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The “f” Word:
“Are you a feminist?”
It’s a question that means different things to different women. Does it
mean you believe in equal rights? Equal pay? Does it mean you believe
in the right to vote, the right to choose, the right to speak out? Does it
mean you believe women should be protected from violence, poverty
and discrimination? 

So, who is today’s feminist? Are we still living in a society that
needs to embrace the values of feminism?

You bet, says Valentine Moghadam, director of the women’s stud-
ies program at Purdue University. 

“There is really more than one definition of feminism,” explains
Moghadam. “Even from the beginning, there were different under-
standings of what it meant to be a feminist.”

The first type of feminism is about personal growth and empower-
ment. “It has to do with the ability to do all the things men can do,”
says Moghadam. “It’s about equality and access.”

For others, feminism is about having an avenue to celebrate
“woman-ness.” “For some, rather than aspire to be like men, they
want to enter the men’s world and bring women’s values and norms,”
says Moghadam.

And another form of feminism was and remains an even broader
way of thinking. “Some feminists want to transform whole societies,”
says Moghadam. “They believe in a transformative type of feminism.”

Today, all three types of feminism are alive and well. And although
we may have come a long way, we still have quite a ways to go.

Consider, says Moghadam, the pay gap, occupational sex typing,
conflicts and violence against women. “We still have to hold ‘Take
Back the Night’ events on college campuses,” says Moghadam. “It’s
still not safe for a woman to walk alone at night.”

On the political scene, the United States is still behind other coun-
tries in terms of women in positions of power.

“In terms of women having access to political power, the U.S. has
one of the lowest rates of all the industrialized and rich nations,” says
Moghadam. “In Argentina, 35 percent of its parliament is women. In
the U.S., only 16 to 17 percent hold seats in the House or Senate. We
by no means are living in a post-feminist world.”

Growing up in Iran in a well-to-do family, Moghadam first became
aware of discrimination upon entering the workforce in Tehran.
Working as a journalist for the major daily newspaper, Kayhan, she
soon learned that not everyone felt she should be there. 

“When I left home, I really began to understand what was wrong
with the position of women in Iran. It was in those years that I came  
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Valentine Moghadam
has traveled the world
researching the role
feminism plays in 
societies.

 Who is today’s
feminist?
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CONTINUED    to confront and recognize sexism and discrimination.”
Moghadam left Iran in 1975 to attend the University of Waterloo in

Ontario, Canada. She joined the Iranian student movement and became
a left-wing activist. 

That’s when she began to realize sexism didn’t reside in Iran alone.
“I came to realize that it was a world-wide phenomenon,” she recalls.
Moghadam began to read classic texts written by feminist forerunners
such as de Beauvoir, Gloria Steinham and Betty Friedan.

“I came to realize and understand in an analytical way the status of
women and what needed to be done,” says Moghadam. 

After earning her bachelor’s degree in 1978, Moghadam traveled to
The American University in Washington, D.C., where she earned her
master’s and doctorate degrees in sociology. As she watched from afar
the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the impact it had on the lives of
women in Iran, Moghadam’s attention turned to those global issues that
most directly affected women’s rights.  

A feminist scholar, activist and author, Moghadam has traveled the
world researching and lecturing on feminism. Her career has taken her
to Brown University, Illinois State University, and the United Nations.
Most recently, she served as the chief of the section for Gender Equality
and Development in the Social and Human Services Sector of the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization in Paris. 

In 2007, she arrived from France to settle in West Lafayette in a
joint appointment as director of the women’s studies program and pro-
fessor of sociology at Purdue.

“It is important for women to have a compara     tive understanding of
feminism and of women’s conditions across societies,” says Moghadam.
“Women’s studies is important because it gives women a sense of the
gaps within their own societies.” She feels the program is critical to the
continued success of feminism. Unlike generations before them, today’s
generation of women, Generation X, doesn’t always grasp what life was
like before the feminist movement.

“I sense a lack of historical understanding and appreciation for
what previous generations went through and achieved,” says
Moghadam. “I sense an unwillingness to face the continued challenges
of inequality, sexism and overt discrimination.”

That lack of appreciation concerns Moghadam. She describes femi-
nism as arriving in waves. The first wave saw the suffragists fighting for
the right to vote. The second wave in the 1960s and ’70s brought a
range of issues including violence against women, equality within the
home and the labor force, as well as political equality. 

The third wave involves Generation X understanding feminism and
learning ways of being a feminist. 

“Some say we are in a post-feminism era,” says Moghadam. “I’m
not sure what that is. We still live in a world and a society where the
feminist agenda and values are still valid.

“We live in a very violent and exploitive world,” she continues.
“But I do think as we have more women becoming empowered on 
different levels, we’ll see some broader transformations .” 

“It is important for
women to have a 
comparative under-
standing of feminism
across societies.
Women’s studies is
important because it
gives women a sense of
the gaps within their
own societies.”
{Valentine Moghadam}
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Chatting with friends of both sexes, Chava Krivchenia, 14, who just fin-
ished eighth grade at West Lafayette Junior/Senior High School, says,
“We agree that everyone should have equal rights.” That defines femi-
nism for her. 

So far, other than noticing “a lot more fans at guys’ games” than
the girls’ sporting events, she believes, “There are some pretty minor
problems, but it’s definitely gotten a lot better from previous years, from
what people have told me.”  

Michelle Miller, 29, could confirm that progress has been made. In
her eighth-grade year, all the girls took home economics and all the boys
took shop. There was no cross-over. “Girls couldn’t participate in certain
sports, and boys had a bigger variety of sports to choose from,” she
adds. 

The mother of two pre-schoolers, Miller says being a feminist
“means that I believe in the equality of the sexes, that I will speak up
when I hear sexist myths and misinformation bandied about, and that
rights and responsibilities should belong to both sexes equally.” 

Pam Burroff-Murr, 52, paints feminism with an even broader stroke.
“To me, being a feminist today has less to do with gender and more to
do with justice – social justice, environmental justice. We all deserve
equal treatment and respect,” she says. 

“We’re learning so much about the complex interconnections
between all things. It’s fascinating, really, how connected all of life is,
and I believe a feminist recognizes that complexity.”

Artist Louie Laskowski, 60, also believes in the connective power of
feminism, and it fuels her creative expressions. “In my art, I explore gen-
der and sexual identity combined with personal experiences. I give a
visual voice to the violence and fears women suffer.”

For her, being a feminist is “to recognize the importance of sharing
our personal stories, and that the personal is political. I have a conscious
connection to other women, and as I live, so have others before me and
so will others after me.

“Being a feminist is to commit to validation and not dismissal of
female experience, and to celebrate being a woman through my words,
deeds and art.”

It was in the 1960s that Laskowski first became aware that women
were not enjoying fairness and equality. “I started to wonder why many
women, myself included, were all about social causes for everyone else
except ourselves,” she says. “The sexual, physical and mental abuse that
women suffer in their lives, the beatings and deaths from their
boyfriends and husbands, rapes, low pay and limited job markets were
all real, but we did not want to realize that.”

A single mother in the 1970s, Laskowski found some answers in
writings by Betty Friedan, Germain Greer and         [please turn to Page 30]

LOCAL INFLUENCES

1869
200 attend Suffrage Convention at

the Lafayette Opera House.

1871
Lafayette YMCA hosts suffragist

Susan B. Anthony at a rally.

1880
Lafayette’s Helen Gougar leads an

equal suffrage convention here.

1917 
Indiana legislature passes a bill

allowing women to vote in presi-

dential elections; it’s struck down

by the Indiana Supreme Court.

1920 
Indiana ratifies the 19th amend-

ment, which is adopted that

August, granting women the right

to vote.

1922
Cora Davis elected county auditor,

the first Lafayette woman to win

an elected office.

1977 
Indiana is the 35th and last state

to ratify the Equal Rights

Amendment, which has yet to be

adopted by the nation.

A local perspective
BY KATHY MAYER

FEMINISM: 
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