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Advance Praise for 
The Richer Sex

“Liza Mundy has done something remarkable: she has taken all the major social and economic threads of the past decade and woven them into a tapestry that explains, well … everything. About love, and sex, and family, and work, and the past and the future, and men and women and children. This book is important—and also a great read.”

—LISA BELKIN, author of First, Do No Harm and Life’s Work

“Liza Mundy has written a visionary, optimistic, inspiring book about the future of gender relations in America. She writes with verve, rigor, and a keen sense for the unexpected. This is the rare book about the future that tells you not only where we’re headed but why we should want to arrive.”

—STEVE COLL, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and president of the New America Foundation

“It is an exciting time to witness changing standards in family life: women in charge, men raising babies, both longing for passion and affection. In The Richer Sex, Liza Mundy asks the poignant questions of how and why these changes are occurring. She deftly examines who wins, who loses, and who is left on the battlefields of love, sex, and money.”

—DR. JUSTIN R. GARCIA, author and research fellow, Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and Reproduction

“Will the world change once women make up the majority of breadwinners? It assuredly will, and Liza Mundy gives us a fascinating advance report on the sweeping transformations—in romance, economics, politics, and family life—headed our way. They will make all our lives better, and Mundy is the first to bring us the good news.”

—ANNIE MURPHY PAUL, author of Origins: How the Nine Months Before Birth Shape the Rest of Our Lives




A REVOLUTION IS UNDER WAY.

 

 

Within a generation, more households will be supported by women than by men. In The Richer Sex, Liza Mundy takes us to the exciting frontier of this new economic order: she shows us why this flip is inevitable, what surprising adjustments will have to be made along the way, and how both men and women will feel surprisingly liberated in the end.

The bestselling author and Washington Post writer goes deep inside the lives of the couples on this cutting edge to paint a picture of how dating, marriage, and home life are changing. How does this new generation of breadwomen navigate paying for a night on the town? In whose interest is it to delay commitment? Are men for the first time thinking of marriage the way women used to—as a bet on the economic potential of a spouse? In this new world of men marrying up, are women learning to value new realms of male endeavor—like parenting, protection, and a margarita at the ready?

The future is here, with couples today debating who must assume the responsibility of primary earner and who gets the freedom to be on the slow track. As more men choose to stay home, that lifestyle has gained a higher status, and males have found ways to retain their masculinity. And the revolution is global: Mundy takes us from Japan to Denmark to show how both sexes are adapting as the marriage market has turned into a giant free-for-all, with men and women at different stages of this transformation finding partners in other countries who match their expectations.

The Richer Sex is a wild ride into the future, grounded in Mundy’s peerless journalism, and bound to cause women and men of all generations to rethink what this social upheaval will mean.
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LIZA MUNDY is the bestselling author of Michelle: A Biography and Everything Conceivable. A longtime award-winning reporter for The Washington Post, she is currently a fellow at the New America Foundation. She lives in Arlington, Virginia.
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Part One 
THE 
BIG 
FLIP

  

    
One 
The New 
Providers


The grown-up Hawkins siblings can’t tell you why it happened, or pinpoint when, exactly, they noticed the change in their family. Maybe somebody pointed it out at their annual Christmas gathering, or during one of the big reunions the Hawkins family holds every other summer. Or maybe there never was an aha moment. The knowledge just settled in until it became a fact they all knew, but hardly thought twice about. We have become a family of female earners.

Which was not how the siblings had been raised.

The siblings—there are six of them—grew up in the Detroit, Michigan, suburbs. Their mother, Marcelle Hawkins, had all six in less than six years, completing her childbearing by the time she was twenty-five and staying home to raise them. Their father, Gary, supported the family by working as an engineer for Ford. He didn’t graduate from college, because in the 1960s and 1970s a man working for the U.S. auto industry didn’t need to. During his career Gary Hawkins helped launch the Pinto, visited assembly plants and solved their problems, traveled to help open factories in other regions, and as his wife puts it, “had his hand raised” every time Ford needed an engineer to work overtime. His chief regret, in retirement, is how little he saw of the children as they grew.

In contrast to his father, the oldest Hawkins sibling, Danny, graduated from the University of Michigan and married a woman whose earning potential was as high as or higher than his was. Danny took a job in financial services but was reluctant to work the crushing overtime load his bosses expected, so in the mid-1990s he left to become the happy, fulfilled hands-on parent to their two daughters, a stay-at-home father before the term got trendy. According to his own mother, Danny runs a household every bit as well as she did. He shops and cooks with such exactitude that he rarely ends up with leftovers, maintains a budgeting system that involves placing portions of money in a box with sections designated for specific uses, keeps a color-coded family appointment calendar, and has a stair step for each member on which he places packages and other belongings. On Halloween, for fun, he tried doing a statistical analysis of trick-or-treaters to gauge how much candy to buy the following year but decided there were too many unpredictable variables. Over the years, Danny has served as treasurer of the PTA, treasurer of the music boosters, treasurer of the co-op preschool, treasurer of their homeowners association, and sympathizing treasurer of the golf club they belong to. In the evenings he is happy to listen to the workday accounts of his wife, Susan, a senior vice president with the Henry Ford Health System, with her challenges and sharing in her triumphs.

“I have told Susie several times that my job is to make her life easier,” says Danny. “And I like doing it.”

Meanwhile, Danny’s younger sister Leslie works in supply-chain management for a Michigan transportation and logistics company, where she has risen to be part of the top leadership team. Her own husband, Damon, who everybody thought would be a hotshot corporate lawyer and the main breadwinner in the family, instead stepped back to become the secondary earner, working as a real estate broker and becoming the on-call parent for their three children. Like his brother-in-law Danny, Damon cooks, ambitiously; golfs, formidably; drives children to lessons and sports games; cleans house; and is so comfortably domesticated that when some neighbors arrived for a card game and Damon answered the door holding a dust cloth, the neighborhood began calling him “Coco.” Damon, who is known for his humor, embraced the nickname and the reputation for housekeeping excellence that goes with it.

Another grown-up Hawkins sibling, Rhonda, had no idea what she wanted to do with her life when she was a young adult. In college, Rhonda changed majors so many times she stopped counting. Eventually she switched to night classes and took a job as a receptionist at Magna International, a company that supplies systems and components to the auto industry. She began working in marketing, got her degree in that field, and did so well that she finds herself—though she is too self-deprecating to allow that this is a big deal—the company’s head of global marketing. Her husband, Hank, works in the restaurant business and loves what he does, but scaled back his hours when Rhonda got a promotion that required her to take extensive overseas trips on short notice.

Another Hawkins sibling, Lori, who works in finance, is in a committed relationship with another woman; both contribute monetarily to the household.

The other Hawkins daughter, Shelly, is a divorced mother of two, supporting her own household with a job in the health-care field.

Out of the six adult children of Gary and Marcelle Hawkins, only one—Michael—is in a traditional marriage where he has filled the role of primary earner.

Six adult siblings. Five households supported by women. One generation. One complete economic flip.

It’s a profound change in the balance of economic power, a striking role reversal and one that was unplanned, barely noticed, in fact, sneaking up on the Hawkins family when nobody was looking. In a matter of decades, the traditional male breadwinner model has given way to one where women routinely support households and outearn the men they are married to, and nobody cares or thinks it’s odd. The Hawkins family—sane, functional, rooted in a midwestern state known for family values—offers a convincing vision of what America is becoming. We are entering an era where women, not men, will become the top earners in households. We are entering the era in which roles will flip, as resoundingly as they have done in this family. You laugh, but that Big Flip is just around the corner.

Not that long ago, in 1970, the percentage of U.S. wives who outearned their husbands was in the low single digits. Some of these women were super-achievers, but more often they were women married to men who were ailing, drifting, unsteady, or unemployable. For generations, female breadwinners were mostly poor women—women whose husbands had difficulty providing. Forty years later, this template has changed dramatically, as the forces that produce female breadwinners have become more powerful and varied. Almost 40 percent of U.S. working wives now outearn their husbands, a percentage that has risen steeply in this country and many others, as more women have entered the workforce and remained committed to it. Women occupy 51 percent of managerial and professional jobs in the United States, and they dominate nine of the ten U.S. job categories expected to grow the most in the next decade.

Part of this ascent is due to the gradual lifting of discriminatory practices that once funneled women into lower-paying sectors and obliged them to quit work when they got married. Part is due to long-term changes in the economy that have chipped away at male sectors like construction and manufacturing while bringing big increases in women’s fields such as education and health care. And a large part is due to women’s own grit and initiative, evidenced by the fact that women now outnumber men on college campuses in the United States as well as around the world. By the year 2050, demographers forecast, there will be 140 college-educated women in the United States for every 100 college-educated men. Globally, a generation of young women is entering the job market who are better educated than young men are, and poised to become the most financially powerful generation of women in history. In coming years, economists—who study major transitions such as the rise of agrarian society, the dawn of the industrial age, the ascent of the white-collar office worker, the opening of the global economy—will look back and see this as the era when women realized their earning power and, for the first time, outpaced their partners. “The trends are clear,” agrees Gary Becker, the Nobel Prize–winning economist at the University of Chicago who pioneered the economic study of families, even predicting that “we could see a day where women, on average, are earning more than men.”

In addition to the changes it will bring to the economy and the workplace, the rise of women earners will shape human behavior by challenging some of the most primal and hardwired ways men and women see one another. It will alter how we mate, how and when we join together, how we procreate and raise children, and, to use the phrase of the founders, how we pursue happiness. It will reshape the landscape of the heart. This is a book about how men and women are changing all those things already, and how these changes will play out in the future.

Think the Hawkinses are an anomaly? A fluke? Consider Jessica Gasca, a resident of South Texas who works as a paralegal, supporting a husband and three children. Jessica likes being in the workforce. She prefers it to staying home. So her husband, Juan, watches the children and takes part-time jobs in customer service. “Our kids see me as the father,” says Jessica, who has several sisters who also are breadwinners in their households. These women, to their surprise, have emerged as dominant earners in their immigrant Hispanic community, a culture with strong patriarchal values yet one in which women are outstripping men even more rapidly than in the nation as a whole. For many, this creates profound discomfort. “My mom always says: ‘All my daughters—I’ve never taught you to be that way. I can’t believe it.’ She says that we’re providing for the man, when it should be the other way around.”

Or consider Alicia Simpson, a psychiatrist, and her sister, Tracy Parker, a banker. Both women are graduates of Howard University, an elite, historically black university in Washington, D.C., where nearly 70 percent of the student body is female. Alicia and Tracy, both in their forties, both mothers, grew up in a male-breadwinning family, and over dinner they tried to remember what they had expected starting out in their marriages, and to understand how it was that they ended up primary earners.

“I always figured it would be a partnership,” said Alicia. “Everybody sort of carrying his own weight.” For these sisters, the change was so disconcerting that their marriages foundered. Alicia divorced her husband—“I had to push him out of the nest; it was like, either you’re going to fly, or you’re going to perish”—while Tracy worked through her resentment and struggled to accept her role. “My husband’s a great dad and I need him there,” said Tracy. “So it was a mind-set that I had to develop.”

Consider Rita Radzilowski and her sister, Ginette Trottier, both raised in a working-class family, both college graduates. Ginette, a nurse, married a business analyst who underwent a stretch of unemployment in the recent recession, when his company was sold and many positions were pushed overseas. Around the same time, Rita, who has an associate’s degree, a bachelor’s degree, and a master’s degree—among other credentials—dated a professional brickmason who also lost his job. Neither man graduated from a four-year college. Both face a changing economy where high-paying jobs for non-grads are on the decline. The sisters adjusted by setting their own sights even higher. Rita is preparing to embark on a doctorate and Ginette moved into management and began to consider medical school. It seems clear to Ginette that she may remain the top earner in her marriage—or at least the one with the more reliable paycheck—so she might as well maximize that income as a doctor rather than a nurse. “I want to do it,” she said. “I want to make more money. I might as well do it. I know it’s a lot of work. I understand.”

Or meet Jill Singer, raised on a farm on the outskirts of Boise, Idaho, with the expectation that she would work hard in life but should not expect to earn much for her labor, because earning money was a man’s domain. When she was growing up in the 1970s, Jill and her sisters were expected to do agricultural chores alongside their brothers. “By the time we were tall enough to push a lawn mower, that’s when we started working,” Jill remembers. “But we were also supposed to do inside chores. The boys could come inside and sit, but the girls were expected to do cooking and sewing and mend the shirts.” She was raised in the Mormon Church, which—like a number of traditional religions—teaches that the husband provides for, and presides over, the family. Growing up, Jill learned that public space belonged to men and private domestic space to women. “Men were responsible for the ‘outside’—income and discipline—and women were responsible for the ‘inside’—budgeting for a household, raising the children, staying home and making sure the husband is happy,” is how Jill summarizes her upbringing. “I was never led to expect that I would be a primary breadwinner. Ever.” Yet Jill now works in construction management and earns twice as much as her husband. Thumbtacked to a bulletin board in her mud room is the church’s proclamation on the family, which articulates the man-as-provider philosophy. She doesn’t pay much attention to it—believing that it has nothing to do with church doctrine, and everything to do with church politics—and expects any day now to be relieved of her duties as a Sunday school teacher, relating gospel principles to children on the verge of being baptized. She tells her daughters, “Don’t believe everything that comes from the pulpit.” All three of her sisters, she notes, make the bulk of their family income.

“My parents are so pleased with us,” says Jill. “They are tickled pink at how we women turned out.”

And finally, consider four young women sitting at an outdoor table in midtown Atlanta, Georgia, on a balmy Saturday in late winter. Two are engineers, one is a banker, and another is an entrepreneur. All are in their early twenties. All earn between $65,000 and $90,000, just a couple of years out of college. In most American cities, single childless women between 22 and 30 make more, in terms of median income, than their male peers, a direct result of the fact that women are now better-educated than men. Of all the major cities where young women outearn young men, Atlanta is number one. Well do these women know the accuracy of that statistic. “I have never had a boyfriend who made more than me,” says one of them. Over steak salads and spring rolls, the Atlanta women share techniques on how to make the men they date feel comfortable, and as they talk it becomes clear they are also describing how they make themselves feel comfortable. One likes to let her boyfriend drive her car. She carries lots of petty cash—singles and fives—so she can discreetly pay for tips and parking and entrance fees in a way that seems less obtrusive than flashing around a credit card. “You never actually show them how much money it’s costing,” she says. “You never want them to be aware of how much work you’re putting in.”

She adds: “I want at the end of the night for someone not to remember who paid.”

Another woman at the table buys movie tickets in advance, and then tells her boyfriend they were given away at work. This same woman recently got a promotion at the consulting company she works for, along with a raise higher than she expected. She struggled to know how to share this with her boyfriend, a manager at a Waffle House who took that job because it was the only one he could find that was near her. She loves her work, and her boyfriend hates his, and the day after her big news he was in tears over how thankless and chaotic his own job is. How do you handle that? How do you celebrate your success when the man you love is floundering? Even when he is supportive and happy for you? And what do you tell people who wonder why you are dating a guy who works at a Waffle House? These are the kinds of questions women find themselves asking. “What’s she doing with this guy?” she says. “That’s what I imagine them thinking.”

This book will look at the many ways relationships are changing as women increase their earnings, overtaking the men in their lives in numbers unprecedented up to now. It will draw on interviews with hundreds of men and women, with a diversity of age and race and backgrounds, people who have one key thing in common: they are living firsthand the profound impact of these major economic changes. People interviewed for this book sometimes spoke individually, sometimes in couples, sometimes in wide-ranging conversations with groups of friends and colleagues. They live in the industrial regions of the Midwest and the immigrant-rich floodplains of South Texas, in college dorms and in trendy downtown areas of major cities around the country. They live in other countries, too, in places as disparate as Denmark and Japan, where the same forces are at work with markedly different outcomes. In Japan, economic power has altered women’s behavior so profoundly that some observers believe they have traded personalities with men. And this book captures insights offered by polls and studies, conducted by a range of experts charting women’s rise and its emotional consequences. It offers predictions about what will happen as women dominate the classroom and the workplace, in the United States but also globally. It predicts who will marry whom, who will stay single, who will struggle; who will prevail; how relationships will evolve. How sex will change. How children will respond. What decisions college-educated women will make, looking out at a pool of mates who are less accomplished than they are. These are issues that economists and other experts are watching closely as they try to understand the biggest revolution under way in American society since the age of industry gave full expression to the idea that men are the wage earners, and cemented it so firmly that some still believe it to be an immutable law, handed down by God or, alternately, by Darwin.

For sure, things could go badly. As countries all over the world move away from the industrial era model of male breadwinner and female homemaker, there are those who predict a genuine war between men and women: a long-lasting power struggle and protracted renegotiation as women try to get men to provide more encouragement—and do more housework—and men cling to the status and authority they used to enjoy. As more women enter the workforce and succeed, some will find themselves doubly burdened—entrusted with bread-winning responsibilities but awarded few of the perks men have long commanded. A cynic might predict that as more women become the dominant earners, moneymaking will lose its prestige and suddenly there will be nothing so respected as being … a stay-at-home father, raising children and tending the household.

Over the years, research and casual observation have tended to suggest that men do not react well when women outperform them. “Men know that women are an over-match for them, and therefore they choose the weakest or most ignorant,” observed Samuel Johnson in the 18th century. A number of studies have supported this intuition, suggesting that families with economically dominant women are more likely to split up, in part because men are more likely to stray or retaliate against women who overshadow them. In 2011, a study confirmed that women who win Oscars for Best Actress are at higher risk of divorce, whereas Best Actor winners are not. And now the problem of husbands who feel eclipsed (or outshone) isn’t just an issue for the Reese Witherspoons and Sandra Bullocks of the world. It’s an issue for noncelebrities—for English majors, law students, registered nurses, young women starting businesses, you name it. “I think about this all the time,” messaged one young woman in an email, expressing how it felt to belong to the first generation of female college graduates who outnumber male graduates, and to look around and wonder whom you will ever marry. One 34-year-old software engineer working in Washington, D.C., said it took years for her to find a man to date who was comfortable with her salary. When she would meet men and tell them what she does for a living, the men would say things like “You must be one of those smart women!” and look alarmed. So she began telling men she was a music teacher, which was technically true, since she is also a violinist, and does some teaching. This worked better, she says, until about the third date, when she told them what she really did. “They would stop calling.”

So yes, men can react badly, but the full truth is more complicated, and more optimistic. The negative studies, which confirm fondly held stereotypes about men and women, tend to get a lot of play when they emerge. The media always enjoy a juicy study showing how unpleasant high-powered women are—how troubled their relationships, how bossy and shrewish their calls to the home front, how henpecked and emasculated their husbands. There is a backlashy feel to some of the coverage of women earners, as if it satisfies a deep human need to believe that women when they succeed professionally are doomed to fail personally, and that men will never, ever flourish in the face of female achievement. Google “Daily Mail”—the reliably conservative British tabloid—and “female breadwinner” and you will get no shortage of reactionary doomsday coverage. Women will have less sex! They will yell at their husbands! Men will leave them! Heartbreak will ensue, as “a growing band of increasingly successful women climb up the career ladder and financial scale, leaving a trail of broken marriages and relationships in their wake when men resent losing breadwinner status.” The idea that women, by winning, are really losing, is popular but it is also—I would argue—simplistic and extremely suspect.

Because, in fact, social norms are changing and so are men’s reactions to women earners. Until very recently, sociologists thought women who earned more than their husbands did more housework, to reassert their femininity and conform to social expectations, and that their husbands did less, to reestablish control and masculinity. Now it appears—this just in—that is not true. It is not true now, and possibly never was. All measures confirm that men have been increasing their housework as women have increased their work time. And there are studies that suggest that women actually receive more praise than men do for high earnings. The evidence shows that many men are perfectly able to celebrate their wives’ successes and, like Danny Hawkins, give the women they love and admire a full, sympathetic hearing. And young men have different expectations than they did thirty years ago. Men want more time with their children, more flexibility, more of a life outside the office. And what is likely to win them that? A successful, hardworking wife.

While it’s clearly true that men in some cases are struggling to get their heads around the idea of being out-provided—and sometimes failing spectacularly, and retaliating dramatically, as you will read in some of the pages that follow—the truth is that many men are happy to share the reins of financial responsibility, or even hand them over. These men correctly perceive that life as a co-earner or secondary earner will enlarge their own pleasures, giving them more time for hobbies, leisure, and children, or for work they find fulfilling rather than lucrative. Increasingly, I would argue, men will want to marry a woman who makes more than they do. In some cases, men will want this because they realize it will make their own lives freer and better; in other cases, they’ll want it because it seems rational to assume women are favored in a new economy that runs on information, consumer acquisition, and service, rather than industry or hard labor. “When culture runs up against economic trends, usually economic trends win out,” says Nobel laureate Gary Becker. By this he means: even if men have been brought up to think they should be breadwinners, and are put off by women who might surpass them, pragmatic incentives will win out over competitiveness and psychological insecurities. Men—smart men—will gladly hitch their wagon to a female star.

The real impediment in the short term may be women themselves. Do women want to be breadwinners with the responsibility and overtime that entails? Can a high-powered woman love a laid-back guy who idles at a lower speed than she does? Some of the evidence suggests: no. Among many women, there remains a vestigial sense that a man needs to bring something to the table besides dinner, no matter how expertly cooked, and that a man who is not generating a salary has reneged on his central obligation. I talked to far more high-earning women who worried that their husbands felt emasculated than to men who actually did feel emasculated. Some women struggle with finding ways to appreciate other qualities, besides income, that men have to offer. In fact, women may be further behind emotionally than men. Many resist thinking of themselves as the main provider. “Getting boxed in as the higher earner—it sounds like a lot more work, and a lot less play,” one young Ph.D. student I interviewed reflected as she envisioned being the permanent breadwinner in her relationship. It’s a wrenching transition, in which the laws of sexual attraction are changing along with the dynamics of the household.

Looking at men’s reactions to women’s earnings, you could say that men have three options. Men can resist women’s rising economic power, even retaliate against it, a reaction vividly captured in much of the journalism and feminist literature of the 1980s and 1990s. Alternatively, men can quit, give up, stop trying: a reaction explored in much of today’s coverage about men’s anxieties in the face of an economic downturn that has hit them harder than women. But there is a third option—Door Number Three, you could call it. This option sees men rising to the challenge, developing more perfect unions with the women they are intimately connected to; and, inspired by women’s example, raising the level of their game. Door Number Three leads to men trying harder in the classroom, competing with women, but in a good way, self-improving, adapting, developing new skills. For women, there are also three options. Women can resent men and focus only on their shortcomings, real and perceived. Or women can hang on to the past, occupying their new role but cleaving to old ones, struggling to retain control over children and home tasks. Alternatively, women can move toward this new vision, expressing gratitude for the many ways men are adjusting, giving ground when they need to, and relaxing into a fuller acceptance of their changing economic role. I’d argue that the third option has been overlooked; that it’s occurring; and that it merits more attention than it has gotten.

Because, behind Door Number Three, the future of the female breadwinner—the breadwoman, you might call her—is bright. Women’s earning power and the vitality and success it signals will lead to a genuine breakthrough in the relationship between the sexes. It will give women the bargaining power they need to get more help from men at home, usher in a new age of fairness, complete the revolution, push us past the unhappy days of the so-called second shift, when so many men and women were mired in arguments over equity that always seemed to boil down to laundry and dishes. Women’s earnings will bring about a new liberation for women but also for men. It will bring about an epoch of fresh realizations and adjusted expectations. Increasingly, couples will even rethink the definition of fairness, and realize that “fair” can have a meaning other than perfect 50-50 equality in all tasks. They will realize that marriages sometimes do work best when the partners occupy complementary roles, doing slightly different things, but what’s new is that these roles don’t have to be complementary in traditional, gender-bound ways. In relationships, couples will perceive that the goal of absolute sameness is not always workable and not always desirable, either. Each partner doesn’t need to be interchangeable, doing exactly the same things, half-work, half-family, dividing the work according to a strict egalitarian notion. Sometimes it really is preferable—and necessary—for one spouse to be the high-powered partner and the other to provide behind-the-scenes support. What’s going to be different is that women increasingly will be the ones occupying the high-powered role, and they need to learn to be happy with partners who celebrate and help them.

In the coming decades, there are other developments men and women can look forward to. Men, I predict, will rapidly adjust to the new state of affairs. Pretty soon, we will see more and more men attracted to high-earning, dynamic, and successful women. For the first time, men will start thinking of marriage as a bet on the economic potential of a spouse, exactly as women have done for generations—from the drawing rooms of Jane Austen to the hot tubs of the Real Housewives era. A man will look at a woman and think: Wow. Look at her: she’s going places. And more and more, it will be men who make adjustments, such as relocation, to support a partner’s career.

Meanwhile, women will grow into their identity as breadwinners. Increasingly, they will accept the breadwoman role. Women will change the way they look at men and what traits they find desirable in a mate. They will place even greater value on qualities such as supportiveness (a glass of wine waiting at the end of the day, a chance to unburden), parenting skills, and domestic achievements, not to mention that great old masculine standby: protection. And women will no longer feel that their standing in the world derives from what their husband does or how much he makes. This will relieve a great deal of pressure—cultural, emotional, financial—on men.

Both sexes will be freer to make purely romantic choices—choices that have nothing to do with marriage as an economic partnership. This means more women will marry down; more men will marry up. More women will marry younger men; more men will marry older women. More women and men will marry across racial and ethnic groups. And instead of “matching” on education and earnings, couples will find common ground in an outside leisure pursuit that they can share on an equal footing.

The home front will become more and more masculinized. Men will view the home as the space they can make their own, an adaptation made easier by two decades of American households transforming their kitchens and outdoor grilling areas into performance arenas. “It’s just much more fun to be around home than it used to be,” is how one domesticated husband put it. “There’s just all kinds of stuff.”

Women will take to the skies. High-earning young women who remain determined to marry men who make as much or more than they do will turn to more enterprising measures than online dating. Women will use their earnings to travel far and wide, flying from big cities to other big cities, keeping the travel industry afloat and turning the country—the world—into one big marriage market, one giant globally connected dating pool. In countries such as Japan and South Korea, where high-achieving women are still intimidating to men, more subservient—that is to say, poorer—women will be brought from other Asian countries to meet the preferences of men who want to marry someone who will be economically dependent on them. Meanwhile, men in Western nations may opt for mail-order brides, or move and settle in less developed countries with a wife who will take care of them—and take their money.

Contrary to some reports, women will not feel a desperate need to hook up, sexually, as a way to find suitable mates who will commit to them. Some journalists and academics have suggested that so-called hookup culture is the result of high-achieving women rather indiscriminately having sex with the diminishing number of men who share their credentials; that women are offering sex with the hope of snagging a man who will agree to settle down. Not so. It’s true that a new generation of women will behave more like men sexually, by having lots of partners, but many of these women will be delaying commitment. Women will become more sexually assertive. They will use their economic resources to find men who are good at sex but also—equally important—good at washing dishes. Sexually, women will feel more free than ever to say no; to determine the kind of sex they are having and how often they want to have it. Oh, and if their lower-earning men criticize them for carrying a few extra pounds, they will happily ignore it.

And contrary to other anecdotal reports, men in the “marriageable” pool will not be looking to extend their promiscuous days. Instead, men will be the ones longing to settle down. Indeed, new studies suggest that men, far from being the commitmentphobes they are often made out to be, may have a greater desire than women for family life.

The pool of Americans who are married will continue to shrink. Rates of cohabitation will rise, as will the ranks of people living alone. Women will be able to afford to wait around and be choosy. But just because a woman might be living alone does not mean she will be lonely. Instead, women will savor the company of friends, although not necessarily in a sexual way. Women do this now, of course, but increasingly the couples at bars and concerts and shows will be women with women. Women will dominate the public square. The public arena will become more and more feminized. Look around you at a restaurant and notice how many of the tables are filled with groups of women—trios, quartets, tables of eight—clinking wineglasses and ordering the filet mignon. More important, women will be less likely to regard a single life as a failed life—and more likely to find pleasure and fulfillment in a life that does not include marriage. Even when in committed relationships, women will want to maintain space for themselves and time for their friends. They will consider clinginess in a boyfriend a major deal breaker.

And within couples, now that it’s permissible for men to be stay-at-home fathers and part-time workers, couples will argue over who in the partnership must assume the responsibility of primary earner, and who gets to have the freedom and flexibility that go with being the slow-track partner.

Some couples may struggle, sexually, until men find new ways to recover and assert their masculinity. But this may not be as difficult as people think. Men will craft a broader understanding of masculinity, one that includes domestication but also more time spent on manly pursuits: hunting, fishing, and extreme fitness. Meanwhile, women with lower-earning husbands will work hard to praise them for other kinds of accomplishments. Things that might have been considered “hobbies,” if women were doing them, will be granted a higher status when performed by stay-at-home husbands. Family blogs maintained by dads will be considered “book projects.”

Women living in cultures and belonging to religions that emphasize the importance of male provision—and female submission—will have to find a way to resolve this tension. Assessing their own prospects in the workplace, and finding them greater than their husbands’, women may have to break away from the flock, get permission from their pastors to work, or live in a state of uneasy conflict, in which the reality of their daily life is at odds with the teachings they hear on Sundays. Ministers and pastors will be called upon to supply dispensation for women to be breadwinners, and husbands will “allow” their wives to earn more than they do, thereby maintaining their God-given authority, in spirit if not in fact. These men will preserve their masculinity by designating themselves their wives’ handlers and protectors.

The more emotional and logistical support that breadwomen can enlist from their stay-at-home husbands, the more money these women will earn. The workplace, long so skeptical of female employees, will institute some long-delayed changes. More flexibility, yes—one can hope. At the same time, employers will regard supportive husbands the same way they used to look at stay-at-home wives: as crucial domestic backup, a welcome guarantee that female employees will be able to work with as much dedication as men traditionally have. The more backup that employers see women getting on the home front, the more willing bosses will be to invest in the careers of their female stars. Women’s earnings will rise. And rise. It will never stop, until …

Women marry down, and raise their husbands up.

And that, too, will happen.


    
Two 
The Bargain


It would be hard to overstate the historic nature of women’s economic ascendancy. With few exceptions, the world has been ordered until quite recently so that the bulk of wealth and earnings lay under the control of men. What we are witnessing is the gradual but relentless upending of a global tradition in which women were obliged to rely on men economically and to fashion their behavior accordingly. For centuries, women’s dependence was seen as not just a necessary ingredient for marriage but the very foundation of the male-female union. Clergymen argued that women’s subordination to husbands mirrored humanity’s submission to God. Laws dictated that wives could not own property or lay claim to their earnings. Labor unions based their crusade for a living industrial wage on the idea that man was woman’s “natural protector.” Social commentators declared that being dependent made women more agreeable helpmeets. And every now and then, somebody came along and objected that the deal was not, in fact, such a good one. In 1929, when Virginia Woolf considered the question of which was better for a woman—being granted the vote, or becoming financially self-sufficient—she concluded that of the two, money was “infinitely the more important.”

In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf’s brilliant case for women’s economic independence, she spelled out her view of what dependency had done over the centuries to women’s accomplishments as well as their characters. This is the famous essay where Woolf considers what might have happened had Shakespeare had an equally brilliant sister. In England at that time, she conjectured, the girl would have been denied an education and ridiculed for her ambitions; if she ventured into the world anyway, to seek her fortune and develop her talents, she would have been seduced, consigned to penury, driven to despair and early death. Woolf’s essay is a chronicle of rejection and artistic discouragement, but it is also a chronicle of money and the effect of money—or lack thereof—on women’s lives and achievements. Even into the 20th century, Woolf pointed out, women’s impoverishment meant they remained uneducated and without a robust literary tradition of their own, vulnerable to the insidious psychological undermining of male authority figures who argued that women could not perform as well as men, and who attributed women’s deficiencies not to their lack of resources but to an inferiority in their nature. Considering why women had not contributed more to literature and public life, Woolf pointed out that even as kings and merchants donated the gold and wrote the checks to build and maintain magnificent—and historically male—universities like Oxford and Cambridge, women had only lately been able to scrape together funds for a few female colleges. The reason this had taken so long, she pointed out, was because for hundreds of years women had been unable to have their own money.

“It is only for the last forty-eight years that [a married woman] has had a penny of her own,” she noted, referring to the fact that married women in England had been barred from owning property or even their wages, under a common law principle that considered a wife’s identity to be subsumed into that of her husband. “For all the centuries before that it would have been her husband’s property—a thought which, perhaps, may have had its share in keeping [her] and her mothers off the Stock Exchange. Every penny I earn, they may have said, will be taken from me and disposed of according to my husband’s wisdom … so that to earn money, even if I could earn money, is not a matter that interests me very greatly. I had better leave it to my husband.” Here, Woolf made the same argument that economists would later proffer: women, shut out of the world of affairs, saw marriage as the only rational form of employment they could enter into, the best bargain they could strike.

Woolf argued that women’s personalities, as well as their relationships with men, were deformed by this bargain. Elsewhere she invoked the image of the “angel in the house”: the idealized Victorian wife, saintly, moral, egoless, obliged to flatter and to assume a secondary position in her own household, precisely because she had no resources. “She was intensely sympathetic,” Woolf wrote scoffingly of the angel. “She was immensely charming. She was utterly unselfish…. She sacrificed herself daily. If there was chicken, she took the leg; if there was a draught she sat in it—in short she was so constituted that she never had a mind or a wish of her own, but preferred to sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others.” Women were obliged to repress their needs and soften their opinions to ensure that men would not withdraw their benevolence. In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf invents a narrator much like herself, who relates how liberating it was to receive a bequest from an aunt giving her a regular income. For the first time, she was able to say and write what she thought, without having to bend her words to meet the sensibilities of male editors and readers. She also found that having money tempered her resentment of men. “I need not hate any man; he cannot hurt me. I need not flatter any man; he has nothing to give me. So imperceptibly I found myself adopting a new attitude towards the other half of the human race.”

In the United States, the same pattern of economic dependence prevailed. The most recent edition of The Researcher’s Guide to American Genealogy warns the armchair genealogist that it is difficult to trace maternal ancestry because women are so rarely included in older U.S. records. “Once a woman was married, there was very little trace of her,” the book apologetically notes. While some argue that colonial society was more egalitarian than later industrial eras, in the sense that men and women toiled in the home and were economic partners, the historian Marylynn Salmon points out that the American colonies, each in its own way, followed England’s common law, which held that a wife’s identity—and property—ceased upon marriage to be considered hers. “After marriage, all of the personal property owned by a wife came under the exclusive control of her husband,” notes Salmon, pointing out that a woman’s husband “could spend her money, including wages, sell her slaves or stocks, and appropriate her clothing and jewelry. With regard to real property his rights were almost as extensive. He made all managerial decisions concerning her lands and tenements and controlled the rents and profits.” Religious colonies like Connecticut and Massachusetts were the most extreme, legislating the Puritan belief in “the wife’s submission to her husband’s will.” If anything, Salmon notes, religious colonies went beyond British law in giving men power over wives’ estates, and ensuring male dominance within the family, which was the organizing unit of colonial society. The extent to which colonial women were dispossessed—the extent to which women were property—was exemplified by the “wife sale,” a ritual inherited from England that sometimes accompanied a divorce. The wife sale is just what it sounds like; according to Salmon, it “demonstrates with graphic precision the inferior status of women in early modern Anglo-American society, for in the most primitive instances the woman was led to market in a halter and auctioned off to the highest bidder.” In colonial America, property was the route to prosperity and independence. Not only were most women denied this; among the wage-earning classes, male servants were paid more than female ones, and women were denied the apprenticeships that enabled men to become skilled artisans.

This set in motion a pattern—of paying women less, and shutting them out of skilled labor—that would prevail for the next 300 years. The only exceptions were female slaves, who commanded higher prices than male slaves because of their ability to generate still more slaves. It must be one of the few instances in history where mothers had a higher monetary value than fathers.

In the United States, some observers came to the same conclusion Woolf did: Even when people married for love—and this, along with companionship and family life, was the accepted ideal for marriage—economic dependence warped the relationship between the sexes. In 1898, the writer Charlotte Perkins Gilman, a great-niece of Harriet Beecher Stowe, presaged Woolf’s observations in an essay called Women and Economics. “We are the only animal species in which the female depends on the male for food,” Gilman pointedly noted. Fascinated by Darwin’s theory of natural selection, she argued that organisms adapt to their environment, and that for women, men were the environment. Humans could live a more egalitarian existence, she said, but under the influence of culture they had become too specialized. Men were too committed to the world of commerce, women too closeted in the home. She knew whereof she spoke. When she developed depression after the birth of her child, Gilman was ordered by a leading “nerve specialist” to suspend all work and “live as domestic a life as possible,” a prescription that traumatized her permanently.

Gilman, like Woolf, was intrigued by the bargain women were obliged to strike in order to live. She was fascinated by the ruses women adopted, the lengths they went to attract husbands, the efforts they made to appear marriageable and alluring. Her analysis anticipated the work of economists, sociologists, and other students of marriage, who even now argue that male-female unions are an exchange in which women “trade” any number of assets—sexual favors, beauty, domestic service—for economic gain. The central question—and one this book will consider—is whether this bargain has been something women were forced into or whether it was one that women embraced. Over all these hundreds of years, have women wanted husbands to be their providers or have they been compelled to put up with it because there were so few alternatives? Does every woman, in her heart of hearts, want to be supported? Does she expect it? Seek it out? And what about men? What do they want in all this?

You could boil down the opposing viewpoints, in a way, to a contest between Marx and Darwin. The Marxist argument would hold that for men, property ownership and control of family income have been a means of oppressing women—a way of obtaining women’s labor and domestic services, including childrearing, and ensuring their sexual fidelity. Seen this way, the bargain is one that women gave into unwillingly and under duress. “When [man] became owner of the land, he claimed also ownership of [the] woman,” is how Simone de Beauvoir put it. Beauvoir did not let women off the hook, though. In acceding to this trade-off—“the deal,” she called it—women gave up a part of their essential selves. “This is an inauspicious road, for he who takes it—passive, lost, ruined—becomes henceforth the creature of another’s will, frustrated in his transcendence and deprived of every value. But it is an easy road; on it one avoids the strain involved in undertaking an authentic existence.”

In contrast, the Darwinian view holds that this bargain was a terrific arrangement for women, who are biologically constituted to seek a strong male provider who can protect and support the woman and her offspring. The Darwinian argument holds that the reason women’s economic dependence prevailed for so long was because it just worked so awfully well for everybody. Women rendered up their looks and housekeeping services, men rendered up their income, their genetic lines were perpetuated into the next generation, children had two parents, marriages were stable, and everybody came out fine. Moreover—this line of thinking goes—marriage over the years has been a bargain that favored the dependent sex even more than the wage-earning one, because it gave a woman a roof over her head and economic protection in the case of divorce or other catastrophe.

Regardless of which view you take, the idea that men should be the wage earners and property owners was for centuries seen as the cornerstone of family life and social order. It seems to have been hard for some to envision why a woman, awarded money of her own, would stay with a man at all. In 1868, when England was debating granting property rights to married women, the London Times warned that marriage as society knew it could cease altogether if this happened. “[T]he proposed change would totally destroy the existing relation between husband and wife. That relation at present is one of authority on the one side and subordination on the other,” the Times wrote, editorializing against the measure. “If a woman has her own property, and can apply to her separate use her own earnings, she is practically emancipated from the control of her husband … what is to prevent her from going where she likes and doing what she pleases?”

Enter the Breadwinner

What indeed? What might prevent the emancipation and free movement of women, once wives could own property and keep their wages, as laws passed in the 19th century finally enabled them to do? Well, during the transition to an industrial economy, as more and more households depended on wages rather than farming or property ownership, concrete measures were put in place to ensure that women who did work were mostly corralled into sectors that were lower-paying than men’s; that women who did the same job as men were paid far less; that women worked only when they were young and single; that women ceased working—at least for wages—upon marriage; that men remained the source of a family’s income and, with that, the final authority in the house.

Readers may feel they know this history, but it’s unlikely most people today have a vivid sense of just how thoroughly the workplace, the government, labor unions, and society colluded to make women feel unwelcome in the workplace; to ensure that any wages they earned were supplementary at best; and to reinforce the ideal of man as woman’s provider. As the historian Alice Kessler-Harris has painstakingly shown in her book on wage-earning women, Out to Work, the prevailing view was that woman’s sphere was the home and that she should be made as uncomfortable as possible in the workplace. If women objected, they were derided as “clamorous and unfeminine”—the epithet directed at the leader of a group of organized tailoresses who agitated for fair treatment in 1831. And precisely because women were paid less than men, whenever they made incursions into a “male” field, the cry went up that women represented “ruinous competition” and were destroying men’s ability to bargain with employers for a so-called family wage. The view prevailed that the economy was a zero-sum game; that gains for women meant losses for men; that a woman who worked was “taking” the rightful place of a man; that the workplace wasn’t big enough for both sexes, a sense that prevails in some arenas to this day.

The point of keeping women out of lucrative work, many historians have pointed out, was to uphold the “domestic code” that prevailed in the 19th century. The code held that it was a man’s job to support his household, and a woman’s job to keep the home fires burning. Men and women occupied not merely separate roles, but separate spheres. It was now that woman became the angel in the house—a creature of charm and self-effacement, a vision of loving womanliness the husband could return to when his day’s work was over. The religious directive of female submission merged with the secular idea that women were morally pure, above and apart from the sordid “bank-note world.” Economists have argued that this cult of womanhood developed in response to a world that was increasingly competitive. Pragmatically, men working a long day needed a wife at home to keep the food cooked and the laundry washed and the children tended. Spiritually, a man needed a happy mate to lift his spirits. To ensure she stayed there, it was necessary that a woman’s subordination be reinforced from all sides.

To be sure, women weren’t the only ones whose behavior was being regulated. Men’s behavior was, too. It was thought that having a wife to support kept a man “sober and industrious.” A man with dependents to worry about was a man who couldn’t afford to be lazy. The conviction grew that a man whose wife was forced to earn income was a man who had abdicated his central duty. Money became the marker of masculine achievement. The title of breadwinner was in part a bone thrown to men to make up for the fact that they were going off to jobs that many of them hated. Ejected from his household, the wage earner was dubiously rewarded with the authority to make decisions and spank children in the period of time when he was home. “Contacts between fathers of urban families with their children were considerably reduced, and the father became a distant personage,” observes the French philosopher Elisabeth Badinter. This image of the male breadwinner—powerful, benevolent, yet detached from the intimate daily life of the household—still exerts a hold on us. Even now, 67 percent of Americans feel it is “very important” that the man be able to support his family before getting married, while only 33 percent think this is “very important” for women.

The endurance of this idea is ironic when you consider that it was women who were the vanguard of the industrial movement. As Kessler-Harris points out, in the early 1800s, men and boys were still tied to farm work, so it was mostly young single women who headed off to work in the textile mills of New England. At one point, women outnumbered men in the country’s still small manufacturing sector. Early on, some 90 percent of the workforce in New England’s textile factories was female. Evidence suggests that dependence was something these young women felt quite pleased to leave behind. Once the mill girls “felt the jingle of silver in their pocket, there for the first time, their heads became erect and they walked as if on air,” one worker remembered. “You cannot think how funny it seems to have some money,” wrote another, exclaiming, “don’t I feel independent of everyone! The [thought] that I am living on no one is a happy one indeed.” Briefly, it looked as though the era might bring new independence for women, but it was what Kessler-Harris calls a false start. On average, most girls spent less than five years in the mill, and while there, were paid less than men, and were unable to move up into supervisory positions. As manufacturing expanded, more barriers to women’s advancement were put into place, including gender segregation and a lower salary scale for women. There were periods—depressions, wars, accidents—where women’s opportunities would expand because men were gone, dead, or both. But their incursion would be followed by an inevitable backlash in which they were derided as competitive and—always—unwomanly.

Outside of the upper and middle classes, the truth was that families often were dependent on more than one earner. Women and children alike contributed to household income among the working classes, but women’s earnings were usually generated privately in the home, doing sewing or other piecework. And women’s income was persistently seen as secondary. For those women who did work for wages—black women, immigrants, others—an explicit two-tiered wage system was put in place. The government wrote it into labor codes; unions made it mandatory. Women teachers made one-third less than male teachers. Women for most of the 19th century made one-third to one-half what men did. Women were channeled into certain jobs—maids, teachers, seamstresses—as a way to ensure they remained low-paid. A moral code helped justify the segregation: “future motherhood” had to be shielded from the corrupting influence of many occupations, and kept away from men. “Wherever the sexes work indiscriminately together great laxity obtains,” noted the U.S. commissioner of labor in 1888. Many professions were seen not so much as being physically tough as spiritually corrupting. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, protective measures were passed preventing women from doing things like selling liquor. Law and medicine were mostly closed to women in part because women would be exposed to awful truths about human conduct and bodies. Into the 20th century, women were rarely hired as court reporters because the contents of trials were deemed too shocking.

In fact, women might have become family breadwinners much earlier than they did. The economist Claudia Goldin notes that the early 20th century could have been a breakthrough; the expansion of the industrial sector and growth of retail created much new office work, which was regarded as a “nice” job, suitably respectable. In what Goldin calls the “white-collar counterpart of the industrial revolution,” offices became mechanized, with typewriters, calculators, duplicating machines. By 1930, women comprised 40 percent of all clerical and sales personnel and one-third of all white-collar workers. And World War I enabled women to make other inroads: while the men were off fighting in Europe, women began to work as bank tellers and even managers. Women were called in to operate stock boards. Not coincidentally, the 1920s gave America the sexually liberated flapper and the women’s vote. One woman banker noted that men in finance were friendly to her, but seemed to “have a terrific fear that [women] will eventually take the place of men.”

In part because of that fear, the early 20th century proved yet another false start and generated hand-wringing about working wives and their deleterious impact. The freedom of the 1920s was abridged as more employers began to enforce “marriage bars,” which were policies directing that married women could not work and single women would be fired when they married. Nor could women move up. In offices, a woman who started as a typist stayed a typist. She would do much better, financially, by getting married, especially since men enjoyed even higher wages once they became husbands. Entrusted with the responsibility of family upkeep, says Goldin, married men were “awarded a premium that is due neither to selection nor to productivity differences. Rather, the premium arises from a social dictum that firms should adequately provide for men’s families.” Five years into an office career, Goldin points out, the “average man earned 8 percent more than the average woman, after ten years the average man earned 14 percent more, and after 15 years the difference widened to 21 percent.” As the historian David Kennedy notes in his study of the Great Depression, Freedom from Fear, the “ten million women who worked for wages in 1929 were concentrated in a small handful of occupations.” Kennedy notes that women made up about 22 percent of all workers—a not inconsiderable percentage—but the “typical woman worker was single and under the age of twenty-five. Once she married, as almost every woman did, typically before the age of twenty-two, she was unlikely to work again for wages, particularly while she had children at home.” Even now, the angel in the house reigned as an ideal: the view remained widespread that employment turned women into not only economic competitors but also unpleasant wives. “The wife who has her own income is thereby rendered a poorer wife [and] feeling independent of her natural protector, she becomes more critical, less lenient to his faults and failings,” is how one correspondent put it in a letter to a weekly paper in the early 20th century, explicitly linking women’s dependence to the idea that this condition made them nicer to live with. By 1926, the social scientist Ernest Groves was still arguing that when “the woman herself earns and her maintenance is not entirely at the mercy of her husband’s will, diminishing masculine authority necessarily follows.”

Yet there was no consensus about how much breadwinning men owed their angels in the houses. As the sociologist Viviana Zelizer shows in The Social Meaning of Money, money and the meting out of wages were a source of ongoing struggle in marriages. A 1928 survey of 200 upper-class households found that 73 wives received an allowance, while 66 women had money given to them according to their husband’s whimsy; the rest had a joint account, or arrangements so haphazard they could not be defined. Women confided how much they hated asking their husbands for money. Some were forced to resort to “sexual blackmail.” In 1938, the Ladies’ Home Journal asked, “Should a wife have a regular housekeeping allowance?” and female readers overwhelmingly said: yes. Yet the higher the husband’s income, the less control a woman had over it. Tradition dictated that working-class wives were handed their husbands’ pay packets and expected to deploy it (though men often kept a bit back) while upper-class women had no such expectation. In 1923, Zelizer notes, a play called Chicken Feed, or Wages for Wives, dramatized the injustice. A daughter angry at her father for not giving her mother a regular allowance says to her own fiancé, “Danny, how would you like it if you had a boss and he said—‘Look here, Danny, I won’t pay you a regular salary. I’ll just give you presents when I feel like it. It makes me feel so nice and generous and I like to hear you thank me. And in case you need something, just tell me and I’ll see if I think you ought to have it.’ ” In 1905, a judge sided with a husband who put a rat trap in his pants pocket to stop his wife from rifling them at night for change.

Any lingering whiff of wage-earning freedom women might have sensed in the early part of the 20th century was obliterated by the Depression, which enforced the view that providing was the husband’s duty, not the wife’s. As Goldin shows, marriage bars were “reinforced and extended” as the workforce attempted to protect male workers by discarding female ones. A federal directive went out saying that “in the face of layoffs [executive branch officials] fire workers whose spouses were employed by the federal government”; usually, the axe fell on the woman. Those women who did work were seen as stealing jobs from men. In 1939, author Norman Cousins proposed a way to end the Depression: “Simply fire the women, who shouldn’t be working anyway.” Women hired by the Works Progress Administration—the New Deal jobs program—made significantly less than boys. It was when men were least able to fill their breadwinning duties that society made it clear just how crucial these duties were. Working women were terribly stigmatized—and so, of course, were nonworking men.

Within many households, the emotional fallout was immense. Interviewing 59 Depression-era families in the mid-1930s, the sociologist Mirra Komarovsky pioneered the field of masculinity studies. Men told her how devastated they were to feel they had failed as providers. Apart from the relief check itself, the greatest humiliation one man reported was a working wife. “I am afraid the children don’t think as much of me now that I am unemployed,” another man told Komarovsky. “During the depression I lost something. Maybe you call it self-respect, but in losing it I also lost the respect of my children, and I am afraid I am losing my wife,” said another. As women scrambled to find ways of generating income—by, say, taking in boarders—husbands felt helpless and unmoored; they were “in a situation of long-lasting and profound defeat,” as Komarovsky put it. “I relinquished power in the family. Now I don’t even try to be boss,” a man told her. “She controls all the money, and I never have a penny in my pocket but that I have to ask her for it.” To be sure, most wives remained loving and some husbands’ marital behavior improved. The families most disoriented were those that had been patriarchal to begin with. But not a single man she interviewed was glad to be spared the duty of working. Everything felt out of kilter. So strong was the breadwinning ethos that in 1936, when a young woman named Frances Oldham was hired to assist a pharmacology professor at the University of Chicago, she knew that the only reason she was hired was because he thought her name was male. She felt so guilty that she contemplated not taking the position. Later, married and an official at the Food and Drug Administration, Frances Oldham Kelsey prevented the widespread marketing in the United States of the drug thalidomide, which caused so many birth defects in children born in Europe.
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