Seminar 5 Interactive Reading 

Mass Media and Body Image  

There are many ways in which values associated with gender are taught.  In figure 11.1 on page 314 in chapter 11 we see images from a children's book which communicate that to which males and females ought to aspire in terms of careers.  In this video, "Mass Media and Body Image Dysfunctions", you will see some images which communicate quite clearly what women ought to aspire to in terms of appearance.  The premium placed upon appearance in such media representations suggests that what is really important for women is not what they do but how they look. 

Sex and Gender 

Unlike the other groups we have considered in our discussions in this course, women represent a unique case. In effect, they are the "Majority Minority". That is, they represent a numerical majority in this country. (Click "Majority Minority."  for U.S. census information.) 

Despite being equal in numbers to men through most of American history, women were relegated to secondary status.  For instance, did you know that ... 

· By 1777 all of the states had passed laws denying women the right to vote? 

· In 1873 the United States Supreme Court ruled that states had the right to exclude any woman who was married from practicing law? 

· In some states, such as New York, women could be arrested for violation of state anti-contraception laws? 

· Women could not vote in federal elections until passage of the 19th amendment to United States Constitution in 1920? 

· States could ban women from participation on juries as late as the 1970s? 

Click the following link for a timeline of the Women's Rights Movement: Historical Status of Women 

Click the link to listen to the audio report on Title IX which discusses dynamics in American education which help perpetuate the gender inequality covered in chapter 11 of your textbook, Sociology: A Down-to-Earth Approach. (click here for full text version of the audio "Title IX") 

Feminism 

Many of the changes in the law that have addressed some of these inequalities are the result of feminists and various feminist movements.  To some people the word feminist has negative connotations.  Are you a feminist? Take these (semi-serious) quizzes and find out! 

Are you a feminist I?      Are you a feminist II? 
Condoleezza Rice 
Despite common perceptions to the contrary there is no one litmus test to determine whether somebody is a feminist.  Nor is it necessary to be a feminist in order to support addressing some of the inequalities we have covered in our reading, such as inequality in pay.  Here are some of the thoughts on progress in women's rights from a woman who most people would not regard as a feminist, the Secretary of State under former conservative Republican President George W. Bush, Condoleezza Rice. 

Condoleezza Rice I  (blogspot) 

Condoleezza Rice II (iVillage article) 

Does Condoleezza Rice fit the image of a feminist?  Is she an advocate for the advancement of women's rights?  

· If she is an advocate for such rights but you do not believe she is a feminist, what is it that distinguishes her from your conception of feminists? 

· Would the major changes that have changed the status of women have taken place without feminists? (Such as the right to vote, laws prohibiting discrimination in the workplace, etc.) 

· Does the label feminist carry with it so many negative connotations that it interferes with our ability to think clearly about issues of equality.  

· What is the cause of these negative connotations? 

· What would a functionalist say about the concept of feminism?  How about a conflict theorist? 

· As a sociologist, how would you go about determining whether feminism has had an overall positive or negative impact on social progress? 

Stereotypes 

Sociologists are very interested in stereotypes, and some argue that feminists have been stereotyped. What exactly are stereotypes?  Here is one definition: 

Stereotypes are generalizations, or assumptions, that people make about the characteristics of all members of a group, based on an image (often wrong) about what people in that group are like. For example, one study of stereotypes revealed that Americans are generally considered to be friendly, generous, and tolerant, but also arrogant, impatient, and domineering. Asians, on the other hand, were expected to be shrewd and alert, but reserved. Clearly, not all Americans are friendly and generous; and not all Asians are shrewd. If you assume you know what a person is like, and don't look at each person as an individual, you are likely to make errors in your estimates of a person's character. 

 Source:  "Inaccurate and Overly Hostile Stereotypes". Conflict Research Consortium, University of Colorado. 

Listen to this audio clip on stereotypes from NPR. (click here for full text version) 

Is it possible that the concept of "feminist" is a stereotype?  Does what we learned about Condoleezza Rice suggest that perhaps feminists and feminism has indeed been stereotyped?  If so, what might be done to counteract this stereotype? 

Marriage and Family 

As we know from the discussion of marriage and family in our textbook, there are a variety of ways for families to be organized and operate.  The audio clip, "Defending and Attacking Polygamy in Saudi Arabia" (click here for full text version), provides such an example. However, in the period after WWII television and the movies presented an idealized and quite narrow image of what the American family ought to look like, an ideal that is still not altogether absent from the American value system. In this video, "Female and Male Stereotypes in Early Television and Film" , you will see some of the images which represent this idealized image. 

Things have changed. We have all seen the stories in the popular press… 

· 50% of marriages end in divorce!  

· Teen pregnancy is at an all time high! 

· The family is falling apart! 

· Changes in morality are destroying the family! 

 But now that you have read the information on the family in the course material you realize that the picture is both more complicated than this statistic suggests, and that in many respects the picture is not nearly as dire as portrayed.  This is discussed by Professor Gerson in the video clip of her interview, Child Welfare. (Click here for full text version). It is undeniably the case that the American family has undergone changes.  What is less clear is whether all of these changes represent undesirable developments. Take a look at the following video where Professor Skolnick discusses the changes in the roles of women with regard to both family and work responsibilities: Skolnick: Gender Roles. (Click here for full text version). 

As noted in Chapter 16 of the textbook, Sociology: A Down-to-Earth Approach, most one parent families are headed by women. However, as discussed in the audio program, "Fathers Taking More Active Role in Raising Children" (click here for full text version), the number of single-parent families headed by men has been increasing. The question of whether divorce has a negative impact on children is often discussed in the media, and is also covered in chapter 16 of Sociology: A Down-to-Earth Approach. The following audio program discusses some of the variables and complications associated with drawing conclusions about the relationship between divorce and the experience of children of divorced parents: "Psychiatric Study" (click here for full text version). 

Teen Pregnancy 
There are some aspects of the family that seem unquestionably negative. Let's take the issue of teen pregnancy and look a bit more closely. Without taking a single sociology course most of us could identify any number of negative consequences associated with teenage pregnancy, such as: 
· Teenage girls are unprepared, educationally, emotionally and financially, to become mothers. 

· In many cases there will be no father capable of assuming parenting roles, either because of unwillingness or incapacity. 

· Teenage pregnancy is typically associated with poverty. 

· Whether one is antiabortion or pro-choice, no one wants to see teenagers faced with such an important decision as whether or not to have an abortion. 

 It is understandable that society regards teenage pregnancy is a serious problem.  But here are some facts to consider: 

· The teenage pregnancy rate among those who ever had intercourse declined 28% between 1990 and 2002. 

· The teenage birthrate in 2002 was 30% lower than the peak rate of 61.8 births per 1,000 women, reached in 1991. 

· Between 1988 and 2000, teenage pregnancy rates declined in every state and in the District of Columbia. 

· By 2002, the teenage abortion rate had dropped by 50% from its peak in 1988. 

· From 1986 to 2002, the proportion of teenage pregnancies ending in abortion declined more than one-quarter from 46% to 34% of pregnancies among 15–19-year-olds. 

· Among black women aged 15–19, the nationwide pregnancy rate fell by 40% between 1990 and 2002. 

· Among white teenagers, it declined by 34% during the same time period. 

· Among Hispanic teenagers, who may be of any race, the pregnancy rate increased slightly from 1991–1992, but by 2002 was 19% lower than the 1990 rate. 

Source:  "U.S. Teen Pregnancy Statistics National and State Trends and Trends by Race and Ethnicity". Guttmacher Institute. New York, NY. 2006. 

  

What these data show is that from the beginning of the 1990s to 2002, teenage pregnancy rates were not, contrary to public perception, skyrocketing. In fact, they were declining! 

More recent data (2005) are consistent with this trend: 

The teen pregnancy rate in the United States is at an all-time low, while the rate of Caesarean deliveries is at an all-time high. 

These findings are part of the Annual Summary of Vital Statistics: 2005, published in the February issue of Pediatrics. 

"These are the three most remarkable findings," said Brady Hamilton, lead author of the report and a statistician with the National Center for Health Statistics. "The rate of teen births fell to 40.4 births per 1,000 women aged 15 to 19. That's the lowest rate ever recorded in 65 years for which we have consistent data. It's quite impressive." 

Source: Gardner, Amanda . "Teen Pregnancy Hits All Time Low". WashingtonPost.com. February 5, 2007. 

Perceptions of Teen Pregnancy 

This is certainly not the picture one gets from the typical portrayal of teenage pregnancy in the mass media. Not surprisingly, the perceptions people have regarding this serious social problem reflect such portrayals. This perceptual reality has various kinds of significance for sociologists. One kind of significance has less to do with teenage pregnancy than it does to do with how people come to acquire gross misperceptions about social phenomena, such as teenage pregnancy.  One might still argue that teenage pregnancy rates are too high without arguing that they are skyrocketing.  

· How is it that people misperceive the basic statistical character of a social problem such as teen pregnancy?  Where do such misperceptions come from?  What can sociologists do to counter such misperceptions? 

· What are the consequences of such misperceptions?  Do they have impact on the social policies we develop to address the problem? 

Researching Possible Causes of Teen Pregnancy 

Sociologists are also interested in evaluating what various social problems tell us about general societal conditions.  As a sociologist how would you go about researching the following potential causes of teenage pregnancy? 

· Is teenage pregnancy reflective of an abandonment of morality?  

· Is the absence of parenting capability on the part of the parents of teenage girls the underlying cause?  

· Does the mass media's representations of sex play a role?  

· Does teenage pregnancy represent an effort on the part of teenage girls to address serious deficits in self-esteem?  

· In light of all these explanations, why have rates gone down over the course of the past 14 years? 

After thinking hard and answering each of these questions you might be interested in one additional piece of information. 

· The teen birth rate in the United States rose in 2006 for the first time since 1991, and unmarried childbearing also rose significantly, according to preliminary birth statistics released today by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). 

· The statistics are featured in a new report, "Births: Preliminary Data for 2006," prepared by CDC's National Center for Health Statistics, and are based on data from over 99 percent of all births for the United States in 2006. A final report to follow will have more detailed data. 

· The report shows that between 2005 and 2006, the birth rate for teenagers 15-19 years rose 3 percent, from 40.5 live births per 1,000 females aged 15-19 years in 2005 to 41.9 births per 1,000 in 2006. This follows a 14-year downward trend in which the teen birth rate fell by 34 percent from its recent peak of 61.8 births per 1,000 in 1991. 

Source: Ventura, Stephanie. "Teen Birth Rate Rises for First Time in 15 Years". National Center for Health Statistics. December 5, 2007. 

Wrap Up 

We have just spent time documenting a clear and prolonged trend, and now we have a year that seems to suggest things may be changing. Don't be frustrated by this… this is the way science works.  Like all scientists, sociologists collect data, analyze the information, apply theory when possible, and try to develop an understanding of the causes of what we are studying.  And just when we think we have it figured out… new information appears, information that sometimes contradicts our current understanding!  We either go back to square one, or merely find a way of refining our understanding so as to accommodate the new information. This happens in all scientific fields, ranging from sociology to physics.  Scientific knowledge is always contingent upon what we continue to learn. 

So, as a sociologist you now know that teenage pregnancy rates declined for almost a decade and a half, but that in the most recent year for which data are available they increased.  

· In your sociological research how would you go about trying to determine whether or not this increase is likely to represent a trend, or merely an aberration? 

· Why would it be important to make this determination as soon as possible? 

· What might be the implications of what you might discover regarding the current status of the family in America? 

