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Some thoughts on some “women issues”

[J Author / Sugin Duan

Taking a ride of the International Women’s Day, | would like
to note down several thoughts on some of the “women” issues

I met.

1. The stigmatization of “feminists”, or even of “inde-
pendent women”—a misunderstanding.

Sheryl Sandberg had such narration in her book Lean In:
“...And yet, if anyone had called me a feminist, | would have
quickly corrected that notion. This reaction is prevalent even
today according to sociologist Marianne Cooper... Even
though her students were interested enough in gender equality
to take an entire class on the subject, very few “felt comfort-
able using the word ‘feminism.” ” And even “fewer identified
themselves as feminists.” As Professor Elam noted, it was as if
“being called a feminist was to suspect that some foul epithet
had been hurled your way.

It sounds like a joke: Did you hear the one about the woman
taking a feminist studies class who got angry when someone
called her a feminist? But when | was in college, | embraced
the same contradiction. On one hand, | started a group to en-
courage more women to major in economics and government.
On the other hand, | would have denied being in any way,
shape, or form a feminist. None of my college friends thought

of themselves as feminists either... She was not someone we

wanted to emulate, in part because it seemed like she couldn’t

get a date. Horrible, | know—the sad irony of rejecting fem-

inism to get male attention and approval. In our defense, my

friends and 1 truly, if naively, believed that the world did not

need feminists anymore. We mistakenly thought that there was

e

nothing left to fight for.”

Resonating. | did a minor in English during my undergrad,
where several of my lecturers are in the research field of “fem-
inism”. They illustrated us the representations of “feminism”
issues in movies and in people’s dialogs. | found some of them
interesting at that time but not super refreshing because | never
doubted the independence of women, as the upbringing of my
family. However, when | began to stumble in the issue called
“dating” in grad school, | began to be kind of refusal towards
the word “feminist”. One reason is a stronger awareness of
some real male and female differences and the question over
whether these differences would really lead to different poten-
tials of men and women. | will come back to this later. Except
for this, another reason for my reluctant attitude towards a tag
of “feminist” is the concern that no one would want to date
me. Even my mom, who has always been emphasizing inde-
pendence and capability, is changing her tone.

Thinking back now, after more experiences of traveling, going
through excitement and frustration, needing help and receiving
support etc., | do realize there are places | need to improve
such as thinking in other people’s angles, caring about others
and being supportive. But besides this, | hold that it is worth
emphasizing some pervasive impression of “feminists” is in-
complete and even wrong. Being “feminists” is not exclusive
from pursuing beauty, elegance and gracefulness; being “fem-
inists” does not mean people being mean, not kind, and not
caring about others; being “feminists” does not mean people
don’t love and don’t need love. Instead, | believe most people

long for genuine connection and love. Sadly in no less com-
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munities, it is necessary to extend the use of “feminists” here
to “independent women”. And | would want to add that many
highly educated and independent women with strong personal-
ity are very virtuous in the love they choose, because they do
this out of their true will, not a need for codependence. “Fem-
inist”, seems to me, should mean the freedom to choose, and
the dismantle of the social chains that curb the development of

the potentials that women choose to develop.

2. Is the “inequality between men and women” a purely
arbitrary social construct?

Helen Fisher, a neuroscientist (a scientist!) pointed out that
men and women think and behave differently. Men tend to
have more direct, step-by-step, and focused thinking, while
women tend to have more web-thinking, wholistic and all at
once. So she commented that (paraphrase) “sometimes when
a man’s brain works well, it works extremely well. That’s why
there are many more male geniuses in the world, (but there are
also many more male idiots in the world)”. She also lended
an evolutionary view, and made the point that women tend to
have stronger verbal skills because in the ancient times, it’s
their job to cajole and educate children. While men get along
via side-by-side doing, as their job from the ancient times is
to sit together and hit the buffalo with a stone. I can find hints
of these in reality. Especially after high school, women tend to
have more concerns and constrains, while guys can just focus
on the things they want. And | do see many men scientists
seem to “naturally” have the systematic and quick intuition on
scientific issues. So I wonder whether it is the fact that there
are fields which guys are naturally better at. Note that I’'m
thinking about the mean state, if adding the variability, defi-
nitely individual cases do not compare this way.

My current understanding is that, in a general scale, the dif-

ference exists, in which case there are important and irre-

placeable roles that women are good at; yet it also means that
there are areas to the disadvantage of women. | never doubted
the former and let’s discuss only the latter here. We have dif-
ferences, but the bottom line is, if women indeed choose to
achieve in the fields where they are seemingly not as good at
(say mathematical and physical sciences), these differences
shouldn’t form an insurmountable barricade. Reason one, a lot
of the progresses are made out of training and practice instead
of some untouchable genius. Even it takes intellectual factors
that are to the advantage of guys, I once heard some scientific
report saying that our brain is only exploited a small fraction.
So by employing a larger fraction of our brain, maybe by more
practice and longer time, women can carve into the leading
edge in these fields as well. But it may take more effort, (I
mean if women choose the fields that might be to their disad-
vantage due to the natural differences in men and women).

But one thing very very critical here is the mentorship and the
guidance people can get when joining a field. If it is the case
that girls are put to do all the serving works (administrative/
financial paper work etc.) in research groups instead of being
encouraged and guided to do the real research, then there is
NO need to discuss the difference in achievement resulting
from the natural differences between man and women. In this
aspect, | am so grateful that both of my PhD advisors never
deem that | can’t do hard-core things because of my gender;
instead, they are very encouraging and sometimes it is | my-
self that am affected by the traditional perception. So are some
friends | have in the science community. Many women grad-
uate students and postdocs | met in the US and UK are very
inspiring too.
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