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On lomen s Aspirations and Egqual Opportuni ty

e are here today to honor the memory of D, Martin

Luther King, Jr. I want to note the debt that the curren

e

womsn*s movemsnt owes to the sfforts of Dr. King and his
comrades in the struggle for civil rights. From these
efforts women learned =z vocabulary to describe oppression
and discriminaticon, they learned tacticsz of opposition and
=zocial change, the» cained inspiration, many of thsm gained
oractical experience. Ferhaps most important; they gained
jegal protection. The inclusion of women in the civil

rights legislation of 1784 was treated by many legisltator

I}

4% =imply an afterthought, even a joke. Yet, this
legislation has keen crucial to many of women’23 advances
over the past two decades. lWomen gained their special Tegal
rights to non—-discriminatory treatment largely on the
cozttails of racialsethnic minorities.

Today I want to caomment brisefly on the changss in
women®s position in ogur s=cciety over the last 20 years and
the tinkages between women‘s aspirations and the development
of equal opportunity. I will first make a few general
comments about changes in women’s income, ococupational
azpirations and achievemsent; then describe preliminary
results from my ocwn situdy of women wha "picneered” in
integrating male dominated fields in the Tast ten }ears;
and, +*inally, discuss implicaticone of these comments for
understzanding more about the movement toward greater

equality,



Changes in the [Last Two Decadss

The gicturs for the very poor has changed little and
may even have worsened over the lTast twenty years. In 1959
12% of cur citizens lived bBelow the Ffederally defined
paverty lewel: in 1985 18X were inm similar circumstances.

In bBoth wears blacks were approximately three fimes as
likely as whites to be poor, Womsn, especizxlly those who
are =ingle parents, are sspecially lilkely to be poor. In
both 17&8% and 17385 approximately S4¥ of =1l $emaie~headed
Families with children under 18 lived bhelow the powerty
level. Given the growth of this segment of the population
cyer time, this translates int0 2.5 miliion more poor female
headed familises in 1783 than in 1247, a 354 oain. I fear
that many of the bemefits women have accrued from the legacy
of Martin Luther King have gone to those who were already
privileged by virtue of their clase status.

These more privileged women appear to have improved
their status relative to men over the last two decades. For
many »ears the median income of women emplorsd full-fime and
wear-round (a grouping which sxcludes most poor women by
definttion) was ohly 3%¥4 that of men. In very recent rears
the ratio has become more favorable, so that in 1784 it had
reached &4 for =11 women and 744 for women aged 25-34.
Motably encugh, it is these younger womsn who entered higher
education and the job market since the advent of Title Ikx,

affirmative action regulationsz, and cther civil rights
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legislation. They z2lsz entered aduilthood at a time when
attitudes toward women’s laber force participation and other
acpects of women’e equality hawe been much more favorable.
The major source of sex differences in income is sex
segregation in occupationes. Men and women work in different

figlds, and men’s jobs generally pay higher wagss than

i

women”’s Jjobs. At least part of the decline in sex
differences in fncome among rounger workKers in the last
twenty years undoubtedly comes from the fact that younger
womern , those entering the labor force since (982, are much
mare likely than their older zisters to have obtained
educational trainming and thus the credentials, tao enter
pecocupational areas that have been traditiconally male trped.
In other words, young women ars more often aspiring to and
attaining jobs in male—dominated areas.

Using the arsas of schooling which young women choose
&8 & measure of aspirafq}ona, w2 Cxn =suogest that young
cellege women’s occupational aspirations have changed
dramatically from the 19407¢ to the 1%80“s. For instance,
in 1945 only 4% of all bachslor degres recipiznts in
architecture were women; in {983 the Ffigure had grown fo
F3%. Mine percent of all graduates in business in 1748 wers
women; in 1982 the figure was 3 times as high (434, Less
than ong gercent of all enginegsring graduates were women in
1988 by 1985 134 of all graduates in the field were women.

Similarly, from 1968 to 1985, the percentags of women
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graduates in dentistry grew from o 21, in medicine from

g4 to 30¥%, and in law from 4% to 33¥. Similar pattsrms
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appear with masters and doctoral degrees in the Tiberal
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and in every field that had 2 majority of men in 948,

Tablte One.?
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ex segregation of cccupations is also changing, bBut at

L

a somewhat slower rate, an expected result simply because of
the very large occupations into which & relatively small
group of "pianeerz" are entering.. For instance, while only
144 of all executives and managers were women in 1930, 28%
were women in 1983. Four percent of lawrers and Jjudges were
women in 17403 but the figurs had increassd toc 138% by 1985,
Seven percent of phrsicians were women in 19803 174 were
women in 1983, We must surmise that women zre much more
Tikely than they» were 20 ¥ears ago to aspire to and actually
egnter male—typed professions. I belicve that this
represents a dramatic change in the possibilities caollege
women perceive for their lives,

These changes are much more notable among the
professional fieids that require college fraining than in
other areazs. While a few traditionally male, bluse-coliared
tields, such as mail carry¥ing and telephone instailing, now
have more women incumbents, the vast majority of
traditionally blue collar fields are stil) strongly
gex~irped. Feor instance, firefighting, vehicle mechanics,

gxtractive work (mining), and construction work have thanged



M
1
[n]
I
o

Tittle amd £till havwe 22X o fewer women emplared. It is

difficult to get da
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about ths relative representation of
women &nd men in vocational training programs, but some of
my own data on the occupational aspirations of elementary to
garly high school age males and females in a working-class

communi ty indicate that their zspiraticne, like the Jjobs

their parents have entered, are still highly sex—twped. In
other words, unlike the middle class, working class girls
today may not be more Tikelwy than their older zisters to

aspire to male—-typed jobs.

~.

& Study of "Picnesrs”

Aspiring to & male-typed job is one thing., &ctually
working in one iz another. What happens to these "pioneer

women" who have challenged the sex compoasition of

By

profeszsional fields? aAnocther aspect of my recent work has

focused on & sample of these picneer women. &1 of them

were enrolled as juniors or ssnicors in colleges and

universities in western Oregon in 177¢ and majoring in the
T

sciences or social sciences.armd hawve been cortacted

regularly since that time. They were in college st the

height of the recent feminist mouement]and many aspired %o
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cargers in areas traditionally closed to women., Thew ]
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believed that they could combine families and careers in =

way that no generation of women before them had done. Thew

saw themselves in many wars as "picnegers.” [ must strsss

1



that my analysis of these data iz still at a wvery
preliminary stage, but one gensral theme which has appearsd
iz important and relevant to my remarks today.

Many of the respondents fulfilled their aspirationz and
embarked on caresers in male—dominated occupations after thew
finished school. But a large numbsr reported very
uncomfartable sxperiences with sexizsm on the Jjob. Al of
these reports were toc open-ended, non—-directive fnguiries
about decisions that they had made or might make in the
future. UWe did not directly ask them to report on the
amount of sewiem they encountersd. I was actuzlls surprizsed
&t the intensity and frequency of these unsclicited
comments.d Whether they worked in, for exampie, chemistry,
accounting, or horticulture, they recounted tales of
exclusion ég; women and favoritism Yor men. While a number
cf them reported "fighting® for a few vears, by the time of
cur ten year follow-up most wers planning to pursue their
career interests in aspects of their fields that were les=s
resiztant to women. They were not going to stop being
chemists, accountants, or horticulturists, for they dearly
Toved their chosen fislds of work. But they were planning
to focus their snergies on zspects or sub-areaz of the
fields thaft weres less hostile toward thz participation of
wemen. They weres not as sager to be "picneers" 2z they had

been ten years earlisrc.



Implications for Social Change and/zar Fesearch

Listening toc these women's stories has helped me to
realize the many aspects that muzt be considered in
understanding how complex and difficult it will be to
eventually develop an occupationzl structure thatf/ls less
sex seqgregated. Certainly we must view the zituation from a
structural perspective and understand the characteristics of
the labor force and occupaticonal structure. But we zlso
nead to recognize that the structure of occcupational
zeqregation ie inherently linked with the actionz of
individuai=s: what jobs women want, what they are willing to
tight for, the actions of gate-Keepers in occupations, the
relationships among workers witthin jobs, as well as
individuals” interpretations of their sxperiences and
alterations in the’azpirationi and plans. White our
thearetical anairses often take thes;/yariaua Tevels and

v intersiationships into account£, I kpow of no
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gmpirical studies that have attempted X{: gxamine the
relationships among all of these variables, especially over
time. PMewertheless, if we are to understand more about how
wWe can move toward greater egquality, W L zpin to

s I think it is sesential

w

that we move in the direction of developing empirica] tests
of our more inclusive and complex theories.
We must recognize how difficult it is to be a "pionser

woman" in the attempt to end occcupational sex segregation.
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The stories women in my sample told over the years attest to
the heartache and traumsa that are involved when one is &
member of a2 minority on & Jjob. {This experisnce is
undoubtedly also typical of non—whites in occupations
predominaiely held by whites.) Mot only is thiz zituation
very difficult, it can lead them, if my sample iz at all
typical, to alter their aspirations and, in the case of many
of these psople, to move into areas that are mors
comfortable and more traditicnally sex-—typed.

We alee cannot underestimate the sffect that
interpersonal relationships on the Jjob have on the
perpetuation of sex segregation in occupations and on
women s aspirations. The women in my sample reported very
difficult situations, ones that were =so disturbing that they
did not want to spend their entire lives facing them. When
these young "picneer women” entered male typed jobs thew
were handicapped by »outh and inexperience, but alsc by
their status 2 women. Most of their co-workers, and
especially their superiors and more powertul co-workers wers
men, men wha had worked for many years in a2 predominantisw
male prnfeaiiﬁn. The uncomfortable experiences our women
had with these colleagques made it wvery difficult for them to
continue. They modified their aapirationsn,moyed ingo more

‘%&gggff;ped sub—-areasz of their field, thus &Lia:iﬁq the
=EES = &u¢f¢>
Q;fﬁ$m£¢ﬁfﬁ4 characteristice of the occupation.
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Altering sex segregation in occupations is probabiy not
& simple linear process. Thus we probably cannot =impiy
extrapolate from our knowledge of women’s aspirations to
predictions of the sex composition of the labor force in

future w¥ears. Mot all women will eventuzally Fulfiill their

i

aspirations, and many will alter their plans. Soccial
reality can lead to altered and even shattered dreams.
Ending sex segregation of occcupations will undoubtedl]y
ba =z u;ry lengthy process, in part because of the
difficulties pionesr women face. Clearly we need to dewelap
better ways of supporting these women. It will also be
difficult to end occuypational sex segregation hecause the
advances women have made since 1%48 have been limited, with
& few sxceptions, to the middle class. Working class girls,
at least in my study of children in one community, do not
appear to have altered their aspirations, their wviews of
what s possible.  BGate—Keepersz to male—typed blus collar
G&MW%
Jabgﬂhaue ﬁFt@Eiﬂ@LJﬂlﬁ(encauraged the entrance of females.
Foverty is just as prevalent as it was Z0 years ago, and
many more women are caught in itz grip. We can only hope
that the middle class women who bensfitted from the lsgacy
of Dr. Martin Luther King will help work to pass these

benefits on to s broader segment of the population.
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Table One
Percentage of Women Earning Degrees by Field and
Level of Degree, 1947-45 and 1984-85

Degree Bachelors Maszters Doctorate
Year 1947-68 1%84-835 1947-48 1984-85 1247-48 1784-83
Field .
Architectures
Eqvir. Scignce g 33 7o 34 0 24
Business and Management 9 45 3 31 3 17
Communicationslal 35 9% 35 37 13 37
ComputersInformation
Science [al 14 57 if 29 2 i
Education 74 74 32 ve 20 52
Engineering i 13 i i1 {1 &
Erglish and Literature &7 &7 a7 42 27 33
Foreign Lanouages 75 74 &40 4% 3z 59
Health Professionsla,bl 77 85 54 74 14 33
Life sciences 28 48 2& 48 1 a9

Mathematics and

Statistics 37 44 29 38 o 1é
Phi¥sical sciences ig 28 11 23 5 ié
Peychology 42 &8 33 &4 23 49
Pub. AffairesServiceslal &0 &7 49 43 24 a1
Epcial Scienceslal 3z 44 27 28 14 2z
Visual/Performing Arts S0 A2 47 53 22 41
Total 43 a1 24 =0 i3 24

Source: Digest of Education Statisties, 1987, pp. 202-2i1

a. Data are from 1970-71 rather than 1747-48.

b. Excludes first-professional degress that require at least & vears for completion
such as dentistry, medicine, optometry, osteopathic medicine, pharmacy, podiatry,
veterinary medicine and chiropractic.



