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Author’s Note—1992

It is with great pride and pleasure that I introduce this ten-year “anniversary edition” of Women’s Reality. In its original form, this book has sold over 300,000 copies, almost completely by word of mouth. It has been described as a “classic,” an “underground bestseller,” and a “publishing phenomenon.” Many men and women write that “because of this book, I no longer feel crazy.”

My thinking and perceptions have evolved since the initial publication of Women’s Reality, and surprisingly, most of the ideas in the book ring as true today as they did then. There is just one glaring exception. I was in my “fairness phase” when I wrote Women’s Reality, and I kept saying that the Emerging Female System and the White Male System were different, but equal.

Now, I realize that the Reactive Female System and the White Male System are just two colluding sides of what I now call the Addictive System, and that the Addictive System does not support life and living.

The Emerging Female System, on the other hand, is not just a female system per se (although women seem to have retained a closer relationship to this system). It is a system that I now call the Living Process System, which is life-supporting and life-sustaining. The White Male System (Addictive System) is destructive to both men and women and the planet as a whole.

“Fairness” has to end when it obscures the truth.






Author’s Note—1981

This book is about a reality—a reality perceived, explored, and expressed by women whenever they are free to do so without fear. It is about who we are as women. When we understand and accept who we are, we become in turn more understandable and accepted.

This book has three purposes: liberation, sharing, and communication. It is intended to liberate women from an unnecessary oppression based on myths. It is intended to share and legitimate what all women know—some of which they are willing to admit to themselves, and some of which they are willing to admit to others. It is intended to communicate in the “female idiom.” Women rarely have an opportunity to read a book written in their idiom. This experience is important for self-validation and growth. It is important to the development of self-esteem and self-worth. Since women live in a foreign culture, they seldom have the experience of receiving approval and validation by the “authorities”—people whose ideas and opinions appear in print. That is the gift of this book. Simply because it exists, it validates and confirms femaleness in this culture. It expresses a reality of which many women know but are not always aware—that of being in a culture but not of it.

I wrote this book because I had to. Much of it is not new or even original; rather, it is the result of other voices speaking through me. I have spent over a decade listening to women—and men—in intense situations, including individual therapy sessions, groups, and workshops, and this book embodies many of the things they have thought and said. The material in it has come together slowly over a period of years. I have presented parts of in in various forms around the United States and Canada, and it has become an affirmation to women—and men—of their experience in this culture and what it means.

I think it is important to note that during the time I was gathering the information for this book, I did not read any of the literature of the psychology of women or books of the women’s movement because I did not want to be influenced by the ideas of others. After I put the concepts together, I read widely in women’s literature and discovered an impressive convergence of ideas.

We are all engaged in a long and difficult process of growth and evolution. It is time to describe, affirm, and grow. This book is a stepping-stone in that process. In it, I have attempted to appreciate and affirm the intellect while also valuing and enhancing those other parts of being which nonfiction traditionally ignores—concepts, feelings, experiences, intuition, and awareness.

This book attempts to speak to the soul as well as the mind. It takes the responsibility of expressing that which demands expression.

Anne Wilson Schaef, 1981






Foreword

Anne Wilson Schaef’s Women’s Reality: An Emerging Female System in the White Male Society is a ground-breaking, courageous, and important book, which has had incalculable impact on women and men over the past decade. Schaef’s research for this book began when she realized that traditional psychological models had not adequately prepared her (or anyone) for what women were saying in the 1970s. Instead of trying to make women who came to her for therapy fit those models, she took the brave step of putting those models aside (and with them the protection of the “expert” role) to listen to what women really were saying.

Women’s Reality was in part the result of what she heard from ordinary, contemporary women who were in the process of breaking away from what Schaef called the traditional “female system” (largely defined by what she called the “white male system”) and moving toward a self-defined “emerging female system” characterized by nonhierarchical, relational, process-oriented values.

Although Women’s Reality was written as a trade book for the general public, it was also an original theoretical contribution—bringing together systems theory, gestalt and other psychologies, and feminist thought to provide a psychology for contemporary women. In the process, she described both the traditional male and female behavior systems in modern, Western, patriarchal societies and pointed the way (through her description of the emerging “female system”) to healthier ways of living and being.


Her discussion of the destructive and liberating effects on women of these different systems, both traditional and alternative, is poignant, and her observations of the strategies that keep women in their place are unfortunately still all-too-relevant in the 1990s. The psychological strategies she outlines for freeing up women’s minds and hearts, moreover, work now as they did in 1981.

Her description of the emerging female system anticipated findings by other theorists, such as Carol Gilligan’s work on the psychology of women (In a Different Voice), Mary Belenky, Blythe Clinchy, Nancy Goldberger, Jill Tarule’s work on women as learners (Women’s Ways of Knowing), and Sally Helgesen’s work on women’s management styles (The Female Advantage). Indeed, the sheer magnitude of researchers who have subsequently found similar or identical patterns in women’s behavior to the ones Schaef describes reinforces the importance of her findings.

Schaef’s “female system” focus on peer-peer relationships instead of hierarchical ones, on power-from-within instead of power-over, and her emphasis on process over product also foreshadows the thinking that is now commonplace not only in feminist and New Age literature but also in the vanguard of contemporary management literature and practice. These ideas are still progressive today, but they were revolutionary in 1981!

It is perhaps never possible to know what the full effect of any one work might be on the process of social change. Schaef’s contribution to our knowledge of women and of possibilities for more liberating human systems certainly grew out of a change that was already happening. She was, after all, reporting what real women were doing and saying. Yet in that reporting, she undoubtedly contributed to the rate and strength of the change from the old system to the new “female system” and to the thinking, writing, and experimentation that continued through the 1980s.

Her decision to write a trade book, rather than an academic one, was a heartfelt and political one, born out of a commitment to reach not just the few, but the many. Making that decision increased the impact of Women’s Reality—an impact demonstrated by the 250,000 copies sold during the past decade. In this case, the medium is, indeed, part of the message. Women’s Reality calls us to move away from elitism and hierarchical structures and attitudes in an egalitarian style. It would be ironic if the very accessibility of her work obscures the fact that it also has made an important theoretical contribution to our understanding of women and social systems.

It is an honor to contribute to the celebratory reissuing of this important book. My hope in doing so is that this will be the decade of new and emerging “female systems,” and of “male systems” that reflect the gifts and perspectives of men and women of diverse racial and cultural backgrounds. Only then will it be possible to evolve a fully liberating, androgynous human system adequate to our time. Anne Wilson Schaef’s Women’s Reality is an invaluable step in this direction.

Carol S. Pearson






Introduction

About twelve years ago, I went into private practice as a psychotherapist. As more and more women came to see me, it became clear to me that I did not know what to do with them. (This phenomenon is not unusual for persons in private practice, but admitting it is!) As I reviewed my training, I began to realize that what I had been taught was useful in working with men but at best useless and at worst harmful in working with women.

I decided to set aside a period of my life to learn about women. (Since I am one myself, this commitment had decided personal advantages!) I determined to clear my mind of past attitudes and assumptions as much as possible and take time to watch and listen. Fortunately, I was in a position to gather a great deal of relevant information. I was seeing several individual clients. I was conducting a number of groups, and I was consulting with many organizations in a variety of ways—facilitating encounter groups; doing organizational consulting, group process training, and educational consulting; and acting as a management and program consultant.

I had countless opportunities to enter a group situation and set the tone. As often as I was able, I met with groups composed exclusively of women. These included encounter workshops, group process workshops, church groups, PTA’s, professional women’s groups, and women’s workshops. I spoke with adolescents, senior citizens, and women of all ages in between. Although the majority belonged to the white middle class, others were Black, Chicana, or Native American. Almost all of the women I saw were working women both in and outside the home.

I focused on making each encounter safe, nonjudgmental, and candid so that the women could express their own perceptions and reveal themselves without fear of reprisal. Along the way, I collected, revised, and expanded the material contained in this book.

The research I did is generally classified under the heading, “soft research.” Margaret Mead and Sigmund Freud were both good examples of “soft researchers”—data-gatherers who watch and listen. When engaged in this type of study, one begins to see and hear the same information from many different people in many different situations. One begins to draw generalizations. The generalizations start coming together to give birth to concepts. The concepts cluster and evolve into theories.

In other words, the theory explored here resulted from synthesis, not analysis. I emphasize this point because it is essential to an understanding of this book. The generalizations and concepts which contributed to the formation of this theory came from women with whom I met both individually and collectively. They came up against, melted into, and joined with generalizations and concepts of my own. I hope that this theory helps us to conceptualize and understand what it means to be female in our culture; I hope it helps us to develop a language that will enable us to communicate our experience. In this way, we will open an avenue for mutual understanding and empathy.

Understanding is my goal. It offers the opportunity for further growth and change. Growth and change are normal to the human condition. When we define their courses and objectives, however, we limit them and ourselves. All I do here is to describe. As I describe, you will understand; as you understand, growth and change will occur. I do not want to control the course or objectives of your personal change.

Far too frequently, I have seen psychotherapists and social scientists use theory as a weapon. They have been trained in certain theories, and they have come to accept and believe in them. Because of this, they try to make their clients conform to their theories, regardless of what their clients really need.

I feel that this practice, while admittedly an occupational hazard among therapists and social scientists, is grossly unfair to clients. I see theory as a tool we can use to help us explain and conceptualize. When a particular theory fits a particular observation, we should go ahead and use it. When it does not, we should throw the theory out! Theory is only useful within its limitations; no one theory explains everything. Our most productive opportunities for new growth and understanding may come during times when our theory just does not work. Only when we can relieve ourselves of the responsibility of knowing and understanding everything, can we be open to true expansion of knowledge. Theory can either add to our knowledge or limit it by causing us to overlook important information. It all depends on how we use it.

I am concerned that the theory presented here not be used as a weapon against women. I have already seen that happening. While retraining therapists to work with women, I have met several who are genuinely eager to understand and be helpful. They have listened with great interest and taken voluminous notes at my workshops. Then they have gone off and told their women clients in subtle yet direct ways what they should be feeling, thinking, and working on. This misuse of theory frightens and angers me. I implore anyone who reads this book not to use its contents to demonstrate superiority or be “one up.” Nor should anyone use it in an attempt to “raise the consciousness” of his or her spouse. Leave this process to a friend or outside source. Relationships are difficult enough to maintain as is!

This is not a “how-to” book. Its purpose is not to tell women how to behave, nor is it to tell private practitioners how to treat their clients. Instead, the observations and concepts presented here can best be used to help us all be less ignorant. Theory is most useful when it affords us the opportunity to see what we otherwise might miss and follow that up in our work and personal lives. Ideally, theory remains in the unconscious or preconscious until triggered by a real event. It emerges to serve its function—that of helping one to explain and understand.

By no means does this book present the complete picture. At times, I have found this personally frustrating. I have felt as if I should wait to begin writing, or wait to add more to this book, until I understood it all. That, of course, is not possible, so I decided to stop waiting for that day to come. If I succeed in clarifying even the smallest part of who women are and what it means to be female in our culture, I will ask nothing more.

Some women will not agree with, or will not have experienced, everything described here. I do not expect everyone to agree with this book. It is intended to facilitate growth, and it very well may end up generating some conflict along the way. That will be just fine with me.

If there is something you simply cannot accept or live with, ignore it. Do not judge yourself in terms of others’ experiences or opinions. I have found that there is almost always something in this material that strikes a resonant chord in every woman. Take from this book only that which seems useful to you. Do not feel the need to reject yourself or this material if everything does not “fit.” Take what is yours, and leave the rest!

Women often feel threatened if they are labeled “different.” We frequently find ourselves behaving or believing differently from what an “authority” tells us is the “right” way. In the Female System, there is not right or wrong. It is possible to be different and still be all right. There can be two—or more answers to the same question, and all can be right. None has to be wrong. Check out for yourself which of these ideas and concepts fits for you. If you come across something that does not seem useful or relevant to you, put it on a back burner and go on to something else.

Men may have some difficulty understanding this material. I have found that Black, Chicano, Native American, and Asian-American men generally have an easier time of it than white men, however. If you are male and cannot understand certain parts of this book, discuss them with five women, three of whom are feminists. If after that you still cannot understand or accept these ideas, then you may have a great deal of work left to do. Please remember that when one person tries to explain her or his system to another, it usually takes twice as much energy for her or him to develop and present an explanation as it does for the listener to understand it.

Two Female Systems are presented in this book. The first is a reactive system. It is not a system that women would choose but is a way of coping with the roles and places assigned to women by the White Male System. As a reactive system, it is neither tight nor cohesive; rather, it reflects a series of dilemmas and strategies for living within the structures of the White Male System.


The other Female System is discussed in relation to similar elements in the White Male System. This Female System is one that emerges when women “get clear” and feel free to express their values and perceptions. This Female System is much more coherent and cohesive than the elements of the reactive female system discussed earlier in the book. This emerging system is what can more truly be described as The Female System.

While reading this book, it is important to remember that the Female System is variable and changing. It is a system in process and is in itself a process. It is an open-ended system. The White Male System, on the other hand, is a closed system. It is logical to expect that as sex roles change and become clearer, persons of both sexes will get better at understanding and respecting both systems, the systems will change, and dichotomies between them may even be eliminated.

The concepts and theories presented here are philosophical, psychological, sociological, political, and theological. My purpose in writing this book was to present them in such a way that all of us may begin to develop a deeper understanding and awareness of our culture and perhaps even act on that understanding and awareness. I believe that as we begin to notice, label, and conceptualize, we can also begin to learn and to grow.

I have found that the concepts of the Female System and the White Male System have helped men as well as women. Many men I know have responded to these theories with support and relief at finally hearing them verbalized.

It is important to say that there is a Female System. It is not bad or good; it just is. It is important to acknowledge its existence.






chapter one

Fitting in: The White Male System and Other Systems in Our Culture

The White Male System and the Way the World Isn’t

When working with clients, therapists have traditionally taken one of two approaches: the intrapsychic or the interpersonal. In the former, the therapist focuses on what goes on inside the person, emphasizing the importance of dreams, fantasies, defense mechanisms, fixations, and the like. Of special significance are the first five years of a client’s life; these are seen as having shaped the person and determined what she or he would be and become in the future.

Many practitioners now feel that the intrapsychic approach is sorely lacking. The information gained by that methodology may be useful, but it is just not enough. True, a therapist can work with an individual’s insides and make great strides, but it is also necessary to work with her or his outsides—specifically, to become aware of and/or involved with the significant others in the client’s life. After all, no one lives in a vacuum! The interpersonal approach, then, focuses on the system in which the client lives and on the system which is the client herself or himself.


As a practicing psychotherapist, I myself have used both approaches—the intrapsychic and the interpersonal—with my clients, depending on their needs and my perceptions. Both have worked at different times; both have helped people to become living, loving, capable individuals. Still, I have never been entirely satisfied with either approach or the combination of the two. Something is missing from each one—something which I have grown to feel is essential not
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Praise

“Electrifying…”

“…offers clarifying and immediately useful information to women and men about their mental and emotional conditioning in this society…. It is electrifying because it connects immediately with persons’ experience and illuminates it.”


—The Rev. Joan Bates Forsberg,
Yale University Divinity School

“Crucial…”

“This electrifying book is crucial for understanding the current dynamics of women’s struggles to participate fully in the church and society. Recommended for study for annual conference commissions and local churches (women and men).”

—The United Methodist Church
Commission on the Status and Role
of Women

“Definitive…”

“…crosses age barriers as well as gender and could well become the definitive work in personality theory so long dominated by Freudian psychology.”

—Susan T. Givens,
Kenyon College

“Comforting…”

“What a blessing it is to have spelled out so succinctly in book form the theory that it isn’t ‘wrong’ to be female. It is comforting to turn to this book and find that the frustrations imposed by the White Male System on my newly developing sense of rightness in the Female System can be explained in such a non-threatening fashion.”

—Kay Sandmeier,

housewife and community leader

“Incisive…”

“This book is a remarkable combination of rich perceptions and incisive observations based on extensive clinical experience. It discusses women and men and their interactions with warmth, wit, intelligence, and humanity! It will enable many women, for the first time, to articulate previously vague but disconcerting feelings. Its direct and genuine message hits the reader between the ribs.”

—Phyllis Katz, Ph.D.,
Institute for Research Problems

“Optimistic…”

“Women’s Reality extracts the values and principles of female culture from their embeddedness in the general norms of our society, and it holds out such a positive, important, and optimistic vision for all of us that we might build an androgynous society.”

—Alice G. Sargent, Ed.D.,
author of Beyond Sex Roles

“Life-changing…”

“Women’s Reality is a life-changing book. Mothers and ministers, sales representatives and social workers, indeed anyone who works with people will find it helpful in analyzing the world as it too often is and in learning to live in a more creative and healthy way.”

—Nancy A. Hardesty,
author of All We’re Meant to Be

“Important…”

“This is the only book in five years whose author I personally tracked down because her book is such an important addition to the career woman’s understanding…. the ambitious working woman who feels she has ‘never suffered from gender discrimination’ will be appalled at her naiveté after she reads Women’s Reality.”

—Betty Lehan Harragan,
author of Games Mother Never Taught You
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