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THE GREAT DIVIDE, November 23, 2013 

How Can We Jump-Start the Struggle for Gender Equality? 

By PHILIP N. COHEN 

For several decades women’s success in the labor market was so 

breathtaking, so propulsive, that full gender equality seemed inevitable. 

The traditional division of labor by gender was challenged from all 

sides. Women’s share of the labor force, husbands’ share of housework, 

the integration of occupations1 once categorized by gender and wom-

en’s share of management jobs all rocketed upward from the 1970s till 

sometime in the 1990s.2 Women went from earning fewer than 10 per-

cent of law and medicine degrees in 1970 to earning almost half of them 

by the early 2000s.3 

The very notion of a breadwinner-homemaker ideal family descend-

ed into quaint anachronism. Men’s attitudes changed right along with 

women’s.4 

The assumption of continuous progress has become so ingrained 

that critics now write as if the feminist steamroller has already reached 

its destination. The journalists Hanna Rosin (“The End of Men”) and 

Liza Mundy (“The Richer Sex”) proclaimed women’s impending domi-

nance. The conservative authors Kay S. Hymowitz (“Manning Up”) and 

Christina Hoff Sommers (“The War Against Boys”) worried that femi-

nist progress was undermining masculinity and steering men toward 

ruin. 

But in fact, the movement toward equality stopped. The labor force 

hit 46 percent female in 1994, and it hasn’t changed much since.5 

Women’s full-time annual earnings were 76 percent of men’s in 2001, 

and 77 percent in 2011.6 Although women do earn a majority of aca-

demic degrees, their specialties pay less, so that earnings even for wom-

en with doctorate degrees working full time are 77 percent of men’s.7 

                                                           
1 The trend in segregation from 1950 to 2010 is summarized (with links) 

in this blog post: 

http://familyinequality.wordpress.com/2011/10/24/gender-integrations-

lost-decade/, showing the biggest drop from 1960 to 1990 (from a Rus-

sell Sage report linked in the post) and hardly any decline since (the 

numbers in that post from 2000 and 2010 are my own calculations, 

which have since been published in a peer-reviewed journal here, on p. 

890: http://www.terpconnect.umd.edu/~pnc/SocComp2013.pdf). 
2 Cohen, Philip N, Matt L. Huffman and Stefanie Knauer. 2009. 

“Stalled Progress? Gender Segregation and Wage Inequality Among 

Managers, 1980-2000.” Work and Occupations 36(4):318-342. 
3 Law and medical degrees are listed on this table: 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d12/tables/dt12_321.asp. 
4 From the General Social Survey question FEFAM (trend summarized 

in the figure). 
5 The numbers are for the civilian labor force, available here: 

http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat02.htm. The female share reached .460 in 

1994, and has gotten as high as .469, so it has been between 46% and 

47% every year, hence “hasn’t changed.” (I was overruled and they 

went with “haven’t changed much.”) 
6 This is from the first column of Table P-40, a spreadsheet file linked 

on this page: 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/income/data/historical/people/ 
7 Thus is from two tables on this page: 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/cpstables/032012/perinc/pinc03_000

.htm. Men’s earnings, age 25+, full-time year round, by education, with 

Attitudinal changes also stalled. In two decades there has been little 

change in the level of agreement with the statement, “It is much better 

for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside the home and 

the woman takes care of the home and family.”8 

After two steps forward, we were unprepared for the abrupt slow-

down on the road to gender equality. We can make sense of the current 

predicament, however — and gain a better sense of how to resume our 

forward motion — if we can grasp the forces that drove the change in 

the first place. 

It’s difficult to imagine (or remember) American women’s world in 

the early 1960s, described to chilling effect by Stephanie Coontz in “A 

Strange Stirring: ‘The Feminine Mystique’ and American Women at the 

Dawn of the 1960s.” Women responding to sex-segregated help-wanted 

ads (including in The New York Times until 1968) faced rampant — 

and completely legal — employment discrimination on the basis of sex, 

race, age, motherhood, pregnancy and appearance.9 They faced obsta-

cles obtaining loans or buying property without their husbands’ approv-

al. Rape within marriage was not a crime, and domestic violence was 

just barely one. Divorce was relatively rare. Birth control was illegal in 

many places, and elective abortion was banned.10 

Women organized against these injustices with increasing success in 

the 1970s, but one precondition for their gains was the postwar expan-

sion of the market into new areas, especially education, health care, 

child care and other services. For women, that meant the monetization 

of fields of work that were traditionally their unpaid responsibility, 

spurring growth in jobs for which women were preferred and creating 

powerful incentives to enter the labor force.11 This in turn generated 

greater demand for services, from fast food to child care to couples 

                                                                                                         
doctorate degrees, the median earnings are $100,766 (cell L:57 on this 

sheet: 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/cpstables/032012/perinc/pinc03_136

.xls.). Women’s median earnings with the same conditions are $77,458 

(cell L:57 on this sheet: 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/cpstables/032012/perinc/pinc03_262

.xls). 
8 See note 4 above. For a full discussion of the attitude trends, see otter, 

David A., Joan M. Hermsen, and Reeve Vanneman. “The End of the 

Gender Revolution? Gender Role Attitudes from 1977 to 2008.” Ameri-

can Journal of Sociology 117 (July): 259-289: 

http://vanneman.umd.edu/papers/CotterHV11.pdf. 
9 This depends on what “completely legal” means. The Civil Rights Act 

did not specifically prohibit sex-specific advertising. That was the even-

tual interpretation of the EEOC, which the Times adopted in 1968. But 

before that there was only a vague law open to interpretation (the Times 

had a mocking editorial of that interpretive process in 1965, which I 

reprinted here: http://familyinequality.wordpress.com/2013/09/18/de-

sexing-the-labor-market-1965-edition/.) I think it’s correct to call the 

Times’ policy of sex-specific ads “completely legal” in this context. 
10 These are from Coontz’s summary. They added “elective.” 
11 This history is mostly drawn from Cotter, David A., Joan M. 

Hermsen, and Reeve Vanneman. 2001. “Women’s Work and Working 

Women: The Demand for Female Labor.” Gender & Society 15 (June): 

429-452. http://vanneman.umd.edu/papers/Cotter01.pdf 
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therapy. In response to an upward spiral of employment opportunities, 

women pursued education in greater numbers12, married later (if at all13) 

and had fewer children.14 

Rising demand in formerly male-dominated industries also drew 

women into the labor force. Consider the story of one woman whose 

working-class family did not expect her to pursue a career. With medio-

cre high school grades, she went to a community college. She decided 

to leave after a year to get a legal secretary certificate, which led to a 

law firm job, and finally a job as administrative assistant to a corporate 

executive, where she eventually earned about as much as her husband, 

an electrician.15 

This experience, recorded in Sarah Damaske’s recent book, “For the 

Family? How Class and Gender Shape Women’s Work,” was not an 

isolated occurrence. In the 1980s, the demand for legal assistants dou-

bled, so that when Angela finished high school in the early 1990s a 

quarter-million of these paraprofessionals were on the job, about 80 

percent of them women.16 Opportunities she had not planned for — 

vocational training and a career track in a booming occupation — inter-

vened to change her life plans. Her cultural attitudes were upended by 

economic developments. 

The entry of women into the labor force and into new fields of work 

— especially management — and the redivision of labor within families 

were seismic cultural shifts as well as economic ones. Women devel-

oped new self-images, and the daughters of their generation — my stu-

dents today — would never consider forgoing a career. 

So why did progress stall in the 1990s? First, despite the removal of 

many legal and social injustices, the movement away from traditional 

forms of gender segregation has remained decidedly unidirectional. As 

the sociologist Paula England has shown, this is most apparent in educa-

tion.17 If you look at female representation in the top fields of study 

since 1970, the pattern is clear.18 The most female-dominated majors 

remained that way; the male-dominated majors had continued increases 

in female representation through the early 2000s; and some heavily 

male-dominated ones saw dramatic spikes in women’s share of degrees 

(which have now slowed or stalled). Strikingly absent is the substantial 

movement of men into even one female-dominated major. 

                                                           
12 See, The Rise of Women: The Growing Gender Gap in Education and 

What It Means for American Schools, by Thomas A. Diprete and Clau-

dia Buchmann. https://www.russellsage.org/publications/rise-women. 
13 The decline of marriage is probably not a controversial claim, but I 

review the evidence and provide some numbers here: 

http://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/archive/2013/06/how-to-live-in-a-

world-where-marriage-is-in-decline/276476/ 
14 http://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/archive/2013/02/declining-fertility-

is-not-the-root-of-americas-problems/272820/ 
15 Angela’s story starts on p. 32 in Sarah Damaske’s book, For the 

Family: How Class and Gender Shape Women’s Work. 
16 These are my calculations from the Current Population Survey, which 

shows that in the combined years 1990-1993 (“early 1990s”) there were 

940,476 legal assistants (or about a quarter million in each year), and 

79.3% of them were female. To check this you would have to register as 

a CPS user at IPUMS.org (which is free), then do an online cross-tab of 

sex by occupation in those years (the legal assistant occupation is #234), 

with the “supplement person weight” turned on. I provided screen-shots 

of the output. 
17 England’s article is here: http://gas.sagepub.com/content/24/2/149 
18 These is from the Digest of Education Statistics, available here: 

http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/ for various years (2011 tables 310-

224; 2012 table 317). England’s article shows the same pattern, but it’s 

not as recent. 

The same is largely true of occupations, with the most female-

dominated — such as librarians and early-childhood educators — re-

maining that way. Even registered nurses remain nearly 90 percent fe-

male despite a decade of increasing male presence (they were 92 per-

cent female a decade ago).19 And one of the most consequential gender 

divisions, the residential custody of children, remains stubbornly re-

sistant to change. In the past four decades, the percentage of single-

parent families headed by men has risen to just 16 percent from 10 per-

cent.20 

Men aren’t acting irrationally; women’s work pays less, partly be-

cause of its cultural association with traditionally unpaid tasks.21 And 

there is a deep social stigma that attaches to men who are perceived as 

feminine — much more than the reverse (notice that social change 

means that women wear pants, not that men wear dresses). At the low 

end of the labor market, where the men can’t afford to be choosy, some 

men have taken on traditionally female tasks, such as cooks and clean-

ers (where such jobs are majority-male outside of private homes), and 

low-skilled nurses’ aides.22 But most men who can, choose to avoid 

female arenas. If more men don’t — won’t or can’t — move into female 

fields, we hit a ceiling on integration, and with it gender equality. 

The second hurdle we face is the failure to develop work-family 

policies that promote gender equality by enabling women to become 

parents without sacrificing their engagement at work and encouraging 

men to work in ways that do not sacrifice their engagement as parents. 

Unfortunately, momentum for such policy reform is hampered by the 

resurgent narrative that women don’t really want it. The “opt-out revo-

lution” story was that professional women — those who had gained the 

most from feminism and the new economy — gave up trying to make it 

on the career track.23 Of course, as long as there have been professional 

women, some have ended up on the family side of the work-family fork 

in the road. But in the last few decades that hasn’t involved a large or 

growing proportion of women. Among married women in their 30s and 

40s with children, college graduates are the most likely to work — 

three-quarters are in the labor force, and that participation rate has been 

unchanged for two decades.24 

Of course, stressed parents are concerned about their children’s fu-

ture in what increasingly looks like a winner-take-all mobility contest. 

                                                           
19 These gender compositions are for all people currently employed as 

registered nurses, from IPUMS Current Population Survey data (see 

above) for 2003 and 2013. The occupation code for registered nurses 

was 3130 in 2003 but changed to 3255 in 2010. 
20 Calculated from table FM-2 on this page: 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/families/data/families.html (columns G & 

H of the spreadsheet). 
21 Cohen, Philip N. and Matt L. Huffman. 2003. “Individuals, Jobs, and 

Labor Markets: The Devaluation of Women’s Work.” American Socio-

logical Review 68(3):443-63. 
22 See, Cohen, P. N. (2004). “The gender division of labor: ‘Keeping 

house’ and occupational segregation in the United States.” Gender & 

Society, 18(2), 239–252. (at: 

http://www.terpconnect.umd.edu/~pnc/gs04.pdf), on p. 241 for cooks 

and cleaners. For the gender composition of nurse’s aides, see table 1 of 

this article: Ribas, V., Dill, J. S., & Cohen, P. N. (2012). “Mobility for 

care workers: Job changes and wages for nurse aides.” Social Science & 

Medicine, 75(12), 2183–2190 (at: 

http://www.terpconnect.umd.edu/~pnc/RibasDillCohen12.pdf). 
23 http://www.nytimes.com/2003/10/26/magazine/26WOMEN.html 
24 This is from my analysis of Current Population Survey data from 

IPUMS.org. The labor force participation rate for women with this cri-

teria was 74.6% in 1993 and 74.5% in 2013. 
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http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/
http://www.census.gov/hhes/families/data/families.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2003/10/26/magazine/26WOMEN.html
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They often can’t find — or manage — good, affordable child care that 

allows both parents to pursue their careers successfully, and many don’t 

even have a right to unpaid family leave. When push comes to shove, 

the mother’s career is most often the first to go, or at least to be com-

promised. But despite the rhetoric of choice that has been adopted by 

many professional mothers who were actually forced out of demanding, 

inflexible and unsupportive work environments, women’s behavior 

belies the idea that they do not want to combine work and family.25 

Their movement into male-dominated fields at work and school, in the 

continued high labor force participation rates, and the rejection of tradi-

tionalist gender roles by large majorities of women all suggest that they 

remain ready to respond to a more welcoming policy environment. 

On the flip side, moving men into the no-man’s lands in the division 

of labor is daunting. Given the pay penalty for women’s work, some 

professions have begun recruitment campaigns, especially in areas with 

labor shortages, such as nursing. They valiantly attempt to mobilize 

masculine imagery — comparing nursing to mountain climbing, using 

phrases like “adrenaline rush,”26 and asking, “Are you man enough to 

be a nurse?”27 But that path toward gender integration runs decidedly 

uphill. 

Done right, work-family integration policies can promote gender 

equality. It’s not an easy formula — either practically or politically. Too 

much paid family leave, and women might end up weakening their pro-

fessional status, as years off the job undermined their experience. 

One solution is the policy in Iceland, which allocates paid leave 

separately to both mothers and fathers.28 Similarly, support for part-time 

work — such as wage protection — reduces work-family conflicts, but 

it risks ghettoizing mothers in traditional jobs.29 We know that child 

care demands are a major factor driving women out of the labor force.30 

But too much state-run child care frightens traditionalists — especially 

in the United States — who are more repelled than inspired by countries 

such as France, Belgium and Italy, where virtually every child is in 

preschool at age 3.31 But few rich countries do less to guarantee high-

quality child care than the United States,32 so there has to be room to 

increase that approach as well even within our state-phobic parameters. 

Family leave, reduced work hours and public child care won’t di-

rectly reduce occupational segregation, producing more male nurses, 

teachers and day care workers. But pushing on these policy fronts offers 

the potential to alter the gender logic of both family and workplace. If 

you want a society in which men are welcome and willing to be day 

care workers, you may need a workplace culture that accepts — or en-

courages — fathers’ spending more time at home with their children. To 

                                                           
25 See, Opting Out?: Why Women Really Quit Careers and Head Home, 

by Pamela Stone. 
26 http://www.aamn.org/img/patrick-hickey-poster.jpg 
27 http://www.minoritynurse.com/article/man-enough-20-x-20-choose-

nursing-campaign 
28 

http://www.slate.com/blogs/xx_factor/2013/04/03/paternity_leave_in_ic

eland_helps_mom_succeed_at_work_and_dad_succeed_at.html 
29 http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=3799&langId=en (with 

table showing part-time work is more gender segregated) 
30 http://www.contemporaryfamilies.org/Economic-Issues/which-

policies-promote-gender-pay-equality.html 
31 

http://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/Gornick_Meyers_Giele_final_chapter

1.pdf 
32 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/550177446630 

unblock the path toward gender equality, these policies may be the best 

ideas we have. 

The restrictions on women’s lives that prevailed in the early 1960s 

today seem draconian; removing them was an obvious extension of 

basic rights to half the population. But there was fierce opposition to 

such reforms, and their success was never guaranteed. Someday we may 

come to see paid family leave, reduced work hours, and public child 

care as part of our natural suite of rights. And with them, gender equali-

ty may not be as far behind as it looks today. 
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