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EditorsNote

The American Woman 1987-88: A Report in Depth is the first
edition of what is planned to be an annual repert on the
status of women in rhis country. It is designed to keep readers
abreast of changes in the roles of American women and their
families, and to analyze the social, political, and economic
consequences of those changes. “What has happened to the
traditional family?” “How many women are working for pay
and what are they doing?” “Who's watching the children?”
“What is the status of the gender gap? . . . the pay gap?
.« - the parental leave bill?” “How much progress are women
making in politics? . . . in business? . . . in the military?”

These queries are typical of those that are asked of the
Women's Research and Education Institute (WREI), the non-
partisan research arm of the bipartisan Congressional Caucus
for Women's Issues. WREI's special mandate is to channei
sound, scholarly research on wemen into the national policy-
making process, but we have also found ourselves serving as
a clearinghouse for a growing number of journalists, women's
advocates, government workers, union smployees, aides to
state and local officials, writers, and students who tu«n to us
for information on women’s issues.

Many call us needing an answer in a hurry: a reporter has
a deadline to meet; a state official is giving a speech that
evening; astudent has a paper due the next morning. All that
they need is a quick number or two. But others who contact
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12 Editor’s Note

us are attempting to marshal facts, evaluations, and expert
opinion on a variety of subjects for a variety of reasons,
whether it be to help them make a case for legislation, or for
changing a company’s leave policy, or for the establishment
of a new social program. They usually not only want to know
“what,” but “how,” and “why’’: How are families coping with
the changes in women's roles? How has the labor force accom-
modated the influx of working women? Why hasn’t the wage
gap narrowed more over time! The answers require evalua-
tions as well as unadorned statistics.

The inquiries WREI receives reflect a growing interest in
women’s issues throughout American society. More and
more pcliticians at every level of government are seeking the
“women’s perspective” on the prevailing issues of the day.
Employers are increasingly interested in how they can best
respond to the unique needs of women workers with family
responsibilities. Educators are concerned with how best tc
encourage more women to enter and remain in such fields as
science and engineering. While we at WREI by no means
labor under the illusion that we do or could handle all of the
public’s information needs regarding women, we do compile
a great deal of useful information that we feel should be made
accessible to a wider audience. To achieve this aim, we de-
cided to publish an annual volume, pulling together the lat-
est data and thinking on a range of subjects of concern to
women.

When we brought this idea to colleagues whose judgment
we trust and who themselves might refer to a resource of this
kind, their reactior. was enthusiastic: a comprzhensive report
on women and the changes in women’s lives would be a very
useful resource indeed, especially if it were updated regularly.
As one whom we consulted put it, the report is “one of those

[
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Editor’s Note 13

ideas that is so instantly understood that it immediately
makes you wonder why someone hasn’t already done it.” We
then submitted a proposal to the Ford Foundation and were
rewarded with a grant that put us to work.

We thought long and hard about what an annual report
on the status of women should contain. Just as those who call
or write to WREI for information have various needs, so, too,
would the readers of our book. From the start, our goal has
been to appeal to as many types of users as possible by pre-
senting information in several formats and on those sub-
jects that, in our experience, are of particular interest to the
public.

We thought it important for the first edition to provide
a broad overview of how the lives of women have changed
during the course of the twentieth century, with special em-
phasis on their roles in the family and in the economy. Thus,
this volume examines the evolution of women as mothers,
wives, workers, and political activists to bring the reader up
to date and set the stage for editions to come. The authors
of the book’s four main chapters discuss in considerable de-
tail the causes and consequences of some of the predominant
historical and contemporary trends that have thaped and are
shaping the way women conduct their lives today. For the
reader who is interested in understanding how and why the
status of women has changed, these chapters provide not only
a wealth of information but food for thought. Although not
all readers will necessarily agree with the perspectives or em-
phases of the authors, few are likely to disagree on one point
that emerges from this book: its title is in a sense misleading,
for there is no “typical” American woman!

To assist readers who want information in a hurry, we
have provided highlights that summarize the key points

ERIC
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in the chapters, “Women in Twentieth Century America,”
“Women and the Family,” “Women and the Economy,” and
“The Women’s Movement in Recent American Politics.”
And to complement and augment the broad sweep of the
long chapters, we have included 14 short chapters, each of
which evaluates, close-up, so to speak, the stetus of women
in specific fields or situations, such as the military, business,
the theatre, or science.

The section 1986 in Review”’ lists major legislative, judi-
cial, social, and economic events pertaining to women that
occurred during that year. And the statistical apper.dix, using
the most up-to-date data available, paints a picture of women
today in charts, tables, and graphs. Readers who prefer not
to deal with the detailed numbers in the appendix may find
the highlights to the appendix especially helpful.

Our guiding principle for this first edition has always been
to serve many purposes for our readers. For those who al-
ready know—or think they know—the story of women in
America and want the exact numbers to confirm (or, perhaps,
refute) their knowledge, we have provided facts and figures,
including trend data. For other read..s, we have sought to
offer the story itself, told by informed observers bringing their
personal perspectives and expertise to bear on the shifting
landscape of women’s lives. We have tried to be comprehen-
sive, but, of course, no single reference volume could answer
every question that the serious, or even the casual, reader

.. br ask. Topics in The American Woman 1987-88 reflect
our best judgment as to what might be most useful to the most
people. Nevertheless, despite the scope of this volume, we
have not been able to address a number of important issues,
such as v-omen and health, women and aging, or women and
religion. Many of our readers may feel that some of the sub-

5
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jects we have covered—for example, women in broadcasting,
or Latina women—deserve more than just a few pages. We
agree, and in future editions we intend to expand on many
themes treated only briefly here, in addition to generating
new material.

Gaps notwithstanding, we are pleased with the wealth of
information that we have been able to assemble in this report.
We hope that readers will be too.

In the acknowledgments that follow, WREI's Executive
Director, Betty Parsons Dooley, makes clear the extent to
which so many people contributed so willingly to this book.
I wish to add my particular thanks to Anne Stone of WRE],
whose exceptional writing ability is reflected on virtually
every page. Editing this volume has been a challenge, but has
been a far more agreeable one than it would have been with-
out her most willing assistance.

Sara E. Rix
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Preface

THE HONORABLE PATRICIA SCHROEDER
and THE HONORABLE OLYMPIA SNOWE
Co-chairs, Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues

In 1977, WHEN FIFTEEN congresswomen sat down to organize
a caucus that would address the needs of American women,
we did not expect to receive such an impressive tenth birth-
day present. The American Woman 1987-88: A Report in
Depth is indeed a landmark achievement. The Women’s Re-
search and Education Institute has presented us with a book
that finally answers the questions about how women are far-
ing in the United States. It will serve both policymakers and
the public as a ready reference on the employment, educa-
tion, health, and political participation of 51 percent of this
country’s citizens. And it will enable our caucus to “make the
case”’ for women and their families on Capitol Hill.

It was clear a decade ago that the handful of women in
the nation’s most powerful legislative body bore a responsi-
bility beyond their own geographic constituencies to women
across America. Then, as now, women comprised less than
five percent of the Senate and House of Representatives. The
Congresswomen’s Caucus, a coalition of Republicans and
Democrats from diverse districts, quickly emerged as a natu-
ral ally of those who sought to advance the rights and respon-
sibilities of women.

To meet the challenge of their dual roles, the women in

20, .
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Congress required a research arm to monitor the administra-
tion and erforcement of existing laws affecting women, to
provide data on the impzct of pending legislation, and to
suggest new areas where congressional attention should be
directed. WREI was established in response to those needs,
and, over the past 10 years, has become our valuable partner
in forwarding the agenda for women on the federal level.

The caucus, under the leadership of Co-chairs Elizabeth
Holtzman and Margaret Heckler, quickly cstablished a record
of achievement: extension of the Equal Rights Amendment
ratii.cation period, establishment of pension rights for di-
vorced wives and widows of public servants, enactment of
flexible and part-time hiring programs in government. Our
work received a special boost when, in 1978, Nancy Landon
Kassebaum of Kansas was elected to the U.S. Senate and
joined the caucus.

In 1981, the caucus teamed up with key senators to intro-
duce the Economic Equity Act, a package of tax, retirement,
and child care/support bills designed to secure women’s eco-
nomiic rights. The first measures passed under this omnibus
bill increased the spousal Individual Retirement Account
(IRA), established a sliding scale for the dependent care tax
credit, prohibited states from treating military pensions as
communal property in divorce cases, and lifted estate tax
penalties on rural womer: inheriting farms.

In 1982, the caucus changed its membership and its
name. As the organization evolved, so too did the political
sophistication of the congresswomen. Alliances formed
through the Economic Equity Act demonstrated to caucus
members that a large number of their male colleagues en-
thusiastically shared their commitment to women'’s issues.
Such alliances increased awareness that women’s issues are,

21"
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in fact, huiian issuzs of equal imporrarce to both men and
women. It should also be noted that many congressmen who
shared the caucus’s goals chaired committecs or subcommit-
tees where they could press for passage of ca: us bills. Over
one hundred men—Ileaders from both the majority and mi-
noritv parties—joined the newly designated Congressionai
Caucus for Women'’s Issues.

It was nc coincidence, then, that almost one-half of the
dozen provisions of the Economic Equity Act of 1983 were
ultimately signed into law. These included:

* reform of the private pension system to lower the minimum
age for pension plan participation and vesting, and require
automatic joint and survivor benefits unless both spouses
waive them;

* revision of federal civil service pensions to require joint and
survivor benefits unless spouses waive them, and continua-
tion of group health coverage for former spouses;

¢ clarifying the tax-exempt status of nonprofit dependent
care organizations;

* establishing community-based child care information and
referral services; and

* strengthening child support enforcement through state
withholding of past-due support from wages and other
forms of income.

Another important legislative victory in the 98th Con-
gress was passage of the Dependent Care Block Grant, tar-
geted to “latchkey” children, the over seven million school-
age children of working parents who are left alone in the
mornings or who come home in the afternoons to empty

O 2) iy
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houses. This block grant provided monies to states to fund
local information and child care referral services, as well as to
establish before- and after-school child care programs in exist-
ing facilities, such as school cafeterias and neighborhood rec-
reation centers.

It was in 1983, during the 98th Congress, that caucus
leadership changed and we began working together as co-
chairs. The following year, a caucus member from New York,
Geraldine Ferraro, became the first woman in American his-
tory to run on a presidential ticket.

The 99th Congress was marked by both success and set-
back. In many ways, both the caucus and its agenda have
entered into the mainstream legislative process; women'’s eq-
uity provisions are routinely written into bills and policies at
the drafting stage, rather than as corrective second thoughts
later on. The Economic Equity Act has grown to become a
22-point package. We have passed legislation to continue
health insurance for former or divorced spouses and for laid-
off employees and their dependents. A tax reform bill that
will remove low-income women and their families from the
tax rolls became law in 1986. Fifteen million dollars for on-
site day care fo: low-income students is -ontained in the
Higher Education Act. The House has taken up a parental
leave bill that provides a minimum amount of nonpaid, job-
guaranteed leave for the birth or adoption of a child or during
the serious illness of a child or dependent. Twenty-s.x caucus
members filed an amicus brief in the Vinson case before the
Supreme Court, which resulted in a unanimous ruling that
workers who are sexually harassed on the job can file for
damages if the situation is sufficiently severe or pervasive.

Much remains to be accomplished. The federal govern-
ment ,nust maintain those programs of vital importance to

23
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American women, particularly poor women. Women, who on
the average earn 64 cents for every dollar brought home by
men, must obtain economic equity. Further efforts must be
made to pass the Civil Rights Restoration Act, which would
assure nondiscriminatory policies at all educational institu-
tions receiving federal monies.

At a slower pace than we want, the fight for women’s
equality progresses. But we are better armed by the data and
the insight contained in this invaluable volume.

ERIC
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Introduction

THE HONORABLE JUANITA KREPS

IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, most American women re-
mained at home, certainly when given the option. And home
was not merely a place. In the charged rhetoric of the day, it
was a sanctuary, a potent image of human security, solace,
and renewal. Over that sanctuary the wife and mother pre-
sided as titulary genius, and thinking about what she did
there as work seemed indelicate. To discuss her ministrations
in the mundane terms of money and compensation would
have been sacrilege. This notion of the centrality of home,
which gripped the imagir.ations of both males and females,
helps to explain why women’s move into the workplace was
fraught with ambivalence, and why equal status for women in
the labor force has been so hard to achieve.

Drawing on another pervasive image that may have had
even greater appeal for the male psyche, the Congregational
bishops of Massachusetts in 1837 called the Grimké sisters to
task when they presumed to speak publicly on the subject of
slavery. Warning against *‘the dangers which at present seem
to threaten the female character with widespread and perma-
nent injury,” the bishops recommended a dependent place
for women: “If the vine, whose strength and beauty it is to
lean upon the trelliswork, and half conceal its clusters, thinks
to assume the independence and the overshadowing nature
of the elm, it will not only cease to bear fruit, but fall in shame
and dishonor into the dust.”!
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Such views help to explain why American women
emerged from the nineteenth century suffering a profound
political and economic disadvantage. They were isolated from
each other in their separate homes and divided by class, race,
and ethnic background. The richly detailed essays in this
book trace women'’s efforts to break out of sanctified domes-

ticities into paid work and public life—an uneven advance .

from and retreat into the home. Reflecting on the psychic
confusion that women carried into the twentieth century, we
can understand the tenacious forces arrayed against them,
and the fragile condition of their victories.

Although images of ministering angel and clinging vine
may have had a comforting appeal, these perceptions did not
correspond to reality. Most American women have worked all
their lives at jobs that are critical to the economy. Neverthe-
less, Nancy Barrett describes a conceptual fa"yre that even
today limits economists’ descriptions of women's work. The
houschold economy employs a substantial portion of our
labor resources, but its outpat is not included in the gross
national product. Consequently, as Dr. Barrett notes, “the
huge shift of labor resources out of the houschold economy
and into other sectors, such as manufacturing and services,
that has occurred since 1960 has been mistakenly analyzed
as the arrival of large numbers of ‘new’ workers. Rather, it
should be seen for what it is: a major sectoral realignment that
has released nearly half the full-time household workforce
into the rest of the economy in the course of a single genera-
tion."” Over the last quarter century, 28 million women work-
ers have been absorbed into the paid labor force.

Comparing the movement of women out of the home
into paying jobs to the earlier movement of people off the
farm and into the cities, Dr. Barrett points out that in each
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instance techz.ological innovations reduced the time that nec-
essary work required. Farmers got tractors and mechanical
cotton pickers. Homemakers got washing machines and vac-
uum cleaners. As several contributors to this volume note,
women were also marrying progressively later, having fewer
children, and living longer. Moreover, none of these funda-
mental directions, though temporarily stalled, seemed likely
to be reversed. Sara Evans emphasizes the fact that “educated
middle-class married women increasingly took the path pio-
neered by their black and working-class sisters, combining
work inside and outside the family home.” The invention of
the pill in the 1960s enabled women to plan their work lives,
making long-term career planning possible for the first time.
As a result, Andrew Cherlin explains, women's lives outside
the home took new paths.

When choice came to extend beyond the ihitial one of
picking a husband, it turned out that women >ften wanted
and needed more than what had supposedly satisfied them
throughout history. Among other things, they warted mean-
ingful work, and they wanted to be paid adequately for it.
They wanted to be self-supporting. In the first half of the
nineteenth century, Margaret Fuller defended women's ambi-
tions: “Let them be sea-captains if they will!”” She was thought
fanciful, even outrageous. But Margaret Fuller was on target.
In 1986 there were over 10,000 women in the United States
Marine Corps, almost 700 of whom were officers. Women,
too, wanted to explore, to fly, to analyze, to build. In the
decade of the 1970s, the percentage of all law degrees going
to women jumped from 5.4 to 28.5 percent; in medicine, it
grew from 8.4 to 23 percent. And by the 1980s, more than
two-thirds of ali married women wit™ college degrees wanted
to keep working. In 1985, among married mothers, 3.6 mil-
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lion more women worked at paying jobs than remained full-
time homemakers.

Women also wanted a voice in the public affairs of their
cities and states and nation. They wanted to help write the
laws and creeds by which they were governed, and they
wanted to help interpret them. As Dr. Evans describes it, they
began by creating thousands of voluntary organizations in
which they could express their new ideas, find new roles,
nurture new aspirations, creating in the process “the basic
institutions and ideas of social welfare.” And in the 72-year
struggle for the vote, women learned the political skills of
organizing on their own behalf, skills of pamphleteering, pub-
lic speaking, and lobbying that remain crucial weapons in
their struggle for equality.

It is a struggle they have not yet won. In refutation of the
American myth that good people who work hard get to the
top, women college graduates now earn roughly the same as
male high school drop-outs. Their median income for full-
time, year-round work is 68 percent that of men’s, and for
minority women, the figure is much lower. The wage gap,
furthermore, is higher for older women. A 55-year-old woman
makes approximately the same as one who is 25. Men be-
tween the ages of 35 and 55 typically earn twice as much as
younger men.

As a result of these pay differentials, women are dispro-
portionately poor and they seem destined to remain so. Their
unemployment rates have traditionally been higher than
those of men wit:' comparable credentials. The millions who
can find only part-time work rarely get health care or retire-
ment benefits. Even those with full-time jobs are concentrated
ir. low-paying, dead-end jobs. Within male-dominated areas of
work, they tend to remain in female ghettos. Almost half of
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those who marry will divorce, most of them taking on respon-
sibility for raising their children. Child support payments
tend to be low and are often unenforced.

The plight of children growing up in female-headed fami-
lies is a critical social concern. In a decade and a half, 1970
to 1985, the number of families headed by women grew by
almost 85 percent. One-third of the women who raise their
children alone are poor; among blacks, the figure is over
one-half, A child living with the mother is six times as likely
to be poor as one living with the father or with both parents.
The problem of adolescent pregnancy continues to lock these
children in poverty. According to Andrew Cherlin, “a ma-
jority of teens who now bear children do so out of wed-
lock. .. . By the time they reach 18, four percent of unmarried
white women and 27 percent of unmarried black women have
borne a child.” These are the people whose chances of emerg-
ing from poverty are most bleak. These statistics speak of
human tragedy and cultural waste.

But women’s disadvantages have not led them to agree on
goals for themselves. After they won the vote, for example,
the middle-class reformers, who largely comprised the first
women’s movement, split over the Equal Rights Amendment.
Highly visible women like Eleanor Roosevelt and Florence
Kelley believed that the amendment’s promise of individual
rights would abandon women to the sweatshops against
which they had fought so doggedly. And although in the
1960s the ERA ceased to be so divisive and most women
leaders rallied to the fight for its passage, issues of raze and
class continue to hamper the development of a united move-
ment. As Nancy Barrett points out, a full-employment econ-
omy is a necessary condition for women’s steady economic
advance. However, even a favorable economic climate fails to
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unite women and their organizations behind women’s causes.

Marian Lief Palley makes it clear that women have most
of the political and organizational tools they need. The next
step is to summon the vision, agree on the issues, an. use the
weapons at their disposal. There are more adult women than
men in the United States today, and a higher proportion of
females are registered to vote. According to the New York
Times, 53 percent of those who voted in the 1984 elections
were women, and their inclination to use the ballot has been
increasing in each of the presidential elections. There is a
network of professional women within the federal govern-
ment who enhance the work of the Congressional Caucus for
Women’s Issues. Meanwhile, the numbers of elected women
at the local and state levels are growing. For assistance, they
can call upon some of the small research, iitigation, or lob-
bying groups, such as the Women’s Research and Educa-
tion Institute, the Women’s Legal Defense Fund, and the
Women’s Equity Action League. In addition, there are the
broadly based organizations: the National Organization for
Women and the League of Women Voters.

These groups and others have discovered the ways of
politics and have learned to work in coalition. One such
coalition was the 1984 Women’s Vote Project, in which al-
most one hundred women’s groups combined in a drive to
increase the number of low-income women registered to vote.
Another is the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights, which
has spearheaded many of the fights over women’s issues such
as Title IX. In the labor movement, where women’s member-
ship increased from 25 to 41 percent of all union members
in only a decade, suppcrt for their cause is also likely to grow.

Some of the measures through which American women
seek to achie' e economic advance are reasonably clear: affir-
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mative action policies that will open up better jobs, guaran-
tees of pay equity that will eliminate sex discrimination in
the workplace, job training and education for low-income
women, affordable child care, and fringe benefits for part-
time jobs.

But it is important to remember that these and other
questions that are central to the structure and well-being of
families are as important to men as to women. Trends toward
more women in the workforce, fewer children and more re-
tirees, family needs for better public services, and the growth
of single-parent households tax the most thoughtful minds
among us. These issues comprise not a women’s but the
people’s agenda; it is to this agenda that we must now direct
the attention of men and women, and the institutions
through which we can achieve human progress.

Meanwhile, relegating women policymakers to areas that
have been traditionally considered their particular set of is-
sues is totally incompatible with the levels of education and
professional experience they have achieved. Today’s women
leaders in business, government, education, and the non-
profit sector are also concerned with economic growth, the
level of unemployment, the federal deficit, and the quality of
higher education and scientific research—in short, with the
major social dilemmas that have long plagued men’s minds.
A better sharing of ideas between men and women will bring
a far sharper perspective and a far greater prospect for solu-
tions to problems both global and family-related.
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Flag bearer for the Women Suffrage Movement.
Courtesy The Bettmann Archive
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CenturyAmerica: AnOverview

SARA M. EVANS

Highlights
THE MOVEMENT OF women out of the home and into the
workforce can be seen, not as a sudden change, but rather as

a steady progression that began before the curn of the century
and continues today.

By the late nineteenth century, women had expanded the
domestic sphere far beyond the home by creating thou-
sands of voluntary associations, ranging from temperance
societies to settlement houses. These associations served
women as training grounds for political activism in the
interest of social justice.

As women began to work through these associations to
change society in the name of domestic values, they de-
veloped skills, self-confidence, and a new sense of their
own rights as individuals. In particular, they increasingly
claimed their right of citizenship, symbolized most power-
fully by the vote.

In 1900, about one in five women worked outside the
home; most of these were young and single. Both women
and their employers presumed that their employment




The American Woman 1987-88

would end with marriage. As a consequence, women were
segregated into the least-skilled, lowest-paying jobs.

A small number of womren attended college. It was these
women, blocked from entry into the male professions, who
invented the female professions of nursing, teaching, and
social work.

Urban black women were the only group of married
women who presumed a lifetime of work outside the home.
Racial discrimination barred blacks of both sexes from the
better-paying industrial jobs. Family survival and a high
priority on their children’s education dictated that black
women contribute to the family income.

By 1910, middle-class white women were forming increas-
ingly effective alliances with black and working-class
women around the issue of women’s suffrage. The massive
mobilization of American women in the decade before the
Nineteenth Amendment was ratified included rallies of
thousands of “‘working girls” and the organization of many
black women’s suffrage clubs.

After the right to vote was won, veteran suffragists split
over the Equal Rights Amendment, introduced by the Na-
tional Woman's Party in 1923. Many suffragists with a
background in the social reform movement believed
strongly in female differences, and feared that the ERA
would preclude legislation protective of women.

During the Depression, married women who sought work,
even those whose husbands were unemployed, faced a hos-
tile backlash that blamed them for taking “men’s” jobs.
Although pervasive sex segregation in the labor force

meant that women and men rarely competed for the same
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jobs, many states, cities, and school boards passed laws
prohibiting or limiting the employment of married women.

The concept of social security, as well as other New Deal
programs, can be traced to the previous activities of private
charities and settlement houses. The irony of the New Deal
for women is that it institutionalized “civic housekeeping,”
redefining the “public arena” away from its roots in local
communities and towards a massive and impersonal bu-
reaucracy.

The union drive of the 1930s drew workers of both sexes,
but even a progressive union like the UAW reinforced the
segregation of female workers and accepted lower pay
scales for women. Both employers and unions presumed
that women “belonged” in the home rather than in the
labor force, and that working women’s income was non-
essential.

The outbreak of World War II ended the Depression and
began an economic boom. By 1943, severe labor shortages
convinced government and industry to reverse prejudices
against married working women, and six million women
who had never before worked outside the home entered
the labor force during the war years.

When the men returned home from the war, the gains
working women had made in entering new fields of employ-
ment were quickly wiped out.

The expanding post-war economy, however, continued to
fuel trends toward the employment of older, married
women. Not only had the war removed some of the le-
gal and cultural barriers to the employment of married
women, but the number of young, single women seeking
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employment had decreased because of better educational
opportunities and a rising propensity to marry.

While womer provided the most important source of new
wot kers for an expanding economy, the post-war era disas-
sociated women and private life from politics. The femi-
nine mystique defined women’s place in a family-centered
lifestyle based on new abundance.

By 1960, there were 20 times more clerical workers than
there had been in 1900; 96 percent of these workers were
women. One in three women in the labor force was in
clerical work.

Having married younger and had children earlier than
preceding generations, women in their 30s and 40s found
themselves at home with numerous “labor saving” appli-
ances and without children to care for during the day.
Educated middle-class married women were in the van-
guard of the army of women who went to work outside the
home in the 1960s and 1970s. In contrast, the post-war
period of prosperity meant that a working-class husband’s
wages alone could support a family, and many working-
class women were, for the first time, able to—and did—
make homemaking a full-time career.

e The 1960s and 19705 saw the rebirth of a feminist move-

ment and the enactment of legislation, including the Equal
Pay Act and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, designed to

prohibit discrimination against women in employment.

By 1980, more than half of all adult women were working
outside the home.
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Introduction

We owe to women the charm and the beauty of life; for purity of
thought and heart, for patient courage, for recklessly unselfish
devotion, for the love that rests, strengthens and inspires, we look to
women. These are the best things in life; in them men cannot
compete with women.

—Dean Briggs, "Remarks,” Smith College Quarter
Centennial Anniversary Proceedings, 1900

As we near the end of the twentieth century it is tempting
to look back to its beginning as a time when women and men
knew their respective places and roles and lived them out in
peace and harmony. Yet our late nineteenth century counter-
parts felt themselves besieged with change as well. If once
they had been sure that a “true woman” was the picture of
innocent and submissive domesticity, they may have been
startled by the independence and athleticism of the “Gibson
girl” or the career aspirations of the college-bound “new
woman” or the increasing visibility of working women in
factories and offices.

At the end of the last century, most Americans took it for
granted that women were “by nature” suitea to domesticity,
care of the home, and nurture of the young. Implicitly and
explicitly, they divided the world into male and female
spheres. To men belonged the public world of work and
politics, an arena characterized by competition, aggression,
and, frequently, corruption. To women belonged the home,
locus of the “softer” virtues like beauty and caring and self-
sacrifice.! Middle-class women in particular accepted “repub-
lican motherhood”: a moral mission to raise future citizens
on whose virtue the future of the republic would depend.

By the turn of the century, however, women were engaged
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Information booth in New York, 1914. Courtesy The Bettmann Archive i

outside the home in a wide variety of activities, ranging from
paid work to social reform. The ways in which women became
active in public arenas at that zime greatly influenced the
course of political and econcmic changes in subsequent years. }
The links between the beginning and end of the twentieth

century form an unbroken chain of historical change in

which the past shapes, though it cannot determine, the fu-

ture. This chapter will first examine the dimensions of change

at the turn of the century, trace their political and economic
consequences, and then locate the transformations since the
Second Worla War in relation to contemporary perceptions
and fears.
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The Expausion of the Domestic Sphere and the
Emergence of Women’s Collective Consciousness

By the late nineteenth century, women had expanded the
domestic sphere so far beyond the home that their grand-
mothers would scarcely have recognized it. Seizing on a
shared sense of moral mission as women, they created literally
thousands of voluntary associations. Ranging from temper-
ance societies to women'’s clubs, charitable associations, mis-
sionary societies, and settlement houses, these associations
occupied a space unrecognized by the simple division of the
world into public and private. Although they were defined
largely in the language of domesticity, they were public
spaces, separate from the family and from institutions of
political and economic power like governments and corpora-
tions. Such free spaces offered women autonomous places
within which they could develop a group identity, experiment
with new ideas, and learn the basic skills of public leadership.
Within them, women took their moral mission beyond their
individual homes and invented new ways of challenging the
corruption and misery they found in society (Evans and
Boyte, 1986).

In the process, these women created the basic institutions
and ideas of social welfare. For example, the middle-class and
often college-educated residents of Hull House in Chicago or
Henry Street Settlement in New York City developed a wide
range of services in poor immigrant neighborhoods and
quickly found themselves at odds with cerrupt city bosses.
The settlement house itself recreated in these teeming neiga-
borhoods a middle-class notion of “home” as a “natural”
environment and an expression of personalist values. In Jane
Addams’s view, settlement work expressed “the great mother
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breast of our commor humanity.” With similar intentions,
women built a variety of organizations and institutions that
served as training grounds for political activism in the interest
of social justice. The result was a new political agenda, known
as Progressivism, which demanded that the society accept
responsibility for public h:alth and safety, factory working
conditions, the well-being of children, and the essential needs
of the poor. All of these responsibilities were understood as
“civic housekeeping” (Addams, 1910).

As women began to work actively and self-consciously to
change society in the name of domestic values, they devel-
oped skills, self-confidence, and a new sense of their own
rights. In particular, they increasingly claimed their right of
citizenship, symbolized most significantiy by the vote. If men
had elected these corrupt politicians, women must vote them
out.

The claim of citizenship was in many ways a deeply radical
challenge to the ideology of separate spheres for men and
women. It asserted the right of the individual woman to stand
in direct relation to the state rather than to be represented
through the participation of her husband or father. The
growing pewer of the women’s suffrage movement rested
both on women’s collective consciousness, born in female
associations, and on increased individualism among women
in an urbanizing, industrializing economy (Dubois, 1978;

Scott and Scott, 1975).

The Growing Sense of Individuality

Individualism, in the nineteenth century version, was the
essence of manliness. From Natty Bumppo to Andrew Carne-
gie, male heroes made it on their own striving. Women, on
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the other hand, were seen and saw themselves as defined by
ties of kinship: daughter, wife, mother. Their goodness rested
in their essential nature, not *n their striving or in competi-
tion. Yet, in many different ways, women were emerging from
familial self-definitions into a sense of individuality.

At the core of this development was the beginning of a
new life stage in between those of childhood and marriage.
A small but crucial number of upper-middle-class women
attended college, where they developed strong relationships
with their peers and a transformed awareness of their own
potential as women, individually and collectively. These were
the women who, blocked from entry into the male profes-
sions such as medicine zud law, invented female profes-
sions of nursing, teaching, and social work, each of which
claimed simply to extend women’s “natural” domestic im-
pulses. Young college graduates also sparked more audacious
grassroots organizing tactics within the suffrage movement.
Parades, rallies, and impromptu soapbox speeches shocked
Victorian sensibilities, but they seemed natural to young
women who took their individualism for granted (Strom,
1975).

The situation was different for working-class, immigrant,
and black women. Forced by economic necessity to enter the
labor force at an early age, many migrated to the cities in
search of work. In 1900, approximately cne in five women
worked outside the home; most of these were young and
single. Low wages, harsh working conditions, and continuing
obligations to help support their families sharply limited eco-
nomic independence for these women. Most of them worked
as domestics, isolated in the homes of their employers,
granted only half a day per week to themeelves. Others toiled
in factories, making garments, textiles, paper boxes, or artifi-
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cial flowers. A few pioneered the new clerical jobs in offices.

But both women and their employers presumed that
women’s work outside the home was temporary, to end with
marriage. As a consequence, they found themselves segre-
gated into the least-skilled, lowest-paying jobs. Unions ob-
jected to their presence and blocked them from apprentice-
ship and access to skilled jobs, arguing that if male workers
were paid a “family wage,” women would not need to work.
Despite these obstacles, when wage-earning women organized
their own unions, often in alliance with middle-class reform-
ers, they exhibited awesome courage and militancy. In the
garment district of New York, for example, the “uprising of
the twenty thousand” in 1909 confounded the garment in-
dustry and led to a new kind of industrial unionism (Kessler-
Harris, 1982: 150-51; Tax, 1980: 205-40).

The only group of married women who presumed a life-
time of work outside the home were urban black women. As
black families began to stream north after 1910, they found
that racial discrimination barred both women and men from
the better-paying industrial jobs. Family survival and a high
priority on education for children dictated rhat black women
contribute to the family income. They found their choices
restricted to hot and dirty work in industry or commercial
laundries, or, most commonly, domestic service. By the
1920s, as white working women found new opportunities in
clerical work and other services, black women filled the ranks
of domestic workers. Black domestics were older and more
likely to be married than their white counterparts. Where
young, white, immigrant domestics had lived in their employ-
ers’ homes, black women adamantly refused, forcing house-
hold employers to adapt (Jones, 1985).

As familial identities rooted in a separate female sphere
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declined, the coalition of women demanding access to politi-
cal participation broadened. By 1910, middle-class white re-
formers had formed increasingly effective alliances with black
and working-class women around the issue of women’s suf-
frage. The massive mobilization of American women in the
decade before the Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitu-
tion was ratified in 1920 included rallies of thousands of
“working girls” and the organization of numerous black
women'’s suffrage clubs. Shared exclusion from the individual
right of civic participation symbolized their common woman-
hood. Following their victory, leaders of the National Ameri-
can Woman Suffrage Association joyfully dismantled their
organization and reassembled as the newly formed League of
Women Voters. Their new task, as they defined it, was to
train women to exercise their individual citizenship rights.

Such a reorientation seemed congruent with the popular
culture of the 1920s, which emphasized individual pleasures
along with individual rights. But popular culture also signaled
a dramatic shift in attitudes toward sexuality that simultane-
ously emphasized and constrained female autonomy. After a
century of denial, middle-class culture acknowledged the exis-
tence of female sexuality, and, indeed, prescribed sexual
pleasure separate from procreative intention. At the same
time, it reinforced the traditional goal of marriage in the
context of an increasingly competitive “marriage market.”
And it undermined thc powerful bonds between women,
reorienting them towards a more emotionally demanding
“companionate” marriage and stigmatizing homosexuality
and, by inference, relationships between women, as “devi-
ant.”

The popular image of the “flapper” portrayed an ener-
getic, hedonistic young woman seeking experience for its own
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sake and flaunting her sexuality to the horror of her Vicio-
rian elders. Movie star Colleen Moore, heroine of the 1923
film, Flaming Youth, articulated this rebellious self-assertion to
her fans: “Don’t worry, girls. Long skirts, corsets, atd flowing
resses have gone. . . . The American girl will see to this. She
is independent, a thinker [who] will not follow slavishly the
ordinances of those who in the past have decreed this or that
for her to wear” (quoted in Rosen, 1974: 74). Her ultimate
goal, however, was still finding the “right man.”

The image of the secretary as a glamorous *“‘working girl”
looking for a marriage partner joined the youthful indepen-
dence and consumer orientation of the flapper to a new
ideology about marriage that emphasized companionship, ro-
mance, and emotional intimacy. It was this newly created
clerical sector that provided an opportunity to weave the
“working girl” back into the fabric of socially approved wom-
anhood. The glamour of the secretary’s position lay in her
proximity to men in the office environment. No longer a male
preserve, the office was a public environment in which males
and fema'es were accorded separate and unequal roles analo-
gous to their traditional roles in the home. When movies and
magazine stories about “office romance” emphasized the im-
portance of marriage as the working girl’s ultimate goal, they
justified women’s work within this limited frame. At the same
time, they also obscured the continuiug realities of discrimi-
nation, the harshness of factory work, and the toil of many
rural women in an economically depressed countryside.

In the sexualized consumer economy of the twentieth
century, young women learned to market themselves as pro-
ducts. Sales of cosmetics skyrocketed in the 1920s; magazines
urged women to develop an attractive “personality”; and the
competitive display of female beauty reached new heights in
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Office workers in the 1920s. Courtesy Women’s Bureau, Department of Labor,
vintage SEIU files

1921 with the first Miss America beauty pageant in Atlantic
City.

Reformers and social workers found that this new in-
| dividualism, in the context of a growing consumer economy
| and political conservatism, had weakened their base. Indeed,

veteran suffragists found themselves at odds with one another
when the National Woman’s Party (NWP) introduced the
Equal Rights Amendment in 1923. The different meanings of
the suffrage victory split the suffragists into opposing camps.
) Within the NWP, individual freedom and individual rights
dictated that women should push ahead to a full constitu-
tional equality: “Equal protection of the law shall not be
denied on the basis of sex.” For social reformers whose poli-
tics were rooted in an understanzing of female difference and
in a vision of politicized domesticity, the ERA threatened to
destroy hard-won legislation protecting women workers. The
social reformers continued their efforts, successfully defend-
ing protective legislation and winning new programs tc pro-
vide health education for pregnant women and new mothers
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through the Sheppard-Towner Act of 1921. But the 1920s
were increasingly difficult for social reformers: struggles
against child labor, for protection of women workers, and for
health, education, and other social services were lost more
often than they were won.

Women and the Emerging Welfare State

Out of the reform struggles in the twenties, however,
came a new political agenda, one which envisioned an ex-
panded role for the state in assuming responsibility for social
welfare. The women (with some male allies) had honed their
ideas in institutions of their own creation, particularly the
settlement house movement, the National Consumer’s
League, and the Women’s Trade Union League. Even before
the great stock market crash in 1929, the National Federation
of Settlement Houses initiated a study of the impact of unem-
ployment on family life.

All of these trends collided in ironic and contradictory
ways in the Great Depression. The harshness of economic
collapse forced a retreat into private life and a focus on the
family economy. Women stretched scarce resources to the last
penny or crust of bread. They remade old clothes, split worn
sheets down the middle and sewed the outside edges together,
planted gardens, and canned vegetables. Tndividualism and
adolescent playfulness had no place in the face of hardship
and despair.

Married women who sought work—even those whose
husbands were unemployed—faced a hostile backlash that
blamed them for taking “men’s” jobs. In reality, the pervasive
sex segregation of the labor force meant that women and men
rarely competed for the same jobs. But nuinerous states, cit-
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ies, and school boards passed laws prohibiting or limiting the
employment of married women. And since cultural norms
still ascribed the breadwinner’s role to men, those women
who lost paid jobs, or were unable to find paid work, found
that relief programs for the unemployed consistently dis-
criminated against them.

The irony of the latter could hardly have been greater.
Government-sponsored relief drew on the talents and politi-
cal agendas of women who, for the previous century, had
constructed social and institutional responses to the human
problems of modern society. By World War I these women
hac already been advocating a redefined state, a “mother
state,” that provided protections for the weak and assistance
to those in need. In the 1920s they had developed specific
proposals for the regulation of labor, health, education, and
social welfare. The New Deal, in effect, enacted most of these
in the creation of the welfare state. Wage and hour legislation
(for example, in the Nationzl Recovery Administration and
later in the Fair Labor Standards Act) was finally extended
to male as well as female workers. Provisions for Aid to
Dependent Children, developed in the Children’s Bureau of
the Labor Department, drew on decades of experience in
settlement houses and private charities. Indeed, the entire
concept of social security—government-sponsored insurance
for the unemployed, the elderly, and fatherless children—as
well as expanded public health programs, could be traced to
the previous activities of private charities, settlement houses,
and the provisions of the Sheppard-Towner Act (Ware, 1981;
Chambers, 1962).

A network of women, trained in female reform organiza-
tions and strategically placed in the Roosevelt administration,
played key roles in the New Deal. Centered around Eleanor
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Roosevelt, Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, and Demo-
cratic Party Women's Committee Chair Molly Dewson, this
network represented the last generation of women educated
in the Victorian female subculture that had shaped the pro-
gressive movement (Ware, 1981). The female subculture it-
self, and the mass movement for which it was a base, no
longer existed. Female voluntary associations, with a few ex-
ceptions, preserved communal values but did not use them as
resources for political critique. Indeed, the final irony of the
New Deal for women is that it institutionalized ““civic house-
keeping” while redefining the “public”’ arena away from its
roots in local communities and towards a massive and imper-
sonal government bureaucracy infused with the values of
eficiency, rational planning, and control by professionals.

Despite this depoliticization, however, the great union
drives of the 1930s and the formation of the Congress of
Industrial Organizations (CIO) drew on the resources of
working-class ethnic communities. When the workers were
primarily male, as in heavy industries like steel, rubber, and
automobile manufacturing, women’s auxiliaries profoundly
strengthened their capacity to sustain mobilization and mili-
tant action. For female industrial workers themselves, the
CIO strategy of organizing by industry rather than by craft,
and of welcoming unskilled workers, represented a major
breakthrough. In addition, many of the more radical CIO
organizers were committed to the equal inclusion of women
in unions as members and as organizers.

Yet even a progressive and democratic union like the
United Auto Workers (UAW) reinforced the segregation of
female workers, defining certain jobs as male, others as fe-
male, and accepting separate and lower pay scales for women.
Both employers and unions accepted the basic tenets of Jo-
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mestic ideology, presuming that women “belonged” in the
home rather than in the labor force and that working wom-
en’s income was secondary and non-essential. The resulting
continued segregation of the labor force, and overt discrimi-
nation both in job opportunities and in pay, formed the
structural basis for later struggles around the issues of equal
pay and affirmative action (Milkman, 1976; 1980).

Women in World War 11

For the next two decades, the momentum of cultural and
econormic changes continued under dramatically new condi-
tions. The outbreak of World War II signaled the end of the
Depression and the beginning of an economic boom. Half of
the southern agricultural labor force migrated to cities. Mar-
riage and birthrates began a sudden spurt, reversing the de-
pressed rates of the 1930s (Anderson, 1981: 76-77). By 1943,
severe labor shortages convinced both government and in-
dustry to reverse longstanding prejudices against married
working women.

Some women responded to the economic opportunities,
others to patriotic exhortatiots to support the war effort. In
any case, ¢ 'x million women who had never before worked
outside the hom~ entered thie labor force during the war
years. Millions of others shifted from agricultural, domestic,
and service work to skilled industrial jobs previcusly closed
to them. As womer cntered heavy industries, :heir rate of
unionizaticn increased fourfold. And black women, still dis-
criminated against by industry, began to  er the female
jobs, such as clerical work and nursing, which had previously
been virtually all white. “Rosie the Rivet~="’ became a na-
tional heroine. Strong, posit've images of women appcared
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on magazine covers; advertisements emphasized women’s
civic and patriotic duty to join the labor force as part of the
war effort. The profile of working women represented a
marked shift toward older and married women.

At the same time, the media repeatedly assured both
women and men that such participation would only be “for
the duration” and did not constitute a threat to women’s
“femininity.” A group of 114 electric companies extolled the
“modern magic” of electricity in this vein: “She’s 5 feet 1
from her 4A slippers to her spun-gold hair. She loves flower-
hats, veils, smooth orchestras—and being kissed by a boy
who’s now in North Africa. But, man, oh man, how she can
handle her huge and heavy press!” (Saturday Evening Post, June
12, 1943: 55).

The Return to Domesticity

Polls taken at the end of the war indicated that most
working women did not want their new status to be tempo-
rary, but the gains women made in entering new fields of
employment were quickly wiped out when the men returned
home. Millions of women left the labor force, voluntarily and
involuntarily, as men reclaimed jobs in heavy industry. Under
intense pressure to return to domesticity, and themselves
yearning for security and stability following years of depres-
sion and war, younger women quit their jobs to marry and
bear childien at an astonishing rate. Older women, forced out
of higher-paying industrial jobs, found work in the still ex-
panding “feminized” service-sector jobs.

The war nad accelerated trends tow2rds the employment
of older, married women, and the expanding economy after
the war continued to fuel them. A boom in the service sector
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guaranteed that there would continue to oe a very high
demand for female workers. And the consumer economy
created incentives for women to earn income and increase
their families’ standard of living. In addition, the war re-
moved some of the legal and cultural barriers to the employ-
ment of married women. Several states, for example, removed
laws against married women teachers, while several major
labor unions and 11 state iegislatures adopted the equal-pay-
for-equal-work standard (Hartmann, 1982).

World War II also witnessed the end of the women’s
network that had operated within the New Deal, and the
beginning of an era as hostile to reform as the 1920s had
been. Mobilization for war pushed women—along with their
reform agenda—to the margins of the Roosevelt administra-
tion, and the Truman administration, which began in 1945,
lacked both links ar.d sympathy with female reformers.2

Following the war, wemen and men alike withdrew into
increasingly isolated families. Indeed, the public arena in the
post-war era was fraught witk danger and complexity. A post-
war recession aroused economic fears. Russian explosion of
an atomic bomb in 1949 made nuclear war a distinct possibil-
ity in the hostile atmosphere of the Cold War. And the House
Committee on Un-American Activities warned Americans
that communists and subversives lurked in the very hearts of
their communities and schools, setting off hysterical witch-
hunts in town after town.

Mixed in with deep cultural anxieties about global politics
were fears about the changing place of women and changing
sexual norms (May, 1984). Social critics at the end of the war
charged that women—in public jobs and at home—had de-
serted their “natural” role. Political scapegoating coupled
“frustrated females”” with “subversion” in the classroom
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(Lora, 1968: 228). A resurgent right wing, represented by
organizations such as the John Birch Society and “he Ku Klux
Klan, practiced defensive and parochial politics, attacking
anyone outside the norms of white middle-class culture. It
should not be surprising, then, that fear of communists un-
dermining the political and economic order was combined
with fear of women undermining the traditional family and
therefore the social order. Cold War rhetoric also added a
dimension of sexual fear, meshing anti-communism with
homophobia in a campaign to purge public employment and
the military of “sexual perverts” (D’Emilio, 1983).

The Post-War Economic Boom aird the Feminine Mystique

Through the 1950s, however, anxiety gave way to opti-
mism. The enormous strength of the American economy
following the war, boosted by the Korean War and sustained
defense spending afterward, generated an expanding econ-
omy further stimulated by pent-up consumer demand. Bur-
geoning suburbs absorbed not only middle- and upper-mid-
dle-class but also working-class families. Rising incomes, due
in part to women's increased employment, placed home own-
ership within the reach of nearly 70 percent of Americans.
Family formation hit new highs, evidenced statistically in a
rising propensity to marry, falling marriage ages, and soaring
fertility rates.

The dominant optimism turned anxieties on their head,
purging complexity and denying change. Faith in technologi-
cal progress, tcgether with economic growth, led many to
predict an end to such social divisions as class and to ideolo-
gies based on those divisions. Some even predicted that soon
there would be no need for welfare. In this context, what
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Betty Friedan termed the “feminire mystique”’—defining
women almost exclusively in terms of wife and motherhood
~—functioned smoothly to cha.. women’s r>les and to deny
their disruptive potential.

The feminine mystique defined women's place in the
family-centered lifestyle based on new abundanct. Pre-war
idens about the centrality of komemaking and motherhood,
and popularized Freudian ideas, were incorporated into the
consumerist ethos of the post-war middle class. The product
was a modern and sexualized version of “republican ro:her-
hood,"” although it actually had little public meaning: *poli-
tics” had retreated either to the simple act of voting or to the
activities of distant governmental experts. Citizens had be-
come “private citizens.” The modern mother’s duty was to
create a warm haven, a happy family life, a goal McCall's
defined in 1954 as “togetherness.” Woman’s role was to
maintain the key bulwark of social stability, rather thaa the
training ground for future citizens described by Victorian
advocates of domesticity.

The prototypical environment for this family, the suburb,
further emphasized the family's separation from public life.
Women in suburban families, especially housewives with
young children, found themselves in a new kind of female
ghetto. At the same time, suburbs effected a new racial and
economic segregation of American society. Rural poor people
—Ilargely blacks and Appalachian whites—moved into cities
abandoned by the more affluent. Behind the facade of a
hopeful and self-satisfied popular culture, the numbers of
female-headed households among the urban poor had begun
to climb, encouraged, ironically, by welfare policies that pe-
nalized households with unemployed adult men.

But few acknowledged that those policies had been for-
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mulated by a previous generation of female reformers. In-
deed, when the Democr-:ic party abolished its women’s
division in 1952, it provided a powerful symbol of the disas-
sociation of women and private life from politics (Hartmann,
1982: 155-56). A number of women continued to work
within the political parties, pressing behind the scenes for
increased representation, but their efforts remained invisible
and only marginally effective.

Yet as women faded from the political arena and centered
their lives on the nuclear family, they also continued their
massive entry into another public arena, the labor force.
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, women provided the most
important source of new workers for an expanding economy,
raising their participation rate by some 10 percentage points
between 1950 and 1970. This trend reflected long-term
changes in both the supply and demand for women workers.

The segregation of the labor force, which had crystallized
in the 1920s and 1930s, reserved heavy and highly skilled
industrial jobs, as well as profess onal and management posi-
tions, for men. The enormous expansion of the service sector
of the economy during and after World War II, however,
occurred frequently in jobs previously designated as “fe-
male.” Many of these positions extended women’s traditional
serving and nurturing responsibilities into offices, schools,
hospitals, and restaurants (Oppenheimer, 1970). That many
were also byproducts of the expanding welfare state con-
stituted an additional, unintended consequence of thie poli-
cies for which women had fought in the early decadcs of the
century.

Clerical workers increased their predominance among
working woinen with the advent of huge corporate and gov-
ernment bureaucracies. By 1960, the number of clerical work-
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ers was 20 times what it had been in 1900; 96 percent of them
were women. Indeed, nearly one in three women in the labor
force could be fcind in clerical work. The baby boom and
rapid urban growth created a sudden demand for teachers at
all levels. And the increasing complexity of the health indus-
try multiplied the need for nurses, as well as for paraprofes-
sionals such as nurses’ aides and licensed practical nurses.

The pool of young, single, urban “working girls,” how-
ever, had decreased, because of more numerous educational
opportunities and the rising propensity to marry. As in
World War II, employers experienced strong incentives to
hire married women.

Rather than working before marriage, young women in.
the 1950s were more likely to move straight from school to
marriage, w .n the expectation that they would work until
they had children and possibly again when the children were
older. Even more important as a factor affecting the supply
of married women workers was that, throughout the twen-
tieth century, the life expectancy of women increased while
fertility decreased. In 1900, the average woman could expect
to live to the age of 55; in 1910, the birthrate was 30 live
births per 1,000 population. By 1950, the life expectancy for
women had increased to 71 years and the birthrate—even
with the baby boom—had fallen to 24 births per 1,000 popu-
lation (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1967: Table 61 and Table
48). Mid-century women also married younger and concen-
trated their chiidhearing in the early years of marriage. To-
gether, these changes re<ult 1 in new living conditions.
Women in their thirties and forties found themselves in
houses filled with “labor-saving” appliances and emptied of
children, at least during school hours. By comparison, their
grandmothers, at the same age, had been preuccupled with
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the care of small children as well as the production and
preservation of food for the family. By the 1950s, further-
more, most women lived in urban areas, the very environ-
ment in which the new service-sector jobs existed (Weiner,
1985; Oppenheimer, 1970).

Thus, educated middle-class married women increasingly
took the path pioneered by their black and working-class
sisters, combining work inside and outside the family home.
By the late 1940s, highly educated married women had begun
to demonstrate a greater tendency to work outside the home,
reversing previous trends, in part because many of the new
jobs required significant literacy skills and special training. In
the 1950s, the association between husbands’ income and
female labor force participation began to change. At the
beginning of the decade, the less a man earned, the more
likely his wife was to be employed. Through the 1950s and
1960s, this pattern gradually reversed (Weiner, 1985). In-
deed, married women in middle-income families entered the
labor force faster than any other group in the population. For
many working-class families, on the other hand, this period
of prosperity meant that, for the first time, the husband’s
wages a.one were adequate to support the family; it appears
that ma:y working-class wives remained at home, living out
the values of the feminine mystique (see Komarovsky, 1962;
Rubin, 1976).

The powerful forces of supply and demand meshed with
the values of a booming consumer capitalism to justify
women’s new roles. An “adequate” standard of living came
to require home-ownership, automobiles, refrigerators and
other appliances, televisions, and college education for chil-
dren. Thus, many families felt the urgent need for a second
income, which, ~s long as it was defined as secondary and




Women in Twentieth Century America 57

dispensable, could acceptably be earned by a woman (wife).
If women worked to “help out” the family, they were not
violating social convention. As Look put it in 1956: “No
longer a psychological immigrant to man’s world, she works
rather casually, as a third of the U.S. labor force, and less
toward a ‘big career’ than as a way of filling a hope chest or
buying a new home freezer. She gracefully concedes the top
job rungs to men” (Look, October 16, 1956: 35).

By the beginning of the 1960s, signs multiplied of im-
pending change. Popular magazines began to worry about the
“trapped” educated housewife. A new organization called
Women’s Strike for Peace (WSP) proclaimed its opposition to
nuclear war in the name of mother love. Most activists in
WSP were educated, middle-class housewives. They insisted,
however, on the right of housewives to be heard as citizens.
And, on November 1, 1961, an estimated 50,000 women left
their kitchens and jobs to protest nuclear testing and the arms
race.

When the House Un-American Activities Committee
called the leaders of WSP to testify about their “subversive”
intentions, hundreds of women packed the hearing room,
filling it with hubbub and the cries of babies. The committee
chair outlawed standing when the audience stood in silent
solidarity wirh the first witness. Then he outlawed applause.
The women ran to the front to kiss the witnesses and hand
them flowers. Impeccably dressed in hats and gloves, the
witnesses remained cool and firm under the committee’s
sharp questioning. “You don’t quite understand the nature
of this movement,” retired schoolteacher Blanche Posner lec-
tured the committee. “This movement was inspired and moti-
vated by mothers’ love for children. . . . When they were
putting their breakfast on the table, they saw not only the
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Wheaties and milk, but also saw strontium 90 and iodine
131” (Swerdlow, 1982: 502).

In che 19€5s, many convergent trends formed the back-
ground for new signs of unrest. The great changes of demog-
raphy and labor force participation undermined domesticity.
Marriage ages had begun to creep up again and fertility rates
began to fall after 1957. Slowly, almo.t imperceptibly, the
headlong rush into domesticity had begun to reverse. In 1960
the Food and Drug Administration approved a new form of
contraception, the birth control pill. For the first time, con-
traception was thoroughly separated from the act of sexual
intercourse. The effectiveness of the pill broadened the pos-
sibilities of recreational sex, enjoyed for its own sake in con-
texts not tied to procreation or even to domesticity.

Working women outside the middle-class mainstream had
challenged craditional assumptions in the 1950s. Within the
UAW’s Women’s Department, for example, a tiny staff be-
came increasingly aware that union orthodoxy supported
practices, such as protective legislation, that, more often than
not, discriminated against women by keeping them out of
higher-paying jobs and limiting promotions. But efforts to
eliminate separate seniority lists and job classifications based
on sex won little favor {Gavin, 1985).

Black women, with long traditions of leadership and ac-
tivism within black churches and educational institutions,
played key roles in the rising protest within the black commu-
nity against continuing racial discrimination, especially segre-
gation in the South. Rosa Parks, a seamstress and secretary
of the Montgomery, Alabama, Natioral Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), started a mass
movement wher. she refused to move to the rear i a segre-
gated public bus. The boycott that followed her act involved

a9




Women in Twentieth Century America 59

the entire black community of Montgomery for more than a
year, and resulted in the creation of the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference (SCLC) led by Martin Luther King,
Jr. Daisy Bates, president of the Little Rock, Arkansas,
NAACP, won a suit to require the integration of the local
high school.

When black college students staged a sit-in at Wool-
worth’s lunch counters all over the Sourh in the spring of
1960, it was Ella Baker on the staff of the SCLC who called
a meeting of the militant youth and served as a guiding <z.irit
in the founding of the Student Nunviolent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC). The civil rights raovement that emerged
from these activities provided a new model for social change
and a language about equality, rights, and community that
transformed public discourse. “Freedom now,” the move-
ment proclaimed. Citizenship schools taught the basic skills
of public participation and reinvigorated the ideals of civic
duties and rights. All this ferment changed the idiom of
politics, reemphasizing themes of community and civic partic-
ipation that had long been eclipsed.

The New Feminism

The reemergence of a new, self-consciously feminist
movement came from two directions. Professional women,
led by women in the labor movement, laid the initial ground-
work. At the insistence of Esther Peterson, director of the
Women’s Bureau in the Department of Labor and a former
labor leader, President Kennedy appointed a Commission on
the Status of Women headed by Eleanor Roosevelt. The com-
mission set about a reassessment of women’s place in the
economy, the family, and the legal system. It documented
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pervasive employment discrimination, unequal pay, lac : of
social services such as child care, and continuing legal ine-
quality. For the time being, the commission sidestepped the
question of the need for an equal rights amendment (which
most unions still opposed), but it succeeded in placing
women'’s rights back on the national political agenda (Ameri-
can Women, 1963; Harrison, 1980).

The commission also activated a network of professional
women, whose position, relative to that of male professionals,
had been deteriorating for several decades. Within a year of
the national commission’s report, similar commissions had
been established in most states. Together, they constituted a
community of politically sophisticated women well placed to
press for policy changes.

Three major federal initiatives provided them with tools.
After the com:nission’s report, the president ordered the civil
service to hite people for career positions “without rega.d to
sex,”’ and Congress passed the Equal Pay Act outlawing differ-
ent pay to w.men and men for the same work. Then, in 1964,
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act was enacted to prohibit
discrimination in empl.vment on the basis of race, religion,
national origin, and sex. Soon professional women in the
networks of the national and state commissions on the status
of women grew concerned about the general non-enforce-
ment of Title VII and women’s lack of political clout. In 1966
they organized the National Organization for Women
(NOW) to provide a rivil rights lobby for women and began
to organize grassroots support.

While the professional women moved toward the found-
ing of NOW, younger women active in the civil rights and
student movements in the 1960s began to apply their own
ideas about rights, community, and equality to themselves.
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Activism had given them an opportunity to learn organizing
skills and to develop a sharply altered sense of their own
potential. Black women in the South presented whites with
modes of womanhood that were courageous and self-respect-
ing. Yet the student movement often replicated domestic
ideolugy when it relegated women to kitchens and mimeo
machines, and the new “sexua' revolution” encouraged by
the pill promoted sexual expressiveness in ways that were
frequently exploitative of women.

By 1967, a small group of women involved in the student
protests decided that they must use their organizing tech-
niques to begin to build a “women’s liberation movement.”
Their focus was less on legal or policy changes than on a
frontal challenge to cultural definitions of maleness and
femaleness. In consciousness-raising groups they set out to
rediscover their own reality by analyzing personal experi-
ences. The problems they identified were external, in a cul-
ture and social system that defined women as inferior, and
internal, in women’s diminished sense of self (Evans, 1979).

As NOW picketed male bars and newspapers with segre-
gated want ads, and women’s liberation groups demonstrated
at the Miss America Pageant, small beginnings grew quickly
into a mass movement. The radical movement’s central or-
ganizing tool, the small consciousness-raising group, proved
a brilliant mechanism for movement building. Within such
groups, women discovered that their lives were not unique
but part of a larger pattern, and they claimed the power of
sisterhood. Since the groups had little or no structure, they
could be formed anywhere, from offices to churches to neigh-
borhoods. In effect, consciousness-raising defined the per-
sonal issues of daily life—housework, childrearing, sexuality,
etiquette, even language—as political issues susceptible to
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collective action and solution. Nothing was beyond discus-
sion.

The consequence of these spreading encounters was
the politicization of informal female networks such as of-
fice friendships, church associations, neighborhood kaffee-
klatsches, and other voluntary associations. Suddenly women
were naming the dilemmas they experienced both at home
and at work.

The new feminism began a process of redefinition in
response to the breakdown of conventional understanding
that women and men had of a social division between public
and private life. Women in effect reintroduced the personal
into politics, challenging the obsolete language that bifur-
cated public and private, male and female. But the new life
patterns that emerged in the late twentieth century repre-
sented a period of experimentation, as women in very differ-
ent econormic and social circumstances worked to make the
best of what they accepted to be their life choices. Among
themselves, feminists argued vehemently about whether the
division between public and private was universal or particu-
lar, and whether *vomen were essentially different from or the
same as men. The heat of their debate marked the difficulty
of devising new categories for this changing reality.

Specific groups of womer found their own voices and
articulated expericnces different fron. those of the middle-
class base of the new women’s movement. In consciousness-
raising groups, lesbians became visible to themselves and one
another. Freed to challenge social definitions of femininity, of
sexuality, and of deviance (even when those attitudes per-
sisted in the women’s movement itself), they began to discuss
the dimensions of a lesbian feminist perspective. They estab-
lishied coffee houses, bookstores, counseling centers, theatres,
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musical productions, and a variety of feminist enterprises.
Lesbian feminism soon became a central intellectual thread in
the new movement.

Black women, deeply aware of the need for racial solidar-
ity and sensitive to the racism of white middle-class women,
viewed the new movement with caution. They had never
internalized a purely private, domestic identity. But within
the labor force they had certainly experienced the combined
effect of simultaneous racial and sexual discrimination. And
within the black movement they had to confront a definition
of liberation premised on the reclamation of black manhood,
sometimes at the expense of women (see Horton, 1986). By
the mid-1970s, strong black feminist voices like those of Alice
Walker and Audre Lourde had begun to explore the ramifica-
tions of this dual oppression. Black organizers like Bertha
Gilkey in St. Louis had begun to proclaim black women’s
achievements in neighborhoods and communities.

Activists surfaced in other arenas as well. In 1974, clerical
workers in Boston and Chicago created a new kind of organi-
zation that was modeled on community organizations rather
than on traditional labor organizations. Their goal was to tap
into and politicize the female networks within offices. In Chi-
cago, for example, Women Employed conducted a nationally
televised sit-in at a law office that had fired a secretary for
refusing to make coffee. Both Women Employed and 9 to 5
in Boston adroitly used Title VII and affirmative action guide-
lines to build campaigns against discriminatory employers
and to win legal victories. At the same time, women in tradi-
tional labor unions created their own organization, the Coali-
tion of Labor Union Women (CLUW). Structurally, CLUW
was conservative, remaining wit.an the labor movement and
restrained from independent action, particularly in the area
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of organizing. Yet CLUW broke down the isolation of women
within specific unions and forced the labor movement to
recognize women as an important constituency for the first
time. The appearance of 3,000 women at CLUW’s founding
meeting in Chicago when only 800 had been expected to
attend signaled the intensity of women’s interest and need for
solidarity (Goodir, 1983).

The emergence of the new feminism in the late 1960s and
the 1970s had important political consequences in the form
of specific legislation and legal interpretations. The Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) began to en-
force Title VII prohibitions against sex discrimination more
vigorously. More laws, written and promoted by a network of
Washington women, provided greater educational opportuni-
ties for women and support for female athletics. The Equal
Rights Amendment passed Congress in 1972 with the sup-
port of such former opponents as unions, the League of
Women Voters, and the YWCA. Quickly, the ERA became
a symbol of the new feminism’s emphasis or individual op-
portunity and self-expression. Similarly, feminists generally
cheered when the Supreme Court ruled in 1973 that abortion
in the first trimester of pregnancy was a constitutionally pro-
tected private decision between a woman and her physician.

These changing realities, however, not only instigated
new forms of social unrest but also deeply affected the daily
life experiences and expectations of all women. By the late
1960s, the proportion of women in most professions had
begun to rise, reversing a 40-year trend, as did the percentage
of women in highly male-dominated fields such as law and
medicine. But the stream of young f male graduates entering
business and becoming professionals after the mid-1970s met
raore subtle forms of discrimination than their predecessors
had experienced. They found themselves in a world that
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procliimed equal opportunity but defined career paths in the
rhythms of a male life-cycle. In response, many women put off
marriage and childbearing.

By 1980, more than half of all adult women were working
outside the home. For all its lingering cultural power, the
traditional family supported by a father’s income was no
longer the actual norm. Instead, the dual-career or two-job
family was typical for married couples. Furthermore, skyrock-
eting divorce rates after 1960 and rising unmarried teenage
pregnancy led t. a substantial increase in the proportion of
families headed by single women.

By the mid-1970s, social scientists had discovered what
has come to be known as the “feminizaticn of poverty.” In
ironic juxtaposition to the new female professionals with
their supposedly limitless opportunities, poor women and
their children got poorer. Unskilled urban males among the
poor confronted a constricting and highly unstable labor
market. With high rates of male unemployment, women faced
severe choices. The welfare system supported (at below sub-
sistence rates) families of women and children, but penalized
them if there was an unemployed male present. The labor
market, though less racially segregated after the 1960s, con-
tinued to be sharply segre zated by sex. In general, women had
access only to the least-skilled, lowest-paying jobs, few of
which paid well enough to support a family.

The persistence of the gap between women’s and men’s
wages, despite the legal tools of affirmative action and equal
pay for equal work, generated a central policy debate in the
late 1970s and 1980s. The concept of equal pay for work of
comparable worth dates from the World War 1I era, but it
reappeared in policy debates and union negotiations in the
mid-1970s. At the same time that feminist theorists were
searching for the origins of patriarchy as a system, some
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union organizers and members of the EEOC were recognizing
that women's economic disadvantages were complex and sys-
temic. The division of the labor market into male and female
jobs had allowed assumptions rooted in the oider division of
work/home, public/private, and male/female to shape the
post-industrial economy. Only in the late 1970s, however, did
this discrepancy become the object of social protest.

Conclusion

Many voices speak—or claim to speak—for women in the
1980s. Organized groups advocate policy responses to the
crisis in child care, labor force discrimination, and the issue
of homosexual rights. Others demand a return to a mythic
past of male individualism and female dumestici.y. Growing
stresses of work inside and outside the home frame problems
and possibilities.

The backlash against women’s increased autonomy
gained power through the 1970s. The politicization of per-
sonal life has propelled issues like abortion and the ERA into
the center of American politics. Indeed, the defeat of the
ERA, despite its support by the majority of Americans, indi-
cates the power of organized opposition to the feminist
agenda, as well as the depth of cultural anxieties about
changes that few understand.

The realities of women'’s lives, the tensions and stresses of
change, the increased self-organization ¢ women, and the
policy proposals that they engender, will continue to generate
conflict. They seem likely to transform, in ways we can only
begin to anticipate, our understanding of the nature of the
state, the community, and public and private life.
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the Family

ANDREW CHERLIN

Highlights

THE GREAT CHANGES IN the institution of the family over the
past few decades have altered the family lives of women con-
siderably. Families have become more diverse. Instead of one
dominart family form, there are several: cohabitation, the
first marriage, the single-parent family, and remarriage are
common, ar.d many women may experience all of these forms
during their lifetimes. Moreover, a majority of women now
combine family lives with work outside the home.

At least 90 percent of all women born in this century have
eventually married, and at least 85 percent of today’s young
adult women will probably marry, which means that about
one out of six or seven will never marty.

The divorce rate doubled between the early 1960s and the
mid-1970s but since then it has remained level. Neverthe-
less, at current rates, nearly half of all new marriages will
end in divorce.

In 1980, an estimated 9.2 million U.S. households con-
tained a married couple in which at least one of the spouses
was remarried after a divorce. The expanded stepfamily is
becoming increasingly common.
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In 1984, according to th. Census Bureau, there were
1,988,000 U.S. household's with two unrelated adults of
the opposite sex. In 1970, the Census Bureau counted
only 523,000 such households. Six percent of all unmarried
women between the ages of 15 and 44 were cchabiting in

1982.

After the 1950s—the time of the great post-World War 11
baby boom when birthrates increased—the birthrate re-
sumed its long-term decline; as a result, women no longer
assume that childrearing will occupy all their productive
adult years. At the same time, the labor force participation
rate of women, notably women with small children, has
increased significantly.

By the age of 18, four percent of unmarried white women
and 27 percent of unmarried black women have bormue
children. Twenty percent of all families with chiidren are
headed by women.

The most common status for American mothers is to be
both married and employed outside the home. Combining
work and family life hs become one of the central family
issues of the 1980s.

13.8 million married mothers (constituting 46 percent of all
mothers who were either married or maintaining families)
were emploved outside the home in 1985. Still, housewives
have not disappeared: as of 1985, there were 10.2 million
married women who were full-time homemakers.

Pai | employment is also common among unmarried moth-
ers. For example, in 1985, 69 percent of all single mothers
with children between the ages of six and 17, but none
younger, were employed outside the home. Single mothers
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with younger children are less likely to work for pay, but
still, the proportion who do is impressive—4+ percent.

* The family remains the most important source of child care
for working mothers, especially among lower-income fami-
lies. In 52 percent of two-parent families with children
under age five and an employed mother in 1982, the youn-
gest child was cared for by a family membcz.

* Only 15 percent of all working mothers in 1582 reported
that cheir children attended nursery school or day care
centers; the children of another 22 percent were cared for
¢ a nonrelative outside of the home.

* Foremost among the problems of the growing number of
single mothers is low income. Members of female-headed
families are more likely than those in other types of families
to be poor and to stay poor.

* The majority of “persistently poor” families are female-
headed. However, poverty is not necessarily the result of
changes in family composition. Many, especially blacks, are
poor before changes in household composition. In fact,
those changes (resulting from such events as divorce or the
birth of a child) may be as much a response to poverty as
a cause.

Among whites, however, a substantial proportion of poor
female-headed households are in poverty because of a
change in family composition—usually a divorce or separa-
tion. Although this period of poverty is generally tempo-
rary, it can be a very long time for a child.

Many women and children experience a drop in their stan-
dard of living after divorce. Divorced mothers are often
dependent on their own earning power and on normally
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modest child support. Census data show that fathers’ com-

pliance with child support agreements tends to be low, at
least as of 1981.

» Many divorced women ultimately remarry. The chances of
remarriage are best for those who are younger, less edu-
cated, or white. Women who do remarry after a divorce
achieve a standard of living ne~rly equal to that of divorced
men or intact married couples.

» Remarriage is less common among older divorced women.
Moreover, during the past few decades, the mortality rate
for adult women has declined faster than the rate for men.
Consequently, more and more wives are outliving their
husbands. Largely as a resuit, older women are overrepre-
sented among the poor despite a substantial improvement
in the standard of living for the elderly overall.

Introduction

By now, the general outline of the great changes in Ameri-
can family life since World War II are well known. Looking
back from the vantage point of the 1980s, we can see a
roller-coaster pattern of change in marriage, divorce, and
childbearing, with the indicators moving in one direction in
the 1950s, then surging in the other direction in the 1960s
and 1970s before more or less stabilizing in the 1980s. The
only consistent source of change throughout the period was
the steady march of married women into the labor force.
These chi.ages in family life occurred too fast and on too large
a scale for our society to adjust quickly to them. They have
left many Americans confused and apprehersiv2 about the
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state of the American family. And they have transformed the
family lives of American women.

To review briefly, the 1950s brought the great post-
World War II baby boom. Nearly half of all women married

“Combining work axd family life has become one of the central family issues
of the 1980s.” © Jeffrey D. Smith / Woodfin Camp & Associates
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while they were still in their teenage years. Those who were
passing through their peak childbearing years at that time
had an average of about three children (Cherlin, 1981).
Then, in the early 1960s, these trends reversed. The birth-
rate resumed its long-term historical decline, so that at
today’s rates the average young woman will bear fewer than
two children. The typical age at marriage rose sharply
through the 1960s and 1970s and is still rising in the 1980s:
in 1964, the median age at marriage for women was 20.5; in
1974 it was 21.1; and in 1984 it was 23.0 (U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 1985). The divorce rate doubled between the
early 1960s and the mid-1970s but since then has remained
level; at current rates nearly half of all new marriages will
end in divorce.

Some observers, perhaps out of nostalgia for the idealized
1950s-style family of two parents, three children, a dog, and
a station wagon, mistakenly assume that the patterns of that
decade were typical of the way American “amilies always used
to be. Actually, the 1950s were in many respects extremely
atypical. It is the only period in the past 150 years during
which the birthrate rose substantially. The average age at
marriage in the 1950s and early 1960s was significantly lower
than at any other time in this century. And the divorce rate
increased at an unusually slow pace. The reasons for the
distinctive patterns of the 1950s are not fully clear. There
appears to have been a turn toward the rewards of family,
marriage, and childrearing by .Americans who were exhausted
by the disruptions of the war and the Great Depression.
Moreover, the relatively small numbers of young adult men
born during the birth dearth of the Depression led to in-
creased employment opportunities and higher earnings for
young husbands in the post-war economic boom (Cherlin,
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1981). Unless special circumstances such as these recur, a
return to the 1950s-style family in the near future is un-
likely.

A return to the 1950s is even more unlikely because of the
movement of married women into the labor force. Elsewhere
in this book, Nancy Barrett reviews this change in deail. It
occurred in two steps. During the 1930s, the labor force
participation rate of married women with school-age children
increased rapidly; then, after 19¢J, the rate of increase was
most rapid for women with children under age six. As Barrett
argues, this increase was fueled by the demand for workers in
the expanding scrvice sector, where many occupations had
become typed as “women’s jobs.” Although average wages for
women are lower than for men, women workers today can
expect to make more money than in previous decades. Thus,
the cost in forgone earnings of staying home—what econo-
mists call the “opportunity cost” of not working outside the
home—has increased. Moreover, the lower bicthrate means
that, unlike previous generations, young women today can-
not expect that childrearing will occupy most of their produc-
tive adult years. Therefore, it seems highly unlikely that the
trend toward married women working outside the home
could be reversed substantially.

That there will not be a return to the days when most
married women stayed home has important implications for
public policy. For it is the case that some policy analysts,
concerned about what they see as a deterioration of the tradi-
tional American family, urge that public policy encourage the
return of married women to the home, or, at least, that no
programs be enacted that might further encourage mothers
to work. But the historical record suggests that there is liccle
that government can do to influence greatly the proportion
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of married women in the labor force. Little, that is, except for
drastic measures like the mobilization of women'’s labor dur-
ing World War Il or politically infeasible programs such as
paying full-time homemakers the equiva, 2nt of their potential
market wage. The increase has occurred not because of gov-
ernment action but because of fundamental changes in the
structure of our economy. The same could be said of the
long-term trend in the birthrate, whi:h will never again be as
high as when most of the population lived on farms. For
better or worse, then, there is little that our government can
do to reverse the fundamental trends that have altered family
life in the past few decades. Let us turn to how those trends
have altered the family lives of women.

The Family Life Course of Women Today

The family lives of both women and men are more diverse
today than they were a gereration ago. There is no longer one
predominant path that most people travel; rather there is a
diversity of family forms and life histories. After entering
adulthood, for example, many women will live with a man
prior to marriage. This is a recent change; prior to about 1970
cohabitation outside of marriage was uncor.mon. In 1970 the
Bureau of the Census counted 523,000 households with two
unrelated adults of the opposite sex; by 1984 the number had
grown to 1,988,000 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1985). Ac-
cording to the 1982 National Survey of Family Growth
(NSFG), a national study of women aged 15 to 44, about six
percent of all unmarried women aged 15 to 44 were cohabit-
ing. For most women who cohabit, cohabitation is a stage of
life that occurs prior to marriaie. F¢ example, the NSFG
shows that the proportion of unmarried women who were
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cohabiting peaked at 16 percent among those 25 to 29, de-
clined to 11 percent among those 30 to 34, then fell further
to seven percent among those 35 to 39 and to three percent
among those 40 to 44 (Bacharach, 1985). There are no reli-
able data about the proportion of women who ever cohabit
at some point prior to marriage, but this lifetime figure is
undoubtedly substantial.

Most women, however, will eventually marry. At least 90
percent of all 'vomen born in this century have married, with
the proportion rising to 96 percent or so for women who
entered adulthood during the 1950s. In a 1981 book, I es-
timated that even with the rise in age at marriage that oc-
curred in the 1970, recent cohorts of young women would
still reach the standard of 90 percent married (Cherlin, 1981).
In light of the continuing rise in age at marriage, that forecast
may prove too high. It is probably more prudent to predict
that at least 85 percent of today’s young adult women will
marry. This figure can be interpreted in two ways. On the one
hand, it suggests that lifelong singleness (possibly in combina-
tion with one or more cohabiting relationships) is much more
common than in the recent past: one out of seven, or perhaps
one out of six, women may never marry. Consequently, re-
maining single is becoming a more acceptable lifestyle than it
was in the past. On the other hand, at least five out of six
women will marry. This proportion is higher than current
estimates for women in continental Western Europe. Thus,
we remain a society that is attached to the institution of
marriage more than most other developed societies, though
that attachment has weakened somewhat.

Even within marriage, the course of family life has
changed. The trends in employment of married women have
been discussed above. As for ‘ertility, most couples will
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have children, though increasingly only one or two. In fact,
Charles F. Westoff has estimated that, counting both never-
married women and those who marry, upwards of one-fourth
of all young women today may never have children (Westoff,
1978). Voluntary childlessness, which was quite uncommon
in the 1950s, is becoming increasingly acceptable.

But perhaps the most dramatic change in marriage is the
increase in divorce and separation. The current high levels
mean that divorce has become a common occurrence in
women’s lives. The economic implications of divorce for
women are profound. Since husbands typically provide the
bulk of the family income but women keep custody of the
children, a divorce can cause a sharp drop in a woman’s
standard of living. More will be said about this point below.

Nor is divorce the final phase of family life for most
women; a majority of those who divorce will remarty. Among
women who divorced a decade or two ago, about three-
fourths eventually remarried (Cherlin, 1981). Since then,
however, rates of remarriage have fallen, so that the propor-
tion remarried among recently divorced women will be some-
what lower. Remarriage receives much less attention than
divorce, undoubted!, because it is not a social problem. But
life in remarried families can be complex, and this newly
prevalent family form deserves more attention.

Finally, widowhood must be considered. During the past
few decades the life expectancy of adult women has risen
more rapidly than that of men. Consequently, more and
more wives are outliving their husbands, creating a long life
stage of elderly widowhood, the existence of which on a large
scale is historically novel. Sixty percent of the people aged 65
and over in the United States are women (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 1985). Because of this imbalance, the remarriage
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prospec < of elderly widows (unlike those of elderly widowers)
are limited. In 1984, there were 7.8 million currently widowed
(and not remarried) women aged 65 and over in the United
States, compared to only 1.5 million currently widowed el-
derly men (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1985). The situation
of eiderly widows will be discussed below.

Thus, for many women, family life will consist of a pro-
gression through a series of life events, including possibly
cohabitation, marriage, childbearing, divorce, remarriage,
and widowhood. Not all women will experience all of these
stages, of course. But it is increasingly common for a woman’s
family life course to take on a variety of forms. Prior to the
last few decades, it was much more common for a woman to
remain celibate until she married and then remain married
until she died.

There are other variations in the family life course that
deserve mention. One is out-of-wedlock childbearing. Con-
trary to popular belief, the rate of adolescent pregnancy—the
risk that a teenage woman will become pregnant—has de-
clined sharply since 1960. But pregnant adolescents are much
less likely to marry than was the case 20 years ago. Therefore,
a majority of teens who now bear children do so out of
wedlock. Moreover, the rate of pregnancy among older, mar-
ried women has dropped even faster. Consequently, bir ..; to
unmarried teenagers account for an increased proportion of
all births in the United States. By the time they reach 18, four
percent of unmarried white women and 27 percent of unmar-
ried black women have borne a child (Furstenberg and
Brooks-Gunn, 1985).

In addition, as the last comparison shows, the differences
in the course of childbearing and marriage between black and
white women are substantial. Until 1950, black women mar-
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ried at a younger age than Jid white women; now they macry
considerably later, and many more forgo marriage altogether
(Cherlin, 1981). What has happened among low-income
black women is a separation of childbearing from marriage.
Although ...ost will eventually marry, childbearing often pre-
cedes marriage by several years. In fact, the place of marriage
in the family lives of black women seems to have declined,
relative to their ties to extended kin, in the past few decades
(Cherlin, 1981). In 1984, just 41 percent of black women aged
25 to 44 were currently married with a husband present in the
household, as opposed to 72 percent of white women (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1985). Black single women are less
likely to marry than are white women; black wemen who are
separated are less likely to divorce; and black women who are
divorced are less likely to remarry. To be sure, both blacks
and whites have been subject to the same trends toward later
marriage, a higher ratio of out-of-wedlock births, and more
marital dissolution in the past two decades. And there are
substantial variations within the black population. Neverthe-
less, the differences in the family patterns of typical black and
white women are striking and will be remarked upon where
appropriate later in this chapter.

Women with Children

Let us now examine in more detail the implications of all
these changes in family life for women with children. Table
2.1 shows the distribution of families with children under 18
years old according to the employment status of the mother
in 1985. Three kinds of families are distinguished: the mar-
ried-couple family, in which husband and wife are present;
the family maintained by a woman, sometimes called a
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“female-headed family,” in whick no husband is present; and
the male-headed family, in which no wife is present. The table
allows us to examine the number of mothers in various family
situations, not counting the relatively small number who are
neither married nor heading their own households.

As the table shows, the most common status for Ameri-
can mothers is to be married and employed outside the home.
There were 13.8 million such mothers in 1985, constituting
46 percent of all mothers who were married or maintaining
their own families. Among women whose youngest child was
at least six years old, this was by far the most common ar-
rangement: 49 percent versLs 28 percent in the next most
common status, married bur :10t employed. Among mothers
with children under six, employed married women still out-
numbered married women who were not employed, but not
by much. There also were 6.1 million mothers heading
households in 1985. Sixiy-nine percent of the single mothers
with older children were employed, but a majority of those
with children under six were not. Finally, Table 2.1 reminds
us that despite the increase in the employmert of married
women, housewives have not disappeared: there were 10.2
million married mothers wno were not working outside the
home in 1985.

Work and Family Issues

The sheer number of mothers who are employed—a total
of 17.5 millicn in 1985, according to Table 2.1—shows why
combining werk life and family life has become one of the
central family issues of the 1980s. It is especially important for
women because, even in two-parent families, mothers con-
tinue to do most of the housework and childrearing. A num-




Table 2.1+ FAMILIES WITH CHILDREN UNDER 18 YEARS OLD BY
EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF THE MOTHER, 1985

(numbers in thousands)

Number of families

Percent distribution

With children
ages 6-17, Wtk children

With children

ages 6-17, With children

Total none younger under age 6 Total  none younger under age 6
Total families 31,158 17,003 14,155 100.0 100.0 100.0
Married-couple families 24,080 12,587 11,494 79.7 76.8 83.1
Mother employed 13,839 8,005 5,835 458 48.8 42.2
Mother not employed 10,241 4,582 5,659 339 28.0 40.9
Families maintained by women 6,147 3,800 2,346 203 23.2 16.9
Mother employed 3,647 2,620 1,027 12.1 16.0 7.4
Mother not employed 2,500 1,180 1,319 8.2 7.2 9.5
Families maintained by men 931 616 316 * * *

*Excluded from the base f r percent distribution.

Source. Bureau of National Affairs, Inc., Work and Famdy. A Changing Dynamu. (Washington, D.C.. The Bureau of Nauonal Affauts,
Inc., 1986), p. 315. Figures compiled from U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics sources.
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ber of articles in the media over the past few years have
heralded the arrival of the “new father” who shares the
childrearing tasks equally with his wife. Bat upon closer ex-
amination, it turns out that many of these fathers are upper-
middle-class professionals in cosmopolitan centers such as
Manhattan. This media barrage has served to legitimate a
greater role for fathers, in itself an important development,
but evidence that fathers nationwide are doing sigrificantly
more around the house is still inconclusive. Joseph Pleck
(1985) compared two national surveys of time use in the
1970s with earlier studies from the 1960s and concluded that
husbands of employed wives in the 1970s spent more time
with their children than husbands of employed wives in the
1960s. But the pattern of results was complex and somewhat
contradictory. Moreover, no good information exists on
trends in time use since the late 1970s. There appear to be
some incipient changes in the 1980s, but the evidence for
them is largely anecdotal: “We are seeing men do more,”
James A. Levine, director of the Fatherhood Project of the
Bank Street College of Education, told the Bureau of Na-
tional Affairs. “Men are becoming more involved with the
childrearing, albeit slowly” (Bureau of National Affairs,
1986). Of course, the growing number of single mothers sim-
ply have no husband around with whom to share their re-
sponsibilities.

Perhaps the most dramatic example of the effcrts that
dual-earner families are making to combine employm.ent and
childbearing is the surprisingly high prevalence of shift
work. Harriet B, Presser and Virginia Cain (1983) found that
among two-parent families in which both parents woik full
time, adout one-third included at least one spouse who
worked other than a regular day schedule. It seems likely that
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many of these couples have rearranged their work lives so that
they still can provide care for their children.

In fact, parents and relatives provide the care for a major-
ity of the children of working couples. In 52 percent of two-
parent families with children under five and an employed
mother, the youngest child was cared for by a family member,
according to a 1982 Bureau of the Census survey (U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census, 1983b). The percentage rose to 63 per-
cent among families with mothers employed part time. The
caretak ' _g family members even include a surprising number
of fathers: 10 percent of wives who wer.. employed full time
and who had a chiid under five reported in 1982 that their
husband was the principal caretaker, as did 20 percent of
wives who worked part time. Grandparents were also notable
among caretakers, providing primary care for 17 percent of

“The caretaking family members even include a surprising number of fathers.”
© William S. Weems/ Woodfin Camp, Inc.
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full- and part-time employed wives. Employed women who are
not m. rried obviously cannot rely on husbands for child care
(thougl. the survey shows that two percent relied on ex-
husbands), but they rely more heavily on grandparents and
other relatives than do married women.

These statistics demonstrate that the family plays a signifi-
cant role in easing the child care problems of working moth-
ers. They show how mislezadi g it is to assume that most
children of working mothers are cared for in day care centers.
(Only 15 percent of all employed mothers in the 1982 survey
reported that their child attended a nursery school or day
care center; another 22 percent reported that their child was
cared for by a nonrelative cutside the home.) The family
remains the most important source of care for the young
children of working mothers. This is especially true among
lower-income families. Among employed women with pre-
school-age children in families with incomes below $15,000 in
1982, 59 percent relied primarilv on care by relatives. In
contrast, 42 percent of those fam‘lies with incomes of $25,000
and over relied primarily on relatives. In part, this difference
may reflect the lesser ability of lower-income parents to pur-
chase group care services. But it also seems to reflect a greater
availability of nearby relatives, for it is well known that lower-
income individuals tend to li » closer to kin.

On the other hand, it is clear that family resources,
though often underestimated, are not sufficient for all em-
ployed mothers. Thus, increasing attention is being given to
corporate and governmental responses that would make the
deman~’s of employment and parenting more compatible.
These innovations include flexible working hours, part-time
employment with prorated benefits, maternity and parenting
leave, and better child care services. The U.S. Congress has
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not entirely ignored these matters. Perhaps the most notable
initiative in the 99th Congress was a bill introduced by Rep.
Patricia Schroeder that would require employers to provide
at least 18 weeks of unpaid leave within a two-year period for
employees who choose to stay home to care for newborn,
newly adopted, or seriously ill children. Whether or not this
bill is passed, the general issues it raises are sure to remain.
These include the extent to which government should legis-
late changes in the workplace that benefit working parents
and their children Some business executives claim that such
a benefit would be enjoyed at the expense of other benefits
employees would like, cor that it would lead to proliferating
demands for special benefits. Moreover, they argue that a
more collaborative effort by corporations and government,
rather than a legislative mandate, is the way to produce
change in this area. But supporters of the legislative appioach
respond that without government prodding, little change is
likely to occur.

At the moment, corporations seem to be moving toward
accommodacing working parents, though the number who
have done so remains modest. Dana Friedm  of the Confer-
ence Board has estimated that, as of 1985, 2,500 companies
were providing some form of child care assistance. This is
only a small percentage of all large and medium-sized cotupa-
nies, but it represents a fourfold increase since 1982. Most of
these companies seem to favor providing flexible benefit
packages taat can be used to pay for child care. Some em-
ployees ubviously would be assisted by on-site centers, but
many working parents appear to prefer other arrangements,
including care provided in the home or rnearby. Thus, the
provision of benefits and information may allow mot pareats
to sat'sfy their pr>ferences than would a heavy emphasis o',
on-site child care centers.
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Single Mothers

The growing number of single mothers who are raising
children—about 20 percent of all mothers, according to
Table 2.1—face other problems as well. Foremost among
these is low income. As Barrett notes in chapter three,
the proporiion of poor persons living in female-headed
households has increased dramatically ir. recent years, and
over half of all children living in poverty are in households
headed by women. This phenomenon has come to be known
as the “feminization of poverty.”

Not only are the members of female-headed households
more likely to be poor in any given year, but they »ve also
more likely to remain poor. The Panel Study of Income Dy-
namics (PSID), carried out by the Institute for Social Re-
search (ISR) at the University of Michigan, has been follow-
ing a nationally representative sample of 5,000 families since
1968. The ISR investigators report that, between 1969 and
1978, 28 percent of the families that were “temporarily poor”
(defined as poor just one or two years out of the 10) were
female-headed; but that 61 percent of the “persistently poor”
families (defined as pocr eight or more years out of the 10)
were als> female-headed. Black families were heavily over-
represented, as well: 62 percent of the persistently poor fami-
lies were black, compared to 19 percent of the temporarily
poor. In fact, 31 percent of all the persistently poor were
found to be living in families headed by non-elderly black
women (Duncan, 1984).

Given the growth in female-headed families, especially
among blacks, many observers have assumed that changes in
family structure are largely responsible for the increase in the
poverty population. It is assumed that the increase in divorce
and separation in the 1960s and 1970s, coupled with low
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levels of child support, have impoverished many previously
middle-class women and children, while out-of-wedlock child-
bearing has had similar effects among the near-poor. Yet
recent empirical studies suggest that the effects of changes in
family composition on poverty rates have been exaggerated.
Analyzing the PSID, Mary Jo Bane found that only about half
of the female-headed and single-person white households
living in poverty had become poor when houschold com-
position changed; some were poor before the household
change, others were not poor until well afterward. And, among
blacks, just a fifth of female-headed and single-person house-
holds living in poverty had become poor when household
composition changed; in contrast, 45 percent were already
poor before the household change. Thus, among whites, what
Bane calls “event-driven poverty”—a fall into poverty due to
a family event such as divorce—accounted for perhaps half
of the occurrences of poverty among families i the PSID.
Among black families, event-driven poverty was much less
common. Bane argues instead that much of the poverty of
black female-headed families was a “reshuffling,” in which
people who were already poor changed their family structure.
Bane draws the following conclusion: “Although there hLas
indeed been a dramatic and shocking increase in female-
headed households amorg blacks and an equally dramatic
feminization of black poverty, one cannot conclude that
much of the poverty could have bzen avoided had families
stayed together” (Bane, 1986: 231).

In others words, changes in family structure, especially
among Llacks, may be as much a response to poverty as a
cause. Onc cannot simply blame the persistence of poverty on
the rise in divorce and teenage childbearing, because many of
the mothers in poverty were poor before they divorced or

&7




Women and the Family 87

gave birth. One would have to look at other factors to under-
stand fully the causes of poverty, for example, the labor mar-
ket situation of black men. Changes in family structure do
play a role inn producing poverty, but the role has been over-
emphasized. According to census data, 15 percent of whites
and 35.5 percent of blacks were below the official poverty line
in 1983. Bane estimated that even if there had been no
changes in the proportion of female-headed families or of
other household types over the previous two decades, 13
percent of whites and 28.5 percent of blacks would still have
been poor in 1983. Further, she finds that changes in family
structure nad little influence on the substantial rise in poverty
in the early 1980s.

Nevertheless, Bane’s analysis does confirm that among
whites a substantial proportion of poor fema.:-headed fami-
iies are in poverty because of a change in family composition,
usually a divorce or separation. For most white women and
their children, a spell of poverty after a divorce will be tempo-
rary, but even a few years in and out of poverty can be a very
long time for a child. The economic hardships that women
and their children face after divorce have received much
attention recently, especially with the publication of Lenore
J. Weitzman’s (1985) in-depth study of the issue. Weitzman
argues that the changes in divorce laws from fault-based
grounds to no-fault grounds have hurt divorced women
eco~ omically. The new laws assurne that husbands and wives
are equ s, but in reality most wives have far less earning
potential than their husbands. Older wives, especially, may
not have worked for wages in decades. Even younger, better-
-ducated wives may have worked only part time or withdrawn
from the labor force when their children were young, thus
forgoing the opportunity to develop a career.
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Consequently, settlements that awara the wife half of the
family’s property (often forcing the sale of the family home
in the process) leave the wife and chiidren dependent on her
earning power and her ex-husband’s chitd support payments.
And census data show that fathers’ compliance with child
support agreements is low. In 1981, for example, only 49
percent of mothers who were supposed to receive child
support payments reported receiving the fill amount; 28
percent reported receiving nothing. Moreover, the amount
of child support agreed upon or awarded by the court is
modest: a mean amount of $2,460, or about $200 a month,
per family in 1981 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1983a). Nor,
as Weitzman notes, are these awards typically indexed for
inflation.

The result is that many women and their children see
their standard of liviny fall after a divoce. (Despite changes
in custody standards, mothers continue tc retain custody of
their children in nearly nine out of 10 divorces.) Weitzman’s
most startling and most widely quoted claim is that “‘on aver-
age, divorced women and the minor children in their
households experience a 73 percent decline in their standard
of living in the first year after divorce. Their former husbands,
in contrast, experience a 42 percent rise in their standard of
living” (Weitzman, 1985: xii). Thus “divorce is a financial
catastrophe for most women” (ibid.: 339). These figures, how-
ever, overstate the case. Weitzman’s sample of divorced men
and women in the Los Angeles area, from which she derives
her estimates, is useful but not without limitations.! Far bet-
ter for assessing the economic effects of divorce is the PSID,
which, as we hgve seen, was designed to provide national
estimates of the changing economic circumstances of Ameri-
can families. Greg J. Duncan and Saul D. Hoffman, wi.o
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analyzed the PSID data, and Weitzman used similar tech-
niques to adjust pre- and post-divorce in~ome for the changs
in household size and composition that occurs after a divorce.
But Duncan and Hoffman (1985b) reported that, one year
after a divorce or separation, adjusted family income for all
women had dropped by nire to 25 percent of its pre-divorce
level (depending on the zxact = ~thod of calculation) and had
risen by three to 13 percent for men.

In addition, the PSID data suggest that the averages for
women conceal large variations. The fall in living standards
was much sharper for women whose families initially had
been in the top half of the income distribution: 29 percent
of women from these relatively affluent pre-divorce families
had experienced a drop in adjusted incorie of more than half
by one year after the divorce (Duncan and Hoffman, 1985b).
In contrast, 19 percent of women from less affluent pre-
divorce families had comparable income drops, and 38 per-
cent actually had experienced a rise in adjusted income by
one year after the divorce. These more detailed figures suggest
wnat the women who suffered most were middle-class and
upper-middle-class wives whose husbands’ earnings were
large and whose own {abor market experience was limited. It
is these older, middle-class homemakers who have the mos:
to lose from a divorce and for whem the consequences seem
most unfair. Yet divorce is more common among vounger
families (the median age at divorce for women is about 31)
and among lower-income amilies, where the wife has rela-
tively less to lose. My point is that on this issue, as on so many
others, one cannot speak of the effects on women in general
without ignoring important variations. Cl@rly, our society
treats unfairly the wife of a business executive who leaves her
for his secretary after 30 years of devotec. housework, enter-
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taining, and child care. Yet the situation is different for a
27-year-old mother who is employed full time as a nurse and
decides to leave her husband. In the latter case, it is unlikely
that the divorce will be an economic catasirophe for the
mother, though she may experience some hardship, and she
is likely to view the divorce as psychclogically beneficial as
well.

Still, there is no justification for the inequities that do
exist. Studies such as Weitzman's suggest that middle-class
fathers do have the money to pay agreed-upon child support
without undue economic sacrifice. Yet less than half of the
fathers pay in full. Many fathers, it seems, drift away from
their children after a divorce, often starting new families. In
a national survey of teenage children, Furstenberg and his
colleagues (1983) reported that half of those with divorced ot
separated parents had not seen their fathers within the past
year. That fathers must be held responsible for the support
of their children after a divorce is one of the few elements of
family policy on which liberal and conservative policymakers
have agreed in recent years. The result was the passage of the
Child Support Enforcement Amendiments of 1984, which
greatly strengthened enforcement procedures against non-
compliant, middle-class men. This law appears to be an im-
portant step, £ * it is too soon tu evaluate its success. Yet it
is important to realize that child support enforcement, valu-
able though it is, is not of much use when the father is
unemployed or unknown. Bane (1986: 231) cautions: “Child
and spousal support may help alleviate the poverty of many
white households, but it can make only the smallest dent in
the problem of black poverty.”

51




Women and the Family

Remarriage

A complete consideration of the effects of divorce on
women must take remarriage into account. Even though re-
marriage rates are lower for divorced women than for di-
vorced men, the extent of remarriage among divorced women
is substantial. In the PSID, 20 percent of the white women
had remarried within one year of the time when they were
first observed to have separated from or divorced their hus-
bands. Forty-six percent had remarried within three years and
54 percent within five years (Duncan and Hoffman, 1985a).
Some observers dismiss remarriage too quickly. Weitzman,
for example, notes that the probability of remarriage declines
with age and argues that “the assumption of remarriage is
clearly inappropriate for all divorced women over ti..ty”
(1985: 204). She subsequently devotes little attention to the
effects of remarriage on the economic situation of women and
children. But a majority of women who divorce while in their
thirties do eventually remarry (Koo and Suchindran, 1980).
And, as stated above, over half of all divorces occur to women
aged 31 or under, whose probability >f remarriage is even
higher.2

As with divorce, it is misleading to generalize about the
remarriage possibilities of all women. What seems to occur is
that divorced women whose skills and economic resources are
limited, or who are younger, are likely to remarry; in contrast,
women with more resources, those who are older, and those
who are black are less likely to do so. Women with resources,
such as a college or postgraduate degree, have less economic
need to remarry. Those who are younger may be more attrac-
tive to men as potential spouses, since it is still acceptable in
our culture for a man to marry a younger woman but less
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acceptable for a woman to marry a younger man. Thus, older
divorced women face competition in the marriage market
from the large number of younger women, both never-mar-
ried and previously divorced. In addition, black women can
expect fewer economic gains from remarriage, on average,
compared to white women because of the poorer labor mar-
ket position of black men.
The result is that divorced women who are younger, less
educated, or white tend to remarry, and in so doing recoup
most of the economic ground they lost after their Jdivorces.
Because of the economic benefits of remarriage, th: average
divorced woman in the PSID (including those who had
remarried) was better off economically three years after the
divorce than she had been before the divorce (Duncan and
Hoffman, 1985a), though still not as well off as the average
divorced man, who had improved his standard of living even
more, Five years after the divorce, women in the PSID who

[ had remarried had a standard of living nearly equal to di-

i vorced men or to intact married couples. Remarriage is clearly

|
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a route out of economic difficulties for many divorced women.

Yet the other side of this story is that women who cannot
remarry or who choose not to remarry tend to remain at an
economic disadvantage. Five years after the divorce, the ad-
justed family incomes for we men in the PSID who had not
remarried were 94 percent of their pre-divorce levels, on
average. Meanwhile, the adjusted family incomes of remarried
couples and intact couples had increased by 25 to 30 percent,
due to rising real incomes as well as extra earners. And the
PSID researchers concluded that most of the women who
remained unmarried would not have been helped that much
by a remarriage anyway; because of their poorer marriage
market position (their older age or \..zir race), the predicted
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earnings of the typical men they might have married were
quite modest. Just as clearly, remarriage is not a route out of
economic difficulties for all divorced women. (Moreover,
many of those who do remarty are likely to spend a few
economically difficult years as a single parent.)

Economic considerations aside, being in a remarriage is
an increasingly common status for women. In the United
States in 1980, there were an estimated 9.z million house-
holds that included a married couple, one or both of whom
was remarried after a divorce. In about 40 percent of these
households, one or both spouses had children less than 18
from previous marriages (though some of these children were
living elsewhere with custodial parents; see Cherlin and
McCarthy, 1985). When children from previous marriages
are present, a “stepfamily”’ is formed. The most common
arrangement is for the wife to bring her children, if any, to
the household while the husband’s children remain with his
ex-wife. Thus, relatively few women are full-time stepmothers
(an estimated 338,000 in 1980); many more are married to
full-time stepfathers (2.2 million in 1980). The addition of a
stepfather to the family is not always problem-free. The
mother and her children may have developed ways of in-
teracting during years of single-parenthocd thut are disrupted
by the remarriage. For example, a teenage child may have
taken on a parent-like role vis-4-vis younger children in order
to fill the void left by the departed father; it may not be easy
to relinquish such a role. Or a child undergoing puberty and
dealing with his or her own emerging sexuality may have
difficulty accepting his or har mother as someone actively
involved in a new, sexual relationship. Stepsiblings brought
top2ther by the remarriage may not be sure what kind of
relationship to establish with each other.
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In general, there is a lack of widely accepted guidelines for
how stepparents and stepchildren ought to behave in a re-
marriage (Cherlin, 1978). A woman who marries a divorced
man with children does not replace the children’s mother;
rather she becomes an additional figure. The existence on a
large scale ot chese relationships is recent; not until the 1970s
did the .aaumber of marriages ending in divorce surpass the
number ending in the death of one spouse. Consequently,
the kinds of taken-for-granted norms that govern everyday
behavior in first marriages are often absent in remarriages.
But as this family form becomes more common, norms are
beginning to surface. For example, when I first began to study
remarriages about 10 years ago, there was confusion among
stepparents and famil, counselors about whether a teenager
from one spouse’s previous marriage ought to be able to date
a teenager from the other spouse’s previous n.arriage. Nc'v
nearly all stepparents and counselors to whom I mention this
hypothetical situation take the same position: no dating
among stepchildren.

These emerging norms seem to be moving in the direction
of expanding the concept of the family to include step-rela-
tionships and other quasi-kin ties. Indeed, family ties after
remarriage often extend across two or three households. The
result is that our commonsense equation of “family”’ with
“household” cften breaks down.? The basic question of what
constitutes a family and what its boundaries are becomes less
clear.

For young and middle-age women in remarriages, these
cross-household links most often take two forms: (1) associat-
ing with an ex-husband ur (2) associating with a new hus-
band’s ex-wife and her children. Neither form necessarily
occurs; as noted above, many fathers virtually sever their ties
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with children from disrupted marriages. Relations with ex-
husbands obviously can be difficult and acrimonious, though
they are not always so. Less noticed but also stressful is being
a part-time parent to the husband’s children. The part-time
stepmother may see these children for short visits, as on
weekends, or for longer but irregular visits, as during school
vacations. But because -2 children still live with their
mother, the part-time stepmother’s role is ambiguous. She
cannot replace the children’s mother; yet when the children
are at her home she is cast into a parent-like role. Given the
lack of clear behaviora! guidelines, families must often work
ouc accommodations to these situations for themselves.

Before leaving the topic of remerriage, let me note that it
plays less of a role in the lives of black women because they
are less likely to remarry. In the PSID study, only 42 percent
of e black women had remarried within five years after a
divorce or separation, compared to 58 percent of the white
women (Duncan a:  *{offman, 1985a). As noted above, this
differential is most likely caused by the poorer labor market
position of black men. Over the past few decades, black
women have made far greater strides in their occupational
attainments relative to white women than have black men
relative to white men. Thus, black women who are separated
or divorced have relatively less to gain from remarriage, on
average, than do white women. And many black women from
low-income backgrounds may conclude reluctantly chat pub-
lic assistance offers a level of support that is more secure than,
and reasonably close to, what could be provided by a prospec-
tive spouse.
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Older Women

The most important recent development in the lives of
older women is the substantial improvement in their ctandard
of living that has occurred over the past 20 years. As is
well-known by now, the great increases in government pro-
grams for the elderly have boosted their incomes relative to
the population under 65. In 1959, 35 percent of persons 65
=nd over were poor, compared to 22 percent of the popula-
tion under 65. But by 1982, the elderly poverty rate was
actually lower than that of the non-aged—14.6 vs. 15.0 per-
cent (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1984). Moreover, these
figures exclude the often substantial noncash benefits that
flow to the elderly, most notably Medicare benefits but also
food stamps, housing subsidies, and so forth. By one estimate,
the propcrtior of elderly who are below the poverty standard
after consideration of these noncash benefits falls to four
percent (Preston, 1984).

The increased economic well-being of the elderly is proba-
bly the greatest achievement of the much maligned war on
poverty, and it is an achievement that hes benefited older
women as well as older men. Peter Uhlenberg and Mary Anne
Salmon (1986) demonstrated that the incomes of women
aged 65 to 69 and 75 to 79, married and unmarried, rose
substantially between 1960 and 1980. Moreover, the in-
creases tended to be relatively larger among the poorest
women, so that inequality of income among older women
declined during the same period. And these comparisons
once again exclude noncash benefits, which go disproportion-
ately to women with lower incomes.

Still, elderly women continue to be overrepresented
amorg the poor. This is due mainly to the aforesaid preva-
lence of widowhood and low levels of remarriage. Among all
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women 65 tc 74 in 1984, 39 percent were currently widowed,
compared to just nine percent among men 65 to 74 (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1985). Elderly widows are more likely
to ke poor in any given year than are elderly married women,
and they are more likely to remain poor /or several years. In
the PSID study, five percent of all households were headed
by elderly women, but 15 percent of all the “persistently
poor” households between 1969 and 1978 were headed by
elderly women (Duncan, 1984). So despite the general eco-
nomic progress, the problem of poverty still persists for a
minority of the elderly, a minority that is disproportionately
composed of widows.

Because of the prevalence of widowhood, the family lives
of elderly women tend to revolve around intergenerational
ties to children and—with lower mortality—increasingly to
aged parents. Elderly women are not, in general, cut off from
kin. To be sure, many are living alone, but studies show that
most elderly women (and men) see at least some of their
children and grandchildren regularly. In a national survey of
grandparents, about ha'“reported seeing a grandchild the day
of the interview or the previous day (Cherlin and Fursten-
berg, 1986). But except in times of family crises, grandparents
do not play a major role in the day-to-day decisions of chil-
dren and grandchildren. They leave parenting “o the parenus
and become, instead, valued, symbolic figures and sources of
support in reserve. But when a crisis such as a divorce occurs,
grandparents often step 'n and provide important assistance.
Since mothers retain custody ¢ children after most marital
dissoiutions, maternal grandparents tend to become morc
deeply involved in helping out after divorce. One of the
consequences of more frequent divorce is that grandchildren
in disrupted families often develop decper ties with their
maternal grandparents than grandchildren from intact fami-
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lies have with either set of grandparents.

Thus, divorce may be creating a “matrilineal tilt” in inter-
generational relations, as observers such as Gunhild Hagestad
(1986) have noted. In fact, Hagestad argues provocatively
that the gap between the family worlds of older women and
older men is widening. Due to the increased longevity of
women and to higher levels of marital disruption, she argues.
older women’s family lives more often center on vertical kin-
ship ties across the generations. Older men, she states in
contrast, more often have strong horizontal ties to their cur-
rent wives. Therefore, elderly men often receive support from
spouses but elderly women must rely more often on their
daughters or their own older parents. Some observers ques-
tion how well middie-age women will be able to meet the
needs of their older mothers for support in the future, given
that middle-age women are much more likely to be employed
than was the case a few decades ago. The nature of multi-
generational linkages in an age of 'ongevity, frequent marital
dissolution, and changing work roles for women is an impor-
tant topic for further study.

Conclusion

That the family lives of American women have changed
greatly in recent decades hardly needs to be said. A diversity
of family forms and paths through the family life course has
replaced the relative homogeneity of the 1950s. Most women
now combine family lives with work outside the home. I have
argued that these changes in women’s family lives are likely
to persist.

Women, like men, place a greater emphasis today on
achieving personal satisfaction and individual growth in their
relationships. In part, they do so because the generally high
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standard of living frees most Americans from day-to-day wor-
ries about subsistence and gives them the luxury of concen-
trating on their sense of personal satisfaction. Although
personal satisfacticn is by no means the only reason why
women are seeking employment, for an increasing number of
women, individual satisfaction is maximized by combining
family roles with employment outside the home. This is a
combination that has long been viewed as optimal for men;
it therefore could be argued that its extension to large num-
bers of women constitutes a major advance in personal well-
being. Similarly, the freedom to end a marriage to an abusive
husband undoubtedly increases the welfare of women.

Yet there are costs to these changes, costs that have be-
come more visible as the numbers of working parents and
marital disruptions have increased. Our economic institu-
tions have not yet adjusted to the fact that most workers no
longer have a spouse at home to take care of family matters.
Until such adjustments are made, two-earner couples and
employed single parents will face difficulties in combining
family life and work life. Our social institutions have not
adjusted to the large numbers of female-headed families that
have been formed by marital dissolution and, secondarily, by
out-of-wedlock pregnancies. Recent reforms that treat di-
vorced women as the economic equals of divorced men have
penalized older women with limited work experience. The
lack of strong child support enforcemens (until recently at
least) has hurt the standard of living of middle-class mothers
and children. Moreover, we are just beginning to explore the
implications of these changes for the longer lives of elderly
women. [ssues such as these will dominate discussions of the
family lives of American women in the near future.
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the Economy

NANCY BARRETT

Highlights

THE INCREASE in women’s labor force participation over the
last 25 years has brought with it questions of equal employ-
ment opportunity, pay equity, and family services that were
less frequently raised when the paid labor force comprised
largely males and single worren, and child care and other
household duties were managed by full-time homemakers.

The number of women working or looking for work has
increased by roughly 28 million over the past 25 years.

The huge shift of labor resources out of the household
economy and into other sectors such as manufacturing and
services is not due to an influx of new workers, but to
women who are reraining in the workforce rather than
dropping out upon marriage or a first pregnancy.

The most dramatic increase in labor force participation has
been among middle-class, well-educated women who for-
merly would have dropped out of the labor force during
their childrearing years.

In 1960, fewer than 20 percent of married women with
pre-school-age children were working outside the home,
compared with more than 50 percent today.
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* Seventy percent of married women with college degrees

were either employed or looking for work in 1981, com-
pared with 50 percent in 1971.

The percentage of women pursuing advanced professional
degrees has increased substantially. From 1970 to 1979, the
percentage of graduates earning degrees in law who were
women jumped from 5.4 t5 28.5 percent, ard in medicine
from 8.4 to 23.0 percent.

Despite advances made in women's educational attainment
and employment opportunities, women remain over-
whelmingly concentrated ir low-paying female occupa-
tions.

In 1985, 70 percent of all full-time employed women were
working in occupations in which over three-quarters of the
employees were females. .

Over one-third of all employed women work in clerical
jobs.

Women tend to ke employed in low-paying jobs with no
on-the-iob training and lictle security, and thus they are
often among the first fired.

In almost all areas of employment, women are overrepre-
sented at the bottom and underrepresented at the top.

The average female worker is gaining in experience and
should be progressing more rapidly up the job ladder than
is actually the case.

Women college gradua:es who work full time, year round,
have earnings roughly on a par with male high school
dropouts.
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The concentration of women in low-paying occupations,
their ghettoization within male-dominated professions, and
their lack of upward mobility translates into a lower aver-
age wage for women than for men.

The median earnings for women working full time, year
round, in 1985 wers 68 percent of men’s earnings, up from
61 percent in 1978.

The slight improvement in the wage gap is not due to
women moving into higher-paying jobs but to a recession
that has had a disproportionately nesative effect on the
high-wage, male-dominated sectors of the economy.

The wage gap between men and women increases with age.
Yecunger workers of both sexes enter the labor force in the
lowest pay categories, but men are more likely to advance
in earnings while women remain behind. A 45- to 55-year-
old woman makes approximately the same wage as a
woman of 25.

During the 1970s, adult women experienced higher unem-
ployment rates than adult men: 6.0 percent for *.omen
compared to 4.5 percent for men.

In the 1980s, the average unemployment raws for both
women and men rose and were virtually identical at 7.2 and
7.1 percent, respectively. Between 1980 and 1985, 6.9 mil-
lion new jobs were created in the female-dominated sectors
of sales and services, while 500,000 jobs were lost in the
male-dominated sectors of manufacturing, mining, con-
struction, and transportation.

The decline of full-time homemaking as the predominant
occupation for married women has been accompanied by
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arapid increase in the number of women seeking part-time
jobs. Roughly one-third of the shift out of homemaking has
been into part-time employment.

About three-quarters of women working part time are in
the low-paying sales, clerical, and service occupations.

Women workers’ low part-time pay is accompanied by the
virtual absence of fringe benefits or opportunity for ad-
vancement.

Female jobs have traditionally been and remain under-
valued because of their association with unpaid work in the
home and because women are not seen as important eco-
nomic providers.

Although women, on average, earn less than men, their
contributions to the economic resources of families are
substantial.

For all families, and especially for olack families, a second
paycheck makes a significant difference in living standards
and substantially reduces the incidence of poverty.

Women with paid jobs still bear most of the responsibility
for housework. The shift to paid employment has not
meant an offsetting decline in the number of hours most
women spend in rhe household economy. Thus, women
now contribute more total hours to the economy (both
paid and unpaid) than they did before the shift.
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Introduction

It is practically impossible to open a newspaper or maga-
zine today without finding an article on some aspect of
women’s changing economic status. Indeed, the proliferation
of these accounts and their sometimes contradictory messages
are often more bewildering than informative. Does the grow-
ing number of female professionals mean progress for women,
or does the persistence of a male-female pay gap signify a lack
of progress? Are women becoming financially more indepen-
dent, or more likely to be in poverty?

Public policies such as Title VII’s mandate of equal em-
ployment opportunity for women, affirmative action pro-
grams, social security for divorced homemakers, and child
support enforcement programs, to name only a few, have
occasioned considerable debate regarding the practicality or
even the desirability of women's changing roles. Government
programs like Aid to Families with Dependent Children are
strained for resources and subject to growing criticism as they
try to deal with problems for which they were never designed.
The idea of comparable worth as a way to achieve pay equity
for women has staunch defenders and equally vocal critics.
What are the best public policy choices, and why is it so
difficult to establish a consensus on their implementation?

This chapter establishes a framework for evaluating these
issues and presents the most recent information on women
and the economy. It begins with the recognition that the
many economic changes taking place for women are linked to
one of the most important social transformations of post-war
America, namely the decline in fulltime homemaking as
the predominant “occupation” of married women, especially
those with children, and the concomitant increase in the
numbers of these women working outside the home in paid
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employment. In 1960, fewer than 20 percent of married
women with pre-schoolage children worked outside the
home, compared with over 50 percent today. The number of
women working or looking for work outside the home has
increased by roughly 28 million in 25 years, involving an
absorption of more than a million additional women workers
per year into the job market.

Perhaps not solely by chance, the increased labor force
participation of women foliowed on the heels of the civil
rights movement for racial justice and coincided with cther
egalitarian political influences that resulted in growing atten-
tion to feminist objectives,

From the perspective of the household economy, wom-
en’s new work roles have wrought other changes. With a
majority of married women working outside the home, the
traditional family with a full-time homemaker is no longer the
norm. While two-earner families have substantially higher
average incomes than single-earner families, there is less time
available for work in the home. Practically everyone has felt
the effects on family life, effects that have been negative as
well as positive. Consequently, support for women as workers
is often viewed as disruptive to families, making policy im-
plementation controversial and the policy debate emotionally
charged.

Of course, economic factors are not at work in 2 vacuum.
Tradicional perceptions of women’s social roles can limit
women’s economic opportunities. At the same time, eco-
nomic factors have contributed to reduced fertility and
higher divorce rates. The high poverty rate among families
raintained by women, for example, is clearly the outcome of
a complex socioeconomic nexus.

While this chapter focuses on economic influences, it is
important to bear in mind the social, political, and insti-
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tutional environment that conditions women's economic
choices and opportunities. These issues are addressed in
other chapters.

The Transformation of the Household Economy

Until fairly recently, homemaking (unpaid work in the
homs) was the main occupation of married women with chil-
dren. In 1960, when 85 percent of married women with chil-
dren were full-time homemakers, there were about 40 million
adult women so employed. Compared with a manufacturing
sector comprising 17 million workers, the household econ-
omy was (and continues to be) a sizable employer of labor
resources and a large part of our economy. Considering the
unpaid housework also performed by workers with paid jobs,
the household economy is quite large relative to the economic
activity that goes on in offices, shops, and factories.

Because the output of the household sector is not in-
cluded in the official gross national product (GNP), it is usu-
ally not considered part of “the” economy. Similarly, home-
makers are not considered part of the labor force.
Consequently, the huge shift of labor resources out of the
household economy and into other sectors, such as manufac-
turing and services, that has occurred since 1960 has been
mistakenly analyzed as the arrival of large numbers of * new”
workers. Rather, it should be seen for what it is: a major
sectoral realignment that has released nearly half the full-time
household workforce into the rest of the economy in the
course of a single generation.

In many respects, this movement of labor out of the
household sector is similar to what occurred much earlier in
the farm sector of the economy. Improvements in productiv-
ity both within the home and on the farm reduced the
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amount of time required to do necessary tasks. Moreover, in
the home economy, the longer life expectancy of women and
lower birthrates combined with higher levcls of education for
women to reduce the advantages of full-time homemaking
relative to employment outside the home. Rising wages made
economic opportunities outside the home more attractive,
just as was the case for workers leaving the farm some decades
ago. As the lure of the city drew second and third generation
farm workers from the land, so too improved labor market
opportunities for wome., have drawn them into the paid
labor market.

The major impact of the household transformation, as
would be expected, has been on married women with chil-
dren. The extracrdinary increase in the proportion of mar-
ried mothers with pre-school children who are working out-
side the home is documented in Table 3.1. This shift out of
full-time homemaking is still going on. In the past five years
alone, the overall labor force participation rate for women
has increased by three percentage points, and for married

Table 3.1 » LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATES OF
ALL WOMEN AND MARRIED WOMEN BY AGE

OF CHILDREN
Married, spouse present

All Children Children

women Total 6-17 under 6
1950 28.3 3.8 28.3 11.9
1050 31.7 30.5 390 18.6
1970 433 40.8 49.2 30.3
1980 51.5 50.1 61.7 45.1
1985 54.5 60.8 61.8 524

Source: US. Department of Labor, Employment and Trammng Report of the President
{Washington, D.C.: LLS. Government Printing Office, 1979} U.S. Bureau of Labor
Staustics, "Labor Force Actvity of Mothers of Young Children Continues at Re-
cord Pace.”" News, Release No. USDL 85-381, September 19, 1915,

18
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mothers of pre-school children it is up by more than eight
percentage points.

Of course, the “shift” is not due to an army of homemak-
ers suddenly entering paid employment. Rather, it largely
comprises women who are remaining in the workforce rather
than dropping out upon marriage or first pregnancy. Because
many are delaying childbirth, these married mothers on aver-
age are older and have considerably more work experience
than did the average married women with children a genera-
tion ago.

"t able 3.2 shows women’s labor force entry and exit rates
for the period 1968-77. Entry rates for full-time and part-time
workers increased oaly slightly, while exit rates declined sub-
stantially for both groups.

Table 3.2 * LABOX FORCE ENTRY AND EXIT RATES OF
WOMEN, 1968-1977

1968 1970 1972 1974 1976 1977

Rate of:

Entry into full-time

labor force! 23 25 26 271 19 29
Exit from full-time labor

force 42 36 36 35 32 30
Entry into part-time

labor force? 27 29 29 30 30 30
Exit from part-time

labor force 179 148 138 127 121 115

IFull-time labor force includes women working full time, women working part time
but who desire full-time work, and unemployed women seeking full-time work

Part-time labor force includes women working part time voluntarily and unem-
ployed women leoking for part-time work.

Note: The rate of entry into or exit from the labor force is equal to the number of

women who entered {o: left} the labor force in an average month 1n the year under
study, divided by the number of vomen in the labor force in the previous month.

Source: Carol Len and Robert W. Bednarzik, “A Profile of Women on Part-tim'
Schedules,” Monthly Labor Review, 101, October 1978, p. 10.
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It is also important to recognize that the shift from full-
time homemaking to paid employment has not meant an
offsetting decline in the number of hours most women spend
working in tke home. Although women with paid jobs spend
fewer hours on average in the home economy than do full-
time homemakers, women still bear most of the responsibility
for housework. Unlike the farm workers who moved to the
city, homemakers who take paid jobs do not leave their old
cccupation behind. This means that women now contribute
more total hours to the economy (both paid and unpaid). Few
families can afford to purchase all their household services
from professionals and, as is the case with reliable child care,
such services are often not available. This incompleteness of
the household-economy transformation is a critical factor for
women in paid employment. And the strains associated with
the double burden on women of a paid job and housework,
or with other family members being newly responsible for
household tasks, create added stress for families.

Understanding women’s changing roles as stemming in
part from changes in the household economy has a number
of advantages. First, it improves our awareness of the forces
behind women’s participation in paid employment and the
related effects on fertility and marital stability. Clearly, the
transformation of the household sector is rooted in some of
the same irreversible events that occurred in agticulture some
decades ago. In each case, the change in people’s work lives
meant dramatic changes in personal lifestyles.

Because the household transformation is so recent, stereo-
types ~f women as unpaid household workers and nurturers
whose husbands provide their economic support still condi-
tion societal attitudes about women in paid employment.
There remains a deep-seated belief that work should be di-
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vided along gender lines, resulting in the occupational segre-
gation of women into jobs that reflect stereotypes from the
household economy.

This stereotyping of women’s work interacts with two
other factors based on women’s former homemaker roles.
One is the notion that women's work is not worthy of mone-
tary reward comparable to that for men’s work, and the other
is that women are not financially responsible for their fami-
lies. These beliefs result in a persistent devaluation of wom-
en’s work relative to men’s when acccant is taken of the
comparable worth of their jobs in terms of skill and responsi-
bility. These beliefs also produce policy responses like welfare
payments instead of jobs for women who maintain families.
Failure to provide needed social services—child and depen-
dent care and the like—also stems from misconceptions
about the household transformation.

The factors that have radically altered the sex composi-
tion of the workforce are fundamenually different from those
behind other demographic changes. Equal employment op-
portunity for women was most surely aided by widespread
concern over racial injustice, but treating all women'’s employ-
ment problems as similar to those faced by victims of racial
discrimination is a mistake. While women may be ‘‘disadvan-
taged” by cultural stereotypes, many are well educated and
possess administrative and organizational skills that can be
useful in paid employment. However, recognizing the link
with the household economy clarifies the policy debate. To
the extent that a consensus over men’s and women'’s familial
roles is lacking, there will be antagonism over equal employ-
ment opportunity issues.

In pursuing policies to improve women’s economic posi-
tion, we cannot look to labor market solutions alone. For

1s
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instance, it is well documented that women who work in paid
employment continue to do most of the housework. Many
people who support the concept of equal pay for women stop
short of advocating an end to the sex-based division of labor
within the household economy. The very suggestion that the
Bureau of Labor Statistics collect data on hours spent in
housework is met with great resistance and allegations of
governmental invasion of privacy, despite the fact that these
data could be collected using the Current Population Survey
that is already in place.

The collection of information by a government agency on
hours spent in housework would be an important first step
in establishing this act.vity as “work,” while at the same time
revealing the extent of the disparity between men’s and
women’s contributions. It is not very likely that equalivy for
women will be achieved in paid employment unless tasks in
the household economy become the equal responsibility of
men and women. And putting the facts on the table could be
a vehicle for change, as was the case when a government
survey revealed the low incidence of child support payments
by fathers.

Women’s Unemployment

The transformation of the household sector created a
cadre of job-seeking women and a new source of unemploy-
ment.

Since fulltime homemakers are not counted as labor
force participants until they seek paid work, had the house-
hold transformation not occurred, many women would not
have been included in the unemployment count, and the
national rate would have been lower. During the 1970s, as

1:2
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stagflation made it difficult to reduce unemployment to a
previously acceptable level, issues regarding women'’s unem-
ployment became central to the debate over the national
unemployment target. In considering whether the unemploy-
ment target should be revised, some people argued that only
the male rate should be used as a policy target. Others sug-
gested a “weighted rate” in which women’s unemployment
would receive a lesser weight than men’s. Another issue was
the allegation that women’s unemployment creates less of a
hardship than male unemployment. But implicit in the entire
discussion was the view that women’s presence in the paid
labor force was somehow less legitimate than men’s.

The debate over women’s unemployment became part of
an upheaval in social policy and consciousness. Policymakers
took advantage of the emotional aspects of the issue to take
attention away from the restrictive economic policies that
were the major cause of high unemployment in those years.
As with the transformation of the agricultural sector, a satis-
factory adaptation of the economy to the transformation of
the household sector would require a full-employmer.t econ-
omy.

At that time, however, women experienced higher unem-
ployment rates than men, and the growth of the female work-
force was seen as contributing to even higher unemployment.
During the 1970s, the unemployment rate for adult women
(aged 20 and over) averaged 6.0 percent compared with the
4.5 rate for adult males. Still, the higher rate for women was
only partly related to their labor force entry or reentry. In
general, low-paid workers of either sex tend to have relatively
high unemployment rates. This is because they tend to lack
on-the-job training and seniority, and consequently are the
last hired and first fired. Although women are less likely than
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men to be employed in sectors of the economy that experi-
ence cyclical unemployment, this factor did not outweigh the
relative lack of seniority and work experience that then kept
women'’s unemployment rates above male rates.

During the 1980s, the overall unemployment picture has
changed dramatically. Between 1980 and 1985, the average
unemployment rates for adult women and men were virtually
identical at 7.2 and 7.1, respectively. Although unemploy-
ment rates for both groups increased substantially as the
economy experienced a deep recession, the rate for men in-
creased disproportionately, due both to a decline in jobs
traditionally held by men, and to an expansion of job oppor-
tunities for women.

Between 1980 and 1985, 6.9 million new jobs were cre-
ated in the female-dominated sectors of sales and services,
while 500,000 jobs were lost in the male-dominated sectors of
manufacturing, mining, construction, and transportation.
Over this same period, the female labor force grew by 5.6
million and the male labor force by three million. Clearly, the
growth of the female labor force was far more easily accom-
modated by job openings in sales and services than was the
growth of the male labor force accommodated by jobs in the
goods-producing sectors. But although there was a relative
expansion of jobs traditionally held by women, these tended
to be lower-paying than the jobs lost in the goods-producing
areas.

Within industry and occupation groups, the unemploy-
ment rates of females remain above those of males, as shown
in Table 3.3. Some of the same factors that were at work in
the 1970s are still present. Women have less seniority and
on-the-job training than men within the same industry. More-
over, although this pattern is changing, as noted above, adult
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women in the labor force are still much more likely than men
to be entering for the first time, or reentering after a period
of unpaid hon.emaking. Forty-five percent of unemployed
adult women were in these categories in 1985, compared with
21 percent of unemployed adult men. For men, losing a job
was a much more common reason for unemployment than for
women: 69 percent of unemployed men had lost their jobs,
compared with 41 percent of unemployed women. Unem-

Table 3.3 « UNEMPLOYMENT RATES BY OCCUPATION,
INDUSTRY, AND SEX, 1985!

Women Men
Occupational
Managerial and professional 28 2.2
Technical, sales, and administrative support 5.4 3.8
Technicians 3.1 2.9
Sales 1.1 35
Administrative support including clerical 4.9 4.7
Services 8.8 8.7
Precision production, craft, and repair 10.1 6.9
Operators, fabricators, and laborers 13.0 10.7
Farming, forestry, and fishing 10.4 7.9
Industry

Mining 1.4 9.9
Construction 10.0 13.4
Manufacturing 9.9 6.6
Durable 9.3 7.0
Nondurable 10.5 5.9
Transportation and public utilities 4.1 5.6
Wholesale and retail trade 8.7 6.7
Finance, insurance, and real estate 36 3.3
Services 6.2 6.3

Persons 16 and over.

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bur. au of Labor Statistics, Employment and
Eamings (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, January 1986),
pp. 164-65.
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ployed women were somewhat more likely to have left their
last job voluntarily than were men, perhaps reflecting a more
abundant supply of jobs in the female-dominated sectors.
A recent study found no sex differences in quit rates when
personal and job characteristics were held constant (Bla.. and
Kahn, 1981). However, voluntary quit rates have been low in
recent years for both men and women, as overall unemploy-
ment has remained at historically high levels for both sexes.
Women are more likely than men to fall into the cate-
gory of “discouraged workers.” These persons, not counted
among the unemployed, are those who report they have
stopped looking for work because they think no jobs are
available. In 1985, 1.4 percent of the potential female labor
force was discouraged from looking for work, compared with
0.8 percent of the men. Many economists would add dis-
couraged workers to the official unemployment figures * »
estiniate the real extent of involuntary joblessness.

Structural Unemployment and Displaced Workers

Economists distinguish between “cyclical’” unemployment
that results from inadequate aggregate demand, and “struc-
tural”’ unemployment that arises from special factors causing
pockets of unemployment among certain groups or in certain
areas, even when jobs are plentiful in general. But there are
two separate sources of structural unemployment, requiring
quite different policy responses.

The first is the historically more familiar lack of skills and
work experience, usually related to such factors as age, pov-
erty status, and low educational attainment. Traditional mea-
sures to relieve this type of structural unemployment have
been education, skill-training programs, and public service
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employment targeted on low-wage population groups. A
safety net of modest unemployment insurance and welfare
benefits is alsn provided. Many women who lack education,
skills, and work experience fall into this category, but so do
many male workers.

Another kind of structural unemployment involves work-
ers in certain manufacturing industries that have suffered
from changing energy prices, international trade, pollution
controls, and other factors, Workers laid off in these indus-
tries possess skills and work experience and represent a spec-
trum of demographic gr.sups. Most have been well paid, with
relatively long tenure on the last job, and view themselves as
middle-class Americans.

When jobs are lost in particular industries, macroeco-
nomic stimulus can create new jobs elsewhere in the econ-
omy, but skills are not always transferable, and the new jobs
may not pay as well as the lost jobs. In 1984, the Department
of Labor conducted a special survey which counted 5.1 mil-
lion “displaced” workers, defined as persons who had worked
for at least three years before being dismissed because of a
plant closing or layoff. A substantial proportion, 35 percent,
of these displaced workers were women. They were les, likely
than men to have been reemployed by January 1984 and were
about 2L, times more likely to have left the labor force (Flaim

and Sehgal, 1985).

Displaced Homemakers

The distinction between the unskilled and the “dis-
placed” structurally unemployed worker is of particular inter-
est in analyzing women’s unemployment. Women are usually
thought to be one of the demographic categories that consti-
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tute the group known as *‘disadvantaged.” In fact, while some
women are truly disadvantaged, many others are more cor-
rectly seen 2s displaced workcrs, “unemployed” because of
the transformation of the hous-hold sector.

We have seen that the growth in the female labor force
participation rate has resulted largely from the failure of
younger women to leave the labor force to take up full-time
homemaking as their mothers and grandmothers did. How-
ever, each year a substantial number of “displaced homemak-
ers” with a long job tenure (at home) are looking for paid
employment. Low-wage jobs may be inappropriate for many
of these women, especially the well educated and those with
usable skills. Where displacement resulted from maritai dis-
ruption, there is typically inadequate support from former
husbands. As of 1981, only about 15 percent of divorced and
separated women had been awarded alimony; fewer than half
received the full amount of child support they had been
awarded (Blau and Ferber, 1986: 125).

Policy responses should build on these women’s prior
education and previous work experience as homemakers,
recognizing the substantial skill development entailed ir
household administration. Their financial needs as house-
hold heads or important contributors to family economic
resources must also be recognized.

Alchough there is a considerable body of data on workers
who have been displaced from paid jobs, little is known about
the skills and work experience of displaced homemakers. As
mentioned earlier, policies to support women as their work
roles change have been and will continue to be hampered by
the lack of data on the household economy comparable to
our data for the paid labor market. The initiation of a data
collection project for the household sector is long overdue,
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and should be high on the policy agen la for those interested
in the economic status of women.

However, the fact that time spent in homemaking goes
unrecognized as a qualification for work in paid employment
suggests that the choice of a career as a full-time homemaker
is potentially risky, given today’s high divorce rates and the
failure of many former husbands to provide adequate sup-
port. Many families are in poverty because the women who
maintain them lack the prior paid work experience they need
to land a high-paying job.

Trends in Women’s Employment Patterns

Although the transformation of the household sector has
created a truly revolutionary change in women’s work,
women’s occupations in paid employment have remained
remarkably traditional. Despite the attention afforded to a
female astronaut or Supreme Court justice, statistics show
that women remain overwhelmingly concentrated in female
dominated occupations. And where they have moved into
formerly male domains, they remain on the bottom rungs of
the job ladder, or are tracked into predominantly female
“ghettos”—relatively low-paying subcategories of jobs held
by women within higher-paying occupations dominated by
men.

In 1985, 70 percent of all women erployed full time were
working in occupations in which over three-quarters of the
employees were female.! Part-time workers are even more
heavily concentrated in predominantly female occupations.
Admittedly, there has been some change in the occupational
profile of women workers since 1970, as shown in Table 3.4.
Women have increased their representation in the managerial
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Table 3.4 * OCCUPATIONAL PROFILES OF WOMEN AND MEN,
1970 AND 1982

Percent of all

Percent of Percent of employees
women in men in in occupation
occupation occupation who are women
Occupation 1970 1982 1970 1982 1970 1982
Professional and
technical 14.5 19.8 140 1.5 38.6 43.2
Managers and
administrators 4.5 8.2 14.2 13.2 159 29.2
Sales workers 7.0 4.3 5.6 5.7 431 334
Clerical workers 34.5 38.4 7.1 .1 746 18.4
Craft workers 1.1 2.3 20.1 223 33 2.5
Operatives 14.5 11.7 19.6 11.8 309 39.7
Nonfarm laborers 0.5 1.2 1.3 6.5 3.6 10.8
Private houschold 5.1 1.0 0.1 - 97.4 96.7
Other services 16.5 12.4 6.6 83 602 49.8
Farm workers 1.8 — 5.6 1.6 168 10.3
Total 1000 1000 1000 1000 37.7* 40.1*
*In millions.

Note Bzgnning in 1983, the occupational classifications in the Current Population
Survey were changed. Consequently, it has become difficukt to compare changes 1n
representation in the broad occupational categories before 1983 with more recent
changes. Where appropriate, the new classifications have been used in these chap-
ters. Totals might not sum exactly due to rounding.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment and Eamings (Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office. January 1983).

and professional categories and decreased it in the sales and
service categories. And while both women and men have
tended to move from “blue-collar” to “white-collar’ occupa-
tions as the manufacturing sectors have declined, occupa-
tional changes for women have been more dramatic than for
men. Nevertheless, over a third of all employed women work
in clerical jobs, and the proportion of the female workforce
in clerical work has increased since 1970. The ¢ 'namic for
change in women's labor force activities seems to be much
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weaker than the forces that propelled so many women into
paid employiment to begin with.

It is not surprising that a major impact of the household
transformation has been in the professions, since the most
substantial increase in labor force participation has been
among middle-class, well-educated women who formerly
would have dropped out of the labor force during their child-
bearing years. By 1985, the proportion of women aged 25 to
34 in the labor force who had attended college actually sur-
passed that of men. This gain was accomplished by an explo-
sive increase in the labor force participation rate of college-
educated women in this age group over the decade 1975 to
1985—from 69 to 83 percent for college graduates and from
58 to 76 percent for those who had completed one to three
years of college—combined with an increase in the percent of
college graduates and advanced-degree recipients who are
women. Between 1970 and 1979, the female proportion of
degree recipients increased at all levels, rising from 43 to 48
percent of bachelors' degrees, from 40 to 49 percent of mas-
ters' degrees, from 13 to 26 percent of doctoral degrees, and
from 5 to 24 percent of first professional degrees (Randour,
et al., 1982).

Seventy percent of married women with college degrees
were either employed or looking for work in 1981, compared
with 50 percent 10 years earlier. Moreover, the rise in career
expectations among this group, aided by Title IX legislation
that, among other things, prohibits discrimination against
women in higher education, has substantially increased the
number of women pursuing advanced professional degrees in
fields like law and medicine. From 1970 to 1979, the percent-
age of graduates earning degrees in law who were women
jumped from 5.4 to 28.5, and in medicine from 8.4 to 23.0
(Randour, et al., 1982).
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The growth in the female Iabor force has been accommodated, at least in part,
by job openings in the service sector. Courtesy Martha Tabor

In considering these gains, however, it is important to
bear in mind that the broad occupational categories listed in
Table 3.4 mask important segregation patterns within more
detailed occupations. A study of nearly 61,000 workers found
that only 10 percent were in job titles that had both nien and
women assigned to them (Bielby and Baron, 1986). There is
a substanual pay gap between men and women within the
broad occupational categories that reflects a concentration of
women in relatively low-paying specialties within them. For
instance, in medicine, women predominate in specialties like
pediatrics and nutrition, both of which pay considerahiy less
than a male-dominated specialty like surgery. And tne few
women attorneys entering prestigious law firms are often as-
signed to library research rather than to the courtroom, or to
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the less prestigious and less lucrative fields of trusts, estates,
and domestic relations (Fox and Hesse-Biber, 1984: 131).

In academic jobs as well, the status of women is below that
of men. Women academics are located disproportionately in
wwo-year and four-year colleges and state universities with
heavy teaching loads not conducive to research. Nationwide,
women on college faculties account for only 10 percent of
full professors but 50 percent of instructors and lecturers
(ibid.). Moreover, male faculty members are concentrated
in the physical and social sciences and professional schools,
while women predominate in the lower-paying arts and hu-
manities.

The computer field is projected by the Bureau of Labor
Statistics to be one of high employment growth in the coming
decade. Because this field is so new, women theoretically
should be at no disadvantage compared to men in occupa
tional choices and opportunities for advancement. However,
occupational segregation of women is alzeady apparent in the
computer field. In 1985, only about one-third of the 530,000
computer programmers were women, compared with two-
thirds of the 779,000 comrputer operators and word proces
sors. Median weekly earnings for computer programmers in
1985 were $542, compared with $284 for computer operators.

Within the “sales occupations” category there is strong
gender segmentation. For instance, while women account
for 82.7 percent of apparel salesworkers, who have average
weekly earnings of $171, they are only 7.7 percent of motor
vehicle and boat salesworkers, who earn a median of $400 per
week.

Gender-typing of job within formeriy male-dominated
fields is not the only reason for the relatively high pay gap
within them. Another factor is the way in which men and
women move up the job ladders in these fields. From govern-
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ment civil service to university faculties, private corporations,
banks, and insurance companies, women are overrepresented
at the bottom and underrepresented at the top. Fewer than
five percent of federal civil servants at level GS 16 and above
are women, compared with 77 percent in grades 1 through 4
(Smith, 1979: 40). Job ladders for many predominantly fe-
male jobs such as secretarial are much shorter than for male
jobs; that is, opportunities for advancement disappear after
a few promotions. This pattern of women’s greater represen-
tation in the lower echelons of the job hierarchy repeats itself
in practically all large business organizations.

Data from a 1981 special survey by the Bureau of Labor
Statistics corroborate these observations. The National Sur-
vey of Professional, Administrative, Technical, and Clerical
Pay provides details that separate entry-level, experienced,
and senior-level positions within occupations. A recent study
of these data concludes that “growth in women’s employment
in the experienced work levels has not been as noticeable as
at the entry level” (Sieling, 1984: 30). Among professional
accountants, for instance, women held 46 percent of the
entry-level jobs (paying an average of $1,377 per month), but
only five percent of the senior jobs (averaging $2,928).
Among auditors, women held 36 percent of the entry-level
jobs and eight percent of the professional jobs. The figures are
similar for other male-dominated job categories.

One could speculate that the reason women are under-
represented in the higher echelons of the job ladder is that
they lack seniority or relevant work experience. Although it
is true that many women interrupt their working life at some
point when they are raising children, the trend is for women
to remain at work longer than they used to. Then too, male
workers frequently change jobs and even occupations. This
is becoming more common as male workers are increasingly
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displaced from jobs. According to the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics, in 1983 the median tenure on the job was 3.3 years for
women, compared with 5.1 years for men. There was little or
no difference in the length of job tenure between men and
women up to the age of 30.

The household transformation has increased women’s
attachment to the workforce. Because women today are less
likely than in the past to drop out of the labor force when
they marry and bear children, the average female worker is
gaining in experience and should be progressing more rapidly
up job ladders than is actually the case. Moreover, the scarcity
of opportunities for upward mobility in female-dominated
occupations, and in female ghettos within predominantly
male occupations, suggests that the problem is not solely
intermittency of participation among women workers, but
rather a job environmeht that fails to provide women the
same promotional oppertunities that male workers enjoy.

The Earnings Gap and Pay Equity Strategies
for Women

Since the passage of the Equal Pay Act of 1963, there has
been legislative support for eliminating wage disparities based
on sex. At that time, median earnings for women working full
time, year round were about 60 percent of men’s earnings.
That ratio held remarkably constant throughout the 1960s
and 1970s, despite the rapid change in wemen’s work roles
associated with the household-sector transformation and e
passage of an impressive body of legislation mandating equal
employment opportunity. Although there has been a barrage
of anecdotal reporting about upwardly mobile women, the
statistical evidence shows that despite radical changes in
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women’s work and family roles, there has not been a substan-
tial narrowing of the pay gap between men and women.

The previous description of wome s employment pat-
terns provides a foundation for understanding why the pay
gap persists. The pay gap is inextricably bound up with the
sex-based division of labor that characterizes our economy.
The concentration of women in low-paying occupations,
their ghettoization within male-dominated professions, and
their lack of upward mobility all translate into a lower average
wage for women than for men. This means that the pay gap
cannot be closed simply by enacting a law. Rather, pay equity
will require a radical realignment of the occupational profiles
of men and women, or alternatively, a major restructuring of
the pay scales in men’s and w:men’s jobs. Egalitarian views
of social justice may favor pay equity for women, yet there is
a conflict with the deeply entrenched social expectations re-
garding differences in men’s and women’s work roles. it is
important to face this dilemma squarely in seeking policy
remedies.

The Role of Occupational Segregation

The persistence of the wage gap despite the Equal Pay Act
demonstrated that pay equity for women could not be
achieved simply by mandating equal pay for equal work. In
a labor market segregated by sex, equal pay for equil work,
however important to establish in principle, is not the main
issue.

Female-dominated occupations and industries are the
lowest paying. A recent study by the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics shows a strong inverse relationship between the percent
of an industry’s employees that is female and the level of
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average hc urly earnings (Norwood, 1982: 2). A ranking of 52
industries in July 1982 shows that the apparel and textile
products industry had the highest percentage of women
workers (81.9 percent), and ranked 50th in average hourly
earnings. The bituminous coal and lignite mining industry,
on the other hand, ranked 52nd in percentage _f women
employees (5.1 percent) and first in average hourly earnings.

Roughly one-third of all women work in clerical occupa-
tions, where median weekly earnings in 1985 were $286 for
full-time workers of both sexes. This compares unfavorably
with a median weekly wage for all full-time male workers of
$406, but is roughly equivalent to the median of $277 for
full-time female workers.

Table 3.5 shows earnings for groups of predominantly
female and predominantly male occupations. Forty percent of
all adult women employees hold jobs in the female-dominated
categories listed. (Men are not similarly concentrated in a few
job categories.) While these jobs vary considerably in terms
of the education, skill requirements, and responsibility in-
volved, women’s jobs are generally lower-paying than men’s
jobs. For instance, a licensed practical nurse averages $294
per week, compared with $363 for a truck driver and $406 for
a furnace operator. A child care worker averages $169, and
a bank teller $219, compared with $276 for an unskilled
construction laborer.

Recognition that the pay gap is largely the result of occu-
pational differences between men ai.d women led to a focus
on providing equal employment opportunity (EEO) in high-
er-paying, male-dominated job categories as the best way to
achieve pay equity for women. Title VII of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 was the legislative basis of the EEQ mandate, and
this was followed by a series of court decisions and executive
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Table 3.5 » EARNINGS! IN SELECTED OCCUPATIONS, 1985

Percent Median weekly
female wage (in dollars)

Predominantly female occupations
Secretary/typist 91.7 276
Receptionist 97.6 225
Licensed practical nurse 96.9 294
Private household 96.2 132
Child care worker 96.1 169
Registered nurse 95.1 434
Teacher’s aide 93.6 196
Bookkeeper 91.5 272
Bank teller 93.0 219
Data entry keyer 90.7 277
Textile sewing machine operator 90.8 178
Health service worker 89.9 210
Libraria. 87.0 391
Elementary school teacher 84.0 412
Cashier 83.1 178
Predorinantly male occupations
Extractive occupations 1.1 501
Fire fighting/prevention 1.4 436
Truck driver 2.1 363
Construction trades 20 393
Airplane pilot/navigator 2.6 738
Construction laborer 31 276
Material-moving equipment operator 3.2 360
Furnace operator 3.6 406
Welder 4.8 371
Engineer 6.7 661
Lathe operator 9.6 32
Police officer and detective 10.1 424
Architect 11.3 488

1Usual weekly earnings of full-time workers.
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, unpublished tabulations,
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orders that shifted the policy focus frcm merely prohibiting
employment discrimination to actually promoting improved
representation of women in higher-paying occupations and
industries. The motive behind these efforts was not necessar-
ily to integrate occupations as an end in itself (although many
proponents of equality for women support occupational inte-
gration as a way to eliminate stereotypes), but rather to re-
duce the pay gap.

But women have made only modest inroads into the high-
paying sectors of the economy. And, as noted earlier, where
women have been successful in penetrating nontraditional
occupations, they are ghettoized into lower-paying, female
enclaves within them, or concentrated on the lower rungs of
the seniority ladder. The result is that the pay gap between
men and women is often greater in male-dominated occupa-
tions than in female-dominated ones.

Because women are generally located at the bottom of the
job hierarchy and men at the top, there is a considerable
difference in how the level of their earnings is distributed
within the same category of work. In 1982, 16.2 percent of
women managers and administrators earned less than $200
per week, compared with only 3.2 percent of men. On the
other hand, only 14.9 percent of those women earned more
than $500 per week compared with 51.3 percent of the men.
Among craft workers, 28.4 percent of the women and only
7.0 percent of the men earned less than $200 per week, while
7.7 percent of the women and 23.9 percent of the men earned
more than $500. Similar patterns were also found in the
specific occupations within these general categories. (Mellor,
1984: 24).

The concentration of women at the bottom of the distri-
bution of earnings results in a wage gap that increases with
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age, as shown in Table 3.6. Young workers of both sexes enter
the labor market in the lowest pay categories, but the men are
more likely to advance in earnings while the women remain
behind. This is either because women are in occupations
without opportunities for upward mobility, or because they
are denied access to the oppor:.nities that are available to
men.

Another way of looking at the problem is to examine the
age-earnings profile. Male earnings advance rapidly between
ages 25 and 35, with men between 35 and 55 typically earning
more than double that of younger men. Women’s earnings,
as a rule, rise modestly between ages 16 and 25 and then
remain virtually flat. A 45- to 55-year-old woman makes ap-
proximately the same wage as a woman of 25, reflecting the
fact that the vast majority of women are in dead-end jobs.
Men, on the other hand, seem to experience considerable
upward mobility.

Occupational segregation, ghettoization, and lack of up-

Tavle 3.6  THE RATIO OF FEMALE TO MALE EARNINGS
BY AGE GROUP AMONG FULL-TIME, YEAR-ROUND
WORKERS, 1975 AND 1984

Age group 1975 1984
All ages 59.5 68.2
16-24 75.9 87.5
25-34 64.7 74.3
35-44 51.9 63.2
45-54 52.5 60.4
55-64 55.0 60.8
65+ 55.9 65.9

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census,