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one group over another (Tickner 2002). Sexism refers to prejudice or discrimination 
based solely on someone’s sex or gender. Although sexism has come to refer to neg-
ative beliefs and actions directed toward women, men can also be subject to sexism.

Social scientists believe that gender differences are not caused by biological differ-
ences; rather, they are a product of socialization, prejudice, discrimination, and other 
forms of social control (Bem 1993). For example, religious ideologies can define and 
regulate gender differences. According to Islamic tradition, women are relegated to 
home and family life, while men dominate everything outside the home. A strong 
patriarchal system is enforced among Mormon fundamentalists in the United States.

Consider the history of women in the U.S. Senate. There is nothing automatic at 
birth that makes men more suited to become senators than women. The first woman 
senator was Rebecca Latimer Felton, sworn into office on November 21, 1922. The 
Georgia senator was appointed to fill a vacancy and served for only one day. In the 
early 1990s, there were only two women senators. In 1992, Patty Murray, from 
my home state of Washington, was the first elected woman senator to have young 
children at home during her term in office (Stolberg 2003). A record number of 20 
women were elected to serve in the 2013 U.S. Senate.

On January 4, 2007, U.S. representative Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) 
was elected Speaker of the House, the first woman to fill this role 
in the history of the House of Representatives. Pelosi was second 
in line for the succession of the presidency, after the vice presi-
dent. On the day of her induction, Pelosi not only noted how her 
election was an important victory for her party but also acknowl-
edged the importance of her election for women. She said, “For 
our daughters and granddaughters, today we have broken the 
marble ceiling. For our daughters and our granddaughters now, 
the sky is the limit” (Pelosi 2007). Yet a few months later, as Pelosi 
celebrated Women’s History Month, she is quoted as saying,

Women want what men want: an equal opportunity to 
succeed, a safe and prosperous America, good paying 
jobs, better access to health care, and the best possible 
education for our children.  .  .  . Yet in terms of policies 
to assist women, we are lagging behind. Paychecks for 
women have dropped three years in [a] row by almost 
$1,000. On average, working women earn only 77 cents 
for every dollar working men earn, and over the last five 
years, the number of women living in poverty has grown 
by almost 3 million. (Pelosi 2007)

Despite the record number of women serving in Congress, the 
United States is behind other countries in female representation 
in national parliament or congress. Refer to Table 4.1 for more 
information.

Country
Percentage of 

Women

Rwanda 63.8

Andorra 50.0

Cuba 48.9

Sweden 45.0

Seychelles 43.8

Senegal 43.3

Finland 42.5

Nicaragua 42.4

Ecuador 41.6

South Africa 40.8

SOURCE: Adapted from Inter-Parliamentary Union 2014.

NOTE: In the list compiled by the Inter-Parliamentary Union 
(2014), the United States ranks 72nd; 19.4% of seats are held 
by women.

Table 4.1  �Ten countries with the highest 
percentage of seats in national 
parliaments held by women, 
August 2014
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