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In discussing why women have failed to gain much of a foothold in certain 
male-dominated occupations, some commentators attribute the outcome 

to the characteristics of the women themselves—their lack of desire to enter 
or lack of ability to perform in those jobs. They do not put much emphasis 
on what those who might have been resisting women’s entry—employers, 
male coworkers, unions—have been up to, and they feel no need to talk 
about remedies that might be brought to bear by government. Indeed, the 
implicit message is that no remedy is necessary because no harm has been 
done. The women got what they wanted, or rather, did not bother to get what 
they did not want.

Paula England, judging by her recent diagnosis of the cause of continuing 
sex segregation in occupations that do not require college, seems to have 
signed up with that camp. Her explanation of the failure of women to enter 
blue-collar male-dominated occupations depends almost entirely on lack 
of motivation on the part of those women who might have entered. Her 
attention to any who might have opposed and prevented that entry is limited 
to a single sentence in a footnote (England 2010, 163). England’s explana-
tion of the difference in outcomes in the professions and the blue-collar 
jobs is that women have wanted two things: (1) They wanted to do better 
than their mothers, and (2) they wanted to work in occupations that are 
historically female dominated because such occupations are thought to be 
particularly suited to women’s essential nature and women feel they can 
express their femininity by working in them. The women who became 
physicians, lawyers, and business executives could not do both because, 
England tells us, their mothers already had the highest-class feminine-typed 

GENDER & SOCIETY, Vol. 25 No. 1, February 2011 88-93
DOI: 10.1177/0891243210389813
© 2011 by The Author(s)

88
 at UNIV OF MARYLAND on April 1, 2011gas.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://gas.sagepub.com/


Bergmann / SEX SEGREGATION     89

jobs. So they satisfied desire (1) at the expense of (2) by invading the male-
dominated professions. But the women from working-class families who 
might have become carpenters, appliance salespeople, machine repairers, 
and truck drivers were able to satisfy both desires by instead becoming 
teachers, librarians, social workers, sociologists (!), and clerical workers. 
The women who did not go to college and who became white-collar clerks 
and took jobs in retail sales may have considered their status to be higher 
than that of their mothers if the latter had been waitresses and cleaning ladies. 
But of course there are still lots of women in the feminine-typed blue-collar 
occupations. Today’s waitresses and cleaning ladies have not done better 
than their mothers, and it can be doubted that they get much satisfaction 
from expressing their feminine essential nature via their jobs.

At least some of the women of working-class origin who did not go to 
college, and therefore who could not advance over their mothers by becom-
ing teachers or nurses, might have been willing to try to enter the male-
dominated blue-collar occupations that do not require college training. Most 
might initially have been held back by the kinds of gender-appropriate con-
siderations that England emphasizes. But for a modest number, had entry 
into such jobs been possible, the far higher pay in the men’s jobs most likely 
would have overcome the women’s desire to conform to gender stereotypes. 
That is particularly true of the increasingly large group of lone mothers, who 
need a wage that would decently support a family (e.g., Britton 2003; Paap 
2006). If women had gotten to be 10 or 15 percent of the workers in such 
jobs, the idea that working in them violated women’s essential nature would 
have had less currency.

England cites no data about the occupations of the mothers of today’s 
women jobholders, so her story about the relation between mothers’ and 
daughters’ occupations is a conjecture. One problem with her account is that 
many if not most of the mothers of women who became doctors, lawyers, 
and managers in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s had not held jobs in the top 
female occupations. They were housewives. Obtaining an occupation 
regarded as more prestigious than that in which one’s mother worked hardly 
required becoming a doctor.

While the motivations described by England probably did make a con-
tribution to the differing outcomes, it is certainly worthwhile to look at other 
issues that are likely to have played a part—and may have been considerably 
more important. In particular, we have to look at the nature and strength of 
the resistance to women’s entry into the various male-dominated occupations. 
We also have to look at the activities of government, if any, to break down 
that resistance, which has been illegal under the Civil Rights Act since 1964. 
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In fact, what government action there has been was far more efficacious in 
the case of professions requiring postgraduate work than in the case of the 
blue-collar jobs (Bergmann 2005).

A crucially important barrier to women’s entry into any kind of male-
dominated job was the restriction of access to training. As England tells us, 
in 1960 women were getting 6 percent of the MDs, 3 percent of the law 
degrees, and 4 percent of the MBAs. Women’s disinclination to enter those 
schools was not the reason for their miniscule representation. In 1960, some 
of the professional schools excluded women, and some of the other schools 
had quotas in the single digits for women entrants. Many women were 
turned away or, knowing the odds against their admission, did not bother 
to apply. In the case of professions requiring advanced degrees, the restric-
tion on training was dramatically lifted by the passage of Title IX of the 
Education Act in 1972. Title IX required a school getting federal funds to 
refrain from sex discrimination in all aspects of its operations, including 
admissions of students to its programs.

When the barriers to professional training were swept away, large numbers 
of women were glad to enter. We do not hear that there was much expressed 
regret about the women’s loss of femininity. By the 1980s, more than a quarter 
of the young people entering these professional fields with new degrees were 
women, and today women are approaching half. Employers are forced to hire 
them in considerable numbers because discriminatory exclusion would be 
obvious and because they could not fill their positions otherwise. While hiring 
discrimination has eased, other forms of discrimination against women profes-
sionals and managers have not disappeared. They continue in many workplaces 
in job assignment, promotion, and salary (e.g., Gorman 2005; Roth 2006).

No such opening up of the training opportunities took place in the male-
dominated blue-collar trades. In construction, some of the training is done 
by apprenticeships on the job, which are controlled by unions. They notori-
ously save training slots for the sons of members. Some high schools run 
shop training, which used to be off limits to girls, who were required to 
take home economics. These classes are still highly sex segregated.

How does one learn to sell large appliances in a department store, or learn 
to drive a tractor-trailer, or learn to become a member of the wait staff in a 
steak restaurant with high tips? The manager has to hire you, and a coworker 
has to give you instructions. If the manager is worried the workers will not 
cooperate in breaking in newly hired women, he will not hire any. Unlike 
the situation in the professions requiring postgraduate education, the training 
opportunities for women in the blue-collar occupations are just about what 
they were in 1960—very poor.
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The resistance of coworkers is important not only for training but for the 
morale of a newly hired worker. I myself witnessed problems relating to the 
introduction of a new Black employee into an all-white work group that are 
illustrative of the difficulties. This took place in the early 1970s in the office 
of the economics department of the University of Maryland. A clerical 
vacancy had opened up, and our chairman found out that the central person-
nel office was going to send a Black woman to fill the position. He assembled 
the three other clerks and asked them how they felt about it. They told him 
they knew that she was not qualified and should be rejected. He wanted to 
do as they had asked and so spent several hours on the telephone with the 
woman’s previous employers, trying to find some reason to reject her. He 
elicited nothing useful in that regard and had to take her. When she came 
to work, she was treated like an outcast by the other clerks for a number of 
months. They eventually softened their resistance, but it was a near thing—
there were a number of times when she came close to quitting. What made 
those usually pleasant, charitable, nurturing, nonmacho clerical workers at 
the University of Maryland act the way they did? The hiring of a Black 
woman as a member of their occupational group injured their pride in a way 
that was very painful to them. In their eyes, the dignity of their occupation 
had been demeaned.

The clerical workers in a college office cannot subject a new employee 
to whose sex or race they object to physical dangers, but members of many 
of the male-dominated blue-collar occupations have many opportunities 
to do so. This is apparently a common problem in the construction trades. 
Sexual harassment is also common in workplaces where women have been 
taken on as crafts workers (Moccio 2009). There are many ways of making 
women feel uncomfortable and unsafe on a construction site.

Employers anticipate—correctly—that a new hire of a different race or 
sex will reduce the cohesion of the employee group, will reduce productivity, 
and can create crisis situations. That is enough of a motive for them to avoid 
integration, even in the unlikely event that those who control the hiring process 
are themselves free of racism and sexism. In situations where there is worker 
resistance, many if not most employers will need to be coerced into integrat-
ing their workforce. Ending the exclusion of women from male-dominated 
blue-collar occupations would require more effective government action 
than has yet been undertaken. More government pressure to end restrictions 
to training women in crafts would be needed. Union apprenticeship programs 
would need to be radically desegregated by race and sex. Secondary schools 
would need to be pressured by the federal government to enroll many more 
girls in shop classes, if necessary in all-girl classes.
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Employment discrimination against women can be the subject of lawsuits 
under the Civil Rights Act. The Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
has resources to bring very few such suits and since the onset of the Reagan 
administration has not been very active in this regard. Suits may be brought 
by private persons or groups, but they are very expensive and time consuming. 
The privately brought suits focus on assignment to job category and to pro-
motion and pay rather than on discrimination in hiring, since applicants who 
have failed to be hired are generally unaware they have been discriminated 
against and have no opportunity to ally themselves with other rejectees. In 
many suits, the emphasis is on discrimination in promotion to management 
jobs and sex differences in the pay of managers rather than entry to crafts 
jobs. The current suit against Wal-Mart, which has been initiated by private 
plaintiffs, illustrates these limitations. The suit was brought in 2001, but at 
this writing, the evidence has yet to be heard. Rather, the time has been spent 
on litigating the company’s moves for dismissal of the class-action basis of 
the suit, the only basis on which it would be worthwhile for the lawyers for 
the plaintiffs to proceed. Such suits pay off for the lawyers only if they are 
brought against large employers who hire men and women of similar 
qualifications.

Another weapon against discriminating employers is the requirement that 
government contractors set up and implement affirmative action plans, based 
on a federal executive order dating back to World War II, which had the 
purpose of securing wartime defense jobs for African Americans. Companies 
that fail to comply are supposed to be debarred from bidding on federal 
contracts. The plans are still required, and include goals and timetables for 
women in crafts jobs, but the enforcement of them by the Department of 
Labor’s Office of Federal Contract Compliance Program has not been vigor-
ous since the 1970s. Even then, smaller employers were virtually exempt, 
and very few debarments occurred. Progress was spotty, but there was some 
(Bergmann 1996). A revitalization of the program would be politically dif-
ficult on account of 40 years of largely unanswered attacks on affirmative 
action as unfair, as violating the meritocracy we supposedly now have, and 
as violating the race-neutral regime we supposedly desire and supposedly 
have already established. Women’s organizations have not been sufficiently 
active in articulating the need for affirmative action, perhaps considering it 
to be mainly a racial issue. Our first African American president needs to 
present himself as having equal affection for us all and is not in a position 
to advocate a policy that would in truth disadvantage white males.

The entry of women into the blue-collar male-dominated jobs will not 
happen unless government enforcement of the antidiscrimination laws takes 
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on a great deal more vigor. Those of us who would like to see that happen 
should press for it, even in periods such as the present, when it looks politi-
cally hopeless. Only when discrimination is considerably reduced will we 
be able to have a fair test of the hypothesis England embraces in her article—
that very few women really want those kinds of jobs.
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REASSESSING THE UNEVEN GENDER 
REVOLUTION AND ITS SLOWDOWN

PAULA ENGLAND
Stanford University

In my recent status report on the gender revolution in Gender & Society 
(England 2010), I argued that change in the gender system has been 

asymmetric, with women changing more than men. I attributed this to the 
devaluation of and low rewards offered to those in roles associated with 
women, giving women an incentive to leave them (even when they find 
them meaningful) and men little incentive to enter. For example, large 
numbers of women jettisoned full-time homemaking to enter paid employ-
ment, and many entered “male” occupations and fields of study. In support 
of the unevenness of the gender revolution by class, I pointed to higher 
employment rates of college-educated than other women and the fact that 
women have entered male-dominated professions and managerial jobs much 
more than the largely male blue-collar trades. In this issue, several able 
critics comment on my piece but do not dispute these points.

My critics take issue with two parts of my account. Some believe that 
I understated continuing progress toward gender equality. Evoking the most 
criticism was my supply-side hypothesis about why few women integrated 
male-dominated blue-collar jobs, while by contrast, male-dominated profes-
sional and managerial fields were substantially integrated. While consid-
erations of space prohibit a response to all of the points made by my critics, 
I respond to some of their main critiques below. I also suggest types of 
research I believe we need to better understand these issues.

IS THE GENDER REVOLUTION STALLED  
IN THE PAID WORKPLACE?

I argued that the gender revolution has stalled, at least in the United States. 
I meant that progress on a number of fronts has either slowed or stopped. 
Some of the points I made in support of this were not disputed by my critics. 
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For example, the sex segregation of college majors decreased between 1970 
and the mid-1980s but has not budged since. As another case in point, the 
proportion of women who are employed grew dramatically for decades but 
then largely stabilized after 1990, even turning down slightly after 2000 
before turning back up again. While the term used in the press for this—an 
“opt out revolution”—was a gross exaggeration of a tiny dip in employment, 
arguing against media exaggeration should not blind us to the reality that 
women’s employment in the population as a whole has increased little since 
1990. An interesting exception that I did not discuss is that single mothers 
did increase their employment in the 1990s (Hoffman 2009).

I also mentioned that the pace of occupational desegregation slowed after 
1990. Reskin and Maroto point out that trends in segregation vary across 
data source and subpopulation. For example, they point out that desegre-
gation among those younger than 25 years of age continued in dramatic 
fashion past 1990. While I do not dispute any of their specific sources or facts, 
I continue to believe that the preponderance of the evidence suggests that 
a slowdown of occupational desegregation has occurred since 1990. For 
example, a briefing paper issued since my 2010 article by the Institute for 
Women’s Policy Research (Hegewisch et al. 2010) uses the index of dis-
similarity to examine trends in sex segregation of occupations from 1972 
to 2009 for all workers of age 25 to 64. They find dramatic declines in 
segregation until 1990, much slower declines from 1990 to 2000, and virtu-
ally no decline from 2000 to 2009 (Hegewisch et al. 2010, 5). Among those 
without a college education there has been virtually no decline since 1990 
(Hegewisch et al. 2010, 5). The slowing of the decline from 1990 to 2009 
occurred for all age groups considered (25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55-64), and 
the cessation of desegregation after 2000 occurred for all ages except those 
55 to 64 (Hegewisch et al. 2010, 6). Moreover, this virtual flattening of the 
trend in sex segregation occurred within whites, Blacks, and Latinos. Only 
Asians experienced substantial desegregation continuing after 1990. In an 
analysis using another kind of data, “job” categories that specify workers’ 
employers, Tomaskovic-Devey et al. (2006) also find that the rate of deseg-
regation by sex has slowed; segregation declined at an average pace of 
1.8 percent per year between 1966 and 1980 but at a slower pace of 1.5 percent 
per year between 1980 and 2003.

I mentioned that progress in closing the gap between men’s and women’s 
median earnings has slowed as well (England 2010, 163). But McCall points 
out that despite this, the proportion of women who earn incomes in the top 
10 percent of the individual earnings distribution has continued to grow 
unabated. McCall’s amendment to what I said reminds us that central tendency 
is not the only relevant metric for assessing progress.
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WHAT IS THE NATURE OF THE GENDER REVOLUTION  
IN HETEROSEXUAL UNIONS?

Graf and Schwartz argue that I understated the change in heterosexual 
relationships. I pointed out how little change has occurred in the expectation 
that men propose marriage, wives take their husbands’ surnames, and men 
are taller than their female partners. Moreover, the double standard of sexual-
ity persists; women are judged more harshly than men for nonrelational sex. 
And the double standard of aging continues; older men feel entitled to younger 
women partners. Graf and Schwartz grant this as well as my hypothesis that 
the persistence of these interpersonal inequalities may be because incentives 
for change are less in these matters than in the world of jobs and income.

I concluded that there has been much more change in the world of paid 
work than in personal, heterosexual relationships, but Graf and Schwartz 
make the compelling argument that change in women’s employment, occu-
pations, and earnings spills over into personal relationships for the vast 
majority of women who marry men. They argue that marriages or cohabita-
tions must necessarily be transformed as more men are partnered with 
employed women and with women whose education and earnings approxi-
mate or even exceed their own. As they say, I gave too short shrift to this 
point. I agree that it is not just that men are married to women who are more 
their economic equals than previously but also that men’s and women’s 
attitudes toward the propriety of these patterns have shifted. Perhaps attitudes 
followed behavior, as they often do, but it is a big change when few people 
think it remarkable or stigmatizing that spouses have similar earnings. Men 
accept, often even expect, that women will be earners too. There is little 
evidence that it is hurting women in the heterosexual marriage market to 
have serious careers, and this is, as Graf and Schwartz say, a change in the 
family as well as in paid employment. We all agree, however, that a limita-
tion of this change is scattered evidence that men are uncomfortable when 
women’s achievements exceed their own.

One part of Graf and Schwartz’s argument that I would put in “maybe” 
rather than “confirmed” status is their claim that women’s more equal earn-
ings lead to more equal power in their relationships with men. This may seem 
an odd critique for me to make as I am, myself, in print several places saying 
exactly this—that relative earnings affect relative power in male-female 
relationships. Exchange theory in sociology, game theory–based “bargaining” 
theories in economics, and folk wisdom all suggest that money talks in 
relationships. There is indeed evidence that when women earn more, at least 
up to a point, it lowers their housework burden, which suggests that money 
yields power in male-female relationships (Bittman et al. 2003; Gupta 2007). 
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But other evidence casts doubt on whether women translate earnings into 
power in marriage. Individual women’s earnings do not translate into much 
increase in their male partners’ housework (Bittman et al. 2003; Evertsson 
and Nermo 2004). This is not to deny that men’s housework has increased in 
recent decades (Bianchi, Robinson, and Milkie 2006). But the increase is as 
large in homemaker/breadwinner families as in those where women are 
employed, and the reduction in women’s housework is even greater in home-
maker/breadwinner families than in those where women are employed (Sayer 
et al. 2009, 542). This suggests a more generalized cultural change rather than 
money-based power dynamics in individual families.

Moreover, we have little evidence about whether who earns the money 
affects power in relationships on matters other than housework. One reason 
housework has been used to get at power is that the tacit assumption that 
most people would prefer to do less of it seems reasonable. By contrast, with 
other outcomes measured on surveys (e.g., relocation, major purchases, 
activities spouses do together, what sexual practices are engaged in and how 
often), it is harder to know which partner is getting more of what he or she 
wants and thus harder to surmise who has more power. Tichenor (2005) has 
provided rich qualitative analysis of power within marriages where women 
earn more, suggesting that gendered norms, displays, and identities get in 
the way of women’s earnings translating into equal (let alone greater) power. 
We need more creative qualitative and quantitative work on the question 
of how and under what circumstances money gives partners power in couple 
relationships.

DOES GENDER SOCIALIZATION CREATE A SUPPLY  
SIDE TO OCCUPATIONAL SEX SEGREGATION?

Introducing a volume showcasing new work on culture and poverty, Small, 
Harding, and Lamont (2010, 10) note that cultural explanations of poverty 
have been the “third rail” of American sociology, avoided because they were 
seen to blame the victim. Among sociologists of gender, a similar aversion 
exists to explanations that assert a causal role for socialized preferences on 
the supply side of labor markets. I respectfully disagree; I believe that con-
tinuous gendered socialization affects taken-for-granted assumptions (e.g., 
which jobs we even consider), identities, and preferences. Outside social 
forces change our insides. Rather than eschewing socialization explanations 
in fear that they will be used to blame the victim, I believe we should point 
out that people did not choose the constraining social forces that formed 
their preferences, identities, and assumptions (Browne and England 1997) 
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and that even if they chose their jobs, they were not always aware of and 
certainly do not prefer the low pay in those jobs.

Because of my broad view of the social forces affecting our gendered 
responses, I disagree with Crawley’s apparent adoption of the “doing gender” 
perspective as the whole microsociological story. I agree that gender is 
sometimes “done” because we feel accountable to make sense to others, as 
argued in the ethnomethodological view. But gender is also sometimes 
internalized into preferences or taken-for-granted assumptions about courses 
of action. Much of the evidence adduced to support the doing gender view 
is also consistent with other theories of gender. This too is an area where we 
need creative new research with designs allowing us to tell whether gendered 
behavior is motivated by a need to be accountable to others to make sense 
to them, by constraints and incentives, or by internalized preferences stem-
ming from previous social conditions.

Given the views I have just detailed, I have long disagreed with the com-
mon aversion to socialization-based explanations of gender inequality among 
sociologists of gender. Much of my earlier work focused on demand-side 
discrimination, focused on the underpayment of female-dominated relative 
to male-dominated jobs, and argued against one particular supply-side answer 
to occupational sex segregation—that women choose jobs that penalize 
interruptions least. Despite this, I have long believed that the jobs in which 
men and women end up reflect both gendered preferences on the supply side 
and discrimination in hiring and placement on the demand side (England 
and Folbre 2005). The particular supply-side story I offered in my 2010 piece 
was not meant to deny that there are both supply and demand aspects to 
gendered outcomes in labor markets.

WHY HAVE FEWER WOMEN ENTERED  
MALE BLUE-COLLAR TRADES THAN  
PROFESSIONS AND MANAGEMENT?

In my 2010 article, I was interested in how uneven the gender revolution 
has been by class, and I thus took up the question of why women integrated 
professional and managerial jobs to a much greater extent than blue-collar 
jobs. I suggested an admittedly oversimplified model of occupational choice: 
People want to move up relative to a reference group of members of their 
class and gender in the previous generation, and there is a strong tendency to 
choose jobs traditional for one’s sex. I argued that it is when these things 
conflict—that one cannot move up without transgressing the gender system—
that desegregation is most likely to occur. In this view, college-educated 
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women integrated the male professions (medicine, law, academia) and 
management because to move up vis-à-vis their class-and-gender-based 
reference group from the generation of women before them, they had to 
enter male jobs. This is because college-educated women in the previous 
generation, if employed, were already in the highest-status, most-lucrative, 
predominantly female jobs such as teaching, nursing, and social work. By 
contrast, working-class women have the option to move up vis-à-vis women 
in their reference group in the previous generation by getting more education 
and moving, for example, into largely female-dominated jobs such as nursing 
and teaching. None of my critics dispute the point that blue-collar male jobs 
have been slow to integrate, but several dispute what I said about why.

In their critique of my supply-side argument, Reskin and Maroto review 
evidence that employer practices matter in which jobs women get. I grant 
their point that employer’s practices matter mightily. But they offer no 
explanation of the question I posed—why there has been so little desegre-
gation in male blue-collar jobs relative to the substantial entry of women 
into professional and managerial jobs. They object to occupations I classi-
fied as working or middle class in the graph I used to show that desegrega-
tion was much steeper in middle-class jobs. But as I stated (p. 157), if instead 
we simply use individuals’ education as an indicator of class, we also find 
dramatically more desegregation for college graduates than others (Cotter, 
Hermsen, and Vanneman 2004, 12-14).

Bergmann’s critique is more helpful in that it offers a plausible reason 
for why it was harder for women to integrate male blue-collar trades. Taking 
me to task for relegating to a footnote the possibility that there may be more 
discrimination in blue-collar jobs, Bergmann explains why she believes this 
is so. In professional and managerial jobs, she argues, one is trained largely 
by getting college or professional school degrees. When women hold these 
degrees, it is relatively difficult to argue that they are not qualified for entry-
level jobs. In the blue-collar crafts, in contrast, training is often obtained on 
the job itself, so women have to get the jobs to get training. Even worse, 
women often have to receive on-the-job training from male workers who 
resent their presence. Bergmann argues that employers often acquiesce to 
male worker resentment and do not hire women.

Crawley’s piece provides another clue to why women are less able to 
enter blue-collar than other male-dominated occupations. Crawley locates 
blue-collar men’s resistance to women in their jobs in the fact that the body 
is a site for masculinity construction. I agree. Since being strong and able 
to do hard labor is of symbolic importance to men, she argues that those in 
jobs wherein masculinity can be displayed this way are especially loathe 
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to admit women. How can ability to do the job denote masculinity if women 
can do the job? Thus are men strongly motivated to keep women out of 
“their” blue-collar jobs.

While I have no doubt that discrimination in hiring and placement exists, 
as these authors assert, I am struck by how little relatively direct evidence 
we have on the prevalence of hiring discrimination. One possible form of 
relevant evidence would be quantitative analyses of outcomes for job appli-
cants, to see whether comparably qualified men and women are treated the 
same. Sometimes defendants are required to provide such data for analysis 
in lawsuits, but outside of lawsuits, employers will typically not give such 
data to sociologists (except occasionally those in business schools), so there 
are few opportunities to use this strategy. I recommend two methods for 
future research. One approach is the audit study; this approach was used 
by Pager (2007) to examine racial discrimination and by Correll, Benard, 
and Paik (2007) to see whether applicants to high-level jobs advertised in 
a newspaper were treated differently depending on whether their resumes 
revealed them to be mothers, women without children, fathers, or men 
without children. To apply this method to gender, pairs of confederates 
posing as real applicants, one male and one female, would apply for jobs, 
with virtually identical resumes, applications, or answers to interview ques-
tions. This would illuminate the degree of sex discrimination in hiring in 
various types of jobs. Another approach I recommend is qualitative-interview 
or ethnographic studies carefully designed to unearth discriminatory actions 
by male coworkers and employers; such studies could compare the treat-
ment received by men and women in the same work setting while also 
uncovering the meanings actors give to their behaviors.

McCall’s critique of my account was not that it contained a supply side 
view; she too believes that gendered preferences affect agency. Her general 
critique is with my lack of a model in which gender, class, and race all affect 
outcomes. Her specific critique of my explanation of the limited desegrega-
tion of blue-collar jobs is that it is inconsistent with research on intergen-
erational mobility. I argued that women all seek upward mobility and that 
they are more likely to seek entrance into male jobs if their reference 
group—women in their class in the previous generation or cohort, such as 
their mothers—were already in the highest-ranking female jobs. She says 
that if this were the case, intergenerational mobility tables would show that 
fathers’ characteristics add no information in predicting daughters’ outcomes 
once we know mothers’ characteristics. But she points to a recent study by 
Beller (2009) showing that both parents’ characteristics matter. I agree with 
Beller and McCall that cumulative class resources from either parent 
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undoubtedly affect the class category to which one aspires, whether one gets 
a college education, and network connections, all of which make it more 
likely one will end up in professional or managerial jobs. I am less sure than 
McCall how relevant Beller’s findings are to predicting the sex composition 
of the occupations in which women end up, given that Beller’s dependent 
variable comprises class categories that often contain a mix of male- and 
female-dominated occupations.

McCall offers yet another possible demand-side explanation (one that 
I had buried in a footnote)—that working-class women did not enter blue-
collar jobs because those jobs were shrinking. By contrast, managerial and 
professional jobs have expanded. The structural constraint of occupational 
demand may be binding in yet another way: Given dramatic growth in 
women’s educational attainment, it might have been impossible for all the 
new female college graduates to find employment in traditionally female 
professions (teaching, nursing, social work), and this may have “forced” 
some movement of women into male professions, not to achieve upward 
mobility, as I argued, but to avoid downward class mobility.

In retrospect, I see that my account was one-sided in emphasizing a supply-
side argument over demand-side factors when the former had no more evi-
dence favoring it than the latter. Given the existence of these plausible 
demand-side explanations, is there, then, any reason to retain my supply-side 
hypothesis? I believe so. It would be fruitful for both sets of hypotheses to 
inform future research. While I provided no direct evidence for my assertion 
that the extent to which women aspire to male jobs varies by class, I present 
some here.

NEW EVIDENCE ON CLASS DIFFERENCES  
IN GENDERED ASPIRATIONS

Figure 1 shows what young women respondents to the National Longi-
tudinal Survey of Youth reported in 1979, the first wave of the survey, when 
asked about the occupation in which they would like to work at age 35. These 
young women were 14 to 21 years old when answering the question. To 
minimize the extent to which they had already experienced discrimination 
by employers and thereby had changed their aspirations, I limited the analysis 
to those 14 to 19 years of age, although results are very similar for the whole 
sample. To see if my generalization fits both Black and white women, 
I provide separate statistics by race. Figure 1 shows what proportion of young 
women, queried in 1979, aspired to male jobs, defined as occupations that 
were at least 67 percent male in 1970. These proportions are given separately 
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by the education of the respondents’ mothers (denoting class background). 
Both white and Black women are more likely to aspire to male occupations 
if their mothers had more education, with more gender-traditional choices 
among those whose mothers had less education. In results not shown, I looked 
also at the average “percent female” of the occupations to which the respon-
dents aspired, and here too we see that the higher one’s mother’s education, 
the lower is the percent female of the occupation to which the respondent 
aspired. These results are consistent with the thesis I offered, although they 
do not prove that the mechanism was the one I suggested—that gender 
boundaries are more apt to be transgressed if this is necessary to achieve 
upward mobility by class.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

I’ve tried here to answer specific criticisms of my 2010 article. Let me 
end by highlighting two more general conclusions I draw from my exchange 
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Figure 1: � Percentage of Young Women Aspiring to “Male” Occupations, by 
Their Mother’s Education, for White and Black Women Younger 
than 20

SOURCE: Author’s computation from the 1979 wave of the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth.
NOTE: For each level of respondent’s mother’s education, the graph provides the regression-
predicted percentage of young women aspiring to male occupations (at least 67 percent male 
in the 1970 census) from a multinomial logistic regression model also controlling for respon-
dent’s age and the Duncan Socioeconomic Index score for the occupation. Results are similar 
if the Duncan Socioeconomic Index score is excluded from the model.
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with my critics. First, I realize that my previous tacitly held view was that 
gender-equalizing change, once started, proceeds relatively evenly across 
groups and inexorably over time. That was naïve. My current view sees 
unevenness across groups to be a function, in part, of different incentives 
across social locations. I also see more clearly the powerful path dependence 
that creates inertia around institutions and ideas, closing off certain kinds 
of change. Second, this debate reminds me what a contentious issue gendered 
preferences remains for sociologists. The average person believes that gender 
differences in preferences are huge and explain many inequalities, so it is 
accurate and strategically appropriate for gender scholars to point out that 
gender differences are smaller than most people believe them to be and that 
many other forces are at work producing inequality. Nonetheless, I believe 
that it serves neither our role as scholars nor our role as change-promoting 
feminists to ignore how much women’s and men’s preferences are affected 
by the gender order and are part of its perpetuation.
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