
Are Women Prejudiced Against Women? 

What happened when college girls evaluated the same articleJ
half written by "John T. McKay," half by "Joan T. McKay" 
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"Woman," advised Aristotle, "may be said to be an 
inferior man." 

Because he was a man, Aristotle was probably biased. 
But what do women themselves think? Do they, con
sciously or unconsciously, consider their own sex in
ferior? And if so, does this belief prejudice them 
against other women-that is, make them view women, 
simply because they are women, as less competent than 
men? 

According to a study conducted by myself and my 
associates, the answer to both questions is Yes. Women 
do consider their own sex inferior. And even when the 
facts give no support to this belief, they will persist in 
downgrading the competence-in particular, the intel-
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lectual and professional competence-of their fellow 
females. 

Over the years, psychologists and psychiatrists have 
shown that both sexes consistently value men more 
highly than women. Characteristics considered male 
are usually praised; those considered female are usually 
criticized. In 1957 A.C. Sheriffs and J.P. McKee noted 
that "women are regarded as guilty of snobbery and 
irrational and unpleasant emotionality." Consistent 
with this report, E.G. French and G.S. Lesser found 
in 1964 that "women who value intellectual attainment 
feel they must reject the woman's role"-intellectual 
accomplishment apparently being considered, even 
among intellectual women, a masculine preserve. In 
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addition, ardent feminists like Simone de Beauvoir 
and Betty Friedan believe that men, in important ways, 
are superior to women. 

Now, is this belief simply prejudice, or are the 
characteristics and achievements of women really infe
rior to those of men? In answering this question, we 
need to draw some careful distinctions. 

Different or Inferior? 

Most important, we need to recognize that there are 
two distinct dimensions to the issue of sex differences. 
The first question is whether sex differences exist at all, 
apart from the obvious physical ones. The answer to 
this question seems to be a unanimous Yes-men, 
women, and social scientists agree that, psychologically 
and emotionally as well as physically, women are dif
ferent from men. 

But is being different the same as being inferior? It 
is quite possible to perceive a difference accurately but 
to value it inaccurately. Do women automatically view 
their differences from men as deficiencies? The evidence 
is that they do, and that this value judgment opens the 
door to anti-female prejudice. For if someone (male or 
female) concludes that women are inferior, his percep
tions of women-their personalities, behavior, abilities, 
and accomplishments-will tend to be colored by his 
low expectations of women. 

As Gordon W. Allport has pointed out in The Na
ture of Prejudice, whatever the facts about sex differ
ences, anti-feminism-like any other prejudice-dis
torts perception and experience. What defines anti
feminism is not so much believing that women are 
inferior, as allowing that belief to distort one's percep
tions of women. More generally, it is not the partiality 
itself, but the distortion born of that partiality, that de
fines prejudice. 

Thus, an anti-Semite watching a Jew may see devious 
or sneaky behavior. But, in a Christian, he would re
gard such behavior only as quiet, reserved, or perhaps 
even shy. Prejudice is self-sustaining: It continually 
distorts the "evidence" on which the prejudiced person 
claims to base his beliefs. Allport makes it clear that 
anti-feminism, like anti-Semitism or any other preju
dice, consistently twists the "evidence" of experience. 
We see not what is there, but what we expect to see. 

The purpose of our study was to investigate whether 
there is real prejudice by women against women
whether perception itself is distorted unfavorably. 
Specifically, will women evaluate a professional article 
with a jaundiced eye when they think it is the work of 
a woman, but praise the same article when they think 
its author is a man? Our hypotheses were: 
• Even when the work is identical, women value the 
professional work of men more highly than that of 
women. 
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• But when the professional field happens to be one 
traditionally reserved for women (nursing, dietetics), 
this tendency will be reversed, or at least greatly dimin
ished. 

Some 140 college girls, selected at random, were our 
subjects. One hundred were used for the preliminary 
work; 40 participated in the experiment proper. 

To test the second hypothesis, we gave the 100 girls 
a list of 50 occupations and asked them to rate "the 
degree to which you associate the field with men or 
with women." We found that law and city planning 
were fields strongly associated with men, elementary
school teaching and dietetics were fields strongly asso
ciated with women, and two fields-linguistics and art 
history-were chosen as neutrals, not strongly asso
ciated with either sex. 

Now we were ready for the main experiment. From 
the professional literature of each of these six fields, 
we took one article. The articles were edited and 
abridged to about 1500 words, then combined into 
two equal sets of booklets. The crucial manipulation 
had to do with the authors' names-the same article 
bore a male name in one set of booklets, a female 
name in the other set. An example: If, in set one, the 
first article bore the name John T. McKay, in set two 
the same article would appear under the name Joan 
T. McKay. Each booklet contained three articles by 
"men" and three articles by "women." 

The girls, seated together in a large lecture hall, 
were told to read the articles in their booklets and given 
these instructions: 

"In this booklet you will find excerpts of six articles, 
written by six different authors in six different pro
fessional fields. At the end of each article you will 
find several questions .... You are not presumed to 
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be sophisticated or knowledgeable in all the fields. 
We are interested in the ability of college students 
to make critical evaluations .... " 

Note that no mention at all was made of the authors' 
sexes. That information was contained-apparently on
ly by coincidence-in the authors' names. The girls 
could not know, therefore, what we were really looking 
for. 

At the end of each article were nine questions asking 
the girls to rate the articles for value, persuasiveness, 
and profundity-and to rate the authors for writing 
style, professional competence, professional status, and 
ability to sway the reader. On each item, the girls gave 
a rating of from 1 (highly favorable) to 5 (highly un
favorable) . 

Generally, the results were in line with our expecta
tions-but not completely. In analyzing these results, 
we used three different methods : We compared the 
amount of anti-female bias in the different occupational 
fields (would men be rated as better city planners, but 
women as better dieticians?) ; we compared the amount 
of bias shown on the nine questions that followed each 
article (would men be rated as more competent, but 
women as more persuasive?); and we ran an overall 
comparison, including both fields and rating questions. 

Starting with the analysis of bias by occupational 
field, we immediately ran into a major surprise. (See 
box below.) That there is a general bias by women 

Law: A Strong Masculine Preserve 
These are the total scores the college girls gave to the six 
pairs of articles they read. The lowest possible score-9-
would be the most favorable; the highest possible score-54-
the most critical. While male authors received rvore favorable 
ratings in all occupational fields, the differences were statisti
cally significant only in city planning, linguistics, and-espe
cially-law. 

Field of Article 

Art History 
Dietetics 
Education 
City Planning 
Linguistics 
Law 

Male 

23.35 
22.05 
20.20 
23.10 
26.95 
21.20 

Mean 

Female 

23.10 
23.45 
21.75 
27.30 
30.70 
25.60 

against women, and that it is strongest in tradition
ally masculine fields, was clearly borne out. But in 
other fields the situation seemed rather confused. We 
had expected the anti-female trend to be reversed in 
traditionally feminine fields. But it appears that, even 
here, women consider themselves inferior to men. 
Women seem to think that men are better at everything 

30 

-including elementary-school teaching and dietetics! 
Scrutiny of the nine rating questions yielded similar 

results. On all nine questions, regardless of the author's 
occupational field, the girls consistently found an article 
more valuable-and its author more competent-when 
the article bore a male name. Though the articles them
selves were exactly the same, the girls felt that those 
written by the John T. McKays were definitely more 
impressive, and reflected more glory on their authors, 
than did the mediocre offerings of the Joan T. McKays. 
Perhaps because the world has accepted female authors 
for a long time, the girls were willing to concede that 
the female professionals' writing styles were not far 
inferior to those of the men. But such a concession to 
female competence was rare indeed. 

Statistical analysis confirms these impressions and 
makes them more definite. With a total of six articles, 
and with nine questions after each one, there were 54 
points at which comparisons could be drawn between 
the male authors and the female authors. Out of these 
54 comparisons, three were tied, seven favored the fe
male authors-and the number favoring the male 
authors was 44! 

Clearly, there is a tendency among women to down
grade the work of professionals of their own sex. But 
the hypothesis that this tendency would decrease as the 
"femaleness' of the professional field increased was not 
supported. Even in traditionally female fields, anti
feminism holds sway. 

Since the articles supposedly written by men were 
exactly the same as those supposedly written by women, 
the perception that the men's articles were superior 
was obviously a distortion. For reasons of their own, 
the female subjects were sensitive to the sex of the 
author, and this apparently irrelevant information 
biased their judgments. Both the distortion and the 
sensitivity that precedes it are characteristic of preju
dice. Women-at least these young college women
are prejudiced against female professionals and, re
gardless of the actual accomplishments of these pro
fessionals, will firmly refuse to recognize them as the 
equals of their male colleagues. 

Is the intellectual double-standard really dead? Not 
at all-and if the college girls in this study are typical 
of the educated and presumably progressive segments 
of the population, it may not even be dying. Whatever 
lip service these girls pay to modern ideas of equality 
between men and women, their beliefs are staunchly 
traditional. Their real coach in the battle of the sexes 
is not Simone de Beauvoir or Betty Friedan. Their 
coach is Aristotle. 
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