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Since the middle of the nineteenth century (and especially during times of intense feminist activity), Americans in general--and psychologists in particular--have been literally obsessed with the question of whether women and men are fundamentally the same as one another or fundamentally different from one another. In other words, the question of biological difference has been the focal point of almost all American discussions of sexual inequality.

This focus on biological difference came into being almost immediately after feminists like Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony first started pushing to get women the most basic rights of citizenship, including the rights to vote, own property, speak in public, and have access to higher education. Threatened by these extraordinarily radical proposals for social change, anti-feminists tried to argue against them by raising the specter of biological difference. For example, Paul Broca argued against higher education for women by claiming that their brains were too small; Edward Clarke argued against higher education by claiming that it would divert women's limited complement of blood from their reproductive organs to their brains--hence their reproductive organs would atrophy and they would be unable to bear children; and finally, Herbert Spencer argued against giving women the right to vote on the grounds that they had too much maternal instinct to allow only the fittest in society to survive. 

In response to all of this biological and anti-feminist theorizing on the part of some of the most respected scientists of the nineteenth century, by the early twentieth century, many feminists were beginning to focus on the question of biological difference as well. To give but one example, beginning in 1903, two of the first women Ph.D.'s in the new field of empirical psychology took it upon themselves to try to refute all this anti-woman theorizing by doing their own carefully controlled studies of male-female difference on a whole variety of intellectual and other abilities; they also began to publish a whole slew of review articles carefully compiling and evaluating the results of all the research on male-female difference then available. This work by Helen Thompson Woolley and Leta Stetter Hollingworth is not only recognized today as being among the best science of its time; it is also what started the century-old tradition of psychological research on sex differences, which tries to figure out once and for all what alleged sex differences really exist. The very existence of this research tradition is itself an example, of course, of the American obsession with biological sex difference. 

There are two reasons for my emphasizing that Americans organize almost all of their discussions about gender and sexual inequality around the issue of biological difference. First, I want to shift your angle of vision a little and have you focus--if only for a moment--on the question Americans are always asking instead of the answer to that question. Put somewhat differently, I want you to stop taking the focus on sexual difference for granted as something completely natural and unremarkable and instead begin to say to yourself: Why is this the question we are always asking? And even more importantly: Is there some other question we could or should be asking instead? Second, I want to set the stage for my major argument--which is that Americans need to finally shift the focus of their discussion of sexual inequality from biological difference to institutionalized androcentrism. That is, we need to reframe our discussion of sexual inequality so that it focuses not on male-female difference per se but on how our androcentric (or male-centered) institutions transform male-female difference into female disadvantage.

The Focus on Biological Difference is Misguided

The reason Americans have become so obsessed with the biology of sex differences is that for 150 years now, feminists like myself have been saying that we need to change our society in order to make women more equal; and for that same 150 years, the society has been saying back that our biological differences may not even allow for the kind of equality that feminists like me are always advocating. Implicit in this response, however, is a false assumption, which is that biology is a kind of bedrock beyond which social change is not feasible. And not only is that assumption false in and of itself; it also leads to the misguided conclusion that the question of biological sex difference is urgent, both politically and scientifically. I disagree. As I see it, social change--or what I would rather call cultural invention--can so radically transform the situational context in which biology operates that the human organism can actually be liberated from what had earlier seemed to be its intrinsic biological limitations. Consider but three examples. 

1. As a biological species, human beings require food and water on a daily basis, which once meant that it was part of universal human nature to live as survivalists. But now human beings have invented agricultural techniques for producing food, and storage and refrigeration techniques for preserving food, which means that it is no longer part of universal human nature to live as survivalists. 

2. As a biological species, human beings are susceptible to infection from many bacteria, which once meant that it was part of universal human nature to die routinely from infection. But now human beings have invented antibiotics to fight infection, which means that it is no longer part of universal human nature to die routinely from infection. 

3. As a biological species, human beings do not have wings, which once meant that it was part of universal human nature to be unable to fly. But now human beings have invented airplanes, which means that it is no longer part of universal human nature to be unable to fly. 

As dramatically liberating as these three examples of technological innovation clearly are, the general principle that they illustrate is so mundane and noncontroversial that even sociobiologists would unhesitatingly endorse it. Simply put, the impact of any biological feature depends in every instance on how that biological feature interacts with the environment in which it is situated. 

In The Lenses of Gender, I discuss at length how the historically universal absence of technology has profoundly shaped both the roles and the inequality of women and men in most human societies. At least as important in the development of sexual difference and sexual inequality, however, has been the androcentrism (or male-centeredness) of society's social structures. 

Androcentrism

The concept of androcentrism was first articulated in the early twentieth century by Charlotte Perkins Gilman, who wrote in The Man-Made World or Our Androcentric Culture (1911/1971) that: 

all our human scheme of things rests on the same tacit assumption; man being held the human type; woman a sort of accompaniment and subordinate assistant, merely essential to the making of people. She has held always the place of a preposition in relation to man. She has always been considered above him or below him, before him, behind him, beside him, a wholly relative existence--"Sydney's sister," "Pembroke's mother"--but never by any chance Sydney or Pembroke herself....It is no easy matter to deny or reverse a universal assumption....What we see immediately around us, what we are born into and grow up with,...we assume to be the order of nature....Nevertheless,...what we have all this time called "human nature"...was in great part only male nature....Our androcentric culture is so shown to have been, and still to be, a masculine culture in excess, and therefore undesirable. (pp. 20-22). 

Without actually using the term itself, Simone de Beauvoir brilliantly elaborated on the concept of androcentrism, and integrated it more completely into a theory of sexual inequality in The Second Sex (1952), which was originally published in France in 1949. According to de Beauvoir, the historical relationship of men and women is not best represented as a relationship between dominant and subordinate, or between high and low status, or even between positive and negative. No, in all male-dominated cultures, man represents both the positive and the neutral, as is indicated by the common use of man to designate human beings in general; whereas woman represents only the negative, defined by limiting criteria, without reciprocity....It amounts to this: just as for the ancients there was an absolute vertical with reference to which the oblique was defined, so there is an absolute human type, the masculine. Woman has ovaries, a uterus; these peculiarities imprison her in her subjectivity, circumscribe her within the limits of her own nature. It is often said that she thinks with her glands. Man superbly ignores the fact that his anatomy also includes glands, such as the testicles, and that they secrete hormones. He thinks of his body as a direct and normal connection with the world, which he believes he apprehends objectively, whereas he regards the body of woman as a hindrance, a prison, weighed down by everything peculiar to it...Thus humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative to him; she is not regarded as an autonomous being....She is defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to her; she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute--she is the Other. (pp. xv-xvi) 

To clarify the concept of androcentrism still a bit more, androcentrism is the privileging of males, male experience, and the male perspective. What exactly do I mean by privileging? On the one hand, one could say it's the treating of males as the main characters in the drama of human life around whom all action revolves and through whose eyes all reality is to be interpreted, and the treating of females as the peripheral or marginal characters in the drama of human life whose purpose for being is defined only in relation to the main--or male--character. This would go along with Gilman's idea that women are always defined in relation to men. Alternatively, one could also say that androcentrism is the treating of the male as if he were some kind of universal, objective, or neutral representative of the human species, in contrast to the female who is some kind of a special case--something different, deviant, extra, or other. This would go along with de Beauvoir's idea that man is the human and woman is the other.

Many people in American society already know examples of androcentrism even if they haven't yet thought to label them as androcentric. In language, for example, there's the generic use of "he" to mean "he or she", which treats "he" as universal, human, genderless, and "she" as specifically female. In the Old Testament story of Adam and Eve, there's the fact that not only is Adam created first (in God's image) and Eve created (out of Adam) to be his helper. Only Adam, you'll recall, is explicitly given the power to name every creature on earth from his own perspective. And then, of course, there's Freud's (1925/1959) theory of penis envy, which treats the male body as so obviously being the human norm--and the female body as so obviously being an inferior departure from that norm--that the mere sight of the other sex's genitals not only fills the three-year-old boy with "a horror of the mutilated creature he has just seen"; it also leads the three-year-old girl to "make her judgment and her decision in a flash; she has seen it and knows that she is without it and wants to have it" (pp. 190-191).

Let me shift now to some examples of androcentrism that are both more modern and more pertinent to everyday life. As long as I've been talking about the presumed inferiority or otherness of the female body, I'll begin with the U.S. Supreme Court's rulings related to pregnancy--in particular, the Court's rulings on whether employers can exclude pregnancy from the package of disability insurance benefits that they provide to their employees. The situation is this: An employer says their insurance benefits will cover you for every medical condition that keeps you away from work, except pregnancy and giving birth. Is this exclusion okay? Supreme Court says yes. Question: Why it is okay to exclude pregnancy if discrimination against women is now illegal? Because, says the Court, although such an exclusion may appear on the surface to discriminate against women, in actuality, it is gender-neutral. 

The Court has tried to argue this claim of gender neutrality in two main ways. First, the exclusion doesn't even divide people into the two categories of women and men, but into the two categories of "pregnant women and nonpregnant persons." Second, "pregnancy-related disabilities constitute an additional risk, unique to women, and the failure to compensate them for this risk does not destroy the presumed parity of the benefits...[that accrue] to men and women alike." 

There are a number of problems with the Court's reasoning here, but most important for our purposes here is that it is androcentrically defining whatever is male as the standard and whatever is female as something "additional" or "extra." In other words, just like Sigmund Freud himself, the Court is androcentrically defining the male body as the standard human body; hence it is seeing nothing unusual or inappropriate about giving that standard human body the full insurance coverage that it would need for each and every condition that might befall it. Consistent with this androcentric perspective, the Court is also defining equal protection as the granting to women of every conceivable benefit that this standard human body might require--which, of course, does not include disability coverage for pregnancy. 

Had the Court had even the slightest sensitivity to the meaning of androcentrism, there are at least two truly gender-neutral standards that it would have surely considered instead. In set-theory terms, these are: (a) the intersection of male and female bodies, which would have narrowly covered only those conditions that befall both men and women alike; and (b) the union of male and female bodies, which would have broadly covered all those conditions that befall both men and women separately. In fact, however, the Court was so blind to the meaning of androcentrism that it saw nothing the least bit amiss when, in the name of equal protection, it granted a whole package of special benefits to men and men alone.

Let me now move to a final example of an androcentric law that looked gender-neutral even to me until just a couple of years ago. This final example has to do with our culture's legal definition of self-defense, which holds that a defendant can be found innocent of homicide only if he or she perceived imminent danger of great bodily harm or death and responded to that danger with only as much force as was necessary to defend against it. Although that definition had always seemed to have nothing whatsoever to do with gender and hence to be perfectly gender-neutral, it no longer seemed quite so gender-neutral once feminist legal scholars finally pointed out how much better it fit with a scenario involving two men in an isolated episode of sudden violence than with a scenario involving a woman being battered, first in relatively minor ways and then with escalating intensity over the years, by a man who is not only bigger and stronger than she is, but from whom she can not readily get police protection because he is her husband. The "aha" experience here is the realization that if this woman and this situation had been anywhere near the center of the policymakers' consciousness on the day when they were first drafting our culture's supposedly neutral definition of self-defense, they might not have placed so much emphasis on the defendant's being in imminent danger at the particular instant when the ultimate act of self-defense is finally done.

Of course, it isn't only in the context of insurance and self-defense that the male difference from women is "affirmatively compensated" by American society whereas the female difference from men is treated as an intrinsic barrier to sexual equality. To quote Catharine MacKinnon, who is perhaps the most distinguished feminist lawyer in America today: 
Virtually every quality that distinguishes men from women is...affirmatively compensated in this society. Men's physiology defines most sports, their needs define auto and health insurance coverage, their socially designed biographies define workplace expectations and successful career patterns, their perspectives and concerns define quality in scholarship, their experiences and obsessions define merit, their objectification of life defines art, their military service defines citizenship, their presence defines family, their inability to get along with each other--their wars and rulerships--defines history, their image defines God, and their genitals define sex. For each of their differences from women, what amounts to an affirmative action plan is [thus] in effect, otherwise known as the structure and values of American society. (MacKinnon, 1987, p. 36). 

Of all the androcentric institutions on MacKinnon's list that are typically thought of as gender-neutral, there is perhaps no institution more directly responsible for denying women their rightful share of America's economic and political resources than the structure of the American work world. Although that work world may seem to many Americans to be as gender-neutral as it needs to be now that explicit discrimination against women has finally been made illegal, in fact, it is so thoroughly organized around a worker who is not only presumed to be male rather than female, but who is also presumed to have a wife at home to take care of all of the needs of his household--including the care of his children--that, as I've said several times already, it "naturally" and automatically ends up transforming what is intrinsically just a male/female difference into a massive female disadvantage.

Imagine how differently our social world would be organized if all of the workers in our workforce were women rather than men, and hence most of the workers in our workforce--including those at the highest levels of government and industry--were also either pregnant or responsible for childcare during at least a certain portion of their adult lives. Given such a workforce, "working" would so obviously need to coordinate with both birthing and parenting that institutions facilitating that coordination would be built into the very structure of the social world. There would thus be not only such things as paid pregnancy leave, paid days off for sick children, paid childcare, and a match--rather than a mismatch--between the hours of the work day and the hours of the school day. There would probably also be a completely different definition of a prototypical work life, with the norm being not a continuous forty hours or more per week from adulthood to old age, but a transition from less than forty hours per week when the children are young to forty hours or more per week when the children are older.

The lesson of this alternative reality should be clear. It is not women's biological and historical role as mothers that is limiting their access to America's economic and political resources. It is a social world so androcentric in its organization that it provides but one institutionalized mechanism for coordinating work in the paid labor force with the responsibilities of being a parent, that one institutionalized mechanism being  having of a wife at home to take care of one's children.

Now, to people who don't yet appreciate either what androcentrism is or how it operates institutionally, the suggestion that we need to change our social institutions so that they are more accommodating to women or more inclusive of women's experience seems completely wrong-headed. As they would surely describe it, it seems like a move away from gender neutrality and hence in the absolutely wrong direction of where America ought to be going.

But in fact, America's institutions have been so thoroughly organized for so long from an androcentric perspective--that is, they have for so long been taking care of men's special needs automatically while women's special needs have been either treated as special cases or simply left unmet--that the only way for them to even begin to approximate gender neutrality is for our society to finally begin giving women as complete a package of special benefits as it has always given to men and men alone. 

I want to end with an analogy that may help you see even more clearly that the gender problem in America today isn't about the difference between women and men; it's about the transformation of that difference into female disadvantage by an androcentric social structure that looks not only gender-neutral but even god-given, because we're just so used to it by now that we don't realize its literally man-made until that fact is forced upon us.

This analogy plays on another one of my own non-privileged attributes, not my femaleness this time, but my shortness. (I happen to be only 4'9" tall). Imagine, if you will, a whole community of short people just like me. Given the argument sometimes made in our society that short people are unable to be firefighters because they are neither tall enough nor strong enough to do the job, the question arises: Would all the houses in this community eventually burn down? Well yes, if we short people had to use the heavy ladders and hoses designed by and for tall people. But no, if we (being as smart as short people are) could instead construct lighter ladders and hoses usable by both tall and short people. The moral here should be obvious: It isn't short biology that's the problem; it's short biology being forced to function in a tall-centered social structure.

It should be clear that there are two related morals in both this final story and this whole article: The first moral is that as important as the biological difference between the sexes may appear on the surface, the impact of that biological difference depends in every single instance on the environment in which it is situated. This interaction of biology and the situational context can be liberating, as in the case of anti-biotics, refrigeration, airplanes, and baby formula. This interaction can also be discriminating, as in the case of women being disadvantaged--and men being advantaged--by a male-centered social structure. The second moral is that as familiar, comfortable, gender-neutral, and natural as our own culture's institutions may appear to be now that explicit discrimination against women has finally been made illegal, in fact, our institutions are so thoroughly saturated with androcentrism that even those that do not discriminate against women explicitly--like the definition of self-defense--must be treated as inherently suspect.
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Footnotes 

1. For more on these and other biological theories from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, see Jordanova (1989), Russett (1989), and Sayers (1982).

2. For more on this early feminist work in psychology, see Shields (1975a,b).

3. All legal opinions quoted here can be found in the analyses of Geduldig v. Aiello (1974) and General Electric Co. v. Gilbert (1976) that appear in Lindgren & Taub (1988).

This article was adapted from Sandra Bem, The Lenses of Gender, Yale University Press, 1993.

