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The use of the concept of gender to explain the social differences between males and
females is a fairly recent focus in sociology. This is not to say that differences between the two
have been ignored by sociologists but that those differences were understood as immutable
biological facts and that the social was, in the last instance, powerless to change. The
presumed "natural” binary of sex was taken for granted by nineteenth-century and most
twentieth-century theorists, for whom men were the primary focus of sociological interest,
with women making an appearance usually in discussions of marriage and the family.

The relative invisibility of women in the sociological enterprise, as in all Western
intellectual traditions, was challenged with the advent of second-wave feminism in the 1960s.
The challenge was not confined to the academy. Betty Friedan's (1963) popular best-seller,
The Feminist Mystique, and Kate Millet's (1970) Sexual Politics critiqued the oppressive
nature of male/female relationships, and the numerous consciousness-raising groups as well
as feminist groups that emerged from various left and civil rights organizations also mounted
trenchant critiques. Central to the critiques was the conviction that the "personal is political,"
that feminist scholarship must be allied to feminist activism. In the academy, the marginality
of women to the "intellectual, cultural, and political world" was contested, and vital
interdisciplinary exchanges began the process of putting the natural binary under the

microscope.

(word notes)
fairly:  more than a little, but much less than very — quite
immutable: never changing or impossible to change
in the last instance:  at the last of a situation or series of actions
presume: to think that something is true
binary:  consisting of two parts
enterprise:  alarge and complicated project
critique:  to say how good or bad a book, play, painting, or set of ideas is — evaluate
oppressive:  powerful, cruel, and unfair
consciousness-raising:  the process of making people understand and care more about a
moral, social, or political problem, especially by giving them information
mount: to plan, organize, and begin an event or a course of action

trenchant: expressed very strongly, effectively, and directly without worrying about



offending people

conviction: a very strong belief or opinion

marginal: marginal people or groups are not considered powerful or important

contest: to say formally that you do not accept something or do not agree with it
interdisciplinary: involving ideas, information, or people from different subjects or areas of
study

put something under the microscope: to examine a situation very closely and carefully
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