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WHAT’S IN A LABEL?
The Relationship between Feminist
Self-Identification and “Feminist”

Attitudes among U.S. Women and Men

JANICE MCCABE
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Although scholars and media critics have suspected a disconnect between feminist self-identification
and attitudes among the U.S. public, little is known empirically about this relationship. This article
examines the relationships between feminist self-identification, sociodemographics, political orienta-
tion, and a range of gender-related attitudes using data from the 1996 General Society Survey. Results
suggest that feminists are most likely to be highly educated, urban women who self-identify as liberals
and Democrats. Feminist self-identification significantly relates to views about the impact of the
women’s movement and to core causes of gender inequality. It links less well, particularly for women, to
more specific causes and attitudes about what should be (e.g., those implicating working mothers, biol-
ogy, and God’s will). This suggests the importance of analyzing clusters of attitudes regarding ideal gen-
der arrangements and of examining and differentiating between other attitude clusters. These findings
point to more multifaceted and heterogeneous meanings of feminist identity among the U.S. public than
most research acknowledges.

Keywords: feminist identity; feminist self-identification; gender attitudes; political atti-
tudes; public support

Since the first widespread usage of the term “feminist” in the United States in the
1910s, it has been a highly contentious term. Theorists and historians have argued
that the word “feminism” is similar to “liberalism” in the range of understandings
and distortions it encompasses (Cott 1987). Many theorists and researchers have
noted that although Americans, especially American women, exhibit widespread
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support for the goals of feminism, they often reject self-identification with the term
“feminist.”

For both self-identified feminists and those individuals who do not identify with
the term, this weak relationship may be due to the confusion surrounding exactly
what it means to be a feminist (Budgeon 2001; Kamen 1991; Liss, Hoffner, and
Crawford 2000; Misciagno 1997; Weiss 1998). In addition to its ambiguity, the
term is not value neutral, and the epithets associated with it—such as “feminazi,”
“man hating,” and “lesbian”—may deter individuals with more nontraditional
gender-related attitudes from self-labeling (Kamen 1991; Weiss 1998; Williams
and Wittig 1997). The backlash against feminism in the media and the relatively
extreme positions taken by the more outspoken representatives of the feminist
movement may have resulted in feminism’s being equated with “radical” or “mili-
tant” for much of the U.S. public (Kamen 1991; Misciagno 1997; Weiss 1998). In
addition, anecdotal evidence suggests that individuals, particularly young women,
do not see the feminist movement as relevant to their lives and therefore do not see
the need to self-identify with the term (Bellefante 1998; but see Hall and Salupo
Rodriguez 2003). All of these factors may have differential impacts on women’s
and men’s willingness to self-label as feminists. While there are many explanations
for this weak link between feminist self-identification and attitudes, some scholars
have suggested that it would be surprising if we did not find that feminists have dis-
tinctive values and issue preferences because “the very nature of political ideolo-
gies and social identities suggest that people who identify with a particular move-
ment should adopt those values and issue preferences associated with it” (Johnston
Conover 1988, 1000). If feminist self-identification does not relate to holding these
feminist attitudes, this would imply that there are no or few differences in the atti-
tudes held by feminists and nonfeminists. If so, then the question that follows is,
What’s in a label?

Despite myriad concerns about the disconnect between feminist self-identification
and attitudes among the U.S. public, we know little empirically about this relation-
ship. The 1996 General Social Survey (GSS), however, provides the tools for disen-
tangling this relationship as well as examining the predictors of feminist self-iden-
tification and a series of gender-related attitudes for women and men.

RESEARCH ON ASPECTS OF FEMINIST IDENTITY

Feminist identity has been widely researched since the second wave of the mod-
ern U.S. women’s movement in the 1970s. Much research in this area has worked to
identify the antecedents (mostly sociodemographic predictors) of feminist identity.
Feminist identity is a multidimensional concept that encompasses feminist self-
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identification, feminist consciousness, and gender-role attitudes. Much previous
research, particularly quantitative work, has not paid sufficient attention to this
multidimensionality, often treating these aspects as if they were interchangeable. In
addition, and perhaps more important, by examining a limited set of gender-related
attitudes, existing research may have underestimated (or overestimated) the role of
feminist self-identification.

Much research initially focused on explaining who is a feminist through exam-
ining the sociodemographic predictors of feminist consciousness and gender-
related attitudes (or what were previously referred to as gender-role attitudes) among
women. More recent research has begun to explore feminist self-identification, but
this is most often examined in smaller, nonrepresentative samples (Peltola, Milkie,
and Presser 2004 and Schnittker, Freese, and Powell 2003 are two recent excep-
tions). The research on feminist identity typically is presented as showing that fem-
inists are likely to be women with higher levels of education, with smaller families,
and who live in an urban area (Cook 1989; Klein 1984; Plutzer 1988). Liberalism
and Democratic political party self-identification, when included in the models,
typically also show a strong relationship to feminism (Cowan, Mestlin, and Masek
1992; Reingold and Foust 1998). Family and work experiences—such as marital
and employment status—yield significant relationships to feminism in some stud-
ies (Klein 1984; Thornton and Freedman 1979) but not in others (Reingold and
Foust 1998). Less consistent findings also include race, age, income, and region of
residence—usually operationalized as residence in the southern United States
(e.g., compare Cook 1989; Davis and Robinson 1991; and Plutzer 1988). For exam-
ple, if it is significant, the direction of the relationship between race and feminist
identity is inconsistent; some suggest feminism’s history and/or current concerns
as primarily white and middle class may deter people of color from feminism
(Henderson-King and Stewart 1994), while others suggest people of color’s con-
sciousness for racial inequality predisposes them toward other movements for
equality, such as feminism (Hunter and Sellers 1998; Kane 2000).

The research on feminist identity yields inconsistent and contradictory findings
primarily, I contend, because the research uses different measures and different
conceptions of feminist identity and because it tends to rely on a limited set of
gender-related attitude items. In addition, some studies include only women while
others include women and men. As one illustration of the tendency of research in
this area, particularly survey-based research, to fail to attend to the multiple aspects
of feminist identity, Plutzer (1988) used four attitudinal measures to represent fem-
inism (he referred to them as “support of feminist positions” and “support of femi-
nism”) despite his brief qualification (see p. 642). This research, without a critical
examination of what constitutes a “feminist position” and, more important, the dif-
ferences between feminist attitudes and feminist self-identification, has been
widely influential (Banaszak and Plutzer 1993; Davis and Robinson 1991; Huddy,
Neely, and Lafay 2000; Kroska 2000; Reingold and Foust 1998; Tamney et al.
1992; Togeby 1995). When researchers gloss over the multidimensionality of
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feminist identity, conceptual ambiguities are created that make it difficult to iden-
tify the predictors of the various aspects of feminist identity.

Some scholarship, particularly qualitative research and theoretical work, has
noted the complexity and multidimensionality of feminist identity. For example, in
researching the postpartum self-help movement, Taylor (1996) noted a disconnect
for many women between the feminist label and their attitudes about gender issues
and policies. Like some other researchers (Aronson 2003; Cowan, Mestlin, and
Masek 1992), Taylor placed women on a continuum from those who embrace the
label to those who “explicitly reject feminism.” In her study of how the public—
primarily women—view gender relations, Sigel (1996) also found ambivalence
toward feminism and the women’s movement among women. She discussed some
incongruities between women’s attitudes about gender issues and their views of the
effect the women’s movement has had on specific groups. While this and other
qualitative research makes important inroads by pointing to the multidimension-
ality and complexity of feminist identity, it leaves unanswered questions about
these relationships among the U.S. public both because the issue of feminist
identity has not been the focus of these projects and because studies have not been
conducted at a national scale, including both women and men. Another way that
scholars have made progress studying the complexity of this identity has been
by theoretically and historically investigating components of feminist identity.
Misciagno (1997), for example, theorized about the relationship between feminist
self-identification, attitudes, actions, and the feminist movement for women. Her
research offers many insights into why feminist self-identification is riddled with
ambivalence and can be so divisive. This is a path that more recent scholarship
has followed, often focusing on the complex relationship between feminist self-
identification and attitudes among young women (Aronson 2003; Rowe-
Finkbeiner 2004). What is still needed is an empirical investigation focused on dif-
ferentiating between and measuring multiple components of feminist identity
among the U.S. public—women and men.

In contrast to the many quantitative studies on feminist consciousness and
attitudes, few studies have examined the factors that influence feminist self-
identification—whether an individual considers himself or herself a feminist—or
the link between feminist self-identification and gender-related attitudes. Until
recently, large, nationally representative data sets, such as the GSS or the Ameri-
can National Election Study, have not included a question about feminist self-
identification; previous research has used the questions these studies do include,
such as “feminist” or gender-role attitudes (Plutzer 1988), feminist opinion
(Rhodebeck 1996), feminist consciousness (Reingold and Foust 1998), or “an
index of closeness to women” as well as a feeling thermometer, rating either “the
women’s movement” or “feminists” (Cook 1989; Rhodebeck 1996). This limited
set of questions about gender-related attitudes and policies often has been used as a
proxy for feminist self-identification. When studies have examined feminist self-
labeling, they have used questionnaires or conducted interviews with small sam-
ples of particular groups such as college students, academics at women’s studies
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conferences, or active participants in the feminist movement (Cowan, Mestlin, and
Masek 1992; Henderson-King and Stewart 1994; Levonian Morgan 1996;
Myaskovsky and Wittig 1997; for exceptions, see Peltola, Milkie, and Presser
2004; Schnittker, Freese, and Powell 2003). While these studies have produced rich
and important findings, there is still much we do not know about the relationship
between considering oneself a feminist and holding attitudes about a range of gen-
der-related issues for women and men.

One empirical exploration of the relationship between gender-related attitudes
and feminist self-identification concluded that “feminist opinion” (composed of
attitudes toward gender roles and abortion) and feminist consciousness (which the
author termed “feminist identity”) are separate yet related constructs (Rhodebeck
1996). This conclusion supports closer examinations of the broader aspects of fem-
inism that transcend reactions to specific policies, such as the Equal Rights Amend-
ment, affirmative action, or abortion rights. Other studies find that the link between
feminist self-identification and attitudes is stronger for second-wave men and
women (born between 1936 and 1955) or baby boom women (born between 1946
and 1959) than among younger or older women (Peltola, Milkie, and Presser 2004;
Schnittker, Freese, and Powell 2003). This article explores the relationships
between feminist self-identification and a broader range of gender-related attitudes
to further disentangle these aspects of feminist identity.

In sum, past quantitative literature has explored the sociodemographic predic-
tors of gender-related attitudes and feminist consciousness in national samples.
While some recent research has begun to explore the antecedents of feminist self-
identification for women and men in national samples, inconsistent and contradic-
tory findings remain. In addition, the tendency by researchers to gloss over the
multidimensionality of feminist identity and to examine a limited range of gender-
related attitude items leaves unanswered questions about the relationship between
feminist self-identification and attitudes. Here, I attempt to fill the gaps in our
understanding of the relationship between feminist self-identification and feminist
attitudes by exploring two questions: First, what sociodemographic and political
factors are linked to feminist self-identification? and Second, how well does
feminist self-identification link to attitudes regarding gender?

DATA AND METHOD

To answer these questions, I use data from the 1996 GSS, a national survey of
approximately 3,000 adults that is conducted by the National Opinion Research
Center. The GSS is an area-probability, personal interview sample of noninstitu-
tionalized, English-speaking adults in households in the continental United States.
Full details regarding the sampling strategy, sample, questions, and procedures for
the GSS are available in Davis and Smith (1996). In 1996, a Topical Module on
Gender (N = 1,460), including a question about feminist self-labeling and other
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gender-related items, was administered to one of the two representative subsamples
of the GSS.

My first research question uses a binary dependent variable constructed from
the feminist self-identification question. Respondents were asked, “Do you think
of yourself as a feminist or not?” Approximately 21 percent of GSS respondents
self-identified as a feminist. The approximately 5 percent who responded “don’t
know” were dropped; supplementary analyses show that categories cannot be com-
bined.1 To separate the effects of the different types of background variables
included in extant research, independent variables are added to the models in
four steps: first, basic demographic variables (gender, race, age, education, and
income2); second, work and family life variables (marital status, number of chil-
dren, and work status—indicating if the respondent worked full-time, part-time, or
not at all3 during the last week); third, community size4 and region5 variables; and
fourth, political orientation, operationalized by a political views scale ranging from
1 (extremely liberal) to 7 (extremely conservative), with 4 as a moderate category,6

and political party—Republican, Independent/other party, and Democrat.7

If past research suggests that different forms of these independent variables may
be linked to feminist identity, variables were transformed accordingly and included
in regressions. For example, results presented here use age measured in decades;
however, age was also estimated using the age and generational cohorts of
Schnittker, Freese, and Powell (2003) and the cohorts of Peltola, Milkie, and
Presser (2004). (Results are available from the author on request.) These different
age groupings did not significantly change the patterns of relationships between
feminist self-identification and attitudes, which is the focus of this article; for ease
of presentation, age in decades in used throughout this article. Similarly, through-
out this article, education is included in models measured as years; however,
dummy variables representing levels of education and degrees earned were used in
alternative models and are discussed only when results differ significantly. To
assess whether the independent variables operate differently for men and women,
interactions between the respondent’s gender and each independent variable were
introduced into the model. Since none of the interactions in models linking feminist
self-identification and demographics were statistically significant, these results are
not presented. Descriptive statistics are included in Appendix A.

The second part of my study addresses the second research question: How
strongly does feminist self-identification link to gender-related attitudes? The first
set of gender-related attitude items are constructed from eight questions that repre-
sent the feminist attitudes typically included in research that uses the GSS; these
questions tap people’s opinions about ideal gender arrangements for men and
women in the family, paid labor, and politics.8 These questions are included in
Appendix B. Exploratory factor analysis, which identifies the factors or latent vari-
ables that underlie these measures, yields three factors: women and politics;
women, work, and career; and working mothers. Analysis begins with a bivariate
regression of each of the three factor scores on feminist self-identification. Then,
the sociodemographics are added in four steps (corresponding to the groups of
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independent variables discussed above) to determine if feminist self-labeling
affects attitudes and then to see if this effect persists when the sociodemographics
and political orientation variables are added. Because the most dramatic differ-
ences are found when the political orientation variables are added to the models,
tables presented here introduce the first three steps together. To assess whether fem-
inist self-identification operates differently for men and women, interactions
between the respondent’s gender and feminist self-identification were introduced
into the model; significant gender differences are shown, and models are estimated
separately for men and women.

Existing research on the relationship between feminist self-identification and
attitudes has been limited to a narrow set of gender-related attitudes, often includ-
ing the eight attitudes above as well as attitudes toward specific policies, namely,
abortion and affirmative action. While the range and depth of questions on gender-
related issues in the GSS does not compare to those asked in most qualitative stud-
ies on feminist identity, the 1996 Module on Gender is unusual among large-scale,
representative surveys in the wealth of questions it asks about gender-related
issues. This information about gender-related issues, along with the attitude and
sociodemographic questions on the GSS core, is useful for disentangling the rela-
tionship between feminist self-identification and attitudes (see Appendix B for
gender-related attitudes included in analyses). Questions regarding explanations
for gender inequality and the influence of the women’s movement are particularly
interesting for these purposes. Explanations for gender inequality included in the
1996 GSS range from those implicating “the way society is set up” to biology,
childhood teachings, and “God’s will,” thereby representing a broad array of rea-
sons women are more likely to take care of children and earn less money than do
men. Similarly, questions about the influence of the women’s movement ask about
the effect it has had on many types of people in society including children, men,
full-time homemakers, women with working-class jobs, women with management
or professional jobs, and “you, yourself.”

All measures were recoded, as necessary, so that higher values are consistent
with more egalitarian (or nontraditional) gender-related attitudes. Attitude mea-
sures were factor analyzed and transformed into factor scores in Mplus when
appropriate (Muthen and Muthen 1998-2003). The exploratory, robust, weighted
least squares factor analysis of the eight explanations for gender inequality in work,
pay, and child care yields two factors: specific and broad societal explanations for
gender inequality. These factor scores are used as outcomes in the regressions pre-
sented below. As discussed above with regard to attitudes about ideal gender
arrangements, interactions between the respondent’s gender and feminist self-
identification were introduced into the model, and models were estimated sepa-
rately for women and men to assess whether feminist self-identification operates
differently for men and women. Significant gender differences in the results are
shown and discussed.

The cross-sectional nature of my data places certain limitations on this analysis.
I have assumed that causality runs from sociodemographic and political factors to
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feminist self-identification and from feminist self-identification to holding specific
attitudes. Previous research has made the same assumptions (Johnston Conover
1988). However, it is conceivable that some personal experiences—such as marital
status, number of children, and conservativeness of political views—may be influ-
enced by feminist self-identification. In addition, it is likely that the relationship
between claiming the feminist label and holding specific attitudes is more complex
than a simple causal relationship in only one direction.9

RESULTS

What Sociodemographic and Political Factors
Are Linked to Feminist Self-Identification?

To answer the question of who are most likely to be feminists, Table 1 presents
estimates of the effect of these sociodemographic factors on feminist self-
identification using logistic regression. Entering the variables in stages shows that
in general, the effects persist when additional sociodemographics are added.
Accordingly, my discussion focuses on the results from model 4 in Table 1. Consis-
tent with the gender differences expected, women are significantly more likely to
self-identify as feminists than are men. Nearly 29 percent of women, compared to
12 percent of men, self-identify as feminists.10 In addition, corresponding with pre-
vious research, as years of education increase, the predicted probability of feminist
self-labeling also increases. However, when dummy variables representing degrees
earned are substituted for years of education, only holding a graduate degree (com-
pared to less than a high school education) is significant. As Schnittker, Freese, and
Powell (2003) noted, only extreme differences in education make a difference.
Model 1 reveals a marginally significant effect of age, which does not persist when
controlling for other sociodemographics. Neither race nor income is significantly
correlated with feminist self-identification in any of the four models.

Virtually none of the family and work life variables have a significant estimated
effect on feminist self-identification, as Table 1 shows. The lack of significance for
marital status, except for widows, in explaining feminist self-identification is an
interesting departure from findings in some existing studies.11 The other traditional
lifestyle variable, number of children, also is not statistically significant. Work sta-
tus previously has been found to influence individuals’, especially women’s
(Andersen and Cook 1985; Banaszak and Plutzer 1993), political opinions and
involvement; however, neither part-time nor full-time work status is significant in
any of the models. Testing simultaneously that none of the work status variables are
significant (χ2 = .16, df = 2, p = .92) confirms these results. Community size, how-
ever, is a significant predictor of feminist self-labeling. Individuals living in rural
areas or medium-sized communities (i.e., populations between 2,500 and 350,000)
are significantly less likely to self-identify as feminists than are those residing in
urban areas. Urban communities may offer increased opportunities for nontradi-
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tional experiences and lifestyles than smaller communities. In contrast to previous
studies that have shown regional differences in “support for feminism” using gen-
der role attitudes (Plutzer 1988), Southern residence is not significantly related to
feminist self-identification.

As expected, political ideology is associated with feminist self-identification,
with more conservative respondents less likely to claim the feminist label. And as
expected, respondents identifying as Republican, compared to Democrat, are sig-
nificantly less likely to claim the feminist label. Respondents identifying with no
political party or another party such as Independent, compared to Democrat, do not
differ on feminist self-labeling. However, causal interpretations of the observed
associations between feminist self-identification and political ideology and politi-
cal party must be made with caution since these variables may be mutually reinforc-
ing and jointly determined (Lye and Waldron 1997; Sniderman et al. 1991).

Another way to illustrate these patterns is by using ideal types (Long 1997). A
single, white, urban woman who is a liberal and a Democrat has a .62 probability of
self-identifying as a feminist compared to .37 for a similar man. In contrast, a sin-
gle, white, urban woman who is a moderate and a Republican has a .26 probability
of self-identifying as a feminist while a comparable man has only a .11 probability.
Living in a rural area also dramatically reduces an individual’s predicted probabil-
ity of self-identifying as a feminist. For example, compare the probabilities above
to the .08 probability of a single, white, rural woman who is conservative and a
Republican identifying as a feminist and the .03 probability for a similar man. Gen-
der, urban residence, liberal political views, and political party affiliation are the
strongest predictors of feminist self-identification. Other sociodemographics are of
little relevance to understanding variation in the tendency to self-identify as a
feminist.

How Well Does Feminist Self-Identification Link to Attitudes?

To explore the extent to which feminists and nonfeminists differ in their attitudes
regarding gender, first, I turn to the gender-related attitudes typically included
in research on feminist identity. Table 2 presents regression results of the three
gender-related factors: (1) women and politics; (2) women, work, and career;
and (3) working mothers. Table 2 shows only the coefficients for feminist self-
identification; the three models differ by adding first sociodemographics and then
political orientation to the model with feminist self-identification.

As shown in Table 2, among men, all three attitudinal measures are signifi-
cantly related to feminist self-identification in all model specifications. In contrast,
among women, there are no strong, significant relationships between feminist self-
identification and attitudes about ideal gender arrangements. One factor, work and
career, is significantly related to feminist self-identification in the bivariate model,
and the relationship becomes nonsignificant once the political orientation vari-
ables are added. Table 2 also shows a borderline significant relationship between
feminist self-identification and the women and politics factor among women (t =
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1.66, p = .49 for a one-tailed test). There are significant gender differences in all of
the models, except when political variables are added to the model with the work
and career factor. Results with women and men in the same model (not presented)
show that the standardized coefficient for gender is the largest for each factor, and it
is much larger than feminist self-identification, which suggests that knowing a per-
son’s gender is more important than feminist self-identification in predicting atti-
tudes toward these gender-related issues.12 Although research in this area often
measures only the gender-related attitudes of women, my research shows that the
attitudes commonly explored are linked with self-identification among men, but
not among women, a point I will return to in the Discussion.

Expanding beyond the narrow set of attitudes typically explored in this area,
Table 3 presents the ordinary least squares regression results for two additional sets
of gender-related attitudes: first, individuals’beliefs in broad and specific explana-
tions for gender inequality in work, pay, and child care, and second, individuals’
beliefs about the impact of the women’s movement on the lives of specific groups.
Results show that individuals’ beliefs in broad societal explanations for gender
inequality are significantly linked to self-identifying as a feminist. In contrast, the
specific explanations (e.g., those focusing on biology, childhood teachings, and
God’s will) are not significantly related to feminist self-identification, although
there are significant gender differences in all but the bivariate model, which sug-
gests that these specific explanations link to feminist self-identification differently
for men and women. For example, among men, the specific explanations link to
feminist self-identification until the final model where political party and political
views are added (results not shown). This suggests that political party and political
views are more strongly connected to specific explanations for gender inequality
for men than for women. While specific explanations for gender inequality do not
differentiate between feminists and nonfeminists, beliefs in broader and more
general societal-level explanations link with feminist self-identification.

The attitude-labeling question is further explored through an examination of
beliefs about how the women’s movement has affected specific groups’ lives
(including homemakers, working-class women, professional women, men, chil-
dren, and “yourself”). As shown in Table 3, all of the attitudes about how the
women’s movement affects these groups, except those about professional women’s
lives, significantly distinguish between feminists and nonfeminists.13 Unlike many
of the previous gender-related attitudes, there are no significant gender differences
in the impact of feminist self-identification.

Results not presented show that when examined individually, very few of these
gender-related attitudes are significantly related to feminist self-identification.
However, once these attitudes are factor analyzed and turned into scales, most clus-
ters of attitudes (e.g., about women and politics or broad societal explanations for
gender inequality) are significantly linked to feminist self-identification. This sug-
gests that although feminist self-identification may not significantly relate to spe-
cific attitudes (e.g., voting for a woman president), it does link with clusters of
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attitudes regarding gender and social issues, even when controlling for socio-
demographics and political orientation.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Returning to my first research question, these analyses suggest that women and
individuals with higher levels of education, living in an urban area, holding liberal
political views, and self-identifying as Democrats have an increased likelihood of
self-identifying as feminists. While these patterns may not seem surprising, it is (at
least somewhat) surprising that other demographic factors, particularly race, fam-
ily life, and work status, do not significantly predict self-identification as a femi-
nist. These findings stand in contrast to the concerns of the critics of feminism and
many groups and individuals involved in the women’s movement about its repre-
sentation as a narrow, primarily white, middle-class (or upper-middle-class) move-
ment (Collins 1991; hooks 1984, 2000; Nelson 2001). In addition, they stand in
contrast to some previous studies using gender-role attitudes—and some studies of
feminist self-labeling that do not use a national sample—that also found significant
effects for race, marital status, number of children, employment status, and living in
the South. These patterns may reflect differences between representations of femi-
nists and characteristics of feminist women and men in the United States. It also is
possible that these differences are due to the differential relationship between
sociodemographics and feminist self-labeling compared to attitudes about gender-
related issues or feminist movement participation.

Political party and liberal-conservative political views may be powerful influ-
ences on feminist self-labeling and attitudes. Feminist self-identification may be a
specific form of liberal political views. In their research on “New Racism,”
Sniderman et al. (1991, 442) found that “a person’s ideological orientation supplies
an immediately relevant basis for deciding his or her own stand.” Future research
could apply this to feminist self-identification by exploring if political ideology
acts as a shortcut when individuals decide to adopt the feminist label and in forming
or expressing attitudes about gender- and non-gender-related issues.

The results from the analyses addressing my second research question regarding
the link between attitudes and self-identification suggest that meanings of the femi-
nist label and the relationship between self-labeling and attitudes are more complex
than most survey-based research acknowledges. These findings highlight the
importance of including and differentiating between individuals’ attitudes regard-
ing ideal gender arrangements, the causes of gender inequality, and the impact of
the women’s movement. Research typically focuses on this first aspect of gender-
related attitudes. Furthermore, these results point to the importance of examining
these attitudes as clusters rather than as individual items. Looking at single-issue
attitudes may underestimate the influence of feminist self-identification. When
this range of gender-related attitudes is explored, some interesting differences
emerge. The attitudes typically examined, particularly those related to politics and
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to working mothers, are not significantly related to feminist self-identification
among women. In addition, gender is at least as good a predictor, and in most cases
a much better predictor, of a person’s gender-related attitudes than is feminist self-
labeling. It is instructive that some of the gender-related attitudes commonly used
as proxies for feminist self-identification do not significantly link with feminist
self-identification, particularly among women and when controlling for political
orientation.

The tendency of most surveys to measure only one type of feminism—liberal
feminism—may also help explain these findings. Not all feminists agree about the
causes of gender inequality. For example, liberal and cultural feminists may differ
on some gender-related attitudes, particularly those about working mothers, as they
may have different views of women’s and men’s roles with regard to parenting. In
addition, liberal and radical feminists, for example, may differ in the extent to
which they believe biology makes women better suited than men to care for chil-
dren, with radical feminists’ recognizing greater differences between women and
men in their ability to care for children. These differences among feminists with
regard to specific explanations for gender inequality may explain, in part, why
these specific explanations do not differentiate between feminists and nonfem-
inists. The closed-ended wording of the GSS feminist self-identification question
does not allow distinctions to be made either in the degree to which a respondent
self-identifies or in the respondent’s definition of feminism. Moreover, the feminist
or egalitarian gender-related attitude items typically included in this research pri-
marily measure liberal feminist attitudes. Perhaps the inclusion of other types of
feminist attitudes in nationally representative data sets would reveal a different
relationship to feminist self-identification (Henley et al. 1998).

Future research should focus on the meanings of the term “feminist” to the U.S.
public—women and men—as this may explain, in part, the lack of relationship
between feminist self-identification and specific gender-related attitudes as well as
the gender differences in the link between attitudes and self-labeling. Regardless,
the analyses presented here do not suggest as diverse meanings of feminism as
some critics suggest. Results show that feminists can be distinguished from
nonfeminists on the basis of their attitudes about broad societal explanations for
gender inequality. Where there is more heterogeneity—and where feminist self-
identification does not significantly link with attitudes—is in the more specific
causes of gender inequality (such as those implicating working mothers, biological
factors, and God’s will). It is possible that attitudes about what gender arrange-
ments should look like and specific causes of gender inequality were linked to femi-
nist self-identification in the past, but currently these attitudes have become so nor-
mative, particularly among women, that they no longer distinguish between
feminists and nonfeminists. On the other hand, it is possible that these attitudes
were never linked to self-identification among women. Longitudinal data on
women and men, however, are needed to test these suppositions. Even if these atti-
tudes have become so normative over time among women, it seems that among
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men—at least in 1996—these attitudes have yet to become normative and therefore
still differentiate between feminists and nonfeminists.

Gender differences as well as similarities are apparent in the links between femi-
nist self-identification and attitudes throughout this article. Results reveal a tighter
connection between attitudes about ideal gender arrangements, which are the atti-
tudes most commonly examined in survey-based research on feminist identity, and
self-labeling among men than among women. On the other hand, among women,
there is not a significant relationship between self-identification and attitudes
regarding ideal gender arrangements. Women and men also differ in how self-iden-
tification and beliefs about specific explanations for gender inequality are linked.
In contrast, there are no significant gender differences for broad societal explana-
tions for gender inequality or for attitudes about the effects of the women’s move-
ment on any groups. Differences in the meaning of the term “feminist” to women
and to men, as well as differential media stereotypes of women and men who self-
identify with the term, likely play a role in these relationships. Data on the meaning
of the feminist label to individuals, which is not available in the 1996 GSS, would
be useful in further explaining these relationships. In addition, it is possible that
group-based interests play a role in shaping the relationships between attitudes and
self-identification differently according to gender (Kane and Kyyro 2001). How-
ever, if men’s and women’s attitudes correspond to group-based interests, one
would expect to see significant gender differences in women’s and men’s assess-
ments of how the women’s movement has affected specific groups, particularly
men. Results from these analyses, however, show no significant gender differ-
ences in any of these questions. Consequently, this group-based interest theory
does not hold when applied to the questions regarding the influence of the feminist
movement.

Because feminism is not only an attitude and an identity but also a move-
ment, behavior may be another mediating factor in the link between feminist self-
identification and attitudes. One measure of a behavior related to women’s issues is
how frequently people report paying attention to issues in the news that especially
affect women. Additional analyses (not presented here) show that this behavior is
significantly related to feminist self-identification for both men and women, even
after controlling for sociodemographics and political orientation, and there are no
significant gender differences in this relationship. Given this tentative finding
about the link between feminist self-identification and behavior, future survey
research should incorporate a range of measures of behaviors along with self-
identification and attitudes.

Possible foci of such research could range from explicitly political ones (e.g.,
attending a feminist rally) to less explicitly political ones (e.g., attending a women’s
reading or fiber arts group) that cross the boundaries of types of feminisms.
Research should examine the relationships between feminist self-identification,
attitudes, and behaviors to, for example, discover whether the strong relationship
Ghaffaradli-Doty and Carlson (1979) found between a “liberated attitude” and
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self-reported behavior has changed in the past 25 years. Researchers not only
should rely on self-reported behavior but also should include multiple methods,
particularly qualitative fieldwork and in-depth interviews with women and men.
This research should focus on women and men who identity and those who do not
identify as feminists as well as those who are involved and those who are not
involved in the feminist movement. In addition, future research should explore the
impact of institutions, particularly women’s studies programs, on feminist self-
identification as well as on the relationship between attitudes and self-identification,
as recent research highlights the role of such programs on young women’s attitudes
toward feminism (Aronson 2003). In sum, the research most needed is a large-scale
project that will longitudinally explore feminist self-identification and a range of
attitudes and behaviors among a diverse group of men and women. This will be a
challenging project. However, it is the next step in uniting the rich findings about
process from qualitative research with the representativeness and comparability of
survey-based research on the various aspects of feminist identity and, therefore, in
further disentangling the aspects of feminist identity as well as in identifying the
similarities and differences among groups throughout the U.S. public.

While the results presented here provide some additional order to the existing
research on the predictors and correlates of the components of feminist identity,
they also suggest that the answer to the question, What’s in a label? is much more
complex than much previous research has acknowledged. They show that it is
important to include clusters of attitudes rather than single-issue items, if possible;
this was hinted at in recent research where the strongest findings were for scaled
items (Schnittker, Freese, and Powell 2003). In addition, they point to the importance
of including multiple clusters of attitudes that transcend liberal feminist positions,
as their inclusion reveals some interesting complexities in the attitude-labeling
link. While there are some disconnects between feminist self-identification and
attitudes, these findings show that self-identification may be more important than
others concluded when they have used a more limited set of attitude items. In con-
clusion, this research suggests that to further disentangle the meaning of this rela-
tionship, future research must consider the multidimensionality of feminist identity
and the heterogeneous definitions of feminism in society through exploring
women’s as well as men’s personal meanings of and identification with feminism,
their attitudes about a range of gender- and non-gender-related issues, and the
degree to which links between attitudes and self-identification are present or not.
Eventually, this will help to determine what factors lead an individual to self-label
as a feminist and may offer suggestions regarding the future of the feminist move-
ment in the United States.
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NOTES

1. Supplementary analyses using multinomial logit that included the “don’t know” responses as a
third category resulted in patterns quite similar to those presented here. Furthermore, Wald tests for com-
bining outcome categories suggest that the “don’t know” responses cannot be combined with the “yes”
or the “no” categories. Therefore, results presented here use the binary feminist self-identification
variable.

2. Self-reported income categories were recoded to the midpoints in 10,000 dollar units. Because of
a substantial number of missing values for respondent’s income (26.7 percent), missing values were
imputed using an equation predicting income including each respondent’s gender, age, race, and educa-
tion. Models were also estimated using family income and proportion of family income earned by the
respondent.

3. This category includes individuals who were unemployed, retired, in school, or “keeping house”
and people who indicated they had a job but were not at work because of temporary illness, a vacation, or
a strike. Because previous research (see Klein 1984; Plutzer 1988) stressed the importance of work status
for women, a separate dummy variable indicating if the respondent was a full-time homemaker
was introduced into the models. Neither the homemaker variable nor the interaction term between
homemaker and gender were significant at p < .05, indicating a lack of relationship between feminist
self-identification and being a full-time homemaker.

4. Cut-points for determining urban (more than 350,000 residents) and rural (populations less than
2,500) areas are based on the figures used by the U.S. Census Bureau.

5. Southern residence consists of the “South Atlantic,” “East South Central,” and “West South Cen-
tral” regions in the General Social Survey.

6. Missing values were imputed for political views (4.5 percent) using an equation predicting politi-
cal ideology including respondent’s gender, age, race, education, income, and political party.

7. Respondents were coded as Democrats if they indicated they were either a “Strong Democrat” or
“Not Very Strong Democrat” and coded as Republican if they were a “Strong Republican” or “Not Very
Strong Republican.” Respondents were coded as other party if they chose “Independent, close to Demo-
crat,” “Independent, Neither, No Response,” “Independent, close to Republican,” or “Other party,
refused to say.” Democrat was the omitted category in the regressions.

8. The eight attitude items are included in each year’s General Social Survey but are asked only to a
subset of the full General Social Survey sample. This ballot design reduces the sample size from 1,362 to
795 in addressing the second research question using the eight attitudinal variables most commonly used
in survey-based research in this area. Two-thirds of the sample were asked the four binary attitude ques-
tions included on the rotating core; five-sixths were asked the four categorical attitude questions. For
consistency, the sample size was restricted to respondents who were asked the questions included on the
rotating core and the topical module on gender (n = 795).

9. Longitudinal data that include questions about feminist self-identification and attitudes are
needed to better address these concerns. Longitudinal research on attitudes toward cohabitation and
cohabitation behavior suggests a reciprocal and mutually reinforcing relationship (Axinn and Thornton
1993). Therefore, I expect that the direction of causality between attitudes and feminist self-labeling is
not a simple unidirectional one either.

10. There were no gender differences in the number of respondents who said that they “don’t know”
if they are feminists; approximately 5 percent of women and men responded “don’t know.”

11. Results show that widows have a significantly greater likelihood of self-identifying as feminists
than do married individuals. This finding should be interpreted with caution due to the small number of
widows in the sample, especially widowers, and the high degree of collinearity with age.

12. Other large y-standardized coefficients vary slightly depending on the factor but always include
working full-time, liberal-conservative political views, Republican party affiliation, and feminist self-
identification.

13. Factor analysis of these six questions yields two factors—one for working-class and professional
women and another for all other groups (i.e., homemakers, men, children, and “yourself”). Regression
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results (available from the author on request) show that feminist self-identification is significantly linked
to both factors when controlling for sociodemographics and for working-class and professional women
even when controlling for political factors.
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