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A factor affecting differences in incomes is the type 
of academic degrees that men and women receive, as 
discussed earlier (e.g., engineering rather than educa-
tion). However, even when these differences are fac-
tored in, men still make considerably more, on average, 
than women with identical levels of experience and 
training.

Past-in-present discrimination, discussed in Chapter 
8, refers to practices from the past that may no longer be 
allowed but that continue to affect people today. For 
example, in a Midwest appliance industry investigated by 
one of the authors, there is a sequence of jobs one must 
hold to be promoted up the line to floor supervisor. This 
requirement ensures that the floor supervisor under-
stands the many aspects of production at the plant. One 
of the jobs involves working in a room with heavy equip-
ment that cuts through and bends metal sheets. The 
machine is extremely powerful and could easily cut off a 
leg or hand if the operator is not careful. Because of the 
danger, the engineers designed the equipment so it 
would not operate unless three levers were activated at 
the same time. One lever was triggered by stepping on a 
pedal on the floor. The other two required reaching out 
with one’s hands so that one’s body was extended. When 
one was spread-eagled to activate all three levers, there 
was no way one could possibly have a part of one’s body 
near the blades.

It was brilliant engineering, but there was one unan-
ticipated problem: The hand-activated levers were 5 
feet, 10 inches off the ground and 5 feet apart. Few 
women had the height and arm span to run this 
machine, and therefore, no women had yet made it 
through the sequence of positions to the higher-paying 
position of floor supervisor. The equipment cost mil-
lions of dollars, so it was not likely to be replaced. 
Neither the engineers who designed the machine nor 
the upper-level managers who established the sequence 
of jobs to become floor supervisor had deliberately tried 
to exclude women. Indeed, the managers were perplexed 
when they looked at their employee figures and saw so 
few women moving up through the ranks. The cause of 
women’s disadvantage was not mean-spirited men but 
features of the system that had unintended conse-
quences resulting in past-in-present discrimination. A 
machine built in the past to service workers at that time 
is still in use and now disqualifies women for an impor-
tant job. The barriers women face, then, are not just 
matters of socialization or other micro-level social pro-
cesses. The nature of sexism is often subtle yet pervasive 
in society, operating at the meso and macro levels as 
institutional discrimination.

Another example of how prejudices and discrimination 
in the past can still affect us in the present can be seen in 
children’s books, discussed earlier. Although recent books 
show expansion in the roles of males and females, the tens 
of thousands of older, classic books in public and school 
libraries mean that a parent or child picking a book off of 
the shelf is still likely to select a book that has old stereo-
typical views of boys and girls.

Men often get defensive and angry when people talk 
about sexism in society because they feel they are being 
attacked or asked to correct past injustices. However, the 
empirical reality is that the playing field is not level for 
men and women. Most men do not do anything to inten-
tionally harm women, and they may not feel prejudiced 
toward women, but sexism operates so that men are 
given privileges they never asked for and may not even 
recognize.

Gender Differences in Internet Use
Internet-related gender stratification exhibits itself not 
just in terms of whether a person uses the Internet but 
also in terms of how a person uses the Internet. In the 
United States, women tend to use social networking sites 
12% more than men (women 74%, men 62%), with the 
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This little girl looks cute but not very powerful or confident. 
When women tilt their heads—either forward or to one side—
they also look like they lack confidence, and this hurts their 
chances of promotion in the corporate world.


