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THE SOCIAL BASES OF FEMINISM 
IN THE EUROPEAN COMMUNITY 

LEE ANN BANASZAK 
ERIC PLUTZER 

Abstract Although several studies explore the political environ- 
ments and institutional features of Western European women's 
movements, few have examined the mass attitudinal bases for 
feminist politics in Europe. This article extends the study of femi- 
nist politics by testing models of feminist attitudes developed in 
the United States with data collected in the European Community 
in 1983. We explore the connections between the support of femi- 
nist goals and measures of marital status, female employment, 
socioeconomic level, age, religiosity, place of residence, and po- 
litical party identification, focusing on differences in the pre- 
dictors of male and female attitudes. Consistent with studies of 
the United States, we find that women's labor force participation 
fosters feminist attitudes among themselves and their husbands. 
Age, education, religiosity, and partisanship are also found to be 
predictors of feminist support. In contrast to studies of American 
women and men, we find that marital status has no effect in 
Europe. Our conclusions have implications for the future of femi- 
nist politics in Europe. 

Introduction 

The rise of feminist political movements in Western democracies has 
been mirrored by numerous studies of feminist politics in the past 
decade (e.g., Gelb 1989; Katzenstein and Mueller 1987; Lovenduski 
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30 Lee Ann Banaszak and Eric Plutzer 

1986). Most European studies, however, have focused on the institu- 
tional features of these movements and their political environments, 
while studies of the mass attitudinal bases for feminist politics remain 
largely confined to studies of the United States (exceptions include 
Black [1980]; Davis and Robinson [1991]; Klein [1987]; Wilcox [1991]). 

To be sure there are several similarities between the U.S. women's 
movement and its European counterparts. Feminist politics acceler- 
ated during the 1970s and 1980s. Common issues such as abortion, 
sexual abuse, the decline of the traditional family, and women's em- 
ployment opportunities became foci for debate. In many nations a new 
political cleavage developed between feminists on the one hand and 
supporters of traditional roles for women on the other. Increased politi- 
cal activity by women led to some legislative successes (see, e.g., 
Beckwith 1987) but was not matched by rapid increases in women's 
parliamentary representation (Norris 1985). 

In spite of these similarities, there are several aspects of U.S. culture 
and social structure that suggest that studies of Americans' attitudes 
toward feminism may not be easily extrapolated to other Western de- 
mocracies. For example, women in the United States receive more 
formal education, are more likely to be employed, and are more likely 
to divorce than women in Italy and Ireland. Likewise, abortion is 
more common in the United States than in virtually all other Western 
democracies, and many countries like Germany, Belgium, Ireland, and 
the United Kingdom are more restrictive in women's legal access to 
abortion. In addition, Klein (1987) notes that Western Europeans are 
less egalitarian about roles in marriage and family life although they 
are very supportive of gender equality in other realms. For these rea- 
sons, the conclusions about the social bases of feminism in the United 
States cannot be uncritically extended to other nations. 

Two recent papers use similar approaches to extend the literature 
on European profeminist attitudes. Davis and Robinson (1991) employ 
data from the International Social Survey Program (ISSP) and examine 
predictors of support for efforts to reduce gender inequality in Austria, 
West Germany, Great Britain, and the United States. Wilcox (1991) 
utilizes Euro-Barometer data, as we do, but focuses on gender role 
attitudes and "feminist consciousness" of female respondents only. 
Several findings from each study are relevant to this article and these 
are mentioned in the following pages. Unfortunately, both studies fail 
to (or were unable to) consider several variables that we will show to 
be important predictors of expressed support for feminist goals (among 
these are subjective commitment to female employment and political 
party affiliation). In addition, both studies report only regression mod- 
els that include attitudinal as well as status variables. These give a 
potentially incomplete picture of the effects of social status variables 
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if the attitudinal characteristics mediate (and therefore underestimate) 
their effects. Moreover, attitudinal predictors may present more seri- 
ous problems if the causality between them and the dependent variable 
is reciprocal or if the dependent measure is a component of the attitudi- 
nal predictor. 

In this article, we extend the contributions of these two recent arti- 
cles by analyzing data collected in the European Community in 1983. 
By addressing some of the limitations of the Davis and Robinson (1991) 
and Wilcox (1991) papers, we furnish additional support for several of 
their conclusions and raise certain questions for future research. By 
explicitly testing the usefulness of models of feminist attitudes devel- 
oped in the United States, we provide a more detailed picture of the 
effects of work and family status on gender ideology. 

The Social Bases of Profeminist Attitudes 

The extensive literature exploring feminist attitudes in the United 
States focuses on how individuals' support of feminist or traditional 
goals is influenced by socioeconomic status, family structure, and 
work experience (e.g., Andersen and Cook 1985; Banaszak and 
Leighley 1991; Conover and Gray 1983; Gerson 1987; Klein 1984; Ma- 
son and Lu 1988; Mueller 1983; Plutzer 1991; Tedin et al. 1977). These 
studies emphasize how feminist and antifeminist sentiments emerge in 
response to changes in the social structure of society, in response 
to personal changes in work or family life, and as a consequence of 
socioeconomic status. In particular, women's and men's attitudes to- 
ward feminist goals are strongly influenced by religious involvement, 
educational attainment, and the extent to which work and family life 
are consonant or dissonant with "traditional" family and work expec- 
tations. The research points to several key influences of feminist values 
that we will explore in the European context. We elaborate on each 
of these in turn. 

Female employment experience. One of the primary influences on 
feminist values for men and women is women's employment experi- 
ence. For women, Klein (1984) argues that work experiences funda- 
mentally alter women's roles, desires, and expectations. Banaszak and 
Leighley (1991) assert that employment revolutionizes women's social 
context, throwing them into a social network with fundamentally dif- 
ferent values and potentially providing consciousness-raising experi- 
ences such as sexual discrimination or occupational segregation. 

Gerson (1987) and Plutzer (1988) add a qualification to these findings. 
They suggest that employment alone may not be crucial unless women 
identify work life as an important aspect of their identities. Employed 
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32 Lee Ann Banaszak and Eric Plutzer 

women who are uncommitted to a career may psychologically distance 
themselves from the nontraditional roles of "career woman" or 
"working wife." These authors find that the effects of work status are 
mediated by psychological commitment to work. 

In addition, the effect of a woman's employment experience is not 
limited to herself. Davis and Robinson (1991), Klein (1984), Plutzer 
(1991), and Smith (1985) argue that men's feminist attitudes are influ- 
enced by women's experiences. In particular, Plutzer (1991) claims 
that women's employment determines the life-style of the entire family 
which, in turn, is reflected in the attitudes of the family members. 
Therefore, married men also acquire attitudes toward feminism based 
on whether their spouses are employed.' 

Family life-style. Employment status alone does not represent the 
full range of life-style experiences influencing feminist attitudes. Ger- 
son (1987) argues that the choice of traditional or nontraditional family 
roles also affects women's attitudes toward feminist goals (see also 
Waite, Goldscheider, and Witsberger 1986). Women who are divorced 
or do not marry have fundamentally different life-styles than those 
women who choose to marry. These life-styles influence their views 
on women's role in the family and society. Similarly, men in nontradi- 
tional life-styles will also have less traditional attitudes toward 
women's roles in the family, the workplace, and in politics. Presum- 
ably, the mechanism is one related to theories of cognitive consistency 
such as self-perception theory. Individuals will tend to adopt political 
attitudes that endorse or reinforce life-style arrangements in which 
they find themselves. Plutzer (1991) also reports that the number of 
children is negatively associated with several feminist goals, with the 
effect being substantially stronger among men than women (see Mason 
and Lu [1988], which reports that number of children has no effect on 
gender role attitudes). 

Socioeconomic status. Klein (1984) argues that occupational status 
and education stimulate feminist ideology for men and women. In par- 
ticular, she argues that education has a liberalizing effect on men by 
changing their norms. For women, education and high status create 
opportunities and life-style changes that in turn promote support for 
feminist goals (p. 111). Although numerous studies indicate that educa- 
tion increases feminist attitudes (Klein 1984; Thornton, Alwin, and 

1. We make the simplifying assumption that marital and employment status determine 
attitudes rather than the reasonable alternative: feminist values determine choice of 
life-style. We base this assumption on findings from several panel studies (Andersen and 
Cook 1985; Thornton, Alwin, and Camburn 1983; Waite, Goldscheider, and Witsberger 
1986). For fuller elaboration of how these panel studies provide sound bases for causal 
assumptions, see the discussions in Banaszak and Leighley (1991) and Plutzer (1991). 
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Camburn 1983; Welch 1975), few studies include income as a determi- 
nant of feminist attitudes, and those that do find that income has little 
effect on feminist attitudes (Banaszak and Leighley 1991; Davis and 
Robinson 199 1).2 Generally, with the exception of education, empirical 
studies find that socioeconomic status contributes little to feminist atti- 
tudes. 

Religion. More often than not, churches and religious ideology reen- 
force traditional attitudes toward women. Religious doctrine often in- 
cludes norms of a separate and subordinate role for women in church 
hierarchy and of women's role as a homemaker and mother (Mayer 
and Smith 1985). To the degree that individuals are committed to a 
religion, they will also endorse its norms. More religious individu- 
als will, therefore, be less likely to accept many goals of contempo- 
rary feminism (Conover and Gray 1983; Himmelstein 1986; Mueller 
1983). 

Place of residence. Individuals' attitudes toward feminism are also 
affected by their community. Klein (1984) notes that urban communi- 
ties offer more possibilities for nontraditional life-styles than smaller 
and rural communities. 

Age. An individual's age, perhaps reflecting political generation, has 
been consistently related to attitudes toward feminism or gender roles 
(Plutzer 1991; Welch 1975). Older men and women are more likely to 
adhere to traditional values and norms, including a belief in the tradi- 
tional role of women. 

Political party affiliation. Individuals who vote for Leftist parties 
are more likely to support feminist values. In part, the bond between 
Leftist parties and support for feminism reflects the traditional institu- 
tional connection between socialist and communist parties and feminist 
movements (Gelb 1989; Klein 1987). Within European politics, these 
parties were often the earliest supporters of feminism and women's 
movements (Lovenduski 1986). In addition, the platforms of Leftist 
parties generally include support of equality for women in the work- 
place, at home, and in politics. Therefore, the ideology of the Left 
contains substantial support for feminist ideologies. However, some 
feminists argue that Leftist parties are not as supportive of feminists 
as the evidence would suggest. Beckwith (1987) and Gelb (1986) con- 
clude that the class-based politics of the Left does not always provide 
access to feminist demands. Ferree (1987) and Gelb (1989) also note 
that Leftist movements and parties in West Germany and Great Brit- 

2. Two exceptions are Conover and Gray (1983), who find a zero-order correlation 
between income and support for the ERA, and Zipp (1986), who finds small but signifi- 
cant net income effects on gender role attitudes and support for abortion. 
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34 Lee Ann Banaszak and Eric Plutzer 

ain, respectively, relegated women and feminist issues to the sidelines. 
There is some evidence to suggest, then, that supporters of Leftist 
parties (particularly men) may be no more supportive of feminism than 
their non-Left counterparts. 

Data and Measurement 

The Euro-Barometer survey series, conducted by the Commission of 
the European Community within member nations (Rabier, Riffault, 
and Inglehart 1984), provides data to investigate the determinants of 
feminist attitudes in the European context. The focus of the nine- 
teenth, 1983, Euro-Barometer survey was the role of women in soci- 
ety. As the survey is based on interviews with similar numbers of 
citizens from each nation regardless of national population, we weight 
the sample as recommended by the principal investigators (Rabier, 
Riffault, and Inglehart 1984), thereby adjusting the national samples 
to produce pooled male and female subsamples representative of the 
European Community (EC). This approach gives unbiased regression 
estimates for the population of the EC but can give misleading signifi- 
cance tests; we note in advance that unweighted estimation yields 
essentially the same results.3 

We have elected to treat the EC as a whole for two related reasons. 
First, most of the national subsamples would be very small relative to 
the number of independent variables, consisting (after sample attrition 
due to elimination of teenagers and those with missing values on the 
dependent variable) of an average of about three hundred valid cases 

3. This weighting system changes the apparent size of the national subsamples, thereby 
changing the efficiency of the dummy variable estimates. For women and men, the true 
sample N's and the effective N's after weighting are as follows: 

Women Men 

N Weighted N N Weighted N 

France 381 711 315 600 
Belgium 277 94 296 103 
Netherlands 373 182 291 142 
Germany 260 553 241 486 
Italy 348 688 349 690 
Luxembourg 110 5 109 5 
Denmark 245 43 251 46 
Ireland 270 29 215 23 
England 344 660 328 630 
Northern Ireland 83 15 88 15 
Greece 308 102 309 103 
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for each nation. In such samples the regression estimates are necessar- 
ily inefficient and the likelihood of Type II errors is very great.4 

Second, there is little in the extant literature that provides the justi- 
fication for strong a priori hypotheses that the relationship between 
work, family, and education and support for feminist goals might differ 
because of the country context. Moreover, in reporting analyses from 
20 subsamples, each variable would be expected to be significant in at 
least one model due to chance alone. In the absence of strong a priori 
hypotheses, the likelihood of providing erroneous post hoc explana- 
tions for many Type I errors is very great indeed.5 

Of course, we acknowledge that there are potentially many bases 
for deriving hypotheses about cross-national differences in regression 
slopes. Such interactions might be predicted on the basis of differences 
in history, culture, or social structure. For example, unique national 
institutions (e.g., monarchy), war experiences (e.g., skewed sex ra- 
tios), or political styles (e.g., frequency of social protest) might all 
conceivably call for caution in generalizing findings from greater Eu- 
rope to a particular country. There is also the additional possibility 
that slopes vary from region to region within countries (the effect of 
Leftist party support might be different in Sicily than in Turin, and 
religiosity could have different effects in Bavaria than in Berlin). Yet 
noting possibilities is not the same as deducing specific hypotheses. 
We regard each of these as possible avenues for future theory con- 
struction, leading to research that could provide some specificity to 
the broad picture we describe here. 

We do, however, examine cross-national differences in the level of 
feminist support through the use of dummy variables denoting nation 
of residence. These variables serve as a proxy for a host of factors 
associated with each nation such as women's participation in national 
governmental institutions and public policies toward the feminist 
agenda. They may also reflect differences in the translation of ques- 
tionnaire items. 

DEPENDENT VARIABLE 

Attitudes toward feminism are measured by a scale created by sum- 
ming the answers to six questions concerning the women's movement 

4. This is nicely illustrated by Wilcox (1991), who finds religiosity to be a significant 
predictor of feminist consciousness in a pooled sample of eight EC nations, but the same 
variable is insignificant in all eight national models. 
5. Using somewhat simpler models than we employ, Wilcox (1991) reports estimates for 
80 regression coefficients (22 significant) and Davis and Robinson (1991) report 88 esti- 
mates (26 significant). It is possible that several of the significant effects reflect Type I 
errors. 
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and its goals. Respondents were asked to locate themselves on a 4- 
point scale (scored here from zero to three) ranging from "completely 
disagree" to "completely agree" with the goals of (1) fighting against 
people who would like to keep women in a subordinate role, (2) ob- 
taining "true equality between women and men in their work and 
careers," (3) political parties giving women equal opportunities to be 
party leaders or candidates, (4) achieving gender equality in responsi- 
bilities for child care, and (5) organizing "women into an independent 
movement to achieve a radical transformation of society."6 In addi- 
tion, answers to a question asking if respondents had an unfavorable 
or favorable opinion of the women's movement (also scored from zero 
to three) are included as well. Appendix A contains the exact wording 
of these questions. Possible scores range from zero for those taking 
the antifeminist position on all six questions to 18 for those consistently 
supporting feminist goals. For the 3,196 men and 3,230 women age 18 
or older who had valid scores on the profeminism scale, the means 
(and standard deviations) were 10.9 (SD = 3.65) and 11.8 (SD = 3.62), 
respectively. 

While previous Euro-Barometers focusing on women in 1975 (Rabier 
and Inglehart 1978) and 1977 (Rabier and Inglehart 1980) have been 
criticized for not posing questions that would elicit respondents' true 
feelings about feminism (Black 1980), the 1983 Euro-Barometer survey 
corrects many of the problems of the two previous studies. The ques- 
tions we have selected address the idea that feminism involves a radi- 
cal change, especially eliminating a subordinate role for women in 
society and increasing women's relative power. Second, the questions 
in the profeminism scale are not limited simply to examining the issue 
of equality in the workplace; they also explore issues of women's roles 
in politics and the family. 

We are aware that many scholars (e.g., Black 1980, 1989) distinguish 
between social feminism (a belief that women have unique characteris- 
tics and that feminine qualities should also be incorporated into public 
life) and equity feminism (that women are no different from men and 
simply seek equality with men). This measure does not attempt to 
distinguish between the two types of feminism. Nonetheless, our femi- 
nism measure is not simply a measure of equity feminism. Only item 
2, which focuses on the desirability of equality in the workplace, and 
item 4, which focuses on gender equality in child care, explicitly as- 
sume that the goal of feminism is equality and that men and women 

6. An additional agree/disagree item posed the goal of paying homemakers for bringing 
up children. We rejected the question because it represents a goal that accepts the 
gendered basis of the traditional division of labor, even as it raises women's resources 
and status. Support may reflect both traditional and nontraditional attitudes toward 
women. We thank Christine Di Stefano for pointing this out to us. 
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do not have unique experiences or natures. Social feminists and equity 
feminists should score equally high on all of the other questions. In 
this sense, we hope to capture support for the common elements of 
both types of feminism within our profeminism scale. While the con- 
tent of the six questionnaire items in no way defines feminism, we 
believe it represents goals that almost all self-identified feminists would 
endorse-providing a valid ranking of individuals along a feminist- 
antifeminist dimension. 

The scale has adequate internal consistency, as indicated by Cron- 
bach's a-, equal to .72 and has high predictive validity, as indicated by 
a strong positive association with women's reported membership in 
feminist organizations (over 87 percent of members and 84 percent of 
those who would consider membership score above the mean on the 
feminist goals scale). Exploratory factor analysis also suggests that 
these six items represent a single dimension (details reproduced in 
App. B). In light of the fact that studies in the United States have 
produced similar findings even when the content of scale questions 
only partially overlapped (compare, e.g., Banaszak and Leighley 
[1991]; Davis and Robinson [1991]; and Plutzer [1991]), we feel the 
present measure is an adequate measure of feminist support.7 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

Predictors of feminist support fall into several key content domains. 
Marital status is measured by a series of dummy variables representing 
respondents who are married, cohabitating, divorced or separated, 
widowed, or never married (with the latter category the "omitted" or 
"contrast" group in regression models). In addition, the number of 
children under age 16 who are living at home is included as an indicator 
of traditional family life-style. 

Female respondents' employment status is measured by dummy 
variables representing whether the respondent works full-time or part- 
time (defined as less than 30 hours per week), is unemployed and 
looking for work, or is not in the labor force (the omitted category). 

7. A potential problem, especially for the five agree/disagree items, is response set 
due to acquiescence bias. This could inflate reliability coefficients and bias regression 
estimates. Somewhat reassuring is the fact that analyses using only the item with a 
different response format yield essentially the same results. In addition, results of an 
exploratory factor analysis including all agree/disagree items in the entire survey failed 
to suggest the existence of a methods factor indicating yea saying. The mean intercorre- 
lation among all six items is .32, among the five agree/disagree items .30, and .33 between 
these five items and the remaining item; thus, the items with the same agree/disagree 
response categories actually are more highly correlated with the dissimilar item than 
they are with each other. Education, a frequent indicator of response set bias, has an 
average correlation of .12 with the five agree/disagree items and .04 with the remaining 
one; this is the opposite of the pattern that would be produced by acquiescence bias. 
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The coding of employment status for men raises several substantive 
issues. Ideally we would prefer to use the identical model to explain 
the variation in men's attitudes toward feminism. Unfortunately, this 
is not justified on theoretical grounds. There is no reason to expect 
that men's own employment status will be related to feminist attitudes. 
On the other hand, the extant literature on the United States (Klein 
1984; Plutzer 1991; Smith 1985) suggests that the labor force participa- 
tion of men's spouses is important. 

Thus, in our analysis of men we use a somewhat different classifica- 
tion scheme that combines marital status and spouse's employment 
status (as does Plutzer [1991]). Men can be (a) single, (b) divorced or 
separated, (c) widowed, (d) cohabitating, (e) married, with wife work- 
ing full-time, (f) married, with wife working part-time, (g) married, 
with wife looking for paid employment, or (h) married, with wife not 
in the labor force. In combining marital status and spouse's employ- 
ment we essentially classify men by the traditionalism of their family 
life-styles, and we expect that those in the most traditional roles (mar- 
ried, with wife not in the labor force) will be least supportive of con- 
temporary feminism. 

Religious influence is explored by a question asking: "Independently 
of whether you go to church or not, would you say you are a religious 
person, not a religious person, or a convinced atheist?" The three 
possibilities are represented by two dummy variables, with atheists 
making up the omitted category. Unfortunately, Euro-Barometer 19 
(Rabier, Riffault, and Inglehart 1984) did not ask respondents to iden- 
tify their religious affiliation. We were able, however, to explore the 
differences between Catholics and Protestants using data from Euro- 
Barometer 8 (Rabier and Inglehart 1980). Using a gender roles scale 
as the dependent variable (the closest proxy for our profeminism 
scale), we found that religious affiliation made no difference in a sam- 
ple of all EC respondents. In light of this finding and the fact that 
several studies show religiosity to be far more important than affiliation 
(Himmelstein 1986), we feel confident that the omission of religious 
affiliation from our analysis is unlikely to bias our findings.8 

Socioeconomic status is measured by the age at which the respon- 
dent left school and by a measure of family income that groups respon- 
dents into national income quartiles. Finally, we also include the re- 
spondent's age and a series of dummy variables representing each of 
the nations in the study and Northern Ireland (with France omitted).9 

8. In personal correspondence, however, Wilcox informs us that his work in progress 
shows some effects of religious affiliation. 
9. Age is treated here as an interval variable. Various attempts to categorize it to reflect 
cohorts yield the same conclusions. 
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Social Bases of Feminism in Europe 39 

Northern Ireland is separated from Great Britain because its culture 
and context differ considerably from those of Britain. 

In addition to these measures of objective social status, we incorpo- 
rate a measure of the respondents' preferences concerning working 
wives. This attitudinal variable asks both married and unmarried men, 
"If you had the choice, would you prefer your wife be in paid employ- 
ment?" and asks women if they would prefer to work if they had the 
choice. In a sense, the variable measures both men's and women's 
ideal role of the woman of the house.10 

Finally, we include a measure of political party affiliation. Respon- 
dents were coded one if they indicated their intent to cast their vote 
for a Leftist party in the next election." Supporters of other parties 
are coded zero. A detailed description of the codes in each country, 
which are based on Rabier, Riffault, and Inglehart's party codes (1984), 
is available from us on request. We choose not to include a general 
measure of Left/Right ideology (as does Wilcox [1991]), as it may 
be interpreted as a summary measure of political orientations and, 
therefore, determined in part by feminist orientation. 

STATISTICAL METHODS 

For both men and women, we estimate three regression equations 
predicting profeminist attitudes: the first includes all objective status 
measures and the second adds the measure of preference for female 
employment. In this way we can see if the effects of female labor force 
participation are mediated by subjective attachment to nontraditional 
roles. The third model adds political party preference. 

10. Gerson (1987) suggests that characteristics of work are more important in determin- 
ing employment preferences of women than preexisting feminist orientation. We think 
it likely that a desire to work would lead to or reinforce a desire to eliminate prejudice, 
to increase equality at the workplace, or to make it possible for fathers to care for 
children. It strikes us as less likely that a desire to bring about these societal and political 
changes would motivate large numbers of our female respondents to make commitments 
to paid employment or for our male respondents to wish this for their wives. 
11. Generally, the relative stability of an individual's political party identification would 
lead us to be confident in characterizing it as a predictor of feminist attitudes. However, 
vote intention is only an indirect measure of party ties, and the survey did not include 
questions on individuals' history of partisan support. In theory, those with long-term 
attachments to a political party should be influenced by that party's position toward 
feminist goals. But vote intention may reflect issue voting as well as partisan attachment. 
If gender politics is among the issues important to voters, then our model confounds 
cause and effect. To assess this, we were able to construct a better measure of partisan 
ties-based on long-term vote intentions-for respondents in seven nations. The substi- 
tute measure of partisan commitment was an equally strong predictor of profeminist 
attitudes, and the coefficients for other variables in the regression did not change when 
the substitute measure was used, increasing our confidence that vote intention to a 
large extent indicates the degree of partisan attachment. Details about this measure are 
available from the authors. 
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We analyzed men and women separately on both theoretical and 
practical grounds. First, Klein (1984) argues that feminism is funda- 
mentally different for men and women. While women acquire feminist 
values from direct experiences with traditional or nontraditional life- 
styles and the discrimination that may accompany either life-style, 
men's feminism is an "abstract ideological commitment" (p. 7) that is 
not a result of personal experience. In contrast, Plutzer (1991) claims 
that while experiences may be different, feminist values are acquired 
because of the interest or investment that individuals have in a certain 
life-style. In this case, a husband's interest in feminist goals is related 
to his spouse's activities. However, even if men's and women's femi- 
nist values are generated from the same sources (i.e., an interest in a 
particular family life-style and the woman's employment), statistical 
analysis requires a different set of variables for male and female re- 
spondents. For these reasons we undertake separate analyses of men's 
and women's feminist attitudes. 

Results 

Women's attitudes. Table 1 contains the results of regression analy- 
ses performed on the female subsample. The estimates for the first 
model (which excludes the two subjective measures) show several gen- 
eral patterns. First, in contrast with results from studies of U.S. 
women, these results suggest that marital status has no effect. The 
multiple F-test for the four dummy variables denoting the various cate- 
gories of marital status is 2.28 (p = .06). The number of children, 
another indicator of traditional family life-style, is also unrelated to 
feminist support. 

Several variables play the same role as in the United States. The 
effect of socioeconomic status mirrors previous American studies; in- 
come has no effect, and educational attainment is positively associated 
with feminist values. The most religious are also least supportive of 
feminism. Age has a significant negative impact on feminist attitudes. 
On the other hand, the effect of place of residence does not match our 
expectations, with women in medium-size communities more liberal 
than their rural and urban counterparts. 

Women's employment status has a significant effect as well. Women 
in the labor force are significantly more supportive of feminist goals 
than women who are not. More specifically, labor force participation 
is associated with an additional three-quarters of a point on our 18- 
point scale for women who are employed full-time or who are looking 
for work. Women who are employed part-time are about one-half of a 

This content downloaded from 128.118.88.48 on Tue, 15 Oct 2013 16:17:15 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Social Bases of Feminism in Europe 41 

point more liberal. These findings are very similar to those reported in 
studies of the United States.12 

Finally, the effects of nation are sizable, with significant negative 
coefficients indicating that citizens of the Netherlands, Great Britain, 
and Northern Ireland are, on average, less supportive of feminist goals 
than the French. The only significant positive coefficient is associated 
with Greece, indicating substantially higher scores on the profeminism 
scale. In fact, national differences are greater than those associated 
with any other set of variables in the analysis. 

We estimate a second model that adds a subjective variable to those 
regressors included in model 1. The question asks women if they would 
prefer to work if they had the choice. We find that a preference to 
work (i.e., a commitment to nontraditional life-style) is associated with 
feminist support. We also find that both the explanatory power and 
the absolute size of the effects of employment status are reduced. 
Together, the estimates for employment status and commitment to 
work suggest that labor force participation is associated with support 
for feminist values, but the effect is mediated substantially by commit- 
ment to work. 

Model 3 adds our measure of political party identification. The esti- 
mates suggest that affiliation with a Leftist party significantly increases 
the respondent's feminist attitudes. Those women who answered that 
they planned on voting for a Leftist party in the next election were 
about one-half of a point higher on the profeminist scale than women 
who voted for other parties. 

Men's attitudes. We now turn to the men of the European Commu- 
nity. Model 1 in table 2 shows the estimates for the male subsample 
using the combined categorization of spouse's employment and marital 
status in addition to the other social and economic variables in our 
analysis. Among the demographic effects, we find younger men, the 
less religious, residents of medium-size communities, and those with 
the highest educational attainment are most supportive of feminism. 
As in the case of women, we also find no overall effect of marital 
status per se. In contrast to findings on U.S. samples, single men 

12. Our analyses have been guided by the proposition that husbands' employment is 
irrelevant to women's attitudes toward feminism. Davis and Robinson have recently 
argued against this: "Women who are single, divorced, widowed, or married to a man 
who is not employed are harder hit by women's lower average wages than women whose 
family includes a male wage earner" (1991, p. 74). In essence, husband's employment 
is a proxy for economic security and might confound the effects of a woman's own 
employment. In analyses not reported here, we added a dummy variable for husband's 
employment. We fail to find a significant effect of husband's employment, and the 
addition of this variable did not alter the estimates of the other women's employment 
variables. 
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appear to be least supportive of feminism, significantly less so than 
men whose wives are full-time homemakers. Unlike women, men with 
large numbers of children are also more traditional in their attitudes 
toward feminist goals. 

Among the married men, we find that their wives' employment sta- 
tus operates in a way that parallels the findings for women. Most femi- 
nist in this group are married men whose wives are looking for work, 
followed by those whose wives work full-time (both significantly differ- 
ent from men whose wives are not in the labor force). Least supportive 
of feminism are married men whose wives work only part-time and 
those with wives completely outside the labor force. 

When we add the subjective attitude toward spouse's employment 
in model 2, we find it has a substantial effect. Men who would not 
prefer that their wives work are nearly a full point more conservative 
on our feminism scale. Unlike women, however, commitment toward 
women's nontraditional work roles does- not appear to mediate the 
effects of objective labor force status; the estimates of spouse's work 
status actually increases slightly from model 1 to model 2. The net 
effect of education, however, is now significantly diminished. 

Model 3 adds the measure of party identification. As in the case 
of women, male supporters of Leftist parties are substantially more 
feminist. The addition of the variable has no effect on other variables 
in the analysis. 

Discussion 

In our discussion we wish to focus on two aspects of our findings: 
how the general pattern of results compares with the conclusions from 
studies of the United States and how men's and women's attitudes 
toward feminism differ according to our analyses. 

Several patterns in our results conform to the cumulative knowledge 
about profeminist attitudes in the United States. Age, education, and 
religiosity all contribute to profeminist attitudes in ways that were 
largely expected. Moreover, female work experience predicted pro- 
feminist responses by both men and women. In addition, women's 
personal preference for paid employment mediates the effects of em- 
ployment status. In our study we were able to examine the effects of 
men's attitudes toward their spouses' employment for the first time; 
we find that this attitude is also a strong predictor of feminist attitudes 
among men. 

On the other hand, the insignificance of marital status in explaining 
the feminist attitudes of women and men is an interesting departure 
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from similar analyses in the United States. These results raise the 
question, Why do the large life-style changes that accompany changes 
in marital status have little effect on feminist values in Europe? The 
answer, we suspect, reflects a different emphasis of feminism and 
women's roles in Western Europe. As we noted earlier, Klein (1987) 
finds that Europeans are less supportive of equality within marriage 
and the family, although they are generally supportive of reducing 
the differences in nondomestic roles between men and women. Her 
discussion implies that the emphasis of feminism in Western Europe 
may focus more on work-related issues than on equality within the 
family and marriage. If this is true, then it is not surprising that marital 
status does not affect feminist values, since the particular life-style 
created by marriage or divorce is less affected by feminism. 

The major surprise in the analysis concerned the relative effect of 
nationality in the survey. Residents of Greece and Luxembourg are 
among the most supportive of feminism, while the residents of the 
Netherlands, West Germany, and Great Britain are least feminist. Dan- 
ish citizens were not much more feminist than the French in spite of 
all the gains achieved by women in Denmark. On the basis of our 
knowledge of the women's movements and feminist policies in these 
countries, we had expected Greece to be among the countries where 
feminist goals were least endorsed by the public and Denmark to be 
one of the strongest feminist countries. 

Although national differences were not our initial concern, we ex- 
plored several potential explanations for this-some of which were 
suggested by readers of earlier drafts of this article. One possibility, 
of course, is that the wording of the questions evoked different mean- 
ings in different countries. Przeworski and Teune (1970) note that the 
same concept or action can have substantially different meanings 
across different national contexts. Differences in translation may give 
rise to higher probabilities of giving the profeminist response in some 
countries even if the underlying level of feminist support is the same. 
While the profeminism scale is reliable and valid within each country, 
the various validity checks (e.g., finding high correlates with member- 
ship in feminist organizations in each country) would not be affected 
by this type of simple response set bias in one or more countries. 
Therefore, we cannot reject this possibility. 

A second possibility is that cross-national differences on the femi- 
nism scale are due to large national differences on just one or two 
items that might have different meanings in different countries. Phrases 
like "radical transformation of society," for example, might be inter- 
preted differently depending on the amount of progress already 
achieved. Where the status of women is very high, this argument goes, 

This content downloaded from 128.118.88.48 on Tue, 15 Oct 2013 16:17:15 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


48 Lee Ann Banaszak and Eric Plutzer 

even staunch feminists might not endorse a radical transformation. Yet 
when we disaggregated the scale or removed items from it, the results 
were essentially the same. 

A third explanation is that high verbal support for feminist goals in 
Greece is due to the fact that the Greek government was led by a 
profeminist socialist majority in 1983. Yet if this is the case, we might 
expect to see a large drop in the difference between Greeks and other 
Europeans after controlling for partisanship. As this does not occur, 
such a party effect would have to influence all citizens equally, regard- 
less of party-something we cannot test with the present data. 

A fourth substantive possibility is that relative deprivation may elicit 
high verbal support for feminism, with women having the fewest op- 
portunities expressing the greatest support for feminist proposals. 
Thus, in those countries where women lack opportunities and are rele- 
gated to subordinate positions in society, family, and politics, feminists 
react by strengthening their stand on feminist values. So feminist val- 
ues may be stronger in these countries precisely because women are 
disadvantaged relative to women in other countries. For example, we 
note that two of the four countries with strong feminist attitudes 
(Greece and France) only passed women's suffrage after 1943, and the 
four countries that have the lowest feminist scores (the Netherlands, 
West Germany, Ireland, and Great Britain) all enfranchised women by 
1922. Moreover, Greece is the only nation in the analysis to undergo 
a major decline in female employment in the decade preceding this 
study (Kottis 1990). Yet this explanation is not a parsimonious one, as 
it cannot account for the same pattern among men. 

In the end, we cannot clarify this pattern at this time. If future 
Euro-Barometers employ identical questions, an examination of com- 
parable data at a later time might be helpful. In any case, these findings 
represent an interesting puzzle for researchers to consider in the 
future. 

Gender differences. Finally, we turn to a comparison of the analyses 
of men and women. There is little in the theoretical literature explicitly 
addressed to gender differences in the acquisition of profeminist atti- 
tudes. Klein, however, sums up an unspoken consensus that women's 
support of feminism is more likely to reflect women's personal experi- 
ences of oppression and discrimination. Men, on the other hand, may 
support feminist goals but are expected to do so for abstract ideological 
or philosophical reasons (Klein 1984, p. 7). The fact that we use similar 
models allows us to examine this assumption systematically. We note, 
however, that because our models are not identical, we cannot under- 
take a rigorous statistical test of the differences in regression estimates 
across male and female samples. 
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In general, we find that the range of national differences are wider 
for women and that the dummy variables denoting nation explain more 
variance in female attitudes than for men. Although the rank ordering 
of nations according to the dummy variables in the regression equation 
is virtually identical for both sexes, women's attitudes seem more sen- 
sitive to national differences. Possible explanations for this, however, 
are tied to the nature of the national differences in the first place and 
cannot be addressed in the context of this study. 

Although virtually all statistically significant predictors of women's 
attitudes also predict the views of men, there are some interesting 
differences in the size of the effects. For example, the effect of educa- 
tion is substantially higher for women. This may reflect the fact that, 
in addition to potential liberalizing effects of education, women with 
high educational attainment may be subject to more salient discrimina- 
tion in white collar and professional employment. The fact that the 
effect of men's education disappears in model 2 suggests that their 
education operates by promoting less traditional attitudes toward 
women in paid employment. In addition, the effect of Leftist party 
affiliation is much stronger for men than for women. Together, these 
findings are very consistent with Klein's (1984) argument that men are 
drawn to feminism for abstract, ideological reasons-at least in part. 

The nonequivalence of the models makes it very difficult to examine 
gender differences in the effects of female labor force participation. In 
supplemental analyses not reported here, we were able to make more 
precise comparisons between married men and married women. Those 
suggest that the division among wives who work full-time and home- 
makers is somewhat wider than the differences between their husbands 
(a gap of 1.1 for women and .42 for men on the 18-point scale). This 
gender difference is large in contrast to comparisons of U.S. men and 
women that show such cleavages at least as wide among husbands as 
wives (Plutzer 1991; Smith 1985). Here we have evidence of direct 
personal experiences being important for women but also evidence 
that men are influenced by personal factors as well, although these 
operate through their wives' status and activities. 

Finally, two curious differences appear in the effect of remaining 
single and the number of children in the home. Unmarried women are 
not particularly distinctive from other women. Single men, on the other 
hand, are the most traditional group among European men. Although 
this difference is not large, it suggests that the gender conflict is more 
sharply drawn among single men and women than among married indi- 
viduals. Moreover, we are somewhat puzzled as to why men with 
many children are especially conservative while women are not. We 
believe that this may indicate that women are motivated most by prob- 
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lems they face in the labor force. On the other hand, men who are 
heads of large families may feel especially threatened by women's 
gains, which could hurt their own employment chances. 

Our study has employed a series of ten national probability samples 
in order to trace the outlines of the social bases of gender politics in 
the European Community. The effect of these social status variables 
can be illustrated by constructing mean differences between hypotheti- 
cal citizens. For example, consider a comparison between two women: 
the first is 45 years old, supports the Christian Democrats, left school 
at age 17, and is a full-time homemaker who prefers not to work; the 
second is 30 years old, works full-time, votes Socialist, and completed 
university education at age 22. Our second woman, who is less tradi- 
tional in life-style, is predicted to score about two and one-quarter 
points higher on our profeminism scale. It is in this way, by considering 
the cumulative effects of our key predictors, that the outlines of politi- 
cal conflict become visible. 

The factors we have identified are determined by secular trends 
in social structure and economic opportunity, and they permit us to 
speculate about the future of feminist support in Europe. As men's 
support appears largely ideological, male support of feminist goals may 
depend on the viability of Leftist parties and continued gains by femi- 
nists for inclusion in the Left's political agenda. For women, the health 
of European feminism will be enhanced by continued educational and 
employment opportunities. But this must be qualified. Work alone 
does not produce support for feminism; work is especially important 
when women have a commitment to paid employment. And this re- 
quires opportunities for women to achieve employment in positions 
that will prove satisfying in terms of the quality of work life and finan- 
cial returns. 

Appendix A 

Original Variable Numbers, Mnemonics, and Exact 
Wording of Items in Profeminism Scale 

Vll OPINMVT What is your opinion of movements which 
have come about recently whose aim is the 
liberation of women? (Responses recoded to 
3 = "Very high opinion," 0 = very bad 
opinion") 

Do you agree or disagree with the aim to . . . ? (Responses to each of the 
following statements recoded to 3 = "Completely agree," to 0 = "Disagree 
completely"): 
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VI 13 AIMFIGHT Fight against prejudiced people who would 
like to keep women in a subordinate role both 
in the family and in society. 

VI 14 AIMJOBEQ Obtain true equality between women and men 
in their work and careers. 

VI 15 AIMPOLEQ Persuade the political parties to give women 
the same chances as men of reaching responsi- 
ble positions in the parties and of becoming 
candidates in elections. 

V116 AIMCARE Arrange things so that when a child is unwell 
it could be either the father or the mother 
who stays home to care for it. 

V118 AIMCHANG Organize women an independent movement 
to achieve a radical transformation of society. 

Appendix B 

Summary of Exploratory Factor Analysis and Item 
Analysis for Profeminism Scale Items 

Principal Component Eigenvalue Variable Factor Loading 

1 2.594 Vi I I OPINMVT .652 
2 .967 V113 AIMFIGHT .647 
3 .741 V114 AIMJOBEQ .752 
4. .635 V115 AIMPOLEQ .714 
5 .594 V116 AIMCARE .638 
6 .470 V118 AIMCHANG .520 

Item Analysis 

Cronbach's t = .721 
Standardized t = .728 
If V118 removed = .716a 

a VI 18 is the logical candidate 
to remove from the scale, as it has 
the lowest factor loading and item- 
to-total correlation. We retain the 
item, as its presence tends to in- 
crease the reliability. 
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