
 

Family matters: Why people can hold
political views that disadvantage their own
sex

January 20 2021, by Rob Brooks and Khandis R Blake

  
 

  

Credit: CC0 Public Domain

The views of women and men can differ on important gendered issues
such as abortion, gender equity and government spending priorities.
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Surprisingly, however, average differences in sex on this front are
usually small. Many women adopt social and political positions that
favor men and many men favor women-friendly positions.

In our latest research we tried to make sense of this "paradox". We did
so by understanding how people's politics and practices don't just track
what's good for them, but also what's good for their relatives.

Election campaign games

A mere three days after his 2016 inauguration, US President Donald
Trump reinstated the Mexico City policy, also called the "global gag rule
"—which Joe Biden is expected to rescind soon after being inaugurated
this week.

The rule denies US health funding to foreign non-governmental
organizations that provide abortions, refer patients for abortions, offer
abortion-related counseling or advocate for more liberal abortion laws.

It wasn't just Trump's haste to reinstate the rule that galled pro-choice
Americans. It was also the supporting cast of men Trump lined up for
the photo-op.

Access to abortion is seen as a women's issue as it impinges on women's
bodily autonomy and reproductive rights. Had Trump not been appealing
to male voters, he could have gathered several prominent anti-choice
women to stand behind him instead.

But despite expectations and rhetoric, support for abortion is far more
complicated than a simple tussle between the interests of women and
men.
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https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2020.12.002
https://www.hrw.org/news/2018/02/14/trumps-mexico-city-policy-or-global-gag-rule
https://www.devex.com/news/biden-said-he-ll-rescind-the-global-gag-rule-what-then-98582
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/jan/24/photo-trump-womens-rights-protest-reproductive-abortion-developing-contries
https://www.amnesty.org/en/what-we-do/sexual-and-reproductive-rights/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/behind-trumps-victory-divisions-by-race-gender-education/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/behind-trumps-victory-divisions-by-race-gender-education/


 

Think of the children

Polling conducted in the US by Gallup between 2018 and 2020 found
49% of men and 46% of women identified as "pro-life". A similar gap
was observed between "pro-choice" men and women, at 46% and 48%
respectively.

"Pro-choice" policies give women options to control their own
reproduction and, therefore, an important part of their lives. It would
seem rational then for women to support these policies more than men.

Other policies relating to gender equity, sexual harassment, health-care
spending and education also impact women and men differently. And
while both genders' views on these topics differ, the difference is quite
small on average—in the order of 5%.

Variation of social and political views within a sex group is actually far
greater. While this is commonly thought to be due to differences in
experience, we wanted to know whether the composition of a person's
family might change their views.

Our line of inquiry was inspired by a range of studies that have shown a
child's gender can change their parents' views.

For instance, firms led by male CEOs with daughters tend to adopt more
socially and environmentally-progressive corporate policies. They're also
more likely to appoint female directors and hire female partners, with
positive effects on firm performance.

On the other hand, male CEOs of Danish firms who fathered a son,
rather than a daughter, paid their employees less generously and paid
themselves more generously.
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https://news.gallup.com/poll/244709/pro-choice-pro-life-2018-demographic-tables.aspx
https://phys.org/tags/gender+equity/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513820301495#bbb0110
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513820301495#bbb0070
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513820301495#bbb0075
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513820301495#bbb0160
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839212466521


 

A similar pattern emerges in politics. In the US, legislators with
daughters are more likely to vote for "pro-woman" laws than those with
sons. And in both the US and Canada, parents with daughters favor
gender equity more than those with sons.

Sometimes the effects become visible even before offspring have had
much chance to experience the world.

In one study, the birth of a son caused parents' voting intentions to
swerve immediately to the right, while a daughter prompted a swerve to
the left. In another, the effects kicked in as soon as the parents learned
their child's sex at a prenatal ultrasound.

How your family's composition can impact you

Research published in 1992 found people's attitudes towards abortion
varied depending on how many of their female relatives were in the age
group considered "at risk" of unwanted pregnancy.

The more female relatives someone had aged between 15–50, the more
likely they were to favor pro-choice policies. In turn, the more male
relatives they had of a reproductive age, the more likely they were to
support pro-life policies.

This study inspired us to consider whether gendered issues might depend
not only on an individual's own sex, but also the sex composition of their
family. Humans, like other animals, are more invested in their close
genetic relatives.

We propose a new metric called "gendered fitness interests". This not
only looks at how many genetic relatives of each sex a person has, but
also how closely related they are and how many potential reproductive
years remain for them.

4/6

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513820301495#bbb0330
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513820301495#bbb0330
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513820301495#bbb0320
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090513820301495#bbb0295
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167629617304538
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/016230959290006P


 

People with many close, younger female relatives (such as daughters and
sisters) have a pro-female bias, while those with plenty of young
brothers, sons or grandsons have a bias that favors males.

For her Ph.D. studies at the University of New South Wales, Maleke
Fourati gathered data on attitudes towards Islamic veiling practices in
Tunisia—specifically on mandatory veiling—which provided an early
test of our idea of gendered fitness interests.

As predicted, men were more likely than women to support mandatory
veiling. But women with more sons were more likely to wear veils
themselves and to think other women should too. These mothers, we
argue, take this position as it serves their sons over their daughters-in-
law.

In our model, sex differences in social and political attitudes are likely to
be greatest in young adulthood, when a person's own gender impacts
them greatly. However, as an individual's potential to have children
diminishes, their current children and other relatives start to have a
greater influence. Since most people have a balance of male and female
relatives, this means a shift towards the center.

Separating sex from identity

The web of conflicting interests that give shape to our social and
political attitudes is never easy to trace and there are always multiple
factors at play.

Perhaps the most interesting implication of our proposal is it undermines
the idea that the interests of women and men sit at odds with one
another. Some individuals' values will align more with the opposite sex
than with their own, weakening the importance of gender as a distinct
part of social and political identity.
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https://sites.google.com/view/malekefourati/home
https://sites.google.com/view/malekefourati/home
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S109051381730363X
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S109051381730363X
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2020.12.002
https://phys.org/tags/women/


 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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