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to provide more opportunities, to improve the standard of 
living, and to give women control over their bodies and 
reproduction. Feminist theorists also feel that little 
change will occur until group consciousness is raised so 
that women understand the system that limits their 
options and do not blame themselves for their situations 
(Sapiro 2003).

As societies become technologically advanced and 
need an educated workforce, women of all social classes 
and ethnic groups around the world are likely to gain 
more equal roles. Women are entering institutions  
of higher education in record numbers, and evidence 
indicates they are needed in the world economic system 
and the changing labor force of most countries. The 
economies of countries in which women are not inte-
grated into the economic system generally lag behind 
other countries. Feminist theorists examine these global 
and national patterns, but they also note the role of patri-
archy in micro-level interpersonal situations—such as 
domestic violence.

Violence against women perpetuates gender stratifica-
tion, as is evident in the intimate environment of many 
homes. Because men have more power in the larger  
society, they often have more resources within the house-
hold as well (an example of side-effect discrimination). 
Women are often dependent on the man of the house for 
his resources, meaning they must yield on many deci-
sions. Power differences in the meso- and macro-level 

social systems also contribute to power differentials and 
vulnerability of women in micro-level settings. In addi-
tion, women have fewer options when considering 
whether to leave an abusive relationship. Although there 
are risks of staying in an abusive relationship, many fac-
tors enter into a woman’s decision to stay or leave; ratio-
nal choice theory has been used by some researchers to 
evaluate the gains and losses from staying versus leaving 
(Copp et al. 2013; Estrellado and Loh 2013).

Feminist analysis finds gender patterns embedded in 
social institutions of family, education, religion, politics, 
economics, and health care. If the societal system is patri-
archal, ruled by men, the interdependent institutions are 
likely to reflect and support this system. Feminist theory 
helps us understand how patriarchy at the meso and 
macro level can influence patriarchy at the micro level and 
vice versa.

Thinking Sociologically
Imagine you were asked to reduce domestic vio-
lence in your society. How would you address it  
differently if you looked at it as a social issue, rather 
than just as a problem for the individuals directly 
affected by it?

Interaction of Class, Race, and Gender.  Some femi-
nist theorists look at the ways in which discrimination 
related to class, race, and gender intersects in society 
(Margaret Anderson and Collins 2016). In the process, 
some groups of people face multiple forms of oppression 
that reinforce one another.

Zouina was born in France to parents who emigrated 
from Algeria. She lived with them in a poor immigrant 
suburb of Paris until she was forced by them to go to 
Algeria for an arranged marriage to a man who already had 
one wife. That marriage ended, and she returned to 
France. Since she returned to France, Zouina has been 
employed wherever she can find work. The high unem-
ployment rate and social and ethnic discrimination, espe-
cially against people from North African backgrounds, 
makes life difficult.

The situation is complex. Muslim women from Tunisia, 
Morocco, and Algeria living in crowded slum communities 
outside Paris face discrimination in the workplace and 
their communities (Lazaridis 2011). Expected to be both 
good Muslim women and good family coproviders—which 
necessitates working in French society—they face ridicule 
when they wear their hijabs (coverings) to school or to 
work. However, they encounter derision in their commu-
nity if they do not wear them. They are caught between 

Men—like these in Amman, Jordan—are much more likely than women 
to play cards, games, or sports together and to develop networks that 
enhance their power and their ability to “close deals.” When women 
are not part of the same networks, they are denied the same insider 
privileges.
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