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In the last two generations, women and men have become more equal. But are we better off, women in particular, but also men? In this article, I shall discuss some structural issues and also norms that are required for a good life at work and at home. Currently, I shall not discuss domestic and other violence; that will be a topic for other articles. But I believe that greater equality is a prerequisite to less violence and more peace in the home and society.

In “The End of Man and the Rise of Women” Hanna Rosin provides a comprehensive account of the women’s road towards emancipation in the last couple of generations not only in the researcher’s own country America, but also elsewhere. In Pakistan, we have seen a major increase in the number of female university students; in Iran, the majority is women. In America, for every two male college graduates there are now three women. 

The service industry needs workers with “female qualities”. Rather than muscles and physical strength, there is need for social intelligence, patience, accuracy and such qualities that women may have more of than men. In America, women are responsible for over 40 percent of the family income, up from just a few percent in 1970. Many men have lost their jobs since the industrial production sector is in trouble; they have become unemployed and bewildered. Women focus on steady, well paid jobs. In certain fields, women are in majority, too, at least at the lower and middle levels, such as in pharmacy, accounting, financial management and traditionally in nursing and other care jobs, although in those fields, men also begin to carve out a career. In the European countries, women are sometimes in majority in government agencies, for example, in development aid and in local government administration. In Norway, almost 50 percent of board members in public companies are women (by law, at least 40 percent). And half of the government ministers are women. Much of this was unthinkable when I came of age in the 1970s. Even more recent, smiling fathers are seen with toddlers in the park and older kids in the ski slope. 

But does this lead to real emancipation of women, or just social and economic change? 

Well, I don’t know for sure, but I think there is much positive in it for women – and, to some extent, for men. 

At the same time, the change has led to a tough life for women. Some women plan a life and career without a husband; they may bring up a child, even two, but a permanent and sometimes unsteady man in the household is almost just like another mouth to feed. So, women plan for a life alone. That is a high price to pay for “emancipation”: everyone needs love in their lives. 

The women we see as successful don’t have it all, be it a professional woman in America or an English speaking call centre employee or a bank manger in the subcontinent. Yes, the women will usually be able to live better than otherwise, look after their child or children, if they have any, and also care better for their parents, as that is still mainly women’s responsibility. 

Nevertheless, the “new woman” has multiple jobs: one as a salaried person, one as a homemaker and care provider for relatives, and perhaps one in politics or the local community; she also needs some social, spare time and keep-fit activities. Some women may pursue further education in mid-life if they did not have the opportunity earlier, or to keep abreast of new developments.

A few generations down the lane, men may be less wanted by the employers because it is the women who are the best workers in the post-industrial world, especially in the West. It seems that more women will be employed, and fewer men; hence, they will have more economic power. So, then, the only way for men to succeed would be to become more like women - be more patient and responsible, more social and less confrontational, take fewer risks and be more organised and focused. Of course, many men are already as good as women, but perhaps not the majority. The school system has to fit the new jobs and girls are often doing better at school than boys already. With further focus on technocratic work in the service-industry, they may outsmart boys further.

I have already asked the question: will the new society be better than the old society and the norms we, mainly the men, had for the “good life” in the past? 

I said above that I don’t quite know. Yet, I think there will be many advantages, especially for the next generations of women. I think that when the women get into the driving seat, they will not only become more like men in their jobs, as is today often the case, but they will also start changing the workplaces. They will become more creative and think alternatively, hopefully together with the other gender. Men relegated women to the “second sex”; I am quite sure women will not do that to men.

One of the things that is wrong with the life for women and men today, and over the last generations when women got out of the kitchen and into the workforce in massive numbers, is simply that daily life has become too stressful for all. As I explained above, women who want to succeed in the workplace have to do several jobs and they have to sacrifice much of a normal family life. Even if women “just have a job” and don’t want to surpass the husband career-wise, life is very stressful. There is not enough peace and free time in the home, especially not during the some two decades when an average home has young children and teenagers. We do injustice to the women, men and indeed to the children when the good life gets like this.

My father was a traditional man. My mother was always a housewife, caring for three sons. I don’t think she felt that she was less important than my father (and she was more intelligent). Both of them found that they had important roles in life. My mother passed away early, when we were teenagers, and my father didn’t quite know how to handle the household, and his life became quite joyless. When we grew older, I remember that he used to question the new norms for us children; we were supposed to have a wife who would also have a full-time job. He said that you have double incomes, but at the end of the month you have spent it all. What is the purpose and result of all your efforts? In asking such questions, he also gave credit and status to his wife’s “outdated role” of being a full-time mother and homemaker, bringing up happy and harmonious children.

Now then, I must be careful not drawing broad conclusions. It is certainly needed that men, in Europe and in the modern, urban middle-class in Asia, learn to take more responsibility for the work in the home and community, much of which is caring for others, the spouse, children, grandparents, relatives, friends and neighbours. If we men could learn to do more of this, and we would also find pleasure in it, we would be on the right track. 

In addition, if both women and men could realise that the salaried job and the career is not the only important thing, we would add to our understanding of how to make a better life for all. Then we could, women and men, begin to become more emancipated. 

As it is today, we are only in transition. It will take time, at least a few generations, to see the real results. We will also have to learn a lot from Asian women - and maybe Asian men; we will also have to learn quite a bit from men in the West, who have “allowed” women to reach this far towards greater equality. By the way, it is this year 100 years since women in Norway got the right to vote, as one of the first in the world. It is quite recent but without it, we would have been quite backward, and the women’s emancipation would not have been possible. Women and men must shape the world together at work, in careers for both, and home and in society; the cake has been put aside to raise, to use such an analogy, so that we can all taste the sweet results when it is fully baked. 
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