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Gender issues in America today
(Platonova Elena)

Gender issues are extensively studied and discussed in modern America. Statistics on men and women are extremely valuable not only to manufacturers and advertisers but also to agencies supplying social services, health care planners and educational institutions. Moreover, this information is essential for politicians, who are interested in gaining more votes in elections and outlining their platforms. At the same time, the issue of genders is touched upon in press and on the internet, with particular emphasis being placed on women position in today’s America. More or less informally these points are frequently discussed on so-called feminist web-sites, their rapid growth is closely connected with the third wave feminists feverish activity. The difference in the number of men and women in the USA, in their marital status, political views, academic achievement, job opportunities, career success and income, as well as the origin of particular interest in gender issues today – these are the key points of the topic.

In 2000, the female population in the United States (140 million) was 6 million higher than the male population (134 million). Yet, among the group under age 20, there were 105 boys for every 100 girls. This male to female ratio declined as age increased. For men and women aged 20 to 44, the ratio was 98. But among the group aged 85 and older, there were only 50 men for every 100 women. In 2000, the projected average life expectancy at birth for women was 79 years, compared with 74 years for men (7). Thus, women dominate in numbers, for both their longer life expectancy and quantity.
It could not be overlooked by candidates for the presidential post. For six decades after women obtained the right to vote in 1920, they voted at lower rates than men. However, in the 1980 election women caught up with men, and according to U.S. Census data, in every subsequent election women have voted at an increasingly higher rate than men. In the 2000 elections, 56.2% of women reported voting, compared with 53.1% of men. A gender gap in voting-the difference in the proportion of women and the proportion of men voting for any given candidate-has been evident in every presidential election since 1980, ranging in exit polls from a low of 4 percentage points in 1992 to a high of 11 percentage points in 1996. “This gap is also real and enduring in polling: Men are far more prone to support a strong defense and tough law-and order measures such as capital punishment, for instance, while women are more likely to approve of higher spending to solve domestic social problems such as poverty and inequality” (Jason, 141). Interestingly, there is virtually no gender gap on “women’s issues”, such as abortion and day care; in fact, men support them slightly more than woman. The most important issues for women in the last election, like those for men, were the war on terrorism and the war in Iraq, on the one hand, and the economy and jobs, on the other. While women and men see the same issues as most important, women have somewhat different perspectives than men on these issues. Women are less likely than men to think the U.S. is safer from terrorism now than it is was before 9-11, and women have more reservations than do men about American involvement in Iraq. Women are more likely than men to say that the USA is on the wrong track rather than moving in the right direction. And although women, like men, are concerned about jobs, they also are very concerned about health care and retirement.
And again women could have decided the outcome of the 2004 presidential race. Polls conducted in 2004 showed that voters were closely divided in their preferences between George W Bush and John Kerry. Relatively few likely voters remained undecided. In such a close election, the votes of women could be decisive for four reasons: women outnumber men among voters; significant efforts are underway to increase registration and turnout among women; a gender gap is evident in this election as it has been in every presidential election since 1980; and women constitute a disproportionately large share of the undecided voters will make their decisions late in the campaign.

“Significant efforts were underway in 2004 to increase the number of women who register and vote. Perhaps the most visible nonpartisan effort is "Women's Voices, Women's Vote," targeted at unmarried women, who vote at lower rates and tend to be more progressive in their political preferences than married women. The two presidential campaigns also have partisan initiatives ("W Stands for Women" and "Women for Kerry") aimed at registering and mobilizing specific subgroups of women sympathetic to their respective candidates”(1).

The following figures show why exactly unmarried women were so important for the campaign. 51% per cent of women 15 years old and over in 2000 were married and living with their spouse. Of the rest, 25 percent had never married, 10 percent were divorced (31 and 8% respectively for men), 2 percent were separated and 10 percent were widowed (3% for men). 

Similar to the pattern found in previous presidential elections, polls conducted thus far in 2004  showed women more likely than men to favor the Democratic candidate, John Kerry, while men more often than women prefer the Republican candidate, George W. Bush. Probably it was he, who succeeded in pulling those undecided to his side. Interestingly enough, his father had also had low marks among women, which forged his strategists to aim their candidate directly at the “women’s” issues”(Jason, p.140). 

Politics is not the only sphere where we can’t see complete equilibrium between men and women. As far as education is concerned, women have been the majority of college students since 1979. And this gap is widening, with 57 per cent of women as college students in the last year. ”In May, the Minnesota Office of Higher Education posted the inevitable culmination of a trend: Last year for the first time, women earned more than half the degrees granted statewide in every category, be it associate, bachelor, master, doctoral or professional.” As women march forward, more boys seem to be falling by the wayside. Not only do national statistics forecast a continued decline in the percentage of males on college campuses, but the drops are seen in all races, income groups and fields of study, says policy analyst Thomas Mortenson, publisher of the influential Postsecondary Education Opportunity newsletter in Oskaloosa, Iowa. Since 1995, he has been tracking — and sounding the alarm about — the dwindling presence of men in colleges. 
College administrators shy away from the term "affirmative action," a murky concept rooted in redressing historic inequities and loaded with legal implications. Yet the imbalances do trouble some admissions officials. So just as they might consider race or geographical diversity in building freshman classes, they similarly look for gender parity.

Even so, the disparities on campuses worry some admissions officials, particularly at liberal arts colleges where gaps are widest. 

"We think there's value in having equal numbers," says Jim Bock, admissions dean at Pennsylvania's Swarthmore College. Last year, the school admitted more women than men, but it admitted a greater percentage of the male applicants than female. The student body's male/female breakdown is about 48/52. 

In interviews, several college administrators, including Bock, said they would not admit a male over a better qualified female. But they do try to build a diverse class — an idea that echoes the Supreme Court's 2003 ruling on race-based affirmative action. That ruling struck down a University of Michigan formula that gave extra points to minorities because of their race. But the justices also ruled that schools could consider race as one of many factors because achieving diversity on college campuses is an important goal. In 2000, a federal judge told the University of Georgia to stop awarding bonus points to males (and minorities) in admissions.

UCLA higher education professor Linda Sax says such a discussion should address what effect, if any, the gender composition of a college has on men and women. To find out, she examined data from more than 17,000 students at 204 four-year colleges. 

Preliminary results show that on campuses that were predominantly female, both men and women got higher grades. Predominantly female campuses also led to a "significant increase" in men's commitment to promoting racial understanding and led males to more liberal views on abortion, homosexuality and other social issues, her research found.

"What we're talking about here is the impact of women's attitudes and values," Sax says.

For his part, author Gurian says one reason colleges may fail to attract more men is precisely because they are more geared to female learning styles and interests. Colleges that want to compete for the dwindling pool of men should emphasize male interests, such as sports, he says, and offer more male role models (2).

Good education is usually a crucial step to a better job. What are the differences between male and female employment and salaries in the USA? Employment rates differ significantly between men and women, and those differences will likely continue into the future. While women’s employment rates are rising and men’s rates are declining, women are expected to continue to leave the labor market periodically to assume the lead role in child rearing. Women are increasingly working prior to having children and returning to the workforce while their children are still preschool age. This is particularly likely for families maintained by single women, a group that is growing significantly.

“In 2000, 58 percent of women aged 16 and older worked in just three occupational categories. Twenty four per cent worked in administrative support, including clerical. Another 18 percent worked in professional specialty jobs, and 16 percent worked as service workers (excluding private household service workers). Men’s occupations were less concentrated. The largest occupational category for men was precision production, craft and repair, accounting for 18 percent of employed men in the civilian labor force” (7). 
Today, while the majority of women work, their pay and status have yet to equal that of man. “The 1999 median earnings for women aged 15 and older who worked full time, year-round was $26,300, compared with $36,500 for men in this category” (7). 
Less salary doesn’t necessarily mean worse attitude to a female than to a male on the same position. Moreover, for women working abroad it’s sometimes even easier to succeed. For example American businesswomen report that being female gives them an advantage because male business colleagues in cultures that have experienced significant globalisation understand that in America women can have authority in business and therefore give them special consideration.

f“For example, in the US the ability to communicate relational and interpersonal understanding, for whatever the reason, seems to be a skill more easily employed by women than men, yet this is a prime requirement for successful business in many cultures”(6). A research in this field has indicated that American women often have great success abroad precisely because of their ability to develop the all-important interpersonal relationship, a skill that many American businessmen either cannot master or mistakenly overlook in their singular emphasis on the deal.
Still, “there is one very interesting phenomenon that usually prevents contemporary women from succeeding in different spheres of social life, especially in getting promotion. It is so called ‘glass ceiling’. A ‘glass ceiling’ is an unofficial barrier to an upper management or such prominent position within a company or other organization which women are perceived to be unable to cross.  There are 2 similar terms: a ‘ glass elevator’ (it is sometimes used to describe the rapid promotion of men over women, especially into management, in female-dominated fields like nursing) and a ‘glass cliff’ (it describes a situation wherein a woman, has been promoted into a risky, difficult job where the chances of failure are higher). Most of modern American psychologists believe that this ‘glass ceiling’ is only the self-imposed psychological obstacle, that influences every decision women make in their lives. Nevertheless it has become the reason for only ten percent of top-level managerial or professional positions held by women”(8).

In this report more attention has been given to women than men. The reason for this is not feminist position of the author, but rather the character of the sources, that mainly view gender issues as problem of ineqities between the sexes. Especially these questions arouse heated discussions on feminists’ sites. The popularity these sites have amons American women, this wide use of computer networks in the context of feminism is a sign of vitality of the movement. This means that feminists still sill see lots of inequities that have to be overcome.

America has always been building her ideology on the principles of freedom and equal rights. It’s also likely to include gender equity. As it can be seen in this report it’s not the case in some spheres of modern America’s life. Nevertheless, men and women will always be somehow different. And each sex brigs strength and weaknesses that may check and balance the other: each half of the human whole.
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