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n most advanced capitalist societies, the feminist challenge to labour unions

began well over twenty-five years ago. This essay examines the history of the
ambivalent relationship between women and unions and assesses the difference
feminism has made in terms of the structure, practices and overall vision of
unions’ role and goals. Has feminism helped to renew union movements across
the capitalist world and moved them at all towards socialism? The answer to this
is complex and involves assessing both the difterent strands of feminist influence
and the way these were interwoven with the attack on unions and working
people that occurred in the 1980s and 1990s.

From the perspective of the end of the twentieth century there have been
three distinct influences on the formation of union feminism. Socialist-femi-
nism that developed during the 1970s; working class feminism that emerged
from the largely economic struggles of union women, starting in some coun-
tries as early as the 1960s and continuing through to the present; and
mainstream gender politics, generally going under the rubric of ‘equal oppor-
tunity’, that sprung up in many liberal-democracies in the late 1970s and 1980s.
All three influences remain in tension within labour movements today, inter-
woven together to produce important changes.

The overall argument of the essay is that feminism’s contribution to legal
and collective bargaining gains is real and substantial; that the ideological sepa-
ration between home and work has been effectively challenged by feminist
insights; that how democracy works in some unions has been changed under
the influence of feminist democratic processes; and that women are more visible
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at the leadership level. All of this, however, has not changed in any fundamental
way labour unions’ vision of what the work-place, community and society
could be. Indeed it can be argued that union feminists, like their male coun-
terparts, have pushed an agenda that is both economistic and reformist and that
the sources of this lie as much in mainstream feminism as in male-dominated
business unionism. In this respect the vision of socialist-feminism has not
succeeded in changing labour movements, despite the positive changes that
have been wrought by the conjuncture of feminism and unionism. This essay
mainly draws on examples from Canadian feminism. While it is difficult to say
how representative these are, nevertheless, they are indicative of developments
over the last fifty years.

THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIALIST-FEMINISM

Feminism re-emerged within capitalist liberal-democratic societies at a critical
moment for socialist movements. In most of these societies, by the end of the
1960s, the state was experiencing challenges from progressive movements of
workers and students demanding radical changes in politics, society and the
work place. In this context feminism re-emerged as part of the widespread chal-
lenge to the political and social hegemony of the period. This manifested itself
in a multitude of ways; in student unrest and defiance of traditional authority;
in trade union militancy that in certain places joined forces with student radi-
cals; in New Left community activism and politics that questioned the power
of developers; in international solidarity struggles and ‘in the assertion of the
power of women and the demand for transformed personal and sexual politics’.!
Until then the struggle for socialism had had very little to do with changing the
subordination and oppression of women, either within society generally or
within socialist organizations themselves. Within these movements women
were active but generally not seen, relegated to backroom work, serving as
secretaries, organizers, tea and coffee makers. Ideas about human liberation
during the 1960s had not done much to change this. Women for the most part
were condemned to a subordinate position within the Left. Patriarchy within
socialist movements was just as strong as it was within conservative institutions.
In this context socialist women began to organize to change themselves and
their respective parties and groups.?

There were a number of possibilities open to women on the Left in the late-
1960s and early-1970s. Some took up the challenge within the socialist groups
they already belonged to. Some, tiring of the attempt to change the patriarchal
relations and authoritarian processes of sectarian groups, decided to leave and
join with other women in the small groups that constituted the women’s liber-
ation movement. Others kept a foot in both camps. Still others made the labour
movement the locus of their political activity. In Britain Beyond the Fragments
by Sheila Rowbotham, Lynne Segal and Hilary Wainwright defined the debate
from the perspective of the late 19705’ disillusionment with the Labour Party
and other Left parties and groups.® Their view was that the experiences of the
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women’s liberation movement had much to contribute to overcoming the
problems which had held back the creation of ‘a more democratic, more truly
popular and more effective socialist movement than was possible before’.*

For women who considered themselves socialist-feminist, working with
other women—whether in Left groups, the union movement, or the women’s
movement in general—resulted in an experience which led them to demand
democratic participation. Not only did this raise questions and criticism about
vanguardism and the sectarian Left, but in later writings, when reflecting on this
experience, socialist-feminists argued that the process of women working
together developed collective capacities both to live their everyday experience
democratically and also to struggle for radical change.’> One of the most impor-
tant insights of ‘second wave’ feminism was the need for women to develop
self~activity, to free themselves from subordination where they experienced it,
to rid themselves of passivity, deference and lack of confidence. In this respect
working-class men had much to gain by applying the lessons of the women’s
liberation movement. But of course at that time they were incapable of hearing
the message.

Developing women’s self-activity involved consciousness-raising through
analysis and discussion; developing processes for communicating democratically
and rejecting hierarchical and bureaucratic structures. In this respect Johanna
Brenner’s argument that feminism is ‘a rich resource for the renewal of
Marxism—for recapturing and developing its radically democratic liberatory
vision’,® accurately captured the perspective of socialist-feminists who never
claimed that the women’s movement was a complete model on which the Left
should base itself, but rather that, as Hilary Wainwright says, it ‘has made an
absolutely vital achievement—or at least the beginnings of it—which no
socialist should ignore’.”

Socialist-feminists also thought that feminism had the potential to democ-
ratize unions by including and encouraging the education and participation of
those who have been traditionally subordinated within unions; by changing
authoritarian and bureaucratic structures and practices; and by reducing hier-
archy and encouraging equalitarianism. Socialist-feminists carried these ideas
into the union movement and met up with union women who were in the
process of confronting the reality of low pay and low status in the work-place,
and of subordination and invisibility in the unions that represented them.?

THE RISE AND GROWTH OF WORKING-CLASS
FEMINISM

The issues for women of the dominant classes revolve around the possi-
bilities of transforming the internal gender relations of class without
transforming class itself. Clearly those for working-class women confront
a more fundamental contradiction, particularly as the ambiguous local
patriarchal forms of the family are eroded by changes in the bases of the
family economy.’
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The changing material conditions of working-class women’s lives
contributed to a growing militancy by union women in many capitalist
economies. While in most countries women—especially married women—
flooded into the paid labour force from the late 1960s to the 1980s, a
significant number of working-class women had always been there.!” They did
not leave the paid labour force once they had children, but remained in jobs
which were segregated from men. This was particularly the case in France
where from the early part of the century significant numbers of working-class
women were employed in industrial production. It is not surprising, therefore,
that in France militancy by union women predated the re-emergence of a
women’s movement.'!

In Britain, Canada and the United States the experience of working-class
women was somewhat different. Between the 1960s and 1980s there was a
rapid increase in labour force participation and, as a consequence, in the
numbers of women organized into unions. This occurred mainly in the public
sector. In these countries working-class feminism grew out of strikes and mili-
tant struggles waged by unionized women in the 1970s and 1980s.!At the time
these were not characterized as women’s strikes. It was only later as women
within unions became more acquainted with the language of feminism that
these strikes were seen as the beginnings of their struggle for equality. In nearly
all the cases the main issue was low pay or the need for equal pay (later
constructed in socialist-feminist terms as women as a source of cheap labour)."?
Coupled with the demand for more pay, however, was a focus on women’s
low status in the work-place and the need for respect and dignity on the job.

For women with working-class experience the movement for women’s
liberation seemed a luxury they could ill afford. The much-publicized image
of North American women burning their bras and demanding sexual liberation
seemed indulgent to women who worried each week about stretching the
family wages to cover basic needs. As Dorothy Smith points out, patriarchy was
not as visible to working-class women as those in the intermediate classes
because it is found ‘... in the same set of institutional processes which organize
class hegemony’ and for this reason ‘... its patriarchal practices are not easily
distinguishable from its class rule’.!*

Socialist-feminists made sense of the changed material reality of union
women’s lives through the analysis that they brought into the unions. In
informal groups, and later in formal education courses and workshops, the
material and ideological bases of women’s oppression were debated. In a
number of countries feminists from outside the union movement turned up on
picket lines to support women during strike action and demonstrate their soli-
darity with their union sisters."”® In Italy as well as France ‘collectivities” of
women unionists were formed during the 1970s with initiatives taken by
women from the New Left. They demanded and won autonomous sections of
women inside unions.'® These networks placed their emphasis on political
activism rather than employment demands. This was in contrast to the
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informal women’s committees that started to be formed in the mid-1970s in the
US and Canada, which mainly emphasized changing male-dominated collec-
tive bargaining and politics within unions."”

One of the most contentious issues for labour unions concerns women sepa-
rately organizing inside them. Informal women’s committees started in Canada
and the United States in the mid-1970s and were succeeded by formal women’s
committees, education courses, workshops and conferences. As noted earlier,
one of the most significant insights of feminism is the necessity for women to
confront their passivity and subordination and become active participants.
Because of women’s propensity to remain silent and invisible, either being
unable to prevent men’s dominance or allowing them to take over, union
women pushed for separate forums where they could discuss, debate and
analyse their subjection together,without the presence of men. Developing
from the early ideas of consciousness-raising, this kind of separation allowed
women to develop the skills, knowledge and confidence needed to take their
full place in their unions. Furthermore, within these forums attempts were
made to develop democratic feminist process, rejecting the authoritarian and
hierarchical processes found in traditional union meetings. Separate women’s
committees are also the forums where union women can strategize about
getting their demands on to the bargaining table and the convention floor.'®

‘While socialist-feminists have argued that in the final analysis separate orga-
nizations for women strengthen unions overall, there is the problem that
marginalization of women can result, in terms of both process and their
demands." In the case of France, Jane Jenson argues that the establishment of
autonomous groups of women within unions resulted in their being seen as
marginal workers who were not part of the unions’ main business, so that they
were not treated equally as regular workers either in the unions or the labour
market.?’ Clearly there is a need for women to maintain a balance between
autonomy and integration if they are to strengthen their power within unions.
Women and other subordinated groups have been in many cases hived off into
separate committees, set apart from the ‘serious’ business of unions and thus
marginalized.

Furthermore, women have been marginalized as wives in their attempts to
have input into union policy that directly affects them. In this sense commit-
tees of union wives have been constructed by unions as being separate and
marginal to union decision-making. Two examples of this stand out: in Britain
‘Women Against Pit Closures’ in 1984 and, in Canada “Wives Supporting the
Inco Strike’ in 1978. Both groups were formed to promote solidarity between
the unions and the community. Both organized activities that resulted in the
private realm of the home being merged with the realm of work, into a
community of defence and action. Both groups attempted to ask crucial ques-
tions regarding the separation of the work-place from the community. Did not
the community have as much of their lives tied up in the mines as the men that
worked there? Should they not have a say, or even a vote,about the decisions
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to be made? In this sense both groups raised fundamental questions concerning
working-class democracy, and the rights of both those who produce and those
who reproduce to debate and contribute to decisions that affect the entire
working-class community.?!

By the early 1980s union feminists debated and started to develop strate-
gies and policies aimed at changing women’s subordination in the work-place,
in their unions and at home.?? This involved addressing women’s ‘triple day’
(as workers, parents and union activists), and devising policies which relieved
women of their duties in the home, such as the provision of paid child care
during union events. This emphasis on the relationship between home, the
work-place and the subordination of women in both spheres also had the
effect of questioning the traditional goals of industrial unionism. Should unions
be concerned only with work-place problems or also with social issues gener-
ally? In Canada, by the end of the 1980s union feminism effectively challenged
the narrow vision of industrial unionism to include policies on abortion, child
care, sexual and racial harassment and other equality issues.?® It is now well
established in Canada that collective bargaining demands should address the
needs of women and other discriminated groups, and more generally that the
union movement should move beyond work-place issues to deal with social
concerns that reflect the relationship between work and the community as a
whole.

Union-feminism has to this extent played a fundamental role in breaking
down the ideological separation of paid and unpaid work, home and work, the
economy and the community. Challenging the idea of work as a separate
sphere from that of the community has raised fundamental questions
concerning the private/public divide and increased the union movement’s
potential to broaden its vision of the relationship between work and society.
For example issues such as reduced working time were reconceptualized by
feminists, so as to broaden the demand, linking it with issues in the home and
community and the need for more time for the reproduction of labour power
and for developing a culture of community activity.**

RESTRUCTURING ECONOMIES AND
INSTITUTIONALIZING FEMINISM

After the heady days of the women’s liberation movement, the development
of socialist-feminism and the flourishing of working-class feminism, the
women’s movement settled down and became institutionalized in advanced
capitalist societies by the 1980s and 1990s. Indeed its institutionalization is a
mark of how successful the second wave of feminism really was. The formal-
izing of the movement started in most countries in the late 1970s with the
introduction of equal opportunity and anti-discrimination programmes by
governments. ‘Status of Women’ offices were established and staffed by
women, the ‘femocrats’ who made a career out of equal opportunities initia-
tives.?> Such initiatives followed from International Women’s Year in 1975, the
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United Nation’s symbolic attempt to promote women’s equality in its member
countries. With the institutionalization of feminism within various states, main-
stream feminism became more acceptable within unions. In Canada and the
United States unions established equal opportunity committees along the lines
found within state bureaucracies. Frequently positions on these committees
were held by women who could be trusted by the unions’ male-dominated
executives ‘not to rock the boat’.

The main emphasis in equal opportunity policies is the removal of barriers
to women’s advancement within work places and other economic and polit-
ical institutions, with declarations of gender equality and guarantees that
women and men will receive equal treatment. This was all well and good, but
for working-class women, condemned to a narrow range of low-paying job
ghettos, ‘equal opportunity’ had little impact on the everyday double burden
of unpaid work in the home and low pay in the work place. The influence of
equal opportunity policy on unions resulted in bringing more women into
leadership positions, challenging sexist practices and supplementing labour’s
traditional agenda with women’s issues. In other words, equal opportunity poli-
cies set out to modify union structures and practices so women can be
accommodated; they do not, by themselves, question bureaucratic and hierar-
chical decision-making. The equal opportunity approach also fostered a
dependence on legal processes rather than on collective, militant action.?® Equal
opportunity recognized women’s subordinate status within the union move-
ment and the work-place but could not by itself change it.

The concept of equal opportunity was extended and developed into notions
of pay and employment equity. Women, especially in unions, demanded that
their low pay and status be addressed, and equal opportunity programmes had
little to say about this. Equity has been interpreted as being about members of
subordinate groups, including women, gaining the benefits, the status, the posi-
tions that white males already have. This is in profound contradiction with a
more radical conception of equity as meaning a reduction in inequality in pay
and status generally, a goal not satisfied by distributing the places in an unequal
hierarchy more evenly.?”’

At the same time that equal opportunity policies were being put in place,
economic restructuring and the move to the right were occurring. Eventually
by the 1990s all liberal-democratic and social-democratic economies were
deeply affected by the restructuring of capital, the work-place and social-welfare
provisions. Economic restructuring in general produced a marked increase in
non-standard and precarious forms of work—historically associated with
women. In many labour movements the loss of male-dominated industrial jobs
and the expansion of the service sector provided an opening for feminist initia-
tives because women workers became the ‘paradigmatic trade unionists’.?®
Because unions were experiencing a dramatic loss of male members, the need
became apparent to organize women in the service sector and to try to address
their specific needs at the bargaining table.
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The move to the right also occurred with respect to feminism and was
reflected in the undermining of social welfare states and the marketing of state
functions. Johanna Brenner points out that ‘the new right has been so
successful a counter to feminism’, because ‘... without the capacity to
construct personal dilemmas as political issues, feminism is necessarily on the
defensive ...".»° Of course, mainstream feminism remains alive. In the United
States it is institutionalized in a vast network of organizations which operate as
pressure groups on politicians to bring about legislative and juridical change.®”
And in Europe as well as Canada there has also been an increasing tendency to
take up equity issues through legislative and court processes.®! This has resulted
in some outstanding successes in terms of wage settlements for women even in
a neoliberal era. For instance, in Canada—after a long and costly process for the
union in terms of legal representation—the largest sum ($4.5 billion) in the
entire of history of equal value/comparative worth was awarded in 1999 to the
members of the Public Service Alliance of Canada (PSAC), the union that
represents most federal government workers who occupied female-dominated
positions.

Swedish women also have been demanding pay equity. In the 1930s
Swedish unions accepted women’s right to be in the paid labour force and later
in the post-war period took special measures to help them to be active members
of unions. Also women in general benefitted from the labour movement’s wage
solidarity strategy. With the erosion of collective bargaining in the 1990s,
however, and the breakdown of wage solidarity, the wage gap between men
and women began to widen. This provided an opening for feminists in unions
to demand equal pay for work of equal value. In LO this resulted in the creation
of a special women’s ‘pot’ of money, instead of special pots for the lower paid
whether they are men or women. What this means is that women are separated
out from the rest of the working-class, and the special ‘pot’ now also benefits
higher-paid women. While agreeing to the women’s ‘pot’, LO has resisted
juridification of equity issues, largely due to its tradition of centralized
bargaining.*

There are often good arguments for such resistance, above all that juridifi-
cation of union struggles inevitably results in a loss of mobilization and a
reliance instead on legal experts and legal arguments. Yet this is not always the
case and was not entirely the case in the PSAC’s struggle for pay equity in
Canada. The sixteen-year-long legal process was paralleled by strikes, sit ins,
demonstrations and education sessions. The union spent considerable resources
educating and mobilizing the membership in support of its conception of the
equal value principle, so the struggle was far from being a mere legal battle
controlled entirely by legal experts. Yet there are contradictory outcomes for
unions in allowing the courts to be the main forum in which conflicts are
decided. In the case of the PSAC, despite the mobilization of the membership
around the issue of equal value, the fact that the main battle was fought in the
courts means that the issue has not become embedded in the collective
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bargaining experience and practice of the union. Future collective bargaining
cannot build on the experience and learning that might have taken place if the
whole union had been mobilized to strike over the issue. Will future negotia-
tions revert to the past practice of demanding higher wages for men? Without
the experience of struggling for equal pay on picket lines, has the issue really
become an embedded part of the ‘main business” of the union? It is important
for union feminists to develop a clearer vision of law and what it is capable of
achieving.?® Often even successful outcomes have contradictory effects.

Another problem with the equal value approach is that it leads to the view
that men’s pay and position are the ultimate objective to be achieved. Men’s
overall higher pay and higher status in the work-place have become the objec-
tives of women’s struggle together with the desire to see women equally
represented in the hierarchy of jobs and pay. This is in stark contrast to a vision
of transforming the hierarchical nature of the work-place, with its authoritarian
division of tasks and separation of intellectual and physical labour. The earlier
socialist-feminists’ vision of changing union organization so as to promote the
value of all people’s work in terms of self-activity and human liberation is
removed from the agenda, and equity, in terms of what white men have,
becomes the ultimate objective. Furthermore, in certain sectors during the
recent period of restructuring, the wage gap between men and women has
declined, not because women’s wages have increased but because men’s have
fallen. The emphasis on equal value has led unionists in some cases away from
considering the wage gap between the lowest- and highest-paid workers. Even
wages below subsistence level are perceived to be justified if job evaluation
plans ‘show’ them to be only worth that much.**

Yet there are instances where these implications of pay equity have been
rejected by unionists who have instead fostered a concept of wage justice which
rejects bourgeois notions of the market value of skills and labour. In Ontario,
which was said to have the ‘best’ pay equity legislation of any Canadian
province, applying to both the private and the public sectors, union locals orga-
nized by the Canadian Union of Public Employees refused to allow
management’s conception of the value of skills to guide the outcome of the pay
equity process. Operating with their own conception of justice, union presi-
dents in many cases insisted that pay equity had to mean raising the wages of
the lowest-paid workers even though the job evaluation plan did not justify the
increase. But in general, because of the use of a range of factors in evaluating
skill gradations, job evaluation methodology emphasizes and accentuates the
skill differences between workers rather than gathering workers together on the
basis of similarities and one common wage.” Pay equity and its application
through job evaluation therefore is often in contradiction with the need to raise
the pay of those in the lowest part of the job hierarchy. This contradiction is
frequently not recognized by many union-feminists, who in general do advo-
cate for dramatic increases for those workers, including the unemployed, who
receive incomes below subsistence levels.
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All this said, it is still the case that while equal opportunities and equity
policies carry with them individualizing tendencies focused on achieving a
higher place in the hierarchy of jobs and pay for individual women, women
in unions have, nevertheless, collectively rallied to support pay equity and in
doing so have revealed the systemic, collective nature of women’s low pay. In
this sense pay equity has been an important, though contradictory, banner
behind which union women and men have mobilized and formed alliances
with feminist groups.®®

CONCLUSION

The challenge of feminism to labour unions has varied from country to
country, and from union to union, both in its strength and its impact. Some
unions remain untouched by feminism’s necessary and important influence,
while in others men strongly resist sharing their power with women. In general,
however, by the end of the twentieth century women are in unions in large
numbers and have made themselves and their demands heard. Union women
are representatives at all levels of the movement and increasingly they are found
in staff positions. New forms of union and working-class solidarity have been
forged as a result of feminism that now include, not only women, but also other
subordinate groups, and to some extent those outside in other social move-
ments. Feminism has had the effect of broadening the definition of the
working-class and work-place struggles and undoubtedly there has been a sea
change with regard to the representation by women and collective bargaining
issues addressing women’s needs.

Economic restructuring and the move to the right in the latter part of the
twentieth century had contradictory effects on the feminist challenge. On the one
hand, the changes in the economy provided openings for organizing women and
responding to their demands, while on the other they emphasized the econo-
mistic tendencies of working-class feminism and limited its potential. Improving
the economic position of women, other low-paid groups and the working class
overall is of utmost importance and helps to strengthen the labour movement in
general. An emphasis on economic welfare, however, without examining the
underlying labour-market causes of below-subsistence pay and without raising
fundamental questions concerning the organization of work and its relationship
to the political economy is bound to result in reformist tendencies. In this respect
union feminism carries with it the same economistic limitations as those of busi-
ness unions. In general feminism has been formalized in unions but it tends to be
the economist, reformist tendencies that have got the upper hand. Socialist-femi-
nism in the seventies was limited by the absence of working class and non-white
women. Joining with union women overcame that limitation but at the same
time socialist-feminists” energy has been directed to day-to-day working-class
struggles that have attenuated their vision of social transformation. Socialist-femi-
nist tendencies remain present but the transformative vision of socialist-feminism
is still struggling in the wings, oft the main stage.
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