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Fair Play or Fair Pay?
Gender Relations, Class Consciousness,
and Union Solidarity in the Canadian UE

Julie Guard

UNION SOLIDARITY was a topic of heated debate at the United Electrical, Radio and
Machine Workers’ (UE) District Council meeting of June 1954, held in Peterbor-
ough, Ontario. One after another, the women delegates rose, in a carefully orches-
trated display of gender solidarity, to demand that the union take immediate action
on its long-standing promise to fight for equality in the workplace. The women
who comprised almost a quarter of the UE’s membership would not be mobilized,
the women council members warned their fellow delegates, unless there was a
significant improvement in the men’s support for women’s rights. “Women's rights
is one of our biggest fights in the union today,” Theresa Murray stated. Ivy Harris
concurred:

Onr union has an obligation — far greater today than ever before to ... {take] up the problems
of women's right(s] ... and bring ... our women members closer to the union and ... into the
fight on all fronts .... The struggle against injustice and inequality as they immediately affect
women ... cannot be regarded as being for the special benefit of women but must be
understood for what it is —a struggle to strengthen the position of the workers as a whole.

Castigating the men for giving only “lip service” support to women's struggle,
women delegates argued that women’s issues were not a “special problem,” but a
valid concern of the whole union, and called on union leaders to make equality for
women workers a priority. “The union does not give enough attention to the girls’
problems .... It is time the union got down to brass tacks and did something for [the]

Julie Guard, “Fair Play or Fair Pay? Gender Relations, Class Consciousness, and Union
Solidarity in the Canadian UE,” Labour/Le Travail, 37 (Spring 1997),149-77.
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girls,” declared Audrey Hisson. “What we need now is action,” urFed Evelyn
Armstrong. “[W]e have talked and talked — now is the time to start.”

These women, members of an elite cadre of activists within the Canadian UE,
are the embodiment of an historical oxymoron. In an era that defined female
respectability in terms of domesticity and maternal responsibility, and blamed
wage-earning women for a vast array of personal and social ills, including family
breakdown, male impotence, and juvenile delinqm:ncy.2 they were staunch union-
ists who drew self-confidence and a sense of entitlement from their experience as
workers. In the chill of the cold war, they passionately endorsed class struggle and
publicly aligned themselves with a notoriously “red” union. During the period
considered to be the trough of quiescence between the first and second waves of
the feminist movement, they promoted gender consciousness within their union,
led political lobbies for equal rights, and campaigned for gender equality within
their communities.® Rejecting prevailing notions of unionism as a masculine
activity in which respectable women played no part, they took an active and
aggressive role in strikes and other forms of labour militancy. And in response to
their leaders’ disparagement of women’s rights as a divisive issue that created
unnecessary conflict and threatened labour unity, they deployed the language of
union solidarity to demand men’s support in the struggle for gender equality,
insisting that the problems of women workers were integral to working-class
stmggle.‘

"United Electrical, Radio and Machine Workers of America, District Five, National Archives
(hereafter UENA) District Council Meeting 19-20 June 1954, transcript minutes, 2-3, 7-8,
48-9.
ZKatherine Amup, Education for Motherhood: Advice for Mothers in Twentieth-Century
Canada (Toronto 1994); Mary Louise Adams, “The Trouble With Normal: Teenagers and
the Construction of Sexuality in Post-War Canada,” PhD Thesis, University of Toronto,
1993; Margaret Hillyard Little, “No Car, No Radio, No Liquor Permit: The Moral Regulation
of Single Mothers in Ontario, 1920-1993,” PhD Thesis, York University, 1993; Veronica
Strong-Boag, “Women With a Choice: Canada’s Wage-Earning Wives and the Construction
of the Middle Class: 1945-60,” Journal of Canadian Studies (forthcoming), Spring 1995.
In addition to the Canadian work, there is a considerable body of American scholarship in
this area, which includes, Wini Breines, Young, White and Miserable: Growing Up Female
in the Fifties (Boston 1992); Barbara Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men: American Dreams and
the Flight from Commitmens (Garden City, NY 1983); Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound:
American Families in the Cold War Era (New York 1988).
3Recent studies of UE women in the USA argue that a similar, although not identical, situation
prevailed there. See, Lisa Kannenberg, “From World War to Cold War: Women Electrical
Workers and Their Union, 1940-1955," MA Thesis, University of North Carolina at
Charlotte, 1990; Nancy B. Palmer, “Sexuality and War Plants in the 1940s: Working Women
‘Invade’ Male Factories,” paper presented at the Ninth Berkshire Conference on the History
of Women, Rutgers, NJ, 1993,

is representation of class consciousness contrasts with arguments advanced by a number
of scholars, who suggest that female gender consciousness and class consciousness arc
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These untimely assertions of gender-conscious trade unionism were predi-
cated on an unusual combination of factors, one of which was women's relative
security in the electrical industry workforce. The large electrical companies that
hd.byﬂnl%xhwvedmrmnopohmconﬂolovatbemdlmhad
meogmudqmeuﬂyﬂ:eadmugesofanploymgfemlewm Womea were
considered ideal for many of the jobs in electrical manufacturing, particularly those
demanding attention to detail and dextrous fingers. Even more importantly, women
were willing to endure the grinding monotony of such operations, and at lower rates
of pay than male workers. By 1937, whea the UE began organizing -electrical
workers in Ontario, women were an accepted and permanent component of the
elecumlworkface.andtheumonsmcnnunentmdbmningmwpuhadw
take women into account.® Indeed, as UE activists frequently reminded the mem-
bership, bargaining higher wages for women workers was not only good for the
female members of the union, it also served the interests of the men, for whom
hwer-pudwomenworkmeonsuunedabmkzonmalewagesmdupowuﬁalthreat
tomalc)obc

The strategic importance of accommodating women’s interests became even
more pronounced after 1939, whenCanadasenu'ymtoWoddWarnmﬂtedm
anevenlargerptopomonofwommthemdustry As in other industries, women

traditionally incompatible. The most recent Canadian to make this case is Ruth A. Frager,
Sweatshop Strife: Class, Ethnicity, and Gender in the Jewish Labour Movement of Toronto,
1900-1939 (Toronto 1992). For a more detailed examination of the evidence of female
gender consciousness in the Canadian UE, see, Julic Guard, “The Woman Question in
Canadian Unionism: Women in the UE, 1930s to 1960s,” PhD Thesis, University of Toronto,
1994.
SRonald W. Schatz, The Electrical Workers: A History of Labor at General Electric and
Westinghouse 1923-60 (Urbana 1983).
Caldwell, “The United Electrical, Radio and Machine Workers, District Five,

Canada, 1937 to 1956,” MA Thesis, University of Western Ontario, 1976, 22-74; UENA,
Organizers Reports, 1944-47 (incomplete); UENA, Hamilton Office, Correspondence, Gen-
eral, George Harris to Bob Ward, 21 January 1944; UENA, Local 527 Peterborough,
Correspondence, CGE, “Draft Organization Program for C.G.E.-Peterborough™; UENA,
1945 St. Catharines Office, Correspondence, N. Hamblin to Ross Russell, 26 March 1945;
UENA, 1946 Peterborough Office, Correspondence, Bob [Ward] to [Ross] Rus[ssell}, § May
1946.
7RuthMilknnn.wbosemldyislhcmningpoinlforanyexamimﬁonofthegendermhﬁons
in the UE, argues that this was the primary motive behind the union’s defence of women
workers, See, Ruth Milkman, “American Women and Industrial Unionism during World
War IL,” in Behind the Lines: Gender and the Two World Wars, Margaret Randolph
Higonnet, Jane Jenson, Sonya Michel, Margaret Collins Weitz, eds. (New Haven 1987),
168-81, and Gender at Work: The Dynamics of Job Segregation by Sex during World War
IT (Urbana 1987).

ion Bureau of Statistics, Canadian Labour Force Estimates 1931-1945, Reference
Paper No. 23 (Revised), (1957), Table 3, 17; UENA, 1946 District Council Five, Miscella-
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replaced men who had left their jobs to fight overseas, but they also filled most of
the new jobs in the munitions and military equipment plants set up by the giant
electrical firms, Canadian General Electric (CGE), Canadxan Westinghouse, and
Northem Electric, to meet wartime production needs.” But unlike those industries
in which women workers were a temporary, wartime phenomenon, women occu-
pied a secure occupational niche in the electrical industry that actually expanded
after the war in response to increased demand for small domestic appliances, radios,
and televisions. Throughout the postwar pcnod. women constituted between a
quarter and a third of the clectncal workforce,'? a proportion that was also reflected
in their union membershlp

The UE's attention to the interests of women workers was more than just an
effective strategy, however; it was also a reflection of the union’s politics. One of
the first unions to sever its ties with the American Federation of Labor (AFL) in
1935 to create the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), the Intemauonal UE
had both a history of militancy and a reputation as a “Communist union.”'? The
American government’s anti-communist labour legislation, the Taft-Hartley Act
of 1947, together with the targeting of UE leaders and activists by the House
Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) facilitated the development of an
anti-communist faction within the International UE that diluted the union’s Com-
munist tendencies.”

Like its American International, the UE’s Canadian division, District Five, also
faced anti-communism. Union leaders’ refusal to moderate either their rhetoric or
their militancy guaranteed acrimonious relations with such opponents as Labour

neous Materials, “Employment and Earnings of Women in Canada”; UENA, 1946 District
Five. Research Bulletins, UE Research, 1, 1 (April 1946).

Royal Commission on Canada’s Economic Prospects, 1957, Studies, 12, The Canadian
Electrical Manufacturing Industry, by Clarence L. Barber (Ottawa 1956), 2-5.
10z A. Knox, C.L. Barber, and D.W. Slater, The Canadian Electrical Manufacturing
lndustry An Economic Analysis (Kingston 1955), Table 2.17, 40.

YCanada, Department of Labour, Labour Organization(s) in Canada, 1941-195S; UENA,
1944 Bulletins and Letters, Miscellaneous, “UE Locals and Organized Shops in Canada”;
UENA, 1945 Government Correspondence, Department of Labour, Correspondence, 1947;
UENA, 19th Annual Convention, Miscellancous Materials, “Materials for UE Canadian 1955
Convention”; UENA, 1956 Govermment (Federal) Department of Labour Correspondence,
“Canadian Department of Labour, Economics and Research Branch, Report on Labour
Organmnon
2Irvmg Martin Abella, Nationalism, Communism, and Canadian Labour: The CIO, the
Communist Party, and the Canadian Congress of Labour 1935-1956 (Toronto 1973), 44-53,
66-85, 168-87; Gad Horowitz, Canadian Labour in Politics (Toronto 1968), 24-8, 89-92;
Richard O. Boyer and Herbert M. Morais, Labor’s Untold Story (New York 1955), 350-70;
James J. Matles and James Higgins, Them and Us: Struggles of a Rank-and-File Union
sEnglcwood Cliffs 1974), 169-242.

Kannenberg. “From World War to Cold War,” 43-4; Schatz, Electrical Workers, 176-9.
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Minister Humphrey Mitchell and Trade and Commerce Minister C.D. Howe, who
was instrumental in the 1941 internment of Canadian UE President C.S. Jackson
under the War Measures Act.!* It also enraged powerful members of the labour
establishment, who denounced the union publicly and engineered the UE’s suspen-
sion from the Canadian Congress of Labour (CCL) in 1949. Indeed, the UE
remained estranged from the mainstream institutions of the labour movement until
its request for affiliation with the CCL’s successor, the Canadian Labour Congress
(CLC), was accepted in 1973."° But, with the possible exception of Québec,'®
Canadian Communists were never subjected to the intensity of state harassment
endured by their American counterparts, and UE District Five was able to withstand
attacks from the right.'” From its founding in 1937 until its merger with the
Canadian Auto Workers (CAW) in 1992, the Canadian UE maintained close and
resilient ties to the Communist Party of Canada (CPC). All of its leaders and most
of its activists either held Party membership or maintained less formal ties as fellow
travellers and sympathizers. In concert with the CPC, the UE endorsed policies that
identified class antagonism as the fundamental relation between labour and capital,
and equality among workers, “regardless of craft, age, sex, nationalitx. race, creed,
or political beliefs,”’® as the comerstone of working-class struggle.'

The advantages for women of this combination of pragmatism and principle
became particularly evident at war’s end, when government, business, and labour
demonstrated a rare unanimity in endorsing women workers' expulsion from the
workforce to make way for returning male veterans. Like much of the labour
movement,” the UE had vigorously supported women’s equal right to jobs at rates
of pay equivalent to those of men throughout the war years. But while most unions
abandoned their wartime demands for equal pay for women workers in the postwar
period in favour of strategies intended to protect male jobs and wage levels, often

MUENA, “UE Canada: 40 Years,” 13; UENA, “UE:20 Years of Progress,” 18-19; Doug Smith,
“The Defence of Canada: Civil Liberties during World War I,” Transcript of Ideas
Broadcast, 6-7 February 1991 (Toronto 1991), 17; William Repka and Kathieen Repka,
Dangerous Patriots: Canada's Unknown Prisoners of War (Vancouver 1982).
lsAbclla. Nationalism, Communism, and Canadian Labour, 54-65, 106-10, 148-67;
Caldwell, “UE,” 62-74; Canada, Department of Labour, Labour Organization, 1941-72.
165ee Merrily Weisbord, The Strangest Dream: Canadian Communists, the Spy Trials, and
the Cold War (Toronto 1983).
"Terry Copp, The IUE in Canada: A History (Elora 1980).
18ENA, “District Five Constitution,” 1947, “Preamble,” 3.
19 Abella, Nationalism, Communism, and Canadian Labour, 140, Bill Walsh, Interview, 12
November 1993.

ing the war, support for equal pay for women workers was almost unanimous. At its
1941 Annual Convention, for example, the Trades and Labour Congress reaffirmed its
commitment to equal pay. Sec, Canada, Department of Labour, Labour Gazette (1942),
1043,
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at the expense of female workers,”! the UE stepped up its campaign for gender
equality in the workplace in the mid-1940s. Suggesting that the government
propaganda urging women back into the home had more in common with the
fascism Canada had so recently struggled against than the democracy it had fought
to preserve, the union proposed a policy of full employment — “jobs for all who
need or want to work”™ — as an alternative to laying off women workers. Speaking
at public meetings, on community radio broadcasts, and in the daily press, UE
activists argued that postwar unemployment, reduced wages, and housing short-
ages were not the fault of women workers, but rather the result of government
policies that advanced the interests of business regardless of the cost to ordinary
peoplc.” Canada’s hopes for “a lasting peace, rising living standards, and ever
greater political freedom,” they argued, depended on labour unity.?* As a 1944
pamphlet, To Win the Peace: The UE Plan for Canadian Prosperity in the Post-War
proclaimed, class unity — “no division between the war worker and the serviceman
and woman” — was the most powerful weapon in workers’ defence against
“reactionary” capitalism.”

2IE}len Scheinberg, “The Tale of Tessie the Textile Worker: Female Textile Workers in
Comnwall during World War I1,” Labour/Le Travail 33 (Fall 1994), 153-86; Pamela
Sugiman, Labour's Dilemma: The Gender Politics of Auto Workers in Canada, 1937-1979
(Toronto 1994); Shirley Tillotson, “Human Rights Law as Prism: Women’s Organizations,
Unions, and Ontario’s Female Employees Fair Remuneration Act, 1951,” Canadian His-
torical Review, 72, 4 (1991), 532-57.

A, 1944 Toronto Layoff Conference Matcerials, “Brief from the Toronto Conference
on Immediate and Post-War Employment to the Toronto City Council,” 5; UENA, 1946 Press
Releases and Letters to Editor, Press Release, 23 November 1946, “Union Leader Hits at
1947 Tax on Working Couples.”

ByUENA, Political Action, Local 512, correspondence, 13 December 1944; UENA, 1944
Kingston Office, correspondence, 18 December 1944; UENA, 1944 United Labour Commit-
tee on Immediate and Postwar Employment; UENA, 1944 UE News, Canadian Material,
“Press Release,” 29 September 1944; UENA, 1945 Local 512 Toronto (Composite), corre-
spondence, 5 September 1945; UENA, 1945 Bulletins and Letters, Ottawa Delegation Re:
PC1003, April 1945, “Memorandum to the Government of the Dominion of Canada”; UENA,
1945 PAC materials; UENA, 1946 Veterans' Welfare Committee, agenda and resolutions,
17 March 1946; UENA, District Council Meeting, 28 April 1946, minutes, “Resolution on
Employment of Married Women in Industry,” correspondence, George Harris to Premier
George Drew, 6 May 1946, George Harris to Prime Minister Mackenzie King, 6 May 1946;
Correspondence, D.R. Michener to George Harris, 31 May 1946; UENA, 1947 Radio Scripts
and Speeches, “UE News on the Air,” 6 March 1947, untitled radio script, 17 March 1947,
z‘U!ZNA, (1945] District Five Annual Meeting, 19-20 October 1945, “Officers’ Annual
Report,” 30.

2"'UIB‘IA, Pamphlet, To Win the Peace: The UE Plan for Prosperity in the Post-War, (Toronto
1944), 13.
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Women's equality was construed, within this formulation, as both a matter of
social justice and a prerequisite for class unity. This position was by no means
unique to the UE. Women's specific and especial oppression under capitalism had
long been integral, although not ceatral, to the left’s critique of class relations.?
But, as Joan Sangster has compellingly argued, the CPC’s expression of women’s
oppression in terms of the “woman question” mdnncommumsmlocatedfcmalc
inequality within class, rather than gender, relations.”’ The Party, moreover,
proscribed political mobilization by women on the basis of their gender interests
on the grounds that making common cause with middle-class women was mis-
guided and erosive of class solidarity. UE leaders’ and activists’ exhortations to the
membership to ignore distinctions between and among workers as largely irrele-
vant and potentially divisive echoed Party doctrine. Only by focusing on their
common exploitation, they argued, could workers overcome employers’ efforts to
divide and weaken them and struggle successfully against the injustices of capital-
ism. Female unionism was thus legitimated by a construction of solidarity that
identified women's interests as arising primarily out of their roles as workers and
their membership in the working class, and denied that gender was a distinction
that mattered.

On the one hand, the UE's argument that sex discrimination was simply an
employer strategy to extract greater profits from working people’s labour justified
special efforts to recruit women and encourage their participation in the union. But
on the other hand, it obscured umomss recognition that union culture often
appeared alien and hostile to women, 2 and that the commitment expected of union
officers and staff was incompatible with women’s maternal and domestic respon-
sibilities. Consequently, while a number of women rose to prominence within the
union, and a notable few earmed lcputauons within the labour movement for their
advocacy of women'’s equalnty, women held disproportionately few positions

%The classic example is Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and
the State (London 1986, first published 1884). Equally venerable is Juliet Mitchell, “Women:
The Longest Revolution,” reprinted in Karen V. Hansen and Ilene J, Philipson, eds., Women,
Class, and the Feminist Imagination: A Socialist-Feminist Reader (Philadelphia 1990),
43-73.
Zjoan Sangster, Dreams of Equality: Women on the Canadian Left, 1920-1950 (Toronto
1989).
ZThere is an emerging literature on the masculine culture of unions; for example, Patricia
Cooper, “The Faces of Gender: Sex Segregation and Work Relations at Philco, 1928-1938,”
in Ava Baron, ed., Work Engendered: Toward a New History of American Labor (Ithaca
1991), 320-50; Elizabeth Faue, Community of Suffering and Struggle: Women, Men, and
the Labor Movement in Minneapolis, 1915-1945 (Chapel Hill 1991); Joy Parr, The Gender
of Breadwinners: Women, Men, and Change in Two Industrial Towns, 1880-1950 (Toronto
1990) Sugiman, Labour's Dilemma, esp. Chapter 2.

“Evclyn Armstrong Inducted to Labour’s Hall of Fame,” UE News Bulletin, 2, 18 (6 May
1991); Linda Torney, President, Labour Council of Metropolitan Toronto and York Region,

——
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within the union hierarchy and were significantly under-represented as delegates
to union meetings and conventions.”

There is no evidence that women objected to this construction of equality in
the period during and immediately after the war, although the records occasionally
offer hints that women were concerned about the lack of female representation at
union meetings and on local and national executive boards. In 1944, for example,
Brida Gray, President of Local 514 and the sole female member of the District
Executive Board, recommended the creation of a special fund to encourage women
to take a more active role in the union by enabling them to attend annual conven-
tions.>! There is no evidence that any action was taken by the Board. By the late
1940s, however, an informal network of women had formed within the union that
began directly to challenge the union processes and structures that privileged men
and disadvantaged women, implicitly questioning whether their interests could be
served by a construction of class unity that denied the relevance of gender.

Most of these women worked in shops where women constituted a majority
of workers: large CGE plants like Toronto’s Davenport Road, Royce Avenue, and
Dufferin Street plants and Hamilton’s Aerovox plant, as well as a number of smaller
factories, like Toronto’s International Resistance and Oakville’s United Carr
Fastener; or where there were large concentrations of female workers, like the giant
Westinghouse plant in Hamilton, Peterborough’s huge CGE plant, and Toronto’s
Amalgamated Electric and CGE Ward Street shops.* Ironically, the female-domi-
nated shops where this critical consciousness took root were the product of an
employer wage strategy that defined certain kinds of operations as work that only
women could do.> Women workers, as a result, tended to be concentrated in

personal correspondence, 12 April 1994; “Des Lumieres dans la Grande Noirceur,” film
directed by Sophic Bissonette, Cinema Libre, Montréal, 1991; Nicole Lacelle, Madeleine
Parent Léa Roback Entretiens (Montréal 1988).

tween 1944 and 1955, women constituted an average of 13.5 per cent of delegates to
District Council meetings and 11.7 per cent of delegates to Annual Conventions, although
they represented about a quarter of the membership. UENA, 1944 Bulletins and Letters,
Miscellaneous, “UE Locals and Organized Shops in Canada™; UENA, 1945 Government
Correspondence, Department of Labour (Federal), “List of Shops Under Contract with Local
Unions,” December 1945; UENA, Government (Federal) Department of Labour, Correspon-
dence, 1947; UENA, 19th Annual Convention, Miscellancous Materials, “Materials for the
UE Canadian 1955 Convention™; UENA, District Council Meetings, minutes, 1944-55;
UENA Annual Meetings and Conventions, minutes, 1944-55.

UENA, District Council Meeting, 13 February 1944, Minutes, 19.

Canada. Department of Labour, Labour Gazette (1946), 83; UENA, District Council Five,
Miscellanecous Materials, 1946, “Employment and Earnings of Women in Canada.” On
women in Peterborough’s CGE plant, see Joan Sangster, Eamning Respect: The Lives of
3YVage-I;‘armng Women in Small Town Ontario, 1920-60 (Toronto 1995).

Knox, Barber, and Slater, The Canadian Electrical Manufacturing Industry; Royal Com-
mission on Canada's Economic Prospects, 1956, The Canadian Electrical Manufacturing
Industry, 19. See also, Milkman, Gender at Work.
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particular kinds of jobe, such as in the manufacture of light bulbs, radio and
televmonmbu.wmdmgﬂ:eco:hofelecmcmown.mdmodwrnmnhropen
tions.>* In the absence of a union, these workers were acutely vulnerable to
exploitation, umnmbmgtoemploym demands for unpaid overtime, wage cuts,
and other abuses.®® As part of the UE, women turned their segregation to advantage,
developing female support networks within their shops and electing women to
positions on their local executives.
Althwghmemeo:dsmggestthaumhuvelyhrgepmpomonoffemﬂeumon
members were both wives and mothers, most of those who made a long-term
commitment to union activism were neither. As in other unions, service to the
union, whether in an executive position or as a member of the union staff, demanded
enormous personal sacrifice and was normally incompatible with family responsi-
bilities. Yet those women who were willing to make such sacrifices found within
the UE the chance for lifelong carcers as union activists. Some, like Evelyn
Armstrong, long-time President of Toronto’s CGE Local 507, Pluidentofthe
Toronto UE/GE Joint Board, and District Executive Council member,” and Léa
Roback, business agent of Montréal RCA Local 531, became outspoken advo-
cates for women's rights, using their influence to push their union brothers toward
a more gender-conscious vision of working-class struggle. Others, like the formi-
dable Jean Vautour, staff organizer and sometime partner of UE President C.S.
Jackson, endorsed a more orthodox view of the “woman question” in the union.®
But whatever the differences in their interpretations of gender equality, their call
for a larger role for women in the union was unanimous. Supported from behind
the front lines by the efforts of UE Research Director Idele Wilson, who applied
her organizing and research skills to expose the gender bias in the activities of both

34UENA, 1953 Annual Convention, Draft Minutes, 98; UENA, District Council Meeting, 14
June 1953, 5, 7; UENA, District Council Meeting, 19-20 Junc 1954; UENA, “Report on
Women in Industry,” (1954); Denise Thibeault, “Women Workers, the United Electrical,
Radio and Machine Workers of Canada (UE), and the Electrical Manufacturing Industry
51945 -1955), undergraduate thesis, Queen's University, 1986, 17.

SCaldwell, “UE,” 19-21; UENA, “20 Years of Progress,” (1956), 8.
35UENA, 1955 Conference on the Problems of Working Women, Program, 9; UENA, 1957
Conference on the Problems of Working Women, Responses to Questionnaires; UENA,

bhcxty Department, Women, Miscellaneous Correspondence, 20 June 1962.

3 Canadian UE News, 6 September 1989; Toronto Globe and Mail, 19 July 1962, “Women
are Prepared to Take Active Role in Activities of Union™; Linda Torney, President, Labour
Council of Metropolitan Toronto and York Region, personal correspondence, 12 April 1994.

Roback, Interview, 6 May 1993; UENA, 1947 Montréal Office, Correspondence, Léa
Roback to Ross Russell, 14 April 1947; UENA, “UE Canada: 40 Years,” 8.
James Leech, Personal Correspondence, 28 November 1993; Bill Walsh, Interview, 15
November 1993; UENA, Applications for position as International Representative or Field
Organizer, 2 April 1943; Canadian UE News, 6 June 1990.
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employers and unionists,* these women created a strong female presence within
the union. They were often frustrated by the inherent contradictions of the union’s
policy of deliberate indifference to gender difference, but the tension between the
legitimacy they felt as union members and the invisible barriers they faced as
women was a catalyst for the female gender consciousness that emerged within the
union.

Separate Female Organizing

ONE OF THE FIRST INDICATIONS of this nascent feminism appears in the records of
the Radio Tube Conference held by the union in 1945 and attended by 1115
delegates, all of whom, due to the gendered designation of the work, were women.
The records of the conference indicate that the delegates discussed working
conditions, wages, and impending contract negotiations, rather than gender issues,
but their repeated references to their sex suggest an acute consciousness that, by
engaging in such strategizing, they were breaching the normal limits of proper
feminine behaviour. There is no indication, however, that they were ashamed of
this transgression; on the contrary, they planned to announce it publicly in the form
of a press release — “first time conference called on Radio Tube industry by girls”
— and to recruit actively other women.*!

The records are silent as to whether or not the women were able to sustain the
momentum generated at this conference by holding the subsequent industry-spe-
cific conferences they proposed, but conference organizers Jean Vautour and Idele
Wilson evidently recognized the advantages of such separate organizing for
women. Due largely to the efforts of these women, the UE held a Conference on
the Problems of Working Women in 1949, the first women’s conference organized
by any Canadian union. 2 Wilson and Leslie, aware of how the gender dynamics
within the union silenced and marginalized women, restricted the conference to
female delegates. As Wilson explained in a letter to UE activist Georgette Campeau,
“We believe that [women] will find it easier to get up and talk in an informal type

“OUENA, 1944 District Executive Board and Staff, Minutes and Materials, District Executive
Board Mecting 25 June 1944, Minutes, 5; UENA, “W” Miscellancous Correspondence, Mrs.
M.L. Ackerman, Women's Association for Progressive Action, to Idele Wilson, 13 Decem-
ber 1945; UENA, 1947 Local 514 Toronto (East End Composite), correspondence, Idele
Wilson to Mabel Fordyce, 22 September 1947; UENA, District Five Schools (Staff), [n.d.),
“The Electrical Manufacturing Industry in 1948”; “UE’s Idele Selected as Can. Labor
Expert,” Canadian UE News, 8 July 1949.

“IUENA, 1945 Bulletins and Letters, Miscellaneous, January to July, “Radio Tube Confer-
ence,” 30 September 1945.

4 A, District Council Meeting, 30 April-1 May 1949, Peterborough, ON, “Press Re-
lease,” 3 May 1949.
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ofmeeungwhacd)eydonothavetocompetewiththemomvocalmentogeun
opportunity to speak.

While the union’s male leadership promoted the conference with a series of
front page articles in the Canadian UE News, endorsing it enthusiastically as a
vehicle to encourage women’s participation in the union, men’s and women’s
statements in support of the conference reveal divergent assumptions about the
direction women’s involvement would take. In one of the Canadian UE News
articles published just prior to the conference, Wilson stressed the union’s respon-
sibilities to its female members, pointing out that “The job of ANY trade union is
to protect the rights — jobs, wages, working conditions — of all the workers ...
Working women are now (and have been formany years) an important part of the
working population.”(emphasis in original)* The purpose of the conference, she
maintained, was to empower women to take an active role in shaping the policies
and programs of the union: “Women have to establish their own place in the union.
Women have to express their own ideas ... if every woman who comes as a delegate
to our UE women's conference speaks even once afterwards in her own Local on
some issues she considers important — and ALL the members really pay attention
— then District Five will sunely make greater strides than the ones we are proud
of today.”(emphasis in ongmal)

Wilson’s belief that women had particular interests that, if integrated into the
union’s agenda, would significantly alter future policies, was not, apparently,
shared by the national leadership, who adhered more religiously to the Party line
on this issue. Director of Organization Ross Russell, who welcomed the conference
delegates, explained that the purpose of the conference was to open women's eyes
to the injustices of capitalism and encourage their participation in working-class
struggle: “until now, there hasn’t been enough of an understanding by the girls of
what role they have to play in this struggle, and ... that is part of the reason for this
conference.” Discrimination against women, Russell told the delegates, was no
different from racism, or discrimination against “foreigners”; it was a trick of the
bosses who “use this ptcjudxce question in order to get greater profits, for self gain
of the big industrialists.”* UE President C.S. Jackson, in his closing address to the
conference, went so far as expressly to deny the relevance of gender, asserting that
“it would be wrong to speak of this meeting as merely a conference of women —
it is more correct, and I certainly feel very much at home in doing so, in speaking
to this conference today, as a conference of representative union members from the

‘SUENA, 1949 D.C. Women's Conference, 18-19 June 1949, Toronto, ON, Miscellaneous
Correspondence and Materials, correspondence, Idele Wilson to Georgette Campeau, 7 June
1949, 1.

4 Canadian UE News, 17 June 1949, “UE Women Take Action,” 1.

4 Canadian UE News, 17 June 1949, “UE Women Take Action,” 4.

“SUENA, 1949 D.C. Women'’s Conference, 18-19 June 1949, Minutes and Reports, “Ross
Russell,” 34.
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broad circles of membership that make up this great District of the UE.”*’ Women,
in other words, were encouraged to support working-class struggle, but were not
expected to redirect it or to redefine its goals.

Although the official conference report warned members explicitly against

“separatist tendcncnes which would only isolate women from the general function
of the union,™® transcripts of the discussions among the 112 female delegates
reveal that, in the absence of men, women did, indeed, feel able to include union
men among the problems they faced as working women. Negotiating power
relations with their male co-workers and union officers, encouraging militancy
among other women, and evaluating the relative claims of married and single
women’s right to work were the principal topics discussed in the small group
sessions of the conference. Flo Farrance, an activist from Local 524 in Peterbor-
ough, summed up the discussion among the delegates in her report to Idele Wilson:

“men in the union do not seem to understand the girls[’] problems and therefore
do not fight for the girls. This gives the glrls the tendency to feel they are not
important enough for the men to bother about.”"¥

This lack of support by the men, the delegates agreed, was a serious obstacle
to women’s union participation. Helen Driscoll, an activist from Local 514 and a
worker at Toronto’s Amalgamated Electric, pointed out that women “have [a]
double struggle — [we] get encouragement in UE but still have to make [our] way
in [the] Local as women. [Four out] of 10 delegates to District Council are women

.. [and about five executive members are] womcn But not because of particular
help from men in the Local, rather in spite of it."*

Women also shared their experiences of female militancy within the union.
Even without the support of the men, they agreed, they had earned their credentials
as legitimate trade unionists. Several delegates pointed out that, in their shops, it
was the women, rather than the men, whose determination had won important
gains. The “men started the union, but it is the girls who keep it going,” according
to Aileen O’Brien of Local 515. Mary Stevens of Local 534 agreed: “[w]omen are
the fighters in the shop. Foremen used to have [me] creaking in [my] shoes with
sarcasm. Now [I am] determined to fight and get what we jolly well deserve. [I
wlill go back to fight, encourage the weak ones, and will get men’s support.” 3t

“TUENA, 1949 D.C. Women’s Conference, 18-19 June 1949, Toronto, ON, Miscellaneous
Correspondence and Materials, Minutes, “C.S. Jackson,” 1.
A, 1949 D.C. Women’s Conference, 18-19 June 1949, Minutes and Reports, “Report

onDnsmetFiveWomen s Conference, UER. & M.W. A" 9.

“UENA, 1949 Women’s Conference, Minutes and Reports, correspondence, Flo Farrance
to Idele Wilson, 26 June 1949.
S0UENA, 1949 Women's Conference, Minutes and Reports, notes taken of proceedings,
lSamnday] afternoon, (n.p).

1UENA, 1949 Women's Conference, Minutes and Reports, notes taken of proceedings,
[Saturday] afternoon, (n.p).
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But they needed — indeed, they felt they were eatitled to — the support of
their local executives. Isobel Turner from Local 507 pointed out that the provisions
in collective agreements meant nothing unless the (male) executive were prepared
to back them up. In her experience, however, the women could not count on their
elected representatives. Getting their rights depended on women “get[ting] hold of
(the] president and insist{ing] [that the] thing ... be cleared up and real seniority
foughtfor””Manyofthedeleptesmeedmatwomnenugiesmmo
ﬁequcnﬂydeplewdﬁghungwnhmemeumﬂneudwpsmhuthanagamuthe

Evenwnththesupponofomerwomen.facmgotfagmnstﬂwmenmd\esbop
or the local or district leadership, was a frightening prospect for most women.
Although anxious to encourage the participation of the women, often men in
leadership positions seemed insensitive in their dealings with them, and unaware
of the imbalance of authority inherent in unequal gender relations. Evelyn Arm-
strong, a woman who assumed almost mythic status as a fighter in the UE,
acknowledged how difficult she had found it to overcome her trepidation and speak
up at union meetings. In a 1949 Canadian UE News article plugging the upcoming
women's conference, Armstrong urged women to take a more active role in the
union: “Too long we have been sitting back and letting the men do our thinking
and talking — not because we lack ability — because we are often inclined to be
self-conscious; and reluctant to take the floor at our union meetings.” Armstrong
described her experience in terms that foreshadowed later feminists® analysis of
the unequal gender relations of mixed-sex discussions: “Here’s one example: I
know personally I have had what I thought was a good idea — but would hold back
only to"tsngaraBmthcrinmeLocal speak along the same line and put a good point
across.

Even the executive officers came up for a share of the women’s criticism. Flo
Farrance, in her report to Idele Wilson, identified union president C.S. Jackson as
presenting a particularly bad example of abusive male power. In a local meeting
evaluating the conference, Farrance informed Wilson, the delegates had only one
criticism, and that was of their treatment by “one Brother Jackson.” Indeed, “they
felt that he had soundly slapped their wrists. Because they were a little new at the
game and had made a mistake gave tum no excuse to call them amateurs and
company women.”(emphasis in onglnal)

Following the 1949 women’s conference, a series of setbacks directed the
attention of the leadership away from the particular issues of women. The UE's
hostile relations with the mainstream of the Canadian labour movement, and in

S2UENA, 1949 Women's Conference, Minutes and Reports, notes taken of proceedings,
Sunday afternoon, 2.

33Canadian UE News, 17 June 1949, “Step Forward, Union Girls!” 2

S4UENA, 1949 Women's Conference, Minutes and Reports, oonespondenee, Flo Farrance
to Idele Wilson, 26 June 1949.
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particular the leadership of the Ontario Federation of Labour and the CCL, resulted
in the suspension of the UE’s officers from the CCL’s Executive Council in March
1949, and the expulsion of the union in July. 35 At the same time, all the left-wing
Canadian UE delegates to the union’s International Convention in the USA were
refused entry into the US by American immigration officials, a move that effec-
tively severed tics between the Canadian district and its American parent, while
jeopardizing the re-election of the International’s left-wing slate of officers.
Meanwhile, the UE’s companions on the left were also under attack. The
International Mine, Mill, and Smelter Workers Union had recently been suspended
from the CCL, the combined forces of government, business, and the CCL were
about permanently to cripple the Canadian Seamen’s Union, and the CCL had
formally withdrawn from the left-wing World Federation of Trade Unions. In
addition, the Quebec Labour Board, under pressure from its own right-wing
members as well as Premier Duplessis, was withdrawing the certification of the
UE's Québec locals. Nor could the union look for help from its erstwhile social
democratic allies. The UE, along with its friends in the Communist Party, was at
loggerheads with the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (CCF), which was
attempting to win the affiliation of CCL unions and ofﬁcnally establish itself as the
“political arm” of the labour movement in Canada.”” In the midst of all this furore,
the “problems of women workers™ were all but forgotten.

Although a number of women delegates participated in the discussions at
district council meetings during the summer and winter of 1949, there is no
evidence that either they or the UE’s leadership directly addrcsscd the concerns that
had been raised by the delegates to the women’s conference.®® This inattention
provoked a rebuke from one of the women at the union’s annual convention in 1950
— the first public criticism of the union leadership by one of the women. Anne
Amaolo, an activist from Hamilton composite Local 520, pointed out to the
delegates, that “In the officers’ report there is only one page devoted to women,
and that is a graph, and no resolutions on women in the union. This is a serious
mistake — it is essential that we give attention to the problems of women working
in the industry and encourage their participation in the union.”®

The union’s 1951 convention attempted to address this oversight, passing
resolutions denouncing Unemployment Insurance discrimination against women
and calling for day care, publicly-funded recreational facilities for children, mater-
nity leave, equal pay, and secniority rights for women workers. As part of a
resolution on “Female Workers,” however, the delegates voted against “the estab-

SSUENA, District Council Meeting, 16-17 July 1949, minutes, 1-4.
A, District Council Meeting, 16-17 July 1949, minutes, 9-11.
UENA, District Council Meeting, 16-17 July 1949, minutes, 6-7, 11-4.
A, District Council Meeting, 16-17 July 1949, minutes; UENA, District Council
Meeung. 3 December 1949, minutes.
UENA, 1950 Annual Convention, minutes, 11.
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lishment of so-called women’s departments in industry.”® This position later
became a point of contention within the union and was, indeed, symbolic of the
different perspectives that developed within the union with the emergence of a
stronger gender consciousness among the women.

In 1952, the International UE produced a 39-page pamphlet on women’s status
in the electrical industry, entitled “UE Fights for Women Workers,” in which the
union reaffirmed its commitment to win equal pay and seniority rights for women
and to eliminate sex-specific job rates and categories. It also promised to advance
women in the leadership structure of the union, to “give special attention to
problems of married women growing out of family responsibility,” and to “cam-
pmgnforgommntﬁmmdchﬂdmm and “eliminate discriminatory
hiring practices.”®! At the union’s annual conveation that year, the officers of
District Five recommended the pamphlet as required reading, and harshly criticized
the Ontario government’s equal pay bill, promising to struggle hard for improve-
ments. As a minimum condition, Ross Russell told the delegates, “the top rate for
femalesshouldbeeqmltomemnmmumnteformalu.hmnotwendobjecnve,
heassmedmem,“bmnseemtobeaﬁnenmmedmeobjecnve A need for a
confucnoeonthespectﬁcproblemsfacmgwomwuexptusedbysomeoﬂhe
dekgaws,anddnofﬁmagteedmmmmbawomensoonfm

Despite these promises from the leadership, however, there is no evidence of
a concerted effort by the union to address the problems of the women during this
period. In the absence of action on the part of the national executive, the women
started to organize independently. By February 1953, women from the Toronto and
Peterborough CGE shops had convened a number of local conferences intended to
encourage women to share their concerns and develop solutions to their particular
problems. Evelyn Armstrong, who addressed the meeting as both an Executive
Board member and a delegate from Toronto CGE Local 507, told the February
District Council meeting that, although the turn-out of women to these meetings
wassmall the women who came expressed deep disappointment in the inaction of
”J)eople [who] made great speeches and went back to their locals and did
nothmg

A few of the male delegates laid the blame for this on the women workers,
contending that they “tried to get the women interested,” but that “the women are
not fully aware of the inequalities ... and do not understand how they are being
exploited.” “Our greatest problem,” one male delegate opined, “is how to activate
the girls.” Ivy Riley, a delegate from Local 514, disputed this analysis of the
problem and offered an alternative explanation: “I feel we need a lot more guidance

%UENA, 1951 Annual Convention, minutes, 7, 10-1, 29-30.

61y Fights for Women Workers,” 39,

2ENA, 1952 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 4, 49.

S3UENA, 1952 Annual Convention, minutes, 12, 17, 18, 23, 34-5.

S4UENA, District Council Meeting, 21-22 February 1953, transcript minutes, 9-10.
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from the District .... I do feel that the District should call a meeting, and that we
have a discussion on a program for such a meeting.” Joe Spence, who was a member
of Riley’s local and also Idele Wilson'’s partner, supported Riley’s position and
suggested that not only the leadership, but also the rank-and-file men were
responsible for this neglect. “The participation of the men ... inside the shop is a
big lack,” Spence offered. “The participation of women in our local is very good.”®

By October 1953, when the union held its annual convention, the women had
begun working together in informal, separate female groups, and were ready to
propose an alternative construction of the “woman question” in the union. Helen
Driscoll, a delegate from Toronto Local 514, told the assembly, “We had a little
meeting of the women in UE and we started to get to the bottom of what is the
question .... Many of the delegates still feel that the woman question is something
apart and in a little slot ... I certainly feel that this is very wrong.”® Her sentiments
were echoed by another delegate from the same local, Ivy (Riley) Harris: “I want
to stress the importance [of] the fight for women ... it isn’t [just] a fight for women,
it is a very serious problem .... We have to take it off the level of being a woman’s
problem and realize that it is a problem for everyone in this union.”’ Evelyn
Armstrong concurred: “We are not asking special favours. We are asking to be
treated with decency. We are not a special problem, we are part of the whole union
pmblcm.”‘58

The male delegates and officers at these meetings, with very few exceptions,
regularly condemned the exploitation of women workers and pledged to support
union struggles for women’s equality. But their arguments, reflecting those ad-
vanced by the male leadership and activists, conflated their own, gendered interests
with the interests of the membership as a whole, thus erasing the distinctly different
perspective on equality expressed by the women. Indeed, transcripts of the discus-
sions suggest that, while both men and women endorsed the principle of equal
rights, they understood the problem differently. The men, almost without excep-
tion, articulated their support for gender equality in the language of class unity,
urging the women to join with them in collective struggle against the abuses of the
employers, and particularly against their own exploitation. Women’s passive
acceptance of lower rates and higher production quotas, whether on ‘women’s jobs’
or on ‘men’s jobs’ that had been reclassified and given to women, male delegates
argued, was a problem for the whole union. In their own interests, and in the
interests of their male co-workers, women were urged to fight back and demand
fair treatment. The argument made by Bob Stevens, a delegate from Local 515 to
the union’s 1953 convention, typified this position. Stevens suggested that union
men should be working through the year to instill “a fighting spirit (in] the girls,”

SSUENA, District Council Meeting, 21-22 February 1953, transcript minutes, 10-1, 14.
A, 1953 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 93.

$TUENA, 1953 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 96.

S8UENA, 1953 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 99.
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so that when the local went into contract negotiations with the company, “we can
force a decent rate on these johc"‘Q

Forcing the employers to pay women wages equal to men’s represented, for
the men, both the achievement of gender equality and the uniting of workers’
interests in collective struggle. Meu's and women’s interests converged, delegate
George Rigby suggested to the union’s 1953 convention, in the demand for an end
to discriminatory wage rates, which not only exploited women’s labour but “were
a menace to the men’s rates.” The men in his local, Rigby told the conveation, had
won a higher minimum rate for female employees, but women'’s rights had not been
their primary concern. “When we tackled this problem,” Rigby candidly explained,
“the men did it for a very selfish reason” — to protect their own rates.”

Male leaders and activists construed the fight for equal pay for women workers
as consistent with the interests of all union members by arguing that it was also a
fight to protect male jobs. Lower wages for women, E. Campbell argued at the 1954
convention, encouraged companies to replace men with cheaper women workers,
who not only worked for less, but, “because of a girl’s ability to do ... a job faster
[could]nunmngﬂximtionatleasttwiceasfutmmatmmedmnbythemon
the [same] job.”’! Not only was speed-up deleterious to women’s health, Bob
Stevens suggested in support of this motion, but the “low wages paid to our women
workers gives the company evenguwrineenﬁve to break down men’s jobs more
and more and give them to girls.” “ Equal pay for women was thus represented, by
the male delegates, as the obvious solution to two problems: mobilizing the women
in their own self-defence, and protecting the prerogatives of male workers.

Arguing for equal pay on the basis of union solidarity was particularly, and
perhaps uniquely, successful in the UE because the deeply entrenched and long-
standing division of jobs according to sex secured women's place in the clectrical
manufacturing workforce. In other industries, where women were a minority of
workers, and where the gender designations of jobs were easily reclassifiable,
unions sometimes opted, instead, to oust the women, thus removing the threat of
wage degradation and creating more opportunities for male workers. Pamela
Sugiman details several instances of United Auto Worker (UAW) locals that
deployed this strategy in her recent study of the gender relations within the
Canadian UAW.” In the UE, where women were both numerous and secure, the
existence of a lower-paid cohort within the workforce acted as a brake on every-
one’s wages. Even without the ideological endorsement of women's equality

®UENA, 1953 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 96.
"YENA, 1953 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 97.
TIUENA, 1954 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 107.
T2ENA, 1954 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 101.
3Sugiman, Labour’s Dilemma, 127-34.
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insisted upon by the UE's Communist leadership, it would have made strategic
sense to support equal pay for women workers.®

Women unquestionably benefitted from the UE’s position on gender equality
in the workplace. The union’s almost legendary willingness to strike in support of
higher wages and better benefits, and its insistence that wage increases and benefit
packages apply equally to male and female workers, resulted in tangible gains for
all members. Periodically, the UE made a determined effort to narrow the gap
between male and female wages, and on at least one occasion, persuaded male
workers to accept a smaller rate increase in order to bargain a proportionately larger
increase for women.” By the mid-1940s, the UE could boast a smaller gender
difference in wages than existed in most other unions.”® UE women who continued
to work after marriage also fared better than many of those in other unions. Because
married women constituted a significant proportion of the UE’s mmbership,” and
since one of the most outspoken advocates of women's rights within the UE — the
redoubtable Jean Vautour — was herself a mother,”™ the debate over married
women’s entitlement to seniority rights was never as contentious as it became in
many other unions.

Women'’s relative advantage as members of the UE fell far short, however, of
the promised equality. Although support for equal pay was the central pillar of the
UE’s campaigns to recruit women as members, its achievement was a rare and
isolated exception, rather than the rule, in plants under UE contract. Indeed, the vast
majority of UE women achieved equal pay only after legislation prohibiting
discrimination on the basis of sex was passed in 1970, the result of an intensive
lobby in which UAW women (although not UE women) played a prominent part.”
Union men’s unselfconscious equation of their admittedly “selfish™ interests as
men with the collective good, and the refusal to acknowledge or accommodate
differences between and among union members, furthermore, underwrote a defi-
nition of class unity that justified sacrificing women’s particular interests when

4Ruth Milkman argues that strategic advantage, and not Communist principles, motivated
the UE’s qualified support for equal pay for women workers. See, Milkman, Gender at Work.
">Thibeault, “Women Workers, the UE, and the Electrical Manufacturing Industry,” 24-5.

"5Canada Department of Labour, Wages and Hours of Labour in Canada, Annual Reports,
1940-70; UENA, District Council Five, Miscellancous Materials, 1946, “Employment and
Earnings of Women in Canada™; UENA, 1955 District Five Conference on the Problems of
Working Women, Fact Sheet No. III.
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period before the 1950s, but in 1955, the UE's officers estimated that about one-third of the
female membership was married. See, UENA, 1955 Conference on the Problems of Working
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they conflicted with those of mea. Unionists’ principled adherence to gender
blindness was mediated by unchallenged assumptions that placed male breadwin-
ners at the centre of union policies.

The UE’s commitment to gender equality was severely tested, and found
wanting, over the issue of seniority rights. As an abstract principle, union leaders
fully supported women's right to equal seniority. In practice, however, not only
union leaders, but workers of both sexes were often resistant to allowing a woman
to take a man’s job, simply because she had more seniority. The legitimacy of
women's right to equal seniority was even more questionable in the case of married
women. Union leaders argued vigorously in favour of undifferentiated seniority in
principle, but the authenticity of these arguments was undermined by their evident
reluctance to endorse married women's entitlement to jobs. At the union’s 1954
convention, Ross Russell supported married women’s right to seniority in decid-
edly equivocal terms, arguing not that they were just as eatitled to seniority rights
as any other worker, but solely in terms of union principles. “The moment we start
tampering with [seniority rights] ... the moment you open this question to the
bosses,” Russell pointed out, you sacrifice the principle of indivisible seniority, and
it becomes possible for the employer to negotiate relative seniority rights on the
basis of skill, age, marital status, and even skin colour. “[In] the interests of each
and every one of us in the shop,” he enjoined the male members, “we should be
prepared to fight on this question, because we are not fighting for the mamed
women, and let’s understand that once and forall .. [but)mourownselfmtcrest.

Apparently unwilling to see male workers laid off in order to preserve abstract
union principles, men and leaders alike failed to make equal seniority rights or the
climination of the sex-specific job classlﬁcauons that prevented women from
“bumping” into men’s jobs bargaining issues.®’ Separate job categories and sepa-
rate seniority lists persisted in plants organized by the UE until the late 1970s, when
they were challenged by women workers newly armed with equal opportunity
legislation. And even then, according to Jill Jones, who was an active participant
in these fights, only a small nunonty of men actually supported women's efforts
to achieve workplace equa]xty

Gender Consciousness and the Fight for Women'’s Rights

FRUSTRATED by what they regarded as inadequate advancement toward the objec-
tive of gender equality, women activists launched an independent campaign for
equal rights in the early 1950s. Unlike the UAW women described by Sugiman
who, snmlarly frustrated, developed informal, parallel structures within the un-
ion,® UE women insisted that gender equality was an essential aspect of working-

‘“uam, 1954 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 113,
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class struggle and therefore a legitimate concern of union men. Fighting to have
their concerns recognized as important, indeed, crucial union issues, they explicitly
challenged the leadership’s articulation of the “woman question” in the union.
Speaking out at annual conventions, where union policy was debated and adopted,
women delegates argued that gender difference was far from irrelevant. On the
contrary, they told the men, women workers’ experience gave them superior
insights into the problems they encountered in the workplace because of their sex.
As Evelyn Armstrong explained to the convention delegates in 1954, “the girls are
the people who are the victims of this kind of thing, and are the people who can
best explain the situation and fight jt.m84 Using arguments that combined gender
consciousness with a call for solidarity, women delegates pointed out that women
workers were exploited by lower hourly rates, incentive bonus schemes, speed-ups
on the production lines, and unfair motion time studies (MTS), all of which
extracted additional labour from women at reduced cost to the companies. Employ-
ers, furthermore, took advantage of women's timidity and vulnerability to discour-
age them from secking union protection. Labour unity, and indeed, real manliness,
they suggested, dictated that the men make good on their promises of support and
lead the fight for women’s rights in the workplace.

The leadership’s policy of promoting gender equality and public advocacy of
women’s rights, the women delegates contended, had proved inadequate to solve
the problem of women workers. “Even to this [1953] convention,” Helen Driscoll
pointed out in her opening remarks on the resolution for “Equal Pay for Equal
Work,” “we had [only] two resolutions on the [woman] question out of the whole
District ... [and] material wasn’t available to bring the question to the [stewards’]
school.” One reason for this oversight, Driscoll suggested, was that the local
executives had failed to ensure that women had a voice within the locals by
encouraging women to take leadership roles or finding places for women repre-
sentatives in committees.®® When union issues are defined by groups comprised
only of men, Driscoll observed wrgy, their proposals “seem a little subjective,”
reflecting solely a male viewpoint.” Men, she suggested, tended to interpret the
issues differently than women. Indeed, in response to the position taken during this
discussion by Ross Russell, who argued that there were only “workers in the plant,
not women and men,”® Driscoll countered, “There are differences. Biological
differences.”®® Union men, she implied, had a responsibility to take these differ-
ences into account.

Men and women activists also expressed divergent views on whose responsi-
bility it was to lead the fight for equal pay and equal rights for women. Men usually

84UENA, 1954 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 103.
85UENA, 1953 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 72.
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described their role as supportive, as Bob Stevens did in 1953: “the women ... are
going to have to put up a fight themselves .... It's up to our stewards ... to show our
girls how to fight{.] [Olnce we show them and give them a little leadership we
won't have any trouble getting the girls to put up a fight for themselves. There will
be no holding them down.””

The women delegates rejected this argument, contending that not only were
men not providing the promised support, but that the fight for women’s rights was
the responsibility of the eatire union membership. May Dart, a delegate from Local
521, told the 1954 convention that, in her shop, women were subjected to abuse
and exploitation by the foreman because they lacked the “encouragement and help
[of] the men.”*® Evelyn Armstrong concurred: “The feeling I have and a lot of the
girls have is that we are being sort of patronized. Everybody agrees that equal pay
is a fine thing, but nothing is being done.” Women became active in the union,
Armstrong argued, despite the lack of support from the men. “The girls who are
active, they fight their way forward on their own.”®' Margaret McCoombes from
Local 507 agreed: “We need the backing of the men ... as well as the women in all
of our fights, which is something we don’t always get. Too often, when we start to
fight(,) we get slapped down.””* Vi Hastings, from Local 520, had the same view:
“I agree with Sister Armstrong, you don’t play ball with us — men don’t support
the women."”

In implicit challenge to the men who supported the policy of equal pay and
opposed the exploitation of women out of what was admittedly their own self-in-
terest, the women delegates argued that real labour unity demanded that the men
take responsibility for leading the fight for women's rights, rather than offering, as
Evelyn Armstrong expressed it, only “lip service to this question.” “The delegates,”
Armstrong charged at convention in 1953, “don’t seem to be taking the thing with
their teeth.” The men had been shirking their responsibilities as unionists, she
contended. “All we look for is leadership and help. We can’t be expected to do it
alone .... The bigger percentage of our union are women and they deserve the help
that you people can give them.”> Men’s failure to support the struggle for women's
rights was not only indicative of a failure of solidarity, Ethel Knight suggested to
convention in 1954, but raised questions about their masculinity. “We don’t call
them men in our shop,” Knight informed the delegates, “we call them Minos ...
‘Men in Name Only’."” Indeed, popular opinion notwithstanding, militancy was
not a gender-specific characteristic, according to Charlotte Shorthill, a Feranti
worker from Local 525 who pointed out, “when it has become necessary to take
$SUENA, 1953 Annual Convention, transcript minutes, 76.
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job action in the shop the women are ... a hell of a lot more militant than the men.”*
Even some of the men agreed with this assessment of their failure. Joe Spence from
Local 514 told the 1954 convention, “most of us realize that for a number of years
we have been paying lip service to the woman question.” But despite his self-criti-
cal tone, Spence’s proposals echoed those that the women activists had already
found to be inadequate: “I believe that if we ... encouraged women to take a position
in the union we will find they will solve many of the pmblems."”

The divergence between women activists’ articulation of the “woman ques-
tion” and that of the male activists and leaders was nowhere more apparent than in
the struggle at the union’s 1953 and 1954 conventions over the UE’s support for
the proposed Women’s Bureau of the federal Department of Labour. In preparation
for the 1953 convention, Local 514, a composite local covering several medium-
sized electrical plants in Toronto, including Amalgamated Electric, from which
many of the feminist contingent originated, submitted a resolution endorsing the
establishment of a Women's Bureau within the Department of Labour. The union’s
Resolutions Commiittee, however, which revised and prepared resolutions for
presentation to convention, deleted the endorsement. The resolution that appeared
at convention, calling for “Equal Pay for Equal Work,” included a substitute
provision urging locals to lobby for the Fair Employment Practices Act — which
was seen primarily as anti-racist labour legislation — to be amended to include
language barring discrimination against women.

Ross Russell, speaking for the national officers, argued in defence of this
decision on the basis of class unity. Russell explained that allowing the government
to establish a separate department for women would divide the workers, thus
“playing into the hands” of their class enemies. “We have workers in the plant, not
women and men. We are all workers. We have to fight for this position that women
are the same insofar as wages and these matters are concerned and what we are
trying to achieve is precisely that, equality for women."”

Helen Driscoll, Evelyn Armstrong, and Ivy Harris challenged Russell’s con-
tention that recognition by the union of gender difference would undermine class
unity. On the contrary, Driscoll argued, “It is[,] I think{,] a question of unity .... I
would recommend that [support for the Women’s Division] be a ogart of our fight
and it is our tcsponsibility to raise the fight throughout Canada.”'® Ivy Harris told
the dclegatcs, “it isn’t (just] a fight for women ... it is a problem for everyone in
the union.” Armstrong recommended that “a [womcn s] committee [be estab-
lished] in every local,” pointing out that it was not the role of “a ladies’ auxiliary
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to deal with these problems,” but the responsibility of the whole union.'® Driscoll
moved to amend the resolution to include the original motion of support for the
Women's Division, and it carried as amended.'®

In 1954, although the male leadership was still insisting that there was “not a
bit of difference” between the problems of women workers and any other union
issue,'% the women activists were actively pursuing a campaign of raising gender
consciousness within the union and forging feminist alliances between UE women
and other women’s groups. At the 1954 convention, Helen Driscoll reported that
she, Jean Leslie (Vautour), and Evelyn Armstrong had formed a small delegation
and gone to Ottawa to meet with Marion Royce, the newly appointed Director of
the Women's Bureau. Royce, Driscoll admitted, was clearly a privileged woman
who had probably never “seen the inside of a factory” and was “not used to
approaching things in the manner that women whoworkinindmtryhaveto.”'“
Having established that Royce did not qualify as an ally on the basis of shared class
interests, Driscoll assured the delegates that an alliance had nonetheless been
established between Royce and the UE women, and briefly outlined their program
for working from “below” to expand the scope of the Departmeat. Indeed, not only
had they forged an alliance based on their common interests as women, despite the
lack of a shared class experience, but the UE women, Driscoll explained, had plans
for further female coalition building. “We will have to join with other organiza-
tions, trade unions, and other groups such as the Business and Professional
Womenl[,] and it will be up to us to get unity on this question and take more
initiative.”!% Unity, indeed — but a unity based on gender, rather than class
interests.

The balance these women activists had achieved between gender conscious-
ness and unionism proved difficult to sustain, however. Prodded by the women to
stand by their promises of support, and reminded that “part of the weakness [of the
union] in the past has been that it was considered a women’s problem rather than
a union problem,” the national executive took a directive role in organizing the
next women’s conferences, held in 1955 and 1957.!”” But male support, although
necessary if the women's issues were to achieve recognition as mainstream union
concems, came with a price. Union leaders continued to define the problem in terms
of class, rather than gender, inequalities, and this perspective was reflected in the
issues that appeared on the conference agenda. Even more explicitly, the material
provided for delegates to the 1955 conference stated, “This conference is not a
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women'’s conference, but a Union conference. It is called by the Union to deal with
the particular problems of one very important section of our Union, our women
members.”'® And although the organizers assured delegates that they “need[ed)
to hear from the women who are attending this conference ... what they think are
the main problems of the women in our shops,” the dynamics and the organization
of the conference discouraged women from identifying their union brothers as part
of the problem.'®

The officers’ priorities were also different from those of the women who had
organized the 1949 conference. While acknowledging that “[t]here are many
problems which working women face which differ from those of male workers,”
the officers were concerned only secondarily with women’s rights. Most impor-
tantly, they asserted, “unless and until we begin to show more concem for these
respective problems we will not succeed in uniting these women behind the
union.”"!® Jackson acknowledged that the officers had been “extremely negligent
... giving not much more than lip service to the important issue involving the women
members in our union,” but construed the reason for addressing these issues as
“building greater unity of both women and men behind the general fight against
the carlnpany.” rather than correcting the inequities created by gender discrimina-
tion.

Indeed, women delegates were repeatedly reminded of their common class
interests, and even encouraged to question the value of alliances based on gender.
In his closing remarks to the 1955 conference, C.S. Jackson told the delegates that
“the union is the only instrument through which they can hope to get redress of
their grievances, and win improvements in their wages and conditions of work.”*'?
In contrast to the unthreatening environment of the all-female 1949 conference, the
records of the 1955 and 1957 conferences suggest that the presence of male
business agents and local officers in discussion groups silenced women and
undermined gender consciousness. In his report to conference secretary Jean
Vautour, UE organizer and discussion group recorder Tommy Davidson stated that,
in his group, “one male delegate said he strongly opposes married women working
during periods of unemployment. It seemed to me that the women delegates were
not prepared to argue with him.” Nor, apparently, were any of the men prepared to
speak in their defence. The women’s primary concerns, moreover, were relegated
to a mere postscript in Davidson’s report. Belatedly noting this omission, Davidson
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added, “I forgot the main point which was made by the delegates(,] especially the
women. They believe there should be a great deal more Local leadership. They feel
the Local leaders should spend more time on women(']s problems in the shop and
ngeleadenhlpmbowtoelectswwards,ukeupmevmcaumeeungsfor
women members, ctc. Ibehevethmwumemmpomtmade" 13

The redirection of the women's conferences away from gender issues was
reflected in women members’ declining interest in these conferences. In 1957,
conference organizers Evelyn Armstrong and Tom Campbell sent a circular letter
to the union’s area representatives, suggesting that “the reason why past Confer-
ences have not been as successful as they should have been is because the issues
around which the Conferences were called and the discussion around them were
pot reflective of the thinking of women working on the job.”!'* But the delegate
attendance at subsequent women’s conferences, and the relative absence of a
feminist critique of union policies, suggests that these efforts were rewarded with
only marginal success. Although 112 women had attended the 1949 conference,
only 49 women and 35 men attended the 1955 conference; 66 women and 26 men
attended the 1957 conference; some 80 women and 20 men attended the 1962
conference; and 56 women attended the l967confmnce,anofatotalmembuslup
averaging about 20,000 of which between 3,500 and 5,000 were women.'*

Nor did the gender analysis that inspired the women activists’ challenges to
their union brothers influence the mainstream union discourse, and union literature
continued to define women's issues in terms that minimized or ignored the problem
of unequal gender relations among union members. A circular letter to delegates
to the 1962 conference, for example, noted that “women workers have some
problems which differ from those of the male workers,” and recommended “sepa-
rate meetings for the women” in order to “encourage them to become more active
in the overall life of the union,” but not to facilitate the development of gender
consciousness.'® Even a 1991 Policy Statement on sexual and racial harassment
issued by the UE’s Human Rights Committee, which acknowledged that such
problems could arise within the union, rather ambiguously advised members to
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“put our policies straight and fight for our rights as united UE members who know
who our enemy is, not be side tracked to fight each other.”'!’

The absence of any significant gender analysis in even the most recent policies
of the UE suggests that the gender consciousness that was evident in the arguments
of women activists in the late 1940s and early 1950s remained a submerged
discourse, and was never integrated into the policies or rhetoric of the union. But
sisterly solidarity, although discouraged by the leadership’s insistence on a class
consciousness that could not accommodate opposing gender interests, did not
entirely disappear. Indeed, by the 1960s, UE women activists were not only publicly
aligning themselves with the renascent mainstream feminist movement, but articu-
lating a much needed, working-class perspective on gender relations.

This class-conscious feminism is evident in the UE’s brief to the Royal
Commission on the Status of Women, prepared collaboratively by the fifty-six
women delegates to the UE’s 1967 Women’s Conference, at the suggestion of the
Women's Committee, which included veteran unionist Evelyn Armstrong.'?
Drawing on a wealth of experience informed by decades of gender-conscious
struggle within the union, they enumerated a wide range of issues that had particular
significance for wage-earning women, from labour legislation to reproductive
rights. In terms that would now be characterized as socialist feminist, they called
on the Commission to endorse the International Labour Organization’s convention
on equal pay for equal work, argued against the inequities of the gender division
of labour in the workplace as well as the educational, attitudinal, and legal
structures that perpetuated that division, and urged remedial legislation to give
working women equal access to unemployment insurance benefits, including paid
maternity leave. They advocated, as well, government-operated, industry-funded
child care, extension of the grounds for divorce, and legislation making abortion
and contraception both a matter of personal choice and available without cost to
those in financial need. The submission paid particular attention to the needs of
sole-support mothers, urging supplements to widows’ pensions for each dependent
child and advocating levies on non-custodial parents (assumed to be fathers) who
failed to pay child support.

Their proposals for legislative and social changes to advance the status of
women addressed both the discriminatory assumptions implicit in notions of
gender difference and the ways in which working women were especially disad-
vantaged by the structural inequalities of class. The social injustices perpetuated
by capitalism, the submission suggested, were inseparable from those created by
hierarchical gender relations. They argued, moreover, that gender was not only
largely culturally constructed, but that it was constructed in the interests of capital.
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Public education had become the willing, f unwitting, slave of capital, through the
adoption of curricula that trained, rather tham educated people, in order to prepare
them to “occupy ... position[s] that [have}beea determined by the dominant forces
in society.” This (mis)education, together with various social institutions, tradi-
tional family structure, and women’s primsary responsibility for domestic work, lay
at the heart of women's secondary status in the workforce. The ideology of female
inferiority, however, obscured material and attitudinal barriers to women workers,
permitting employers to pay them lower wages and deny them benefits and
opportunities for advancement on the basis of gender differences that had been
taught.'” This was not simple discrimination, they suggested, but something far
more insidious. Quoting sociologist Oswald Hall, they concluded that it was “naive
to assume that major changes in the division of labour between women and men
eanoccmwithoutsomemssivewcommodaﬁomanotonlymepsycbol?ical
and cultural levels, but at the level of the major institutions of the society.”

Conclusion

AS ONE OF THE LAST ONTARIO UNIONS with a political culture -animated by
Communism's vision of an egalitarian society, and committed to class struggle, the
UE unflinchingly embraced unpopular policies in the name of social justice. In just
such a spirit did the union proudly proclaim itself one of the foremost advocates of
women’s rights in the Canadian labour movement. Ironically, the very politics that
underwrote the union’s unusually progressive position on equality obstructed
women’s attempts to extend the definition of workers' interests to include the
gender relations that shaped women’s experience of the union and the workplace.
Union leaders’ orthodoxy tied them to a one-dimensional view of class that
precluded validation of the various aspects of identity out of which their diverse
membership was constituted. In the name of solidarity, differences were subsumed
beneath an overarching, unilinear definition of class interest that rested solely on
workers’ exploitation under capitalism, and rendered gender, like all other con-
stituents of identity, incidental if not completely irrelevant.

The UE's policies in regard to women workers rested on a principled gender
neutrality that dictated a deliberate indifference to the sex of the worker. In some
cases, particularly those in which women were blatantly discriminated against in
wage levels and working conditions, this was an effective strategy, but it did little
to expose the pervasive sexism that undermined women’s claims to workplace
equality by defining “female™ skills as inherently less valuable than men’s and
women as contributory, rather than primary, breadwinners. Similar contradictions
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defined women’s roles in the union. Although the leadership constantly urged
womea to seek union office, and male staff engaged in much breastbeating over
the conslstently low female enrolment in leadership training schools run by the
union,'?! union men almost invariably attributed the small proportion of female
union activists to either personal choice or women’s natural reticence, rather than
to the inherent gender bias of union structure and culture.

Union men endorsed limited reforms intended to place women, along with
people of colour and members of religious and ethnic minorities, on an equal
footing with white, Anglo-Saxon men. But they saw overt discrimination, rather
than institutionalized power, as the problem. Women’s critical interpretations of
their union experience underwrote a divergent analysis of the nature of the
problems faced by women workers and the relation between gender and class
oppression, one in which their exploitation as workers and their oppression as
women were inextricably linked. Activist union women were, moreover, acutely
aware that unequal gender relations, in which both their employers and working-
class men were implicated, lay at the heart of the problem.

Refusing to choose between gender and class, UE women activists straddled
two worlds. Sufficiently empowered by the union's rhetoric of gender equality and
women's rights to collectively challenge the union leadership’s directives, women
activists had, by the mid-1950s, forged alliances with a wide range of women’s
organizations, both left-wing community groups, of which umon leaders approved,
as well as middle-class organizations, of which they did not."? Union men’s fears
that such alliances would undermine the women’s commitment to class struggle
appear, however, to have been unfounded. Although activist women appealed
repeatedly for wholesale reform of gender relations, including those within the
union, they continued to endorse working-class unity, even when identifying
themselves as class warriors diminished their credibility among their less class-
conscious allies.'Z And despite their evident frustration with the gender politics
within the union, they remained fiercely loyal to their union brothers.

But union men were unable, or unwilling, to share their vision. Through the
ensuing decades, the UE continued to endorse the principle of gender equality, but
made slow progress. The UE'’s failure to live up to the promises made to its women

121yENA, Educational Classes, “UE-CIO School 1944”; UENA, {UE] Summer School (1945];
UENA, 1947 Summer School; UENA, District Leadership School 1952, "Estimation of
District School, Submitted by P{eter] Hunter"; UENA, District Five School, 1953, correspon-
dence, 11 August 1953; UENA, District Five School 1955; UENA, District School 1957,
correspondence, 14 May 1957.

122\7ENA, 1945 Annual Meeting, Resolutions Adopted, “Community Work,” 6; UENA, 1946
“S” Misceilaneous Correspondence, circular letter from Stewart Smith, Controller, Toronto
Board of Education, 10 Septcmber 1946; UENA, 1951 Annual Convention, transcript
minutes, 9; UENA, 1952 Annual Convention, Minutes, 35-7; UENA, 1954 News Relcases,
1 July-31 December, “Press Release,” 5 March 1954, 1.

123Barbara Cameron, Personal Conversation, 9 April 1994,



FAIR PLAY OR FAIR PAY 177

members, and its inadequacy as a vehicle for advancing women’s rights, are at least
partially attributable to its leaders’ tenacious adherence to an outdated and inflex-
ible ideology of class struggle that could not accommodate the complex and
conflicted realities of workers’ gendered lives.
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