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The modern economy is beTTer suiTed To 

women, says hanna rosin, and men have so 

far been unable or unwilling To adjusT.

MEN  
NOT AT WORK

By Matthew BudMan
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“For women, there’s still the question oF diversity at the very 
top,” says hanna rosin, and indeed, articles and books continue to 
lament how Few Female ceos and directors populate the corner 
oFFices oF corporate america. but just a level or two down, women 
not only have achieved equity—in many industries and proFes-
sions, they have surpassed men, and that Fact has enormous impli-
cations For both employers and employees.

Rosin’s new book, The End of Men and the Rise of Women (Riverhead), ventures far be-
yond the workplace, but that’s where the story begins: with male-dominated professions 
waning and men failing to adapt to new economic realities. The result is men losing power 
and authority both at work and at home. Even as ambitious women continue to struggle 
with “having it all” issues of balancing careers and family, men increasingly grapple with 
an unfamiliar feeling of dispossession.

The End of Men grew out of a 2010 Atlantic article that drew feedback both positive and negative. “I’ve heard two main negative 
reactions: that I’m antifeminist and that I’m anti-men,” she says. “Men’s groups may agree with me on their circumstances, but to 
hear a woman say it is hard. Positive reactions have come from single mothers and struggling single women; they have really ap-
preciated hearing articulated what is changing in power dynamics between men and women and how we can recognize what these 
new family configurations are.”

Rosin is a senior editor at The Atlantic and founder of DoubleX, the gender-issues section of Slate; she is married to Slate editor 
David Plotz, with whom she has three children. Rosin spoke via Skype from her Washington, D.C., home.

I hAd AssuMEd ThAT “ThE ENd Of MEN” 
WAs sOMEWhAT hypERbOlIc. ANd 
IT’s TRuE ThAT yOu dON’T ENvIsION 
MAlEs dIsAppEARINg AlTOgEThER. 
buT ThINgs dO sOuNd A lITTlE blEAK. 
WhEN dId EvERyThINg sTART gOINg 
WRONg fOR MEN?
Everything started going wrong for men 
when the manufacturing era started 
to end, maybe forty years ago. But you 
could also say a hundred years ago, 
when office work came into play, when 
brawn—sheer physical strength—
started to become less important.

 
yOu cITE “ThE gROWINg dEMANd fOR 
sOfT-sKIlls jObs” bEgINNINg IN ThE 
1970s.
That’s more or less when we started to 
appreciate the creative economy and 
measure people skills. But even before 

that, in the literature of the ’50s, like The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit, men were be-
ginning to rebel against office life as something that is unmanly; reading, you start 
to get a sense of the work world as something that men feel constrained by and that 
seems to play to natural strengths of women. 

ANd As yOu WRITE, “ThE MOdERN EcONOMy Is bEcOMINg A plAcE WhERE WOMEN 
hOld ThE cARds.” WOMEN WORldWIdE dOMINATE cOllEgEs, TWElvE Of ThE fIf-
TEEN fAsTEsT-gROWINg jOb cATEgORIEs ARE pRIMARIly fEMAlE, ANd MEN ARE 
INcREAsINgly cONcENTRATEd IN INdusTRIEs ThAT ARE fAdINg AWAy.
College is a big part of the picture because, whether we like it or not, college is a pre-
cursor to success these days. Some people argue against that and don’t want it to be 
true, but it is true. For reasons researchers can’t quite figure out, women are much 
more successful in getting college degrees; in fact, school at all levels seems to play 
to the natural abilities of women.

But the jobs that seem to be growing, the jobs we think of as stepping-stones 
to the middle class, are heavily dominated by women. And ironically, they depend 
on old stereotypes about nurturing—for instance, about nursing. Women are half 
of medical-school graduates and, in some countries, more than half of doctors. 
England is having a national conversation about the feminization of the medical 
industry because so many doctors are women. The healthcare industry has actually 
grown at about the same rate as the manufacturing industry has shrunk.
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WhEN yOu REfER TO “ThE NEW fEMINIzEd EcONOMy,” IT sOuNds As ThOugh IT  
INcludEs EvERyThINg buT cONsTRucTION ANd MANufAcTuRINg. Is ThERE A  
“MAsculINE EcONOMy” ANyMORE? 
I don’t think there’s any growing economy we’d call masculine—except technology, 
which, at the top, is still dominated by men. And I don’t think any economist thinks 
that the manufacturing era is going to come back. It’s never going to be what it was.

fROM A cORpORATE pERspEcTIvE, shOuld EMplOyERs cARE WhEThER ThEy’RE 
hIRINg MORE MEN OR WOMEN? IT’s uNdERsTANdAblE Why schOOls sTRIvE fOR 
gENdER pARITy, buT WhAT AbOuT cOMpANIEs?
Yes, companies should care about gender parity. This is 
a conversation I had with a lot of the young founders of 
tech companies. They approach this very clinically—not 
as a politically correct matter of “It’s really nice to have 
a lot of women around” but by reading decision-making 
studies that talked about the value of diversity in deci-
sion-making and how it’s better to have multiple perspec-
tives. So for the bottom line, it’s better to have diversity. 

In the ’80s and ’90s, companies strained to have 
diversity as one of their values; now it’s more moving 
past diversity to having women in actual positions of 
leadership. We have a lot of diversity in the manager 
class, and we have a lot of diversity in the lower execu-
tive class. The question is what happens after that—
how to get more diversity in the upper executive class.

Of cOuRsE, IN TEchNOlOgy ThE cONvERsATION MAy bE 
AbOuT hOW TO bRINg MORE WOMEN IN, buT IN A lOT Of OThER INdusTRIEs, ThINgs 
hAvE AlREAdy TIppEd ThE OThER dIREcTION. AT WhAT pOINT dO sOME cOMpANIEs—
lIKE cOllEgEs—NEEd TO WORRy AbOuT hIRINg ANd pROMOTINg MORE MEN?
I think there will be a point very soon where we have to start worrying about diver-
sity and men at the entry level, in the same way we started worrying about diversity 
and men at elite colleges. The natural next step is to worry about men graduating 
from elite colleges and getting entry-level jobs. This idea may sound absurd to femi-
nists, but it’s the natural next step. 

I’ve read about companies in China where, like in a lot of Asian societies, hiring and 
promotion are very much determined by exams. But so many women are getting ahead 
that they’ve started to agonize about that and worry about bringing men forward. 

NOW, IT sEEMs As ThOugh A bIg pART Of Why WOMEN ARE MORE succEssful IN 
ThE NEW EcONOMy Is WhAT yOu cAll “A TRAdITIONAlly fEMININE sET Of TRAITs—
sOcIAl sKIlls, cARETAKINg, ANd cOOpERATIvE bEhAvIOR.” yOu WRITE ThAT “TRA-
dITIONAlly fEMININE ATTRIbuTEs, lIKE EMpAThy, pATIENcE, ANd cOMMuNAl pROb-
lEM sOlvINg,” hAvE REplAcEd “ThE TOp-dOWN AuTOcRATIc MOdEl Of lEAdERshIp 
ANd succEss.” buT ARE gENdER ROlEs sO fIxEd? ElsEWhERE IN ThE bOOK, yOu 
lOOK AT clAIMs by EvOluTIONARy psychOlOgIsTs ThAT WE’RE All hARdWIREd TO 
plAy fIxEd sOcIETAl ROlEs, ANd yOu INsIsT ThAT ThINgs AREN’T sO RIgId.
They’re not so rigid. I think we’re in a transition moment now: It’s not so much empa-
thy and nurturing that’s valued in the economy when we talk about leadership skills 

as collaboration. There are still slightly 
different ways that women make deci-
sions. They’re not necessarily nicer about 
making decisions, but there are certain 
things they do consistently, like take 
others’ views into account, and they tend 
to be a little bit more cautious. So this is 
a long continuum. 

I am not of the view that there  
are fixed traits. It’d be much easier if I 

argued my book that way and if I be-
lieved that, because then I could say, 
“There are certain feminine traits, and 
the female mind works this way, and 
that’s what the economy wants.” But I 
think, after reading much of the litera-
ture on this, that we don’t have enough 
information to conclude that. There’s 
a broader continuum than we think, 
and women have moved far along the 
continuum in terms of aggression and 
dominance while still retaining some 
of the other qualities like empathy and 
collaboration, whereas men are a little 
more rigid on that continuum, at least 
in this moment. They haven’t been 
allowed to, for cultural reasons and 
maybe some neurological reasons, move 
quite as far as women. 

That’s why I put my chapter on vio-
lence in the book, in order to scramble 
the picture a little bit, to show that 

It’s not so much empathy 
and nurturing that’s valued 
in the economy when  
we talk about leadership 
skills as collaboration.
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we’ve long thought that men dominate 
because they’re aggressive, but we can 
see how far women have moved on that 
aggression-and-dominance scale.

sO yOu’RE sAyINg ThAT WhEN WOMEN 
RuN ThE WORld, WE shOuldN’T  
AssuME ThAT WORld WIll bE MORE 
gENTlE ANd NuRTuRINg ANd cOMpAs-
sIONATE?
I don’t think so! I do believe it might 
be more collaborative; there might be a 
different way of making decisions; and 
it might be slightly less risk-taking, if 
that’s how we want to define aggression. 
So I feel those traits are fairly consistent 
among women. It may change a hundred 
years from now, but I think it’ll take a 
long time. But I do not think the world 
will necessarily be nicer or more gentle. I 
don’t think that’s necessarily true.

There’s research—albeit very limited 
research—showing that women consis-
tently do make different decisions with 
money. Norway is our live example of 
this, because they have mandated that 
women sit on corporate boards. They’ve 
done the first series of studies on what 
happened in Norway, and women do 
make slightly different decisions, and 
those slightly different decisions do in 
fact affect the bottom line.

IT REsulTs IN MORE lONg-TERM ThINK-
INg, RIghT?
That was the idea—that women don’t 
make as quick, short-term, what after 
the Wall Street crash we started to call 
testosterone-driven decisions. They 
make slightly longer-term decisions 
that affect the bottom line in the short 
term. Now, we would like to think that 
in the long term they won’t affect the 
bottom line; we don’t know that for 
sure. We don’t have the evidence yet.

After the Wall Street crash, people 
started discussing reckless decision-
making with regard to gender—for 
instance, analyzing how many trades a 

single man makes per hour versus how many trades a single woman makes per hour. 
We began to reevaluate aggressive as reckless. Think about The New York Times theory 
of how Lyme disease brought down JPMorgan: Ina Drew was in charge of the various 
traders and kept the bank out of the banking crisis for three years. The year that the 
disastrous London trades were made at JPMorgan, she had Lyme disease, and she was 
gone so much that she wasn’t around enough to soothe everyone’s egos and keep them 
collaborating.

Now, do I actually believe that testosterone rages on Wall Street trading floors are 
responsible for bad trades? I don’t believe that any more than I believe all those old 
studies about estrogen and hormones and how they affect the way a woman walks 
and what she looks like and whom she’s attracted to. What’s interesting to me is the 
culture of science—how we’ve started to look at and evaluate these situations differ-
ently now that we’re starting to accept that women can be top leaders.

ANd yET ThERE ARE AlMOsT NO fEMAlE cEOs, WhIch yOu cAll “ThE ulTIMATE  
pROblEM.” shOuld WE ExpEcT TIME TO sOlvE ThAT As WEll, AfTER TOdAy’s MAlE 
cEOs RETIRE? Is IT, As yOu puT IT, “ThE lAsT gAsp Of A vANIshINg AgE”?
I think it’s partly a question of social policy and partly a question of time. The situ-
ation looks unstable when you look at these hierarchies; it’s unsustainable. We have 
such a huge number of women in the middle-executive ranks and almost none at the 
top. So I think partly time will solve this problem—the next generation will not look 
like that. But we can’t just sit still and wait for it to happen. The workplace needs to 
look at itself and address some of these questions.

cONsIdERINg ThAT WOMEN hAvE lARgEly TAKEN OvER hR fuNcTIONs, Why ARE cOR-
pORATE culTuREs ANd hR pOlIcIEs sTIll sO INflExIblE? 
Economist Claudia Goldin talks about how some professions, most notably law firms 
and Wall Street, are absurdly rigid and very old-fashioned in terms of what they 
demand. But we’re getting closer to a tipping point. Anne-Marie Slaughter, in her 
Atlantic piece “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All,” describes how many women want 
certain things and want to behave in certain ways in regards to their children, and 
how that doesn’t match today’s typical workplace, which is fairly inflexible in terms 
of accepting that there are so many ambitious women in the workplace. She and I 
agree that America, for whatever reason, is extremely slow in incorporating and ac-
cepting the entry of women at all levels of the workplace. 

The hope is that the younger generation of workers will change things. Their de-
mands are not that different from mine, as a 40-year-old woman with children: how 
they want to work, how much they want to dedicate themselves to work, and their 
sense that they don’t need to be loyal to any one place. Maybe in the next genera-
tion, the workplace will open up a little bit and become more flexible in different 
industries, allowing more women to rise where they’re naturally headed anyway and 
create a more humane workplace.

yOu WRITE ThAT sIlIcON vAllEy Is MANAgINg TO sOlvE ThE pROblEM Of AMbITIOus 
WOMEN WhO WANT TO spENd TIME WITh ThEIR chIldREN WIThOuT dEsTROyINg 
ThEIR cAREERs. 
They have not solved the ultimate problem: There are not huge numbers of women at 
the top in Silicon Valley. On the other hand, those firms are remarkably flexible, and 
they seem to me to be relatively gender-blind even though they’re male-dominated, 
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because they’re younger and newer and don’t have a century of historical operations 
as workplaces. Women there have told me story after story of walking up to a boss 
and saying, “I just had a baby; I want to take the baby traveling with me; you have to 
pay for it.” And the answer is usually yes, for all the reasons it should be yes: “We value 
you, we spent the last decade training you, and you’re the best person for this job. So 
sure—do what you have to do for the next couple of years, and we’ll have you back 
after that.”

dO yOu ExpEcT OThER INdusTRIEs TO lEARN fROM ThE TEch INdusTRy ANd REThINK 
flExTIME ANd OThER pOlIcIEs?
Yes. People admire Silicon Valley; they want to emulate it; they want to be the work-
place of the future. Nobody wants to be called backward and hidebound and stuck 
to traditional rules. 

WhO hAs ThE fuRThEsT TO gO?
Whenever there are studies done about blockage to the top, researchers almost al-
ways cite law firms: Why is it that they have a huge number of women graduating 

from law school and taking entry-level 
jobs but can’t quite make it up to part-
ner? We used to think there was some-
thing wrong with the women; now we 
think there’s something wrong with the 
law firms, which are failing to retain 
talent that they’ve trained.

suREly, bEfORE TOO lONg, A cOuplE  
Of MAjOR lAW fIRMs ANd WAll 
sTREET fIRMs WIll fOllOW ThROugh 
ON ThEIR RhETORIc ANd bEcOME MORE 
flExIblE, MAKINg IT sAfE fOR OThERs 
TO fOllOW suIT.
Here and there you do see amazing, 
small programs that work really  
well, and they closely measure their 
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productivity—how many hours people 
work and how it affects the bottom 
line. There’s a small program at a huge 
law firm in Los Angeles, and there’s a 
firm in London that’s been remarkably 
successful in creating a slightly more 
flexible partner track that women have 
been able to take advantage of. 

I would like to get to a point—in 
society as well as in the workplace—
where no choice carries a stigma, where 
we don’t automatically ask what’s wrong 
with a woman who has a baby and, like 
Marissa Mayer at Yahoo, comes back 
to work two weeks later, and where we 
don’t ask what’s wrong with a man who 
wants to stay home and take care of 
that baby.

We need to open our minds to what 
men can do and what is acceptable for 
men to do at home. Until it genuinely 
becomes acceptable for a man to make 
the decision, without stigma, that he 
for some period of time is going to be 
the one taking care of the children . . . 
Imagine a world in which that was true. 
It would be so much easier for women—
everyone would get used to the fact 
that there’s a parent at home and that 
parent is the father. So we do have a 
long way to go. 

ThEsE ARE ATTITudINAl shIfTs ThAT 
WE All NEEd TO MAKE, RIghT? AT ONE 
pOINT IN ThE bOOK, yOu dEscRIbE  
MEETINg A sTAy-AT-hOME fAThER ANd 
hAvINg A REflExIvE REAcTION.
I tell the story of a stay-at-home father 
whom I saw, during the day, doing a 
project with toddlers, and I was star-
tled. I’m trying to get over that initial 
instinct I have—the way I view men—
and think, “This is fantastic.” 

It’s not just that men are rigid in 
what they’re willing to do—we as a 
culture are rigid in what we accept 
that men can do. And it’s different in 
different parts of the country. When 
I was doing research in Alabama, you 

wouldn’t believe how rigid roles are in terms of what jobs are acceptable. A teacher 
is barely an acceptable job in some towns there, and it would really help men out if 
they could work as teachers. By contrast, in places like San Francisco and New York 
and D.C., where I live, the roles are a little broader—though still not that broad.

Maybe in the same way that the country is going through a transition in how we 
think of gay people getting married, we have to do the same thing for straight men 
who are doing what we think of as traditionally feminine things during the day—
and not think it’s a big deal.

ThE bIggEsT quEsTION Is WhEThER MEN cAN, OR WIll, AdApT TO “ThE WORKplAcE 
Of ThE fuTuRE.” Why hAvE MEN bEEN sO slOW TO AdApT? Why ARE ThERE sTIll sO 
fEW MAlE NuRsEs ANd schOOlTEAchERs?
It’s a great question. It’s only at the end of the book when I started to grapple with this 
rigidity and, in many places, the failure to break out of the macho warrior box. We’re so 
used to thinking of women as the ones who are oppressed that it took me a whole book 
to realize what a bind men are in, how hard it is for men to change or adapt. 
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And already, young, urban, progressive men are becoming accustomed to being 
much more active fathers and having different kinds of jobs and switching traditional 
roles with their partners—maybe their girlfriend is a lawyer and they’re doing more 
creative work. They’re still a transition generation, but maybe they’re the tip of the 
iceberg. It’s a slow coastal-to-middle-America progression of men becoming used to 
taking on these identities and roles, and I think the economy is going to force that 
on people without it being painful or embarrassing, in the same way that women not 
having children until much later is becoming slightly more acceptable. 

Sociologically, in the century that women have entered and become half of the work-
force, there should have been an equivalent shift for men and domesticity, in terms of 
what men do at home, what men do with children, job choices men make. That should 
balance out. But it hasn’t worked that way at all: The women’s roles have changed a lot, 
but the men’s roles haven’t changed very much. That’s the journey we have yet to travel.

WhAT dO yOu ThINK WIll fINAlly fORcE MEN TO ExpANd ThEIR chOIcE Of  
WORKplAcEs? As yOu NOTE, WhEN A TRAdE bEcOMEs sEEN As A “WOMAN’s  

pROfEssION,” WAgEs fAll, MEN flEE, 
ANd pREsTIgE dRAINs AWAy. 
The “typewriter paradox.”

buT If MEN shuN EvERy ONE Of ThOsE 
pROfEssIONs, MANy MEN WIll bE lIM-
ITEd TO cONsTRucTION jObs. 
It’s true. I asked every nursing school, 
pharmacy school, and teaching school 
I visited, “Are any men staying with 
the program?” And there’s a little bit 
of hopefulness: There are men coming 
in as nurses and teachers and pharma-
cists. Not huge numbers yet, but some. 

Some professions will be easier to 
break than others. One can’t imagine 
a huge influx of men into the nurs-
ing field anything soon, but there’s no 
reason why there isn’t an influx of men 
into the teaching field. 

The tide has gone all in one direction: 
women taking over men’s professions 
and men refusing to go near women’s 
professions. 

ThROughOuT ThE bOOK, yOu dIscuss 
Why WOMEN ARE AdjusTINg sO Much 
MORE EAsIly TO NEW ROlEs ThAN 
MEN ARE. As My WIfE suggEsTEd, IT 
cAN’T huRT ThAT ThERE WAs—Is—A 
NATIONAl WOMEN’s MOvEMENT ThAT 
hAs bEEN dIscussINg ThEsE IssuEs 
fOR fORTy yEARs, WhIlE ThE clOsEsT 
ThINg TO A MEN’s MOvEMENT hAs bEEN 
bAsEd ON Iron John.
That’s a big problem. The things that 
make men less successful in the new 
economy are the same things that keep 
them from banding together into move-
ments. Susan Faludi’s Stiffed addressed 
this pretty extensively. There isn’t a 
men’s movement for more paternity 
leave or for retraining men for certain 
jobs or colleges. Whenever there’s a  
program for, say, retraining, it’s never 
initiated by the men, unlike women, who 
have accomplished so much by banding 
together to break down barriers. I wish 
the men would do the same thing. 

It’s not just that 
men are rigid  
in what they’re 
willing to do—we 
as a culture are 
rigid in what we 
accept that men 
can do.
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yOu TAlK AbOuT “ThE WORKINg-clAss 
MEN Of ThE sOuTh, WhO OpENly MOuRN 
ThE Old chIvAlROus WAys ANd gRIEvE 
fOR WhAT ThE NEW EcONOMy hAs 
RObbEd fROM ThEM.” dO ThEsE MEN 
sEE WOMEN’s gAINs cOMINg AT ThEIR 
ExpENsE? 
I had to force those conversations to 
happen.

WEll, ThEy’RE uNcOMfORTAblE  
cONvERsATIONs.
I was actually just back in the Alabama 
town I write about and talked to more 
people, so it’s fresh in my mind. It’s 
not something that is acknowledged or 
talked about openly. The wives would 
laugh at me: “Yes, I pay our mortgage, 
and I’ve had a bigger paycheck for a 
decade, but if you want to keep your 
marriage together, you don’t talk about 
that.” And certainly the men didn’t 
want to talk about being secondary.

buT ThEy hAvE gIvEN IT sOME ThOughT.
This is a live issue only because it is a 
central philosophy of the church that 
the man is the head of the household. 
That is no joke—they teach it at youth 
groups; they discuss it when talking 
to young men and women before they 
marry; they talk about it on Father’s 
Day. And while they don’t talk about 
gender dynamics changing, there are 
small changes in the ways they dis-

cuss the issues. Instead of “head of the household,” they say “spiritual head of the 
household,” which means biblically ordained by God to be the head of the house-
hold. It used to mean breadwinner; it doesn’t anymore.

When women talk about being submissive, they put the word in quotes now. 
Their mothers will ask, “Are you really submitting to him?” because they see what 
happens when the wife is making more money and the husband is at home. 

WhAT hAppENs?
Life takes over: “Honey, did you do the laundry? Have you gone to Wal-Mart yet?” 
You start to behave like the boss.

These families are still trying to figure it all out. Some women insist that the 
man is the head of the household even though he’s not working and hasn’t been 
the breadwinner in quite a while. The man-as-protector role persists even for stay-
at-home dads; it has to do with strength and physical size; it’s always told to me—
and it’s very poignant, actually—in terms of emergencies. I would ask women, 
“How is he still the head of household if he’s not earning money?” And they would 
say, “Look, if something bad happened—an emergency, or if someone broke into 
the house—he would be there for us.”

What survives strongly is the idea of the man as the hero and the savior in a 
theoretical emergency; I wrote about this in relation to the Aurora theater shoot-
ing, in which three men were shot protecting their girlfriends. Sometimes it comes 
up in a Christian apocalyptic sense: You have to be prepared because the country 
is going to seed and we’re losing our greatness, and that’s the moment you’ll see 
men rise as men—when you’ll understand what it means to be a man. 

IN ThE ENd, yOu MANAgE TO sOuNd upbEAT: “IN My hEART Of hEARTs I bElIEvE 
ThAT MEN . . . WIll EvENTuAlly lEARN TO dEcOdE ThE NEW flExIbIlITy, ANd WIll 
bEgIN TO AdOpT IT fOR ThEMsElvEs.” Is ThAT REAlly WhAT’s IN yOuR hEART Of 
hEARTs, OR dId yOu jusT NOT WANT ThINgs TO sOuNd sO blEAK fOR yOuR TWO 
sONs?
It is in my heart of hearts because of this long struggle I went through with the 
brain-science books. I really wanted to believe that men’s brains are one way and 
women’s brains another way, so I read the literature—and things are just not that 
fixed and determinative. We can only conclude that there’s a huge amount of room 
to move, for men as well as women. ■

Some women insist that the man is the head of 

the household even though he’s not working and 

hasn’t been the breadwinner in quite a while.
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