
Chapter One

Liberal Feminism

Sources of Gender Inequality

• Gendered socialization of children.
• Women’s primary responsibility for child care and

household maintenance.
• Division of work into women’s jobs and men’s jobs.
• Devaluation and low pay for women’s jobs.
• Restricted entry into top positions (glass ceiling).
• Limitations on reproductive choice.

Politics

• Gender-neutral child-rearing and education.
• Bringing women into occupations and professions dominated

by men and breaking through the glass ceiling to positions of
authority (affirmative action).

• Bringing more women into politics through equal-representation
rules and financial support.

• Promoting gender mainstreaming in policies ensuring attention
to women’s needs.

• Sharing parenting and subsidizing child care.
• Legal, accessible, and affordable reproductive services.
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Contributions

• Making language, children’s books, and education more gender-
neutral.

• Making formal and informal gender discrimination visible and
countering its effects by mentoring and networking in multicul-
tural women’s professional and occupational associations.

• Working with civil rights organizations to frame affirmative
action guidelines and to bring lawsuits for women and disad-
vantaged men.

• Getting more women elected and appointed to government
positions.

• Encouraging employers and governments to provide workplace
child care and paid parental leave.

• Getting abortion legalized and reproductive rights recognized
as human rights.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the feminist focus in the United States was on
women as individuals and the narrowness of their lives. Liberal femi-

nism’s complaint that women were confined to a main “job” of wife-
mother, with anything else they did having to take a backseat to child care
and housework, was the theme of Betty Friedan’s best-selling book The
Feminine Mystique. Women who wanted careers or who were ambitious to
make a mark in the arts or in politics were suspect unless they were also
“good” wives and mothers (especially mothers). Another problem that
kept women down was men’s devaluation of them as not too bright,
clothes-conscious, and overly emotional. Of course, these impressions
were exactly what a woman was taught to convey to a man if she wanted to
get a husband.

Liberal feminism claims that gender differences are not based in biol-
ogy and therefore that women and men are not all that different: Their
common humanity supersedes their procreative differences. If women
and men are not so different, then they should not be treated differently
under the law. Women should have the same legal rights as men and the
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same educational and work opportunities. Liberal feminism accepts and
works with the gender system, with the goal of purging it of its discrimi-
natory effects on women. Today this goal is termed undoing gender. A
parallel current goal is mainstreaming gender—ensuring that govern-
ment or organizational policies address women’s needs.

The early appeals of liberal feminism were open and straightfor-
ward—stop calling a wife “the little woman,” use Ms. instead of Mrs.
or Miss, recognize women’s past achievements and current capabilities
in many fields, let women do the kind of work they want to do outside
the home, share some of the housework and child care, legalize abor-
tion. It does not sound very earthshaking today because so many of
these goals have been achieved, including the routine use of “he and
she” in public discourse. Women have entered every field, from min-
ing to space travel. Women in the police force and the military are no
longer an oddity, and women in high positions, including leaders of
countries, are no longer a rarity.

Other liberal feminist goals are still being debated. One is the ques-
tion of whether men can be as good at parenting as women. Liberal fem-
inism argues that gendered characteristics, such as women’s parenting
abilities, may seem biological but are really social products. Their proof
that mothering skills are learned and not inborn, for example, is that
men learn them, too, when they end up with the responsibility for rais-
ing children alone. But when there is a woman around, the assumption
is that she is better at child care than any man, and so women end up
doing most of the physically and emotionally intensive work of bringing
up children. Mothers’ primary responsibility for child care undermines
the accomplishment of gender equality in paid jobs, since employers
assume that mothers cannot be as committed to their work as fathers or
childless women.

A second continuing problem is that families, teachers, picture
books, school books, and the mass media still encourage boys to be
“masculine” and girls to be “feminine,” even when they show adult
women and men acting in more gender-neutral ways. Gender inequal-
ity is built into this socialization because supposedly masculine charac-
teristics, such as assertiveness, are more highly valued than supposedly
feminine characteristics, such as emotional supportiveness. Liberal
feminism promotes nonsexist socialization and education of children

28 Part II ✦ Gender Reform Feminisms



as well as media presentations of men and women in nontraditional
roles, especially men as caring and competent fathers. These areas still
need constant monitoring—computer software programs for girls fea-
ture sexy Barbie dolls and kissing skills, while boys’ computer games
feature violent adventure fantasies.

Successes and failures in the workplace. The workplace is an arena
where liberal feminism has made important contributions, but where
women are still a long way from gender equality. Thanks to feminist pres-
sure, more and more women have entered fields formerly dominated by
men, such as the sciences, and women in positions of authority are not the
big news they once were. However, sexist patterns of hiring and promo-
tion still produce workplaces where men and women work at different
jobs and where most of the top positions are held by men. Liberal femi-
nism has developed theories to explain the persistence of the gender segre-
gation of jobs (men work with men and women work with women) and
the gender stratification of organizational hierarchies (the top of the pyra-
mid is invariably almost all men).

The theory of gendered job queues argues that the best jobs are
kept for men of the dominant racial ethnic group. When a job no
longer pays well or has deteriorating working conditions, dominant
men leave for other work, and men of disadvantaged racial ethnic
groups and all women can move into them. Occupations stay segre-
gated, but who does the job changes. Some jobs have shifted from
men’s work to women’s work within a decade. A typical case is a
bank teller in the United States.

Disadvantaged groups of workers continue to get lower pay and
have poorer working conditions than the dominant group because the
new crop of “best jobs” again goes to the most advantaged group of
workers. Thus, in the United States, White men monopolize the most
lucrative financial and computer jobs.

The strategy of affirmative action was developed to redress the gen-
der, racial category, and ethnic imbalance in workplaces, schools, and
job-training programs. Affirmative action programs develop a diversi-
fied pool of qualified people by encouraging men to train for such jobs
as nurse, elementary school teacher, and secretary, and women to go into
fields like engineering, construction, and police work. Employers are
legally mandated to hire enough workers of different racial categories
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and genders to achieve a reasonable balance in their workforce. The
law also requires employers to pay the workers the same and to give
them an equal chance to advance in their careers.

With regard to gender, this change in numbers of women in a
workplace was supposed to have a psychological effect on both
men and women. Earlier theories had argued that women were
not aggressive about competing with men on the job or at school
because they feared that success would make them so disliked that
they would never have a social life. Rosabeth Moss Kanter, a soci-
ologist and management researcher, said that it was token status
as the lone woman among men, visible and vulnerable, that cre-
ated women’s fears. The Kanter hypothesis predicted that as
workplaces became more gender-balanced, men would become
more accepting of women colleagues, and women would have
other women to bond with instead of having to go it alone as the
single token woman. The following excerpt from her influential
book, Men and Women of the Corporation, lays out Moss Kanter’s
hypothesis about the effect of numbers of women on the culture
and social structure of a workplace.

Numbers: Minorities and Majorities
Rosabeth Moss Kanter
Professor of Business Administration,
Harvard University Business School

Yet questions of how many and how few confound any statements about
the organizational behavior of special kinds of people. For example, certain
popular conclusions and research findings about male-female relations or
role potentials may turn critically on the issue of proportions. One study of
mock jury deliberations found that men played proactive, task-oriented
leadership roles, whereas women in the same groups tended to take reac-
tive, emotional, and nurturant postures—supposed proof that traditional
stereotypes reflect behavior realities. But, strikingly, men far outnumbered
women in all of the groups studied. Perhaps it was the women’s scarcity
that pushed them into classical positions and the men’s numerical superior-
ity that encouraged them to assert task superiority. Similarly, the early kib-



butzim, collective villages in Israel that theoretically espoused equality of the
sexes but were unable to fully implement it, could push women into traditional
service positions because there were more than twice as many men as women.
Again, relative numbers interfered with a fair test of what men or women can
“naturally” do, as it did in the case of the relatively few women in the upper lev-
els of Indsco (the company in this example). Indeed, recently Marcia Guttentag
has found sex ratios in the population in general to be so important that they
predict a large number of behavioral phenomena, from the degree of power
women and men feel to the ways they cope with the economic and sexual
aspects of their lives.

To understand the dramas of the many and the few in the organization
requires a theory and a vocabulary. Four group types can be identified on the
basis of different proportional representations of kinds of people. . . . Uniform
groups have only one kind of person, one significant social type. The group
may develop its own differentiations, of course, but groups called uniform can
be considered homogeneous with respect to salient external master statuses
such as sex, race, or ethnicity. Uniform groups have a typological ratio of
100:0. Skewed groups are those in which there is a large preponderance of
one type over another, up to a ratio of perhaps 85:15. The numerically domi-
nant types also control the group and its culture in enough ways to be labeled
“dominants.” The few of another type in a skewed group can appropriately
be called “tokens,” for . . . they are often treated as representatives of their
category, as symbols rather than individuals. If the absolute size of the skewed
group is small, tokens can also be solos, the only one of their kind present; but
even if there are two tokens in a skewed group, it is difficult for them to gen-
erate an alliance that can become powerful in the group. . . . Next, tilted
groups begin to move toward less extreme distributions and less exaggerated
effects. In this situation, with ratios of perhaps 65:35, dominants are just a
“majority” and tokens become a “minority.” Minority members have poten-
tial allies among each other, can form coalitions, and can affect the culture of
the group. They begin to become individuals differentiated from each other as
well as a type differentiated from the majority. Finally, at about 60:40 and
down to 50:50, the group becomes balanced. Culture and interaction reflect
this balance. Majority and minority turn into potential subgroups that may or
may not generate actual type-based identifications. Outcomes for individuals
in such a balanced peer group, regardless of type, will depend more on other
structural and personal factors, including formation of subgroups or differen-
tiated roles and abilities.

It is the characteristics of the second type, the skewed group, that under-
lay the behavior and treatment of professional and managerial women
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observed at Indsco. If the ratio of women to men in various parts of the
organization begins to shift, as affirmative action and new hiring and pro-
motion policies promised, forms of relationships and peer culture should
also change. But as of the mid-1970s, the dynamics of tokenism predomi-
nated in Indsco’s . . . ranks, and women and men were in the positions of
token and dominant. Tokenism, like low opportunity and low power, set in
motion self-perpetuating cycles that served to reinforce the low numbers of
women and, in the absence of external intervention, to keep women in the
position of token.

Reprinted from: Rosabeth Moss Kanter, Men and Women of the Corporation, 208–210.
Copyright © 1977 by Rosabeth Moss Kanter. Reprinted by permission of Basic Books, a
division of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.

The recognition that a token or two did not make for a truly diversified
workplace provided the impetus for affirmative action. The goal is not per-
fect balance but a workplace where different kinds of people are fully inte-
grated and respected colleagues. The Kanter hypothesis predicted a positive
attitude change when a formerly imbalanced workplace becomes more gen-
der-balanced. However, later research found that as more women enter an
organization, there is often a backlash in the form of increasing sexual
harassment and denigration of women’s capabilities—a defense against
what is felt to be the encroachment of women on men’s territory. Men’s
stonewalling is particularly likely when women are competing with them
for jobs on the fast track up the career ladder.

Another contradiction to the Kanter hypothesis is that men who are
tokens in women-dominated occupations, such as nursing, tend to be
pushed into administrative jobs. This phenomenon became known as
the glass escalator, a contrast to the glass ceiling that keeps women from
the top jobs in occupations dominated by men.

Gatekeeping and the glass ceiling. The concept of gatekeeping
explains how most women are kept from getting to the top in occupa-
tions and professions dominated by men. Gatekeeping used to keep
women out of those fields entirely. Now gatekeeping keeps women out
of the line for promotion to top positions. The ways that most people
move up in their careers are through networking (finding out about job
and promotion opportunities through word-of-mouth and being rec-
ommended by someone already there) and mentoring (being coached by
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a protective senior to understand the informal norms of the workplace).
Becoming part of a network and getting a mentor are made much easier
if you become a protégé of a senior colleague.

In professions and in managerial positions, where jobs pay the best,
have the most prestige, and command the most authority, few senior
men take on women as their protégés. As a result, there has been a glass
ceiling on the advancement of women in every field they have entered in
the last 25 years. The concept of the glass ceiling assumes that women
have the motivation, ambition, and capacity for positions of power and
prestige, but hidden barriers keep them from reaching the top. They can
see their way to their goal, but they bump their heads on a ceiling that is
both invisible and impenetrable. Similar processes of informal discrimi-
nation hinder the careers of men of disadvantaged groups as well;
women of color have had to face both racism and sexism.

Despite the glass ceiling, the efforts of liberal feminism to make
women equal to men in the workplace in Western societies have suc-
ceeded. Women now receive the higher education and professional
training needed to enter medicine and law. Women have formed pro-
fessional associations and unions by occupation, and also by racial eth-
nic groups, to enhance the networking and mentoring so useful in get-
ting jobs and then getting promoted. Although men in work and other
organizations still bypass women for promotion (and the organiza-
tions are getting successfully sued for such behavior), the liberal femi-
nist goal of workplace gender equality is a major accomplishment. But
this accomplishment is foundering for mothers.

Work-family balance. Liberal feminism has always claimed that
women and motherhood are not synonymous. Its proponents argue
that the assumption that mothers have prime responsibility for child
care and cannot therefore be responsible workers builds gender dis-
crimination into the workplace. Childless women can be treated as
men workers are. For them and for fathers, employers demand that
work comes before family. For professions and politics, so-called
“greedy occupations,” the pressure to put the job first is even more
intense. Mothers are bounced between two powerful cultural com-
mitments—their children and their work.

When workplaces do not accommodate to family needs and
fathers do not share child care, mothers pay a price in lowered
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wages, reduced lifetime earnings, and minimal pensions because of
part-time and interrupted work. When they want to return to
full-time work or get off the “mommy track,” they are discrimi-
nated against in hiring and promotions. Thus, mothers bear most of
the economic and occupational cost of parenting, even though
everyone in a society benefits from good child care.

Many European countries and Israel have policies of maternal leave
and subsidized child care that encourage women with small children to
stay in the paid workforce, but because they have the organizational and
emotional responsibility for their families, they are discouraged from
competing with men for high-level, better-paid, full-time positions.
Some countries subsidize mothers and children but do not provide child
care; that policy encourages women to stay out of the paid workforce.
Countries like the United States, which subsidize neither mothers nor
child care, make the “juggling act” between parenting and earning a liv-
ing the responsibility of individual families.

The other part of the balance, the workplace, has felt less govern-
mental and social pressure to adjust to 25 years of married mothers’
staying on the job. In much of the literature on dual-career and
two-job families, liberal feminism has suggested that an obvious way
to accommodate workers’ family responsibilities is to expand the use
of flextime. Flextime offers employees a choice of what hours and
what days of the week to work. But it has to guarantee equal benefits,
such as health insurance, advancement opportunities, and seniority
tracks. Family-friendly workplaces have for a long time provided
flextime, parental leaves, on-site child care, and referral services for
care of children and the elderly. But they have not offered them with-
out penalties in advancement or the stigmatization of part-time
work. Formal policies and informal practices need to reflect aware-
ness of the whole lives of every worker if the transformation in fami-
lies is to be met with transformation in the workplace.

The following excerpt from The Time Bind by Jerry Jacobs and
Kathleen Gerson, two sociologists who have separately contributed
excellent research to gender, work, and family issues, lays out the cru-
cial issues in balancing work and family and how the problems might
be remedied.
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Integrating Family and Work in the 21st Century
Jerry A. Jacobs
Professor of Sociology, University of Pennsylvania

Kathleen Gerson
Professor of Sociology, New York University

Efforts to achieve gender equality, like policies that call for government regu-
lation or spending, continue to evoke deep ambivalence and considerable
opposition. Several decades ago, when women’s movement into paid work
began to elicit popular notice, criticism often focused on the costs women
bore as they moved away from domestically centered lives. Some even
argued, in Sylvia Ann Hewlett’s words, that these changes meant a “lesser
life” for women.1 Several decades later, this argument appears far less tena-
ble. As women have established themselves across an array of jobs and occu-
pations, most have welcomed their increased economic and social autonomy.
Women continue to face obstacles at work and in the home, but the solutions
to these problems can be found in creating more equal opportunities, not in
confining women to domesticity.

The more common focus of contemporary critiques of women’s equal-
ity has moved from adults to children. According to this argument,
women’s workplace commitments may appeal to adults, but they pose
dangers for the young. The concern over “neglected” or “latchkey” chil-
dren has insidious overtones, implying maternal indifference and fueling a
moral panic over the transformation in women’s lives. While it is appropri-
ate and important to focus on the ways our society is not meeting the
needs of children, it is equally important to disentangle these concerns
from parental, and especially maternal, blame. The dangers to children rest
not with their mothers’ work commitments, but rather with the paucity of
supports—at the workplace and in our communities—for employed par-
ents and their children.

Rather than causing harm, the paid employment of mothers tends to
enhance children’s well-being in a number of ways. Most obviously,
women’s employment provides economic resources to their families;
whether they live in a two-income or a single-parent home, children depend
on their mothers’ earnings. Equal economic opportunity for women thus
protects children from poverty and improves their life chances.
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Children tend to recognize the benefits of having an employed mother,
as well as the challenges posed by long hours and inflexible work settings.
Most children support their working parents and believe employed mothers
are making crucial contributions to their welfare (Galinsky 1999; Gerson
2001). They report emotional and social benefits as well. Both daughters
and sons tend to see employed mothers as uplifting models for women and
dual-income partnerships as attractive models for marriage (Barnett and
Rivers 1996; Gerson 2002). And when the focus is on direct, “quality” time
devoted to children, employed mothers appear to spend almost as much
time with their children as do nonemployed mothers (Bianchi 2000).

While children appreciate the resources their parents’ jobs provide, they
also recognize the toll that long days and unsatisfying work can take on
mothers and fathers alike. What children need, then, are flexible, fam-
ily-friendly workplaces for their parents as well as family-supportive commu-
nities for children and adolescents (Glass 2000). Rather than focusing on
maternal employment as a social problem, we need to attend to the ways
that workplaces and communities can better accommodate this fundamen-
tal transformation in family life.

Concerns over replacing full-time maternal care with other forms of child
rearing are also based on the dubious, but persisting, belief that biological
mothers are uniformly and universally superior to all other caretakers. It is
hard to imagine any other form of work for which such a claim could be
made or taken seriously. Mothers are an enormously large and varied group,
with differing interests, desires, and talents. It makes little sense to assume
that they are all equally and uniquely prepared to be their child’s only or best
caretaker. Instead, children benefit from having a range of committed, con-
cerned caretakers—including fathers, other relatives, and paid profession-
als. They also benefit from having parents who are satisfied with their
choices, whether that means working or staying home.2

The expansion of opportunities for professional women in the United
States and other countries has fueled a demand for paid caretakers, especially
in the absence of widely available, high-quality, publicly sponsored child care.
Conservatives, uneasy with women’s march into the workplace, have consis-
tently raised concerns about the propriety of relying on paid caretakers to help
rear children. Recently, however, some feminists have joined the chorus of crit-
ics who worry about this strategy, especially when these caretakers are drawn
from the ranks of immigrants from poorer countries. Some worry that the
expanded market for paid caretaking encourages working parents—espe-
cially full-time employed mothers—to participate in a new form of interna-
tional colonialism. From this perspective, affluent families in rich countries are
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extracting caregiving and even love from poorer immigrants, who may leave
their own children behind (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002).

In a society that fails to accord appropriate social or economic value to the
care of children, all child-care workers (like all involved parents) face disadvan-
tage and discrimination. Immigrants and other women who work as caretakers
in private households may, indeed, be even more vulnerable than others who
care for children in public settings, especially if they do not speak English and
can count on few friends or relatives for support. Like their American-born
counterparts, immigrant domestic workers may not be paid fairly or regularly
and may be physically or emotionally abused; unlike their American peers, they
may be threatened with deportation if they complain. And the problems facing
private domestic workers, whether or not they are immigrants, are especially
prone to invisibility because the isolation of these workers limits their options for
organizing as a group or informing others of their plight.

The deficiencies and dangers of an inadequate child-care system should
not, however, be laid at the feet of employed mothers, who confront equally
perplexing obstacles. Such an approach pits women against each other, mak-
ing it seem that the economic independence of middle-class women comes at
the expense of poor, immigrant women and their children. By framing paid
caretaking as the “commodification” of care, this perspective adds to the cri-
tique facing all women who hold paid jobs, whether in public workplaces or
private homes. As important, the focus on private child care obscures the
more widespread trend toward greater reliance on child-care centers, where
the conditions of work and the rights of workers are more visible. . . .

The policies we suggest represent only a few of the myriad of possible
approaches to address the dilemmas created by work and family change.
Effective policies, whatever their form, can only emerge from a national
debate that extends beyond cultural critiques and a framework of parental
blame to reconsider workplace organization, community support, and the
structure of opportunities confronting workers and their families.

The time balance people are able to strike in their lives matters, but the
picture is not a simple one of overwork. For the “overworked Americans,”
job flexibility and genuine formal and informal support for family life matter
as much as, and possibly more than, actual hours. For the underworked,
who are concentrated in the less rewarded jobs, security and opportunity are
paramount for their own welfare and that of their children.

One facet of change, however, spans occupation and class: the emer-
gence of women as a large and committed group of workers. They need and
have a right to expect the same opportunities afforded men, and their fami-
lies depend on their ability to gain these opportunities. There are significant
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points of convergence between women and men in their commitment to
work and their desire for family supports. However, women workers, espe-
cially those putting in long days at the workplace, do not enjoy the same
level of support as do their male counterparts. Principles of justice as well as
the new realities of families suggest that gender equity needs to be integral
to any policy initiatives aimed at easing the conflicts between family and
work.

At the broadest level, our discovery of multiple and intertwined time
divides suggests that reform efforts should uphold two important principles:
equality of opportunity for women and men, and generous support for all
involved parents regardless of gender or class position. We cannot afford to
build work-family policies on old, outdated stereotypes, in which women are
seen as less committed to work than men. Yet we can also not afford to
build our policies on new stereotypes, in which working mothers and, to a
lesser extent, fathers are depicted as avoiding their families and neglecting
their children.

These images place all too many workers in a difficult bind, in which
work commitment is defined as family neglect and family involvement is
defined as a lack of work commitment. These are inaccurate images that
result in untenable choices. If our findings are a guide, what workers
need most is flexible, satisfying, and economically rewarding work in a
supportive setting that offers them a way to integrate work and family
life. With these supports, contemporary workers and the generations to
follow will be able to bridge the time divides they face.

Notes

1. See Hewlett 1986. Sylvia Hewlett’s recent book, Creating a Life (2002), focuses
on the relatively high rates of childlessness among highly accomplished profes-
sional women, using this development as a cautionary tale about the costs of
success for women. The real story here, however, is not women’s ticking biologi-
cal clock, but rather the lack of change in the time demands and “career clocks”
of highly rewarded jobs to accommodate the needs of working women.

2. Recent research shows that the absolute amount of time spent with children is less
important than the amount of support and sensitivity parents provide. A. C. Crouter
and colleagues (1999), for example, report that children’s willingness to share infor-
mation with their parents matters more than parental monitoring of their time.
These researchers also find that when mothers work, fathers become more knowl-
edgeable about, and involved in, their children’s care.
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As long as work-family balance is the burden of individual families or
mothers alone, there will continue to be gender inequality in the family
and in the workplace. Few men feel they can afford, economically and
psychologically, to jeopardize their financial support of their families.
Similarly, few mothers feel they can live with the burden of guilt over
splitting their time between their job and their children in the light of the
continuing moral imperative to be a good (i.e., intensive) mother.

Critique. There is an internal theoretical contradiction in liberal
feminism that centers on the question of whether women and men
have to be the same to be equal. The campaign to bring up children in a
gender-neutral way has meant encouraging a mixture of existing mas-
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culine and feminine characteristics and traits, so that boys and girls
will be similar in personalities and behavior. The corollary campaign
to integrate women into all parts of public life, especially the work-
place, and for men to share parenting and other family roles, means
that women and men can be more interchangeable.

The logical outcome of liberal feminism is a degendered society,
one not based on women and men as socially meaningful categories.
But because of men’s social domination, the actual thrust of both gen-
der-neutrality and gender integration is often the continued predomi-
nance of masculine traits and values, such as devotion to a career, with
the consequence that women are expected to act like men. For this rea-
son, liberal feminism has been accused of denigrating womanliness
(nurturance, empathy, care) and pregnancy and childbirth in their
fight to advance the social status of women.

The goal of liberal feminism in the United States was embodied in
the Equal Rights Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which was
never ratified. It said, “Equality of rights under the law shall not be
denied or abridged by the United States or any state on account of sex.”
The negative response of the American public to the Equal Rights
Amendment may have been a gut reaction to the revolutionary possibili-
ties of an absolutely even-handed legal status for women and men.
When laws speak of “pregnant persons,” as did a Supreme Court deci-
sion equating pregnancy with disability or illness, many people, includ-
ing some feminists, feel that degendering has gone too far. The feminists
who fought for the legalization of abortion and still fight for women to
control their procreative lives pushed liberal feminism to recognize that
the battle for gender equality could not be confined to advancing
women in the workplace.

Summary

The main contribution of liberal feminism has been to show how
much modern society discriminates against women by insisting that
women and men must be treated differently. Liberal feminist theory says
that biological differences should be ignored in order to achieve gender
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equality. Women and men should be treated in a gender-neutral man-
ner, especially under the law.

In the United States, liberal feminism has been successful in
breaking down many barriers to women’s entry into jobs and profes-
sions formerly dominated by men, in helping to equalize wage scales,
and in legalizing abortion. But liberal feminism has not been able to
overcome the prevailing belief that women and men are intrinsically
different. Although gender differences can coexist with equitable or
even-handed treatment, the way women are treated in modern soci-
ety, especially in the workplace, still produces large gaps in salaries,
job opportunities, and advancement. Liberal feminism early on rec-
ognized that the gendered structure of organizations and the uneven
distribution of domestic work were the intertwined source of work-
place inequality.

Politically, liberal feminism’s focus has been on visible sources of
gender discrimination, such as gendered job markets and inequita-
ble wage scales, and with getting women into positions of authority
in the professions, government, and cultural institutions. Liberal
feminist politics takes important weapons of the civil rights move-
ment—antidiscrimination legislation and affirmative action pro-
grams—and uses them to fight gender inequality, especially in the
job market. Liberal feminism has been less successful in fighting the
informal processes of discrimination and exclusion that have pro-
duced the glass ceiling that so many women face in their career
advancement.

The great strides that women of the last generation have made have led
many young people to think that feminism is passé. But the gender equal-
ity in the workplace and the home that liberal feminism achieved depends
on good jobs, steady incomes, two-parent households, and family-
friendly employers and colleagues. The Scandinavian countries have
achieved gender equality through welfare-state benefits to all parents and
children. They also have many more women in government and in pol-
icy-making positions than the rest of the Western world, and so are able to
promote gender-sensitivity in many public arenas.

Most of the world’s women, however, have very little economic secu-
rity. Their social problems produce a level of gender inequality that
needs quite different feminist theories and politics.
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