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When paradox is incorporated into social roles and expectations, psychologists call it double bind.[footnoteRef:1] Even though the issue of women having or not having it all has been discussed for quite some time, society is still divided on this controversial subject. Sociologist Dr. Martha Beck rises a very interesting point in her research: the phenomenon of gender inequality as inherently becoming more unsolvable with every right women gain, because of the paradoxical demands of our culture on women.    [1:  Martha N. Beck, Breaking Point, Times Books: 1997, 103.] 


Gender inequality that millennial women encounter in the 21st century is very different than the one in the past: while up until last century women throughout history had no political rights – even basic rights such as owning property, suffrage, and access to education, contemporary women face a very different, more complicated and subtle discrimination in the form of core values and beliefs. Moreover, they face a new problem that their grandmothers and great grandmothers never faced (because they never had the chance to enter the male’s world and compete with men): the problem is meeting paradoxical social demands that are mutually exclusive and controversial. 

The inequality that we have to deal with today is driven by both physiological and sociological forces that make it hard and nearly impossible to level. On the one hand, we have the legislature that have been passed in support of equal rights such as the Fair Pay Act of 1963 signed by President Kennedy;  the Affirmative Action of 1965; and more recently, the Fair Pay Restoration Act of 2009 (prompted by the case of Lilly Ledbetter from Alabama and the Supreme Court); Despite its fifty year anniversary in 2013 since Kennedy signed the Fair Pay Act, and  even after President Obama signed the Paycheck Fairness Act of 2013 (that amends the same law from 1938) and enforces the prohibition of salary differentiation based on gender, women still get paid 77cents of every dollar men earn for the same job!

On the other hand, the social pressure on women to fulfill core values such as traditional family’s roles is even more influential than the mere biological functions (such as caring and nurturing babies) that confine women to traditional work and push them out of the career market. Ironically, women today are facing a dire paradox: they have to choose between traditional and professional roles in society. The pressure inserted on women by society is not only high, but also controversial: while women are encouraged to pursue education and careers, they are not liberated from traditional work at home, therefore, they have to play dual roles: traditional at home, and professional out of the home. Needless to say, in modern competitive workplaces women have to work twice as hard to overcome prejudice, discrimination, and compensating for falling behind while fulfilling natural biological functions. As French feminist Simone de Beauvoir [de bovwar] once said, “A woman must do twice as well as a man to be considered equally as good. Fortunately, this is not difficult.”[footnoteRef:2] While the second part is a bitter joke, of course; the first part is very serious.  [2:  Ibid, 82.] 


I want to present some shocking facts from 21st century:

In 2005, Larry Summers, then President of Harvard University, and former Treasury Secretary (appointed by Bill Clinton during his first term), said in a speech in an attempt to justify the lower representation of females in some high power academia fields, that women had different aptitude at the high end. And this wasn’t just lip service; his statement was supported by his own policy: during Summers’s term the percentage of tenured offers to women made by Harvard’s faculty of Arts and Science dropped severely: in 2004 only 4 of the total 32 tenured offers were extended to women.

According to the Center for American Women and Politics (CAWP), women’s representation in 2013 in State Legislatures was as follows:

24.3% in Congress (20,8% in Senate and 25.5% in the House).
Of this percentage only 20.6% are women of color. 
Leadership: 10 women serve as Presidents of Senates (DE, HI. IA, KS, MA, MN, MI, NM, RI, TX) and 6 women serve as Speakers of State Houses: (NV, NH, NJ, OR, TN, UT).

According to the US Census Bureau, in 2013 women still earn 77 cents for every dollar men earn – the same gap we had since 2007. In 2012, women earned 37,791 vs. men’s 49,398 working full time year-round. Also, full time working women stayed the same in 2012, whereas full-time working men increased with 1 million the same year.

According to the nonprofit research group Catalyst, the numbers are even lower: women now account for just 4 percent of Fortune 500 chief executives, 17 percent of corporate board seats, 20 percent of law partners and 19 percent of Congress (thanks to a big bump in the 2012 elections). 

A highly successful contemporary woman who was a role model for young women and who seemingly “had it all,” Anne-Marie Slaughter, the first woman Director of Policy Planning at the State Department, a law Professor and the Dean of Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs was tormented by the same controversy for a long time before she finally decided to speak out. In June 2012, she wrote an article, called “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All,” and here is her proposed solution:

“The best hope for improving the lot of all women, and for closing what economists Wolfers and Stevenson call a “new gender gap”—measured by well-being rather than wages—is to close the leadership gap: to elect a woman president and 50 women senators; to ensure that women are equally represented in the ranks of corporate executives and judicial leaders. Only when women wield power in sufficient numbers will we create a society that genuinely works for all women. That will be a society that works for everyone.”

This advice is supported by Judith Warner, a senior fellow at the Center for American Progress, who interviewed career-oriented women with families as well, and found out that:

“A younger generation of female high achievers, especially those who aren’t most highly privileged, aren’t getting a very hopeful message. And without women in powerful positions pushing for change, employers have less incentive to alter workplace practices that may encourage women to exit after they have children. “Once they leave the corporate workplace, their ability to imbue workplace culture with their values is gone,” Pamela Stone says of the women she has studied. ‘They leave, and the door closes behind them, and everything stays the same.’ ” 

This advice, however, is not easily implemented. Right now women abstain from running for office, because of the double standard they have been held to: the scrutiny, the defamation, the humiliating comments about their looks, the demand to be twice as good to be considered equal. Many give up after the first wave of dirt thrown at them, mostly because they want to protect their families from the heart ache and the abuse they are subjected to. 

Moreover, Dr. Slaughter addresses problems that are common for the vast majority of women, not just highly educated and holding high power positions:

 Millions of other working women face much more difficult life circumstances. Some are single mothers; many struggle to find any job; others support husbands who cannot find jobs. Many cope with a work life in which good day care is either unavailable or very expensive; school schedules do not match work schedules; and schools themselves are failing to educate their children. Many of these women are worrying not about having it all, but rather about holding on to what they do have. And although women as a group have made substantial gains in wages, educational attainment, and prestige over the past three decades, the economists Justin Wolfers and Betsey Stevenson have shown that women are less happy today than their predecessors were in 1972, both in absolute terms and relative to men.
	
Unfortunately, the double bind paradox does not only apply to college educated or career women. All women, including those who are house wives, stay home moms, rich, poor, young, old, white, women of color, married, single – are caught up in this controversy. In her research, Dr. Beck interviewed more than 300 women representing the most diverse range, and she found out that nobody is exempt from the double bind. As long as our culture promotes the dream of achieving total equality without giving up traditional roles assigned to women, as long as our laws, policies, and institutions are designed around this hierarchy, women will never be truly free.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid, 106.] 


The paradox of dual demands started with the first victory won in favor of women’s rights, and continued to this day. In fact, the controversy escalates with every new right, because the more a woman is dedicated to her career, the more she is condemned for abandoning her role as a caretaker; inversely, the more dedicated she is to her traditional role, the more condemned she is for not taking advantage of her rights, and living backwards.
As scholar Martha Beck reveals in her book Breaking Point the incident of a woman who confronted feminist Gloria Steinem at an event, imploring, “Why didn’t you tell us it was going to be like this?” “Well, we didn’t know,” was Steinem’s honest answer.[footnoteRef:4] Sadly, nobody knew that gaining women rights without liberating them from century-old traditional roles created a brand new problem: double responsibilities and excruciatingly painful dilemma: which one to choose, and how to combine them.  [4: Ibid, 85-86.] 


In fact, in communist societies the dilemma existed throughout its rule from 50 years in some Eastern European countries to 70 years in Russia, however didn’t have a name; it is called now double shift in the western history textbooks. Obviously, women didn’t like it there either, and complained when interviewed by western journalists after the collapse of the regime (of course nobody let them speak during the dictatorship). 

[bookmark: _GoBack]These complaints are construed by anti-women’s rights spokespeople as evidence of the failure of the emancipation, and as a call for going back to traditional roles. However, as Dr. Slaughter suggested, the only way to change the laws is to give equal representation to women in Congress. Not to imply that no man would support such policies: it happened in the past during the Seneca Falls Conference, where of the hundred people who signed the Declaration, 32 were men vs. 68 women. Quite optimistic numbers for 19th century US; hopefully it will be better now.

I believe that the problem is exacerbated by the media constantly disseminating a false image of a superwoman that is both glamorous and fake. I believe that the solution is in spreading awareness and encouraging more women to speak out about their problems. A new book published in 2013 by Debora Spar, the President of Barnard College, called Wonder Woman: Sex, Power, and the Quest for Perfection, tackles the problem with media imposing this glamorous, but harmful image of modern women and brainwashing the young generation. Dr. Spar promotes the very idea of speaking out and refuting the erroneous image; as well as the idea of “having it all.” She contends that men should be involved as much as women in this controversy, especially men with high power positions.

Most of all, it is up to the new generation, college students, to come up with a solution. Your parents and grandparents fought for you, now it is up to you to find a way to enjoy the rights granted to you from the first, second, and third feminist movements. As the numbers demonstrate, we have come a long way, but are still far from equality. Most important, it is your generation’s challenge to achieve sufficient equality WITHOUT breaking down and falling apart.
Therefore, it is crucial to involve everybody in this discussion, and let us hear from you, the new generation.
Let’s have a polemic.    










