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The aim of this research is to establish how women
are portrayed in school textbooks. The research
begins by looking at three major feminist perspec-
tives namely radical, liberal and socialist feminism.
It then focuses on literature concerning women and
education. Two prominent theories concerning gender
codes are highlighted before the research centres
primerily on the formal and hiddea curriculum and
specifically, the part school taxts play in pro-

moting gender inequalities.

Using the method of content analysis the study
identifies four prevailing themes which are evident
in texts and which together help to build up and
maintain an ideology of gender differences. These

themes are expanded on in the final chapter.

The conclusion offers various alternatives to the
existing problem of women's representations 1in
curri~ula and suggests possible ways for further

research in this area.
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CHAPTER ONE:

OUTLINING THE FEMINIST DEBATE

Inquiries and investigations into the education

of women have featured in research for many years.
Since the second wave of women's liberation in the
1970's major literature has come to the fore.

Three important feminist positions have endeavoured
to explain women's oppression. These three positions,
namely radical feminism, liberal feminism and
socialist feminism, offer different perspectives,
but it must be pointed out that feminists are united
in their commitment to the removal of sexual in-
equality, whether it be within capitalist struc-
tures or as a result of revolutior ry social change.
This chapter proposes to discuss these different
feminist positions in some detail. Each perspec-
tive will be defined, major contributing theorists
will be pointed out as well as the strengths and
weaknesses of the respective positions. This will
serve as a context for later chapters considering
issues of women in education and representations

of women in school texts.

RADICAL FEMINISM

For radical feminists (such as EFirestone, 1979

and Spender, 1982) the key concept for analysing
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the position of women in society is the notion

of patriarchy; the radical feminist perspective

sees the subordination of women as being caused

by or shaped by patriarchy. The reasoning is

that male power is the basis for women's oppression;
in fact, women's oppression is scrutinized within
the structure of capitalism and it is argued thac
male power has capitalism as its product (Firestone,
1979). Patriarchy is rooted im biology (as will

be explained later) rather than history or eco-
nomics and it is preserved in such institutions

as marriage and the family. Thus, women's

position is determined by the patriarchal organiza-

/

tion of society.

Shulamith Firestone(1979) sees the oppression of
women as rooted in their 'abilities' for bio-
logical production. In othar words, the fact
that women are able to produce children means
that their positions in the family, the home and
society as a whole arc directly influenced by
their role as childtearer. Patriarchal power
controls and places women in submission to men
directly as a result of their sexuality. Firestone
also argues that biological inequality has pro-
duced a caste-like system whereby men receive
'ego-gratification' from their domination over

women. The biological inequality between men
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and women provides the foundation for institutions

which aid in keeping vwomen cppressed.

Radical feminists argue that woman's distinguishing
biological characteristic is her ability to produce
childran. On the basis of this she is defined

as different from men. Not only that, but because

she is involved in childbirth she is assumed to
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be responsible for the care of infants and growing
children. Society places an emphasis on mothers
in society; in other words, women not only bear
children, they also rear them. As Chodorow (1978)

states:

Woman mother. In our society, as in most
societies women not only bear children.
They also take primary responsibility fer
infant care, spend more time with infants
and children than do men, and sustain
primary and emotional ties with infants.
when biological mothers do not parent,
other women, rather than men, virtually
always take their place .....

(1978:3)

Radical feminists have also argued that the notion
of motherhood is not only assumed because of women's
ability to bear and nurture children, it has also
locked women into a limited set of choices and

alternatives.
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Society expects women to be mothers and once they

are, they are confined to that position. Ir. a sense,

a contradiction 1is apparent because 1in one sense,
society appears to elevate motherhood as the
potential and eventual position of every woman

but in another sense, when women become mothers
their ’goal’ has been reached and fulfilled.

They are not expected to go beyond this. Adrienne
Rich (1976) in her reflection on the politics

patriarchy says

The institution of motherhood 1is not
identical with bearing and caring for
children, any more than the institu-
tion of heterosexuality in identical
with intimacy and sexual love. Both
create the prescriptions and conditions
in which choices are made or blocked;
they are not ’'reality’ but they have

shaped the circumstances of our lives.

(1976:42)
In other words, women s possibilities for making
choices about their sexuality, childrearing and

mothering as well as any other spheres in which

they wish to participate, have been curtailed

life options as well as helping to emphasize

women s sexuality and reproductive capacities.
























