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INTRODUCTION

Inequality and the Complex Positionalities of 
21st-Century Women

Brittany C. Slatton and Carla D. Brailey

The gender revolution resulted in women having access to birth control, 
employment opportunities in male-dominated jobs, greater access to col-
lege education and political office, legal bans on gender discrimination in 
the workplace, and a host of other changes since the 1960s.1 However, 
change in the “gender system has been uneven—affecting some groups 
more than others and some arenas of life more than others.”2 Social ineq-
uities intersect to “create complex positionalities” for women within a 
society’s social power relations.3 Thus, women have varying experiences 
of oppression and dominance,4 barriers and access. In the fight for equality 
and democracy, cisgender, heterosexual, middle- and upper-class White 
women have been and continue to be the primary beneficiaries of privi-
leges and rights gained by the women’s rights movement and via existing 
racist and heterosexist social structures. Marginalized groups of women 
have experienced much slower progress because they were excluded from 
the early fight for democratic change and because privileges for domi-
nant groups—such as access to outsourced care work—often come at their 
expense.5 However, all women in the 21st century—to different degrees 
and within varying contexts—continue to encounter barriers to full demo-
cratic inclusion and equality.

A review of recent data illustrates a series of setbacks in pertinent areas 
integral to women’s full access to rights and opportunities in society. At 
least nine states have passed the “Abortion Insurance Opt-Out Act” which 
bans all public and most private insurance plans from covering abortion—
even for women pregnant due to incest or rape.6 Federal policy changes 
under the Trump administration bolster states’ ability to defund Planned 
Parenthood, an act that disproportionately limits access to reproductive 
and preventative health care for women who are low income, living 
in rural areas, and/or women of color.7 Despite technological advance-
ments, the United States has the highest rate of maternal death of all 
industrialized countries. Particularly atrocious is that African American 
women are a staggering 243 percent more likely to die due to pregnancy- 
and childbirth-related issues than White women, a disparity that holds 
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even when education and socioeconomic status are accounted for.8 The 
gender wage gap continues to threaten women’s economic opportunities. 
A recent study finds women workers must have an additional academic 
degree to earn the same salary as men.9 Similarly, women lag behind men 
in the ownership of assets, a gender wealth gap that is particularly shaped 
by race. While single white women have a median wealth of $41,500, 
single Black and Hispanic women have a median wealth of only $100 and 
$120 respectively.10

Perhaps the ascension of Mr. Donald Trump to the presidency of the 
United States best illustrates the systemic nature of gender inequality. He has 
a long history of judging women’s physical appearance, criticizing women 
when they do or say something he disagrees with, and upholding the system 
of patriarchy. To give a few examples, Mr. Trump blamed sexual assault 
in the military on cohabitation, stated women who get abortions should 
be punished (although he later recanted this statement), and contended that 
Mrs. Hillary Clinton would be incapable of satisfying the country because 
she is incapable of satisfying her husband.11 Most egregious are the accu-
sations of sexual assault and harassment against Mr. Trump.12 Speaking to 
former Access Hollywood host Billy Bush in a 2005 audio, he admitted that 
because of his celebrity he can do anything to women: “I just start kissing 
them. It’s like a magnet. Just kiss, I don’t even wait. And when you’re a star, 
they let you do it. You can do anything. Grab ’em by the pussy. You can do 
anything.”13 Several women have come forward alleging Mr. Trump indeed 
kissed or grabbed them without consent. Mr. Trump’s status as President 
sanctions his behavior at the highest office in the country, making his elec-
tion a most important contemporary representation of the stall in women’s 
access to equality.14

Sheryl Sandberg’s Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead (2013), 
Paula England’s “The Gender Revolution: Uneven and Stalled” (2010), 
and Ann-Marie Slaughter’s “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All” (2012) 
and Unfinished Business: Men, Work, Family (2016) are recent influential 
works that have importantly drawn attention to an unfinished gender rev-
olution and the reversal of gender progress. While these works are integral 
in bringing attention to continued gender inequality, there is still much to 
be learned about the inequities experienced by diverse women in society. 
The aforementioned literature primarily focuses on gender inequality in 
the family and its effect on women’s career and family choices. While an 
important topic, these works15 are critiqued for being particularly attentive 
to the concerns of middle-class, heterosexual, white women and ignor-
ing or erasing the issues and experiences of the vast majority of women 
throughout the United States (and other countries).16 A volume of work 
on the continued inequities navigated by women occupying marginalized 
social positions within a “nexus of power relations”17 reflects a dearth in 
the current literature.
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Women and Inequality in the 21st Century addresses this gap by featur-
ing topics currently limited in the gender inequality literature. This book 
examines the experiences of immigrant women of color, aging women, 
normative gender constraints faced by lesbian and gender non-conforming 
individuals assigned the female gender at birth, religious constraints on 
women’s sexual expression, and religious and ethnic barriers impeding 
access to equality for Nigerian and North African Kabyle women, 
amongst other topics. Contributors reflect varying fields of inquiry—
including sociology, psychology, theology, history, and anthropology. 
Their works employ empirical research methods, hermeneutic analysis, 
and narrative to capture the unique gender experiences and negotiations 
of 21st-century women.

The organizational structure of Women and Inequality was developed to 
address several key concerns including the limited democracy in which 
diverse women live, key arguments/critiques in women’s inequality, the 
inequitable terrain women negotiate, its psychosocial effects, and the resist-
ance and activism strategies employed by women and their allies. The book 
is divided into five parts. Each part begins with a Gender Scholar Spotlight 
feature, where established and up-and-coming scholars in the field of 
women and gender studies completed interviews that address several key 
issues, theories, and approaches within their field.18 These interviews 
showcase the work of gender/women’s studies scholars, underscore the 
importance of this type of research, and present pertinent topics for future 
research in the field.

Part I, “An Unrealized Democracy,” introduces readers to the ways in 
which intersecting systemic inequalities historically and presently preclude 
women from full democratic realization. Brown-Pellum starts this collec-
tion off by examining how deeply racialized and sexualized American-made 
images of women uphold white supremacy and capitalism. She provides 
a historical context for how American labor, politics, and entertainment 
manipulate and exploit women’s images in ways that obstruct them from 
securing full equality. In Chapter 2, Swartz and Nunag-Hicks connect his-
torical legal doctrine grounded in difference to women’s contemporary 
experiences of inequality. This chapter illustrates the breadth of gender 
discrimination and problematizes postfeminist arguments. In Chapter 3, 
Gregory illustrates how patriarchy and racism shape who has access to eco-
nomic and civic power to define how paid and unpaid work is assigned and 
what work is valued and compensated in society.

Part II, “Negotiating Inequitable Terrain,” gives specific examples 
of women’s everyday experiences of inequality and the ways in which 
their complex positionalities shape the type of inequality they encoun-
ter. Chapter 4 begins with Garza’s examination of systemic sexism. 
Collecting and analyzing journal entries of detailed accounts, stories, or 
daily events experienced by women of various racial/ethnic backgrounds, 
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Garza finds men’s everyday interactions with women reproduce gender 
inequality and perpetuate discrimination against women. In Chapter 
5, Gu relies on 45 life-history interviews with middle-class Taiwanese 
immigrant women to examine how they navigate everyday encoun-
ters of discrimination and negotiate their American identity. Chapter 
6, by Lackey and Chou, examines the types of harassment experienced 
by queer and gender non-conforming women. Drawing on in-depth 
interviews, they present data on dimensions of familial approval and 
disapproval in respondents’ identities as queer women and their expe-
riences of gender-conforming expectations. Building on Lackey and 
Chou’s work, Omshford provides a personal narrative in Chapter 7 that 
details unique forms of discrimination experienced by a gender non-
conforming individual assigned the female gender at birth. Attention 
is given to the ways in which hegemonic gender norms are maintained 
through surveillance and gatekeepers. In Chapter 8, Graves and Leahy 
examine how women organizational leaders negotiate societal gender 
expectations in their presentation of self and impression-management 
strategies. This part ends with a chapter on diasporic North African 
Kabyle people’s use of religion to negotiate gender constructs and rela-
tions between men and women.

Part III, “Psychosocial Effects of Inequality,” examines the effects of 
inequality on women’s mental and emotional well-being and social func-
tioning in society. Chapter 10 addresses Whaley and Winfield-Thomas’ 
investigation of “hair stress,” which they define as the physical and mental 
health correlates of unnatural hair care and styling practices among African 
American women. Their findings suggest a health cost to African American 
women who reject their natural hair and emulate Eurocentric standards of 
beauty. In Chapter 11, Sumerau and Nowakowski explore the obligation to 
have sexual intercourse among older women. Drawing on nationally rep-
resentative data from the National Social Life, Health, and Aging Project, 
the authors capture feelings of sexual obligation as well as the ways such 
feelings vary in relation to social factors. They find that arthritis may be 
deeply related to gendered experiences of such pressures in later life and that 
significant variations arise in relation to respondent’s racial, class, age, and 
ability statuses. This part ends with Brade-Stennis and Aly’s chapter on the 
impact of identity and stigma on domestic violence survivors.

In Part IV, “Key Debates in Women’s Inequality,” authors problematize 
key arguments and practices restricting women’s rights and freedoms, and 
propose possibilities for women’s potential liberation. Ballou’s chapter, “Is 
there Liberation for the Single, Saved, and Sexually Repressed?” opens this 
part. She employs a womanist biblical hermeneutic to analyze scriptures used 
by many Christian Churches to repress unmarried women’s sexual desires 
and condemn their sexual behavior outside of marriage. Her examination 
offers an interesting debate on the interpretation of scriptural text by the 
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early Christian Church and is particularly concerned about what these texts 
mean for African American Christian women because of their increasing 
improbability of marriage. In Chapter 14, Suiter explores current debates 
around sex work through the lenses of three feminist political theories of 
freedom in an attempt to understand the ways in which inequalities related 
to gender, race, class, and sexuality express and perpetuate themselves for 
women who trade sex for money. And in Chapter 15, Akiyode-Afolabi 
examines how conflicting religious and ethnic positions in Nigeria pose a 
threat to the acceptance of women’s human rights protocols.

The chapters in the final part, “Pushing Back: Resistance and Activism,” 
illustrate women’s active resistance strategies, assess current forms of activism, 
and propose techniques for improving the established ways in which women 
push back. In Chapter 16, Campos and Benoit examine sexual assertive-
ness among Black women as a form of resistance to limited means of social 
mobility and cultural images that emphasize control over their sexuality. 
They contend that while these women’s experiences may not portend struc-
tural changes, their stories reject victimization and highlight their power and 
agency. Chapter 17, “Raise Your Banner High! Mounting a Take Back the 
Night Event,” Denney provides an example of feminist service learning and 
civic engagement among college students. Denney uses this service learning 
project as a tool to teach students about women’s historic activism. Lastly, in 
Chapter 18, Hiesler employ’s Nancy Fraser’s theory of justice to argue that 
Eve Ensler’s The Vagina Monologues is unsuccessful in combatting women’s 
oppression—which it successfully brings attention to—because it silences the 
voices of marginalized women. Hiesler contends an intersectional approach 
that explores the ways in which women are simultaneously oppressed by 
racism, capitalism, gender binarism, and nationalism can develop the play 
into a tool with the potential for ending gender violence for all women.
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Part I

AN UNREALIZED DEMOCRACY

GENDER SCHOLAR SPOTLIGHT: INTERVIEW  
WITH AMRITA CHAKRABARTI MYERS

Amrita Chakrabarti Myers is Ruth N. Halls Associate Professor of History 
and Gender Studies at Indiana University. She earned her doctorate in 
US History from Rutgers University and has been the recipient of sev-
eral awards for scholarship, teaching, and activism, including a 2017 fel-
lowship from the American Council of Learned Societies, the 2012 Julia 
Cherry Spruill Book Prize from the Southern Association of Women 
Historians, and the 2016 Martin Luther King, Jr. Building Bridges Award 
from Indiana University. Her first book, Forging Freedom: Black Women 
and the Pursuit of Liberty in Antebellum Charleston, was published in 2011. 
Myers is currently writing her second book, Remembering Julia: A Tale of 
Sex, Race, Power, and Place.

What led you to begin studying women’s inequality?

I began studying women’s inequality because of the gender dynamics I wit-
nessed growing up in my own household. While both my parents worked 
long hours outside the home, and my mother earned more money than 
my father did after a certain point, she was still expected to perform all 
the domestic labor inside the home . . . simply because she was a woman. 
Whereas my father came home from work and sat in his easy chair, watch-
ing TV while waiting for dinner to be served, my mother came home after 
work and began preparing our dinner. These types of scenarios frustrated 
me as a child, and shaped my early interest in gender inequities.

How have your lived experiences 
shaped your research interests?

Growing up as a woman of color with immigrant parents in a predomi-
nantly White nation deeply shaped my research interests. I always felt like 
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an outsider, both at home and at school and work. At home, I was daily 
chastised for being “too western” in my thoughts and behaviors, while out 
in the real world, my Canadian-ness was always in question because of 
the color of my skin and my “unusual” name. It is no surprise, then, that 
I gravitated towards studying Black women’s history. The field gave me a 
better understanding of my own history, provided me with the language 
to name the things that happened to me and around me, and explained 
my constant feelings of being an outsider, or what W.E.B. DuBois called 
“double consciousness.”

In your opinion, what scholarly works have been most 
impactful in your research on women and inequality?

The scholarly works that I found, and still find, most impactful in my own 
work on Black women include Deborah Gray White’s Ar’n’t I a Woman?: 
Female Slaves in the Plantation South, Darlene Clark Hine’s Hine Sight: Black 
Women and the Reconstruction of American History, Tera W. Hunter’s To ‘Joy 
My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors After the Civil War, and 
Stephanie Camp’s Closer to Freedom: Enslaved Women and Resistance in the 
Plantation South.

What has been most challenging 
about your field of work?

My field of work has presented me with several challenges. It meant leav-
ing my home, family, friends, and country, for starters, and moving to the 
United States, first to attend graduate school and then, eventually, to pursue 
my career. It currently means extensive time away from home to do archival 
research in various facilities around the nation, an endeavor both costly and 
tiring. The kind of work I do takes a long time (I have been doing research 
on my new book on and off since 2010), real patience, and willingness to 
pursue every lead and not leave any stone unturned. It is definitely not for 
those looking for quick finishes and regular pats on the back.

Why is your work on women important?

I believe my work on women is important because it brings Black women 
to the center of US history. Not only does this reshape the narrative of our 
history and bring us closer to the “truth” of what happened, and what role 
people of color played in building this nation, it also gives young Black 
girls and boys a real sense of pride when they see their ancestors’ stories and 
voices in our history books. This makes them feel like they belong here, 
that they are a part of this nation, and that they, too, can help to move us 
forward and make this country a better place. I also believe that without 
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historical context, we simply cannot comprehend what is happening in the 
world around us. In order to understand our current political moment, 
we must understand the path that brought us here. Black women’s history 
is this fundamental to understanding current, critical issues including the 
existence of rape culture, state-sanctioned violence against people of color, 
generational poverty, and more.

Which scholar(s) (and why) has been most 
influential in developing your perspective?

The scholar that I think has been most influential in developing my perspec-
tive on race and gender inequality is Kimberlé Crenshaw. Her pioneering 
work on, and coining the term, “intersectionality” is foundational to how 
I think and write about Black women, and how I understand the structural 
inequities I see around me in the very fabric of this nation. I also admire her 
for being both a scholar and an activist and am trying to follow in her foot-
steps as best I can.

What theoretical approach best guides your research?

My research is guided by a blend of theoretical approaches, particularly 
those of social history, Black feminist theory à la bell hooks, and critical race 
theory via Kimberlé Crenshaw and others.

What pedagogical approaches have you found most 
effective when teaching on women and inequality?

Over fifteen years of full-time teaching, I have found that small-group work 
is the most effective way to help students come to grips with issues of gen-
der and race inequality and truly absorb, retain, and understand the mate-
rial. I assign readings, provide contextual information via short lectures, and 
then have students work through each reading as a group, guided by pre-set 
discussion questions. We then come back together as a large class to address 
any confusions or questions that arose during small group time. While this 
method requires much more from the students, and from me, the result is 
papers that reflect a deeper and more nuanced understanding of women and 
issues of inequality than simple rote memorization.

In your opinion, what are the most pertinent issues 
facing the women in your area of research today?

The most important issues facing Black women in the US today are sexual 
assault, domestic violence, HIV-AIDS, drug addiction, state-sanctioned police 
violence, systemic poverty, and a lack of access to quality health care. All of 
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these problems are bolstered by a national, stereotyped image of Black women 
as loud, angry, ugly, lazy, unintelligent, gold-digging, amoral, hypersexual 
Jezebels who are bad mothers, an image crafted during slavery and continually 
reinforced through to the present by the media, educational structures, and 
popular culture.
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BEAUTY AND THE BEAST OF 
INEQUALITY

A Historical Synopsis of Women’s Images as Barriers in 
American Labor, Politics, and Entertainment

Kimberly Brown Pellum

“The stronger women became politically, the heavier the ideals of beauty 
would bear down on them, mostly in order to distract their energy and 
undermine their progress.” Naomi Wolf, feminist writer and former advi-
sor to President Bill Clinton, published this poignant observation in her 
sociological critique The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty are Used Against 
Women (Wolf 1990). Wolf’s text assists in recognizing the beauty ideal, 
together with its unattainability, as a political apparatus designed to tighten 
around the necks of women as they advance in society. Consequently, as 
recent years have extended new privileges and higher platforms to women, 
the chokehold of the beauty ideal and its oppressive disadvantages have in 
many ways intensified for the contemporary woman. As evidence of the 
severity of the phenomenon, Wolf points to the long-lasting and rapidly 
expanding dieting industry, an increased number of women who undergo 
elective surgery for facial and body enhancements, and those with eating 
disorders that have led to death (Wolf 1990).

Ironically, feminist scholar bell hooks, once named Wolf a symbolic 
beneficiary of America’s racially driven and size-sensitive beauty caste. 
hooks remarked, “[As a White woman,] Naomi Wolf is allowed to be 
both intellectual and sexy. Whenever a Black woman is attractive and 
sexy, she must be a whore” (Trescott 1999). Today, even as a renowned 
African American author, hooks remains convinced that publishers and 
audiences perceive her very differently from Wolf, as a consequence of 
her image first and then perhaps the content of her writings. Negative 
perceptions lead to palpable challenges, professional and otherwise, not 
just for hooks, but for women from all walks of life. The phenomenon is 
not new, but rather carries origins in the nation’s founding. In fact, crit-
ics of Wolf’s work found her challenging of the beauty ideal “not only 



K imberly        B rown     P ellum   

12

unfeminine but almost un-American” (Wolf 1990). This chapter provides 
historical context essential to explicating how a general public could arrive 
at such a limiting conclusion and how femininity and American identity 
became so intricately linked. It will also integrate and expand hooks’s 
argument that American-made images are deeply racialized and sexual-
ized for the purpose of upholding both White supremacy and capitalism. 
Finally, it will succinctly consult the spheres of American labor, politics, 
and entertainment in which women’s images, and the manipulation and 
exploitation thereof, have obstructed them from securing full equality 
since the formation of the United States until now.

hooks’s Black Looks: Race and Representation summarizes, “From slavery 
on, white supremacists have recognized that control over images is central 
to the maintenance of any system of racial domination” (hooks 1992: 7). 
Indeed, early America’s constitutional structure and economic livelihood 
rested on racial domination, and history proves the entire system was framed 
by patriarchy. Thomas Jefferson, and similarly minded White men, inserted 
these constructs into their crafting of the Declaration of Independence, 
which states, “All men are created equal,” but offers no consideration to 
women. According to historian Kenneth Hafertepe, Jefferson’s “aesthetic 
theory was informed by his understanding of the human mind” (Hafertepe 
2000: 216–231). In Jefferson’s only book, Notes on the State of Virginia, writ-
ten in 1781, he broadcast his thoughts on “the circumstance of superior 
beauty” (Jefferson 1787). He identified color as a primary factor in distin-
guishing value between the races. He designated Europeans’ “flowing hair 
and more elegant symmetry of form” as reasoning for what he believed was 
Africans’ “own judgment in favor of the whites, declared by their preference 
of them.” Jefferson stretched his beauty hypothesis further, stating that there 
existed a “preference of the orangutan for the Black women over those 
of his own species” (Jefferson 1787). Although it is a ludicrous assertion 
meant to equate African women with animals, acceptance of the image itself 
was critical in enforcing and standardizing breeding norms at the expense 
of Black women for the purpose of driving the nation’s principal mon-
eymaker: slavery. Even those founding fathers such as John Adams, who 
avoided direct ownership of Africans, led efforts normalizing these ideas. 
In 1765, Adams had written that God had never intended the American 
colonies “for Negroes . . . and therefore never intended us for slaves” (Hine 
et al. 2007: 7). The textbook African American Odyssey contends, “Jefferson, 
Adams, and other Patriot leaders were so convinced that Black people could 
not claim the same rights as white people, they felt no need to qualify their 
words proclaiming universal liberty” (Hine et al. 2007: 73). Jefferson com-
mented, “I advance it therefore as a suspicion only, that the blacks, whether 
originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time and circumstances, are 
inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body and mind” (Jefferson 
1787). His inclusion of the “body” is of sobering importance as a marker 
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for establishing White superiority, since the “mind” in many circumstances 
might prove more difficult to substantiate as a European advantage. Here, 
the body operates as an easily readable visual aid to hierarchal ideology.

The most impolite deliberations on beauty and ugliness, such as those 
in Jefferson’s Notes that likened some women to monkey species, stress 
the female gender, which literally leaves men free. While assigning African 
women to the lowest end of ugliness and White women to the highest end 
of beauty, White men altogether escaped serious unwarranted societal ridi-
cule and constant critique, and instead experienced the privilege of upward 
mobility without those handicaps. As for White women in both colonial 
and antebellum America, they found themselves confined by men’s manu-
facturing and regulation of their image too. Men regularly projected both 
their idealistic aesthetic, sexual, and behavioral expectations for women into 
public discourse. In 1789, a male essayist proclaimed modesty “adds charms 
to their beauty and gives a new softness to their sex” (Norton 1980: 112). 
Another postulated, “When a woman loses her native modesty . . . she loses 
all her charms, she loses all her virtue, and is undone forever” (Norton 
1980: 112). Such severe cautions burdened women to chase perfection lest 
they be otherwise banished from societal acceptance, and media influencers 
of the period worked to engrain these messages. In 1790, an author writ-
ing in the Massachusetts Magazine warned that the “minutest speck” upon 
the surface of a woman “will obscure almost all its luster.” Such unfortu-
nate specks, as laid out by scholar Mary Beth Norton in Liberty’s Daughters 
(1980), included an “ungraceful walk, a careless choice of clothing, a slov-
enly hairdo, an injudicious conversation, and even an elevated tone of the 
voice” (Norton 1980: 112). Women were made to literally quiet and cover 
and adorn themselves according to the requirements of men. Otherwise, in 
a society that forced their financial dependency, they might risk the protec-
tion and provision they received in exchange.

Within the context of slavery, White women suffered at the hands of 
sexism, but rather than align themselves with subjugated Black women, 
they, so constricted by images and ideals, functioned as agents of White 
male domination. Professor Thaviola Glymph skillfully details the conten-
tious relationship between the two women groups in Out of the House of 
Bondage (2008). She removes “the elegance of manners” often ascribed to 
White women and posits them as wielders of “the power of slave owner-
ship.” While husbands, brothers, and sons were often away from plantations 
conducting human sales and negotiations business and related endeavors, 
White women “owned slaves and managed households in which they held 
the power of life and death” (Glymph 2008: 4). Author Jacqueline Jones 
notes, “White women devised barbaric forms of punishment that resulted 
in the mutilation or permanent scarring of female slaves” (Jones 1985: 23). 
Glymph describes them as “so handicapped by patriarchy and paternalism 
that their lives more closely resembled those of enslaved women” (2008: 2) 
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than their White male counterparts. Yet, they too depended on the slave 
society and therefore perpetuated it. They enjoyed the monetary profits as 
well as the elevated image that the degradation of African women afforded. 
Thus, many participated in the whippings and general dehumanization 
process. Given the common reoccurrence of such violent episodes, how 
then could White women live out the daintiness of disposition patriarchy 
demanded of them? Fascinatingly, images require little to no attachment to 
reality; hence image-makers can simply imagine and invent them.

After slavery, White men ensured their highly crafted woman’s image 
remained intact by hooking it into the larger American imagination through 
film. This way, whether or not White women actually stepped outside of 
boundaries of restrictive ideals was less of a concern. Even when they did, 
as was the case when they brutalized Black women and children, they were 
pressured to step back into and remain inside idealistic lines (or at least 
pretend to) because prevailing beliefs about who they were and who they 
should be were now re-inscribed, in many ways, heightened, and cer-
tainly, intertwined with notions of natural American identity. This was the 
power of movies. The 1915 transformative film Birth of a Nation exposed 
the South’s resolve to resuscitate itself from the tremendous loss of the Civil 
War, interpreted by Southern men as an assault on their collective iden-
tity and the future of the country. It imagined their worst fears of reckless 
African Americans assuming political power and soiling pure White women, 
but also responded to these fears by portraying themselves as sophisticated 
protectors and saviors.

Both Birth of a Nation and The Clansman, the book which inspired 
the movie, were produced by men. Here again, they publically directed 
women’s images in order to solidify their own. Birth of a Nation, a national 
sensation, pictured White women as well dressed and privileged, but soft 
and endangered. Once more, as a symbol of America itself, their safety 
and wholeness lay in the strength of men, especially those willing to 
suppress African Americans and other ethnic groups in the name of patri-
otism. Other women, such as Latinas and Native Americans, were either 
ignored or reduced to sexualized varieties of general stereotypes of their 
race. Writers in the Oxford Journal, in an article titled “Colonialism, Racism 
and Representation,” conceded, “Mexicans were reduced to greasers in 
films like Tony the Greaser” (Stam 2017). The article continued, hundreds 
of Hollywood westerns made “Native Americans appear to be intruders 
on what was originally their land, and provided a paradigmatic perspective 
through which to view the whole of the non-white world” (Stam 2017).

Perhaps the weight of these kinds of images would be less relevant if they 
reached only a few people. However, these images became dangerously 
normal after permeating the population. In an issue of American Quarterly, 
historian Everett Carter called the imprint of Birth of a Nation “enormous.” 
In addition to Woodrow Wilson hosting a screening, making it the first film 
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ever presented at the White House, “by January 1916 it had given 6,266 
performances in the area of greater New York alone” (Carter 1960: 347). 
A conservative estimate of five hundred persons at each performance would 
support an “astounding total of over three million residents of and visitors 
to New York who saw the picture, and forever viewed themselves and their 
country’s history through its colorations” (Carter 1960: 347). Millions also 
consumed the very similar feminine trope in 1933’s King Kong. Although 
women earned the right to vote thirteen years earlier, they remained dis-
enfranchised in American deed and thought. The Ann Darrow character of 
King Kong is penniless and vulnerable. She is also thin and blonde, which 
producers intended as a contrast to the dark and threatening giant gorilla 
who sought to capture her. A handsome White man, unsurprisingly, res-
cues her from the monstrous animal’s grasp at the Empire State Building, 
emblematic of American world dominance. Symbolically, the ability for 
White men to secure global victory, then, depended on weakened ideas and 
images of women and national acceptance thereof.

The 1939 blockbuster Gone with the Wind departed only slightly from its 
predecessors, presenting a faintly more complex version of White women. 
Perhaps its origins as a book written by a woman afforded the complexity. 
Although black-haired and exuding a spicier countenance, Scarlett O’Hara, 
Gone with the Wind’s main protagonist, boasts a small waist and draws the 
attention of men mesmerized by her beauty much like the other formulaic 
women in film. Predictably, she enjoys the plantation wealth of her Southern 
family and exudes all the charms and Victorian manners the men of colonial 
America called for a century earlier. In keeping with the pattern, Scarlett finds 
herself in a financial conundrum when her father (a White man) becomes ill 
and the Civil War (resulting in freed African Americans) disrupts their aris-
tocratic lifestyle. Once she realizes dependency on her father is no longer an 
option, she turns for security to Rhett Butler, a younger, stylish, handsome 
White man with wealth. However, by the movie’s end, Rhett leaves and 
Scarlett is left alone and without stability. It shamelessly suggests that national 
unrest, expressed by Scarlett’s frantic behavior, is imminent without the 
leadership of fine White men. Movies seared these fragile and underdevel-
oped caricatures of women deeply into the American psyche by employing 
them repeatedly and disseminating them widely on screen. The pale, frail, 
and frightened beauty symbols appeared so frequently, audiences eventually 
named those acting in horror films “scream queens.” Furthermore, since 
several of the most influential movies were anchored in historical events, 
viewers often read the stories and the stereotypes within as factual.

Interestingly, stereotypes, although distinct from fact, require updating to 
meet the needs of history’s reality. World War II evidenced this, particularly 
in the area of labor. Considering World War II was a total war, compel-
ling the entire American population to contribute to the effort, the United 
States government actively encouraged women to work in factories and 
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perform necessary production and assembly-line jobs while men engaged in 
combat overseas. The global war, which penetrated every aspect of society, 
thus necessitated a new image of women. The Office of War Information 
(OWI) and the magazine industry collaborated to launch massive propa-
ganda campaigns to address labor shortages in multiple industries. Maureen 
Honey illuminated the frenzied state and America’s prescription for it in 
Creating Rosie the Riveter: “Through psychological manipulation and emo-
tional appeals, propaganda could perhaps accomplish what registration and 
enrollment drives were failing to do: make more orderly the relationship 
between labor supply and demand” (Honey 1984: 29). President Franklin 
Roosevelt implemented the OWI to specifically influence press and adver-
tising. Posters and ads communicated that the women who had earlier been 
conscribed to domesticity should now demonstrate empathy for men at 
war by seeking industrial employment outside of the home. In 1942, the 
Westinghouse Company’s War Production Coordinating Committee hired 
illustrator J. Howard Miller to produce a poster series, out of which came 
the iconic “We Can Do It” image. Later called “Rosie the Riveter,” the 
poster posited the upper body of a straight-faced woman with her hair tied 
and apparently ready to work. Accented by bold hues of red, white, and 
blue, she is rolling her shirtsleeve back to expose a flexed and exagger-
ated muscle while her eyes pierce straight forward. Although the total war 
depended on the contributions of African American, Latino, Asian, and 
other women workers, the period’s many “Rosie the Riveter” interpreta-
tions always featured fit White women.

Revealingly, World War II’s pro-work messages nudged women to seek 
this shift only temporarily, as a sacrifice only to later return to the ideal 
American life and their role in it. A Monsanto ad proclaimed, “There’ll 
come a day . . . when a lot of the good new things of peacetime will 
become important to Rosie the Housewife” (Honey 1984: 123). Likewise, 
the Thermos Bottle company showed a war worker with its product pour-
ing coffee for herself at a factory in one picture and serving coffee to her 
husband and friends in another as she muses: “This is what I’m working 
for—the carefree home parties we used to have” (Honey 1984: 123). In 
both, the woman is in servitude, albeit voluntary and seemingly content, 
to her country and her husband, often one and the same in the American 
media. According to the Encyclopedia of American Economic History (2017), 
“Rosie the Riveter” stimulated an increase of working American women to 
20 million by 1944, a 57 percent increase from just three years prior.

War industries represented one of several that manipulated and then 
monetized women’s images. Unfortunately, the progression of time failed 
to stall this national trend and automatically generate job access and equality 
for women. In Jet Sex: Airline Stewardesses and the Making of an American Icon 
(2013), scholar Victoria Vantoch argues, “Beauty, an aspect of femininity, 
was a critical qualification for stewardess work.” In the 1950s and ’60s, 
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not only did strict airline requirements concerning age, weight, hair, and 
charm hamper how women employees were viewed and treated, they also 
prevented women who fell outside of narrow beauty ideals from securing 
work in the air carrier business. This included both White women consid-
ered unattractive and non- White women in general. Vantoch states that 
while airline hiring practices appeared race-neutral when they called for 
“wholesome” and “virginal” applicants, the implied meanings were implic-
itly White since African Americans were read as “sexually promiscuous 
in mainstream American culture” (Vantoch 2013: 73). Hiring managers 
repeatedly interpreted Black physical features as supporting evidence of the 
sexualized stereotypes; for example, Northwest Airlines once rejected an 
African American applicant because “her bust measurements appeared to be 
abnormally large” (Vantoch 2013: 73).

These discriminatory practices led African American women to file suit 
against the companies. The court cases called into evidence all manner of bod-
ily examinations, even including ankle measurements. When Black women 
and their lawyers successfully proved that they in fact met the airlines’ physical 
beauty standards, hiring supervisors would often call “femininity” into ques-
tion instead. In one particular case, Northwest representatives claimed they 
rejected Marlene White, not because she was African American, but because 
she was “ill-groomed, had an arrogant attitude, and lacked the personality 
for stewardess work.” Officials also described her as, “aggressive, argumenta-
tive, and masculine.” In response to White’s discrimination claim, Northwest 
stated the complaint itself was “evidence of an antagonistic attitude” (Vantoch 
2013: 73). Once more, women, as defined by American standards, were to be 
inaudible. In not conforming, one lost her claim to her born identity.

Effectively banned from the airline services industry, African American 
women also found themselves wanting for work in the same Hollywood 
that maintained narrow entryways and character possibilities even for White 
women. Certainly, neither group had yet accessed the ranks as any more 
than on-screen talent. Writers, producers, and studio authorities were men. 
As White women struggled to break free from one-dimensional “damsel” 
roles, African Americans had been traditionally barred completely from per-
formance, except in silent buffoon or servitude roles. Studios passed over 
Black actresses even when the script called for someone of color. Producers 
for 1951’s Show Boat selected Ava Gardner over café-au-lait-hued Black star-
let Lena Horne, who embodied “Black femininity,” according to women’s 
performance studies authority Kirsten Pullen (Pullen 2014: 74). In the rela-
tively few instances in which African American women professionals in 
entertainment secured Hollywood contracts, they usually played domestic 
servants and regretfully accepted lower pay rates compared to other sup-
porting cast members. Walter White, Chief Secretary for the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People, and Lena Horne col-
laborated to successfully secure an unusual MGM contract, which stipulated 
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her exemption from maid-type or demeaning roles. White hoped the 
breakthrough deal with Horne, specifically, would transform opportunities 
for Blacks in Hollywood (Janken 2003).

Surely, the challenges women faced in labor and entertainment reflected 
the nation’s political landscape, and surely again, the nation’s political land-
scape reflected its institution of inequality. Even a cursory comparison of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and his wife Eleanor evidences the imbalance of 
opportunity. President Roosevelt, despite functioning with a physical hand-
icap, and often immobile due to polio, enjoyed public adoration throughout 
four terms in the White House. Rather than scorn him or rule him incapa-
ble, office staff, health care assistants, and lovers worked to help him conceal 
his illness and fervently supported and respected his position as leader of 
the free world. Meanwhile, researcher Eric Burns reveals Eleanor main-
tained a lifelong insecurity about her looks. As a result of vocal ridicule from 
adults, she grew up “convinced she was physically ugly . . . with a mouth 
full of teeth so prominent that they gave a look of weakness to her chin” 
(Burns 2017). Even as an adult and First Lady of the United States, she often 
cracked self-deprecating jokes and recalled, “I knew I was the first girl in my 
mother’s family who was not a belle, and though I never acknowledged it 
[to any potential suitors] at the time, I was deeply ashamed” (Burns 2017). 
Undoubtedly, a woman could not be president, and a woman considered 
unattractive was undeserving of much.

It is likely that this situation contributed to her overlooking her husband’s 
liaisons with other women, as much as possible. Instead, she deeply embed-
ded herself in international reform and civil rights causes. She was central 
to the establishment of the National Youth Administration and became the 
first US delegate to the United Nations, as well as chairing the committee 
which drafted the Universal Declaration on Human Rights. Her contri-
butions, including critical support for the Tuskegee Airmen program in 
World War II, are innumerable. She befriended African American women’s 
activist, college founder, and political strategist Mary McLeod Bethune and 
enthusiastically supported her work. Bethune, like Roosevelt, was consid-
ered uncomely and experienced an unsuccessful marriage. Robustly built 
with ebony skin and kinky hair, Bethune fit neither the Hollywood stand-
ard for starlets, nor the airline prerequisite for stewardesses. According to 
Bethune scholar Ida Jones in Mary McLeod Bethune in DC, Bethune, like 
her comrade Eleanor Roosevelt, found liberation in social uplift, the educa-
tion of others and serving as a voice for her own people (Jones 2013). In 
fact, Bethune advised four US presidents, including Franklin Roosevelt, 
and used her platform to advocate for African American causes. Given both 
women’s breadth of accomplishments, in another time, and perhaps in 
another universe where beauty is irrelevant, they would have experienced 
widespread public adoration for their work and become presidents them-
selves, as opposed to wives and advisors to men.
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Eight years after Bethune’s death, President John F. Kennedy signed the 
Equal Pay Act of 1963. Women, despite America’s imagination of them, 
were a major workforce demographic, but because of America’s imagination 
of them as subordinate, collected substantially less pay. As a consequence 
of decades of pressure from groups such as Bethune’s National Council of 
Negro Women and others, the president legislated correction of the 60 per-
cent women received as compared to the wages of men. In the same year, 
Betty Friedan published her seminal work, The Feminine Mystique (1963), 
which challenged the housewife image created by both the education sys-
tem and advertising industry, Kennedy announced the following:

I am delighted today to approve the Equal Pay Act of 1963, which 
prohibits arbitrary discrimination against women in the payment of 
wages. This Act represents many years of effort by labor, manage-
ment, and several private organizations unassociated with labor or 
management, to call attention to the unconscionable practice of 
paying female employees less wages than male employees for the 
same job. This measure adds to our laws another structure basic 
to democracy. It will add protection at the working place to the 
women, the same rights at the working place in a sense that they 
have enjoyed at the polling place.

(Kennedy 1963)

The foundational work of women like Eleanor Roosevelt and Mary 
McLeod Bethune precipitated the continued ascension of women’s voices 
in the political sphere during the last quarter of the 20th century. African 
American voting rights activist Fannie Lou Hamer’s voice shook the 
nation in 1964 when she told her story of terror upon attempting to reg-
ister to vote in Mississippi. Her speech before the Democratic National 
Convention Credentials Committee led to her seat four years later as the 
first African American official delegate at a national-party convention since 
Reconstruction, and as the first woman delegate from Mississippi. New 
York African American Congresswoman Shirley Chisholm launched her 
presidential campaign in 1972 as the first Black person to run and the first 
woman to attempt to gain the Democratic Party’s presidential nomina-
tion. Houston-born Barbara Jordan altered the course of history as the first 
African American elected to the Texas Senate since Reconstruction. In her 
powerful 1974 opening statement during the House Judiciary hearings on 
the Richard Nixon impeachment process, she reviewed women’s progress 
toward equality in the political arena:

“We, the people.” It’s a very eloquent beginning [to the 
Constitution]. But when that document was completed on the 
seventeenth of September in 1787, I was not included in that 
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“We, the people.” I felt somehow for many years that George 
Washington and Alexander Hamilton just left me out by mistake. 
But through the process of amendment, interpretation, and court 
decision, I have finally been included in “We, the people.”

(Jordan 1974)

Still, even in proving themselves advantageous to the American democratic 
process, women paid dearly both when they did not mirror beauty ideals 
and when they did. None of the names mentioned above fit within the 
tightly established silhouette of feminine attractiveness. As history unravels, 
necessary questions rise: To what extent did their distance from the beauty 
ideal help them secure a space in government? Did constituents and public 
audiences take them more seriously because they were not perceived as 
traditionally soft and dependent? Is unattractiveness a political strength for 
women? Is beauty a disadvantage? Sara Palin, a self-professed “hockey mom” 
who wears lipstick, drew widespread criticism during her 2008 bid for the 
vice-presidency of the United States. As a candidate, she embraced skirts, 
heels, both flowing hairstyles and polished updos, and adopted a “country 
first” patriotic persona. She typified modern femininity, often bringing her 
children and husband onto her campaign stages and posing in loving photos 
with them. While criticism and opposition to her policy positions were 
expected and acceptable, political pundits and media influencers concen-
trated heavily and unnecessarily on her appearance. Opponents unrelent-
ingly questioned her ability to hold office and be a mother. Meanwhile 
male politicians, many of whom were parents, never grappled with such 
skepticism. Disturbingly, a few years after her run, one comedian remarked 
that Palin was “good masturbation material” (McGlynn 2011). Was this her 
compensation for adhering to the national image for women?

If so, Hillary Clinton departed from it and espoused a different, less 
“feminine” approach to public life. In her husband’s 1992 bid for the presi-
dency, her vocal temperament and vigorous political career, separate from 
her husband’s, further aggravated traditionalists already unnerved because of 
the era’s culture wars. Moreover, she stirred existing controversy about her 
audacity when she quipped, “I suppose I could have stayed home, baked 
cookies and had teas” (Nicks 2015). According to TIME magazine, the 
assertion enraged conservative voters. One responded, “If I ever enter-
tained the idea of voting for Bill Clinton, the smug bitchiness of his wife’s 
comment has nipped that notion in the bud” (Nicks 2015). Was this her 
compensation for years of public service and developing a proud identity 
apart from the presidential candidate? Nevertheless, Bill Clinton still won 
both of his presidential campaigns. Without a doubt, advisees counseled 
Hillary Clinton to soften her image. More than a decade later, during a stop 
on her own presidential campaign, she briefly, sincerely, and openly wept 
about caring deeply for the country and the future of its children. Media 


