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SEXISM 

arilyn Frye provides a definition of sexism and argues that sexism is not always 
apparent either to those who suffer from it or to those who inflict it upon others. It 
is the imperceptibility of sexism that enables it to flourish in our society. 

Like most contemporary discussions of sexism and sexual inequality, Fry's distinguishes 
between sex and gender (or sex role). Sex refers to the differences between men and women 
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that are biological in ongm. Gender or sex role refers to the differences between men and 
women that are cultural or societal in origin. The words male and female are used to identify 
distinctions made on the basis of sex, and masculine and feminine to distinctions made on the 
basis of gender or sex role. 

According to Frye, the "term sexist characterizes cultural and economic structures 
which create and enforce the elaborate and rigid patterns of sex-marking and sex
announcing which divide the species, along lines of sex, into dominators and 
subordinates." For Frye, acts that reinforce those cultural and economic structures are sexist 
acts, and acts that work to undermine those structures are acts of resistance to sexism. 
Consequently, for Frye, "the locus of sexism is primarily in the system or framework, not in 
the particular act." 

Frye's analysis of sexism aims to make the systemic structures of sex-marking and sex
announcing more visible by identifying some of the different ways in which sex differences are 
reinforced in our society. The continued cultural emphasis on sex differences for Frye serves 
only to reinforce and perpetuate acts of domination and subordination. The following selection 
is from The Politics of Reality: Essays in Feminist Theory (1983). A biographical sketch of Frye 
appears earlier in this chapter. 

The first philosophical project I undertook as a 
feminist was that of trying to say carefully and 
persuasively what sexism is, and what it is for 
someone, some institution or some act to be sexist. 
This project was pressed on me with considerable 
urgency because, like most women coming to a 
feminist perception of themselves and the world, I 
was seeing sexism everywhere and trying to make 
it perceptible to others. I would point out, complain 
and criticize, but most frequently my friends and 
colleagues would not see that what I declared to be 
sexist was sexist, or at all objectionable. 

As the critic and as the initiator of the topic, I 
was the one on whom the burden of proof fell-it 
was I who had to explain and convince. Teaching 
philosophy had already taught me that people 
cannot be persuaded of things they are not ready 
to be persuaded of; there are certain complexes of 
will and prior experience which will inevitably 
block persuasion, no matter the merits of the case 
presented. I knew that even if I could explain fully 
and clearly what I was saying when I called 
something sexist, I would not necessarily be able 
to convince various others of the correctness of 
this claim. But what troubled me enormously was 
that I could not explain it in any way which 
satisfied me. It is this sort of moral and intellectual 

frustration which, in my case at least, always 
generates philosophy. 

The following was the product of my first 
attempt to state clearly and explicitly what sexism is: 

The term "sexist" in its core and perhaps most funda
mental meaning is a term which characterizes any
thing whatever which creates, constitutes, promotes 
or exploits any irrelevant or impertinent marking of 
the distinction between the sexes. 

When I composed this statement, I was thinking 
of the myriads of instances in which persons of 
the two sexes are treated differently; or behave 
differently, but where nothing in the real 
differences between females and males justifies or 
explains the difference of treatment or behavior. I 
was thinking, for instance, of the tracking of boys 
into Shop and girls into Home Ec, where one can 
see nothing about boys or girls considered in 
themselves which seems to connect essen
tially with the distinction between wrenches 
and eggbeaters. I was thinking also of sex 
discrimination in employment-cases where 
someone otherwise apparently qualified for a job 
is not hired because she is a woman. But when I 
tried to put this definition of "sexist" to use, it did 
not stand the test. 
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Consider this case: If a company is hiring a 
supervisor who will supervise a group of male 
workers who have always worked for male 
supervisors, it can scarcely be denied that the sex of 
a candidate for the job is relevant to the candidate's 
prospects of moving smoothly and successfully 
into an effective working relationship "~A-ith the 
supervisees (though the point is usually exaggerated 
by those looking for excuses not to hire women). 
Relevance is an intrasystematic thing. The patterns 
of behavior, attitude and custom within which a 
process goes on determine what is relevant to what 
in matters of describing, predicting or evaluating. In 
the case at hand, the workers' attitudes and the 
surrounding customs of the culture make a 
difference to how they interact with their supervisor 
and, in particular, make the sex of the supervisor a 
relevant factor in predicting how things will work 
out. So then, if the company hires a man, in pre
ference to a more experienced and knowledgeable 
woman, can we explain our objection to the decision 
by saying it involved distinguishing on the basis of 
sex when sex is irrelevant to the ability to do the job? 
No: sex is relevant here. 

So, what did I mean to say about "sexist"? I 
was thinking that in a case of a candidate for a 
supervisory job, the reproductive capacity of the 
candidate has nothing to do with that person's 
knowing what needs to be done and being able to 
give properly timed, clear and correct directions. 
What I was picturing was a situation purified of 
all sexist perception and reaction. But, of course, if 
the whole context were not sexist, sex would not 
be an issue in such a job situation; indeed, it might 
go entirely unnoticed. It is precisely the fact that 
the sex of the candidate is relevant that is the 
salient symptom of the sexism of the situation. 

I had failed, in that first essay, fully to grasp or 
understand that the locus of sexism is primarily in 
the system or framework, not in the particular act. 
It is not accurate to say that what is going on in 
cases of sexism is that distinctions are made on 
the basis of sex when sex is irrelevant; what is 
wrong in cases of sexism is, in the first place, that 
sex is relevant; and then that the making of 
distinctions on the basis of sex reinforces the 
patterns which make it relevant. 

In sexist cultural/ economic systems, sex is 
always relevant. To understand what sexism is, 
then, we have to step back and take a larger view. 

Sex-identification intrudes into every moment 
of our lives and discourse, no matter what the 
supposedly primary focus or topic of the moment 
is. Elaborate, systematic, ubiquitous and redundant 
marking of a distinction between the two sexes oi 
humans and most animals is customary and 
obligatory. One never can ignore it. 

Examples of sex-marking behavior patterns 
abound. A couple enters a restaurant; the 
headwaiter or hostess addresses the man and does 
not address the woman. The physician addresses 
the man by surname and honorific (Mr. Baxter. 
Rev. Jones) and addresses the woman by given 
name (Nancy, Gloria). You congratulate your 
friend-a hug, a slap on the back, shaking hands. 
kissing; one of the things which determines which 
of these you do is your friend's sex. In everything 
one does one has two complete repertoires of 
behavior, one for interactions with women and one 
for interactions with men. Greeting, storytelling. 
order-giving and order-receiving, negotiating. 
gesturing deference or dominance, encouraging. 
challenging, asking for information: one does all of 
these things differently depending upon whether 
the relevant others are male or female. 

That this is so has been confirmed in 
sociological and socio-linguistic research, but it is 
just as easily confirmed in one's own experience. To 
discover the differences in how you greet a woman 
and how you greet a man, for instance, just observe 
yourself; paying attention to the following sorts of 
things: frequency and duration of eye contact, 
frequency and type of touch, tone and pitch of 
voice, physical distance maintained between 
bodies, how and whether you smile, use of slang or 
swear words, whether your body dips into a 
shadow curtsy or bow. That I have two repertoires 
for handling introductions to people was vividly 
confirmed for me when a student introduced me to 
his friend, Pat, and I really could not tell what sex 
Pat was. For a moment I was stopped cold, 
completely incapable of action. I felt myself 
helplessly caught between two paths-the one I 
would take if Pat were female and the one I would 
take if Pat were male. Of course the paralysis does 
not last. One is rescued by one's ingenuity and 
good will; one can invent a way to behave as one 
says "How do you do?" to a human being. But the 
habitual ways are not for humans: they are one 
way for women and another for men .... 



In order to behave "appropriately" toward 
women and men, we have to know which of the 
people we encounter are women and which are 
men. But if you strip humans of most of their 
cultural trappings, it is not always that easy to tell 
without dose inspection which are female, which 
are male. The tangible and visible physical 
differences between the sexes are not particularly 
sharp or numerous and in the physical 
dimensions we associate with "sex differences," 
the range of individual variation is very great. The 
differences between the sexes could easily be, and 
sometimes are, obscured by bodily decoration, 
hair removal and the like. So the requirement of 
knowing everyone's sex in every situation and 
under almost all observational conditions 
generates a requirement that we all let others 
know our sex in every situation. And we do. We 
announce our sexes in a thousand ways. We deck 
ourselves from head to toe with garments and 
decorations which serve like badges and buttons 
to announce our sexes. For every type of occasion 
there are distinct clothes, gear and accessories, 
hair-dos, cosmetics and scents, labeled as "ladies" 
or "men's" and labeling us as females or males, 
and most of the time most of us choose, use, wear 
or bear the paraphernalia associated with our sex. 
It goes below the skin as well. There are different 
styles of gait, gesture, posture, speech, humor, 
taste and even of perception, interest and 
attention that we learn as we grow up to be 
women or to be men and that label and announce 
us as women or as men. It begins early in life: 
even infants in arms are color coded. 

That we wear and bear signs of our sexes, and 
that this is absolutely compulsory, is made clearest 
in the relatively rare cases when we do not do so, 
or not enough. Responses ranging from critical to 
indignant to hostile meet mothers whose babies 
are not adequately coded; one of the most agitated 
criticisms of the sixties' hippies was that "you 
can't tell the boys from the girls." The requirement 
of sex-annbuncement is laden, indeed, with all the 
urgency of the taboo against homosexuality. 
One appears heterosexual by informing people 
of one's sex very emphatically and very 
unambiguously, and lesbians and homosexuals 
who wish not to pass as heterosexual generally 
can accomplish this just by cultivating ambiguous 
sex-indicators in clothes, behavior and style. The 
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power of this ambiguity to generate unease and 
punitive responses in others mirrors and 
demonstrates the rigidity and urgency of this 
strange social rule that we all be and assertively 
act "feminine" or "masculine" (and not both)
that we flap a full array of sex-signals at all times. 

··The intense demand for marking and for 
asserting what sex each person is adds up to a 
strenuous requirement that there be two distinct 
and sharply dimorphic sexes. But, in reality, there 
are not. There are people who fit on a biological 
spectrum between two not-so-sharply defined 
poles. In about 5 percent of live births, possibly 
more, the babies are in some degree and way not 
perfect exemplars of male and female. There are 
individuals with chromosome patterns other than 
XX or YY and individuals whose external genitalia 
at birth exhibit some degree of ambiguity. There 
are people who are chromosomally "normal" who 
are at the far ends of the normal spectra of 
secondary sex characteristics-height, muscula
ture, hairiness, body density, distribution of fat, 
breast size, etc.-whose overall appearance fits 
the norm of people whose chromosomal sex is the 
opposite of theirs. 

These variations notwithstanding, persons 
(mainly men, of course) with the power to do so 
actually construct a world in which men are men 
and women are women and there is nothing in 
between and nothing ambiguous; they do it by 
chemically and/ or surgically altering people 
whose bodies are indeterminate or ambiguous 
with respect to sex. Newborns with "imperfectly 
formed" genitals are immediately "corrected" by 
chemical or surgical means, children and 
adolescents are given hormone "therapies" if their 
bodies seem not to be developing according to 
what physicians and others declare to be the norm 
for what has been declared to be that individual's 
sex. Persons with authority recommend and 
supply cosmetics and cosmetic regimens, diets, 
exercises and all manner of clothing to revise or 
disguise the too-hairy lip, the too-large breast, the 
too-slender shoulders, the too-large feet, the too
great or too-slight stature. Individuals whose 
bodies do not fit the picture of exactly two sharply 
dimorphic sexes are often enough quite willing to 
be altered or veiled for the obvious reason that the 
world punishes them severely for their failure to be 
the "facts" which would verify the doctrine of two 
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sexes. The demand that the world be a world in 
which there are exactly two sexes is inexorable, 
and we are all compelled to answer to it 
emphatically, unconditionally, repetitiously and 
unambiguously. 

Even being physically "normal" for one's 
assigned sex is not enough. One must be female or 
male, actively. Again, the costumes and 
performances. Pressed to acting feminine or 
masculine, one colludes (co-Jude: play along) with 
the doctors and counselors in the creation of a 
world in which the apparent dimorphism of the 
sexes is so extreme that one can only think there is 
a great gulf between female and male, that the two 
are, essentially and fundamentally and naturally, 
utterly different. One helps to create a world in 
which it seems to us that we could never mistake a 
woman for a man or a man for a woman. We never 
need worry. 

Along with all the making, marking and 
announcing of sex-distinction goes a strong and 
visceral feeling or attitude to the effect that sex
distinction is the most important thing in the 
world: that it would be the end of the world if it 
were not maintained, dear and sharp and rigid; 
that a sex-dualism which is rooted in the nature of 
the beast is absolutely crucial and fundamental to 
all of human life, human society and 
human economy .... 

It is a general and obvious principle of 
information theory that when it is very, very 
important that certain information be conveyed, 
the suitable strategy is redundancy. If a message 
must get through, one sends it repeatedly and by 
as many means or media as one has at one's 
command. On the other end, as a receiver of 
information, if one receives the same information 
over and over, conveyed by every medium one 
knows, another message comes through as well, 
and implicitly: the message that this information 
is very, very important. The enormous frequency 
with which information about people's sexes is 
conveyed conveys implicitly the message that this 
topic is enormously important. I suspect that this 
is the single topic on which we most frequently 
receive information from others throughout our 
entire lives. If I am right, it would go partway to 
explaining why we end up with an almost 
irresistible impression, unarticulated, that the 

matter of people's sexes is the most important and 
most fundamental topic in the world. 

We exchange sex-identification information. 
along with the implicit message that it is very 
important, in a variety of circumstances in which 
there really is no concrete or experientially obvious 
point in having the information. There are reasons. 
as this discussion has shown, why you should 
want to know whether the person filling your 
water glass or your tooth is male or female and 
why that person wants to know what you are, but 
those reasons are woven invisibly into the fabric of 
social structure and they do not have to do with 
the bare mechanics of things being filled. 
Furthermore, the same culture which drives us 
to this constant information exchange also 
simultaneously enforces a strong blanket rule 
requiring that the simplest and most nearly 
definitive physical manifestations of sex difference 
be hidden from view in all but the most private 
and intimate circumstances. The double message 
of sex-distinction and its preeminent importance is 
conveyed, in fact, in part by devices which 
systematically and deliberately cover up and hide 
from view the few physical things which do (to a 
fair extent) distinguish two sexes of humans. The 
messages are overwhelmingly dissociated from 
the concrete facts they supposedly pertain to, and 
from matrices of concrete and sensible reasons and 
consequences .... 

If one is made to feel that a thing is of prime 
importance, but common sensory experience does 
not connect it with things of obvious concrete and 
practical importance, then there is mystery, and 
with that a strong tendency to the construction of 
mystical or metaphysical conceptions of its 
importance. If it is important, but not of 
mundane importance, it must be of transcendent 
importance. All the more so if it is very important. 

This matter of our sexes must be very 
profound indeed if it must, on pain of shame and 
ostracism, be covered up and must, on pain of 
shame and ostracism, be boldly advertised by 
every means and medium one can devise. 

There is one more point about redundancy that 
is worth making here. If there is one thing more 
effective in making one believe a thing than 
receiving the message repetitively, it is rehearsing 
it repetitively. Advertisers, preachers, teachers, all 
of us in the brainwashing professions, make use of 



this apparently physical fact of human psychology 
routinely. The redundancy of sex-marking and 
sex-announcing serves not only to make the topic 
seem transcendently important, but to make the 
sex-duality it advertises seem transcendently and 
unquestionably true . ... 

Sex-marking and sex-announcing are equally 
compulsory for males and females; but that is as 
far as equality goes in this matter. The meaning 
and import of this behavior is profoundly 
different for women and for men. 

Whatever features an individual male person 
has which tend to his social and economic 
disadvantage (his age, race, class, height, etc.), one 
feature which never tends to his disadvantage in 
the society at large is his maleness. The case for 
females is the mirror image of this. Whatever 
features an individual female person has which 
tend to her social and economic advantage (her 
age, race, etc.), one feature which always tends to 
her disadvantage is her femaleness. Therefore, 
when a male's sex-category is the thing about him 
that gets first and most repeated notice, the thing 
about him that is being framed and emphasized 
and given primacy is a feature which in general is 
an asset to him. When a female's sex-category is 
the thing about her that gets first and most 
repeated notice, the thing about her that is being 
framed and emphasized and given primacy is a 
feature which in general is a liability to her. 
Manifestations of this divergence in the meaning 
and consequences of sex-announcement can be 
very concrete. 

Walking down the street in the evening in a 
town or city exposes one to some risk of assault. 
For males the risk is less; for females the risk is 
greater. If one announces oneself male, one is 
presumed by potential assailants to be more rather 
than less likely to defend oneself or be able to 
evade the assault and, if the male-announcement is 
strong and unambiguous, to be a noncandidate for 
sexual assault If one announces oneself female, 
one is presumed by potential assailants to be less 
rather than more likely to defend oneself or to 
evade the assault and, if the female-announcement 
is strong and unambiguous, to be a prime 
candidate for sexual assault Both the man and the 
woman "announce" their sex through style of gait, 
clothing, hairstyle, etc., but they are not equally or 
identically affected by announcing their sex. The 
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male's announcement tends toward his protection 
or safety, and the female's announcement tends 
toward her victimization. It could not be more 
immediate or concrete; the meaning of the sex
identification could not be more different 

The sex-marking behavioral repertoires are 
such that in the behavior of almost all people of 
both sexes addressing or responding to males 
(especially within their own culture/race) 
generally is done in a manner which suggests 
basic respect, while addressing or responding to 
females is done in a manner that suggests the 
females' inferiority (condescending tones, 
presumptions of ignorance, overfamiliarity, sexual 
aggression, etc.). So, when one approaches an 
ordinary well-socialized person in such cultures, if 
one is male, one's own behavioral announcement 
of maleness tends to evoke supportive and 
beneficial response and if one is female, one's own 
behavioral announcement of femaleness tends to 
evoke degrading and detrimental response. 

The details of the sex-announcing behaviors 
also contribute to the reduction of women and the 
elevation of men. The case is most obvious in the 
matter of clothing. As feminists have been saying 
for two hundred years or so, ladies' clothing is 
generally restrictive, binding, burdening and frail; 
it threatens to fall apart and/ or to uncover 
something that is supposed to be covered if you 
bend, reach, kick, punch or run. It typically does 
not protect effectively against hazards in the 
environment, nor permit the wearer to protect 
herself against the hazards of the human 
environment. Men's clothing is generally the 
opposite of all this-sturdy, suitably protective, 
permitting movement and locomotion. The details 
of feminine manners and postures also serve to 
bind and restrict. To be feminine is to take up little 
space, to defer to others, to be silent or affirming 
of others, etc. It is not necessary here to survey all 
this, for it has been done many times and in 
illuminating detail in feminist writings. My point 
here is that though both men and women must 
behave in sex-announcing ways, the behavior 
which announces femaleness is in itself both 
physically and socially binding and limiting as the 
behavior which announces maleness is not. 

The sex-correlated variations in our behavior 
tend systematically to the benefit of males and the 
detriment of females. The male, announcing his sex 
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in sex-identifying behavior and dress, is both 
announcing and acting on his membership in a 
dominant caste-dominant within his subculture 
and to a fair extent across subcultures as welL The 
female, announcing her sex, is both announcing 
and acting on her membership in the subordinated 
caste. She is obliged to inform others constantly 
and in every sort of situation that she is to be 
treated as inferior, without authority, assaultable. 
She cannot move or speak within the usual cultural 
norms without engaging in self-deprecation. The 
male cannot move or speak without engaging in 
self-aggrandizement. Constant sex-identification 
both defines and maintains the caste boundary 
without which there could not be a dominance
subordination structure .... 

The cultural and economic structures which 
create and enforce elaborate and rigid patterns of 
sex-marking and sex-announcing behavior, that is, 
create gender as we know it, mold us as 
dominators and subordinates (I do not say "mold 
our minds" or "mold our personalities"). They 
construct two classes of animals, the masculine 
and the feminine, where another constellation of 
forces might have constmcted three or five 
categories, and not necessarily hierarchically 
related. Or such a spectrum of sorts that we 
would not experience them as "sorts" at all. 

The term "sexist" characterizes cultural and 
economic structures which create and enforce the 
elaborate and rigid patterns of sex-marking and 
sex-announcing which divide the species, along 
lines of sex, into dominators and subordinates. 
Individual acts and practices are sexist which 
reinforce and support those structures, either as 
culture or as shapes taken on by the enculturated 

animals. Resistance to sexism is that which 
undermines those structures by social and 
political action and by projects of reconstruction 
and revision of ourselves. 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
1. Critically discuss Frye's final definition oi 

"sexism." How is it different from her earlier 
definition? Why does she change her defini
tion? 

2. What does Frye mean by "sex-marking and 
sex-announcing"? Provide your own example-. 
of these. 

3. For Frye, "the locus of sexism is primarily in 
the system or framework, not in the partic
ular act." What does she mean by this? What 
is her argument? Do you agree with her~ 
Why or why not? 

4. Sexism is not always apparent either to those 
who suffer from it or to those who inflict it 
upon others, argues Frye. What do you think 
about this claim? Does Frye convince you that 
this is the case? Discuss. 

5. Frye writes, "People cannot be persuaded of 
things they are not ready to be persuaded of." 
What does she mean by this? Do you agree 
with her? How do people who do not find 
their society to be sexist become "ready to be 
persuaded" that it is? 

6. Do you think that all sex-marking necessarily 
has to do with dominance and subordina
tion? Are sex-marking and sex-announcing 
conceivable within the context of equality 
between the sexes? Explain. 


