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ABSTRACT
Why do women in the labor force earn less than men? For more than half a century, numerous studies have attempted to answer that question. Theories abound, yet answers remain elusive. Researchers in the U. S. were intrigued with the issue after the passage of the Equal Pay act in 1963. Studies predicted that even with the most conservative estimates, the law would lead to the closing of the gender pay gap in the United States at the rate of one penny a year until the gap was eliminated. That prediction was not realized. The U. S., however, was not alone in passing legislation to rectify the wage differential problems; European countries passed laws to protect women’s wages and promote equality in the workplace before and after the U.S. law. All attempts have met with mixed success.


The wage differential was a problem long before the 1960s. Its roots can even be traced to the Bible. In the 27th chapter of the book of Leviticus, God told Moses that a man was worth 50 silver shekels and a woman was worth 30. Women have worked for centuries, and for centuries it appears their labor has been valued less than the work of men. The purpose of this paper is to provide a timeline of the studies of the male-female wage differential in order to synthesize all of the explanations that have been offered for its existence and all of the remedies that have been proposed to eliminate it. Explanations have included the idea that women have a lower stock of human capital because of less training, education, years of work experience, and labor force participation. Explanations also discuss the role of occupational segregation in the wage differential, and of course, the influence of discriminatory practices by those in the position to pay women and make decisions about their career progress. Studies have been conducted cross-sectionally, over time, for one country, across countries, and across and within industry and occupation. When attempting to assess the relative contributions of the numerous researchers who have tried to explain the gender pay gap differential, it becomes apparent that matching theories and explanations to actual data is not as simple is seems. This paper will look at the most prevalent as well as some unusual explanations offered for the gender pay gap over the years and put the studies into a historical perspective. A global time line will be developed to explain the evolution of interest in and theories about the male-female wage differential. Is it a problem that can never be solved? A historical overview may shed new light on the issue. 
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