in current policy for this approach. Further-
more, organizational research that shares the assumptions of the bureaucratic
model will not illuminate the presence of supportive webs and how they work.

Both of the studies discussed here are about people in organizations—in one
case, the small, personal, nurturing world of a tenants’ organization, and in
the other, the large, often impersonal world of the state mental hospital and
associated agencies. What both of these studies have in common is an attempt
to enter into the worldview of those whom they are studying, and to see how
the organization is experienced from their perspective. These studies take into
consideration the context in which people live their lives, the resources they
have, and the choices that are available to them. They do not look simply at
the effect of a particular program on people, but they also consider how that
program fits into the totality of people’s lives. It is this complexity that we must
attempt to capture if we wish to understand the perspective of subordinate
groups in organizations.

Doing so will not be easy. We will need to value discovery as well as (and as
much as) hypothesis testing, to value exploratory as well as confirmatory re-
search. Yet the biases within the field of psychology make these research strate-
gies deviant—valued by a minority, if at all. Sherif ** describes the field of psy-
chology as containing a status hierarchy in which the top rung is occupied by
experimentalists, who seck status by aligning their work with the more pres-
tigious physical or natural sciences. “Applied” researchers occupy the bottom
rung. Because this status and value hierarchy prevails in academic depart-
ments of psychology, those favoring nonexperimental research strategies, es-
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pecially on applied topics (as community psychologists are wont to do), will
probably be low in status within their departments. Furthermore, because in-
novations that counter a social system’s values and modes of operating are not
likely to be adopted, attempts to broaden the range of acceptable method-
ologies within psychology are likely to be in vain. Indeed, those who resist in-
clusion of nonexperimental techniques may do so with good reason because
methods such as “constructed knowing” challenge some of the fundamental
tenets on which experimentalism is based. Accepting the validity of “con-
structed knowing” will not simply add more choices to our array of rescarch
strategies, but will also imply a shift in the value hierarchy within psychology.
Given their low status within psychology departments as “applied” re-
scarchers, the pressure on many community psychologists is not to innovate
but rather to demonstrate acceptability by using research methods that ap-
proximate experimental techniques as closely as possible.

Yet psychology departments are not monolithic, and techniques have been
accepted in recent years that exemplify some of the characteristics of connected
knowing.*® For example, stakeholder-based evaluation research—a tech-
nique that takes consumers’ priorities into account in the process of evaluat-
ing social programs*’——can be applied to organizations. This technique at-
tempts to incorporate into the evaluation process questions formulated by the
different constituencies that have an interest in the results of an evaluation, es-
pecially those who are the least powerful.*® In doing so, this method implic-
itly views organizations as political entities, composed of shifting groups with
different interests, that compete for scarce resources.”® Because stakeholders
may differ, the evaluator must decide which group’s (or groups’) questions will
be addressed, bringing the issue of values to the fore. The awareness of the
choice process involved reflects an awareness of the way in which knowledge
is socially constructed.*?

The limitations of this evaluation strategy may apply to connected knowing
as well. Findings may not be generalizable to other settings; the degree of in-
volvement required by the research process may not be practical or desirable
from the participants’ point of view; and diverse participants may experience
a setting in conflicting ways, some of which do not get included.*! Descriptive
research may limit our ability to make causal inferences. Furthermore, we
need to look not only at how individuals experience an organization, but also
at the organizational factors that shape and inform individuals’ experience.*?
Finally, simply giving voice to the experience of the least powerful in organi-
zations may not lead to change.®?

Although these difficulties may place limits on the constructivist approach,
transformation of rescarch methods to include this way of knowing would

bring us closer to our goal of assessing the impact of organizations on people’s
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lives rather than simply viewing people as organizational components. Fach
of the major theoretical perspectives in organizational psychology examines a
different set of issues. Structural theory directs us to examine the way in which
jobs arc organized and activity is integrated; a human relations approach fo-
cuses on individual needs, skills and attitudes toward one’s job; a political ap-
proach examines the shifting set of coalitions and alliances that make up or-
ganizational life; and the symbolic approach examines organizations as a stage
upon which dreams are enacted that reflect human needs and concerns.**
Within each of these frameworks, the use of constructivist research methods
will allow us to examine the impact of the organization on its members in a
manner that permits consideration of the complexity of human experience. It
will facilitate elucidation of the impact of the organization on those at the bot-
tom of the organization’s hierarchy, particularly those who are the recipients
of its services. As Seidman*® states, in a discussion of social problem solving:
“Recipients, who are presumed to benefit in the short or long run, can no
longer be excluded or incorporated in only token fashion if the process is to be
truly meaningful and beneficial to them. They may have dramatically differ-
ent conceptualizations.” Constructivist knowing is an approach to research
that will enable recipients’ conceptualizations of the organization to become
part of the discussion. [t is a way for community psychologists to apply orga-
nizational frames to the aspects of organizational processes that we value
knowing about.

The lack of adventuresome research in community psychology is deplored
every few years when some of our colleagues muster the energy to review all

6 It is not simply that we lack

of the articles published in one of our journals.
the imagination to translate our values and beliefs into research questions.
Rather, our adherence to traditional scientific methods limits what we can
study and what we hear.

I do not advocate the elimination of discipline and conscientiousness in our
research; nor am I suggesting that we reject quantitative methods (as the ex-
ample given here of stakeholder analysis demonstrates). Rather, let us retain
the best qualities of current resecarch methods and expand them, transforming
them in the process. Traditional research methods, as reflective of mainstream
American culture, emphasize objectivity, efficiency, separateness, and dis-
tance. Yet objectivity need not be confounded with domination or hierarchi-
cal rclations with those whom we study.*” Let us consider as well connection
and empathy as modes of knowing and embrace them in our criteria and in
our work. We would do well to make room for “constructed knowing” in our
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Gender Dilemmas in Sexual Harassment
Policies and Procedures

EXUAL HARAssMENT-—unwanted sexually oriented behavior in a work
Scontext—is the most recent form of victimization of women, following
rape and wife abuse, to be redefined from a personal to a social problem. A siz-
able proportion of women surveyed in a wide variety of work settings report
being subject to unwanted sexual attention, sexual comments or jokes, or of-
fensive touching as well as attempts to coerce compliance with or punish re-
jection of sexual advances. In 1980, the U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board
conducted the first comprehensive national survey of sexual harassment
among federal employees; about four out of ten of the 10,648 women surveyed
reported having been the target of sexual harassment during the previous
twenty-four months. Updates of this survey found that the frequency of ha-
rassment in 1988 and 1994 was almost identical to that reported earlicr: 42 per-
cent of women surveyed in 1988 and 44 percent of women in 1994 reported
that they had experienced some form of unwanted and uninvited sexual
attention compared to 42 percent in 1980."

Women in occupations ranging from blue-collar workers? to lawyers® to air-
line personnel* have reported considerable amounts of sexual harassment.
Among a random sample of private sector workers in the Los Angeles area,
more than half of the women surveyed by telephone reported experiencing at
least one incident that they consider sexual harassment during their working
lives.” Some estimate that up to about a third of women in educational insti-
tutions have experienced some form of harassment.® Indeed, Garvey states
that “Unwanted sexual attention may be the single most widespread occupa-
tional hazard in the workplace today.””

[tis a hazard faced much more frequently by women than men. About four
out of every ten women in the original U.S. Merit Systems Protection Board
survey reported having experienced sexual harassment, compared to only 15
percent of the men.® Among working people surveyed in Los Angeles, women
were nine times more likely than men to report having quit a job because of
sexual harassment, five times more likely to have transferred, and three times
more likely to report losing a job.” Men with less power and status, whether
due to lower age, being single or divorced, or being in a marginal position in
the organization, are more likely to be harassed.'?

Sex differences in the frequency of harassment also prevail in educational
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environments.!! A mailed survey conducted at the University of Rhode Island
sampling more than goo women and men asked about a wide range of behav-
ior including the frequency of respondents’ experience of sexual insult, defined
as an “uninvited sexually suggestive, obscene or offensive remark, stare, or ges-
ture.”!? Of the female respondents, 40 percent reported being sexually insulted
occasionally or often while on campus, compared to 17 percent of the men.
Both men and women reported that women are rarely the source of such in-
sults. Similar differences were found in a survey of social workers, with two
and a half times as many women reporting harassment as men.!?

Despite the high frequency rates found in surveys, few complaints are pur-
sued through official grievance procedures. After reviewing survey findings,
Dzeich and Weiner ™ concluded that 20— 30 percent of female college students
experiences sexual harassment. Yet academic institutions averaged only 4.3
complaints each during the 198283 academic year,'” a time period roughly
similar to the surveys cited by Dzeich and Weiner. In another study conducted
ata university in 1984, of thirty-eight women reporting harassment, only one
reported the behavior to the person’s supervisor and two reported the behav-
ior to an adviser, another professor, or employer.!® Similar findings have been
reported on other college campuses.!”

Low numbers of complaints appear in other work settings as well. In a sur-
vey of federal workers, only about one in ten victims (11 percent) reported the
harassment to a higher authority, and just over one in fifty (2.5 percent) used
formal complaint channels.'® Similarly, female social workers reacted to ha-
rassment by avoiding or delaying the conflict or attempting to defuse the sit-
uation rather than by adopting any form of recourse such as filing a griev-
ance.!” The number of complaints alleging sexual harassment filed with the
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission in Washington, DC, has de-
clined since 1984, despite an increase in the number of women in the work-
force during that time,?? and some surveys suggest that the rate of sexual ha-
rassment has remained relatively stable.?!

It is the contention of this chapter that the low rate of utilization of griev-
ance procedures is due to gender bias in sexual harassment policies that dis-
courages their use by women. Policies are written in gender-neutral language
and are intended to apply equally to males and females. However, these poli-
cies are experienced differently by women than men because of sex differences
in perceptions of harassment and orientation toward conflict. Although vic-
tims of all forms of discrimination are reluctant to pursue grievances,? fe-
males—those who are most likely to be the victims of sexual harassment—are
especially disinclined to pursue sexual harassment grievances for at least two
reasons. First, the interpretation in policies of what constitutes harassment

may not reflect women’s viewpoints, and their complaints may not be seen as
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valid. Second, the procedures that are designated to resolve disputes in some
policies may be inimical to women because they are not compatible with the
way that many women view conflict resolution. Gender bias in policies, rather
than an absence of harassment or lack of assertiveness on the part of victims,

produces low numbers of complaints.

Gender Bias in the Definition of
Sexual Harassment

The first way gender bias affects sexual harassment policies stems from dif-
ferences between males and females in the interpretation of the definition of
harassment. Those writing sexual harassment policies for organizations typi-
cally look to the courts for the distinction between illegal sexual harassment
and permissible (although perhaps unwanted) social interaction.? The defin-
ition of harassment in policies typically is that provided by the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission Guidelines:

Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for scxual favors, and other verbal or
physical conduct of a sexual nature constitute sexual harassment when
(1) submission to such conduct is made cither explicitly or implicitly a term
or condition of an individual’s employment, (2) submission to or rejection of
such conduct by an individual is used as the basis for employment decisions
affecting such individual, or (3) such conduct has the purpose or effect of un-
reasonably interfering with an individual’s work performance or creating an
intimidating, hostile, or offensive working environment.**

The first two parts of the definition refer to a “quid pro quo” relationship, of-
ten involving people in positions of unequal status, because superior status is
usually necessary to have control over another’s employment. Here, bribes,
threats, or punishments are used. Incidents of this type need happen only once
to fall under the definition of sexual harassment. However, courts have re-
quired that incidents falling into the third category, that of “an intimidating,
hostile, or offensive working environment,” must be repeated in order to
establish that such an environment exists?® and must be both pervasive and so

26 Harassment of

severe that it affects the victim’s psychological well-being.
this type can come from peers or even subordinates as well as superiors,

In all three of these categories, harassment is judged on the basis of conduct
and its cffects on the recipient, not the intentions of the harasser. Thus, two
typical defenses given by accused harassers that “I was just being friendly” or
“I touch everyone—I’m thatkind of person” do not hold up in court since they
refer to intentions. But behavior may have an intimidating or offensive effect
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on some people, while others are not offended or even welcome such conduct.
In deciding whose standards should be used, the courts employ what is called
the reasonable person rule, asking whether a reasonable person would be of-
fended by the conduct in question. The dilemma in applying this to sexual ha-
rassment is that a reasonable woman and a reasonable man are likely to differ
in their judgements of what is offensive. However, the differences between
women and men, although consistent, are small, and opinions vary consider-
ably within each sex grouping.?’

Definitions of sexual harassment are socially constructed, varying with not
only characteristics of the perceiver but also those of the situational context and
actors involved. Behavior is more likely to be labeled harassment when done
by someone with greater power than the victim,?® when it involves physical
advances accompanied by threats of punishment for noncompliance,?” when
the response to it is negative,”® when the behavior reflects persistent negative
intentions toward a female,*! the more inappropriate it is for the actor’s social
role,*” and the more flagrant and frequent the harasser’s requests.** Among
women, professionals are more likely than those with secretarial-clerical posi-
tions to report the more subtle behaviors as harassment.**

The sex of the rater most consistently predicts variation in people’s defini-
tion of sexual harassment. Men label fewer behaviors at work as sexual ha-
rassment.®> Men find sexual overtures from women at work to be flattering,
while women find similar approaches from men to be insulting.>® Both men
and women agree that certain blatant behaviors, such as sexual assault or sex-
ual bribery, constitute harassment, but women are more likely to see as ha-
rassment more subtle behavior such as sexual teasing or looks or gestures.?”
Even when men do identify behavior as harassment, they are more likely to
think that women will be flattered by it.*® Men are also more likely than
women to blame women for being sexually harassed.*®

These sex differences make it difficult to apply the reasonable person rule.
Linenberger*® proposes ten factors that permit an “objective” assessment of
whether behavior constitutes sexual harassment, regardless of the perception
of the victim and the intent of the perpetrator. These factors range from the
severity of the conduct to the number and frequency of encounters, and the re-
lationship of the parties involved. For example, behavior is less likely to be cat-
egorized as harassment if it is seen as a response to provocation from the vie-
tim. But is an objective rating of provocation possible? When sex differences
are as clear-cut and persistent as they are in the perception of what behavior
constitutes sexual harassment, the question is not one of objectivity, but rather
which gender’s definition of the situation will prevail. Becker asserts that there

3

is a “hierarchy of credibility” in organizations, and that credibility and the

right to be heard are differentially distributed: “In any system of ranked
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groups, participants take it as given that members of the highest group have
the right to define the way things really are.”*! Because men typically have
more power in organizations,’? Becker’s analysis suggests that in most situa-
tions the male definition of harassment is likely to predominate. As MacKinnon
puts it, “objectivity—the nonsituated, universal standpoint, whether claimed
or aspired to—1is a denial of the existence or potency of sex inequality that tac-
itly participates in constructing reality from the dominant point of view. . ..
The law sees and treats women the way men see and treat women.”** With
respect to sexual harassment, this means that males’ judgments about what be-
havior constitutes harassment, and who is to blame, are likely to prevail.
Linenberger’s ten factors thus may not be an objective measure, but rather a
codification of the male perspective on harassment. This is likely to discour-
age women who want to bring complaints about more subtle forms of harass-
ment.

Gender Differences in the Attribution
of Harassment

Attribution theory provides an explanation for the wider range of behaviors
that women define as harassment compared to men, and for men’s tendency
to find women at fault.** Attribution theory suggests that people tend to see
their own behaviors as situationally determined, while they attribute the be-
haviors of others to personality characteristics or other internal causes.*> Those
who see sexual harassment through the eyes of the actor are likely to be male.
As actors are wont to do, they will attribute their behaviors to situational
causes, including the “provocations” of the women involved. They will there-
fore not perceive their own behaviors as harassing. In fact, those who take the
perspective of the victim do see specific behaviors as more harassing than those
who take the perspective of the actor.*® Since women are more likely to view
harassment through the eyes of the victim, they will label more behaviors as
harassment because they attribute them to men’s disposition or personality
traits. Another possibility is that men, as potential harassers, want to avoid
blame in the future, and so shift the blame to women®” and restrict the range
of behaviors they define as harassment.*® Whatever the cause, a reasonable
male and a reasonable female are likely to differ in their judgments of whether
a particular behavior constitutes sexual harassment.

Men tend to misinterpret females’ friendliness as an indication of sexual in-
terest.* Acting on this misperception may result in behavior that is harassing
to women. Tangri, Burt, and Johnson state: “Some sexual harassment may in-

dced be clumsy or insensitive expressions of attraction, while some is the clas-
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sic abuse of organizational power.”>® Gender differences in attributional pro-
cesses help explain the first type of harassment, partially accounting for the fact
that the overwhelming preponderance of sexual harassment incidents involve
a male offender and a female victim.

Gender Bias in Grievance Procedures

Typically, procedures for resolving disputes about sexual harassment are writ-
ten in gender-neutral terms so that they may apply to both females and males.
Yet males and females may react quite differently to the same procedures.

Analyzing this problem requires looking at specific policies and procedures.
Educational institutions will serve as the context for this discussion for three
reasons. First, they are the most frequent sites of surveys about the problem,
and the pervasive nature of harassment on campuses has been well docu-
mented.” Second, while sexual harassment is harmful to women in all occu-
pations, it can be particularly devastating to those in educational institutions
where the goal of the organization is to nurture and promote development.
The violation of relationships based on trust, such as those between faculty and
students, can leave long-lasting and deep wounds. Yet many surveys find that
those in positions of authority in educational settings are often the source of
the problem.>? Third, educational institutions have been at the forefront in de-
veloping sexual harassment policies, in part because of concern about litiga-
tion. In Alexander v. Yale University (1980) the court decided that sexual ha-
rassment constitutes a form of sex discrimination that denies equal access to
educational opportunities, and falls under Title IX of the Educational
Amendments of 1972. The Ofhce of Civil Rights in the U.S. Department of
Education now requires institutions receiving Title IX funds to maintain
grievance procedures to resolve complaints involving sexual discrimination or
harassment.>® Consequently, academic institutions may have had more expe-
rience than other work settings in developing procedures to combat this prob-
lem. A survey of U.S. institutions of higher learning conducted in 1984 found
that 66 percent of all responding institutions had sexual harassment policies,
and 46 percent had grievance procedures specifically designed to deal with sex-
ual harassment complaints, with large public schools more likely to have them
than small private ones.>* These percentages have unquestionably increased
in recent years, given the government regulations previously cited. While
the discussion here focuses on educational contexts, the problems identified in
sexual harassment policies apply to other work settings as well.

Many educational institutions, following guidelines put forward by the
American Council on Education and the American Association of University
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Professors,> have established policies that prohibit sexual harassment and cre-
ate grievance procedures. Some use a formal board or hearing, while others
use informal mechanisms that protect confidentiality and seek to resolve
the complaint rather than punish the offender;® still others use both types of
procedures. The type of procedure specified by the policy may have a great im-

pact on victims’ willingness to report complaints.

Comparison of Informal and Formal Grievance
Procedures

Informal attempts at resolving the dispute differ from formal procedures
in important ways (see figure 8-1).°7 First, they have as their goal problem-
solving, rather than a judgment of the harasser’s guilt or innocence. The as-
sumptions underlying these processes are that both parties in a dispute see a
problem as existing (although they may define that problem differently); both
share a common interest in solving that problem; and together they can nego-
tiate an agreement that will be satisfactory to everyone involved. Typically, the
goal of informal processes is to end the harassment of the complainant rather
than judge (and punish, if appropriate) the offender. The focus is on what will
happen in the future between the disputing parties, rather than what has hap-
pened in the past. Often policies do not specify the format of informal prob-
lem solving, accepting a wide variety of strategies of reconciliation. For ex-
ample, a complainant might write a letter to the offender,*® or someone might
talk to the offender on the complainant’s behalf. The offender and victim
might participate in mediation, in which a third party helps them negotiate an
agreement. Many policies accept a wide array of strategies as good-faith at-
tempts to solve the problem informally.

Informal Procedures Formal Procedures

Purpose Problem-solving or Judge guilt or innocence
reconciliation

Time Focus What will happen in What did happen in
the future the past

Formar Usually unspecified Usually specified

Ends When complainant When hearing board decides
is satisfied

Control over outcome Complainant Hearing board

rests with

Figure 8-1 A comparison of informal and formal grievance procedures.
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In contrast, formal procedures generally require a written complaint and
have a specified procedure for handling cases, usually by bringing the com-
plaint to a group officially designated to hear the case such as a hearing board.
The informal process typically ends when the complainant is satisfied (or de-
cides to drop the complaint); the formal procedure ends when the group hear-
ing the case decides on the guilt or innocence of the alleged harasser. Thus,
control over the outcome usually rests with the complainant in the case of in-
formal mechanisms, and with the official governance body in the case of a
hearing. Compliance with a decision is usually voluntary in informal proce-
dures, while the decision in a formal procedure is binding unless appealed to
a higher authority. Formal procedures are adversarial in nature, with the com-
plainant and defendant competing to sec whose position will prevail.

A typical case might proceed as follows: A student bringing a complaint
writes a letter to the harasser (an informal procedure). If not satisfied with the
response, she submits a written complaint to the sexual harassment hearing
board. The board then hears both sides of the case, reviews available evidence,
and decides upon the guilt or innocence of the accused (a formal procedure).
If the accused is found guilty, the appropriate officer of the institution decides
upon punishment.

Gender Difference in Orientation to Conflict

Women and men may differ in their reactions to dispute resolution procedures
for at least two reasons. First, women typically have less power than men do
in organizations.>” Using a grievance procedure, such as appearing before a
hearing board, may be inimical because of the possibility of retaliation for a
complaint. Miller suggests that differences in status and power affect the way
that people handle conflict:

.. .as soon as a group attains dominance it tends inevitably to produce a situ-
ation of conflict and ... it also, simultancously, seeks to suppress conflict.
Moreover, subordinates who accept the dominant’s conception of them as pas-
sive and malleable do not openly engage in conflict. Conflict . . . is forced
underground.®’

This would explain why some women do not report complaints at all. The
second source of gender differences in dispute resolution may lie in values.
When they do complain about harassment, women’s values may predispose
them to prefer informal rather than formal procedures. Beliefs about the ap-
propriate way to handle disputes vary among social groups.®! Gilligan’s®? dis-
tinction between an orientation toward rights and justice compared to an em-
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phasis on responsibilities to others and caring secms likely to be reflected in
people’s preferences for ways of handling disputes.®® Neither of these orienta-
tions is exclusive to one gender, but according to Gilligan, females are more
likely to emphasize caring. Empirical support for Gilligan’s theories is incon-
clusive.®* Yet the fact that most victims of sexual harassment state that they
simply want an end to the offending behavior rather than punishment of the
offender® suggests a “caring” rather than “justice” perspective.

In the context of dispute resolution, an emphasis on responsibilities and car-
ing is compatible with the goals of informal procedures to restore harmony or
at least peaceful coexistence among the parties involved, while that of justice
is compatible with formal procedures which attempt to judge guilt or inno-
cence of the offender. Thus women may prefer to use informal procedures to
resolve conflicts, and indeed most cases in educational instituttons are handled

66 Policies that do not include an informal dis-

through informal mechanisms.
pute resolution option are likely to discourage many women from bringing

complaints.

Problems with Dispute Resolution Procedures

Although women may prefer informal mechanisms, they are problematic for
several reasons.®” Since they do not result in punishment, offenders suffer few
negative consequences of their actions and may not be deterred from harass-
ing again. In institutions of higher learning, the most common form of pun-
ishment reported is a verbal warning by a supervisor, which is given only
“sometimes.”®® Dismissal and litigation are almost never used. It seems likely,
then, that potential harassers may view sexual harassment as low-risk behav-
ior, while victims see few incentives for bringing official complaints.

The confidentiality usually required by informal procedures prevents other
victims from knowing that a complaint has been lodged against a multiple of-
fender. If a woman knows that another woman is bringing a complaint against
a particular man who has harassed both of them, then she might be more will-
ing to complain also. The secrecy surrounding informal complaint processes
precludes this knowledge from becoming public, making it more difficult to
identify repeat offenders. Also, complaints settled informally may not be in-
cluded in reports of the frequency of sexual harassment claims, making these
statistics underestimate the scope of the problem. Yet confidentiality is needed
to protect the rights of the accused and may be preferred by those bringing
complaints.

These problems in informal procedures could discourage male as well as fe-
male victims from bringing complaints. Most problematic for females, how-

ever, is the assumption in informal procedures that the complainant and ac-
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cused have equal power in the process of resolving the dispute. This assump-
tion is likely to put women at a disadvantage. Parties involved in scxual ha-
rassment disputes may not be equal either in the sense of formal position
within the organization (c.g., student vs. faculty) or status (e.g., female vs. male
students), and position and status characteristics that reflect levels of power do
not disappear simply because they are irrelevant to the informal process.
External status characteristics, which indicate macro-level social stratification
(such as gender and age), help explain the patterns of distribution of sexual ha-
rassment in the workplace.® It seems likely that these external statuses will
influence the interpersonal dynamics within a dispute resolution procedure as
well. Since females are typically lower in both formal and informal status and
power in organizations than males, they will have less power in the dispute
resolution process.

When the accused has more power than the complainant (such as a male fac-
ulty member compared to a female student who is bringing a complaint
against him), the complainant is more vulnerable to retaliation. Complainants
may be reluctant to use grievance procedurcs because they fear retaliation
should the charge be made public; for example, students may fear that a fac-
ulty member will punish them for bringing a complaint by lowering their
grades or withholding recommendations. The person appointed to act as a
guide to the informal resolution process is usually expected to act as a neutral
third party rather than advocate for the complainant, and may hold little for-
mal power over faculty: “Relatively few institutions have persons empowered
to be (nonlegal) advocates for the complainants; a student bringing a complaint
has little assurance of stopping the harassment and avoiding retaliation.””"
The victim is therefore left without an advocate to face an opponent whose
formal position, age, and experience with verbal argument is often consider-
ably beyond her own. Since the more vulnerable a woman’s position within
her organization, the more likely it is that she will be harassed,”" sexual ha-
rassment, like rape, seems to involve dynamics of power and domination as
well as sexuality. The lack of an advocate for the complainant who might
equalize power between the disputing parties is particularly troubling.
However, if an advocate is provided for the complainant in an informal
process, fairness and due process require that the defendant have an advocate
as well. The dilemma is that this seems likely to transform an informal, prob-
lem-solving process into a formal, adversarial one.

Other Obstacles to Reporting Complaints

Belief Thar Sexual Harrassment is Normative. Gender differences in perception
of behavior arc likely to mean that males and females involved 1n a sexual ha-

02 GENDER, POLICIES, AND PRACTICES



rassment case have sharply divergent interpretations of that case, particularly
when an “offensive environment” claim is involved. To females, the behavior
in question is offensive, and they are likely to see themselves as victims of male
actions. The requirement that an attempt be made to mediate the dispute or
solve it through informal processes may violate their perception of the situa-
tion and themselves as victims of a crime. When someone is a victim of a mug-
ging, itis rare that the victim is required to “solve the problem” with the mug-
ger through mediation.”? To males, the behavior is not offensive but rather
normative. In their eyes, no crime has been committed, and there is no “prob-
lem” to be solved.

Some women as well as men may consider sexual harassment as normative.
Women may believe that these sorts of behaviors are simply routine, a com-
monplace part of everyday life, and thus not something that can be challenged.
Younger women—those more likely to be victimized”? —are more tolerant
of harassment than are older women.”* Indeed, Lott and her colleagues con-
clude “younger women in particular have accepted the idea that prowling men
are a ‘fact of life.”””> This attitude might prevent women from labeling a neg-
ative experience as harassment. Surveys that ask women about sexual harass-
ment and about the frequency of experiencing specific sexually harassing be-

haviors find discrepancies in responses to these questions.”

Women report
higher rates when asked if they have been the targets of specific harassing be-
haviors than when asked a general question about whether they have been ha-
rassed. Women are also more willing to report negative reactions to offensive
behaviors than they are to label those behaviors as sexual harassment.””
Normative beliefs may deter male victims of harassment from reporting
complaints also, because males are expected to welcome sexual advances if

those advances are from females.

Negative Outcomes for Victims Who Bring Sexual Harassment Complaints. The
outcome of grievance procedures does not appear to provide much satisfaction
to victims who bring complaints. In academic settings, despite considerable
publicity given to a few isolated cases in which tenured faculty have been fired,
punishments are rarely inflicted on harassers, and the punishments thart are
given are mild, such as verbal warnings.”® Among federal workers, 33 percent
of those who used formal grievance procedures to protest sexual harassment
found that it “made things worse.””” More than 65 percent of the cases of those
who filed formal charges of sexual harassment with the Iilinois Department
of Human Rights involved job discharge of the complainant.? Less than a
third of thosc cases resulted in a favorable settlement for the complainant, and
those who received financial compensation got an average settlement of
$3,234.8! Similar findings in California were reported by Coles®? with the av-
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erage cash settlement there of $¢73, representing approximately one month’s
pay. Although a few legal cases result in large setrlements,®? these studies sug-
gest that typical settlements are low. Formal actions may take years to com-
plete, and in legal suits the victim usually must hire legal counsel at consider-
able expense.® Thesc small settlements seem unlikely to compensate victims
for the emotional stress, notoriety, and financial costs involved in filing a pub-
lic complaint. Given the consistency with which victimization falls more of-
ten to women than men, it is ironic that one of the largest settlements awarded
to an individual in a sexual harassment case ($196,500 in damages) was made
to a male who brought suit against his female supervisor,®> perhaps because
sexual aggression by a female is seen as especially egregious.

Emotional Consequences of Harassment for the Victim. In academic settings, ha-
rassment can adversely affect students’ lcarning, and therefore their academic
standing. It can deprive them of educational and career opportunities because
they wish to avoid threatening situations. Students who have been harassed re-
port they consequently avoid taking a class from or working with a particular
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faculty member, change their major, or leave a threatening situation.
ered self-esteem follows the realization that rewards such as a high grade may
have been based on sexual attraction rather than one’s abilities.?” Decreased
feelings of competence and confidence, and increased feelings of anger, frus-
tration, depression and anxicty all can result from harassment.®® The psycho-
logical stress produced by harassment is compounded when women are fired
or quit their jobs in fear or frustration.

Meek and Lynch® propose that victims of harassment typically go through
several stages of reaction, at first questioning the offender’s true intentions and
then blaming themselves for the offender’s behavior. Women with traditional
sex-role beliefs are more likely to blame themselves for being harassed.”!
Victims then worry about being believed by others and about possible retalia-
tion if they take formal steps to protest the behavior. A victim may be too fright-
ened or confused to assert herself or punish the offender. Psychologists work-
ing with victims of harassment would do well to recognize that not only
victims’ emotional reactions but also the nature of the grievance process (as pre-

viously discussed) might discourage women from bringing formal complaints.

Prevention of Sexual Harassment
Some argue that sexual harassment does not occur with great frequency, or if

it once was a problem, that problem has been climinated in recent years.
Indeed, Morgenson,” writing in the business publication Forbes, suggests that
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professional sexual harassment counselors have drummed up the whole issue
in order to sell their services. Yet the studies cited here have documented that
sexual harassment is a widespread problem with serious consequences.

Feminists and union activists have succeeded in gaining recognition of sex-
ual harassment as a form of sex discrimination.”® The law now views sexual
harassment not as the idiosyncratic actions of a few inconsiderate males but as
part of a pattern of behaviors that reflect the imbalance of power between
women and men in our society. Women in various occupations and educa-
tional settings have sought legal redress for actions of supervisors or co-work-
ers, and sexual harassment has become the focus of numerous organizational
policies and grievance procedures.®*

Well-publicized policies that use an inclusive definition of sexual harass-
ment, that include an informal dispute resolution option, that provide an ad-
vocate for the victim (if desired), and that permit multiple offenders to be iden-
tified seem likely to be the most effective way of addressing claims of sexual
harassment. However, even these modifications will not eliminate all of the
problems in policies. The severity of the consequences of harassment for the
victim, coupled with the problematic nature of grievance procedures and
the mildness of punishments for offenders, makes retribution less effective
than prevention of sexual harassment. Organizations should not assume that
their job is completed when they have established a sexual harassment policy.
Extensive efforts at prevention need to be mounted at the individual, situa-
tional, and organizational level.

In prevention efforts aimed at the individual, organizations need to conduct
education about harassment.” In particular, people need to learn to “think like
awoman” in defining which behaviors constitute harassment and recognizing
that these behaviors are unacceptable. Understanding that women find offen-
sive more subtle forms of behavior (such as sexual jokes or comments) may
help reduce the kinds of interactions that create a hostile environment.
Educating personnel about the punishments involved for offensive behavior
also may have a deterring effect.

However, education alone is not sufficient. Sexual harassment is the prod-
uct not only of individual attitudes and beliefs, but also of organizational prac-
tices. Dzeich and Weiner”® describe aspects of educational institutions that
facilitate sexual harassment, including the autonomy afforded the faculty,
the diffusion of authority that permits lack of accountability, and the lack of
women in positions of authority. Research is beginning to identify the charac-
teristics and practices in other types of work settings that facilitate or support
sexual harassment; such rescarch suggests that sexual harassment may be part
of a pattern of unprofessional and disrespectful attitudes and behaviors that

characterizes some workplaccs.(”
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Perhaps the most important factor in reducing sexual harassment is an or-
ganizational culture that reflects equal opportunities for women. A strong
negative relationship exists between the level of perccived equal employment
opportunity for women within a company and the level of harassment re-
ported.”® Workplaces low in perccived equality are the site of more frequent
incidents of harassment. This finding suggests that sexual harassment both
reflects and reinforces the underlying sexual inequality that produces a sex-
segregated and sex-stratified occupational structure.” The implementation of
sexual harassment policies demonstrates the seriousness of those in authority;
the language of the policies provides some measure of clarity about what be-
havior is not acceptablc; and grievance procedures may provide relief and le-
gitimacy to those with complaints.'*” But neither policies nor procedures do
much to weaken the structural roots of gender inequalities in organizations.

Reforms intended to ameliorate women’s position sometimes have unin-
tended negative consequences.!®! The presence of sexual harassment policies
and the absence of formal complaints might promote the illusion that this
problem has been solved. Insuring that this belief docs not prevail requires as-
sessment of all organizational policies and practices as to whether they pro-
mote or hinder equality for women. A long-range strategy for organizational
reform in academia would thus attack the chilly climate for women in class-
room and laboratory;'*? the inferior quality of athletic programs for women;
differential treatment of women applicants; the acceptance of the masculine as
normative; and a knowledge base uninfluenced by women’s values or experi-
ence.'% In other work settings, such a long-range approach would attack both
sex-segregation of occupations and sex-stratification within authority hierar-
chies. Sexual harassment grievance procedures alone are not sufficient to
insure that sexual harassment will be eliminated. An end to this problem
requires sex equity within organizations.
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9

What’s Wrong with Empowerment

OMMUNITY PSYCHOLOGISTS HAVE long emphasized the importance of con-
Ctext for understanding human behavior. Leaders in our field have per-
suasively argued that human actors play out their roles in particular environ-
ments that offer specific constraints and opportunitics and that serve as stimuli
for action. Yet, despite our awareness of context for those we study, we do not
always apply that understanding to oursclves. My purpose here is to point out
how our context—that is, the assumptions and values underlying the disci-
pline of psychology in the United States—shape, sometimes without our
awareness, how we define and study key ideas in our field.

To demonstrate this, [ focus on the concept of ecmpowerment, a concept at
the forefront of community psychology research today. I make two points:
First, psychology’s emphasis on the cognitive processes of the individual leads
us to study individuals’ sense of empowcerment rather than actual increases in
power, thereby making the political personal. Second, the concept of empow-
erment, in accord with psychology’s traditional emphasis on agency, mastery,
and control, emphasizes concerns that have typically been associated with mas-
culinity and men, rather than concerns typically associated with femininity
and women, such as community and connections with others.

Empowerment and Power

History and culture shape the concepts that we use to explain human action.
Perhaps most important of the values shaping psychology is the belief in indi-
vidualism, a belief that lies at the heart of psychology’s vision of human nature.
A great deal of research in psychology rests on the assumption that the healthy
individual is one who is self-contained, independent, and self-reliant, capable
of asserting himself and influencing his environment (and I do mean Ais) and
operating according to abstract principles of justice and fairness. Yet, as
Sampson points out, “the individual that is psychology’s research subject is the
creation of a given sociohistorical system” rather than an exemplar of a time-
less human nature.! The supposedly autonomous individual of modern psy-
chology is the product of Western social and economic belief systems, just as

our concepts of fairness are shaped by capitalist principles of equity and
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exchange. Recall Erik Fromm’s observation: “The underlying structure of
capitalism calls for people who believe themselves to be free agents while they
are actually governed by [market] forces that press them this way and that, but
behind their backs.”?

Consider how the belief in individualism affects our conception of empow-
erment. As Rappaport presents it, empowerment refers to “a mechanism by
which people, organizations, and communities gain mastery over their af-
fairs.”® His notion of empowerment is intended to include a psychological
sense of personal control as well as concern with actual social influence, polit-
ical power, and legal rights. As Zimmerman summarizes, “Psychological em-
powerment includes beliefs about one’s competence and efficacy, and a will-
ingness to become involved in activities to exert control in the social and
political environment. . . . Psychological empowerment is a construct that in-
tegrates perceptions of personal control with behaviors to exert control.”*

Although these definitions of empowerment include actual control and in-
fluence as part of the concept, in a great deal of research actual control is con-
flated with the sense of personal control. For example, in a study of the devel-
opment of community leaders, Kieffer describes “the fundamental
empowering transformation . . . from sense of self as helpless victim to accep-
tance of self as assertive and efficacious citizen,” while Bandura and his col-
leagues consider empowerment to be a manifestation of people’s belief in their
efficacy.® Sampson has pointed out psychology’s tendency to reduce complex
phenomena to individual psychological dynamics:

Effort is expended in developing precise ways to measure and assess individ-
ual psychological states and perceptions and to evaluate individual behavioral
outcomes. The social context within which these individual perceptions and
activities take place is put off to the side, occasionally alluded to, but rarely if
ever systematically addressed.””

Sampson here was criticizing psychological research on justice, yet his com-
ments apply as well to the predilection in community psychology to assess em-
powerment through individuals’ perceptions.

This proclivity stems from a deeper unresolved tension within psychology
between two views of human nature, one which holds that “reality creates the
person” (as reflected, e.g., in behaviorism) and the opposing view that “the per-
son creates reality” (as reflected, e.g., in cognition).® Many agree that the cog-
nitivist perspective currently dominates American psychology.” Central to this
viewpoint is the belie t* -t structures and processes within the individual’s
mind are the primary determinants of behavior: “For cognitivism, it is more
important to understand what is going on within the person’s head as she or
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he confronts an objective stimulus situation than it is to understand the prop-
erties of the situation itself.”!?

The consequence of the cognitivist perspective is to ignore or downplay the
influence of situational or social structural factors in favor of a focus on indi-
vidual perceptions. But this view artificially disconnects human behavior from
the larger sociopolitical context, resulting in a search within the self for solu-
tions to human problems.!! In the context of empowerment, if the focus of in-
quiry becomes not actual power but rather the sense of empowerment, then the
political is made personal and, ironically, the status quo may be supported.

Placing primacy on the phenomenology of the individual ignores the possi-
bility of what Marxists deem “false consciousness.” The individual’s experi-
ence of power or powerlessness may be unrelated to actual ability to influence,
and an increase in the sense of empowerment does not always reflect an in-
crease in actual power. Indeed, a sense of empowerment may be an illusion
when so much of life is controlled by the politics and practices at a macro level.
This does not mean that individuals can have no influence or that individuals’
perceptions are unimportant, but rather that to reduce power to individual
psychology ignores the political and historical context in which people oper-
ate. Confusing one’s actual ability to control resources with a sense of empow-
erment de-politicizes the latter.

Theoreticians of power distinguish power over (“explicit or implicit domi-
nance”) from power to (“the opportunity to act more frecly within some realms
... through power sharing”) and power from (“the ability to resist the power
of others by effectively fending off their unwanted demands”).}? The concept
of empowerment is sometimes used in a way that confounds a sense of efficacy
or esteemn (part of “power to”) with that of actual decision-making control over
resources (“power over”). Many intervention efforts aimed at empowerment
increase people’s “power to” act (for example, by enhancing their self-esteem),
but do little to affect their “power over” resources or policies. For example, a
program designed to enhance the academic success of black college students is
described as “Empowerment of African-American college students.” Students
in the program earn higher grade point averages than comparable students not
in the program, a considerable achievement.!® Yet this program does not ad-
dress control over decision-making. Although self-esteem or achievement
may be related to power and control, these concepts are not the same. To con-
sider them the same is to depoliticize the concept of empowerment.

The question arises, then, whether attempts to enhance a sense of empow-
erment create the illusion of power without affecting the actual distribution
of power. Many interventions attempt to achieve empowerment through in-
creasing individuals’ participation in neighborhood or self-help groups.
Empowerment is sometimes equated with participation, as if changing pro-
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cedures will automatically lead to changes in the context or in the distribu-

4 criticizes this claim in his discussion of reforms in

tion of resources. Lewis
urban education. Some changes, such as the institution of local school coun-
cils, appear to be empowering in that they give local groups more control over
schools. But viewed from a larger perspective, these changes in procedure do
little to affect the distribution of resources in school systems. People who par-
ticipate in community organizations often feel more empowered than do
nonparticipants,'” but participation does not necessarily result in more influ-
ence or control. Chavis and Wandersman'® found that, although people de-
veloped a greater sense of control through participation in a neighborhood or-
ganization, they did not perceive the group as becoming more powerful over
time.

Neighborhood groups are embedded in larger forces and institutions that
arce nonlocal and often not susceptible to local influence.!” For example,
Brenner'® has tracked the relationship between macro-level economic fluctu-
ations and their micro-level impact on rates of mental hospital incarcerations.
Realtors, developers, banks, mortgage institutions, and other market forces, as
well as local, state, and federal governments and their agencies often affect
neighborhood dynamics in ways that are difficult if not impossible for local
grassroots groups to influence. Community organizing cfforts have a long his-
tory in the United States, from those of Jane Addams to Saul Alinsky and con-
temporary attempts to change neighborhoods through group efforts. In a re-
view of these efforts, sociologist Harvey Molotch!” concludes that the local
internal sources of change have generally been relatively unsuccessful in the
light of larger, external forces of change. If interventions aimed to empower
do not address these larger sociopolitical forces, they may be doomed to tran-
sitory or ineffective actions. On the other hand, attempts to address these is-
sues may bring involvement in partisan politics that may put other constraints
on psychologists’ effectiveness.

A paper by [rma Serrano-Garcia?® gives a poignant description of the inex-
tricable relationship of empowerment and politics. Her group, affiliated with
a university and a community mental health center, attempted an intervention
in a poor Puerto Rican community. The intervention failed to reach many of
its goals in part because it did not address the central issue in Puerto Rico,
the island’s political status. Members of the intervention team held a pro-
independence view on this issue, yet they did not reveal their political prefer-
ences to the community. Serrano-Garcia asks:

1) If we maintain our partisan anonymity, will the community feel betrayed?
2) If a particular group of residents chooses to work with us, and their polit-
ical partisanship is well known, should we refuse, or should we accept? Does
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our supposed neutrality hinder our consciousness-raising efforts by forcing us
to remain outside of partisan political issues??!

These difficult questions bring to the fore the relationship between commu-
nity psychology’s concept of empowerment and the larger political arena
within which empowerment efforts operate.

Any serious attempt to gain power (that is, “power over”) by those who are
disempowered will prompt those who see themselves as losing power to fight
back. Increasing control over resources may be permitted only until it becomes
threatening to the dominant group. In reflecting on her intervention efforts,

Serrano-Garcia concludes that:

I am convinced that our project achieved the goals it did because its goals and
strategies werc and arc unknown to people in power, because we are work-
ing with low-status people who arc not rccognized as a threat, and because
we did not choose to deal with problems which directly confront govern-

mental institutions.??

Gruber and Trickett?® raise this issue in the context of organizational
change efforts when they ask, “Can we empower others?” Empowerment re-
quires a redistribution in power, but the institutional structure that puts one
group in a position to empower others also works to subvert the process of em-
powerment. In their study of a school’s attempt to share decision-making, they
found that the sense of empowesrment increased among students and parents,
and students had greater opportunities to affect the curriculum (that is,
“power to”), but few changes occurred in the distribution of “power over,” that
1s, in the structural distribution of power in the school. The broader context of
the empowerment effort, in which control rested with teachers, undermined
attempts to equalize power.

Underlying empowerment ideology is a conflict model that assumes that a
society consists of separate groups possessing differentlevels of power and con-

trol over resources.2t ©

Empowerment is by definition concerned with many
who are excluded by the majority socicty on the basis of their demographic
characteristics or of their physical or emotional difficulties, experienced either

in the past or the present.”?> The outsiders compete with the insiders—and

t26

with each other—for control of resources. Livert?® raises the problem thatem-
powerment of all underrepresented or needy groups merely increases the com-
petition for the same resources. Empowered individuals’ rational pursuit of
their own best interests may end in the destruction of neighborhoods and net-
works of support. Livert’s solution is to balance empowerment with a com-

mitment to the community, thereby strengthening both individuals and the
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community as a whole. Bond and Keys?” present a hopeful example of collab-
oration between two potentially conflicting groups on the board of a commu-
nity agency: parents and community members. Critical to their collaboration
was a culture that appreciated interdependencies and the existence of people
and structures that spanned the groups’ boundaries.

Empowerment of all disenfranchised groups could be dangerous. I think
it 1s instructive that empowerment is favored not only by those who would
describe themselves as politically progressive but also by those who would
describe themselves as conservative—such as the Republican politician Jack
Kemp, former Secretary of Housing and Urban Development, whose politi-
cal group is called Empower America. There are some groups of outsiders
that, one hopes, would become less empowered, rather than more powerful.
For example, nco-Nazis might be considered outsiders, marginal to main-
stream soclety, yet few community psychologists would advocate their em-

powerment.

Empowerment and Community

The underlying assumption of empowerment theory is that of conflict rather
than cooperation among groups and individuals, control rather than commu-
nion. The image of the empowered person (or group) in research and theory
reflects the belief in psychology in separation, individuation, and individual
mastery.?® Carol Gilligan?® contrasts this view of human nature with an al-
ternate vision that emphasizes relatedness and interdependence as central val-
ues of human experience. Although I disagree with Gilligan’s assertion that
these two modes are distributed along gender lines, I concur with her claim
that psychology takes as its highest value the emphasis on autonomy and sep-
aration over relationality. The mature adult in psychological research is char-
acterized by mastery, control, and separation, rather than interdependence or
relatedness. Community psychology’s emphasis on empowerment follows the
pattern of placing primacy on agency, mastery, and control rather than con-
nectedness.

I find this particularly ironic because one of the earliest and most influential
phenomena of interest®® in community psychology was the “sense of commu-
nity,”*! a concept that has been overshadowed recently by the emphasis on em-
powerment. My point is not that the study of community and connectedness
should now supersede the study of empowerment, but rather that both are in-
tegral to human well-being and happiness and to well-functioning communi-
ties, and that both ought to be the objects of our study. However, little work
has been done to integrate these two ideas.
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Research on rape victims demonstrates the importance of both concepts
to understanding human behavior. Contrast two victims: the first, Migael
Scherer, a white middle-class woman raped and nearly strangled one morn-
ing in a laundromat by a stranger. Scherer’s experience, documented in her
book Still Loved by the Sun,® included encounters with sensitive police, doc-
tors, and judges who believed her completely, skillful rape victim advocates
and therapists, supportive family and friends, and so forth. She made full use
of rape counseling advocates and other social services and she did not hesitate
to prosecute the rapist (who was then convicted). Scherer eloquently described
the feelings of smallness and vulnerability, the inability to plan more than one
day at a time, and the confusion, sleeplessness, and agitation that persist long
after a rape. Scherer’s account is a moving description of the process by which
one woman came to feel empowered and efficacious again.

Contrast her experience with that of Altavese Thomas, a poor black mother
of three, gang-raped while drinking with some women friends in a poor, high-
crime neighborhood. Thomas was portrayed by Michelle Fine in her critique
of the view prevalent in social psychological research that “Taking-Control-
Yields-Coping.” Thomas refused to use the criminal justice system or to rely
on kin. Fine argued that:

.. .trusting social institutions, maximizing interpersonal supports, and en-
gaging in self-disclosure are strategies most appropriate for middle-class and
affluent individuals whose interests are served by those institutions, whose so-
cial supports can multiply available resources and contacts, and for whom
self-disclosure may in fact lead not only to personal change but also to struc-
tural change.

Scherer was in such a position: Her life circumstances permitted control and
empowerment to be her primary goals in reestablishing her sense of trust in
the world after the rape. She regained a sense of control in part through pros-
ecution of the rapist, a strategy that might be considered to reflect empower-
ment or agency.

Thomas refused to prosecute the rapists. Her choice stemmed, however, not
from a low “sense of empowerment” but because relatedness and connections
took priority for her, given the likelihood of retaliation if she prosecuted. The
circumstances of her life did not permit the actions usually considered essen-
tial for self-efficacy. Her behavior can best be understood in light of a need to
protect her family. Such a need was not necessary in Scherer’s case, since that
protection existed already. Considering empowerment and control as the op-
timal goal for a rape victim denies the reality of Thomas’s circumstances.
Likewise, empowerment and control may not be the appropriate goal in all
community situations.
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According to Rachel Hare-Mustin and Jeanne Maracek,** autonomy and
relatedness are a function not of one’s gender, but rather of one’s position in a
social hierarchy. The highly valued attributes that our society defines as agen-
tic are those associated with power and status because autonomy and mastery
require the freedom to make choices. Those not in a position of autonamy and
choice must focus on connection and communal goals to survive. Accordingly,
whether individuals act in an autonomous manner or operate in a communal
mode reflects their relative position in the social structure. The implication is
that once those lower on the hierarchy have moved up, they may move from
a relatedness mode to operate on principles of autonomy and individual
agency.

The focus for community psychologists ought to be on understanding how
community shapes the person—in particular, on the conditions that facilitate
both efficacy or personal control and also a sense of community. Paradoxically,
situations that foster community may be the opposite of those that foster em-
powerment. Community may exist most cohesively when people experience a
shared externally generated fate such as a crisis or disaster, or a condition of
poverty or oppression.*> Alienation and a sense of separatencss may result
from the absence of crisis or stress, or from access to sufficient resources to cope
by oneself. The psychological sense of community that is advocated as a goal

36 and others may be a function of interdependence on a material

by Sarason
level. Ironically, when interdependence is no longer necessary, then the psy-
chological sense of community may disappear as well.

Carol Stack’s book A/l Our Kin®” gives a moving example of this dilemma.
The poor people she interviewed participated in daily domestic exchanges of
services, goods, and money that enabled them to survive fluctuations in wel-
fare and the exigencies of living. At the same time, the rules both of the wel-
fare system and of the exchange network prohibited them from acquiring any
surplus that might enable them to improve their economic condition or life sit-
uation. A woman in the exchange network received an unexpected inheri-
tance of $1,500 with which she and her husband hoped to make a down pay-
ment on a home. Within a month and a half, however, the money was gone,
distributed to kin for compelling reasons such as a train ticket to visit a sick
relative, payment for a burial, and new winter clothing for the children.
Another couple had withdrawn from the network to preserve their resources
when they had acquired steady jobs, and they had bought a house and furni-
ture. Some years later, when their marriage was dissolving, the woman began
giving some of her nice clothes and furniture away to her sisters and niece. She
was reestablishing her place in the exchange network by obligating others to
her, creating insurance against future need. The sense of community among
these people was very great: they had a strong network that could be relied
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upon in time of trouble. It is important to note, however, that the network en-
abling them to survive also put constraints on their survival. Finding one’s
voice, controlling one’s resources, and becoming empowered may reduce the
interdependence that produces a strong sense of community.

There may, however, be circumstances in which the two phenomena are not
contradictory. Chavis and Wandersman3® suggest that sense of community is
related to participation in a neighborhood association, similar to Maton and
Rappaport’s*® finding that that development of a psychological sense of com-
munity and commitment were related to empowerment for members of a re-

ligious organization. Leavitt and Saegert’s*

research on leaders in cooperative
housing projects in Harlem, New York, found that shared control was the

basis for empowerment. They concluded:

Cooperatively organized endeavors of different kinds should be explored
more thoroughly as means of empowering as well as serving low-income peo-
ple The real level of control a person can have over life in this society corre-
lates highly with disposable income. The development of a co-op sector could
be an alternative to the prospect that large numbers of people will be able to
exert less and less control over the services and work on which they depend.

There is a danger, however, that community or empowerment can be substi-
tuted as a goal when what people actually need is better jobs and more income.

Zimmerman*' refers to organizations such as those studied by Leavitt and
Saegert as “empowered organizations (i.c., those that influence the policy
process and remain viable over time)” as distinct from “empowering organi-
zations (i.c., those that contribute to the development of psychological em-
powerment).” Although it is theoretically possible for organizations to do both
simultaneously, there are difficult choices between these two goals that need
to be made as organizations grow. Elsewhere I describe the dilemmas faced by
some feminist organizations, such as rape crisis centers or battered women’s
centers started in the 1g6os as part of the Women’s Liberation Movement.
These organizations began as egalitarian groups, focused not only on provid-
ing services but also on sharing leadership and developing the skills of their
members. As these groups became successful, the demand for their services in-
creased. The need for efficiency conflicted with the time-consuming process
of collective decision-making, and the organizations were forced to choose be-
tween widespread participation and meeting the growing demands for ser-
vices. These dilemmas, which I call the “challenges of success,” highlight the
contradictions between the development of community and the empower-
ment of individuals.*?

If empowerment of the disenfranchised is the primary value, then what is
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to hold together societies made up of different groups? Competition among
groups for dominance and control without the simultaneous acknowledge-
ment of common interests can lead to conflicts like the “ethnic cleansing” that
occurred in the former Yugoslavia during the 1ggos. One of the primary tasks
for community psychology, then, is to articulate the relationship between em-
powerment and community. Does empowerment of disenfranchised people
and groups simultaneously bring about a greater sense of community and
strengthen the ties that hold our society together, or does it promote certain in-
dividuals or groups at the expense of others, increasing competitiveness and
lack of cohesion?

The empowered individual in community psychology need not be the indi-
vidual in isolation or even in groups, fighting with others for power and con-
trol. Rather, we should consider connection to be as important as empower-
ment. This conception of community, however, challenges the belief in
individual rights and freedoms which is the cornerstone of the political phi-
losophy on which notions of empowerment rest. Pure liberalism places pri-
macy on individual rights, not corporate or community rights. A community
psychology aimed at empowerment of the individual is consistent with our
dominant political philosophy.

Group or community development inevitably will, at some point, clash with
that of the individual, and the empowerment of one person or group will con-
flict with that of another. The challenge to community psychology is to artic-
ulate a vision that encompasses not only empowerment but also community, a
vision which can address the question asked by Rodney King during the Los
Angeles riots of 1992: “Can’t we all get along?” To answer this question, we
need to consider differences, but also similarities; those things that separate,
and also those we have in common—agency and communion; empowerment,
and also community.
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Women in Management

An Exploration of Competing Paradigms

N RECENT YEARS, women seem to have moved successfully into the top lev-
Iels of organizational management. Newspapers and magazines are filled
with stories about successful women’s careers, a multitude of books give ad-
vice to female managers on everything from dress to conduct in the board-
room, and companies proudly display the names of women on their boards of
directors. However, statistics on women in the labor force present a stark con-
trast to this glowing picture. Although women make up 43 percent of the ex-
ecutive, administrative, and managerial occupations, they hold fewer than 3 to
5 percent of top executive positions—vice presidents and above—in Fortune
500 companies.! The number of female heads of Fortune 500 companies dou-
bled by the year 2000 from a previous high of 2 to a grand total of 4.2 The Glass
Ceiling Commission, established to assess the barriers that prevent women and
minorities from rising to the top levels of management, concluded that white
men still fill most top managerial and executive positions.®

Psychological research on the experience of women in management tends to
focus on personality characteristics and behavior patterns of women as expla-
nations for their low job status. But explanations for behavior may attribute
causes either to the person or to the situation.* Psychologists have typically paid
less attention to the situational factors that may account for women’s low em-
ployment status.” This is in line with the general tendency among psycholog-
ical researchers to consider mainly person-centered variables (those that lie
within the individual) as determinants of behavior, while ignoring situation-
ally relevant factors (those external to the individual).* When person-centered
variables become invested with causal significance, people become the targets,
sometimes inappropriately, of ameliorative efforts. The disproportionate con-
centration on characteristics of persons as explanatory variables has serious
repercussions when used as a basis for social policy because money and effort
aimed at social change may be misdirected, and blame for social problems may
implicitly be attributed to the victims of those problems.” Furthermore, the
problems are not solved.

This chapter demonstrates that a situation-centered perspective can make a
significant contribution to our understanding of why so few women are in top
management positions.

107



Person-Centered Explanations

Person-centered explanations for the absence of women in top management
positions suggest that women lack the characteristics necessary to lead com-
panies and governments.? One reason for this alleged deficit is considered to
be female socialization practices that encourage development of personality
traits and/or behavior patteras that are contrary to the demands of the man-
agerial role. Among these traits are a fear of success and an unwillingness to
take risks.

A classic example of this type of explanation is the theory proposed in the
late 1960s by psychologist Matina Horner as an explanation for women’s lack
of advancement. Put simply, she suggests that women have a fear of success
because of the incompatibility between achievement and a sense of femininity.
As Horner describes it:

A bright woman is caught in a double bind. In testing and other achievement-
oriented situations she worries not only about failure, but also about success.
If she fails, she is not living up to her own standards of performance; if she
succeeds, she is not living up to societal expectations about the female role.
For women, then, the desire to achieve is often contaminated by what I call

the motive to avoid success.”

Horner’s methodology caught readers’ imaginations and helped to popu-
larize her research. Her subjects were asked to complete a story that began
with the sentence, “After first term finals, John (Anne) finds himself (herself)
at the top of his (her) medical-school class.” Females wrote about Anne; males
wrote about John. Horner found that more than 65 percent of the females in
her study told stories that included negative imagery or concern about doing
well, reflected in such themes as the social rejection accompanying success or
doubts about one’s femininity. The stories were often vivid and dramatic (e.g.,
“Anne is an acne-faced bookworm ... “). The interpretation of these data,
widely reported in the popular press at the time, was that because socialization
patterns teach females to equate success with negative outcomes, women have
an inner drive to avoid success.

However, a series of follow-up studies demonstrated (a) that fear of success
is not necessarily an internal motivational state, but may instead be a response
to situational factors, and (b) that this fear of success is not necessarily restricted

10 For instance, when “medical” is changed to “nursing” in Horner’s

to women.
first sentence, females’ stories include less negative imagery.'! This suggests
that the critical factor for understanding women’s responses is recognizing the

impact of the widely held belief that success in nontraditional occupations is
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associated with negative consequences.'” Both women and men recognize that
successful females (and perhaps successful males in a nontraditionally mascu-
line field such as nursing) may experience obstacles and conflicts as a result of
their occupational choices. Responses indicative of fear of success, therefore,
may reflect expectations of “punishment” for sex role deviancy.!® Based on the
experiences of women who pioneered in nontraditional fields,'* these fears
seemn to be anchored in reality. Thus researchers studying fear of success have
shifted from focusing on the nature of women to emphasizing the cultural
constraints on women that are mediated through sex role expectations.’

A second example of the women-centered type of explanation is found in
Hennig and Jardim’s book, The Managerial Woman.'® The authors’ explana-
tion for women’s lack of success assumes, first, that women lack requisite man-
agerial skills or traits and behave in a different (and allegedly inferior) man-
ner than men in managerial positions and, second, that these differences are
the result of differential sex role socialization in childhood and adolescence.
The authors argue, for example, that playing team sports teaches little boys
the key elements of management—how to plan strategies, how to work with
people regardless of personal feelings, how to compete, and so on. Because girls
are less likely to engage in team sports, they do not learn these skills and con-
sequently may not possess the abilities that lead to managerial success.

Hennig and Jardim!” perceive additional differences in male and female
work-related attitudes. Men see risk as an opportunity for success as well as
failure, while women see it primarily as a potential loss. Men link their pre-
sent work experiences to future carcer goals, implying progression toa reward,
while women seck fulfillment in their immediate situations. Boys grow up al-
ways knowing they will have to earn a living, whereas a career is questionable
in the eyes of some young girls. Hence, behavior that men may attribute to lack
of motivation on the part of women is, according to these authors, actually the
result of socialization experiences that put women at a disadvantage in the
work world. The authors advocate that women who aspire to management
should develop skills they may have missed in earlier years, such as long-range
goal setting and planning.

The research literature contains mixed results on sex differences in leader-
ship.'® Although inconsistencies abound, leader gender has generally been
shown to be an important explanatory variable in laboratory studies but not in
studies conducted in field settings.!” While people expect women to be more
interpersonally oriented and men more task-oriented, these differences do not
appear in studies that were carried out in organizations. Some evidence sug-
gests, however, that women adopt a more democratic or participatory style
while men adopt a more autocratic or directive style, perhaps because women

who act autocratically are devalued.?’
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Researchers should use caution when interpreting the results of studies on
sex differences, because findings of significant differences based on gender
may be methodological artifacts.’! The greater control possible in the labora-
tory not only makes differences due to gender easier to detect but also makes
them more likely to occur. The artificial, short-term nature of the laboratory
experiment may heighten the salience of “ascribed” or visible permanent roles,
such as those related to gender, and may thus elicit responses based on role
stereotyping. Subjects of research in field settings have more information
available to them, particularly when the leaders and subordinates under study
have been involved in actual long-term, ongoing work situations, and gender
may be less salient under these conditions.?? Also, women who rise to the top
in actual organizations may be selected or trained for leadership roles in ways
that minimize sex differences.?

In addition, findings of sex differences may reflect differences based on fac-
tors that covary with gender but that are inadequately controlled in research
designs. Female supervisors tend to have less influence in organizations, and
subordinates’ dissatisfaction with female managers may be due to the super-
visor’s inability to wield influence rather than to her gender.?* Findings of sex
differences in work settings disappear when the influence of age, education,
and experience of leaders and subordinates is controlled;?®> when type of
occupation, level within the organization, and extent of professional training
are considered;?® and when actual rather than perceived leader behaviors are
examined.?”

Finally, although men and women may differ in their preferences for spe-
cific behaviors or leadership styles, these differences need not produce differ-
ences in overall performance. One study found that women took fewer risks
in making decisions but did not differ from men in overall decision accuracy.?®
Furthermore, men and women may choose different leadership behaviors be-
cause they perceive that specific behaviors will be rewarded rather than be-
cause of their personality traits or sex role socialization. Studies indicate that
the perceived effectiveness of different supervisory styles varies with the gen-
der of the supervisor and subordinate.?® People tend to devalue women who
act autocratically relative to the evaluation of their male counterparts.®”
Women who use an authoritative leadership style violate people’s belief that a
woman should be interpersonally oriented and sensitive.*! This, rather than
personality characteristics, may contribute to women’s greater use of a demo-
cratic style. Moreover, although men and women appear equally effective as
leaders in general, the settings in which they work make a difference: women
are less effective as leaders in traditionally male settings, such as the military,
while men are less effective in traditionally female settings, such as education

and social service organizations.?
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Some observers, especially popular writers who claim that sex differences
exist in overall performance or leadership style, tend to attribute these differ-
ences to early sex role socialization, although they do not demonstrate this
causal sequence empirically.>® The ideal way of demonstrating such causality
would be through longitudinal research that first identifies early sex differ-
ences in socialization and then links these differences to behavior in later years.
In the absence of such longitudinal research, we are left either with post hoc
inferences about these connections without empirical bases or with successful
women’s retrospective accounts of their childhood experiences.

Perhaps the most influential example of these retrospective accounts has
been Hennig and Jardim’s description of “Twenty-Five Women Who Made
It,” included in The Managerial Woman ** These women, who had all reached
the highest executive level in major corporations, had some striking similari-
ties in their past experiences. All were firstborn children; most had had close
relationships with their fathers, who had encouraged them to be independent,
self-reliant, and risk taking; and team games had been important to them as
children. Each of these women had developed a close relationship with a male
boss whose encouragement and support appeared to be a critical factor in her
success. Although this study provides a provocative look at women at the top,
it raises as many questions as it answers. For example, although the early child-
hood and adolescent experiences of these women were emphasized, the actual
key to their success may have been the presence of a mentor—a factor inde-
pendent of their socialization. Indeed, it may be that the socialization of males
which makes them willing to nurture the career of a female is the critical fac-

tor in women'’s success.

Situation-Centered Explanations

An alternative paradigm for explaining women’s lack of success in manage-
ment emphasizes the nature of the work environment faced by women who
aspire to managerial carcers. Characteristics of the organizational situation,
rather than inner traits and skills, may shape and define women’s behavior on
the job.

This view is clearly expressed in Kanter’s Men and Women of the Corpora-
tion.>> Kanter looks at social structural factors and finds that the distribution
of opportunity and power and the social composition of groups within orga-
nizations may be the critical variables for understanding women’s lack of man-
agerial success. Women’s opportunities are blocked, they tend to have little
power in the larger organizational hierarchy, and those who do get close to the
top are often surrounded by colleagues who are predominantly male.
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Kanter®® suggests that the critical factor for women may not be their gen-
der, but rather their number. She claimed that certain dynamics prevail when
“tokens” are present in groups, regardless of whether their token status is due
to gender, ethnicity, or other social characteristics. Tokens are likely to be scru-
tinized more closely, pressured to side with the majority against their kind,
and expected to conform to stereotypes. A series of experimental laboratory
studies of solo status in groups corroborates Kanter’s ficld observations.?”
When only one black, man or woman, was in a group, he or she was perceived
as disproportionately prominent, was evaluated more extremely, and was
likely to be cast in special, often stereotypical, roles. Minority individuals in
fully integrated groups, however, did not receive such treatment. Taylor et al.
suggest a cognitive rather than motivational explanation for this phenomenon
and conclude that increased attention is accorded to the solo member because
of his or her uniqueness rather than because of minority group membership.
But not all tokens are treated alike: the sole man in a group is likely to become
its leader, while this position is rarely given to the only woman in a group.3®

Being the only woman in a group of men may heighten attention to a
woman’s gender and elicit perceptions and behaviors believed to be congruent
with the female role.?” Behavior that matches sex role expectations, for exam-
ple, is evaluated more positively than behavior perceived as inconsistent with
expectations.*Y For women, attractiveness may further exacerbate the salience
of sex role expectations. Heilman and Saruwatari*' found that attractiveness
was a disadvantage for female applicants seeking positions believed to require
predominantly male skills (e.g., managerial jobs). Attractive men and unat-
tractive women received higher ratings on traditionally masculine attributes
considered essential for work success: ambition, decisiveness, and rationality.

When the findings of research emphasizing situational or structural factors
are compared with those of research focusing on women'’s dispositions or char-
acteristics, one finds radically different explanations for identical sorts of be-
havior. For example, some studies note that women tend to overemphasize the
task at hand, as opposed to seeing it as a stepping-stone to further achievement.
According to person-centered explanations, women do this because they have
not learned to set goals and plan ahead. According to situational explanations,
this behavior has a radically different cause: because women are not promoted
within organizations, they overemphasize the job at hand, which becomes
their major source of satisfaction and self-esteem.

As another example, women may consider the personal relationships they
form with co-workers to be an important source of job satisfaction. Again, per-
son-centered explanations see this as a reflection of women’s inadequate train-
ing, which does not teach them to work with people regardless of the nature
of the personal relationship involved. A situation-centered perspective, on the
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other hand, views women’s emphasis on being well-liked by co-workers to be
the result of the job situation faced by women. Since women have little chance
of advancement, their sources of satisfaction do not come from the job itself,
but rather from the quality of their relationships with co-workers. “Being
well-liked becomes another meaning of success to people in dead-end work.”#?

Other factors in the job environment, such as the attitudes of workers
toward female managers, may impede women’s success.*> Psychologist Made-
line Heilman and her colleagues asked male managers to rate the characteris-
tics of men, women, and managers and found much more overlap between
descriptions of men and successful managers than between women and man-
agers; in other words, successful managers are still seen as male.** Workers
may be overtly hostile to women as managers, or they may discriminate in a
more subtle way, for example, by attributing women'’s success to factors other
than their ability. One study of male managers’ attitudes toward working
women found that negative attitudes toward women were based not on males’
beliefs that women are less competent or qualified, but on the fact that having
women as colleagues or bosses upsets the traditional patterns of deference be-
tween men and women.* In contemporary society, the distribution of power
by gender favors male dominance. Women who move upward in an organi-
zational structure upset this traditional balance of power and, in so doing, may
discomfit and threaten men as well as other women. A 1965 study found that
the majority of male executives in one study believed that men do not feel com-
fortable with a female boss, and a third of the executives felt that women in
managerial positions have a bad effect on employee morale.*® Attitudes today
may be more accepting of women in leadership positions.

In field research using participant-observation methods, Mayes found that
women in authority elicited hostility and/or dependence in males. She con-
cluded that “the resistance to changing sex-role behavior on the part of men
and women involves the deeply embedded fear that change means chaos and
collapse in the norms and behaviors that govern the most sacred areas of every-
day life—the family and sexuality.”*” Employed women may threaten men’s
basic concepts of masculinity.*® Again, numbers may be critical: Lockheed*’
found that men’s explanations for a woman’s success emphasized her sexual-
ity when she was in a solo status position but not when she was one among
many women. Motivational dynamics need not be postulated to explain sex

discrimination at work, however. Kiesler®®

identifies a cognitive basis in the
process called “actuarial prejudice,” the expectation of inferior performance
from subgroup members based on available information about that group.
Since there are fewer successful women than men, people may expect all
women to be less successful and behave accordingly.

Whatever the underlying dynamics of sex role stereotyping, the effects are
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clear: behavior is evaluated differently according to whether it is attributed to
males or to females.’! Goldberg®? found that professional journal articles at-
tributed to female authors are evaluated less favorably than are the same arti-
cles attributed to male authors, although a later study failed to replicate these
results.>® Bias in evaluation may be a function of the type of work involved,”*
the demands of the job,>® whether the job is seen as gender appropriate,® and
whether the outcome of the work effort is clear or ambiguous. Pheterson,
Kiesler,and Goldberg®” found that entries in an art show were evaluated more
favorably when attributed to males, although paintings described as prize-
winning did not elicit differential ratings according to the gender of the artist.
These results suggest that when success is ambiguous, women and men
evoke different evaluations; but once independent verification of success is
available, the discriminations disappear. There is even some evidence that bias
in evaluating successful performance works in the opposite direction. Given
equally high levels of performance, women are evaluated more favorably than
men.’® When a woman outperforms competing men, however, her evaluation
is commensurate with her performance; in addition, the men like her less and
would exclude her from the group if it were necessary to limit group size.>
In a review of research on evaluation of women’s competence, psychologist
Virginia Valian concludes that moderate success is seen as acceptable for
women. However, high success for women violates our expectations, and one
way to reconcile the discrepancy is to attribute women’s success to factors other
than ability.°
for men’s and women’s success found the predicted pattern, although small in

A review of fifty-eight experiments that focused on attribution

magnitude. On masculine tasks, people saw men’s success as due to ability,
while women’s success was credited to effort.®! If women’s high performance
isattributed to extra effort, it is considered deserving of higher praise than sim-
ilar performance by men.®? However, attributing women’s success to effort
elicits fewer and less desirable organizational rewards than those elicited by
the causes typically attributed to men.®* Pay raises were deemed appropriate
when success was due to effort, but promotion was the preferred personnel ac-
tion only when success was due to ability. Thus, the differential attribution of
causes of success for men and women has a significant impact on the alloca-
tion of rewards in work settings.

Differential allocation of organizational rewards (such as salary and pro-
motion) on the basis of gender lies at the heart of discriminatory employment
practices. Various studies have shown that sex bias operates in selection
choices,% promotion,®® and determination of salary level,®® although factors
such as graduate training and field of specialization also play an influential role
in personnel decisions.®”

Discriminatory personnel practices may be a result not only of the em-
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ployee’s gender, but also of the perceived gender appropriateness of the occu-
pational position. Experimental results indicate that incongruence between an
applicant’s sex and job role is tolerated only when the applicant is overquali-
fied.®® Since both males and females perceive managerial jobs as requiring typ-
ically male sex role characteristics,® it is likely that these jobs are seen as in-
appropriate for women and that women have to be more qualified than men
to be accepted at this level. Even if a woman is highly qualified, factors inher-
ent in the informal organizational structure can still impede her achievement.
Organizational advancement often depends on one’s ability to find suitable
mentors throughout one’s career,”” but men hesitate to adopt the role of men-
tor to a young and aspiring female manager. Sponsoring a woman may be
viewed as a risky undertaking, one in which the probability of failure is too
high. Moreover, preference for males may operate independently of negative
attitudes toward women. Larwood and Blackmore found that, for leadership
positions, same-sex acquaintances are solicited more frequently than are cross-
sex acquaintances; they concluded that “people groom for leadership those

with whom they enjoy an in-group relationship.””!

Since most managers are
male, they are likely to select males for advancement and promotion, regard-
less of their attitudes toward women.

Men’s general unwillingness to be mentors to women is not balanced by a
large number of women taking on this role because of the scarcity of female
executives at top levels of organizations.”? The number of potential female
mentors is further reduced by the tendency of some successful female execu-
tives to suffer from the “queen bee syndrome,” a set of attitudes that are anti-
female. These women have succeeded both socially and professionally, but are
resistant to increasing the number of female managers because they want to
preserve their unique status in a man’s world.”> However, the pervasiveness of
this syndrome is contradicted by research indicating that high-status women
have the most favorable attitudes toward women as managers’* and that
female executives are as willing as males to be mentors.”

Given the dismal implications of many of these research findings, what is to

be done to increase the numbers of women in management?

Implications for Research and Action

Women aspiring to management positions are bombarded with advice on how
to succeed. The strategies for success tend to fall into two categories, parallel-
ing person- versus situation-centered explanations of women’s low job status.
Some strategies call for personal growth by women, whereas others suggest
change in the practices or social composition of organizations.
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Those paths to success requiring personal growth (known today as the de-
velopment of human capital, such as education, work experience, and so forth)
tend to encourage cither the development of skills that will help women take
charge of their lives, such as assertiveness training, or the enhancement of spe-
cific management-related or technical skills, such as conducting meetings or

76 Determining whether these strategies do in fact succeed

handling finances.
is difficult, since assessing the validity of the underlying person-centered as-
sumptions about women’s lack of job mobility is problematic. It is possible that
women’s low status is due to personal attributes; however, without research
that also tests and rejects rival situational or structural hypotheses, person-cen-
tered research results cannot be considered conclusive. Acquiring the requi-
site managerial skills may do nothing to reduce the hostility that women face
on the job or to mitigate the fact that they may be in token positions. Factors
such as these may interact with or even prevail over one’s personal skills or
dispositions.

Moreover, even the most highly skilled women may be the targets of dis-
crimination. A study of the salaries of close to 1,500 male and female man-
agers found that even after education, training, experience, hours worked,
and numerous other similar factors were accounted for, a substantial discrep-
ancy favoring men remained.”” Another study of managers in twenty Fortune
500 corporations came to the same conclusion after examining women who
had “all the right stuff”: years of work experience equal to men, similar
amounts of education, willingness to move for one’s job, working in similar
industries, and so forth.”® As one writer put it, “Men have the advantage of
being men.””?

Implicit in person-centered strategies is the belief that women should adopt
a model of organizational behavior that is essentially male. Women are coun-
seled that the key to success lies in the acquisition of characteristics typically
attributed to the male sex role, such as assertiveness and rationality. Yet, stud-
ies have documented the negative consequences of the traditional male role on
men’s physical and mental health.®® Women who adopt characteristics of the
traditional male role are likely to suffer the same negative consequences.
Furthermore, the efficacy of the traditional male model for optimal organiza-
tional functioning has itself been questioned. Characteristics associated with
traditional female sex roles, such as an emphasis on people as opposed to pro-
duction, might actually produce better outcomes in certain work situations.®!
Approaches to leadership that emphasize personality traits without also con-
sidering situational factors have been abandoned as inconclusive after more
than three decades of research on male leaders; reviving the trait approach for
female managers is likely to be no more productive.

Situation-centered research also suggests strategies for increasing the up-

116 GENDER, POLICIES, AND PRACTICES



ward mobility of female workers: training managers in the uniform use of ob-
jective rating scales and specific decision rules;® presenting affirmative action
policies in a noncoercive manner;® changing the distribution of opportunities
and power and eliminating women’s token status;** and reducing the salience
of gender and associated stereotypes by increasing the amount of information
on which decisions are based.?> Valian® asserts that we need to change gen-
der schemas, the implicit hypotheses we all have about sex differences that lead
us to overrate men and underrate women. Severely sanctioning those who dis-
criminate and tangibly rewarding those who sponsor women’s entry into man-
agerial networks would also promote women’s upward job mobility.

Although these situation-centered strategies may facilitate the upward mo-
bility of women in existing organizations, they do not come any closer than
person-centered strategies do to addressing fundamental questions about the
impact of work on people. Simply filling slots in organizational charts with
women who have adopted male work patterns ignores both the negative con-
sequences of traditionally masculine work styles and the unique contributions
that can be obtained from more traditionally feminine orientations. Further-
more, as Kanter®” suggests, “organizational reform is not enough. It is also
important to move beyond the issues of whether or not concrete individuals
get their share to questions of how shares are determined in the first place—
how labor is divided and how power is concentrated.”

A 1999 report, “Study on the Status of Women Faculty in Science at MIT,”#8
tound that junior women faculty felt well supported within their departments
and did not believe that gender bias would affect their careers. In contrast, se-
nior women, although they had tenure, felt marginalized and isolated from a
significant role in their departments. Discrimination against these women
took subtle forms: inequitable distribution of laboratory space, awards, and
distinctions; less desirable teaching assignments; and lack of inclusion on
important committees. Similarly, top female executives in one multinational
corporation received the same pay and benefits as comparable men, but they
managed fewer people, were given fewer stock options, and reported less sat-
isfaction with their future career opportunities.®’ Blatant discrimination may
be rare once women reach top levels of organizations, but subtle forms may
persist, even in the presence of good intentions.

Contemporary organizational psychology emphasizes the interaction of
employee characteristics, the nature of the job, the organizational structure,
and the external environment. The complete explanation of why so few
women are top-level managers will emerge only when these contingencies are
reflected in research. Until psychological studies on women and management
consider the interaction of both person- and situation-centered variables, re-
searchers run the risks of ignoring factors that may explain significant pro-

WOMEN IN MANAGEMENT 117



portions of variance in their findings. And programs designed to remedy
women’s low status may overlook key targets for change efforts.” Further-
more, unless the negative aspects of organizational life are examined and elim-
inated, women’s move into top levels of management may create new prob-
lems for them while solving old ones.
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II

Low-Paying Jobs for Women

By Discrimination or by Choice?

OMEN’S STUDIES ENTERED THE courtroom in the 1986 case of the Equal

Employment Opportunity Commission v. Sears, Roebuck and Company.1
The Economic Opportunity Commission (EEOC) accused Sears of sex dis-
crimination by channeling female workers into salaried sales jobs that paid less
and were less prestigious than those that included a commission as part of com-
pensation. Sears did not dispute the lack of women in commission sales jobs
but denied that the disparity was due to discriminatory practices. Sears argued
that the kinds of jobs that included commissions involved traditionally male
products, such as automotive supplies, plumbing, and furnaces, and often re-
quired evening or weekend work schedules. According to Sears, women
lacked interest in these kinds of jobs. To the consternation of many, scholars
of women'’s history testified on both sides of the case, using historical infor-
mation to interpret the statistical disparities in Sears’s workforce in sharply
contrasting ways.”

As an expert witness for Sears, Rosalind Rosenberg testified that commit-
ment to the home and family, internalization of values that are predominately
relationship-centered rather than work-centered, and policies and practices
that make working difficult for married women and women with small chil-
dren lead women to have different attitudes, goals, and expectations toward
work than men. Consequently, they choose different jobs. As an expert wit-
ness for the EEOC, Alice Kessler-Harris countered that women’s choices
about work can be understood only within the context of opportunities avail-
able to them. Working women choose high-paying jobs if they are available to
them. Furthermore, while upper-income, professional women and those who
do not work for wages may hold “feminine” values of domesticity and nurtu-
rance, it is not appropriate to attribute these values to all women.?

Although most of the information used by Rosenberg and Kessler-Harris is
historical, research on the interpersonal dynamics of the workplace is also rel-
evant to this case. In making his decision in favor of Sears, the judge in the case
was influenced not so much by historical evidence as by evidence from the im-
mediate work environment. The judge accepted as the most credible and con-
vincing evidence regarding women’s interests the testimony of Sears managers
and other store personnel who said that they had attempted unsuccessfully to

recruit women to commission sales jobs. They said that women were uninter-
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ested and unwilling to take these jobs because of their highly competitive,
stressful nature and unfriendly working atmosphere and because women
were unfamiliar with the products involved. According to Sears’s managers,
women were afraid that they might not be able to compete and thus might put
their jobs in jeopardy. The store witnesses’ opinions were reinforced by the re-
sults of morale surveys that Sears takes of its workers every three years, ask-
ing about job satisfaction, interest in promotion, and so forth. In the surveys,
noncommissioned saleswomen were more satisfied than were noncommis-
sioned salesmen, and more men expressed interest in promotions than women.
The judge concluded that women’s lack of interest in commission sales was
the cause of sex segregation at Sears. Responsibility for the disproportionate
numbers lies with women themselves, in their own choices and behaviors. In
so deciding, the judge ignored the way that the social context at Sears shapes
women’s attitudes and choices. That social context is not the same for women
at Sears—or elsewhere—as it is for men.

Women who are pioneers in mostly male occupations have few female role
models or mentors to help them in their careers. Role models of people we see
as similar to ourselves can show us how things are done in unfamiliar situa-
tions and they can provide inspiration and hope: “If she can do it, then so can
I.” Mentors go a step further by taking a direct personal interest in our success.
They introduce us to the right people, critique our work in helpful ways, and
teach us what we need to know in order to succeed. The absence of female role
models and mentors in commission sales at Sears was likely to have a chilling
effect on women’s perceptions of opportunities for success in these jobs. The
impression would be that these jobs are off-limits for women,* and so other
women would be less likely to aspire to them.” Perhaps women at Sears
thought their chances of success were low simply because few other women
had succeeded before them.®

The judge accepted testimony from Sears’s witnesses that “women tend to
be more interested than men in the social and cooperative aspects of the work-
place.”” The implication of this testimony is that this is a stable and reliable
manifestation of female gender. Yet a study of men and women at work found
that women’s emphasis on good relationships with co-workers was not a func-
tion of their gender or personality. Rather, it was the result of the lack of ad-
vancement possibilities on the job. Little chance of advancement means that
women look to their relationships with co-workers as sources of satisfaction.®

Other factors in the work environment also could have affected women'’s at-
titudes and job preferences. Women who were hired or promoted into com-
mission sales were likely to be in a minority position. Certain predictable ex-
periences happen to people who are in solo-status (token) positions.” They tend
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to be scrutinized closely, receiving more than their share of attention. The dif-
ferences between them and the rest of the group are exaggerated, often in the
form of jokes or teasing. Finally, they are seen by others to be acting in sterco-
typical ways. That is, regardless of how they actually behave, others will sce
them as living up to their stereotypes and will cast them in special roles. Thus,
the only female in a group of male workers will become the “mother” of the
group. It is she who will bring the doughnuts to meetings and remember peo-
ple’s birthdays. Ironically, being in a solo-status position seems to work against
women but for men. The sole male member of an all-female group easily be-
comes its leader, a rare occurrence for solo females in all-male groups.!” The
consequence of being a woman in this solo-status position is that she 1s 1solated.
Is it any wonder, then, that when asked which jobs they prefer, women would
not choose a work situation in which they would be in a minority?

Furthermore, survey findings that few women workers aspire to jobs in
which few females have gone before them do not in themselves rule out dis-
crimination by the employer. Rather, women simply could be choosing not to
put themselves in a situation where they might be subject to the consequences
of discrimination. The wish to minimize their own job risks does not neces-
sarily mean that there is no discrimination at that workplace. The Sears sur-
vey asked only if women wanted commission sales jobs. It did not ask if a
woman could be successful in such a job or whether she might face hostility
from co-workers or customers. Thus, the conclusion follows that women’s job
choices are freely chosen, since an alternative explanation was never explored.
To ignore the alternative explanation and to locate the cause of women’s lack
of success within women themselves is to blame the victim.

The second point that impressed the judge in the Sears case is that women
were not deemed to be as qualified as men for commissioned sales jobs.
However, the way that people were hired and promoted at Sears left consid-
erable room for stereotypes about gender to bias the evaluation process. For
instance, the most important part of the hiring process was an interview. “The
interviewer would evaluate the applicant’s personal characteristics, such as ap-
pearance, manner, assertiveness, and friendliness, ability to communicate, mo-
tivation, and overall potential.”!? Sears used no written guidelines for selec-
tion of commission salespersons, and the interviewers were not formally
trained in what qualities to look for in commission sales candidates. In other
words, the evaluation process was fairly subjective, leaving considerable room
for discretion on the part of the interviewer.

A host of studies by social scientists provides clear evidence that gender has
a profound effect on evaluation. In order to investigate bias in hiring decisions,
researchers give people simulated job applicant folders. Half of the folders
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identify the applicant as Robert; the other half identify the applicant as
Roberta. The rest of the information in the folders is identical. The results:
women are consistently rated higher when the job involved is female-typed,
while men are preferred for male-typed jobs.!2

Once hired, women continue to face discrimination. Evaluations of
women’s achievement, of their potential, and of their performance on the job
tend to be lower than evaluations of equivalent performance of men. This pro-
male evaluation bias is more likely to operate with jobs traditionally occupied
by males and with more demanding jobs. Should a woman get one of these
jobs and be successful, her achievements are credited to luck rather than to
ability.!?

The more ambiguous the evaluation process, the more likely it is that gen-
der bias will operate. The more the job involved is stereotyped as appropriate
for the opposite sex, the more likely it is that gender bias will operate.!® The
Sears hiring procedure for commission sales leaves judgment up to the dis-
cretion of the interviewer for a job that is male sex-typed—the precise situa-
tion in which a pro-male bias is likely to operate. The claim that women are
not as qualified as men for these jobs must be viewed in that context.

The final point on which the judge grounded his decision in the Sears case
is that the claim of discrimination was based on statistical evidence rather than
on the testimony of individual women who said that they had been victimized.
The EEOC presented statistics demonstrating that many fewer women were
hired and promoted into commission sales than could be expected, given the
total pool of women potentially eligible for these jobs. The judge rejected the
statistical evidence as highly misleading and instead placed great weight on
the fact that no woman who worked at Sears came forth to testify that she per-
sonally had been the victim of discrimination.

However, the lack of claimants is not surprising. A study designed to ex-
plore how women feel about their jobs discovered the following paradox.
When asked if women are discriminated against, a woman will say yes with-
out hesitation. When asked if she personally is the victim of discrimination,
that same woman is likely to say no. So at the same time a2 woman acknowl-
edges discrimination against women in general, she will deny her own vic-
timization. Yet the group of women who gave these responses to researchers
earned $5,000—$g,000 less than men who had equivalent jobs and work back-
grounds. These women were paid less than the men, and they believed that
women were subject to discrimination. Yet they were unwilling or unable to
acknowledge that discrimination had occurred to them.!®

Why is this so? One possibility is that patterns of discrimination can be ob-
served most readily only when we look at the experience of a large number of
people, not just a few individuals because individual idiosyncrasies are aver-
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aged out in the group. A woman applying for a job is unlikely to know how
other women have been treated in the hiring process. If she is not hired, she
may look within herself for explanations for her lack of success.!®

People tend to attribute their own success or failure to one of four factors:
ability, effort, task difficulty, or luck. If I do well at something, I can credit my
talent or skills, my hard work, the ease of the task, or just plain luck. But
women’s successes are often attributed to factors other than ability, such as
luck, effort, or cheating. Women may do this to themselves as well. Ironically,
women’s tendency to credit their successes to luck—but to blame themselves
for failures—is especially likely to occur on male sex-typed tasks.!” An indi-
vidual woman may see her failure to be hired or promoted as the result of her
own inadequate abilities or efforts. Add this to women’s lack of information
about what has happened to other women at her work setting, and we begin
to understand why so few come forward to claim discrimination. Statistical
evidence may be the best way to show patterns of discrimination. Yet the judge
in the Sears case was unwilling to accept statistical evidence, an action that does
not bode well for those who view litigation as the means of achieving job
equity.

Judicial decisions, like other decisions, do not occur in a vacuum. The cli-
mate of the times today is one in which success or failure is attributed to fac-
tors within the individual, and social context is ignored. The decision in the
Sears case blames the absence of women in high-paying jobs on women them-
selves. This explanation can—and will-—be used to justify discrimination not
only in the sphere of employment, but also in virtually every area of life.
Achieving equity requires not only that women and minorities change them-
selves to meet the demands of the work world, as we hear so often; it also re-
quires that the work world change to eradicate the barriers that prevent
women and minorities from achieving. Even if sex and race segregation in em-
ployment diminishes, some of the problems mentioned here will persist.
Women may make up about half of those in managerial ranks, reflecting their
numbers in the general population and reducing the impact on women of such
dynamics as tokenism. But those who are minorities in the population at large,
such as African Americans, are likely to remain minorities at managerial lev-
els. The negative dynamics affecting those in “solo status” positions may still
apply to them. Changing the work world has not been easy in the past. The
decision in the Sears case illustrated the predominance of a worldview that will
make it all the more difficult in the future.
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Challenges of Success

Stages of Growth in Feminist Organizations

CREATING ORGANIZATIONS THAT S$ERVE and advocate for women has been
an outstanding achievement of the feminist movement in the United
States since the 1970s. Battered women'’s shelters, women’s studies programs,
health clinics, law firms, bookstores, theaters, art galleries, newspapers, and
many other feminist organizations and enterprises have enriched women’s
lives and furthered the process of social change. Having been involved in sev-
eral of these groups as a participant, researcher, and consultant, | have noticed
that organizations with very different purposes, united only loosely by femi-
nist ideology, confront similar issues as they grow. Some of these issues arise in
any small organization as it becomes larger and more complex; others are com-
mon to social movement organizations that use a collectivist structure. But
particular problems emerge when feminist values encounter the demands of
life in a growing organization. This chapter explores the challenges and
choices that feminist organizations face as they grow.

Feminism is not a unitary sct of beliefs but rather encompasses a range of
ideologies.! Nonetheless, two concerns are central to most variants of femi-
nism as it developed in the United States in the 1g6os: (1) opposition to the
domination of men over women; and (2) a belief that women share a status as
members of a subordinate group. Many of the women who started feminist or-
ganizations during this time believed that hierarchy in organizations created
a system of dominance of supcriors over subordinates that mirrored the dom-
inance of men over women. In their view, the impersonal, rule-bound nature
of bureaucratic interactions isolated individuals from one another, dehuman-
izing them and making them dependent on the organization.? A discussion of
how to structure a rape crisis center exemplifies these claims:

One of the goals we are working toward is an end to domination and control
in relationships between people. Rape is an extreme example of this: but most
of us learn to follow a similar pattern in our personal and work relation-
ships. . .. Most traditional organizational structures are hierarchies of some
kind, and as such produce competitive and domincering work relationships.
In addition, such structures do not usually foster skills and leadership quali-
ties in each person who participates in the organization, nor do they enable us
to find ways of supporting those with less privilege—such as free time or fi-
nancial resources—to be able to participate fully.?
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Ending women’s subordination called for social arrangements that vali-
dated individual women’s feelings and experiences, embodied an ideal of “sis-
terhood” among women, and provided equal power and opportunity. Many
feminist organizations that emerged during the 1960s and 1970s tried to man-
ifest this vision as microcosms of a new social order. By eliminating or mini-
mizing dominant-subordinate relationships, feminist organizations sought to
enhance the development of women’s skills and facilitate cooperation.
Accordingly, the organizations strove to embody the values of participation
and humanism, although many mixed egalitarian with hierarchical practices.

While these organizations were evolving, however, other feminists were
criticizing the egalitarian model. For example, Jo Freeman’s classic essay, “The
Tyranny of Structurelessness,” argued that collectivist structures might mask
rather than eliminate hierarchies.* Distinguishing between power as effec-
tiveness and power as domination, Nancy Hartsock claimed that the women’s
movement erred in its condemnation of leadership by confusing those who
wanted to achieve with those who wanted to control others.> Similarly, mem-
bers of the Chicago Women’s Liberation Union argued that what was needed
was not an absence of leadership, but rather mechanisms for keeping leader-
ship accountable.® Finally, combining egalitarian social relationships and par-
ticipatory democracy on the one hand, and individual freedom and develop-
ment on the other, created a paradox when individuals’ needs conflicted with
those of the group.” One participant in the battered women’s movement
voiced this dilemma in the guilt she felt about her desire for individual recog-
nition despite her commitment to a collectivist movement.®

As hundreds of women devote untold hours of effort to feminist organiza-
tions, the appropriate way to manifest feminist ideals in organizational con-
texts is still being contested. This debate is now complicated by the fact that a
number of these organizations have grown from small, informal collectivities
to large, well-established institutions. What happened when feminist beliefs
and practices faced the demands of organizational growth? I looked for an-
swers to this question in published descriptions, case studies, and surveys of
feminist organizations; in research on alternative and mainstream organiza-
tions; and in my own research and observations.

My purpose is not to describe the history of particular feminist organiza-
tions, but rather to identify the general logic of their development. In doing
so, | make two assumptions. First, decisions made by an organization’s mem-
bers, rather than predetermined factors, determine the pattern of an organi-
zation’s growth. Predictably, certain issues arise as an organization increases
in the size of its membership, but the outcomes lie in the interaction between
the challenges of development and the choices made by members of organi-
zations. For example, although this chapter focuses on the dynamics of
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growth, those participants in an organization could chose to keep it small.
Second, this model is not meant to be universal but rather applies to feminist
organizations that espoused an egalitarian ideology and developed in the
United States during the 1g70s and 198os. The historical and political context
has a powerful shaping effect on a social movement and its organizations.”
Feminist organizations in other times and places often developed differently
than those in the contemporary United States. Battered women’s shelters in
West Germany, for example, maintained a radical agenda, consistent with the
autonomy of German feminism, in contrast to the interpenetration of liberal
and radical policies in the U.S. shelter movement.!?

In this discussion, an organization is considered feminist if it has a feminist
ideology, values or goals, or if it emerged from the women’s movement since
the 1970s in the United States.!! Thus, the spectrum of organizations consid-
ered here include both nonprofit and profit-making enterprises, those that are
freestanding as well as those that are institutionally embedded, and those pro-
viding a service or creating a product as well as those advocating social change.
Important factors differentiate these types of organizations. Nonetheless, this
discussion seeks to locate common issues and choices that emerge in egalitar-
ian feminist organizations as membership grows.

Stages in Organizational Life Cycles

Not all organizations increase in size. Those that do also change in qualitative
ways as they expand, proceeding through a series of distinct developmental
stages from simple to more complex structures.'? These stages occur in a pre-
dictable order; resolution of the problems inherent in one stage facilitates suc-
cessful negotiation of the next.}? Success can propel an organization through
these stages. At the same time, the ensuing transitions produce stress.
Development can involve dramatic and discontinuous changes in an organi-
zation’s policies and procedures, and members can disagree about the appro-
priate direction of growth.

Stage models of the life cycle of organizations generally begin with the
newly formed organization struggling for survival and proceed to the mature
organization fighting stagnation and decline. I find the model proposed by
Quinn and Cameron most useful because it differentiates an initial stage of
creation from a second stage in which collectivity prevails."* This permits close
examination of the dynamics of the collectivity stage, a particularly important
one for feminists because of its fit with egalitarian values. I modify this model
to take into account the nature of feminist values.

The first stage in this model encompasses the birth of the organization, while
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the second stage contains high cohesion and commitment. In the third stage,
the organization institutionalizes its policies and procedures, while it expands
and decentralizes in the fourth stage. The transition from the collectivity of
stage two to the formalization of stage three is the most difficult transition for
any organization because it involves the most dramatic change in policies and
practices.!”> Feminist organizations are especially likely to have difficulty be-
cause formalization contradicts some feminists’ desire for participatory democ-
racy and for recognition of women’s individuality; therefore I consider the tran-
sition to formalization in detail here. Little information exists on the dynamics
of feminist organizations in the fourth stage; consequently, my examination of
this stage is brief. Because conflict can occur at any stage of organizational de-

velopment, I consider it separately and focus on its organizational sources.!'®

Stages of Growth in Feminist Organizations

The Creation Stage

Innovation and creativity mark the birth of an organization.!” The reminis-
cences of a feminist bookstore manager capture the spirit of participants at its
inception: “Women were glowing. ... There was a lot of excitement, a lot of
hope and a belief that we were going to make a change, our lives were going
to change.”® The process of creation begins before the organization is actu-
ally established, when founders identify a problem and imagine various solu-
tions.!” Communication among members in a newly emerging organization
is frequent, informal and face-to-face; working hours are long. The creation
of an organization demands enormous amounts of effort, time, and sometimes
even physical labor,?® as a group of volunteers in Texas found when they had
to spend hundreds of hours planning a battered women’s shelter.?! A physi-
cian at a women’s health center told me that she was on call twenty-four hours
a day, seven days a week, in the center’s early days. When members of a fem-
inist group in Minnesota decided to open an art gallery, they had to renovate
a dirty and neglected building, which they did by hand to preserve the archi-
tectural details.?> Women in Dayton held “cleaning, painting and floor-
waxing parties” to prepare a two-story frame house as a women’s center.?
Although organizational demands are great, this period is exciting because the
flexibility of a new and growing system permits people to grow and develop
as well.>* As women in the battered women’s movement found, “no one had
ever done this work before and everything had to be mastered at once, often
during long work weeks of seventy hours.”?> Developing new skills and
achieving new goals can reward members for long hours of hard work.
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The founders of an organization usually “behave like missionaries search-
ing for an audience to convert,” selling their ideas, in part to reinforce their
own beliefs.?® Those who start social movement organizations, like those who
start businesses, are often risk-takers who like to maintain personal control.
They typically disdain managerial activities?” and may institute little or no for-
mal structure at this stage, using their personal influence when making deci-
sions. The lack of formal mechanisms for decision-making may mean that in-
fluence is not distributed equitably among members, contradicting feminist
egalitarian values.

The effort and excitement of founding an organization can mask underly-
ing differences in members’ ideologies or motivations. For example, some par-
ticipants in the battered women’s movement are committed to reforming the
existing social system, while others seek radical transformation. Some women
have been battered themselves; to others, violence is unfamiliar. Some see male
domination as the cause of violence in society; others look to family pathology.
The demands of creating a shelter for battered women leave little time to de-
velop an ideological consensus. Instead, philosophy is “hammered out in be-
tween emergency phone calls or meetings with local bureaucrats offering a
few thousand dollars so that a shelter might open.”?® The process of deciding
how to expend resources often uncovers differences in beliefs and values that
are difficult to reconcile.

Fledgling organizations typically have to acquire resources (such as money
or members), obtain legitimacy, and create a niche for the organization’s prod-
uct or services in order to survive.?? Acquiring resources and obtaining legit-
imacy may be interdependent because feminist organizations often have to
prove their credibility in order to receive funds or other resources. For exam-
ple, women’s studies programs within universities must persuade faculty col-
leagues or administrators that women’s studies is a legitimate academic enter-
prise in order to obtain funding; women’s health clinics must demonstrate
their professionalism to attract patients; women’s bookstores must document
their financial solvency to obtain a lease for store space. The need to demon-
strate legitimacy may push a feminist organization in conventional directions
in order to make it acceptable to other institutions and to people who can pro-
vide resources such as money or office space.

At the same time, the strength of commitment that motivates people to put
time, money, and effort into the organization may lead them to adopt extreme
goals or tactics. The scarcity of money in a fledging organization is likely to
mean that participants are those most strongly committed to its values and
mission. Few material incentives exist, so members are rewarded by further-
ing the cause.’’ In her study of the movement to pass the Equal Rights
Amendment, for example, Jane Mansbridge identifies a tendency toward ide-
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ological purity: “mobilizing volunteers often requires an exaggerated, black or
white vision of events to justify spending time and money on the cause.”! The
self-selection of activists, their sacrifices for the cause, and their frequent ex-
posure to like-minded others propels them toward an oversimplified and un-
reflective stance. This may push an organization in an extreme direction, pro-
ducing resistance when compromises have to be made in order to establish the
organization’s credibility. From its inception, tension is likely to exist between
the oppositional stance of a feminist organization and its survival needs.
Accordingly, T suggest that a critical choice facing members of a newly
formed feminist organization is how far to deviate from mainstream princi-
ples and practices. If an organization is too different, it may not be able to ob-
tain enough resources to survive. Furthermore, when roles and rasks are in-
novative and perhaps unclear, uncertainty produces anxiety and confusion. On
the other hand, if the organization is not sufficiently different, participants
who are motivated by a commitment to feminism may drop out. Feminist or-
ganizations have to maintain a delicate balance between these opposing forces

in order to survive.

The Collectivity Stage

It is difficult to specify precisely when one organizational stage ends and the
next begins. One indicator of transition is that a concern for producing results
supplants worries about survival. The success of the budding enterprise ex-
hilarates members, producing high group morale and cohesion and individ-
ual satisfaction (as well as exhaustion). Some members feel a “sense of family”
in this stage.*> A desire to form connections and share experiences with like-
minded, supportive women has motivated participants in a wide variety of
women’s organizations.?® Yet bell hooks points out that many women of color
whose sense of community is already strong are frustrated by the attention
given to social support when they would prefer to place priority on political
activity.>*

The collectivity stage is typified by a relatively informal structure in which
jobs and authority are often shared among group members. Such a structure
facilitates maximum participation of members and sharing of decision-
making power, dynamics valued by many feminists. Yet collectivist structures
also have costs. Mansbridge summarizes the drawbacks of collectivist func-
tioning as “time, emotion, and inequality”: participatory decision-making is
time-consuming, interaction can be emotionally intense, and power may be
distributed unequally.®®> Differences in status, articulateness, ability to per-
suade, or sheer persistence enables one person’s views to prevail over those of

another. When the organizational decision-making structure is ambiguous, an
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informal hierarchy of influence develops in the absence of a formal one.
Because this informal hierarchy is not a part of the formal organizational
structure, there may be no way to hold it accountable; in Freeman’s caution-
ary term, a “tyranny of structurelessness” may prevail >

Inastudy of alternative service organizations of the 1g7o0s, Joyce Rothschild-
Whitt identified several conditions that facilitate participatory-democratic or-
ganizations.’” Limits to size is one of these conditions, along with a transitory
orientation to the organization, economic marginality, and oppositional ser-
vices and values. Elsewhere [ have suggested that certain conditions permit a
feminist organization to maintain a collectivist structure: equal distribution of
skills and knowledge among participants, dependence on members rather
than on outside sources of funding, the development of procedures that per-
mit efficient responses to external demands, an emphasis on participation
rather than efficiency, the development of close personal ties among members,
and dispersion of sources of power (e.g., friendship networks and expertise).>®
Organizations that lack these features are more likely to disintegrate or to
move toward hierarchical forms of control; those that retain or develop these
characteristics are more likely to maintain themselves as collectivities. For ex-
ample, a battered women’s shelter was able to maintain a counterbureaucratic
organizational structure over time because of the homogeneity of its members:
its staff consisted of former shelter residents rather than professional social
workers. New staff recruited on the basis of similarity in beliefs got along well
with existing staff, facilitating the consensual decision-making process. The
drawback of such recruiting, however, was a lack of diversity among staff.>

A dilemma for feminist organizations is whether to encourage growth with
its attendant pressures toward bureaucracy or to restrict growth in order to
maintain a collectivist structure. Although a growing organization experi-
ences pressures toward increasing hierarchy, there are other ways to resolve
these pressures. Contrary to Michels’s “iron law of oligarchy,” which proposes
that organizations invariably divide into a “minority of directors and a ma-

40 this tendency is not inevitable. For example, a group too

jority of directed,
large to function collectively can subdivide into several smaller groups.*!
Other alternatives are possible, such as spinning off small, autonomous units
from a larger organization, or delegating routine decisions while deciding crit-
ical policy issues by the entire group in a modified collectivist arrangement.*?
The adoption of hierarchy is a choice made by organizational members, not
inevitability.

Kathy Ferguson advocates small, face-to-face collectives as the appropriate
structure for all organizations.*® Yet small size can be problematic for a fem-
inist organization. Limits to growth can force an organization to exclude
women who want to participate, a process that seems to violate the spirit of
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feminism. Should a rape crisis center, for example, restrict the size of its staff
in order to maintain a collectivist structure, if by doing so it will not be able to
answer all of the calls for help that it receives from rape victims? Feminists’
dislike of hierarchical relationships and the desire to recognize the needs of in-
dividual members may conflict with the need for efficiency, stability, and pre-
dictability. Although a collectivist structure and productivity are not always
mutually exclusive, they can be antagonistic in a large organization. A focus
within the organization on participation and expressiveness can impede the
efficiency that is often needed for instrumental action. This dilemma emerges
in different forms—for example, as a conflict between the needs of an indi-
vidual compared to the needs of the organization as a whole or as a choice be-
tween participation and productivity. As members of one group asked them-
selves, “shall we evaluate our process tonight or get out a mailing?”**
Differences among members in beliefs or values may crystallize when the
group has to give priority to a particular goal or activity.

In commenting on Ferguson’s position, Patricia Yancey Martin asks: “If . ..
bureaucratic organizations really are the most efficient type of organizational
form (other things being equal), does pursuit of more humane, democratic, re-
sponsive, non-dominating organizations require their total rejection?”*
Perhaps collectivist forms best serve some organizational purposes while
structures that are larger and more differentiated enable other goals to be
reached most easily. To some extent, the question of whether or not to expand
turns on the relative importance of the organization as an end in itself or as a
means to an end. A feminist group whose primary aim is to foster growth and
development of its members might most effectively remain small and egali-
tarian, while one that aspires to provide a service for others might function best
with some hierarchical features. Moreover, different forms can coexist within
the same organization for different functions. The subcommittees in one
statewide battered women’s coalition were exemplars of egalitarian function-
ing even though the board of the coalition was too large and unwieldy to reach
decisions by consensus.*¢

The Formalization Stage

As with previous shifts to a new stage, the transition to formalization may be
a gradual, uneven process. Success during the “collectivity” stage sets in mo-
tion multiple forces that press toward institutionalization of the organization’s
policies and practices and the development of a hierarchy of authority. Among
those forces are an increase in the size of the staff, turnover in staff, and the
need to obtain funding from sources outside the organization. Each of these
conditions generates pressures that move the organization toward the devel-
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opment of positions with specialized functions, a hierarchy of titles, and more
formal and impersonal communication procedures.*’

Feminist organizations that create a product or provide a service are likely
to find themselves overloaded by demand, especially if they are addressing a
hitherto unmet need, such as sheltering battered women or counseling rape
victims. A women’s health clinic found that its small volunteer staff was un-
able to meet the overwhelming demand for its services in a timely fashion:
“Appointments for pregnancy tests and other services often had to be sched-
uled at least a week after a woman’s request for services.”*® Ironically, the in-
accessibility of mainstream health care was a factor that prompted the found-
ing of the clinic. As many other feminist organizations did when faced with a
similar situation, they added more workers.

An increase in staff may have unanticipated consequences for the organiza-
tion. New employees, hired after the excitement of creating the organization has
taded, may not have the same sense of mission that the original members had;
they see their employment as a job rather than a cause. Although longtime par-
ticipants recognize the need for new workers, they still may resent the fact that
these people were not around when employment by the organization called for
sacrifice. Also, the larger number of participants permits division into factions.
As a result, office politics may flourish and destroy even the illusion of unity.*’

The greatest change associated with growth, however, is the press toward
formalization of procedures and policies that accompanies an increase in the
number of members. When the number of staff increases, face-to-face com-
munication becomes too time-consuming, and more formal and impersonal
means, such as memos, written guidelines, or voicemail, begin to be used. The
schedules of large numbers of staff are likely to conflict, making it difficult to
arrange meetings, and the heavy demand for services prohibits taking the time
needed for consensual decision-making, thus encouraging stratification of au-
thority. The specialization of job functions that often accompanies organiza-
tional expansion usually is more efficient, reducing the need for every person
to master every task, allowing members to focus on their areas of interest and
to develop sophisticated skills. However, specialization also may prevent
everyone from having an overview of the whole organization, thus requiring
central coordination and control.>°

Increased numbers of staff make it difficult to manage an organization by
means of personal influence. Rather, the need for efficient operating systems
in order to coordinate the activities of large numbers of people requires insti-
tutionalized decision-making procedures.>! Goal-setting and formally adopted
plans and policies typify the tendency toward formalization of operations. In
these ways, the organization becomes less dependent on the personal qualities

or charisma of its leaders.
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The pattern of development that has occurred in many rape crisis centers
cxemplifies this process of change. Many of these centers, begun in the 1g6os
as collectives, first developed standing committees in order to enable members
to pursue specialized interests. Steering committees were created as nonhier-
archical vehicles for coordination and control. As the centers became more for-
malized, they added boards of directors to their governance structure. Most
centers came to resemble traditional bureaucratic organizations in form.>?

The centralization of authority in the position of a leader that occurs as part
of the formalization process can create tensions in feminist organizations. Judy
Remington argues that the women’s movement accepts powerful women only
in a kind of maternal role, as nurturers, rather than as leaders strong in other
ways.”® Indeed, the role of mother has been proposed as a model of feminist
leadership.>* Members’ desire for nurturance from female leaders may not be
unique to femninist groups. Studies comparing female and male leaders find
only a few differences between them, but people perceive and react to female
versus male leaders very differently.”® Teresa Bernardez hypothesizes that a
female leader unwittingly arouses expectations that she will be the perfect
mother who provides selflessness, total acceptance, self-abnegation, lack of ag-
gression and criticism, and nurturance.’® When she does not live up to this
ideal, irrational and intense anger and criticism may befall her. Furthermore,
femnale leaders are not seen as legitimate holders of positions of authority in
our society.”” Accordingly, they may be caught between organization mem-
bers’ unrealistically high expectations of what leaders can provide and a para-
doxical lack of belief in the legitimacy of their position.

Centralization of authority and formalization of procedures may reduce the
opportunity of some members to exert influence. Founders who are used to
controlling their organizations may find a more rule-bound, less subjective
style of management anathema. They may be unwilling to step aside because
of a proprietary interest in the organization. The reluctance of founders to
institutionalize leadership by establishing procedures and policies that do not
require their personal judgment has been labeled the “founder’s trap.”>®
Ironically, just as the organization attracts more clients or external funding,
the founder’s personal style of management may become inappropriate be-
cause of the expansion in organizational size. Especially when they have taken
risks or made sacrifices to get the organization off the ground, founders may
resent their sudden obsolescence and may resist change. A critical challenge in
this situation is to loosen the founders’ control of the organization. In some
cases, this means the founders will depart; Suzanne Staggenborg identifies a
long list of social movement founders, feminist and otherwise, who chose to
leave or were ejected from organizations that they had begun.>”

Founders may leave an organization when the process of formalization di-

CHALLENGES OF SUCCESS 133



minishes their influence. Many reasons prompt others to leave. Long-term
participants become frustrated and bored by the time-consuming nature of
participatory processes, yet participation requires that an organization re-
spond to a newcomer’s concern with more than the assurance that her sug-
gestions have already been tried or the discussion held many times. When hi-
erarchy emerges, those with a strong commitment to collectivist process may
depart. Some find distasteful the accommodations that may be necessary to ob-
tain funding. As time passes, the work to be done and the processes by which
to do it may become routine, providing workers little opportunity for new
learning and thus decreasing their job satisfaction.®® In addition, if profes-
sionalization of the organization requires advanced credentials of members,
those without such credentials may be unwilling to accept low status positions
and leave.

Others may leave simply because of their own developmental needs. An or-
ganization and its founding members age simultaneously. Many contempo-
rary feminist organizations were started in the 1970s by women who were then
in their twenties. These women are now much older. Some longtime partici-
pants may be entering a stage in their own lives when the organization is less
central to them. Those with competing commitments may be unwilling or un-
able to devote long hours and enormous amounts of energy as they once did.

High turnover can necessitate the development of formal mechanisms so
that new members can be incorporated quickly. Written job descriptions, em-
ployee handbooks, and orientation and training procedures integrate new
members more easily into an organization. Although these practices clarify job
expectations, they also can reduce the opportunity for individual variability in
the execution of a job. In this way, turnover moves an organization toward in-
stitutionalization.

One advantage of turnover is that it provides the opportunity to move be-
yond the homogeneity of membership typical of organizations in their early
stages. Turnover also revivified the political agenda of a feminist health clinic
when a woman with political experience and commitment was hired as di-
rector.%! Nonetheless, the departure of valued members can be painful, espe-
cially if the exit of women of color, lesbians, or working-class women leaves
the organization open to charges, even if unwarranted, of racism, heterosex-
ism, or elitism. Turnover may also be difficult if newer members do not have
the same commitment to feminism as those who joined earlier, making them
less willing to sacrifice for the organization.

The values of newcomers to the organization may conflict with those of
long-term members. In a parallel fashion, those outside the organization may
not agree with or understand a feminist organization’s emphasis on participa-
tion and shared power, and they may press the organization to becorne more
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bureaucratic and formalized. The necessity to obtain resources from outside
exacerbates this pressure. A rape crisis center, for example, may find that it
needs donations and grants from local community members and government
sources to sustain itself. To get these funds, it must adopt conventional bu-
reaucratic practices in order to convince outsiders that it is both successful at
its mission and fiscally responsible. Traditional forms demonstrate the legiti-
macy of an organization to external institutions.%* Outside institutions that
control access to resources can require elements of bureaucracy in a feminist
organization.®® One battered women’s shelter adopted two burecaucratic fea-
tures—extensive record-keeping and detailed job descriptions—to satisty its
funding sources.®* Such procedures, while necessary to attract funding, tend
to have the effect of specializing job functions and formalizing an organiza-
tion’s operations.

Obtaining funds may lead to salary discrepancies among staff or the dis-
tinction between salaried staff and volunteers, generating differentiation of in-
terests since salaried and volunteer staff experience different risks and advan-
tages. Salaried staff are more vulnerable to the outcome of decisions, because
volunteers may leave if they become unhappy while salaried staff depend on
the organization for an income. But salaried staff typically have more infor-
mation about the organization than volunteers, in part because they spend
more time there, allowing them to know more and thus exert more influence
on decisions.®

The need for money from outside sources can shape not only the structure
but also the goals of an organization. Piven and Cloward argue that social
movements that become institutionalized lose their advocacy thrust because
concern for organizational maintenance replaces the focus on social protest.®
For example, at a women’s health clinic, the fact that funds were available for
direct services but not for community education or patient advocacy meant
that funding priorities became organizational priorities. Some members of the
clinic hesitated to oppose a government bill restricting abortions because such
a public stance might jeopardize their funding.%” As one feminist stated: “Who
controls the women’s organizations in town? It’s largely men. We still get our
funding through being good girls.”®8 Since few funders give money for oppo-
sitional programs, the need for outside funding can influence an organization
to avoid a controversial stance. But the impact of outside funding may not al-
ways be conservatizing. In Los Angeles, state funding enabled the creation of
two black-rape crisis centers, expanding racial and ethnic diversity in the anti-
rape movement.®’

Formalization in an organization can clarify responsibilities and relation-
ships, yet formalization is not without drawbacks. Feminists groups may re-
sist the pressures on a growing organization to develop hierarchy because they
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abhor the inequality inherent in bureaucracy. Although not all feminists claim
that a collective structure is mandatory in a feminist organization, most agree
that hierarchy should be minimal and broad participation should prevail. This
conviction leads to tension when organizations become more differentiated.
Staggenborg compared the more formalized Chicago chapter of the National
Organization for Women (NOW) with the relatively more informal, decen-
tralized Chicago Women’s Liberation Union (CWLU); she found that NOW
survived while the CWLU died because NOW’s structure permitted it to solve
problems of organizational maintenance and internal dissent. NOW experi-
enced problems of formalization, however, as fewer people could participate
in decision-making, fewer projects were adopted, and more attention was
devoted to organizational maintenance.””

Most growing organizations experience “the tension between innovation
and institutionalization, and the transition from personal to impersonal and
from collective to instrumental points of view.””! Bureaucracy, with its speci-
fication of job functions, can eliminate idiosyncratic job performance in order
to permit the coordination of the work of many people.”? The need for pre-
dictability, however, can come at a cost to the individuals involved. “The uni-
formity, the routinization, and the fragmentation of behavior run counter not
only to the factor of individual differences but to the needs of people for self-
determination, spontaneity, accomplishment, and the expression of individual
skills and talents.””? In bureaucratic organizations, an informal social system
meets people’s social and emotional needs, resolving some of the frustration
caused by the repression of individuality. Feminist organizations have tried to
minimize this frustration by incorporating the recognition of individual needs
into the formal practices of the organization; yet, inevitably, individual needs
will conflict with organizational demands.

Ferguson contends that an organization that becomes bureaucratic ceases to
be truly feminist. In her opinion, appeals to the greater efficiency of bureau-
cracy overlook factors that dehumanize and disempower people. But the need
to compete with other organizations for scarce resources such as volunteers or
foundation funds (or customers or students) means that inefficiency can cause
an organization’s demise.”* Ferguson contrasts bureaucracy, which sees peo-
ple as objects to be manipulated, with egalitarian structures, which permit in-
dividual autonomy and self-development.”® But implying that bureaucracy is
masculine and dominating, while collectivity is feminine and humanizing,
stereotypes not only gender but also organizational structures. This dichotomy
glosses over the multidimensionality of both types of structural arrangements
and the advantages and disadvantages of each. It leaves no room to consider
“the oppressive, unresponsive elements in collective practices or the demo-
cratic impulses in hierarchical practices.””® Indeed, the accountability permit-
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ted by bureaucracy can provide a check on abuses of power that may not be
possible in a nonbureaucratic organization. Bureaucracy also can enable the
organization to have an impact beyond the range of particular individuals.””
Nonetheless, Ferguson’s powerful description of the pernicious effects of
bureaucracy cautions against extreme specialization and hierarchy. Hence,
one challenge facing feminist organizations is to adopt the minimal degree of
hierarchy that is necessary to achieve particular goals. The press for a more
differentiated structure in feminist organizations may stem from a desire for
greater clarity about the division of labor rather than a need for many levels of
authority.

The formalization of policies and procedures in a feminist organization may
result in an organizational structure that no longer resembles the founders’
conception. This process is not unique to feminist organizations. Labeled the
“paradox of success,” those things that make an organization innovative and
desirable are the very things that may have to change to ensure its success in
the long run.”® Ironically, although formalizing procedures reduces uncer-
tainty and lends stability to an organization, formalization removes the flexi-
bility that permitted innovation to occur in the first place. An organization
ought to undergo periodic self-scrutiny to ensure that the features that made
it innovative are not lost. In doing so, it is important to remember that the em-
phasis on rationality in the descriptions of formal organizations may belie how
things actually work. As Meyer and Rowan state:

Prevailing theories assume that the coordination and control of activity are
the critical dimensions on which formal organizations have succeeded in the
modern world. . . . But much of the empirical research on organizations casts
doubt on this assumption . . . : structural elements are only loosely linked to
each other and to activities, rules are often violated, decistons are often un-
implemented, or if implemented have uncertain consequences, technologies
are of problematic efficiency, and evaluation and inspection systems are sub-
verted or rendered so vague as to provide little coordination.”

Meyer and Rowan suggest that some elements of organizational structure
are adopted primarily to give legitimacy to the organization, having symbolic
significance rather than being functional in other ways,

Feminist organizations must balance a quest for effective functioning with
an emphasis on feminist goals and values. Vision and direction may fade while
the organization gains efficiency from professional management. Because
some feminists believe that bureaucratic-hierarchical organizations inevitably
oppress workers, they may see the formalization of a feminist organization as
a moral failure. In contrast, others view bureaucratic structures as benefiting

feminist organizations by facilitating the accomplishment of certain goals and
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ensuring fairness and accountability. In Martin’s words, “How power is actu-
ally used, and for what purposes, may be more important than its hierarchical
or collectivist arrangement.”®® The challenge to feminist organizations is to
adhere to an alternative vision even while adopting some bureaucratic forms.

Elaboration of Structure

The fourth stage of organizational development, elaboration of structure, is
characterized by expansion, delegation, and coordination as well as renewal
and generativity.8! Typical of this stage is a large, multiunit organization, with
a central headquarters and decentralized divisions.®? When organizations
reach this fourth stage, they typically need to decentralize and give more au-
thority to those lower in the hierarchy. For example, a women’s health center
I consulted with in a large Midwestern city opened a second facility because of
high demand. The second facility needed a degree of autonomy rather than
centralized control of its operations in order to function effectively. Other fem-
inist organizations have national offices and branch chapters in many cities.
Because conditions in those cities vary, the branch offices require some auton-
omy.

Decentralization offers the opportunity for the subunits of the organization
to return to the participatory practices of earlier stages, and it permits the flex-
ibility an organization needs in order to respond to pressures to change.
Decentralization runs the risk, however, of competition and conflict among
the subparts of the organization. Personal ties among members, and among
leaders, form cross-group linkages that can hold the larger organization
together. A common ideology is particularly important as a unifying force.
The many hours spent in fractious discussion at national or regional meetings
and conferences can be seen positively as attempts to communicate and solid-
ify that common ideology.?3

State coalitions of battered women’s shelters have some features of elabo-
rated structures. These coalitions, which often receive and distribute funds for
their shelter members, typically are governed by delegates representing indi-
vidual shelters. A coalition can be politically active in ways that individual
shelters cannot due to the heavy demands on each shelter for services or
fundraising. In this case, large size of the organization (albeit through con-
federation) permits political activity that is difficult to accomplish in a smaller
organization. Claire Reinelt labels as an “inside-outside” strategy the aim
of many battered women’s coalitions to build a political movement while
struggling with mainstream institutions. Feminists in a Texas coalition devel-
oped a feeling of collective power as they successfully engaged state agencies.
Rather than co-opting the shelters as earlier feminists feared, contact with
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mainstream institutions enabled this coalition to influence government fund-
ing agencies and changed laws. This changed the attitude of feminists. As
Reinelt explains, “No longer was the state conceived as a unified agent of pa-
triarchy. Instead, the state came to be viewed as a terrain of political ac-
tivism.”8*

Formalization initiated during the previous stage of development enables
expansion to occur. At the same time, it reduces the organization’s ability to
innovate. A stultifying emphasis on rules and procedures can result in organi-
zational decline.®> Flexibility and adaptation to socictal changes are critical if
the organization is to renew itself. For feminist organizations, flexibility in-
cludes the recognition of the diversity of beliefs and needs among women of
different generations and life situations. Those growing up in the 1ggos are
likely to have different needs and interests than those who came to feminism
in earlier times. Large, well-established membership organizations must rec-
ognize generational differences if they are to attract young participants.
Accepting that feminist agendas will differ as generations change—or as
membership expands to include women different from the original founders—
is critical. Decentralization can permit the flexibility needed for change and
thus facilitate that process of renewal.

Conflict in Feminist Organizations

Movement through each of the stages outlined here can generate painful con-
flict in feminist organizations. The principle of “sisterhood”~—unity among
women-—occupied a central place in the feminist ideology of the 1g6os.
Indeed, one of the memorable slogans of that time was that “sisterhood is pow-
erful.” Adherence to an ideal, perhaps sentimentalized, vision of sisterhood
was often interpreted to mean that conflict among women was antithetical to
feminism. Yet those of us who grew up with sisters as siblings know that com-
petition and conflict are inherent in the sisterly relationship. Like real sisters,
feminists disagree about substantive matters; they feel envy, jealousy, and re-
sentment toward each other; and they compete with each other.3¢ The echoes
in contemporary relationships of unresolved familial conflicts among moth-
ers, daughters, and sisters can make disagreements among women hurtful and
threatening.?”

Conflict within feminist groups differs from that within other organiza-
tions, in part because of the importance of the feminist group to its members:
“That involvement may represent the single social structure in women’s lives
where, at least ideologically if not functionally, the status of women is likely to
be treated as greater than second class.”® Conflict also threatens the sense of
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community that motivates many women to join feminist organizations. The
social and psychological importance of the feminist organization to its mem-
bers heightens the danger of ostracism that some fear accompanies disagree-
ment. For example, Jane Mansbridge describes the nervousness she felt be-
cause of fear of rejection in presenting a position that deviated from the “party
line” in a pro-ERA group.® In her case, the fears were unwarranted. In other
situations, however, such fears have been grounded in reality. A feminist his-
torian became the target of public attacks not only on her position but also on
her motives and scholarly integrity when she testified in court against another
feminist historian in defense of Sears, Roebuck, charged with sex discrimina-
tion.”” Those on both sides of the feminist debate about pornography have
been publicly accused of antifeminism.?! It is not the existence of disagreement
among feminists that is of concern here, but rather the attempts “in the classic
manner of sectarians, . . . to read one another out of the feminist movement.””?

Unresolved interpersonal conflicts may hinder effective organizational
funcdoning and make development more difficult. When differences in a
group become so extensive that it is impossible to retain an illusion of unity
and group harmony, then conflict may surface with a vengeance. For exam-
ple, angered by a member’s tardiness and arrogance, other staff at a women’s
health center rejected a suggestion that they confront her with criticisms, opt-
ing instead to take her out for a pizza dinner to show support for her. Some
time later, however, she was ousted from the collective.”3

Some conflicts among women are grounded in individual differences in per-
sonality, beliefs, abilities, or ambitions. As material rewards become more
available within organizations, conflict and competition can increase. The em-
phasis on cooperation in feminist philosophy may have been a product of fem-
inists’ marginality rather than their beliefs or values. “Itis not so much poverty
that creates the breeding ground for competition as it is the possibility of
wealth.”4

Conflicts stemming from differences that are delineated by group identity
pose particularly difficult problems for feminist organizations that hope to
forge bonds among women. As early as 1970, the black feminist lawyer
Florynce Kennedy rejected what she called the “sisterhood mystique” because
it masked the fact that some women oppress other women.” Tensions be-
tween black and white women have deep roots in U.S. history. As bell hooks
points out, “Historically many black women experienced white women as the
white supremacist group who most directly exercised power over them, often
in a manner far more brutal and dehumanizing than that of racist white
men.”?® Feminists’ beliefs in social equality do not automatically exempt them
from deeply ingrained attitudes of the dominant culture. Differences in social
class also divide women. Working-class women have been baffled by some
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middle-class feminists” rejection of “professionalism” as a means to social
equality; to them, professional skills are a way to escape dead-end, dehuman-
izing jobs. The feminist goal of empowerment also affronts many working-
class women (and others) who do not see themselves as passive and depen-
dent.””

A fundamental paradox exists in the idea of empowering others: the insti-
tutional structure that puts some people in the position to empower under-
mines the act of empowerment:

Virtually all empowerment cfforts involve a grant of power by a favored
group to others in the organization. Unless the favored group changes the
very circumstances that have given it power in the first place, the grant of
power is always partial. Unfortunately, the limited nature of the grant works
to undercut the effectiveness of the group that has been empowered. This in-
effectiveness, in turn, discourages the original power holders from working

to expand the grant.”®

For example, at one battered women’s shelter, the staff’s power to decide
whether residents might remain in the shelter illuminated the contradiction
between an ideology of equality and actual practice. Staff determined that
recognition by residents of the psychological dynamics of the battering cycle
(which they defined as “empowerment”) should be the priority, and they en-
couraged residents to discuss their experiences and feelings in order to under-
stand this process. Yet the economic needs of many residents were more ur-
gent to them than psychological development. “The staff aren’t realistic
enough about your situation,” one resident complained. “I am a woman with
four kids and I'm basically out on the street. They come in here all dressed up
and smelling of perfume and ask me, ‘How are you feeling today?””*’
“Empowerment” is an ambiguous term. It can refer to an increase in an indi-
vidual’s sense of self and capacity for assertion, or to an increase in her formal
participation in decision-making. At times, feminists endorse the latter in
theory but the former in practice.

Differences in roles among organization members may also produce con-
flict. For example, the fiscal responsibility assumed by a board of directors
might cause the board members to hesitate in committing funds to a risky proj-
ect, while staff members’ daily exposure to women’s needs might make that
same project seem mandatory to them. A dispute developed in a Texas bat-
tered women'’s shelter between those who managed and obtained funds and
those who provided services; the dispute was resolved by firing the service
providers, a painful irony since they had founded the shelter.!% The interests
of different constituencies (or “stakeholders”) within an organization in-
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evitably will clash, in some cases reflecting inequalities in the larger society.
The creation of mechanisms or decision-rules for mediating these conflicts
furthers the process of formalization.

Another source of conflict within feminist organizations is the groups’
adoption of multiple broad, ambitious goals that deny the scarcity of resources
available. I have seen some feminist organizations experience chronic turmoil
because members are reluctant to set priorities among goals. Taking on the
mission to achieve multiple purposes while having the ability to meet only a
few can generate resentment and hostility among those who feel ignored or
betrayed by the organization. Setting priorities among goals can force painful
choices on an organization. Not making explicit decisions about which goals
to emphasize, however, can leave organization’s members in a continuing state
of dissatisfaction and distrust.

To women for whom confrontation is a new, unpracticed way of acting, ex-
pressing differences can feel “raw and searing.”'°! Cultural differences in
communication styles also contribute to the difficulty of dealing with conflict.
In bell hooks’s college classes, white women students interpreted loud con-
frontations among black women as anger and hostility, while black women
defined the same behavior as playful teasing.!%? The disappointment of find-
ing differences among women when the desire for solidarity, both emotional
and political, is so strong exacerbates the pain of conflict in feminist organiza-
tions. Public conflict among feminists also buoys those who deride feminist be-
liefs and practices and thus harms the credibility of the feminist movement as
a whole.

The idea that women should operate only in a cooperative mode denies re-
ality and clouds the process of conflict management. Conflict is an inevitable
part of organizational life. “Tts presence should not surprise us. Itis the absence
of ways of negotiating competing demands that we should worry about.”!9
Jean Baker Miller suggests that women should reclaim conflict but reject mod-
els based on domination and subordination, basing our actions instead on the
way that women have tried, in families and other relationships, to handle con-
flict in a manner that fosters everyone’s development.!"* Conflict resolution
techniques have been developed that permit opposing parties to articulate
their differences and seek common ground.!®® Feminists at the 1983 Seneca
Falls Women’s Peace Encampment, torn about whether to display the
American flag, set up a committee made up of “five women in strong opposi-
tion, five women in determined support, and five easygoing intermediate me-
diators.” After seven hours of deliberation, they decided to include the
American flag in a panoply of flags, many of them handmade by camp resi-

106

dents.’% Yet some differences may be irreconcilable, or simply not amenable

to collaborative solutions. Developing, in Miller’s words, an “etiquette of con-
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flict” that permits differences to be negotiated while retaining connections
among women is a formidable task facing women’s organizations today.

Conclusion

Feminist ideals of the 1g6os inspired the creation of women’s movement or-
ganizations. Many of these organizations began with a preference for collec-
tive structures and a desire for unity among women. The experience of recent
years has tested those values against the realities of organizational growth and
has deepened our understanding of organizational dynamics.

Hierarchy in organizations creates inequalities in relationships, but because
inequality exists within collective structures also, hierarchy has some advan-
tages. Egalitarian structures with a humanistic emphasis permit participation
and individuality, but they fail to foster efficiency and predictability. This ten-
sion makes it necessary at times to choose between productivity and equality
or to develop strategies, such as limiting the size of the organization, to enable
egalitarian arrangements. Both bureaucratic and collectivist structures are
multidimensional, each with advantages and disadvantages. Instead of asking
whether certain organizational structures are “more” or “less” feminist, the
critical question is whether they are useful for reaching particular goals.

The press toward bureaucracy that accompanies growth suggests that fem-
inist organizations will become similar in form to mainstream organizations
if they expand. However, alternatives to expansion, such as dividing into small
groups, can preserve egalitarian relations, and feminism’s democratic ideology
mitigates against extreme centralization of control. A feminist organization
can adopt some bureaucratic features without becoming a bureaucratic behe-
moth.

Asaconsultant, I have often heard members blame organizational problems
on other individuals’ deficient motives, abilities, or commitment to feminism.
Yet organizational growing pains, not personal deficits, generate many of the
tensions in feminist organizations. Individual differences are highly visible,
whereas the shaping power of organizational arrangements is less transparent.
Psychologists label as the “fundamental attribution error” the tendency of peo-
ple to attribute other people’s behavior to intrapsychic factors while consider-
ing situational factors to be the cause of their own actions.!®” Recognition that
tensions can stem from systemic factors rather than members’ lack of com-
mitment to feminism reduces the guilt and blame that confound the already
difficult process of conflict management. Moving from individualistic to or-
ganizational explanations permits consideration of new solutions other than

simply ousting people from the organization.
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The assumption in American culture that bigger is better leads to the equa-
tion of growth with success. Nonetheless, growth may lead feminist organi-
zations in directions that are antithetical to some of the beliefs and values that
originally inspired their creation. Tension exists between organizational sur-
vival and growth on the one hand, and some aspects of feminist ideology on
the other. Yet survival and perhaps growth may be necessary to achieve femi-
nist goals.

Feminist organizations have played a critical role in bringing both women
and women’s issues to the public agenda. Moreover, organizational memories
are conduits for the wisdom gained from feminism’s history. To condemn or-
ganizations as nonfeminist because they adopt bureaucratic features is to deny
some of the realities of life in a growing organization. To adopt bureaucracy
without recognizing its tension with feminist values, however, is to reduce the
potential of these organizations to act as vehicles for social change. The trans-
formative power of feminism is mediated in part through feminist organiza-
tions. Understanding the choices that face feminist organizations as they grow
will better enable us to create strategies to address both organizational needs

and feminist values.
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I3

The Impact of Welfare Reform on

Men’s Violence against Women

ELFARE “REFORM” {or “recision,” as some critics call it) is perhaps the

most important social policy change in our lifetimes, reversing more
than sixty years of government support for the poor. The federal Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act of 1996 includes strict time limits
on receiving public aid and rigid requirements for moving from welfare to
work. These changes are likely to have a powerful impact on women who are
battered by intimate partners. Advocates of battered women argue that wel-
fare helps women escape violent relationships; consequently, restricting ac-
cess to public aid may add to the difficulties of leaving abusers.! New child
support enforcement provisions that pressure men to acknowledge paternity
may provoke them to retaliate against the mothers of their children.? In ad-
dition, many abusive partners do not want women to become independent
and will sabotage their employment or participation in job training pro-
grams.® Accordingly, work participation requirements may inadvertently in-
crease violence.

Acknowledging the possibility of increased violence, Senators Paul Well-
stone of Minnesota and Patty Murray of Washington state sponsored the
Family Violence Option (FVO) to the federal welfare reform legislation.* The
FVO offers states the opportunity to provide counseling and other services to
women with abusive partners and temporarily to waive work and other re-
quirements for them. Thirty-one states have officially chosen the FVO and
nine more are planning to adopt it, while ten others have taken domestic vio-
lence into account in their state welfare plans.’

Despite widespread support among those in the battered women’s move-
ment for the FVO, little systematic research has examined whether changes in
welfare status provoke violence. Research on welfare reform is hindered by
the absence of a theoretical understanding of the relationship of economic sta-
tus to violence. Without such a theoretical perspective, we are left with a col-
lection of scattered research findings but no systematic way to comprehend
how changes in welfare status affect violence. Traditional theories of violence,
in particular exchange theory, have limits as frameworks for examining the
impact of welfare reform. Here we illustrate how feminist contributions to
theories of intimate violence extend our thinking and provide a useful per-
spective for research on the impact of welfare reform.
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Social science theories of men’s violence against women attribute it to a wide
range of causes, such as men’s pathology (e.g., abnormal personality traits or
alcoholism), inner tension, an instrumental power strategy, a reflection of cul-
tural norms and institutional practices, or learned behavior.® Economic factors
such as welfare receipt may not be the only, or even the most important, con-
tributors to intimate violence,” yet the likely broad impact of welfare reform
compels consideration of this issue. Here we focus on change in women’s
financial status, although other noncash aspects of welfare receipt, such as
paternity identification, may be important as well.

The Role of Economic Factors in Intimate Violence

Making the link between battering and poverty has been problematic because
of ideological conflict between advocates for the poor and for women with
abusive partners.® Many feminists attribute intimate violence to men’s desire
to control women that it is supported by deeply held and widely shared norms
condoning male dominance.” The battered women’s movement has aimed to
change these norms and to hold men accountable for their violence (in addi-
tion to providing protective and supportive services for women). Moreover, in
order to focus public attention on the issue of battering, many in the battered
women’s movement have emphasized that battering is not “merely” a prob-
lem of poverty but rather is embedded in all levels of society.!? In contrast, ad-
vocates for the poor are likely to see intimate violence as a product of poverty;
they may view attempts to attribute moral guilt and criminal liability to bat-
terers who are poor (and/or of minority status) as a form of blaming the
victim.

However, disagreement exists among advocates for battered women.
Crenshaw,'! for example, has criticized the emphasis on the universality of in-
timate violence as an attempt to move attention away from poor and/or mi-
nority women and focus instead on white middle-class victims. Most chal-
lenging to the belief in the classless nature of intimate violence, however, is
empirical evidence that, although violence crosses socioeconomic lines, it is
much more frequent among those with low incomes.'? Data from several
years of the National Crime Victimization Survey consistently indicate that
victimization from intimate violence increases as women’s family income de-
creases. Women in families with incomes under $10,000 are victimized at a
rate of 19.9 per thousand, roughly four times the rate of women with incomes
of $50,000 or more.!?

Rates of violence against women on welfare are strikingly high.!* Among a
representative sample of welfare recipients in Massachusetts, 65 percent were
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victims of violence by a current or former boyfriend or husband; one-fifth had
been victimized in the past twelve months.!® Similarly, 55 percent of a sample
of welfare recipients in Washington state reported being physically or sexually
abused by a spouse or boyfriend.!® More than 60 percent of homeless and low-
income housed mothers in a Massachusetts study, most of whom were receiv-
ing welfare, reported assaults by intimate male partners.!”

Multiple factors may account for the connection between poverty and inti-
mate violence. Just as child abuse, elder abuse, and other forms of family vio-
lence are more common among those who are poor, so too is wife abuse. When
resources are scarce due to poverty, the stresses that all families face may be
compounded. Gelles claims that “the family, with the exception of the military
in times of war and the police, is society’s most violent social institution.”'®
Some structural factors that may account for the frequency of violence within
families include the greater amount of time spent interacting with family
members compared with others, the intensity of involvement with family
members, and the privacy accorded families, which lessens social control.
Furthermore, the family is constantly undergoing changes and transitions,
which may increase tensions.!? Although all families may face stress, the lower
level of resources among those who are poor may make them more vulnera-
ble to its effects. Moreover, poor women may have few options that would
enable them to escape an abusive relationship.

However, evidence indicates that some abuse is deliberately intended to pre-
vent women from becoming economically self-sufficient. About 47 percent of
abused women in a welfare-to-work program reported that their intimate
partner tried to prevent them from obtaining education or training. Both
abused and nonabused women in this sample were discouraged from work-
ing by their partners, but women with abusive partners faced active interfer-
ence.’> Among women in three urban battered women’s shelters, 46 percent
of their male partners forbade women from getting a job and 25 percent for-
bade them from going to school. Of those who worked or went to school any-
way, 85 percent missed work because of abuse while 56 percent missed school;
52 percent were fired or quit because of abuse.?! Eight percent of randomly se-
lected women in a low-income neighborhood in Chicago reported that their
boyfriend or husband prevented them from going to school or work in the past
twelve months.?? Psychological symptoms associated with abuse victimiza-
tion, such as depression, insomnia, nightmares, and flashbacks, also may in-
terfere with employment or education.”?

Anecdotal evidence from job training providers also supports the claim that
disruptive and threatening actions by women’s intimate partners are intended
to sabotage women’s efforts at financial independence, perhaps out of the part-
ner’s fear that women will leave the relationship or form other relationships at
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work.?* Abusive partners engage in a variety of tactics from turning off alarm
clocks, failing to fulfill childcare responsibilities, and destroying textbooks
before an exam to administering beatings and highly visible bruises so that
women cannot go to job interviews or to work, and harassing women and their
co-workers on the job.?®

The assumption of many who advocate welfare reform is that stringent re-
strictions on public aid will prompt an increase in women’s employment and
economic self-sufficiency. Although itis beyond the scope of this chapter to ad-
dress this assumption,?® it seems likely that women who leave welfare will ex-
perience a change in their economic resources. The impact of this change on
levels of violence might depend on whether a woman simply loses welfare, re-
sulting in a decline in her resources, or manages to find employment that pays
her the same or more than she previously received in welfare.

Intimate violence is a complex phenomenon, likely due to multiple causes.
Yet to understand the impact of welfare reform on violence, we need to view
battering through an economic lens. Of the many theories of violence,?” ex-
change theory seems most useful for such an analysis because it permits con-
sideration of partners’ financial resources. Exchange theory would predict that
violence would decrease when women'’s economic resources increase because,
in gaining greater resources, women have also gained power. However, as we
will illustrate, the lack of consideration to the dynamics of male dominance lim-
its the usefulness of exchange theory. In contrast to exchange theory’s predic-
tions, the desire for male dominance might result in a “backlash” should
women gain resources.”® From this perspective, battering would increase as vi-
olence-prone men attempt to compensate for their relative loss of dominance.
Here we show how the feminist “backlash hypothesis” extends our thinking on
intimate violence and provides a framework for research on the impact of wel-
fare reform on women with abusive partners. In doing so, we demonstrate how
policy analysis benefits from the incorporation of feminist thinking.

The Resource Exchange Approach to
Understanding Intimate Violence

Exchange theory proposes that behavior is a product of a calculus of costs and
benefits.?? Participants in intimate relationships expect a fair exchange of
rights and obligations from one another. The rewards a person receives in a
relationship must somehow balance the investments put into it. Rewards may
be in the form of financial and material goods, social approval, compliance,
and so forth, while investments include such factors as social status and job se-
curity. An imbalance of investments and rewards may cause the individual
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who contributes less in terms of income or status to be at a disadvantage; it may
also threaten the overall status position of the family.*"

According to exchange theory, therefore, the relative amount of resources
of each partner determines the degree of power each person holds in the rela-
tionship. The “principle of least interest” suggests that the person with the
most resources is least dependent on the relationship.?! Given the principle of
least interest, violence should be associated with an imbalance in marital
power, that is, husbands with more marital power than their wives can afford
to be abusive.

Straus and his colleagues at the University of New Hampshire’s Family
Violence Research Center have applied exchange theory to family violence,
emphasizing the role of inequality and the balance of power in the family.??
Indeed, in a nationally representative sample of American couples, husband-
dominated marriages had the highest rate of abuse, while egalitarian mar-
riages had the lowest.** Marital dependency of the wife is also associated with
higher levels of violence**

This approach to understanding intimate violence is based on the assump-
tion that men use violence as a means of control because they can get away with
it; women have too few resources to affect the balance of power in the rela-
tionship. Gelles combined exchange theory with social control theory to sug-
gest that men batter because they are not punished for doing so0.*> As he put
it, “People will use violence in the family if the costs of being violent do not
outweigh the rewards.”* Loss of status was one of the costs of violence, ac-
cording to Gelles, in addition to other costs such as retaliation by the victim,
arrest, or imprisonment. Hence women’s lack of economic self-sufficiency cre-
ates dependence on men, which enables men to batter without fearing the loss
of the relationship. If women’s resources increased, however, the balance of
power within the relationship would change.

Resources other than money may contribute to the balance of power be-
tween partners. In a materialistic society such as the United States, however,
the amount of money each partner contributes may be an important factor in
determining relative power in relationships.®” If welfare reform results in a
woman’s loss of economic resources and a consequent reduction in her power
within the family, exchange theory suggests that the level of violence against
her would increase. However, should a woman gain employment that pro-
vides more resources (and therefore more power) than previously, she should
be less likely to be beaten, or the violence should be less severe, because she
would have more power in the relationship.

Thus we would predict, based on exchange theory, that when economic re-
sources are relatively equal between partners, or the woman has more resources
than her partner, violence should be less severe than when the women has fewer
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resources than her partner. But examining relationships simply on the basis of
resources within the couple may overlook important contextual factors.
Structural factors, such as discrimination against women in the workplace,
may limit women’s resources. Nonetheless, in contrast to poor men, especially
those who suffer discrimination in employment because of race or ethnicity,
poor women’s access to welfare or job training may be a means of gaining rel-
ative power.

Kalmuss and Straus®® used data from a nationally representative sample to
examine the relationship of violence and wives’ economic dependence on their
marital partner, as indicated by whether or not she worked, whether there were
children age five or younger at home, and whether the husband earned 75 per-
cent or more of the couple’s income. Women who were highly economically de-
pendent on their marriage experienced more physical abuse from their hus-
bands than women whose dependency was low. Aguire® found that the fewer
the wife’s resources, the more likely it was that she would return to the abuser.
Aguire concludes that, in addition to obtaining shelter, women with abusive
partners need programs that will insure their economic independence.

But increasing women’s economic resources may not reduce violence
against them. Some evidence, such as the higher victimization rates of women
who are separated compared to women who are divorced or married, suggests
that it is the very process of moving toward independence that may exacerbate
or even cause violence against women. Women who are separated have an av-
erage annual rate of violent victimization from intimates that is three times
greater than women who are divorced and thirty times greater than those who
are married.*® Consequently, an increase in economic resources, if it increases
women’s independence, may provoke violence from abusive partners. The key
factor here is a desire on the part of men to maintain dominance over women,
a factor that exchange theory does not take into account.*!

Feminist Approaches to Understanding
Intimate Violence

Feminists see violence as the product of men’s desire to dominate and control
women.*? More than twenty years ago, in one of the earliest feminist works on
wife abuse, Del Martin®?® described violence as the husband’s means of main-
taining dominance. Martin emphasized the importance of the economic de-
pendence of women on men and the way in which social institutions, including
economic, legal, and religion systerns, relegate women to subordinate positions.

Men use violence as an influence tactic, enabling them to have greater deci-
sion-making power in a relationship.** As Schechter put it, “Violence is only
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one of the many ways in which men express their socially structured right to
control and chastise.”*® According to Dobash and Dobash,* men benefit in
several ways from violence against women: “to silence them, to ‘win’ argu-
ments, to express dissatisfaction, to deter future behavior and to merely

147 asserts that male violence against women

demonstrate dominance.” Russel
is a reaction to the erosion of their power relative to that of women, a backlash
against a loss of control. However, not all men use force to dominate women,
and battering occurs in lesbian relationships as well.*® Nonetheless, the femi-
nist emphasis on violence against women as coercive control could hold for
homosexual as well as heterosexual couples.*’

The emphasis on control suggests that when women gain economic re-
sources, men will attempt to compensate in order to maintain dominance.
Thus increased violence against women may be one form of men’s backlash
against women’s move toward independence.’® The feminist “backlash hy-
pothesis” rests on cultural norms that advocate male dominance in society.
Indeed, wife-beating rarely occurs in cultures that do not support male dom-
inance.’! The Violence against Women Survey conducted by Statistics Canada
found that men who adhere to an ideology of family patriarchy (i.e., who be-
lieved in male power and authority over women in marriage) are more likely
to abuse their wives, although not all men who believe in patriarchal values
are abusers.>? In a telephone survey of 604 women randomly selected in met-
ropolitan Toronto, women reported that men who adhered to an ideology of
patriarchy were the most likely to abuse their wives.>?

Given feminists’ typical opposition to evolutionary theory, it is ironic that
feminist theories of male dominance overlap to some extent with evolutionary
psychologists’ theories of social dominance orientation, that is, a favoring of
one’s own group to dominate other groups. Pratto®® and her colleagues postu-
late that social dominance orientation, higher in males than in females, accounts
for the gender differences in a wide varicty of policy-related attitudes, such as
conservatism, racism, and sexism. Evolutionary psychologists trace gender dif-
ferences in social dominance orientation to reproductive aspects of behavior
(that is, male competition for selection as mates of reproductively attractive fe-
males), while feminists typically attribute male dominance to other factors. Yet
differences among men in social dominance orientation may help explain why
some men are willing to use violence while others are not. For example, wives
may come to prefer egalitarian authority structures in relationships if working
enables them to become economically independent; those husbands who retain
a belief in male dominance may react with violence to a challenge to their
power.>® Violence becomes the “ultimate resource” that backs up feelings of en-
titlement to dominance if superiority in other resources is absent.™

Considerable research on intimate violence has looked separately at the
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characteristics of men who batter or at the characteristics of victimized
women.>” However, it is important to consider the combination of character-
istics of both parties in the relationship in order to understand violence. With
respect to economic factors, the discrepancy between a woman’s employment/
income and that of her partner may be a critical contributor to violence rather
than the absolute status of either partner. For example, McCloskey®® found
that income disparities favoring women, rather than overall family resources,
predicted men’s violence toward their wives. Consequently, considering
women or abusive men separately overlooks critical factors because it may be
the gap between their resources, rather than the absolute level of her (or his)
resources, that is important. Hence, welfare recipients may be differentially
affected by reform depending on the resources of their partners.

Most of the social science research on violence, with a few exceptions,> is
cross-sectional rather than longitudinal. Because the backlash hypothesis as-
sumes change occurs over time, the absence of longitudinal research makes it
impossible to assess its usefulness definitively. Nevertheless, we can examine
whether existing cross-sectional studies support the proposition that violence
is greater when women are closer to economic equality than when the gap be-
tween women’s and men’s resources is large. Given the backlash hypothesis,
we might expect that violence becomes a means of coercive control by men
when partners’ resources are relatively equal. If women have the same (or even
more) resources than men, then dominance-prone men may use violence as a

means of maintaining control.®’

In a review examining risk factors for violence, Hotaling and Sugarman®
found that the likelihood of husband-to-wife violence increases if the wife has
more education or higher income than the husband. Three studies that have
considered partners’ ratio of resources also provide some support for the back-
lash hypothesis. Dugan, Nagin, and Rosenfeld®? found that declining rates of
intimate partner homicide were partially explained by the changing economic
status of women. As women’s economic status improves, the rate at which
women kill their intimate partners declines (perhaps because increased in-
come enables them to leave the relationship), but not the rate at which women
are killed by their partners. Instead, there was some (albeit weak) evidence that
women’s improved economic status increases rather than decrease women’s
chances of being victimized.

A second study comes to a similar conclusion. McCloskey found that vio-
lence against women increased as income differences lessened: “The less dis-
parity in income, or the more resources the woman has relative to her husband,
the more frequent and escalated the violence.”®* In this study, disparities in in-
come and occupational prestige were measured; disparities in other resources,

such as education or investment in the relationship, may also be relevant.
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Finally, Babcock and her colleagues® assessed several dimensions of mari-
tal power, including communication skill, income, occupational status, educa-
tion, and decision-making power, as well as marital violence. Husbands who
battered their wives were more likely than nonviolent men to report an inter-
actional pattern in which the husband makes demands and the wife with-
draws, a pattern that typically gives the withdrawer the more powerful posi-
tion. Thus the findings of this study also provide some evidence that abusive
men compensate with physical aggression for their lack of power in a rela-
tionship.

Both exchange theory and the backlash hypothesis may correctly predict
male violence, the former when a woman’s resources are low, and the latter
when her resources begin to increase. When a woman has few resources and
is dependent on a relationship for economic or emotional sustenance, a male
partner may feel free to use violence without fear of retaliation or loss of the
relationship. Yet, contrary to exchange theory, should that woman gain re-
sources, her male partner may continue to use violence or even escalate that vi-
olence to maintain his control. A nationwide survey of violence in familics pro-
vides support for this claim. In an examination of the relationship between
gender inequality and violence in the United States, wife beating was most
common in states where institutions support male dominance within the fam-
ily, that is, in the least egalitarian states (based on the economic, educational,
political, and legal status of women in those states). However, it was next high-
est in the most egalitarian states. One interpretation of these seemingly con-
tradictory findings is that violence in egalitarian states was men’s response to
women’s relative independence.®®> A subsequent analysis of data from those
states in which women enjoyed high status found that wifc abuse was highest
in husband-dominant families.®¢

Using data collected from a cross-sectional national sample of 2,143
American couples in 1976,°” Smith®® found that the wife’s occupational pres-
tige level affected the relationship berween status and husbands’ violence,
Wives with low-prestige jobs have a relatively high probability of being as-
saulted regardless of husbands’ prestige. Wives with high occupational pres-
tige have a lower risk of abuse overall, but high-status wives’ chances of being
assaulted increase as their husbands’ status decreases.

Methodological and Conceptual Limitations
of Current Research

The feminist backlash hypothesis has extended our thinking about violence
against women. Yet it is difficult to assess the backlash hypothesis because few
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studies of violence against women take a longitudinal perspective, consider-
ing how relationships change over time.%? Although studies have documented
the significant drop in welfare rolls in many states, little research has followed
those who have left welfare in order to monitor the impact of their change in
status. And many studies of the impact of welfare reform do not include vio-
lence as a variable of interest.

Power in relationships is a difficult construct to measure.”® Researchers tend
to infer power from such variables as occupational prestige and income. Such
factors may not always translate into interpersonal power, and other resources
not often considered (such as verbal ability) may be relevant. Researchers who
study power directly typically have measured the extent of each partners’ de-
cision-making power by using some variant of Blood and Wolfe’s Decision
Power Index”! which asks who has the “final say” in decisions regarding such
domains as what type of car to buy, and whether to have children. Renzetti’?
summarizes the drawbacks of this method: “It treats all decisions as if they
are of equal weight, it fails ta account for the authority to delegate decision-
making responsibilities and it overlooks the everyday division of labor within
an intimate relationship.” Furthermore, resources that give one power (Le.,
power bases) may be distinct from power processes (i.e., techniques to gain
power) and power outcomes (i.e., who makes the final decision).”?

Some critics argue that theories of intimate violence implicate women in the
causation of their own abuse. Exchange theory could be interpreted to at-
tribute a causal role to women whose resources are low, while the backlash hy-
pothesis could be seen as placing similar blame on women whose resources in-
crease. In both cases, by focusing on the level of women'’s resources relative to
men’s, women seem to be in some way responsible for the abuse.”* Only re-
cently has the focus shifted from studying victims of male violence to study-
ing perpetrators, from asking why she stays to examining why he batters. Yet
the most useful research may be that which considers both parties in the rela-
tionship simultaneously.

Research on this topic suffers from other limitations. Few studies consider
the possibility of learning or development, that is, that women (and men) may
change their behavior as the result of the outcomes of previous behavior.
Ferraro and Johnson”® found that women with abusive partners used several
rationalizations to justify being battered, including viewing the spouse as a
deeply troubled person whom women can “save”; blaming the abuse on some
external force, such as pressures at work; or blaming themselves for the vio-
lence. In this study, only after women stopped rationalizing violence did they
begin to seek alternatives.

But the greatest difficulty in applying theories to predict the impact of wel-

fare reform on violence is the multifactorial nature of causes of violence.”®

154 GENDER, POLICIES, AND PRACTICES



Although violence against women 1s a complex phenomenon with multiple
precipitating factors on the personal, situational, and societal levels, the con-
temporary battered women’s movement has emphasized a conceptualization
of violence as a form of male power and control over women.”” Economic vari-
ables are not in themselves likely to be the only cause or contributor to vio-
lence. Other factors, such as cultural norms approving the use of violence, the
lack of empathy on the part of batterers, past experience of abuse, or drug or
alcohol abuse may also play a part. Moreover, distinctions among types of bat-
terers suggest that income disparities may not have the same effect in all
cases.”®

In addition, when considering women’s economic resources, it is necessary
to include possible sources of income in addition to welfare. Contrary to pop-
ular belief, many women who receive welfare also work.”” The average
amount of welfare a woman receives each month is small. In New York City,
for example, a mother with one child receives a maximum monthly cash ben-
efit of $468, which totals only $5,616 a year.?” In Illinois, such a family would
receive only $278 per month.®! Furthermore, unskilled work typically is un-
stable; such jobs receive low wages and few job-related benefits such as health
care; and these jobs may incur costs in child care, transportation, and clothing.
Moving from welfare to work may not always lift welfare recipients out of
poverty or even give them more resources than they had received on welfare.

Implications for Social Policy

Welfare policies that do not consider the impact of violence in women’s lives
are not likely to insure economic independence.?? The previous analysis cau-
tions that women may be vulnerable to abuse not only when they lose re-
sources, but also when they gain them. Although social and economic equal-
ity of women has long been a goal of feminist advocacy, the process of
achieving equality may inadvertently put some women at greater risk of vio-
lence. The response to this dilemma is not to reduce the press for equality or
pay equity, but rather to take into account the unintended consequences of
change. The possibility of increases in battering redoubles the need for efforts
to reduce violence and to provide more protective resources or services (such
as shelters) for women likely to suffer abuse. Moreover, the link between vio-
lence and poverty suggests that antipoverty efforts may have an ameliorative
effect on violence.®? Job training and placement may be useful not only for
women leaving welfare, but also for unemployed men who batter, reducing
some of the pressures of poverty that may contribute to abuse.

As described earlier, the Family Violence Option (FVO) to the federal wel-
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tare legislation offers states the opportunity to screen and identify women with
abusive partners, to refer those women to counseling and supportive services,
and to temporarily waive some welfare requirements for them. These provi-
stons recognize the negative impact of abuse on obtaining and holding a job.
Yet implementing the FVO may be difficult.®* Women may be reluctant to
identify themselves as abused; few supportive services may be available for
them; and states may be unwilling to waive work requirements if that threat-
ens their ability to meet mandated “work participation” percentages. Vigorous
execution of the FVO provisions seems to be one effective strategy for keep-
ing women from further harm (although it risks pathologizing and stigma-
tizing women with abusive partners).®> But once women have obtained em-
ployment, the backlash hypothesis suggests that the need for protective and
supportive services does not end. The “male model” of work is competitive
and isolating. Women in transition from welfare to work, especially those who
have been abused, may be in need of special supports and tangible aid, such as
legal services to help them end a violent relationship.

Welfare reform only went into effect in the United States in the late 1990s,
and we are beginning to see women leaving public aid in large numbers.
Glowing accounts of the decrease in welfare rolls and stories about heroic
women who have successfully navigated their way out of welfare have ap-
peared frequently in media accounts of welfare reform, heralding the success
of this policy. But the success of welfare reform should not be measured solely
by the decline in caseloads. The central question is the degree of well-being of
those who no longer receive public aid. Only by taking into account some of
the unintended consequences of welfare reform, such as the possibility of
escalated violence against women, will we know the full impact of changes in
policies.

Feminists have underscored the importance of understanding the life expe-
riences of people who traditionally have been left out of our research pro-
grams—not only women, but also people of color, those from working-class
backgrounds, and so forth. The need for diversity in our research samples has
been acknowledged by many. Yet feminist concerns with dominance and
power relationships have not received equal consideration. Bertrand Russell
claimed that “the fundamental concept in social science is Power, in the same
sense in which Energy is the fundamental concept in Physics. Like Energy,
Power has many forms.”%¢ To understand women’s lives, it is critical to con-
sider factors, such as a belief in the acceptability of male dominance, that per-
meate the environment in which many women live. By incorporating an
awareness of the dynamics of power and control, social policy analyses and rec-
ommendations will be better able to examine and ameliorate vexing social

problems.
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