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Women’s Paid Work:

The North American and Western European
Experience

Marjorie Cohen

Ronnie Steinberg Rainer, ed. Equal Empioyment Policy for Women: Strate-
gies for Implementation in the United States, Canada, and Western Europe
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press 1980)

Ann Foote Cahn, ed. Women in the U.S, Labour Force (New York: Pracger
1979).

Judith A. Baer, The Chains of Protection; The Judicial Response to
Women's Labor Legislation (Westport, Ct.: Greenwood Press 1978).

Carol Tropp Schreiber, Changing Places: Men and Women in Transitional
Occupations (Cambridge, Ma.: The MIT Press 1979).

MOST PROGRAMMES AND LAWS designed to improve the lot of women have
focused on employment. Paid work is oot the most inequitable condition
which women experience, yet it has become a measure by which the
inequalities in the society can be gauged. There are good reasons for this:
the social experiences of men and women are radically different and few
spheres exist in which common ground permits comparison. The labour-
market experience of men and women, however, can be compared, and
moere important, it can be measured. Numbers do establish demonstrable
proof of inequalities, proof which is essential when social policies are for-
mulated. Labour issues have been crucial for feminists because the problems
of discrimination in this area are most obvious, and because legislation to
deal with these problems is not only possible but also offers the promise of
effectively changing existing conditions. Whether or not the promise is
realized is a critical issue, and on this there is substantial disagreement.
There is less controversy on the extent to which women are disadvan-
taged in the labour force. The similarities in the labour-market experience of
women in industrialized countries is striking. Everywhere more women are
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working for pay and are becoming a
greater proportion of the labour force. But
in spite of the increased participation of
women, the inequalities in work and pay
have remained. Women's work continues
to be both separate and unequal. The range
of occupations and indusiries where
women are concentrated is conspicuously
narrow, and in spite of the visibility of
women in occupations which not long ago
were exclusively male, there is almost no
overall change in the type of work thal
women do. In Canada the occuparicnal
structure for women has remained fairly
static over the past 35 years. Five occupa-
tional categories (clerical work, sales, ser-
vice, nursing, and teaching) account for
the work of three-fourths of the women
who work for money. In every country
there is a substantial wage gap beiwgen
tmen and women. When measuring the
wages of full-time, full-year employess,
this gap is smallest in Sweden where
female employees’ average carings are 86
per cent of those for males.

While a 14 per cent difference in pay is
not insubstantial, the Swedish perform-
ance is in a league of its own. Canada has
one of the largest differences in pay
between men 2nd women. Women eam on
average 59 per cent of the eamnings of
males for full-time, full-year work, What
is even more significant is that the gap, in
pefcentage lemms, is not namowing. In
absolute dollar amounts it is growing
dramatically. In 1969 women eamed about
$3,000 a year less than men. Today women
get about $7,000 less than men. The wage
data are fairly powerful indicators of
inequalities in the labour market but they
tell only part of the story. Women are also
over-represented in part-time work and
among the unemployed.

The puzzle for most advocates of legis-
lative reform is why it has not been more
effective, Eventually most groups fighting
for reform spend years chasing the clusive
wording which will make judicial interpre-
tatiop infallible. But even when the word-
ing is right and the judges decide favoura-

bly, the result is less than satisfactory. It
has become abundantly clear that equal
pay legislation will not bring about sub-
stantial changes in the status quo. That this
fact is mow very widely recognized is
shown by the direction taken by the books
vnder review, The present stress is 1o find
social policies which will reinforce the
legislation. On the surface the legislation
looks good: Why would anyone have had
reason to suspect equal pay legislation
when it was first introduced? The catch
here has been that because women did not
do the same work as men, equal pay for
equal work was hardly ever an issue. A
solution often attempted was to make legis-
lation more inclusive — equal pay for work
of equal value seemed to be the kind of
wording which would not demand that
identical work be performed in order to
compare work of men and women, but
would instead examine the skill, effort,
responsibility, and working conditions
across occupationz! boundaries. This
legislation addresses hoth the causes and
the effects of discrimination. While some
optimists maintain that it is too early to
judge the effectiveness of this rype of legis-
lation — at least in Canada — there does
scem to be adequate indication that this
lepislation, like its predecessor, is not
going to threaten the status quo. Even
potentially radical legislation will have
fairly limited cffect because the basic
understanding of the judicial and legisla-
tive system is that changes will be slow,
reasonghle, acnd will not make intolerable
demands on certain sections of the society
— most notably the corporate sector. No
radical or sudden change is going Lo {ake
place with any single piece of legislation.
Any change which would suddenly bring
the wages of women close to that of men
would have profound effects on those
groups in society which have the most w
lose. This ¢annot be tolerated. In Ontario
the corporate sector has strongly and suc-
cessfully resisted legislation for equal pay
for work of equal value. A closer inspec-
tion of this legislation on the federal level



would centainly alleviate their anxiety. In
Canada equal pay for work of equal value
legislation at the federal level hes been
interpreted in a fairly traditional way.
While the Human Rights Commission has
used the Jegislation and has found dis-
crimination against women in several
cases, therc has, in facl, been no case
which upheld the principle of equal pay
for work of equal value. One case received
a fair amount of publicity as an important
test case for equal pay for work of equal
value. Nurses at Nova Scotia’s Springhill
and Dorchester penitentiaries were being
paid about $1,500 less than men who were
performing the same tasks but who had no
professional qualifications. The Comumis-
sion decided that the nurses should receive
the same pay a3 the men. But it is clear that
since the jobs were the same, this is not an
equal value case at all, simply a decision
which upholds the concept of equal pay for
equal work. On the books the legistation
looks good, but in practice it is a far cry
from what its advocates had in mind.

Equal Emplayment Policy for Women
is a collection of twenty articles which
describe the routes taken in Sweden, the
United States, Canada, France, Great Brit-
ain, Awustria, and West Germany to
improve the employment status of women.
Although the book is about paid employ-
ment, there is a strong emyphasis through-
out about the relationship between unpaid
work which women universally perform
and their work in the paid labour force, The
experience cverywhere is that uniess social
policies are designed to reduce this dual
labour burden women will have little
chance to move toward equality.

In most of the countries discussed, the
failure of legislation o go far enough fast
enough has shifted the emphasis somewhat
away from equal pay legislation as a solu-
tion to labour-force inequality, to policies
which will foster cqual opportunity, In
many respects this is a much tougher issue
traditionally used for equal pay were based
primarily on faimess. The argumems for
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equal opporunity also rest on faimess but
point to past discrimination as part of the
problem. In trying to counter past discrimina-
tion the way becomes murky. Equal opportu-
nity policies rely ontaygetinga special group
for special reatment, a direction which even
in the best of times meets strong resistance in
the socisties where it has been tried. But the
success of equal employment opportunity
really demands the best of economic condi-
tions and a particularly optimistic view which
sees equality for women and the successful
functicning of the cconomy as mutually com-
patible. Several amicles in this collection
show graphically that itnproved labour mar-
ket performance for women can occur only
when there is a high demand for labour, More
specifically, they point to the failure of equal
opportunity programmes when unemploy-
ment increases. Even when affimative
action is Jegislated, it can casily be avoided
when people are being laid off. In continuing
to push these progranumes, it then becomes
necessary to sell equal opportunity policy as a
good thing for both business and employees,
an argument which convinces almost no one
in business.

The articles tend to cmphasize that
strategi¢s for change should not be
threatening and shouvld not change the
status quo too quickly. For example, in an
article entitled “The Impact of Organiza-
tion Structure: Models and Methods for
Change,” Rosabeth Moss Kanter states
quite explicitly that “. . . only when Equal
employment opportunity officers become
change agents in a larger sense and are seen
as resources to the system rather than
agents for punishment, will their efforts
truly succeed.” But not only must pro-
grammes, which ultimately hope to benefit
women, work for the system, they also
must achicve their objective *. . . without
initially disturbing the conventional hierar-
chy of the organization.” And they ¢annot
*. ., appear to benefit one group at the cost
of another.”

Nancy Seear in “Implementing Equal
Pay and Equal Opportunity Legislation in
Grea Britain™ recognizes that the general
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economic climate is an abstacle to change
but feels that nitimately management will
se¢ the light and recognize that it is in their
interest to integrate women more fully inio
the labour farce: *... the more it
[management] recognizes that the refusal
o make use of abilities women can offer is
damaging to the cnferprise, the more
chance there is that the aims of the acts will
be achieved in the not too remote future.”
Ultimately, then, it is seen that rational
argumeni and prudent implementation of
reform policies will achieve their goals.
These are views which strike me as over-
optimistic and ultimately not very helpful
if longterm strategy is genuinely con-
templated. There must be a recognition
that certain basic features of the system
simply are not compatible with female
equality.

Although none of the authors in this
collection make this point, it can be rea-
sonably argued that the changing position
of women has had less to do with deliberate
social reform than with economic expan-
sion. Egalitarian reform has been minimal
and economic growth has obscured its fail-
ure. When women are better off, it is
because everyone is better off, because the
economic structure of industrial socicties
has changed, not because the relative posi-
tion of females has improved significantly.
The fears of business are justified. Dis-
crimination against women is not mercly a
matter of prejudice — an irrational practice
left over from earlier economic conditions.
Discrimination is profitable and the
dominant interests in our society have a lot
to lose by women's equality. Isclating a
segment of the labour force and paying it
less is good business.

Advocates for equal opportunity
policies intuitively sense that there is some-
thing wasteful about the underemployment
of a whole sector of the labour force. In a
planned and rational economy the fact of
more people joining the labour force wonld
not be a catastrophe. In our economy it is.
But changing the whole economic system
is not likely and feminists know that build-

ing on immediate solidarities is important.
The movement quite rightly has focussed
on the politics of the possible and has not
simply opted for some uitimate tatal
feminist victory in the future, Lorna
Marsden’s “The Rok of the MNational
Action Commitiee on the Status of Women
in Facilitating Equal Pay Policy in Can-
ada” is the only article in the collection
which deals with the role of activists in
changing legislation. It is also the only
article dealing with the Canadian experi-
ence. It shows that a tremendous amount of
organization, inordinate energy, and a
lengthy period of time are needed to bring
about new legislation. Her analysis is that
working closely with government can pro-
duce results and she advocates a strategy
which *. .. puts a group of well-prepared,
articulate, and praginatic women together
with those who actually implement laws in
a face-to-face negotiation.” This is indis-
putable in cases where the objectives are
specific and in particular when legislation
is as complex as that governing equal pay.
But uliimately feminists must come to
terms with ap overall strategy and this
requires a much more comprehensive
approach. The legislation rarely, if ever,
benefits individuals. Women are skeptical
of fighting discrimination cases because of
the enormous personal sacrifice invoived,
More frequently than not, it leaves the vic-
tims in a wotse position than when they
began, even if money compensation is
awarded. It is not even clear that it benefits
women 2s a class, In Canada discrimina-
tion is treated by commissions and boards
as though it is an occasional, sporadic,
infrequent occurrence; a series of isolated
and distinguishable events. Each case must
be argued separately and findings in each
case affect no one other than the complain-
ant. It is not the way 1o topple discrimina-
tion in the labour force. Changes that really
matter will necessitate a sirategy which
incorporates a conscious notion of a gen-
eral redistribution of income in the society
and which generates the commitment
toward a more egalitarian society from



both labour and feminist groups.

In Sweden the improvement in the
labour-force experience of women has
been decidedly more dramatic than clse-
where. Alice Cook in “Collective Bargain-
ing as a Strategy for Achieving Egual
Opportunity and Equal Pay: Sweden and
West Germany” shows that a solidarity
wage policy can be effective. Women’s
wages were not singled out as a subject of
bargaining. Instead, the whole issue of
income distribution has besn addressed
and there has been a conscious effort to
narrow the gap between high and low wage
earners. Unions have treated the problem
of low wages for women as a significant
element of the problem of low wages gen-
erally. Because women have been the bulk
of the low wage earners, this approach has
been particularly beneficial for them. The
rate of wage increases has been noticeably
higher for women than for men and each
year the gap between male and female
earniogs narrows. The articles by Rita Lil-
jestrom and Berit Rollen show that the pro-
cess has been aided by family and eco-
nomic palicies which treat men and women
as cqually responsible for individual and
family issoes,

Equal Employment Policy for Women
is & useful book because it is the first to
examine the issue from an international
perspective, using the experience of
countries which have roughly comparable
stages of development. It is extremely con-
venient to have a collection which outlines
the kinds of policies and problems experi-
enced by women clsewhere. It is particu-
larly important for Canadians because it
shows how other countries have fared with
policies we in Canada are either calling for
or anticipating. While each author deals
with specific countries, the first chapter,
by Ronnie Steinberg Ratner, gives & com-
prehensive overview of how countries
compare both in regard to policy and per-
formance.

Singling out one gronp of workers for
special treatment i$ a procedure which can
be pursued only with extreme caution.
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More often than not it results in unhappy
consequences for the group it intended to
benefit. Judith Bacr's study of the effect of
protective labour legislation in the United
States, The Chains of Protection, shows
how laws which appear to protect in fact
can be extremely restrictive. While early
legislative measures were almost always
interpreted as a need to protect women
because of their physical differences, Baer
shows that the fact that women’s working
conditions were gencrally worse than
men's made the necessity for protective
legislation for women more dramatic.
Because men were more likely to be
organized in trade unions, they were able
to achicve better working conditions
through collective bargaining. Baer sees
the trade-union movement’s push for pro-
tective legislation as motivated by a
genuine desire to protect women, even
though the effect of the legislation was to
have important benefits for male trade
unionists, since it often eliminated compe-
tition from poorer paid female workers.
Through this well-documented book,
which examines the history of protective
legislation and its interprestion by the
courts, Baer shows both how the ides of
protective legislation for women paved the
way for more inclusive labour legislation
which benefitted all workers and how det-
rimental the legislation itself was Ffor
womnen, While the information deals with
the American cxperience, the issues in
Canada were generally similar. Our fac-
tory legislation and minimum wage laws
were first instituted to protect women, but
only when they also protected men as well
did they really have advantages for
women,

Women in the U.§. Labour Force is a
collection of 17 articles prepared for the
Joint Economic Committee of Congress. It
deals with topics typical of compendiums
of this sort — occupational barriers, day
care, education, and the law. Whilke itcon-
tains a wealth of information, the book
offers no new insights into either the prob-
lems or the solutions. It is, in short, a book
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one would expect from a government com-
mittee.

The editor, Ann Foote Cahn, who
writes a “Summary” of the articles at the
beginning of the collection, ¢learly has had
limited anaiytical experience with the
issue. She makes amateurish mistakes:
saying, for example. that “ The proportion
of the labour force between the ages of 18
to 64 who were women reached 56%.”
What she means is that 56% of American
women between 18 and 64 were in the
labour force, i.e., women in this group
accounted for 41 % of the labour force. She
also misinterprets the collective view of the
authors when she segs equality and full
employment as *. . . the logical and neces-
sary culmination of the phenomenon of
their [women's] massive entry into the
labor force. ... One wishes it were so,
tut the history of human kind shows tha
neither equality nor full employment is
inevitable.

For anyone interested in facts about
just where women stand in the United
States economy, there is much information
in this book. But it is not the place 1o look
for an analysis of the root of the problem or
useful fronts on which to move. For exam-
ple. Isabel Sawhill, senior research associ-
ate with the Urban Institute, has a particu-
larky narrow and simplistic approach to the
problem. She sees the reasons for job
segregation as arising from women's dis-
continuous work history and from cultural
stereotypes ‘. .. which affect both
employers’ and women's atfitudes in a
mutually reinforcing fashion.” Her solu-
tions are of the kind likely to appeal to gov-
ermment commitieas, but are unlikely to
lead to equality in the labour force. A par-
ticularly thoughtless one is the suggestion
that special apprenticeship programmes
for women be instituted ™. . . at below mar-
ket wage rates.” The rationale for this is
akin to Ronald Reagan’s solution 10 unem-
ployment: low wages will be an incentive
for employers to hire inexperienced work-
ers. If this could have worked, it would
have done so long ago. Low wages for

women are part of the problern — hardly
the salution.

Other authots have equally short-
sighted solutions. Beatrica Reubeps and
Edwin Reubens fezl thar producing occu-
patipnal equality requires a more selective
approach than is postulated in current
legislation and court orders. To do this
there should be a concentration on cases
where employment is expanding. “Mean-
while, a great effort must be made to
improve the earnings in female intensive
occupations 50 that more men will be
interested in entering them and women will
be content to remain in them.” While itcer-
tainly js important to improve wages in
female occupations, atiracting men to
these occupations and keeping women in
them should not be why it 15 done. Econ-
omist Steven Sandell sees that one of the
basic problems is that women do not pre-
pare realistically for their future livas.
Because of this women do not train prop-
erly and do not maintain appropriate
employment parterns. For him, labour
force inequality is a personal, individual
problem, therefore he sees government's
role in a rather limited way: “The most
imponant role government can play is to
ensure that today's young women are
aware of the consequences of labour force
withdrawal and lack of training.”

Many of the authors in the collection
point to the need to expand part-time work
to provide opportunities for women. The
assumption is that part-time wotk is good
for women and serves their needs. While
Carol Greenwald points out that it does
need to be equally available to men, she
ignores the disadvantages of this form of
employment and the complexities of wrying
to institute equal remuneration for part-
time work. Any study which looks at pan-
time employment should consider the pos-
sibility that pattems of pari-time work
which exist now may in fact indicate, not
the joys of part-time work, but severs
underemployment. The reasons why
women work part-time are far from clear
and often are not a matter of choice. One



cannot rule out the very plausible possibil-
ity that women cannot find full-time work
because the work is not available, or they
face discrimination in full-time markets.
Greenwald dwells on the advantages of
part-time. work (o both the employer and
the employee, and virtually ignores all of
those factors which make part-time work a
specifically exploitative {abour situation.
The appeal of pant-time work is uoder-
standable: in a limited way it does seem to
be a soluticn to the dual labour role of
women. And, if it were possible to get men
working part-time too, then perhaps they
wouid take on some of the burdens in the
home. But what is appealing about part-
time work to the employer is that there isa
tremendous cost-advantage through pay-
ing part-time workers lower wages and
fewer benefits than full-time workers.
When these benefits disappear through
having to pay pan-time workers on a pro-
rated basis, there is a nasty tendency for
pat-ime wock to dry up. It is surprising
that nonc of the authors have approached
the problem of the dual labour role of
women in a more universal way which
would be less disadvantageous 1o women,
One solution could be a general reduction
of the length of the work week for all work-
ers.

The authors who deal with education
and employment see career education as
the pivotal issue for equality on the labour
force. Anita Mitchell names three major
inhibitors to the full employment of
women. They are *. . . women's concepts
of themselves as workers; their failure to
develop personal ireits and worker traits
that help them compete with men for exist-
ing jobs; and stereotypical role expecta-
tions in the community.” That is, with
insight women (all by themselves and per-
sonally) can lick the system. I do not want
to imply that career education is unimpor-
tant, but it is necessary to have a less
simplistic understanding of why things are
wrong and to recognize the limits of educa-
tion as a solution. Pamela Ann Roby for-
tunately does just this. In her article on
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“Vocational Education” she states that
“... lack of training and education has
been overemphasized as 8 cause of unem-
ployment and povesty.” But she docs show
in a graphic way the sexist nature of voca-
tional programmes in the United States and
their effect on females.

Changing Places: Men and Women in
Transitional Occupations by Carol Tropp
Schreiber is a more serious book than the
dust-jacket blurb would lead one to
believe. It is mn excellent examination of
females and males in sex-atypical jobs.
While studies of this type have been done
before, this one is unusual in that it is not
about women who move into high-status,
high-paying, professional jobs usuaily per-
formed by men or about men who move
into nursing or social work. Rather, she
looks at males in typically female clerical
jobs and females in typically male biue-
collar or technical jobs. One of the most
intercsting findings in this study is that the
stress associsted with moving isto sex-
atypical occupations does not have a nega-
tive effect cither op performance or on
employee satisfaction with the job. This
finding is contrary to most accepted beliefs
ebout the major problems in instituting
affirmative action programmes. While the
author is very cautiovs about making any
general claims about the findings in her
study, she does show that when affirmative
action programmes are properly instituted
they can work. Its success notwithstand-
ing, the programme which Schreiber
studied was decimated by the larger prob-
lem of a declining national economy.
Many pasticipants in a demonstrably suc-
cessful programme were soon out of work
again: they had been the last hired,

Itisnot a lack of knowing what kinds of
changes are necessary to make life better
for working women. The problem is that
change is painfully slow, and the final arhi-
ter of any policy designed to help women is
an economy in which the vagaries of the
market are supreme. Trying to mould
women so that they will fit the needs of the
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market is unlikely to produce equality. The
effectiveness of equal pay legislation and
even affirmative action is highly questiona-
ble when demand for labour is decreasing.
Nevertheless, one should not underes-
timate the importance of strong direction
from govemment to improve the female
labour position as in Sweden where even in
times of increased unemployment women
have continued to improve their labour
force position. A government committed to
equality can make an important difference.
For this reason governments must continue

to be pressed to provide more equitable
legistation and employment policies. But
at the same time it becomes increasingly
important to examine carcfully the eco-
nomic context in which various program-
mes and laws are being implemented.
Although it is still necessary to address
specific needs and to redress specific
grievances, an understanding of the eco-
nomic context of the problems will better
explain why the successes are so minitmal.
It may also point to a more comprehensive
approach ta the whole issue of equality.

labour history research.

A Social History of Canada’s Labour Press

I am now researching the role of Canada’s labour press in the development
of social legislation for my masters thesis on the topic.

I intend to review all the major labour papers. I hope to provide a
glimpse at our fine tabour press heritage — the vitality, political siants,
editorial uniqueness, and even graphic appearance of labour papers. All of
this falls within the context of a thesis on the role of our labour papers in
pressing for progressive social legislation in areas like social security,
health and safety. education, women and child labour, and housing.

Uncovering this social history of the labour press presents an enormous
research task. To accomplish it, I am asking CCLH members io provide me
with any information (sources, names, published and unpublished Wwrit-
ings) on the labour press and its history. Your own views on the subject are
also most welcome. Perhaps you have letters from a particularly interest-
ing and abie former editor on the role of the labour press? What role do you
think the labour press has played in our social development? Has the labour
press improved or worsened as a medium of social change since 18677
What is the social role of the labour press today? Will the labour press
disappear as a result of increased use of television as a labour movement
tool for social awareness? Other comments, suggestions?

By responding to this request as soon as possible, you will help me
immensely to contribute what 1 hope will be a useful addition to Canadian

Ron Verzuh,

201 Primrose Ave.,
Ottawa, Ont,
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