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Ceilings at the Workplace are Still Made of Glass:  

Why Women are Disadvantaged in The Workplace 

 Women are still at a disadvantage in the workplace. They were in 1931 when Virginia 

Woolf gave a speech to the Women’s Service League titled “Professions for Women,” and they 

are still today at the beginning of the millennia, when in 2002 Hopkins gave a speech to the 

American Institute of Physics titled “A Study on the Status of Women Faculty in Science at 

MIT.” Women have made great strides in the professional world, in proving themselves and their 

capabilities outside the domestic domain, but the discrimination against them, the inequality, still 

remains.  

 In “Blame it on Feminism,” author Susan Faludi contradicts the pervasive notion in our 

society that “women have made it,” that they are “free,” and the underlying contradictory 

message that if they are suffering, if they are miserable, it is precisely because they have won 

this equality (231). Faludi goes at length to describe how women are far from being equal in our 

society and that the suffering is due to this continuing inequality in the home, in the workforce 

and economics, and in education. In “The Importance of Work,” Gloria Steinem explains this 

inequality in relation to work, as our society does not fully accept the legitimacy of women who 

work for reasons other than dire need, but for their own personal satisfaction. Further, Steinem 

argues that the right to work, to acquire this form of self-confidence, is a basic human right. A 

closer look at the difficulties faced by woman workers is provided in “Professions for Women” 
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by Woolf, where she describes the hurdles she has faced in her profession as a woman writer. 

Another more contemporary account of difficulties woman face at the workplace is presented in 

the article “How Women Engineers Do and Undo Gender: Consequences for Gender Equality” 

by Abigail Powell, Barbara Bagilhole and Andrew Dainty. Powell et al. discuss the issues faced 

by women engineering students on their first encounters with the workplace. Entering a male 

dominated area, the researchers examined how these women “do” their gender, and how the 

consequences of these attitudes and behaviors resulted in them “undoing” their femaleness, thus 

preserving the male dominance and “status quo” within this field. On a larger scale, providing 

more evidence for the continuing discrimination against women in the workplace, “A Study on 

the Status of Women Faculty in Science at MIT” by Nancy Hopkins unveils the inequality that 

women faculty still face at one of the leading institutes of higher education and research in the 

U.S. and the steps taken to correct these inequalities.  

 This inequality, of women at the workplace, manifests itself in many ways. Faludi argues, 

when looking at statistics of the population as a whole, that “two thirds of all poor adults” are 

women, and “the average working woman’s salary still lag as far behind the average man’s as it 

did twenty years ago.” American women “face the worst gender-based pay gap in the developed 

world” and 80 percent of them still work in “traditional ‘female’ jobs.” In terms of women 

holding powerful positions, she continues, women are “less than 8 percent of all federal and state 

judges” and there are “only three female state governors, two female U.S. senators, and two 

Fortune 500 chief executives” (Faludi 235). In the case of MIT, looking more specifically at one 

school within one leading institution, the investigation on the status of the women faculty found 

that “there were only 15 tenured women faculty vs. 194 tenured male faculty,” Hopkins argues, 

and overall they were only 8 percent of all the faculty, a number, she claims, that “had not 
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changed for at least 10 and probably 20 years” (105). These women, of equal standing and 

success, received lower salaries than their male counterparts. Even the space for their labs, where 

they conducted their research, was found to be smaller when floor maps were examined. In her 

closing remarks to the graduating class of women at the Women’s Service League, Woolf notes 

that these women have “won rooms of your own” (213). Indeed, the researchers at MIT had 

rooms of their own, but why, at a prestigious research institute in one of the most advanced cities 

in the U.S., were they still smaller than the men’s?  

 One possible answer might be that our society does not yet accept the entire legitimacy of 

women as workers. While it is clear that men work both for survival, supporting themselves and 

their dependents, and for their personal satisfaction, viewing themselves as productive human 

beings, the same is not yet clear for women and salaried women are still asked “why” they work. 

“Womenworkbecausewehaveto” is, as Steinem argues, the automatic response given by many 

women and which society expects of them, but such a response is deceptive (181). Women too, 

just like men, work for their own self-fulfillment and, Steinem argues, “to prevent a woman from 

earning her own living, and from gaining the self-confidence that comes with that ability, is to 

keep her needful” (184). In a much more subtle expression, but possibly not less destructive, 

Hopkins and her colleagues at MIT found that the women faculty were excluded from “powerful 

decision-making positions and committees” and from “important meetings inside and outside the 

institute” and that “in many departments the women were all but invisible to their male 

colleagues” (105). These women were, therefore, not fully accepted as legitimate workers and 

excluding them in this way is a means of keeping them at a lower status, hence keeping them 

needful.  

 Another possible explanation might lie in the difficulties women face when entering male 
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dominated domains, or the public sphere. It is important to note here that even the distinction of 

“women as workers,” as measured in economic value, underestimates other forms of productive 

work that women do in the home. “After all,” Steinem remarks in a somewhat cynical tone, 

“women have always worked” adding that “if all the productive work of human maintenance that 

woman do in the home were valued at its replacement cost, the gross national product of the 

United States would go up by 26 percent” (179). In relation to work and professions outside the 

home, however, two examples of the difficulties women face can be found in the accounts by 

Woolf, as a woman writer, and in the case of the women engineering students, each in their own 

time entering a domain strongly dominated by men. 

  One of the  main hurdles Woolf herself encountered in her career as a writer is what she 

describes as “The Angle in the House:” a phantom she had to battle, which came between her 

and her writing (209). This phantom represents the woman which societal conventions expect her 

to be (sympathetic, unselfish, without a mind or a wish of her own, pure). Woolf discovered, 

giving the example of writing a review of a book written by a man, with the phantom telling her 

“be sympathetic; be tender…never let anybody guess that you have a mind of your own,” that 

“you cannot review even a novel without having a mind of your own, without expressing what 

you think to be the truth about human relations, morality, sex” (210). Describing the second 

hurdle she encountered, she found that as a woman writer she could not fully express feelings 

about her body and about passions the way men were freely allowed to, putting limitations to her 

imagination and creativity. Women writers, she explains, “are impeded by the extreme 

conventionality of the other sex” (212).  

 Interestingly, like Woolf, the main hurdle the women engineering students had to face on 

their first encounters with professional work had to do with their gender. Unlike Woolf, 
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however, these women tried to professionalize by assimilating with the main masculine culture. 

Citing Simone de Beauvoir, Powell et al. note that “’woman’ is socially constructed as the 

other,” and these women were, apparently, trying to minimize their otherness. But at the same 

time as they were “undoing” gender by entering a male dominated field, they were also being 

“undone,” Powell et al. argue, “when their gender is disqualified as a condition of their success” 

(414). Since they are not being perceived as both “woman” and “successful,” women in such 

situations need to compromise, or devalue, either their “femaleness” or their “personhood” in 

order to gain acceptance.  

 The students adopted coping strategies to deal with this gender conflict, as Powell et al. 

observed, like being “one of the boys” and “accepting gender discrimination” (418). Most of the 

women, they argue, “did not consider it feasible to challenge their gender discrimination,” since 

by challenging it they risk alienation, and instead adopted coping strategies to act within these 

social constraints (422). A major criticism by Powell et al., however, is that because the students 

adapt to the masculine cultures, “including their denial of sexism,” they argue, “the obstacles 

they face are likely to remain in place” (425). 

 The problem may be rooted even deeper, as Hopkins attests about tenured women 

faculty, realizing that “many women never speak up because they think…that if you say you are 

discriminated against it is like saying you are not good enough.” The problem was clearly not 

that these women were not as good as their male colleagues in the bigger labs. The problem was, 

Hopkins argues, that “they were not treated equally” (104).  

 There is no doubt that women are still at a disadvantage in the workplace. In many cases 

they are underrepresented, they do not receive equal payment, they are denied of similar 

opportunities and resources, or are expected to compromise vital aspects of themselves in order 
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to fit in with the majority, male-dominated, group. By blaming it on feminism, adopting an anti-

woman approach, or accepting traditional and oppressive gender regimes, women and men allow 

this inequality to persist. By objecting to this inequality, however, in a personal or institutional 

way, others are able to change the face of their profession or workplace to one that treats women 

as equals. Being aware of these inequalities, as well as striving to fix them, still remain important 

tasks for our society.  
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