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NOVEMBER 1, 1975

A straight jacket for both sexes

I found two assumptions made in a num-
ber of letters to the editor on sexism and
depression (10/4/75, p. 211) very indicative
of sexism in action. The writers assume that
a woman has to choose between being a
mother-wife and being a professional. In
addition, the assumption is made that she
is more suited to the mother-wife role than
the professional role, or more strongly, that
she has evolved to be a mother-wife, and
that her biology dictates that she can be
happy only as a mother-wife.

To begin with the evolutionary assump-
tion: Evolutionary data indicate that Homo
sapiens has evolved to be more plastic (more
capable of learning and, therefore, more
influenceable by experience). Anthro-
pological data are consistent with this and
indicate an enormous diversity of sex roles
practiced on this earth. Furthermore, sex
role differentiation need not mean that
women stay at home because men abstain
from actively taking part in child rearing.
Among the !'Kung, for example (SCIENCE,
Sept. 13, 1974, p. 932 ff.), the women left
the camp off and on to gather food and men
took an active part in taking care of the
children.

It is true, of course, that the common sex
roles employed in the U.S. today frequently
force men to be away from home so much
that they do not have time to be fathers to
their growing children. And a substantial
proportion of the men I know deeply regret
this fact—as do their children and wives.
The other side of the coin is that, for many
women, being a mother-wife or being a
professional is frequently an either-or
choice. It’s virtually impossible for one per-
son to do a good job as a full-time profes-
sional and, simultaneously, as a full-time
parent-spouse-housekeeper—be that person
male or female.

Yet, if a couple decides to share the joys
and heartbreaks of parenting, they cannot
easily set about doing so. The current sex
roles are institutionalized (through human
rules). First, it is extremely difficult in
today’s job market for both parents to find
stable part-time jobs—Iet alone part-time
jobs in which they can be promoted. Second,
Dads are less likely to get permission to be
absent from work to take Johnny to the
dentist or care for him at home when he is
ill [The JOURNAL OF APPLIED PSYCHOLOGY,
57: 172-178 (1973)].

The sex roles practiced most frequently
today and institutionalized in the U.S. func-
tion as a straight jacket on both sexes. It’s
downright depressing.

Alida S. Westman, Ph.D.
Dept. of Psychology,
Eastern Michigan University
Ypsilanti, Mich.

Ronald S. Westman
Dept. of Zoology,
University of Michigan
Ann Arbor, Mich.

It’s interesting how many men responded
to Marcia Guttentag and to Robert Trotter’s
“‘Sexism Is Depressing’’ (SN: 9/13/75). The
men imply that it is working and not stereo-
typing that depresses women.

Men have a lot to say about women’s lib;
men seem to have too much to say about
women, period. I stopped being depressed
when I discovered what my role really is.
I read The Immaculate Deception by Susan
Arms and took her advice and had my last
baby at home without anesthetic. The inner
rewards of that delivery are still with me.
I’m still breastfeeding this baby, and the
hormones activated by this process are very
relaxing. I'd like to have a baby every two
years and breastfeed it until it is a year and
a half so that I can remain fulfilled. But some
man would accuse me of either or all of the
following: 1) contributing to overpopula-
tion, 2) contributing to pollution caused by
overpopulation, 3) being an exhibitionist (if
I breastfed in public) or 4) being a cow (I've
already been called that).

Besides these reasons, economically I'd
be called irresponsible because my husband
and I cannot afford the three kids we have.

So please ask your letter writers what their
stand is on welfare, food stamps, breast-
feeding, natural childbirth, and women who
stay home and don’t get an education and
have about 7 to 10 children. I’d be interested
in knowing their answers.

Jane Hughes
Baltimore, Md.

Since this is a controversial topic, I am
content to have everyone express their own
views. Eventually after all, the truth will out.

Marcia Guttentag

Graduate School of Education,
Harvard University
Cambridge, Mass.
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