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INTRODUCTION
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Recently, I was at a dinner party and a raucous conversation ensued concerning the current political climate. There was much discussion of civil liberties, the Supreme Court, and, of course, the war in Iraq, but then the gentleman seated to my right, a successful gay professional, said something that alarmed me. “I certainly wouldn't want to be a woman today,” he told the table. “It's a no-win situation. You're damned if you do and damned if you don't with every single decision, and your body is a political playground. At least as a gay man, I know where I stand. As a woman, you're stuck in some weird societal purgatory.”

“Yeah,” another man agreed. “Isn't it strange that women are fiftyone percent of the population and still get the short end of the stick on almost every front?”

The conversation was a punch in the gut. Not because it was disrespectful, but because I realized it was true. As women, not only are we expected to make incredible sacrifices and compromises that men are never expected to make, but we are then criticized for doing so (often even by ourselves) each and every step along the way.

The following night the conversation was still bouncing around my mind when, between my job as a professor and my job as a television legal analyst, I was making an on-the-fly, less-than-perfect dinner for my two children, nine-year-old Danielle and thirteen-year-old Jacob. I looked at my young daughter as she animatedly talked about her day, and I pondered her future. As she grows, is she going to get the same opportunities and advantages that my son is? “Hey, Dani,” I asked her. “Do you think there are more males or females in this country?”

“More men!” Jacob answered quickly. “That's why we're in control!”

“Nope!” I announced. “Women are fifty-one percent of the population.”

“Then why don't we rule the world?” Dani asked. “We should take back the rights! Take back the rights! Take back the rights! ” Jacob enthusiastically joined her in the chant. “Take back the rights!”

“Wait a minute,” I told them. “You can't take back what you've never had.”

They both looked at me. “So what is it exactly you want, then?” Jacob asked.

Hmmm, I thought. Good question.

It seems we have come a long way, baby. Commercials now hark that “choosy moms (and dads!) choose Jif !” And a woman has been president of the United States (at least on TV, until she got canceled). But is it only superficial? Are we just being pacified, yet still being served the same stale rap? Did we make some progress only to have it usurped while we were minding the kids? Have we taken two steps forward and one step back? Or worse …one step forward and two steps back?

True, we're no longer stuck in the narrow role of the middle-class American housewife that Betty Friedan described in The Feminine Mystique—certainly we'll all admit the women on Desperate Housewives are far from that—nor do we as a group feel harassed by the implied inequality of men holding doors for us. But are we treated equally under the law? Quite simply, no!

Women in America have fought for and achieved certain rights, such as the right to own property, the right to vote, and even the right to hold public office, but there's still gross inequity. For example, since 1789 only 34 women have served in the U.S. Senate, compared to 1,850 men. In the workplace, the pink-collar ghetto is alive and well. Though today we earn more than half of all bachelor's degrees, once out in the workforce we are still only making 73 cents for every dollar a man makes, and of the Fortune 500 companies, there are only eight women in the top positions. Our bodies are a veritable battleground, and not just over abortion. Several employers are now getting away with making women's weight part of their job description, but can you imagine a man being told he'd lose his job if he went bald? The average weight for women in their forties is twenty-five pounds heavier than it was in 1960, yet the “healthy” image from magazines is a look roughly twenty-five pounds lighter than it was then. Perhaps more frustrating is that we are continuously bombarded with stories and tricks on “how not to look fat” and more than a quarter of us feel the need to lie about our weight. Socially, we're still considered less than completely feminine if we're anything but demure—it's still daring to ask a man on a date, and downright audacious even to think of asking a man for his hand in marriage.

A recent survey by the Department of Labor shows that the average workingwoman spends about twice as much time as the average workingman on household chores and care of the children. On real estate deeds in many states, an unmarried woman is still listed as a “spinster.” Funny how there isn't a male equivalent. And if you're not irritated yet, why is it that in many states women are denied prescription coverage for birth control even though men are allowed it for Viagra?

Yes, even with the drastic changes that have occurred in our society during the last twenty-five years, women still get, as my dinner companion so succinctly put it, the short end of the stick.

This is nothing new. Throughout the centuries, women have consistently gotten the short end of the stick when it came to freedom, power, and property. In some times and places, this was sugarcoated with idealization—women were pure, dainty creatures who ought not soil their pretty little hands with business or matters of state. (Never mind that poor women have always toiled with their hands.)

It was in the eighteenth century, when a collection of colonies decided that they were being treated unjustly, that the American woman's fight for equal treatment began. We've been left out from the beginning. In 1776 Abigail Adams wrote her husband, John, who was attending the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, “In the new code of laws, remember the ladies and do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the husbands.” John Adams replied, “I cannot but laugh. Depend upon it, we know better than to repeal our masculine systems.” And the men convening there drafted the Declaration of Independence, which states that “all men are created equal.”

Yes, shortly after the “all men are created equal” line, it became self-evident that we women were somehow not. We weren't allowed to vote for the first president, or the second. In fact, it wasn't until the thirtieth president that we finally got to cast our vote, and we only got that right because in the late 1800s the women's suffrage movement began to demand it.

In January 1917, when we still didn't have the right, a group of women sitting in the gallery during Woodrow Wilson's State of the Union address unfurled a large yellow banner asking, “Mr. President, what will you do for woman suffrage?” and women started demonstrating in front of the White House. By July of that year, an annoyed President Wilson was tired of all the demonstrating and started arresting the suffragists. Rather than giving up, they rallied. One of the movement's leaders, Alice Paul, went on a hunger strike in jail, and they tied her down and force-fed her three times a day for three weeks. When she was released from prison, she fought harder. Finally, President Wilson got the point and said he would support women's right to vote. The Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution was ratified in 1920.

In 1921, Alice Paul drafted what she considered the logical next step, a simple amendment: “Men and women shall have equal rights throughout the United States and every place subject to its jurisdiction.” In 1923, an empathetic male introduced it before Congress. Here we are almost a century later, and we still do not have equality of rights under the law.

The 1930s saw a chastened nation enter an age in which survival became a larger issue than social progress. Women in the workplace were frowned upon, as they would be taking a job that might go to a husband and father, but when they were needed during World War II, women were actively encouraged and lionized by the media for filling male roles. So many men were off to war that women were hired for the kinds of higher-paid, often heavy labor jobs that they'd never have been offered a decade earlier. Women could help win the war by working, and six million Rosie the Riveters went into the workforce in higher paying industrial jobs.

It didn't last. When the boys came marching home, the girls were expected to move out of the way: “Give me back my wrench, and get back into the house where you belong.” Though 98 percent of women polled at the time said they would like to use the skills they had acquired and continue working, one out of every four lost her factory job. In another poll in 1945, 57 percent of women and 63 percent of men said that married women whose husbands earned enough shouldn't be allowed to work.

In the 1950s, a campaign every bit as manipulative as the one that gave birth to Rosie the Riveter tried to sell women on the idea that ultimate happiness and satisfaction could be achieved only by devoting one's energies fully to home and hearth. Magazines such as McCall's and early television shows pushed an image of family togetherness in which the male ruled supreme and the woman, in her starched apron (to be removed in favor of something a little sexier before the husband's return in the evening) was intended to find her fulfillment by concentrating on the children and the nest, to the exclusion of all else.

The suburban tract house was filled with a gleaming array of modern appliances. These “advances” and workload somehow just weren't as fulfilling as the ads and articles promised, and physicians began prescribing more and more barbiturates and tranquilizers as women began having “nervous breakdowns” in droves. Psychiatrists and pundits proclaimed that women who wanted more were maladjusted and frigid, and probably to blame for everything from juvenile delinquency to homosexuality.

In 1959 Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique proposed that the problem with women's lives might be their circumstances rather than themselves. And then, with the advent of the birth control pill, a woman was no longer at the mercy of her fertility.

In 1964 Title VII of the Federal Civil Rights Act was passed making it unlawful to discriminate against any individual because of race, color, religion, sex, or national origin in matters of employment. Ironically, gender was added to Title VII by conniving lawmakers in hopes of spoiling its chances for passage. Fortunately, the effort failed and Title VII passed.

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, women continued to enter the workforce, and those who enrolled in institutions of higher education increasingly strove for something besides what used to be scathingly referred to as the “MRS degree.” They liberated themselves from their girdles and bras, and in the let-it-all-hang-out atmosphere of the times, more and more women began to simply talk to one another about their issues. As they shared life experiences and concerns, a collective epiphany happened: It's not just me. And the personal became political.

In 1972, the Equal Rights Amendment actually passed Congress after forty-nine years of trying—and seemed set to have at least thirty-eight states ratify it into law. Then in 1973, with Roe v. Wade, the United States Supreme Court declared abortion to be a private matter between a woman and her doctor. Everything is heading in the right direction, right?

Nope—enter the backlash. The ERA, it was said, would legislate single-sex education out of existence, make government-funded abortions a necessity, subject women to the draft, and make single-sex public toilets illegal. Women such as Phyllis Schaffly added their voices to the chorus of fear and loathing, and suggested that a radical minority of women were demanding societal changes that “normal” women were not willing to support. Not only did the amendment fall three states short of passage, “women's libbers” and “feminists” were branded bad people.

For the next twenty-five years, “women's libbers” and “feminists” were demonized, and more and more women were subversively coerced into closing their mouths and settling for what our male leaders have deemed best for us since 1776.

This book isn't a diatribe. It is a heartfelt effort to point out where we as women don't have equality under the law and to suggest ways to make it better. Admittedly, we are still living in a world that views the struggle for equality as unladylike, unfeminine, but my hope is that as I make this case and you read of the real-life struggles of the women in these pages, you'll agree that equality is not, as Rush Limbaugh says, about being a “feminazi”; it's about being human. Equally human.

I'm a woman who went to law school with the belief that I could make a difference—that I could affect the lives of other people positively by fighting for what's right. Besides being a lawyer, a professor, and a TV commentator, I'm a divorced and recently remarried mother of two kids who has just used her life savings to buy a house. I work three jobs while helping with homework, chauffeuring my son to baseball, throwing slumber parties for my daughter, and trying to remember to turn in the Girl Scout cookie money. In short, I, like you, am a twenty-first-century woman.

Yes, one of the 150 million of you. And I'm here to tell you we're the majority—our nation is now 51 percent girls and women, 49 percent boys and men, and given the strength of our numbers, I believe we can and must be honest about our needs and desires and bold in our quest for equality. We must not accept the idea that we are a “special interest group,” that our pregnancies are “disabilities,” and that our work efforts don't measure up dollar for dollar to men's. What's good for us is good for all. We can demand to be heard and we can demand that our wishes be acted upon.

So, here we sit in the breaking dawn of the twenty-first century, and we've actually taken a step (or two) backward. Sure, we've come a long way from the 1876 ruling by a Minnesota court that decreed women did not need access to a legal education because they were too busy taking care of their children to study. But here it is 2007 and the Supreme Court is down to one woman, Roe v. Wade is in danger of being overturned, and we women are still being kept in our place by men in leadership positions deciding what's best for us, all the while maintaining the status quo.

So, what does “women's rights” mean to a woman in the twentyfirst century? What women want today is certainly different from what it was 100 years ago, but it's also radically different from the wants of our mothers and our mothers' mothers. It's not about burning bras, or about bashing men. We're women with a different set of needs than those who came before. But what are those needs? What's missing from our lives? Where is the playing field not level? And what are our actual legal rights?

In a September 2005 New York Times article headlined “Many Women at Elite Colleges Set Career Path to Motherhood,” reporter Lisa Belkin stirred the pot by suggesting that many women at the na-tion's most elite colleges aspired to play the “traditional female role” after college, putting aside careers in order to make raising children their main commitment. One young woman (a Yale pre-law student with a 4.0 average) said her mother had always told her that she'd have to choose between career and motherhood because “you can't be great at both at the same time.”

Belkin's survey of Yale undergraduates found that a whopping 60 percent said they'd cut back or stop working once they had children. The piece was followed by a tidal wave of letters that reflected divergent views from both men and women. The passionate responses made me want to find out more. I developed a survey to find out what it means to be a woman today and what we want as we look toward the future. Dani, my nine-year-old, wanted to participate too. Here is her list of the rights she wants, spelling errors and all:

We're just as good as men!
Be the best you can be.
No holding back …
Fite the power.
Woman as Pope!

In addition to Dani, more than three hundred women across the country answered the survey—all ages, all demographics—and the results helped craft this book. As you'll see in the cases and issues in this book, today's women are concerned about ageism, about society's obsession with their looks over their abilities, about domestic violence, about equal pay, about being treated with respect, about Roe v. Wade, and about the future.

In talking to women from across the nation—young, old, fat, thin, rich, poor, famous, and famous only to their husbands and kids—I've discovered that today gender inequality is still rampant, in both transparent and covert ways. What women want are improvements in areas of social equality, domestic obligations, and employment opportunities.

You'll hear the stories of real-life women who are struggling for equal treatment and deserved respect. We'll examine their situations, their predicaments, and find out how their situation indicates a systemic problem. Are you entitled to your job back after your pregnancy? What legal options do women have if their company won't give them their jobs back? Can you be told you must dress in a more “ladylike” manner at work? Or worse, what do you do when your boss tells you to lose weight or else lose your job?

Our laws are meant to assist us in the pursuit of happiness, but are they helping us do that? Have we become complacent, not because we're not concerned, but because we've become so busy keeping the balls in the air and food on the table that we don't have time to make it better? Have we settled into our routines and become a group of women who feel responsible to the demands of others—our husbands, our children, our parents, our bosses—and forgotten about ourselves?

Why have our voices gone quiet? Have we taken one step forward and two steps back by becoming the we-can-do-it-all gender, the ultimate “wonder women”—accepting our lot and spinning faster and faster, changing our hats with every spin? Why have we lost the fire of our foremothers? My fear is that younger women today are taking their rights for granted and do not understand that the laws that empower us, such as Roe v. Wade, which granted us control over our bodies, were not always here and are in danger of being taken away. Someone spoke up and fought for those rights, and many of them are quietly falling away like petals from a flower.

It's daunting how much easier it is to erase rights we have than gain new ones. If we don't protect what we have, our daughters will be left worse off than we are. How can we help our daughters protect and strengthen our rights, setting them on a path to reaching their full potential? How can we help our sons develop into men who are caring and aware? How can we help ourselves today?

These questions encourage us to find out who we are as women, what we want, and how we can do our part to follow that dream. They can only be answered by contemplating how far we have (and have not) come and by examining which rights we still need to fight for and who should be on the front lines of those battles. And the answers make the case for us to become the most fulfilled, empowered women we can be, transforming ourselves from a group that follows to a group that leads and unites. In this divided nation, I can think of no more important task.

Dear Abby, the disseminator of commonsense advice, offered in a column a few questions she thought a young lady and her fiancé needed to discuss and agree upon in order for them to have a greater chance for a successful marriage. They included:


	Are you ready for a monogamous relationship?


	Are you both self-supporting and capable of supporting each other and any children that come along?


	Are your philosophies about child-rearing and discipline similar?


	Are your career goals compatible?




Those are a great start, but a pastor who provides premarital counseling to couples considering marriage wrote in to say Dear Abby had missed that it's not the questions you ask but how you listen to each other that is most important. He said, “It is the lack of ability to openly and honestly communicate about a variety of subjects, and the inability or unwillingness to really listen and hear each other, that causes marital discord.”

Psychiatrist Scott Haltzman, author of The Secrets of Happily Married Men, says that conventional marital therapy that tries to get men to be more like women by talking about their feelings and their wives' feelings and being more touchy-feely is doomed to failure because men and women are “wired differently.” Though he says there are certainly exceptions, learning to listen does not come naturally to males. They are inclined by nature to act, to cull the savannah for food, while women are inclined to maintain. Women communicate; men fix. He suggests viewing marriage “as a job” and learning to listen as if at work—where there's no TV, where you look directly at each other while talking, and seek clarification where needed.

There are, in fact, numerous books—from The Marital Compatibility Test: Hundreds of Questions for Couples to Answer Together to Getting Ready for Marriage Workbook: How to Really Get to Know the Person You're Going to Marry to 1001 Questions to Ask Before You Get Married, geared toward learning what each partner expects in the relationship. In 1001 Questions, author Monica Mendez Leahy says that




CHAPTER 1
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There's much speculation that we'll have a woman running for president of the United States as early as 2008. According to a Siena College Research Institute survey, 81 percent of voters across the country are ready to vote for a woman for president, 62 percent say the country is ready for a woman president, and 52 percent of voters feel that a pres-ident's gender wouldn't matter when it came to foreign affairs.

In the 86 years we've been able to vote, only one woman has been on a major party ticket: Geraldine Ferraro as running mate to Walter Mondale in 1984. “Even God herself couldn't have changed that outcome with the Reagan ticket,” Ferraro says, reflecting on that election. “But I'll tell you, if a woman were president today, we wouldn't be at war in Iraq. And though the administration didn't cause Hurricane Katrina, a woman would have responded differently—the response would have been immediate, with much more empathy, and the guys who screwed up would have been fired immediately.”

In her book Closing the Leadership Gap, White House Project founder Marie Wilson quotes the Rev. Patricia Kitchen: “For over 200 years, the United States has been steered by male leadership who tend to lead from a self-centered, self-preservation perspective. Women around the world are inclined to lead, their families and nations, from an other-centered perspective.”

“For the most part women are much more collaborative and inclusive,” Washington governor Christine Gregoire said. “Women won't just announce a decision—it's going to be done this way or that way. We have the attitude of ‘Let's try to talk through the issues,’ which avoids confrontation and controversy. That's my style and I've observed it in a lot of women.”

“Outsiders often bring clarity of vision, as well as a sense of discovery and innovation,” Anna Quindlen wrote in her “Last Word” column for Newsweek's special report on how women lead. “Women are not the only ones capable of this. But the difficulties they've encountered while seeking representation and respect may provide the steel and strength needed to embrace change. You're less wedded to the shape of the table if you haven't been permitted to sit at it.”

At the table of leaders and decision makers, we remain outsiders. For every ten men in executive roles in this country there is only one woman, a number that has changed little in twenty years. As for those who sit in judgment of the cases that establish legal precedent in this country, there are 629 male federal judges, 199 female. And in the history of our country 98.25 percent of our senators have been men.

What has this male dominated leadership decided? That they'll let us know what we can and can't do. Instead of making it easier on women, the Bush administration has made decisions that have made being a woman even harder. During this administration, child care programs have been underfunded and undermined, making such drastic cuts that only one out of seven children eligible for federal child care assistance receives help. By the Bush administration's own estimates, this change will result in 300,000 children losing child care assistance by 2009. This isn't helping children, this isn't helping women, and this isn't helping our society.

This administration's tax cuts have also affected women and children. In addition to the drastic cuts in child care programs, programs such as housing subsidies, Pell grants to help pay for college, and aid to state and local governments have been slashed in order to pay for these cuts. The average tax cut for millionaires was about $113,000 in 2003, five times the income that a typical single mother with children lives on for an entire year.

Think that's bad? According to the National Women's Law Center, it gets worse:


	The administration ended the equal pay initiative and has removed all materials on narrowing the wage gap from the Department of Labor's website. The Department of Justice has also dropped cases challenging sex discrimination in employment.


	The Department of Education has “archived” all Title IX guidance on preventing sexual harassment in schools, making it unavailable to administrators and parents trying to protect children from sexual harassment.


	The administration has placed individuals hostile to women's interests on advisory bodies, such as those responsible for domestic violence and reproductive health.


	The administration proposed cutting funding to emergency shelters, crisis hotlines, and other domestic violence services to 26 percent below previously authorized levels.


	The administration's plan to “restructure” Medicaid, changing it from an entitlement program to a block grant, will result in more women without health insurance.


	For the first time in history, states can now deny contraception and family planning services to poor women.


	The administration has backed laws criminalizing abortion, while cutting out family planning programs vital to women's health.


	Medical research is being undermined and scientific information distorted to serve an anti-abortion and anti-family-planning agenda. For example, the National Cancer Institute posted information on its website that falsely suggested there's a link between abortion and breast cancer.




“The administration's policies are reversing progress for women and girls across the board,” Nancy Duff Campbell, co-president of the National Women's Law Center, said. “The few positive steps the administration has taken to help women are overshadowed by the overwhelming number of proposals that hurt them.”

Perhaps most troubling is the fact that President Bush has appointed to the Supreme Court and federal courts judicial nominees who oppose critical rights for women and girls. Since federal judges are appointed for life, they have the opportunity to affect generations. Justice Antonin Scalia, for example, who has consistently voted against the protections of Roe v. Wade, was appointed by President Reagan in 1986, when Scalia was fifty. It should not go unnoticed that President George W. Bush has consistently appointed younger conservative judges.

His new appointments to the Supreme Court (two males—age fifty and fifty-five—to replace one male and one female) have consistently opposed women's rights, and their judicial philosophies seem against our progress toward equality. During his years as a legal adviser to President Reagan, new chief justice John G. Roberts Jr. opposed legal and legislative attempts to strengthen women's rights, questioning “whether encouraging homemakers to become lawyers contributes to the common good” and disparaging “the purported gender gap.” In internal memos to Reagan that surfaced during his confirmation hearings, Roberts encouraged ignoring the Equal Rights Amendment that was pending in Congress and said that directing employers to give equal pay to women as men in jobs of “comparable worth” was “staggeringly pernicious” and “anti-capitalist.”

As a Justice Department attorney, Justice Samuel Alito (President Bush's replacement for Sandra Day O'Connor) wrote a memo laying out a proposal for the eventual overturning of Roe v. Wade. On the bench, Judge Alito voted in favor of upholding a provision in the 1982 Pennsylvania Abortion Control Act that required married women considering an abortion to notify their husbands. Judge Alito's opinions in sexual discrimination and sexual harassment cases demonstrated his desire to make it easier for judges to dismiss cases before they ever get to a jury, and he wrote the Third Circuit decision that Congress did not have the power to require state governments to comply with the Family and Medical Leave Act. Fortunately, three years later the Supreme Court disagreed. But now he's one of them.

TAKING THE LEAD

Around the world, women are proving that we do make a difference when we're in positions of power. Court TV's Catherine Crier recalled a women's seminar she moderated during which several members of Congress, writers, and businesswomen were asked what they'd do if they were president of the United States. “Asked to summarize at meeting's end, I said that all the participants described their issues and policies in terms of ‘stewardship.’ None of them talked about manipulating power for power's sake or acquiring money or influence. I do believe this is a female perspective—one the world needs desperately. Women truly think in terms of future generations and the vast majority would put more effort into addressing education, health care, and poverty. Imagine women working to preserve the environment and therefore pushing energy independence and freedom from fossil fuels. Imagine how they would negotiate issues of war and peace before sending their sons and daughters into battle.”

Though no woman has ever been nominated, we do have the right to be president of the United States—well, sort of. Article 2, section 1, clause 5 of the Constitution states: “No Person except a natural born Citizen, or a Citizen of the United States, at the time of the Adoption of this Constitution, shall be eligible to the Office of President; neither shall any Person be eligible to that Office who shall not have attained to the Age of thirty-five Years, and been fourteen Years a Resident within the United States.” (Clause 1 says: “He shall hold his Office during the Term of four years.” Presumably the eight males and one female of the Supreme Court will recognize the use of he in the generic sense.)

The White House Project, an organization dedicated to fostering the entry of women into leadership positions, including the presidency, and CosmoGirl! magazine have established an internship to groom seven ambitious young women for the chance to run in the presidential election of 2024. But that's five elections away. What about now in this country? Isn't it time? Hillary? Condoleezza? Kay Bailey Hutchison? Susan Collins? Or maybe a political outsider such as Oprah? Oprah, in an essay entitled “How I Got There” that she wrote for Newsweek, described the secret to her success: “I'm always aiming for the truth. I relate to the core of everyone's pain and promise. I understand that the common denominator in the human experience from the thousands of people that I've talked to is that everybody just wants to be heard.”

And perhaps that's what our first woman president will do differently than the men before her: she will listen. A woman as commander in chief would certainly go a long way to help regain some of our losses in Supreme Court representation and in other areas of government. Looking at women leaders around the world, their tenures suggest a lot about how a female president might approach the job:

In Chile, President Michelle Bachelet Jeria created a balanced cabinet of ten men and ten women, fulfilling her campaign promise. The fifty-five-year-old divorced mother of three ran on the platform of creating balance. Bachelet's first three months in office were spent working on thirty-six measures she had promised to implement during her first one hundred days as president. They ranged from simple presidential decrees, such as reducing the age for free health care from sixty-five to sixty, to guaranteeing day care services for all preschool children in the neediest forty percent of the population.

The president of Finland, Tarja Halonen, sixty-three, has approval ratings that hover around 88 percent. She has been a strong supporter of human rights, international solidarity, and pacifism, and she's already being mentioned as a possible United Nations secretary general.

When Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, sixty-eight, assumed the presidency of Liberia, the divorced mother of four boys and grandmother of six immediately cracked down on corruption. She fired all officials appointed by the former government and announced that civil servants would all be thoroughly investigated. To address the rape epidemic in that country, one of her first actions was to pass a law that made rape illegal.

Mary McAleese, the fifty-five-year-old president of Ireland, ran on the theme of “building bridges” and has been welcomed in Northern Ireland by both Catholics and Protestants. The president of Latvia, Vaira Vike-Freiberga, is hugely popular. The seventy-year-old was pivotal in improving relations with foreign countries, joining NATO and the European Union. Her approval ratings have ranged between 70 and 85 percent.

The president of the Philippines, Gloria Macapagal-Arroyo, a practicing economist, made the economy the focus of her presidency. She's implemented out-of-the-ordinary solutions to economic policy, such as her “holiday economics” program, under which the government adjusts holidays to form longer weekends. Her theory was that the long weekends would allow people to spend more time with their families and boost the economy by promoting domestic travel and tourism. Economic growth in the Philippines under her leadership has been record-breaking. Inflation there is the lowest since 1986 and the annual growth in the gross domestic product, 4.6 percent, is almost a percentage point higher than under any other president.

Prime Minister Helen Clark of New Zealand brought in significant changes to the welfare system and child tax credits in her “Working for Families” package. Her government has also changed industrial relations law and raised the minimum wage six times in as many years.

Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany has the highest approval ratings recorded for a chancellor since 1949. Many economic commentators have referred to the “Merkel factor,” which has caused a rapid rise in consumer confidence and market spending.

Women such as Portia Simpson-Miller, prime minister of Jamaica, and Khaleda Zia, prime minister of Bangladesh, are making a difference for the poor and the oppressed in their countries. Simpson-Miller has been an advocate for those in Jamaica who have historically been voiceless and faceless in the corridors of power, namely, women and the poor. Zia instituted compulsory free primary education in Bangladesh and, though she is the mother of two boys, she has given girls the chance, for the first time, to receive a free education up until the tenth grade, including a stipend for food.

Yes, it would be great to have a woman president—not just to say we have a woman on the job but because she'll recognize that what women need, we all need. But let's get real. Not every woman wants to be president, nor does every man. Actually, many women don't want a job outside their home at all, considering the monumental task of raising kids to be quite enough. Society and other women should applaud whichever role we star in—as long as we've chosen that role and not been forced into it by societal expectations, lack of support, or biases.

Why, then, does it seem that men in this country are somehow better predisposed for leadership positions, such as CEO and president of the United States? Perhaps it's because we have been made to believe it. In a 2004 Harvard Business Review article entitled “Do Women Lack Ambition?” psychiatrist Anna Fels made the point that women—far more than men—consider and reconsider a decision to pursue a goal and often abandon it, not because they aren't ambitious but because societal norms tell women that they shouldn't be.

Fels examined studies that explored attitudes toward women versus those toward men from preschool on; the discoveries are deeply troubling. One project studied fourth, sixth, and eighth grade classrooms and found that “teachers praise boys more than girls, give boys more academic help, and are more likely to accept boys' comments during classroom discussions.” In another study of how women and men are viewed in the workplace, researchers asked two groups of people to evaluate items such as articles, paintings, and résumés, all clearly marked with either male or female names, but reversed for each group. In other words, what one group believed was originated by a man, the other group believed was originated by a woman. “Regardless of the items, when they were ascribed to a man, they were rated higher than when they were ascribed to a woman.”

Lawrence Summers, while president of Harvard, found it appropriately provocative to suggest at a prominent academic conference that fewer women succeed in math and the sciences because married women with children aren't willing to accept the sacrifices demanded by the eighty-hour workweek and that women somehow may be biologically unsuited to succeed in these areas. The firestorm of controversy that erupted after these comments made it clear that many people felt the remarks were purely sexist. And yet his comments raise troubling questions: Was Summers discouraging women from entering the sciences by suggesting to them, both deliberately and subliminally, that they won't succeed as scientists? Is he suggesting that only men should be scientists? Just how should the women pursuing Ph.D.'s in science and engineering at his school feel? And what about the women who are applying or have applied for teaching positions there?

When I was considering careers, my dad told me the tale of his first day in law school. The dean stood before the incoming class and said of their difficult journey ahead, “Look to your left, look to your right, gentlemen; one of you won't be here at graduation.” Yes, his class was all men. Today women earn more than half of all bachelor's degrees, 57 percent of all master's degrees, and 44 percent of all law degrees. Women are receiving half of chemistry and 60 percent of biology bachelor of science degrees. In the 1970s women earned only 9 percent of all medical degrees; by 2004, 50 percent of all entering medical students were women. And, according to studies, the gender gap in these fields is definitively cultural, not genetic.

Summers eventually issued a two-page apology that was posted on the Harvard website, in which he said, “I was wrong to have spoken in a way that has resulted in an unintended signal of discouragement to talented girls and women.” Perhaps it was the “untalented” ones to which his speech referred. Apologize as he tried, he had said it, couldn't take it back, and lost his job for publicly subscribing to the belief that women didn't want to work as hard as men. That, well, their brains aren't, um, made for this kind of stuff. I mean, they've got to be home!

Betty Friedan concluded The Feminine Mystique with some questions: “Who knows what women can be when they are finally free to become themselves? Who knows what women's intelligence will contribute when it can be nourished without denying love? Who knows of the possibilities of love when men and women share not only children, home, and garden, not only the fulfillment of their biological roles, but the responsibilities and passions of the work that creates the human future and the full human knowledge of who they are?”

Forty years later, how have we moved toward answering her questions? Are we finally free to become ourselves? Sort of. Are we able to prove our intelligence in the workplace without denying time and love to our children and families? Rarely. Are our husbands and partners sharing fully in the responsibilities of raising and nurturing our children? No.

One thing is for certain: after examining the laws in this country, we are no longer faced with the “problem that has no name.” We're able to name it, and its name is inequality.

WHAT CAN WE DO?

Our laws have changed a lot over the course of the last hundred years. We've gotten the right to vote, to use contraception, to have control over our body, and to bring suit if we're discriminated against in the workplace. But society still isn't behind us—and perhaps we ourselves haven't fully embraced the goal.

“We live in a time when our individual rights are more threatened than at any time in decades,” said Ellen Dial, president of the Washington Bar Association. “It is very sobering. I've told my daughter that it is a failure of my generation that we haven't solidified the advances made by the very brave women who led the fight for women's rights in this country. I don't know if it was a sense of complacency or the degree to which our lives got a lot more complicated, but I think women have been working hard to do well, and we've failed to make sure that basic freedoms of privacy and equality were forever installed in our legal system so they couldn't be taken away again. We haven't done what we could have done.”

But we're not helpless. We can't sit around waiting on a benevolent male ruler to decide our fate. We may still earn less than men, but women make up 73 percent of all shoppers in the United States and spend 80 cents of every dollar. As we all know, money talks. With that spending muscle, we wield an extraordinary amount of power.

What's more, we're a majority of the population and, according to the United States Census Bureau, the majority of the voting population. In 2000, women voters surpassed men voters in the U.S. presidential elections for the first time. Fifty-four percent of voters are female, and 61 percent of the eligible female population voted, compared to 58 percent of males—a difference of about eight million votes.

In a survey commissioned by Votes for Women 2004, a project of the Communications Consortium Media Center, 61 percent of women voters felt that “women's equality under the law” was the top issue that candidates did not talk about enough. Second, at 60 percent, was “equal pay for women,” followed by “prevention of violence against women,” at 58 percent, and “appointing women to leadership positions in the administration,” at 54 percent. A majority of voters, 55 percent, agreed that if U.S. women had equal rights under the law, it would strengthen their economic well-being. Women are most often the ones who have to leave work to relieve the babysitter or can't afford a babysitter because we can't get a job that pays enough for us to make a living and pay for child care. Even worse, the fact that the men working next to us are making 25 percent more for the same work because they have “a family to provide for” is a travesty and must be stopped.

Washington governor Christine Gregoire focuses a great deal of attention on the issues facing women and children. “Before women got into office,” she said, “men didn't have to focus on those issues. Now, if you don't have a focus on those issues, you won't get very far. Women have found the power of the electoral box.”

Today there is power in our numbers. We have to understand that we can determine the outcome of any election, and in so doing, we should demand nothing less than equality. We should all, whether male or female, have an equal opportunity to pursue the American dream with equal rights so that through honesty, hard work, and determination we can have an equal chance of living the best life.

Men and women are different—there's no denying that. But it's time the white males in power think outside themselves and realize that we need more than we've gotten. And if they aren't going to realize it, we'll realize it for them.

What we decide to do with that equal footing—whether it's in the home or outside the home—isn't as important as having it in the first place, so that we can succeed in doing whatever we put our minds to. We all want an equal chance of winning when the cards are dealt. And we must work toward a different future for ourselves and our daughters, such that they are given that equal chance—that equal right—to pursue their dreams.

“We have to stop taking no for an answer,” television anchor Rita Cosby declared. “We need to realize that we can often turn the no into a yes. With tenacity, vision, appreciation for others, and a little push of the envelope, I believe we can achieve our wildest dreams and well beyond! We should be afraid not to try.” And we certainly shouldn't have laws working against us.
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