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WHAT DO FEMINISTS AND THE WOMENôS MOVEMENT MEAN TO AMERICAN 

MEN? 

 

 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

This research examines the salience of feminismôs economic, cultural, and policy meanings to 

American men.  Using data on 1,236 men from the 1992 and 2000 American National Election 

Studies and a multilevel regression model for paired outcomes, I find that feminism carries no 

apparent economic meaning, despite assertions that low-status and financially insecure men feel 

threatened by women in the labor force or value the extra income a spouse might provide.  

Rather, feminismôs meaning is more cultural: feminists and the womenôs movement receive 

more positive ratings from men concerned with egalitarianism, and more negative ratings from 

men concerned with the survival of ñtraditionalò moral codes.  Yet the policy dimension is also 

important; men who oppose gay rights policies evince some hostility toward feminism.  Finally, I 

find no evidence that ñfeministsò are identified with cultural and moral policy concerns or that 

ñthe womenôs movementò signifies economic issues. 
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 This research examines what feminists and the womenôs movement mean to American 

men.  Do they signify a threat to menôs economic livelihoods? the opening of opportunities to 

their spouses and partners? an assault on conservative morality? the next step in the apparently 

never-ending struggle for equity? the vanguard of liberalized abortion and gay rights policies?  

Despite much research on the predictors of gender role attitudes and of feminist identification, 

we have little nationally representative research about what American men think of the activists 

and organizations that attempt to further feminist goals.  And thus we know little about whether 

conflicts over gender-based activism center around economic or social issues.  This is especially 

unfortunate given the concrete ramifications of such conflicts: Americaôs response to the 2001 

terrorist attacks involved waves of overt anti-feminism and more subtle reassertions of 

hegemonic masculinity over the supposedly weakening influence of feminization (Faludi 2007). 

 Although men often are portrayed as believing that working women undermine menôs 

economic security and their status as breadwinners for their families (e.g., Faludi 1999), no 

published survey research has ascertained whether economically threatened men focus their 

hostility on the activists who try to open the workplace to women or whether they actually value 

feminists and the womenôs movement (henceforth abbreviated FWM) for making it easier for 

their spouses or partners to earn extra income. 

 Or perhaps men associate FWM more with the cultural realm.  Political and religious 

conservatives and Republicansðthose who are concerned with the survival of traditional 

moralityðgenerally hold attitudes less favorable toward the goals for which FWM strive 

(Bolzendahl and Myers 2004; Brooks and Bolzendahl 2004; Reingold and Foust 1998), and at 

times they have directly clashed with feminists and the womenôs movement, as in the fight over 

the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) (Staggenborg 1998, ch. 4).   
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 Finally, FWM might signify influences on moral policy such as abortion and gay rights 

policies, both deeply intertwined with gender issues.  That is, perhaps feminists and the womenôs 

movement matter to American men not in their ties to abstract notions of morality and justice, 

but only insofar as they affect the concrete manifestations of these principles in public policy.   

 This paper uses American National Election Study (ANES) data from 1992 and 2000 to 

investigate the relative salience of these three potential meanings of FWMðmaterial interests, 

cultural orientations, and moral policy preferences.  Below, I delineate the scope of inquiryðthat 

is, how attitudes toward FWM differ from other subjects of previous research, such as feminist 

identification or gender role attitudes.  Next I discuss why FWM might signify threats or benefits 

in the realms of economic well-being, cultural orientations, and moral policy, along with 

potential differences between the ñfeministò and ñwomenôs movementò labels.  After outlining 

measures and methods that investigate these possibilities, I describe results and offer some 

conclusions about gender-based conflict in the United States. 

What We Know About Attitudes Toward Feminism and The Womenôs Movement 

What Are Attitudes Toward Feminists and The Womenôs Movement? 

 Although gender-based organizations are some of the best-known interest groups in 

America, there are few studies of menôs attitudes toward them.  Most research has focused on 

varieties of feminist sympathy, including identifying oneself as a feminist (McCabe 2005; 

Reingold and Foust 1998; Schnittker, Freese, and Powell 2003), or on opinions about gender-

related issues, such as womenôs role in society and abortion rights (Bolzendahl and Myers 2004; 

Brooks and Bolzendahl 2005).  But attitudes toward FWM are conceptually distinct from these.  

Many American men and womenðeven those with liberal gender attitudesðperceive feminists 

as standing against femininity, masculinity, and ñtraditionalò family life (Huddy, Neely, and 
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LaFay 2000:311-14; Staggenborg 1998:64-70).  At the same time, refusing to identify oneself as 

a feminist does not necessarily represent negative attitudes toward the movement itself, but may 

instead indicate an acknowledgment of the negative social identity created when others attach 

considerable stigma to the term (Zucker 2004).  Indeed, women generally are hesitant to call 

themselves supporters of the womenôs movement but readily describe themselves as ñsomewhat 

of a supporterò (Hall and Rodriguez 2003; Huddy et al. 2000:313, 329-30). And the apparent 

disconnect between the ñbacklashò against feminism (Faludi 1991) and steadily liberalizing 

gender-related attitudes can perhaps be explained by the focusing of negative attitudes on the 

feminist movement actors rather than on feminist goals (see also Wilcox and Cook 1989).   

 Unfortunately, what nationally representative research exists on attitudes toward FWM 

remains limited to thorough reviews of survey questions (Huddy et al. 2000) and to data from the 

1970s and 1980s (Cook and Wilcox 1992); and it tends to have treated only women (Wilcox 

1990; Wilcox and Cook 1989).  Furthermore, despite the theoretical importance of economic 

concerns, no published studies of attitudes toward FWM have integrated the economic 

dimension. 

 Thus this research analyzes menôs attitudes toward feminists and the womenôs movement 

rather than support for feministsô goals or self-identification as a feminist.  Men (and women) 

who hold il liberal attitudes about gender roles or decline to identify themselves as feminists may 

still have widely varying attitudes toward the movement that strives for gender equality and 

toward those who belong to it. 

Potential Meanings of Feminists and the Womenôs Movement  

 So how might these attitudes toward FWM relate to important dimensions of menôs 

social lives?  I now draw on the aforementioned literature on gender-related attitudes and 
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feminist consciousness to describe three potential sets of meanings that men might attach to 

FWMðand then how these meanings might differ for ñfeministsò and ñthe womenôs 

movement.ò   

 FWM As Economic Threats or Benefits.  To begin with, FWM might possess an 

economic meaning: either negatively, as threats to menôs status; or positively, as champions of 

their wage-earning spouses and partners.  First, FWM might signify a threat to menôs financial 

livelihood and, consequently, to their authority at home.  As Chafetz and Dworkin (1987:33) 

note, ña backlash movement is most likely to emerge when the movement against which it is 

reacting grows relatively large or effective in the pursuit of its goals and therefore comes to be 

perceived as a substantial threat to material and status interests.ò American women, for their part,  

generally see the womenôs movement as having crimped menôs job opportunities (Huddy et al. 

2000:314, 344), and Susan Faludi (1999) gives a detailed account of these beliefs among men 

(although she portrays the phenomenon as anger toward corporations displaced onto women).  

This perspective may explain Kleinôs (1984:105-22) finding that lower-status men tend to have 

little sympathy for feminists: the stagnant economy of the 1970s and early 1980s made jobs 

scarce for everyone, and if men believed that women were endangering their employment, they 

may well have displayed more hostility toward the movement that attempts to create equality in 

the workplace.
1
  

 But perceptions of economic threat are not necessary for men to see FWM as an 

economic hindrance; oneôs objective characteristics can also induce such a view.  Low-SES 

menðthose employed in low-status occupations, with low incomes, and with low levels of 

educationðtend to hold illiberal gender-role attitudes (Brooks and Bolzendahl 2004) and to have 

                                                 
1
 However, sub rosa bargains between male employers and male employees can limit the actual material threat that 

women pose to men (Bielby and Baron 1986; Reskin and Roos 1990). 
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low scores on indices of feminist sympathy (Klein 1984:105-22), although Reingold and Foust 

(1998) confirm this latter finding only for education.  Similarly, Danish men without jobs tend to 

be less supportive of womenôs paid employment than are employed men, perhaps because they 

perceive competition in the labor market (Togeby 1995).  Low-status workers might resist 

feminist gains for less tangible reasons as well: working women challenge the traditional 

division of labor from which males with low public status derive their private authority, and a 

challenge to the male-breadwinner role is simultaneously a challenge to menôs identities (Klein 

1984:109; Goode 1992).
2
   

 But FWM may also represent economic help to struggling men.  Precisely because FWM 

have fought the economic exploitation of women and paved the way for menôs spouses, partners, 

and female relatives to work outside the home, men may value the economic contributions of the 

movement to their own financial security (Staggenborg 1998:24-25).  American men (and 

women) generally do believe that the womenôs movement has improved womenôs job 

opportunities and their self-images (Huddy et al. 2000:314, 341-42).  Married men in Denmark 

feel better about womenôs employment than do unmarried men (Togeby 1995); it is plausible 

that they value the opportunity for extra income.  And Burris (1983) finds high male support for 

the ERA among low-income men and those with high-earning spouses, suggesting more directly 

that menôs economic status might lead them to appreciate FWM.  

 As with the negative economic view of FWM, subjective perceptions of economic 

instability may be as important as objective circumstances; and the importance of material 

hardship is not necessarily limited to low-income men.  Men who are concerned about losing 

jobs to women are not concentrated solely in the poorest stratum of Americans; even middle-

                                                 
2
 However, income and hours worked appear to have no significant impact on attitudes toward ñfeministsò or ñthe 

womenôs liberation movementò in 1985 data (Cook and Wilcox 1992). 
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class men seem to worry about this prospect (Banaszak and Plutzer 1993; Goode 1992).  And 

given the shift in the American economy away from well-paying industrial jobs toward the 

financially more heterogeneous service sector (e.g., Morris and Western 1999), extra incomes 

provided by spouses or partners may provide invaluable stability for those middle-class men as 

well. 

 To sum up, if FWM represent economic threats to American men, then low-status men 

(those who are poor, who possess little formal education, or who are unemployed) or men who 

are concerned about their financial situation should evince more negative attitudes toward FWM.  

If FWM represent economic boons, then such men should display more positive attitudes. 

 FWM As Cultural Threats or Benefits.  Or maybe FWM carry less tangible, more 

symbolic meanings.  And as with the economic meanings, these cultural meanings can be 

negative or positive.  First, men concerned with ñtraditionalò morality and family structures may 

display hostility toward the gender-based movements that they perceive to be undermining that 

tradition.  Polls show support among Americans for the notion that FWM have contributed to the 

breakdown of family life and have made it harder for parents to raise their children (Huddy et al. 

2000:314-15, 344-45).  The fight against the Equal Rights Amendment and the contemporaneous 

rise of the ñNew Rightò had much to do with fears about the effects of gender activism on 

families (Conover and Gray 1983; Staggenborg 1998, ch. 4; see also Chafetz and Dworkin 

1987:53).   

 But FWM may also carry positive cultural connotations; male appreciation for FWM has 

also been linked to a general strain of liberal egalitarianism: ñFor the most part, men who accept 

feminist arguments are extending their support for social equality to womenôs rights.  Feminism 

is yet another cause in the fight for social justiceò (Klein 1984:117; see also Cook and Wilcox 
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1991:1117; Reingold and Foust 1998).  Historically, many men concerned with equality in 

general, such as Thomas Paine and abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison and Thomas Wentworth 

Higginson, have fought for gender equality (Kimmel and Mosmiller 1992; Kimmel 2005:105-

21). 

 In sum, if FWM represent cultural threats to American men, then we should expect men 

most concerned with the survival of traditional moral codes to display particularly negative 

attitudes toward the womenôs movement.  If in addition they represent important champions of 

equal justice, then men who care about equality should give them especially high marks. 

 FWM As Moral Policy Threats or Benefits.  Finally, perhaps men see FWM as important 

players in setting morality policy, such as abortion rights and gay rightsðthe two conflicts that 

revolve most tightly around gender and the family.  This moral policy meaning differs from the 

cultural meanings outlined above: men may worry less about FWMôs effects on universal moral 

codes (the cultural meanings) than about the concrete institutionalization of abortion rights and 

gay rights (the moral policy meanings).  Adults fear both that easy abortion availability 

socializes children into a world without consequences for sexual behavior and that homosexuals 

can propagate their own kind only by recruiting youngsters to the cause (Staggenborg 1998, chs. 

5-6).  Abortion rights is a particularly contentious issue, one of the only cultural arenas that has 

seen increased polarization in recent years (DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson 1996).  And 

masculinity is constructed as essentially ñnot-femaleòða dichotomy that homosexuals challenge 

(e.g., Kimmel 2001).  To the extent that men identify feminism with the cause of gay rights, they 

may thus meet with disapprobation among those men who believe that their very identity as men 

is threatened.  Thus if FWM represent concrete policy threats (different from abstract cultural 

threats), then we should see particularly low affect for them from men who are opposed to broad-
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based abortion rights and gay rightsðor, put differently, high affect for them from men who 

support such rights.
3
 

  Do ñFeministsò and ñThe Womenôs Movementò Carry Different Meanings?  A thorough 

analysis of what FWM mean to American men requires differentiating between the two labels.  

The ñwomenôs movementò grew out of the civil rights movement (Staggenborg 1998:38-41) and 

may therefore carry associations with economic justice.  In contrast, the myriad negative 

connotations attached to ñfeministsò described above suggest that Americans identify them more 

with assaults on marriage and families.  Indeed, bivariate associations and qualitative 

assessments suggest that Americans identify ñthe womenôs movementò with economic issues 

and ñfeministsò more with cultural critiques (Huddy et al. 2000:312, 323-25; see also Cook and 

Wilcox 1992; Gallagher 2004).  If these claims are correct, then òthe womenôs movementò 

should be identified more with economic meanings, and ñfeministsò should be identified more 

with cultural and moral policy meanings. 

Methods 

Data 

 I assess the salience of these potential meanings with American National Election Study 

(ANES) survey data from 1992 and 2000.  In both of these years, the ANES consisted of a multi-

stage area probability sample of all noninstitutionalized American citizens in the contiguous 

United States who were of voting age on Election Day of that year (Miller et al. 1993; Burns et 

al. 2001).  Although not a panel study, these two years of the ANES do include data on attitudes 

                                                 
3
 The relevance of the classic ñself-interest vs. symbolic politicsò debate (see Sears, Hensler, and Speer 1979; Sears 

and Kinder 1971; and Sears, Lau, Tyler, and Allen 1980) is clear.  However, I am uncomfortable with the usage of 

these terms.  The term ñsymbolic politicsò carries with it the claim that attitudes stem mainly from dispositions 

acquired in early childhood socialization that remain stable throughout oneôs adult life, an assumption contradicted 

by recent research (Brooks and Bolzendahl 2004; Danigelis, Hardy, and Cutler 2007). Additionally, the policy 

preferences described above help link oneôs deeply held beliefs about morality and justice to oneôs own personal 

family situation and interests; clearly, ñself-interestò is not restricted to the economic domain. 
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toward FWM, as well as important explanatory variables detailed below.  The 2000 ANES also 

incorporated respondents from a random-digit-dialing (RDD) sample, which I have also included 

in these analyses.
4
  

 Dependent variables.  To assess attitudes toward feminists and the womenôs movement, I 

use the ANESô standard ñfeeling thermometersòðmeasures of respondentsô abstract affect 

toward specific groups on a scale of 0 (cold) to 100 (warm).  In 1992 and 2000, the survey 

included separate thermometers for ñfeministsò and ñthe womenôs movement,ò thus allowing me 

to analyze overall feelings about FWM as well as how menôs perceptions of the two groups 

differ.
5
  Although these thermometers do not ask specifically about FWM, their level of 

abstraction is in some ways helpful.  In contrast to more detailed factual questions tapping 

respondents beliefs about feminismôs effect on American society, these thermometers essentially 

represent blank slates: men give a spontaneous affect-laden rating of FWM, allowing the 

meanings they associate with FWM to be inferred from their individual characteristics. 

 Although some researchers (Cook 1989; Cook and Wilcox 1992; Wilcox, Sigelman, and 

Cook 1989) argue in favor of adjusting these variables for individual differences in the 

interpretation of thermometers (since ratings are relative to each respondentôs definition of 

ñcoldò and ñwarmò), the adjustment procedure they suggest may introduce additional 

                                                 
4
 The RDD sample had a lower response rate (57.2 percent) in the pre-election survey than the standard face-to-face 

samples in both 1992 (75.7 percent) and 2000 (64.8 percent), raising concerns that they may be systematically 

different.  But this does not appear to be the case.  Chow tests for the equality of coefficients between equations in 

preliminary regression models yielded no evidence that the effects of the independent variables differed between the 

two sets of respondents from 2000, and interactions of sample type with key explanatory variables similarly gave no 

cause for concern.  Finally, I have replicated all analyses without the RDD respondents, and conclusions are 

substantively identical. 

 
5
 Similar feeling thermometers appeared in ANES surveys before 1992, although during the 1980s the ANES 

switched to ñthe womenôs movementò from ñthe womenôs liberation movement.ò  Because of this wording change, 

and because of important differences in other key variables, I have limited my research to the 1992 and 2000 data. 
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measurement error.
6
  Accordingly, I use the unadjusted thermometers in the models presented 

here, although I have replicated all analyses using the adjusted thermometers and will note any 

substantive differences.  

Material Hardship.  I assess the economic meaning of FWM with measures of objective 

material hardship and subjective material hardship.  Objective material hardship is represented 

by employment status (three categories), educational attainment
7
 (four categories), and income.  

The ANESô income variable uses categories instead of actual dollar amounts; I have coded each 

category as the midpoint of the income range it represents, adjusted the incomes in the 1992 

survey for inflation, and logged the resulting dollar amounts to address skew.     

 Subjective material hardship is represented by two scales.  Poor retrospective financial 

evaluation represents a negative opinion of the respondentôs economic state as compared to a 

year ago; poor prospective financial evaluation is a negative opinion of his likely economic state 

in the next year.  The question wordings for key explanatory variables can be found in in Table 

1; descriptive statistics for and correlations among these variables can be found in Table A-1 of 

the appendix.  

(Table 1 about here) 

 Cultural Orientations.  I capture the cultural meanings (both negative and positive) of 

FWM with two scales tapping respondentsô cultural orientations toward the world.  Moral 

                                                 
6
 There are various ways of accomplishing this; the simplest is to take the mean of all thermometer ratings given by 

an individual and to subtract it from the thermometer rating of interest, in effect centering a given thermometer 

around each individualôs personally defined average warmth toward the world in general.  But individualsô mean 

thermometer ratings are not independent of the groups being rated; and since the ANES includes more groups that 

are favored by political liberals, the resulting relative thermometer may be a measure of the content of the 

thermometers (i.e., political liberalism) in addition to any tendency to respond differently to the form of the 

thermometers.  Adjusting thermometers using the average of matched left-right pairs (liberals, conservatives, labor 

unions, and big business) is similarly unattractive: political liberalism and conservatism are not necessarily 

unidimensional (Conover and Feldman 1980), and political moderates do indeed have lower average scores on these 

matched pairs.   

 
7
 However, it is important to remember that educationôs relevance for attitudes is more than as a measure of 

socioeconomic status. 
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traditionalism is compiled from four questions about the fate of morals and society in a changing 

world (reliability = 0.65).  The other, egalitarianism, is built from six items measuring 

respondentsô views on equality and distributive justice (reliability = 0.71).  Higher values 

indicate higher levels of egalitarian sentiment.
8
   

 Moral Policy Preferences.  Finally, I examine the moral policy meanings of FWM with 

two scales measuring respondentsô attitudes on two prominent issues.  Opposition to abortion 

rights is a composite of two items about whether and when abortion should be permitted and 

whether teenage girls should be required to obtain parental consent before having an abortion 

(reliability = .46).  Opposition to gay rights includes two items about whether homosexuals 

should be allowed to serve in the U.S. military and whether there should be laws to prohibit job 

discrimination against homosexuals (reliability = .62).  As implied by the labels, higher values of 

each scale represent opposition to the indicated set of rights. 

 All scales were created using multilevel scaling in HLM 6.0, which essentially takes the 

mean of each respondentôs responses while adjusting for missing data and calculates reliability 

by dividing the between-individual variation in item responses by the total variation in the item 

responses.  (This is analogous to Cronbachôs alpha.)   

 Sociodemographic Controls.  I also include relevant control variables to obtain more pure 

estimates of the relationships between ratings of FWM and the focal independent variables.  I 

include race (four categories), birth year (including a quadratic term), marital status (five 

categories), parental status (a dummy variable coded as 1 if the respondent has children), party 

identification (a 7-point scale running from ñstrong Democratò to ñstrong Republicanò), political 

                                                 
8
 The data also contain four items measuring respondentsô preferred qualities of childrenðfor example, whether 

they should be self-reliant or obedientðthat is potentially relevant to attitudes toward FWM.  However, this scaleôs 

reliability is quite low for a four-item scale (0.43), and the response choices do not seem to tap a distinct dimension 

of child-rearing preferences.  I have therefore not used this variable in these analyses, and it performs quite poorly as 

a predictor of attitudes toward FWM in supplementary analyses not presented here. 
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views
9
 (four categories), religious affiliation (seven categories), and region of residence (four 

categories).  These have been chosen following previous studies of feminist sympathy, feminist 

self-identification, and gender role attitudes (see generally Bolzendahl and Myers 2004; Brooks 

and Bolzendahl 2004; Reingold and Foust 1998).
10

  According to these studies, FWM should 

elicit warmer feelings from racial and ethnic minorities, Baby Boomers, unmarried and childless 

men, self-described liberals and Democrats, and the nonreligious or members of liberal religious 

traditions.  Finally, to account for change over time and unobserved heterogeneity between 

sampling frames, I include dummy variables for survey year (2000 = 1; 1992 = 0) and type of 

sample (RDD = 1; face-to-face = 0). 

Analytic Strategy 

How best to model these thermometer ratings?  Both the average levels of thermometer 

ratings (which assess the overall opinions of FWM) and the differences between those ratings 

(which indicate the different meanings of the labels) are of substantive interest here.  I model 

both the average level and the difference simultaneously in a multilevel framework.   

The approach adopted here is a modified version of the matched-pairs method used by 

Barnett et al. (1993) to analyze psychological distress among married couples.  The level-1 

equation is: 

    (1) 

                                                 
9
 The political views item is complex to deal with in the 2000 data due to wording and mode experiments (see 

Bowers and Ensley 2003).  Using the collapsed three-point scale rather than the more traditional seven-point scale 

minimizes the differences across survey years while still avoiding the elimination of large numbers of cases.  I have 

also included a category for those who refused to state their political views to avoid dropping them from the 

analysis. 

 
10

 Kane and Macaulay (1993) raise the additional possibility that failing to account for gender-of-interviewer effects 

can bias survey results.  However, I found no substantial or significant differences on the dependent variables 

according to the interviewerôs gender.  And in any event, only about six percent of the 1992 sample and 14 percent 

of the 2000 sample were interviewed by men. 
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where Yij is the value of the i
th
 thermometer for the j

th
 individual, and where Dj is an indicator 

variable that takes the value 0.5 for the womenôs movement thermometer and  

-0.5 for the feminist thermometer.  Under this specification, the intercept , represents the 

average level of the two thermometer ratings for the j
th
 individual, while the coefficient  

represents the difference between the two thermometer ratings, where positive values represent 

preference for ñthe womenôs movementò over ñfeministsò.  Note that the level-1 variance is 

constrained to unity, which allows all variation in the average thermometer rating and the 

difference between the two to be modeled at level 2 as the function of individual-level 

explanatory variables:  

   (2) 

      (3) 

where  is the intercept for the average level of the two thermometers (Eq. 2) and  is the 

intercept for the difference between the two ratings (Eq. 3), while  is the effect of the q
th
 

independent variable (Xq) on the average level of the two thermometers and  is the effect of 

the q
th
 independent variable on the difference between the two ratings.  Any explanatory variable 

that is entered in the difference equation (Eq. 3) is allowed to have a different effect for each 

thermometer (thus influencing the difference between the two ratings).  If its coefficient is not 

statistically significant, its effect does not vary significantly between the two thermometers, and 

it can be removed from the difference equation.  This constrains that variable to have identical 

effects on each thermometer (and thus no effect on the difference between ratings), thus 

increasing the power available to detect its influence on the average value of the thermometers.
11

  

                                                 
11

 This approach works only if 83 men with valid responses for only one feeling thermometer are excluded from the 

analysis.  However, I have replicated results using a different framework that can more easily handle missing 

thermometer data, and they are substantively identical.  A separate issue arises from the clustered nature of the 
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 One final note: though I have used the word ñeffectò in describing the modeling 

procedure, this should be understood only as a terminological simplification and not as a claim 

that any independent variable actually ñcausesò attitudes toward FWM.  The ultimate causes of 

attitudes are notoriously difficult to pin down, and it would be problematic to say that, for 

example, attitudes about justice cause attitudes toward FWM.
12

  Thus the coefficients I am about 

to describe should be seen simply as associations, without any accompanying causal claims.  
 

Results 

 I first discuss the association between average ratings of FWM and the central 

explanatory variablesðmaterial hardship, cultural orientations, and moral policy preferences.  I 

then describe findings on the different meanings men ascribe to ñfeministsò and ñthe womenôs 

movement.ò  

Average Ratings of Feminists and the Womenôs Movement 

(Table 2 about here) 

 Table 2 shows how the average rating men give to feminists and the womenôs movement 

varies by material hardship (both objective and subjective), cultural orientations, and moral 

policy preferences.  All models include controls for sociodemographic characteristics (race, birth 

year, marital status, parental status, party identification, political views, religious affiliation, and 

                                                                                                                                                             
sample.  Except for the 2000 RDD sample, respondents are grouped within primary sampling units (PSUs), and two 

respondents drawn from the same PSU could be more similar to each other than are two respondents drawn from 

different PSUs simply because they come from the same area.  This violation of a key OLS regression assumption 

would bias standard errors downward and possibly lead to inaccurate inferences about the effects of the explanatory 

variables among the wider American populace.  But this potential problem appears negligible in these data.  Adding 

a third level to the multilevel equations here resulted in almost no improvement in model fit, and I have retained the 

two-level specification for simplicity. 

 
12

 However, I do not believe that associations between sets of attitudes are meaningless (as they would be if there 

were some single complex of attitudes lying at the root of egalitarianism, moral traditionalism, policy preferences, 

and ratings of FWM).  Nor should the inclusion of attitudinal variables prejudice this analysis in favor of finding 

strong associations between FWM ratings and those attitudes.  The wide range of sociodemographic controlsðthe 

nonattitudinal foundations of attitudesðshould render both of these problems negligible. 
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region of residence, survey year, and sampling frame).  To avoid an unwieldy table, I do not 

display coefficients for the controls; these can be found in Table A-2 of the appendix.
13

 

 It is instructive first to note that FWM receive somewhat warm average ratings from 

American menð56.6 degrees, which is above the midpoint of the feeling thermometer scale.
14

  

Later I will discuss how ratings vary between the two groups, but for now it suffices to note that 

the average American man does not dislike feminists or the womenôs movement. 

   Model 1 reveals the associations between attitudes toward FWM and material hardship.  

There is virtually no relationship, as evidenced by the nonsignificant change in model fit from 

the model with only sociodemographic controls.  FWM receive warmer ratings from high-

income men than from low-income men, but the difference is quite small (about 6 degrees across 

the range of incomes) and falls short of statistical significance [p = .084]).  Furthermore, 

alternate specifications of income yielded no evidence that this relationship stems from men who 

might feel locked out of a feminized job market or from men who appreciate the contribution of 

a high-earning spouse.
15

  Nor are there any significant gradients by formal education or 

employment status. 

                                                 
13

 The associations between the average thermometer ratings and the sociodemographic controls depart somewhat 

from expectations.  Although whites feel cooler toward FWM, than any other racial or ethnic group, and although 

self-identified Republicans give more negative ratings than self-described Democrats, it is men born around 1958 

who rate FWM most negativelyðthis in spite of research showing that Baby Boomer men are also most likely to 

identify themselves as feminists.  Furthermore, no significant gradients exist for marital status, parental status, 

political views, or religious tradition.  (However, the latter two characteristics are significant before accounting for 

cultural orientations and policy preferences: self-described liberals and men who affiliate with no religion feel most 

warm toward FWM, and self-described conservatives and conservative Protestants feel most cool.)  Finally, 

information is not available on spousal employment in the 2000 ANES, but supplementary analyses using the 1992 

data revealed no differences between men married to homemakers and men married to women in the labor force.   

 
14

 Because all independent variables are centered around their grand means, the intercept gives the overall mean 

rating of FWM for the sample. 

 
15

 I tested models with respondentôs income instead of household income, with a proxy for spousal income (the 

difference between household income and respondentôs income) entered along with respondentôs income, and with 

an interaction term between spousal income and respondentôs income.  No income term attained statistical 

significance, except when limiting the sample to married men.  For them, the interaction between respondentôs 

income and the spousal income proxy is significant: when their wives earn a lot, low-earning husbands feel slightly 
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 Subjective material hardship similarly has little to do with attitudes toward FWM.  Men 

who feel that they are worse off than they were a year ago or will be worse off in the coming 

year give ratings of FWM that are almost identical to men who believe that their financial 

position has improved or will improve in the future.
16

   In short, men who are not doing well 

economicallyðwhether their performance is measured objectively or subjectivelyðdo not 

appear to single out FWM for their troubles.  Whatever they blameðpossibly globalization, fair 

trade agreements, or immigrantsðit does not appear to be gender-based collective action. 

 Model 2 adds cultural orientations, which fare better.  The most egalitarian men rate 

FWM an average of 20.8 degrees more warmly than do the least egalitarian men.
17

  A similarly 

strong negative relationship exists between moral traditionalism and attitudes toward FWM, with 

the most traditional men giving ratings that are 18.2 degrees cooler than those of the least 

traditional men.  (Note too that the association between income and attitudes of FWM becomes 

statistically significant after accounting for the lower egalitarianism and greater moral 

traditionalism of higher-income menða fact that I return to below.)  Feminists and the womenôs 

movement appear to signify both the cause of social justice and an assault on conservative 

morality. 

 Finally, Model 3 assesses moral policy preferences.  Attitudes toward abortion have little 

to do with ratings of FWM: although men who oppose abortion rights feel less warm toward 

                                                                                                                                                             
less warmly about FWM than do high-earning husbands; when their wives earn little, they feel slightly more warmly 

about FWM than do high-earning men.  But the differences are small and somewhat countervailing: low-earning 

men do not appear to value the contribution of FWM in opening up the labor market to their spouses; but neither is 

there evidence of resentment among the very poorest men (with low personal earnings and low household income). 

 
16

 Alternate analyses (not presented here) performed only on men with a job or searching for one revealed that 

concern about losing oneôs job or about being unable to find one in the near future has no effect on average ratings 

of FWM either. 

 
17

 This figure comes from multiplying the egalitarianism coefficient by the range of the egalitarianism index 

(available from Table A-1 in the appendix): 7.954 * (4.50 ï 1.79) = 7.954 * 2.71 = 20.84.  The corresponding 

figures for moral traditionalism and opposition to gay rights can be calculated in the same way. 
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FWM than do those who favor abortion rights, the association is not statistically significant.
18

  

But men most opposed to gay rights rate FWM an average of 11.4 degrees more coolly than do 

men most in favor of such rights.  Thus FWM appear to represent concrete influences on moral 

policy in addition to their symbolic affirmation of abstract worldviews like egalitarianism and 

moral traditionalism (which remain statistically significant in Model 3). 

 Note that after accounting for the greater support for abortion rights and gay rights among 

college-educated men, FWM now receive significantly lower ratings from men with college 

degrees than from men without high-school diplomas.  Does this mean that material hardship has 

an influence after all when coupled with the positive relationship between income and FWM 

ratings?  This is doubtful.  As I discussed above, the income association is difficult to interpret 

unambiguously.  And the countervailing relationships are also curious: FWM receive higher 

ratings from men with higher incomes and from men with less education.  Again, FWM seem to 

be neither economic threats nor economic benefits. 

The Similarity of the ñFeministò and ñWomenôs Movementò Labels 

 We have seen that FWM are, on average, identified more with cultural and moral policy 

debates than with economic circumstances.  But is there a difference between the two labels?  Do 

feminists call to mind assaults on morality, while the womenôs movement conjures up images of 

economic activism?  Although ñthe womenôs movementò receives ratings about 7.3 degrees 

warmer on average than ratings of ñfeminists,ò this pattern does not appear to be stronger in men 

experiencing material hardship, strongly egalitarian or morally traditional men, or those men 

                                                 
18

 When using the adjusted thermometers, the negative relationship between ratings of FWM and opposition to 

abortion rights becomes larger and significant.  As discussed, however, it is unclear exactly what the adjusted 

thermometers are measuring. 
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most opposed to abortion rights and gay rights.
19

  Put differently, ñfeministsò do not meet with 

particularly virulent negativity (relative to ñthe womenôs movementò) among men who hold 

conservative cultural views or who favor illiberal social policies.   And ñthe womenôs 

movementò does not garner especially warm feelings among either the best-off or worst-off men.  

This argues against claims that ñfeministsò are identified with cultural radicalism and attacks on 

traditional family arrangements, while ñthe womenôs movementò has come to be seen as the 

champion of economic justice.  Rather, the two appear to be roughly synonymous, despite the 

lower overall ratings of feminists.
20

   

Discussion and Conclusion 

 This research has used nationally representative data from 1992 and 2000 to examine 

what feminists and the womenôs movement mean to American men.  The overall picture here is 

that men do not appear to see feminists and the womenôs movement as a threat to their material 

well-being: whatever antagonisms or accord they experience with FWM comes from social 

dynamics other than their economic situation.  Instead, the meaning of feminists and the 

womenôs movement seems to lie in their influence on broader social and cultural debates about 

justice and morality.  Yet these broader social and cultural debates do not include abortion; no 

significant gradient in ratings of FWM exists by attitudes toward abortion rights.  Feminists and 

the womenôs movement do seem to be identified with support for gay rights.  But gay rights does 

not exhaust the symbolic meaning of FWM, who still receive higher ratings from egalitarian men 

                                                 
19

 These results are not presented to conserve space, but they are available from the author upon request. 

 
20

 Indeed, no sociodemographic category is populated by men who make particularly large distinctions between 

ñfeministsò and ñthe womenôs movementòðwith two exceptions.  Blacks have especially warm feelings for ñthe 

womenôs movementò compared to whitesðpossibly because they associate it with the civil rights movement 

(Staggenborg 1998:38-41; Wilcox 1990)ðand self-identified Republicans evince special distaste for ñfeminists.ò 
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(and lower ratings from morally traditional men) even after accounting for menôs views on gay 

rights policies.   

 These results argue for greater caution in incorporating feelings about feminists and the 

womenôs movement into broader indices of feminist sympathy that also include gender role 

attitudes and feminist self-identification.  There are important differences in the explanations of 

each concept: men born in the 1950s are more likely than are other cohorts to identify themselves 

as feminists (Schnittker et al. 2003) but less supportive of feminists and the womenôs movement; 

and more educated men hold more liberal attitudes about gender roles (Brooks and Bolzendahl 

2004) while feeling more negatively about feminists and the womenôs movement.   

 Second, this analysis lends further support to research showing that general orientations 

toward the world are more important in guiding attitudes than material dynamics.  Financially 

unstable men (those who arguably have a greater stake in the economic issues debated by 

feminists) do not appear to identify feminists or womenôs movement activists as the source of 

their problems or as their benefactor.  Men appear to see FWM more as symbols, but in a 

countervailing way: men concerned with justice support feminists and the womenôs movement; 

men concerned with conservative morality oppose them.  If factual information alters attitudes 

toward justice more easily than it changes relatively intractable attitudes toward morality (see 

Baumgartner, De Boef, and Boydstun 2008), those seeking to shore up male support for gender-

based political action may want to focus on issues of justice and equity while playing down pleas 

for moral tolerance that may go unheeded. 

 Third, this study adds to the debate on the future of class politics.  One of the basic 

dimensions of sociopolitical cleavages is the clash between material economic interests and 

ideological worldviews about social identities (Lipset and Rokkan 1967), and the relative 
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importance of each has been heavily debated (see, e.g., Clark and Lipset 2001).  Some claim that 

cultural conflicts are superseding economic interests as a source of tension (e.g., Hechter 2004), 

while others find little evidence for this position (Bartels 2006; Hout, Brooks, and Manza 1995).  

This research lends some support to the former argument: to the extent that attitudes toward 

feminists and the womenôs movement act as proxies for gender-based conflict, such conflict 

revolves far more tightly around culture than around economic dynamics.   

 Still, there is no reason to believe that hostility toward FWM has grown in recent years.  

Menôs ratings of FWM in 2000 were almost identical to those in 1992, and supplementary 

analyses (not shown here) yielded no evidence that negativity toward FWM has increased over 

time among politically, culturally, or religiously conservative men.  Despite much talk about 

ñpostfeminismò and an anti-feminist ñbacklash,ò then, such sentiments may be limited only to 

the chattering classes, not among ordinary citizens (see also Hall and Rodriguez 2003).  When 

coupled with the relatively warm average ratings of FWM, it becomes clear that whatever 

negative treatment feminism receives in the media has not trickled down to ordinary peopleð

women or men. 
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Table 1.  Question Texts for Key Explanatory Variables       

 

Subjective Material Interests 

Poor Retrospective Financial Evaluation       

We are interested in how people are getting along financially these days.  Would you say that you (and your 

family living here) are better off or worse off financially than you were a year ago?  Is that much better (worse) 

off or somewhat better (worse) off?       

Much better off, Somewhat better off, About the same, Somewhat worse off, Much worse off 

Poor Prospective Financial Evaluation       

Now looking ahead, do you think that a year from now you (and your family living here) will be better off 

financially, or worse off, or just about the same as now?  Is that much better (worse) off or somewhat better 

(worse) off? 

Much better off, Somewhat better off, About the same, Somewhat worse off, Much worse off 

       

Cultural Orientations  

Egalitarianism (Reliability = 0.71)       

I would like you to tell me how much you agree or disagree with each statement.  

Our society should do whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an equal opportunity to succeed. 

We have gone too far in pushing equal rights in this country.     

This country would be better off if we worried less about how equal people are. 

It is not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others.  

If people were treated more equally in this country we would have many fewer problems.  

One of the big problems in this country is that we don't give everyone an equal chance.  

All items: Agree strongly, Agree somewhat, Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree somewhat, Disagree 

strongly 

Items recoded as necessary such that higher values represent more egalitarian sentiments.  

       

Moral Traditionalism (Reliability = 0.65)        

I would like you to tell me how much you agree or disagree with each statement.  

The world is always changing and we should adjust our view of moral behavior to those changes.  

We should be more tolerant of people who choose to live according to their own moral standards even if they 

are very different from our own. 

This country would have many fewer problems if there were more emphasis on traditional family ties. 

The newer lifestyles are contributing to the breakdown of our society. 

All items: Agree strongly, Agree somewhat, Neither agree nor disagree, Disagree somewhat, Disagree 

strongly 

Items recoded as necessary such that higher values represent more conservative moral ideas. 

       

(continued) 
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Table 1 (cont.).  Question Texts for Key Explanatory Variables 

 

Policy Preferences 

Opposition to Abortion Rights (Reliability = 0.46)       

There has been some discussion about abortion during recent years.  Which one of the opinions on this page 

best agrees with your view? 

By law, abortion should never be permitted.  

The law should permit abortion only in case of rape, incest, or when the woman's life is in danger.  

The law should permit abortion for reasons other than rape, incest, or danger to the woman's life, but only 

after the need for the abortion has been clearly established. 

By law, a woman should always be able to obtain an abortion as a matter of personal choice. 

Would you favor or oppose a law in your state that would require parental consent before a teenager under 18 

can have an abortion?  Do you favor this law strongly or not strongly? 

Favor strongly, favor not strongly, oppose not strongly, oppose strongly 

       

Opposition to Gay Rights (Reliability = 0.63)       

Do you favor or oppose laws to protect homosexuals against job discrimination?  Do you favor (oppose) such 

laws strongly or not strongly?  

Favor strongly, favor not strongly, oppose not strongly, oppose strongly 

Do you think homosexuals should be allowed to serve in the United States Armed Forces or don't you think so?  

Do you feel strongly or not strongly that homosexuals should (should not) be allowed to serve in the United 

States Armed Forces? 

Feel strongly should be allowed, Feel not strongly should be allowed, Feel not strongly should not be 

allowed, Feel strongly should not be allowed 

 

  




