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Real freedom

Wormens berationandsocialism

Women's liberation has been at the centre of debate and controversy
for a decade. Hundreds of books, magazines, articles and reports have
investigated and appraised the position of women in modern society. But
has anything really changed? Women today seem to be as far, if not
further, from achieving social equality than they were 10 years ago.

In recent years the ‘back to kitchen sink® brigade has regained the
initiative once held by militant feminists, The women’s movement has
collapsed and attempts to revive its dynamic traditions have been all but
abandoned. The episodic activities of isolated groups of feminists have
become merely symbolic gestures — such as attacks on pornography shops

which avoid confronting the roots of women’s oppression.

The leadership of the labour movement, in the trade unions and the
Labour Party, has increasingly given up even token gestures of support
for women’s rights. At the 1982 Labour Party Conference the bureaucrats
simply displayed irritation at attempts to discuss the problems facing
working women.

So why another book exposing the subordinate position of women in
society? Our aim is not to state the obvious — that women are oppressed
by capitalism. We assume that the reader is sympathetic to the cause
of women’s liberation and set out to show the way to achieve it. This




book re-examines the oppression of women from a Marxist point of view.
Its object is to clear up the confusion that has clouded the question of
women's oppression and limited the effectiveness of struggles against it.

Much of the analysis and argument presented is new and it will
arouse controversy and disagreement. For that reason, we have sought to
substantiate the main lines of argument with staristical illustrations and
practical examples. To keep the text reasonably concise and accessible,
we have restricted the discussion to the British experience, However, we
are confident that the analysis and strategy outlined here have a relevance
to the position of women elsewhere,

Our main aim is to stimulate a reappraisal of existing strategies for
women's liberation and justify our call for a new movement. For too
long, women's struggles have been ghettoised. Reformist politicians and
ferninists have allowed vital issues of women's oppression to be isolated
from working class politics. Special conferences organised by the TUC
and the Labour Party in collusion with feminist activists have come and
gone, But they have simply reflected the divisions that prevail between
men and women in society, and done nothing to challenge them. We
want to turn the tables on the bureaucrats and the feminists and put the
fight for women’s equality at the centre of the class struggle. We want the
working class to fight for women’s rights; and we want women to take
their rightful place in the struggle to overthrow the capitalist system.

Real freedom opens with an assessment of the impact of the recession
on women — at work, out of work. in the home and in the spheres of
legal rights and public attitudes. It continues. explaining women’s sub-
ordination as a consequence of the privatised nature of women’s work as
housekeepers and child rearers in capitalist society. Chapter 3 examines
the inferior position into which women have been forced on the labour
market as a result of their hurden of domestic work. Next we assess the
experience of state intervention in the lives of working class women,
particularly exploring the restricted character of the legal rights that the
ruling class has conceded to women.

The record of the labour movement — particularly the trade unions
— on questions of women's emancipatian is assessed in Chapter 5, which
concludes with case studies of some of the major women’s strikes of the
last decade. Chapter 6 focuses on the women’s liberation movement,
and in particular, on the individualistic preoccupations that have rendered
it ineffectual in the cause to which its members are dedicated. Rea! freedom
concludes by outlining our perspective for 2 women’s right to work
campaign. We hope our readers will conclude that they should join us,
un
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Chapter|

men’s oppression today

The recession has had a devastating effect on women at work. Between
1970 and January 1982 the percentage of women officially unemployed
rose from 14 to nearly 30 per cent.” In addition, hundreds of thousands of
unemployed women simply do not bother to register, Current estimates of
the numbers of ‘hidden unemployed’ range from 300 000 of whom three-
quarters are women, to one million of whom 900 000 are women,? The
trend towards higher relative female unemployment is one of the features
of the last few years. As the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC)
reported, ‘unemployment has been increasing more rapidly amongst
women than amonst men in recent years'.

Throughout the “sixties and ‘seventies the number of women at work
increased. Between 1961 and 1974, while more than half a million women
were being thrown out of the production industries, another two million
were absorbed into the service sector. Even during the last two years of
the ’seventies female employment in the service sector grew by 227 000 to
9.5m.> However, by 1980, as the Government settled into its ‘medium-term’
strategy, the process was reversed. During the first two years of the Tory
Government the annual average percentage of unemployed women almost
doubled.®



Even part-time women workers became superfluous to the needs of
the system, Between September 1980 and September 1981, 197 000
part-time women workers were sacked. In the public and service sector
industries, in which most women work, the expulsion of part-timers
accounted for 84 600 out of a total of 170 000 redundancies.”

Not only are most part-time workers women, but the vast majority of
them are married women, Imprisoned in the home by family responsibilities,
their only avenue into the labour market is through part-time employment.
As part-time work has become more difficult to find, married women have
suffered most. Between 1976 and 1981 unemployment among married
women increased three-fold.

Table 1 Unemployment among married women (Annual average in 000s)

1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981
107.9 141.8 159.7 170.2 223.2 3226

Source: Department of Employment Gazette, January 1982, from Table 2.1

Total women’s employment in all industries and services fell by 678 000,
from 9341 000 to 8 663 000 between December 1979 and September
1981.% Now women workers' prospects are bleaker still. Sectors such as the
textile industry, traditionally a major source of female employment, are in
terminal decline. Courtauld, the biggest British textiles group, has cut its
UK workforce by 25 000 in the past two years.® The growth in public
sector employment, which accounted for a large proportion of the rise
in women’s jobs since the Second World War, has now halted. The civil
service has been reduced from 732 300 in April 1979 to 675400 in
January 1982, and further reductions are planned to bring the workforce
down to 630 000 by the end of 1983-84. This total reduction of 14 per
cent will leave the civil service ‘smaller than at any time since the Second
World War’.»® Employment in local government was cut by 70 000 jobs,
or three per cent, between March 1979 and September 1981: the Govern-
ment has not failed to note the relatively small percentage fall here, and
the March 1982 budget announced that “further savings are envisaged”.!*
The process of rationalising the public services is only just beginning:
women's employment prospects are seriously threatened as the state gears
up for another sustained attack. Things are little better for those left in
work. A woman worker’s lot still consists of the worst jobs, worst wages
and worst conditions,
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Room at the bottom

Women employees in the civil service account for four per cent of senior
management grades, between 70 and 80 per cent of clerical grades, and
almost 100 per cent of secretarial workers.2? In the same month that they
released these statistics and called for ‘affirmative action’ to redress the
situation, the civil service unions signed an agreement which ‘offers the
unions considerable consultation on the introduction of new technology,
though it acknowledges that it will result in the loss of a number of
jobs"** The computerisation of clerical work means that it is largely
female redundancies that the unions are happy to ‘acknowledge’ in return
for ‘considerable consultation’. The pattern of low-paid employment and
lack of positive union response is common to all sectors. The acceptance
of women's primary role as housewives, and the subsequent ‘acknow-
ledgement” that their jobs should be the first to go, has meant that as male
unemployment soars women are barely tolerated in the bottom layers
of the workforce. Equal Pay and Sex Discrimination Acts notwithstand-
ing, employers have found it easy to keep women trapped in the lowest
paid jobs.

Despite equal rights legislation, women's average pay in the public
sector has actually declined in relation to men’s. In the private sector, be-
tween 1978 and 1981, women workers’ wages rose by 2% per cent relative
to men’s — but this was more attributable to a fall in men’s pay than
to any rise in women’s.® By April 1981, women’s average earnings
were still less than two-thirds of men’s. While only 15 per cent of men
carned less than £80 a week, nearly 60 per cent of women workers’
earnings were below that figure.'® A recent survey of 17 sectors where
women’s employment is concentrated has revealed that between 1975 and
1981, in only five sectors had women improved their earnings compared to
the average man’s wage, while eight groups of women workers had actually
lost ground.'® Women’s pay as a percentage of men’s is steadily declining
towards the position in 1975, when the Equal Pay Act (EPA) was intro-
duced. Equal pay legislation has made no difference to the lives of women
workers,

Some are more equal than others

‘In 1970 the Equal Pay Act had been passed by a Labour Government
with full Conservative support; and after the Conservatives came to
power Maurice Macmillan, Secretary of State for Employment, had
launched a campaign to prepare employers for its full implementation

by December 1975117
Macmillan did his job well. By the time the Act was implemented in
1975, the bosses were fully ‘prepared’. Their strategy was to leave the law
3




intact whilst making it meaningless for all but the most blatantly oppressed
women. While the government’s arbitration bodies have interpreted the
Act in the bosses’ favour, most employers have simply devised ways of
getting around it.

The emphasis of the employers’ reply to the EPA has been on increas-
ing the segregation of their workforce, isolating more and more female
workers in ‘women’s jobs". Today nearly 40 per cent of all women workers
are employed in women-only workplaces, and many more work in jobs
for which there are no male equivalents. If there are no men working in
the same job or grade, comparisons are impossible: low wages can be
imposed on women without fear of the law. The bosses have been aided
in their attempts to make women’s work non-comparable by the long-
standing concentration of women in service and clerical jobs, where they
make up over 90 per cent of the workforce. In 1971, for example, before
either the implementation of the Act or the onset of the crisis proper, 51.8
per cent of women workers were employed in these two sectors, compared
to only 16.9 per cent of men.?® In these areas, it has been straightforward for
employers to apply the ‘women’s work’ label and beat the Act. Elsewhere
they have removed male workers from previously mixed sectors of manu-
facturing industry, to create non-comparable jobs for women. A recent
survey of two Greater Manchester factories, for example, shows that
out of a combined total of 1000 shop floor jobs, no more than 12 were per-
formed by both men and women.?® Through a combination of the his-
torical tendency for women to be concentrated and segregated into low
paid jobs, and the crisis-inspired response of consciously ‘streaming’ the
workforce, the bosses have remained within the law while manoeuvring
around it.

In its attack on women workers' legal rights, the ruling class has
been aided by the state’s arbitration bodies, supposedly established to
protect women’s interests. The pattern of applications to industrial trib-
unals under the EPA exposes the tribunals’ increasing reluctance to find
against hard-pressed British capitalists. As both the percentages of applic-
ations heard and upheld have declined, women’s disillusionment with their
safeguards’ means that fewer and fewer bother to apply (see table).

Having dealt swiftly with the worst excesses of discriminatory pay,
the state soon lost any interest in trying to improve women’s relative
rates of pay. As the problems of Britain’s bosses have increased, the
tribunals have leant even more heavily towards the side of the employers,
In a 1979 case, for example, a Court of Appeal ruled that an employer
could not claim ‘market pressures’ as a reason for paying a woman less
than her male predecessor, noting that ‘if any such excuses were permitted,
4




the Act would be a dead letter’.?! Within two years the Act was just that.
In a case brought under the EPA in 1981, the tribunal decided that:
‘It is open to an employer to pay a woman less than her male pre-
decessor for doing the same job where it can be shown that the
difference in pay is due to a change in the economic circumstances of
the business.'*?
The recession is now legally accepted as justifying discriminatory pay
for women.

Table 2 Applications to tribunals under the Equal Pay Act

Year Applications made Applications heard Applications upheld

(as % of total) (as % of those heard)
1976 1742 709 (415%) 213 (30%)
1977 751 363 (48%) 91 (25%)
1978 343 80 (23%) 24 (30%)
1979 263 78 (30%%) 13 (17%)
1980 91 26 (29%) 4 (15%)
1981 54 27 (506%) 6 (22%)

Source: £OC Annual Reporis, Nos 1-6, 1976-81

A woman’s work is never done
‘I should like to see married women carrying on with their jobs.’
(Margaret Thatcher, 1952)%
‘I feel very, very strongly that women should not leave their children
to come home to an empty house.” (Margaret Thatcher, 1980)2“

Even during periods of expansion and low unemployment, women'’s pos-
ition as housewives is only marginally improved. In the crisis, as both
income and services are slashed, it is considerably worsened. Pushed out
of the labour force and back into the home, women face both material
and ideological assaults from politicians, employers and their apologists
in the media. While the services on which women rely are sacrificed in
the interests of reducing public spending, the government harangues women
to “fulfil their responsibilities’ to their families. The concern expressed
by Mrs Thatcher and her Government over the fate of Jatchkey kids’
does not stretch to protecting their standards of education or health; its

function is to emphasise the virtues of domestic work.?®
As the income of the family falls, the task of making ends meet
hecomes harder and the level of household drudgery required to maintain
the working class intensifies. For the increasingly large numbers of women
forced to sustain their families on state benefits, things are still worse.
N
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Faced with the necessity of cutting public spending, the state has forced
down the real level of benefits. In 1978 six per cent of the unemployed
got less than half of what they had earned when working. By 1982, 36
per cent were getting less than half of their previous earnings.?® Relative
to average pay, unemployment henefit has now fallen back to 1951
levels, The methods of achieving the decline have been simple: taxing
benefits. keeping rises in basic benefit beneath the rate of inflation, and
abolishing earnings-related supplements.

The attack on the value of unemployment benefit has resulted in a
record rise in the number of people claiming supplementary benefits - it
reached four million in March 1982.28 While millions of married women
are forced to maintain their families on a miserably inadequate supplemen-
tary benefit, single parents have suffered worst, In 1978, 90 per cent of
the 100 000 men who headed one-parent families were able to work to
meet their needs.?® In that same year, there were 725 000 single-parent
families headed by women; by 1980 320 000 such families relied on supp-
lementary benefit to maintain them,3° Excluded from the labour market,
these women are forced to live below the ‘poverty-line’. Yet for some, the
situation is worse still. 1t is only because single mothers are bringing up
their families alone that they can claim benefit at all. Supplementary
benefit is not available to married or ‘cohabiting” women (their husbands
or cohabitees must claim a still smaller dependents’ allowance for them),
and in the eyes of the state ‘cohabitation’ can mean anything at all,
As the number of unmarried women claiming benefits has increased,
so the state has sunk to new depths in its attempts to deny women benefit
by labelling them as ‘cohabitees’ and increasing penalties for ‘offenders’.
One 21 year-old woman was denied benefit by the DHSS, who told her
to ‘leave it to them to decide who her boyfriend is’.*! Another 24 year-old
mother of two was jailed for six months for defaulting on repaying the
£1000 she obtained ‘fraudulently’ while cohabiting.®® New snooping
procedures mean that nine out of every 10 lone mothers heading families
and claiming supplementary benefit could be investigated for fraud .33

The restriction of women’s access to state benefits doesn’t end with
supplementary benefit. Family Income Supplement can pressurise single
mothers into working longer hours, because they have to go to work for
at least 24 hours a week to qualify. In two-parent families FIS can only
be claimed by a working father. If he is unemployed, but his wife is
working, she cannot claim the benefit for her family. Child benefit, vital
for many working class women’s access to fulfil their families’ daily needs,
has been paid monthly from March 1982.** On top of these restrictions and
attacks, successive governments have fought to keep rises in all family
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benefits below the rate of inflation, with some notable successes. The
maternity grant, for example, has stood at £25 since 1965; to have main-
tained its value since then, it would need to have been £99.50 in 1980 %

The blatant discrimination against married women in social security
law, to a large extent based upon the 1942 Beveridge Report’s assumption
that a married woman is automatically a dependent of her husband,>® has
been increasingly useful to the bosses in the crisis. It has eased the rask
of shifting the responsibility of maintaining the working class from the
state onto the family. However, the British ruling class has had to deal
recently with some unwanted interference from the EEC. A community
directive of December 197837 requiring member states to ‘equalise’
their main contributory social security systems by November 1984, has
meant that the British state will probably have to give up its discrimination
against women when granting supplementary benefits and Family Income
Supplements. Britain’s response has been two-fold. First, the government
has made sure that certain benefits that particularly affect women’s position
as housewives are excluded from the directive. Second, it has introduced
plans for legislation to make it still harder for women to obtain unemploy-
ment benefit.

The benefits specifically excluded from the directive are the Invalid’s
Care Allowance (ICA) and the Housewives’ Non-Contributory Invalidity
Pension (HNCIP). The invalidity allowance is available to all men and
single women who stay at home to care for disabled relatives or friends.
Married and cohabiting women are not eligible. The invalidity pension is
supposedly available to disabled married women. To claim their equivalent
allowance, men and single women have only to show that they cannot
work, but married women must prove that they are incapable of ‘normal
household duties'. Experience has shown that if a married woman can
only stand with a frame, has to crawl upstairs, but is capable of cooking
whilst propped up in front of a stove, she is not eligible. Under capitalisin,
married women are little more than domestic slaves. Carrying their children
to bed on their backs, or crawling around the kitchen, are ‘normal house-
hold duties’. and the state will not pay for them. Working women are
expected to pay for the bosses’ crisis not only from their pockets but with
their health 3®

Now that the EEC has laid Beveridge to rest, the British state has had
to wheel out another report to justify more discrimination against women
as a short-cut to the public sector cuts the crisis demands. Marks and
Spencer’s boss Sir Derek Rayner produced his report in November 1980,
and the test-run for his proposals began in October 1981, Aimed at tighten-
ing up ‘work-shy’ workers’ access to benefits, Rayner’s report has par-
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ticularly harsh implications for women, His proposal that ‘the new criterion
for availability for work should be willingness to accept another job on
similar terms to the last one’ is guaranteed to keep women in the lowest
paid jobs.>® Another proposal, that mothers of young children be required
to produce a letter from a ‘responsible adult” who would be willing to act
as a childminder before they can be considered availabie for work, has still
broader implications. The state accepts no obligation to provide childcare
facilities for working women — mothers now have to produce evidence
that they have arranged private childcare for their children before they can
even be considered as part of the labour force and entitled to unemploy-
ment benefit. The Rayner Report is far more than an attack on women’s
access to state benefits. It also indicates what is probably the most crucial
aspect of the intensification of domestic work and the most important
restriction on women’s employment: the increasing inadequacy of state
nursery provision,

Who cares?

Statisticians are fond of detailing the ‘progress’ made in providing day-care
for children under five, most recently proclaiming that the number of full
day-care places per thousand children under five in Great Britain rose from
27 in 1972 to 40 in 1980.%% Seen from a working class point of view,
however, these statistics mean that in 1980 only four per cent of children
under five had access to full day-<care places. A closer look at developments
in childcare during the crisis, particularly the widening gap between state
and private facilities, reveals an even more desperate picture,

Table 3 Day nursery places (full and part-time) in England and Wales

1945 62784
1950 42410
1955 28024
1960 22 564
1965 21 3%
1970 21 581
1974 24772

1976 30 000 (3000 of which were part-time)
1978 32 000 (4000 of which were part-time)

Source: 1945-74 ) Tizard et al, All our children, 1976, Table 4
1976-78 Social Trends, HMSO, 1981, Table 3.4
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The nursery facilities provided by the state have little to do with
alleviating women's domestic burden and allowing their entry into the
labour force. They are little more than an appendage of the social security
system, an inadequate net to catch those women the state considers Lo
bhe incompetent at one of their prime tasks under capitalism: child-rearing,
Established to provide subsistence care for the children of teenage and
single mothers, prisoners’ wives and baby-batterers, local authority facilities
bear no relation to the increasing demand for day-care.*! This is reflected
in the substantial decline in the number of day-care places provided by
the state even during the post-war boom, at a time when the massive
increase in the number of married women working meant demand for
such services was rocketing.

Paradoxically, the apparent reversal in the decline of places open
since 1970 is itsell a symptom of the crisis, Given the ‘special needs’ nature
of state day-care provision, the brutalisation of the working class in the
crisis and the consequent breakdown of the traditional family structure
has forced the state to provide more places for those who cannot cope.
Even with that increase, the number of local authority day nursery places
available by the end of the ‘seventics was little more than half what it
had been at the end of the Second World War.

The fall in the number of places available in state nurseries since
1945 took place at a time of soaring demand for day-care facilities, as the
post-war boom drew thousands of married women into the workforce.

Table 4 Economic activity rate of married women, Great Britain (per cent)

1931 1951 1961 1971 1981
10 21.7 29.7 423 48.8

Source: EQC Fifth Annual Report, 1980, Table 3; Deparment of Employment
Gazette, April 1981
As a result of the failure of the state to provide for the increased demand,
private nurseries have enjoyed their own boom. In the 30 years from
1949 to 1978, the number of full and part-time day-care places available
in private nurseries in England and Wales increased by almost 6000 per
cent to 414 000.*? ;
Rather than providing women with the opportunity to compete with
men for full-time jobs, however, the nature of private facilities has ensured
that female workers are kept where capital wants them — in part-time
jobs, Where full-day places in private nurseries increased by only 6000
between 1970 and 1978, part-time places rose by 159 000. Of the 414 000
9
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private nursery places available in 1978, 388 000 or almost 95 per cent
were only part time.*® Private nurseries reflect the needs of capitalism in
crisis; once again, it is women who have to pay. Yet the high cost of
private nurseries prohibits many working class women from using even
these limited facilities. They are forced to turn to the least adequate form
of childcare of all,'official’ or ‘unofficial’ child-minders. As more working
class women have gone out to work for a living, the number of full and
part-time places with registered child-minders in England and Wales has
risen, from 1700 in 1949 to 100 000 in 1978.** By 1980 child-minders
accounted for 57 per cent of full day-care places in Great Britain.*® These
miserable facilities are the last recourse of women with no other option,
and many working class women would rather leave their children with
relatives and neighbours. In recent decades child-minding has become a
veritable growth industry, Badly run and badly supervised toddler groups
have been set up on an informal basis. Estimates of the numbers of ‘un-
registered’ child-minders range from 100000 to 300000 in England
alone *% .

The other side of day-care provision is the nursery school facilities
provided by the Department of Education. The Department claims an
impressive record over the last decade; whereas the number of children
receiving a nursery education increased by only 12 000 between 1950 and
1970, in the next decade it rocketed by 132 000 to 215 000 children in
1980.%7 As always the headline statistics conceal a much less rosy picture.
Full-time nursery places actually fell by 47 000 between 1965 and 1980, to
only 14000. Over the same period, part-time nursery school places in-
creased from 8000 to 34 000. But the real increase in nursery education
came in primary school provision for under-fives. Full-time places in-
creased by 74 000 to 230 000; part-time places in primary schools ac-
counted for most of the increase, rising from 10000 to 15000 by 198042
But such increases have brought scant benefits for women. Not only have
the vast majority of them been in part-time places, but the hours during
which part-time nursery education normally takes place — early to mid-
morning — mean that even part-time jobs become difficult to fit in. Neither
does nursery education benefit mothers with very young children, Most
places are taken up by children who are almost of school age anyway. In
1979, for example, while 55 per cent of the population aged four were re-
ceiving some form of nursery or infant education, only 19 per cent of
three year-olds were in a similar position.*® Those under three rarely get a
look in. The shift away from nursery schools proper and full-time educa-
tion has closed another childcare option for many working class women.
In doing so, it has saved the state both current and capital expense,
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through lost teaching jobs (almost exclusively women's) and less new
nursery school building. A similar dual saving, resulting from a double-
edged attack on women's position as workers and housewives, has also
been made in another sector which directly affects the intensity of dom-
estic work: facilities for the care of old people.

State provision for old age pensioners has not escaped the public
sector axe. Cuts in old people’s homes, home-helps and meals-on-wheels
services mean more than declining services for the old. They also lead to
more women losing their jobs and, more broadly, far more women being
forced to care for ageing relatives at home. Of the local authorities’ social
services departments replying to a 1980 survey, 95 per cent intended
making substantial cuts in their facilities for the aged between 1979 and
1981. During 1980 and 1981, 75 per cent planned cuts in old people’s
homes (13 homes had already been closed and seven new ones remained
unopened). Sixty per cent expected to cut their home-help seryices, 65
per cent projected cuts in meals-on-wheels, and many authorities had
pushed their charges for those meals up by 40 per cent, Cuts were re-
ported in everything from holidays to televisions.®® In addition to these
attacks, old people have to wait longer before being admitted to a home,
thus forcing women to care for the aged well beyond the point where the
need for state aid becomes obvious. All of this adds up to an increase in
the expense and drudgery involved in women caring for the old. However,
it is not only the cuts in state services for the very young and old which
have increased the burden of domestic work. There is now a growing
possibility of working class women either having more children to look
after, or paying money they can little afford for private health care facil-
ities, as the state cuts back another important service relating directly
to women and their social position: abortion,

The 1967 Abortion Act was passed at the close of Britain’s post-war
boom. Almost as soon as it had been enacted, the effects of the coming
crisis forced the state to resume its destruction of women’s abortion rights.
In 1969, 54 800 legal abortions were performed - a ratio of 5.3 abortions
per 1000 women of child-bearing age. Of these abortions 67 per cent were
carried out on the National Health Service. The peak year for legal abortions
was 1973 when 167 100 were carried out. But although the number of
NHS abortions continued to rise, state abortion provisions were clearly
failing to keep pace with demand; the NHS share of abortions performed
was down to 50 per cent. By 1980, legal abortions totalled 163 000, but
NHS provision accounted for a mere 46 per cent, a fall of 21 per cent
since 1969. As state abortion facilities fail to fulfil the demand, the
gap is filled by charities and private clinics. Now the charities are in deep

11
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water too. The percentage of legal abortions they carry out has dropped
from a peak of 29 per cent in 1977 to 25 per cent in 1980, while the share
of the ‘market’ controlled by the private, profit-making clinics has risen
from 20 per cent to 29 per cent in the same period,®! As privatisation
increases, so the cost rises, and abortion moves beyvond the reach of
more and more working class women,

Some women's access to NHS abortions has been restricted still
further, either by their nationality or by the domination of Regional
Health Authorities by religious bigots. Overseas citizens are always at the
back of the queue for state health care. In the first quarter of 1981, for
example, 8737 legal abortions were carried out on ‘non-residents’ in
England and Wales — only 57 of them on the NHS.%2 In some areas British
women suffer from almost the same degree of privatisation. The influence
of Roman Catholic gynaecologists on the West Midlands Regional Health
Authority, for example, meant that of the 14 050 legal abortions carried
out in that area in 1980, only 3013 were performed on the NHS.*?® This
shift of available abortions from the state to the private sector is at the
base of a deep-rooted attack on women's abortion rights. Much-publicised
cases — such as the removal of the ‘social clause’ from the form on which
doctors authorise abortions — are extreme instances in a general drive to
reduce the availability of abortion. Because this increases working class
women’s responsibility for childcare, this attack forms a central feature of
the intensified oppression of women in the present recession.

The ideological offensive

The restriction of women’s rights in the recession has been accompanied
by the revival of traditional attitudes to women and public values regarding
their role in society. In many cases the purpose of this ideological attack
is transparent. In the past, when there was a shortage of labour, women
were urged to go out and work, now they are told to stay at home, When
Margaret Thatcher recommended women to combine ‘marriage and a
career’ in 1952, she added her view that the ‘idea that the family suffers
is, | believe, quite mistaken®.®* Thirty years later Thatcher changed her
view and warned: ‘Material goods can never be a substitute for loving care’.%°

Thatcher is a forthright exponent of the interests of her class, But
the ideological attack is much broader than the rantings of a few hard-
nosed Tories. It is a spontaneous process which arises from the needs of
the system for greater order and stability. The family thus acquires new
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virtues for bourgeois public opinion. And in these times of insecurity the
ideal housewife becomes the model held up for every woman to aspire
towards.

For the ancient Greeks. Diana was the goddess of the moon, For
modern British capital. she is the goddess of The Sun. The image of the
pure, virgin-bride Princess, married young and already a mother, is obvious
headline fodder for the gutter press. But it is also a powerful symbol for
the bourgeoisie to wield in its assault on women’s rights., The Princess
appears as the living proof of Mrs Thatcher’s assertion that ‘the battle for
women’s rights has largely been won’, and that ‘most women know a
successful society is founded on dignity, reticence and discipline’.®®
Images such as these are counterposed to the uncaring mothers who go
out of work, leaving their ‘latchkey kids’ to fend for themselves.

The great stress now laid on the value of family life does serve an
important purpose for the ruling class, in that it involves acceptance of
a woman's primary role as being directly and individually responsible
for ensuring the well-being of the working class. Consequently, any oppor-
tunity women get to go out to work, no matter how badly paid, should be
viewed as a favour, not as a right. More broadly, however, the new elevation
of the institution of the family on to a social pedestal is at the centre of
the bourgeoisie's ideological assault on the working class. 1t is part of its
attempt to stiffen working class support for the defence of British capital,
by a reassertion of the national character,

A common theme in all of the debates now taking place is the desire
to throw out those modern institutions and attitudes which have accom-
panied the decline of British imperialism, and to rebuild the qualities
that made Britain great. The ‘Falklands factor’ in British politics, which
existed long before the war in the South Atlantic, now impinges more and
more on even the most domestic of spheres. Broad political issues are
introduced not only into industrial disputes, but also into the question of
the decline of family life, as the state strives to cope with an ever-deepening
crisis of world capitalism. The government aims to combat the tendencies
towards social fragmentation and chaos by promoting more and more
vigorously the most basic institution for holding bourgeois society together,
The ideological weapon of the family as a constant feature of the British
way of life is put to effective use. Examples such as that of Princess Diana,
or the prime-time television pictures of the heroes of the Falklands re-
turning to the arms of their wives and children, provide emotive material
for the capitalist media machine to exploit.

The overlapping of the concepts of the nation and family reached new
heights in the tabloids some time before the Falklands coverage took it
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completely over the top. The Daily Star announced that American men
were queueing up to marry English girls because ‘they were inclined to be
more loving and faithful’.3” The Daily Mail’s women’s page warned that
* “faithful " is a forgotten word for French wives. . .will we be next?" %® The
message is clear: as The Times put it, ‘Stable family life is of fundamental
importance to the well-being of our society’.® The apparently peculiarly
British quality of faithful, domesticated wives must be at the centre of
‘our’ national regeneration. The Tories put the point most coherently.
Soon after his arrival in office, Patrick Jenkin, then Minister for Health
and Social Security, pinpointed the reconstitution of traditional family
values as integral to overcoming Britain’s industrial decline, establishing
social stability and containing the aspirations of the working class both
domestically and industrially:

‘Mothers should be encouraged to look after their children full-time
instead of going out to work. . .the increasing turbulence of modern
life, with rising crime, industrial disruption, violence and terrorism (is)
rooted in the separation of children from their parents.'®°
The reduction of women’s lives to subservient domestic chores finds a
degree of resonance in the labour movement. The capitalist class has always
been successful in manipulating sexual divisions within the working class.
Today, once again, we see the bosses rediscovering prejudices against
women as a prelude to a more comprehensive attack on the working class.
It is time to fight back! It is our job to define what is and what isnt
an acceptable role for women in society. Unless the working class adopts
the struggle against the oppression of women as its own it will be unable
to break free of the chains that bind it to the system.




How women in labour
keep capital in power

Over the past 100 years women have won a number of important democ-
ratic rights: the right to vote, the right to abortion and divorce in certain
circumstances, equal property rights and maternity rights, It is illegal in
Britain to discriminate on the grounds of sex and to pay women less than
men for a particular job. On paper at least, the position of women looks
good. In Margaret Thatcher's words, ‘the battle for women’s rights has
been largely won.!

Yet despite legal advances, in every important respect, women remain
second class citizens. In every sphere of social life they have been unable
to achieve as much as men or to participate to the same degree. Women are
absent from positions of power and remain economically subjugated.

What is oppression?

Oppression as a social and political problem only emerged with the dev-
elopment of capitalism. Before capitalism and the development of a distinct
bourgeois outlook it was taken for granted that society was by nature
unequal. The social hierarchy was not seen as a negative phenomenon —
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indeed it was accepted that everybody had their place in society and that
this was ordained by God,

In pre<apitalist society inequality was depicted as natural and the
concept of equality was alien to social thought, The inegalitarian ideology
reflected the low level of the development of the forces of production
where differences between people and regions appeared to be entirely
the result of personal, geographical and climatic factors.

Freedom and equality were the watchwords of the bourgeois revol-
ution. The restrictive feudal hierarchy became a barrier to the development
of the forces of production and the capitalist class imposed its freedom on
society. The overthrow of feudal relations was a positive development. But
the new freedom and equality operated only in a restricted sense, On
paper everybody can be equal, But the freedom to own capital means that
some are more equal than others. The freedom to accumulate capital
means the freedom to exploit the working class,

In capitalist society it is always said that everybody is equal before the
law. But this equality presupposes social inequality between the capital-
ists and those they exploit. The unequal relationship between worker
and employer is not the only example of a contradiction between the
bourgeoisie’s commitment to equality and the reality of capitalist society.
Many of the inequalities that pre-dated capitalism — for example that
between men and women — were simply extended and reinforced by the
new system of production, At the same time capitalism extended through-
out the world and introduced new forms of inequalities, for instance,
between imperialist and backward capitalist countries.

The entrepreneurs’ emphasis on freedom expresses the drive to remove
all obstacles to the accumulation of capital, But the greater the freedom
for capital accumulation, the more. its egalitarian principles are violated
in practice. Thus for the first time oppression arises as a specific social
and political problem. In its early stages the existence of inequality was
justified on the grounds that some were more able than others — men were
more capable than women, Europeans were more intelligent than Africans.
Through these devices the bourgeoisie could maintain its formal commit-
ment to equality while blaming the oppressed for their inferior position.
As time passed and the character of "¢ class struggle changed, the ruling
class granted reforms so that some of the grosser violations of the principle
of equality were corrected through law.

But legal reforms only show how deep-rooted oppression really is.
No matter what changes have been made in the law, the unequal relation-
ship between men and women has changed remarkably little: it is repro-
duced spontaneously by the day to day operation of capitalist society.
16
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The oppression of women

The subordination of the female sex is not specific to contemporary cap-
italist society but stretches back through different historical epochs. It
seems to be a fact of life that women are inferior to men whatever the
social system. Yet on closer examination it becomes clear that previous
forms of domination are distinct from the oppression of women under
capitalism,

In pre-capitalist society the domination of women had a natural
or technical basis. The low level of the development of the forces of pro-
duction emphasised natural and biological differences. The sexual division
of labour that arose in these circumstances placed women in an inferior
role, primarily because of women’s role as childbearers. Later, with the rise
of private property, this role was consolidated and women themselves
acquired the status of men’s property.

Capitalism took over the previously established sexual division of
labour and the family despite its capacity to abolish their natural/technical
basis. The creation of large-scale socialised production, the development of
technology and science and the destruction of feudal barriers showed that
capital could dismantle or transform ancient customs and relations that
stood in its way. However, those traditional institutions which could
serve a new function were integrated into the system. One such institution
was the family; others were the state, class oppression and the domination of
women.

Although the family and the domination of women persisted, they
took new forms, Their persistence today is the result, not of technical, but of
social factors. Thus only a social revolution can abolish women’s oppression.

The oppression of women is specific to capitalism., It is no longer due
to the underdevelopment of the forces of production but to the restric-
tions imposed by capitalist social relations. As we shall see in the next
section, capital directly benefits from the oppression of women. One
important feature of the capitalist oppression of women is that women’s
role as workers outside the houschold is severely restricted, Before capital-
ism, the sexual division of labour was a more or less direct reflection of
the social division of labour. As a result, women played a full role in the
work of society. In capitalist society this is no longer the case. Social
production exists in isolation from family life and there is a privatised
sphere of housework or domestic work. Women are forced into the home
and their participation in social production is continually restricted
by the necessity to perform domestic work.,

Frecdom and equality between men and women in capitalist society
is a fiction. The existence of domestic work turns women into domestic
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slaves. And women deprived of the right to play a full role in social life
become less equal than men. The legal restrictions on the rights of women,
which are not so significant today as in the past, only express the

inferior social position of women, It is not the law but the existence of a
distinct sphere of privatised domestic work which is at the root of the

oppression of women.

Domestic work

Capitalism did not invent domestic work. The domestic sphere of produc-
tion, the raising of children, the maintenance of the family on a day to
day basis, long pre-dates the rise of capitalism. What capitalism did was to
change the status of domestic work in society. It was transformed from a
social activity into a private service. How does the capitalist class benefit?

The economic role of the family and capitalist production

Capitalism certainly needs domestic work. Without the time and effort
spent by women to ensure the physical survival of the working class,
the capitalists would soon find themselves with no workers to exploit.
But capitalists can leave the drudgery of survival and reproduction to the
working class itself, in particular to women. While the capitalists busy
themselves making profits in their factories, they can rely upon the in-
stinct of self-survival to provide them with the human material they need
to keep their machinery going.

In the capitalist factory, there are pressures to maximise productivity,
cut costs, cut out waste, introduce the latest technology and supervise
the expenditure of every hour’s labour. The capitalist must do this to
survive in the market. The pressure of competition means that only the
work done efficiently, which meets the average set by others in the
market, is worth paying for. Inefficient companies are systematically
elimjnated and investment moves into the more profitable areas. Through
this continual process of destruction and reconstruction, the capitalist
system of production sustains its own dynamic as it heads towards its
ultimate collapse. Despite the waste of labour on a social scale through
crises and unemployment, in the individual capitalist enterprise parsimony
prevails as the boss intensifies work and watches every minute.

How different from the work situation in the home! Here work re-
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mains individualised. Rather than operating as part of a productive mech-
anism. in the limited way that capital socialises productive activity in the
factories, here the woman works alone, cleaning, ironing, looking after
the children. Here work remains drudgery. Countless hours are spent with
no regard to cost and with little benefit from the technology that the
capitalist depends upon for his very survival,

Different criteria operate in the capitalist firm and the working class
home regarding the work done by their respective inmates. This distinc-
tion results from the nature of the modern working class. The estab-
lishment of capitalist production creates a working class which, as Marx
pointed out, is ‘free’ in a double sense. It is free to sell its labour-power,
its ability to work, to the capitalist employers. It is also free from owner-
ship of the means of production: workers do not own land, machinery,
raw materials, factories that they can use to produce what they need to
survive, Hence, they are forced to sell their labour-power to the capitalists
for a wage in order to live.? In societies based on slavery the worker
was sold once and for all, in person, to the employer. The slave owner had
to reckon with all the expenses of maintaining the slave in a fit condition
to work. The capitalist employer buys the free wage-labourer only for a
specific period of time. In fact, he buys only the worker’s labour-power,
the capacity to work, for a certain period of time in return for a wage. This
wage tends to equal a value equivalent to the cost of the goods the worker
must buy in order to live. But while this value has to be handed over by
the capitalist, he does not have to take into account the work performed
in the home to transform these goods into actual means of subsistence.
In other words, the capitalist employer pays the worker a wage with
which to purchase the necessities of life — food, clothing, etc — but does
not have to concern himself with the time spent by the worker’s family in
cooking, mending, cleaning, etc.

The capitalists rely for their profits on the fact that the money they
pay workers in wages is less than the value the workers create in produc-
tion. Their aim is to minimise their wage costs in order to maximise their
profits. The employers are highly satisfied with a system.in which the
need for female drudgery in the home is met at the expense of the working
class, and to no cost to capital.

The sphere of domestic work is linked to capitalist production, yet
is distinct and separate from it. The link consists in the way the capitalists
depend upon domestic work to ensure that workers are able to turn up at
their jobs in a fit state to slave away profitably for them, and to ensure
that, over time, the working class is reproduced. However, except for
demanding this end result, the capitalists take little interest in what goes
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on in the home and activities performed there lie outside of the sphere of
capitalist reckoning. Domestic work is entirely split off from social prod-
uction in bourgeois society. That is why for women it is the ultimate
‘dead-end job® with no prospects, While advances in modern technology
put men on the moon, capitalism has been unable to free women from the
kitchen sink.

The changing form of domestic work

Is it really the case that for women nothing ever changes? Surely there
have been great advances in women's position over the years? It is true
that the position of women in capitalist society Aas changed, but it is cven
more striking how domestic work continues to determine women’s inferior
social status.

Today a much higher proportion of women go out to work than was
the case even 30 years ago. But the fact that women are more likely to
take up paid employment does not mean that they do less domestic work.
Rather, the time for domestic work is found before leaving for a job in
the morning, during lunch breaks (shopping, for instance), and alter the
woman comes home from work in the factory or office. The burden of
responsibility for childcare still falls on women, thus restricting their avail-
ability for waged work. The range of domestic duties and obligations they
discharge conditions the kinds of jobs that are open to them and provides
the rationale for capitalism to give women worse terms of employment
and wages than men. Even the most favourable sign of progress for women
under capitalism — that their lives are not as restricted as they once were
to the narrow circle of domesticity — is constrained and hedged around
with all kinds of qualifications,

What about domestic work itself: is there any evidence of progress
here? Increases in living standards over the past few decades — as higher
productivity has reduced the cost of the necessaries of life and brought
many new commodities within the reach of working class families — have
meant that some changes have taken place. Workers more often go out for
meals, or they can buy various convenience foods, thus reducing the
burden of cooking for the family. Consumer durables such as vacuum
cleaners and washing machines can also lighten the drudgery of cleaning
and doing the laundry. But capitalism throws up barriers in this area too.

First, the capitalist system of production creates an absolute barrier
beyond which these improvements cannot go. Because capital only buys
labour-power in the market and there is no question of the worker himself
being bought and sold outright, then there has to remain some time
during which the worker must fend for himself, outside of the jurisdiction
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of the employer. While in this period it may be possible to purchase
commodities or various services to reduce the burden of domestic work,
it is not possible to remove this burden entirely. This would amount
to capitahism taking over complete responsibility for the reproduction
of the working class, something which it has no interest in doing since
it wants to purchase labour-power on the cheapest possible terms. Cap-
italism has no interest in bringing all domestic functions into the sphere of
commodity relations, because this would mean a greater cost 1o capital
for the labour-power which was previously brought to market for it
on the cheap. Nor has it any real tendency o do so, because the capitalists
know they can rely on the family and women's domestic work to do this
for them.

Second, capitalism even restricts the extent of the relative improve-
ments, To begin with, a washing machine, for example, may make things
easier for the woman, but the work still remains privatised, domestic toil,
Besides this, such improvements depend upon living standards continuing
to rise. Once capitalism falls into crisis, as it is doing today, the tendency
of the bosses to cut real wages hits working class expenditure on these
newly-won luxuries. Many consumer durable goods were only placed
within the reach of working class families through the extension of con-
sumer credit in the first place. Now that unemployment is reaching record
levels and those in work are having their wages held down, unmodified
drudgery is the order of the day.

Finally, we should note the role of the state in relation to the func-
tions of domestic work. The functions now subsumed by the ‘welfare
state’, primarily the education and health care of the working class, were
once carried out in rudimentary form by the family, Women taught their
children and looked after the sick in the home. The fact that education
and health care were only elementary is unimportant — at that stage it was
adequate to the reproduction of the working class. As capitalism advanced
and the forces of production developed, it made greater demands on the
working class. Hliteracy and disease became barriers to capital accumulation,
At first, private capital took on some of these functions, until the costs
of running schools and hospitals became prohibitive, The establishment of
the state education system and the National Health Service this century
could then be justified in terms of capital’s need for a more effective
labour force. The role of the family as provider of these services became
limited to childcare up to the age of five and in the field of health to the
old and infirm. Capital took on responsibility, and paid out of its profits,
only for certain aspects of the education and physical maintenance of the
working class,

21



Capitalism, however, sets limits on the state’s interference in family
functions as well — limits determined by the demands of profitability. On
the one hand, the degree to which any domestic functions are aided by the
state is determined by whether this is necessary for the profitable expan-
sion of investment or for securing the interests of the capitalist class as a
whole (as in the case of war-time state funded nurseries). On the other
hand, capital will not go further than it can afford. That is why today, in
a period of recession, we see the cutting back of social services across the
board.

Whatever incidental benefits there may have been for women as a result
of state intervention in social services, it is clear that now things are going
into reverse. With profitability at an all-time low, the capitalist state will
not spend money on services that it can get the working class to perform
for nothing. Women waorkers are generally responsible for taking on the
additional burden of family responsibilities once the prop of state support
is withdrawn, as many studies have shown. This extra burden is often
taken on at the same time as losing a job, revealing that even limited
improvements in the position of women are conditional on the level of
capital accumulation.

The struggle within the family

Men are spared from domestic toil because women do it. Men can enter
' social production relatively unhindered and gain a wide range of skills and
| experiences which are denied to women, This allows men to dominate
i society and exercise power over their wives. Within the family women are
| economically dependent on their hushands.

j Male domination is not the result of any personal attachment to a patri-
|

|

|

l

|

|

archal mentality: it is an inseparable feature of the normal working of
capitalist society. Moreover, although men are dominant and all men have
some power — even if it is only over the family — the exercise of political
power is not sexually determined. Power is determined by the ownership
of capital.
While the capitalist class benefits from the oppression of women, work-
ing class men do not. The few shreds of privilege enjoyed by working
| class men are far outweighed by the effects- of the sexual division of the
| proletariat. These divisions strengthen competition for jobs and resources
and weaken the power of the proletariat. Though working class men
become complicit in the oppression of women, it is the capitalist class that
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really benefits from competition between male and female workers.
It keeps wages down and weakens resistance to the rule of capital.

The main function of the family is not to buy men off, to provide them
with a haven and a stake in male supremacist society. It is there to re-
produce the labour-power of workers so that they can be exploited by
capital. It is this vital function that explains the persistence of the working
class family. Unlike the bourgeoisie, the working class does not need
the family as a means of passing on property. The proletarian family
survives because of the necessity for domestic work.

The privatised character of domestic work atomises the family unit.
Because of the individualised character of the experience of family life,
the family itseif tends to act as a buffer against collective action. The
ruling class always praises the virtues of the family because it sees in it an
instrument of class control. The inward looking character of this insti-
tution with its emphasis on private relations strengthens conservative
values in the proletariat. It will continue to do so as long as domestic work
remains separated from social production,

The liberation of women
and the overthrow of capitalism

The social position of women in capitalist society has undergone a trans-
formation since the beginning of the century. However, the improvements
that have taken place have been extremely limited — limited by the nature
of the capitalist system of production which reinforces women’s role as
domestic workers, This is a crucial point, in contrast to the complacent
reformist view that an indefinite accumulation of piecemeal reforms could
slowly eradicate women’s oppression,

It is becoming clear today that the position of women under capitalism
is not set for any positive reforms. Working class women are fighting a
battle just to try and maintain the inadequate jobs, services and living
standards they have already as the ruling class attempts to make all workers
pay for the crisis.

The hallowed institution of the family is cracking up through the
strains of the capitalist crisis too. As the bourgeoisie sets about driving the
working class into poverty and mass unemployment, divorce rates climb
and families break up. The ruling class has reason to be concerned about
the stability of the family and its continued functioning as a unit for
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reproducing the workers it requires. That is why we see repeated appeals
to public morals and domestic responsibilities. However, our stand should
be different.

We are concerned about the damage inflicted on working class lives. But
we do not seek to salvage a mythical golden age of family life. There is no
future for the working class under capitalism, still less so for women,
whose oppression is bound to increase unless we can fight to overthrow the
system which enforces it.

To free women, domestic work has to be socialised, in other words,
made into a public industry. The work of childcare, food preparation,
laundry, etc, will be done at the expense of society. Nurses, teachers, cooks
and cleaners will be workers employed by society to carry out the services
required to meet people’s needs, The care of the family will become the
concern of society instead of the problem of the individual woman. The
effect of socialising domestic work will be to destroy the social and econ-
omic reasons for the family as we know it. Once the family as an economic
unit is abolished the social relations between producers, no longer depen-
dent on exploitation and oppression, will be free,

The form that relations hetween people take will then be a matter of
choice. And we can expect fundamental changes in the way people live
their lives and spend their leisure time, Because the labour of humanity
will be directly social and organised according to the political decisions of
the working class, relations between people will be based on real social
equality,
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Thelabour market swindle

‘Studies have shown that for married women who go out to work
the family and the home are still the main interests, and are regarded
by themselves. . .as the prime responsibility. . , .Employers accept this
attitude as socially right: it should not be changed. The economic
value of the mothers' work in the home cannot be calculated but the
social value is unquestionable,’ (CBI, Employing women: the em-
ployer’s view, September 1967)

The employers are candid about their interest in female labour. Women
can be exploited just the same as men at work: but it is their work in the
home that is priceless.

In capitalist society housework is done by women, irrespective of
whether they also go out to work. This was confirmed by arecent UNESCO
survey of a number of major countries:

‘In no country do employed men spend more than half an hour on
housework, and employed women less than an hour and a half; even
though women’s working hours outside the home are sometimes
longer than men’s."

Women's work in the home ensures that workers are fit for work every
morning of every day of the year, year in, year out, generation after
generation,




Not only does the capitalist class get the benefit of women’s work in
the home free of charge, it derives an additional advantage from the effect
of domestic work on their position in social production. When women do
get out to work they are pushed into the backwaters of the labour market.
A recent survey reveals that when seeking employment, the fact that they
are married and have children has serious consequences for their job
prospects, Because of their different domestic commitments, the survey
concludes, ‘women and men do not compete on equal terms on the labour-
market’?

Women’s oppression — both at home and at work — traps them in a
vicious circle. The burden of domestic work prevents them from playing
a full part in the productive — and the political - life of society. And their
inferior position at work undermines their status in the home, Women’s
low wages and lack of social standing outside their own front door press
them to try to compensate by working harder — cooking more excitingly,
cleaning more diligently — inside it.

The types of jobs done by women have varied greatly over the years.
But they have generally been segregated from men and placed in jobs
which are lower paid, less secure, less skilled, less organised and more
tedious.

In the nineteenth century women worked in large numbers in textiles,
garment making and domestic service, As industrialisation proceeded, the
proportion of women in employment rose steadily — from 13 per cent
in 1800 to 25 per cent in 1851 to 30 per cent in 1911, There were clear
distinctions between men’s jobs and women’s work, distinctions which
changed little between 1841 and 1911.% Up to the First World War most
women were restricted to certain factory work, the distributive trades and
domestic service; an increasing number of middle class women were taking
up white collar employment.*

During the First World War women were drawn into the factories to
cover for absent men — but after 1918 the pre-war pattern was reestab-
lished. The growth of the consumer goads industries and the technological
developments in older industries created new opportunities for women in
the ‘thirties. Light engineering, the electrical industry, food processing
and clothing manufacture all provided more jobs for women,

Changes in the pattern and techniques of industrial production after
the Second World War considerably narrowed job prospects for women.
Women became confined to light unskilled or semi-skilled jobs in industries
like textiles, clothing manufacture, tobacco, food and drink, light engin-
eering and the distributive trades. While white collar jobs — notably for
female teachers and nurses — expanded, the number of women manual
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workers remained constant. Today women still work in ‘female occup-
ations™ 45 per cent of women work in totally segregated work groups.®

Since the turn of the century there has been a steady rise in the pro-
portion of married women who go out to work. The main impact of this
development has not been on younger married women, who tend to start
their families earlier. In 1979, 20 per cent of women with one dependent
child worked full-time, 33 per cent of them part-time, Of those with twa
dependent children, only 13 per cent went out to work full-time and a
further 40 per cent worked part-time. For all women with one or more
dependent children, the participation rates were 16 per cent full-time and
36 per cent part-time.® The striking change in the proportion of married
women working (see Table 4, p9) has been among older married women.
In 1931 women in the age groups 45-54 years and 55-59 years were poorly
represented in the workforce (8.5 and 7.0 per cent respectively). Today,
however, it has become the rule for women to return to work after raising
children. In 1981 66.7 per cent of married women in the 45-54 years age
group went out to work, and S1.8 per cent in the 55-59 years age group.”

Today the vast majority of women go out to work. A report published
in 1975 showed that of the 45-55 age group, only one in a hundred had
never worked for a living.® Younger marriage, the decline in family size
and a longer life span have all contributed to making more female labour
available for capitalist exploitation. However, despite dramatic changes
in the pattern of women’s work, resulting largely from the decline of
traditional industries and domestic service and the rise of the public ser-
vice sector — the narrow range of women’s job opportunities remains its
most enduring characteristic:

‘Most women are employed in a small number of industries and in
very few occupations. Over one half of all female employees are
employed in three out of 27 industrial orders — the distributive
trades, professional and scientific services (including teaching and
nursing) and miscellaneous services (catering, laundries, etc). In terms
of accupations, the concentration is even more striking: nearly three-
quarters of the female workforce come under the headings of ‘clerical
workers', ‘service, sports and recreation workers’, ‘professional, tech-
nical workers and artists’ and ‘sales workers’, while the males are
much more evenly spread among these and the 20 odd other occup-
ational orders. If attention is confined to females working part-time
the same is true only more so and if a finer level of analysis is used,
the same clustering of women in a small number of industrial or
occupational sub-headings is found.”?

The inferior position of women at work is not the result of discrimination
27
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by male employers or of the failure of women to apply for certain jobs. It
is the product of the oppression of women in capitalist society. As we shall
now examine in more detail, women have generally occupied the role of
unskilled labourers, a section of the reserve army of the unemployed and
providers of the ‘second wage’ — pin money for the family, The oppression
of women by capital allows it to use them as a distinct group: we look also
at how employers have devised particular modifications to the organisation
of production to maximise the exploitation of women — homework,
part-time work and job-sharing.

Unskilled labour and the family wage

Most women are unskilled workers. This lack of skills among women is
the result of social development, not biology. It is true that historically,
men’s marginal advantage in physical strength and women’s handicap as
child-bearers affected the different ways in which men and women were
first put to work by capitalists, Men were employed as handicraft labour-
ers and women were left to keep the workers” home and family. However,
women's absence from skilled work today has no natural cause —itis a
result of social oppression, '

Manufacture based on handicraft was the typical form of capitalist
production in England from the mid sixteenth century to the late eighteenth
century, It depended on the physical strength of the operative and skills
acquired over a prolonged period of instructien and experience, The
development of capitalist manufacture promoted a considerable degree of
diversification and differentiation among craftsmen, It tended to exclude
women, although many extended basic domestic tasks in the home — spin-
ning, weaving, sewing, baking, brewing - to produce commodities for the
market, However, for the most part men strove to keep women and children
out of the workshops. They tried to ensure that their own wages covered

; the needs of the entire family.

The development of modern industry based on machinery from the
late eighteenth century onwards transformed the working class. Machinery
created a new hierarchy of workers, but its general tendency was to push
down the value of labour-power, Whereas manufacture created a growing
body of craftsmen, modern industry made old skills redundant and swelled
the numbers of jobs that could be done by anybody without strength,
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skill or experience. Hence, as Marx observed, the new factories opened
their gates to women and children:

‘In so far as machinery dispensed with muscular power, it becomes a
means of employing labourers of slight muscular strength. . . .The
labour of women and children was therefore, the first thing sought for
by the capitalists who used machinery. That mighty substitute for
labour and labourers was forthwith changed into a means for increas-
ing the number of wage-labourers by enrolling, under the direct sway
of capital, every member of the workman’s family, without distinc-
tion to age ‘or sex. Compulsory work for the capitalist usurped the
place, not only of children’s play, but also of free labour at home
within moderate limits for the support of the family.‘m

The capitalists took advantage of their employment of several members of

s family and cut down the wage they had previously paid to its male head

to cover the needs, not only of himself, but also of his wife and children:

‘Machinery, by throwing every member of the family on to the labour
market, spreads the value of the man’s labour-power over his whole
family. It thus depreciates his labour-power. .. . Thus we see, that
machinery, while augmenting the human material that forms the
principal object of capital’s exploiting power, at the same time raises
the degree of :wcploitation.‘11
The booming cotton and woollen industries in Lancashire and Yorkshire
drew in large numbers of women and children. The Factory Acts of the
1820s and 1830s restricted the employment of children, but by 1838
more than three-quarters of British textile workers were women. The
women worked and minded, cleaned and serviced the machines. Because
their labour was unskilled, they could be instantly replaced — either in
short-term lay-offs or permanently.

Since the nineteenth century the nature of women’s work has changed,
but lack of skill is a remarkably constant feature. Indeed, the steady ad-
vance of technological innovation in industry since the First World War has
resulted in women’s jobs becoming increasingly unskilled,?? ‘New’ tech-
nology (microchips, etc) has simply accelerated this process.”*, Word pro-
cessors, for example, have reduced the skills needed for typing. ‘New’
technology has had the same old effect of destroying traditional working
techniques and trade union organisation based upon them. For example,
computerised typesetting has undermined the strength of the print unions
in Fleet Street; skilled work once done by men can now be done by
unskilled women. At the same time ‘new’ technology also threatens to
remove thousands of women’s jobs. One authority estimates that 170 000

women'’s office jobs will vanish by 1990. Ironically, the new jobs that will
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be created will tend to be skilled ‘and at present more men than women
have the required skills’,** A similar process has already taken place on a
smaller scale in the London clearing banks: between 1974 and 1976 there
was a drop of four per cent in female employment — jobs for men rose by
2.4 per cent,®

The following table shows that the spheres of employment in which
| women predominate are the ones in which technological innovation may
be expected to hit jobs hardest.

Table 5 Employment distribution by sex, 1971  Male Female
100.0 100.0
Professional and technical*® 10.8 1.7
Administrative and managerial 53 0.8
Clerical workers* 11.2 29.5
| Sales workers® 74 116
i Service workers 5.7 223
Agricultural 4.0 1.1
| Production workers 523 18.7
Not classifed (generally unemployed, never worked) 1.8 4.1
Others (armed forces) 1.5 0.1

* QOccupations most open to rationalisation through the introduction of new tech-
nology

Source: FOC Research Bulletin, Vol 1, No 3, Spring 198(), Table 5.9

In a clear message to employers in 1978 the Government advised even
small businessmen to economise: ‘The total cost of a small computer
system is now less than the cost of employing a clerk’.*®

Capital’s condemnation of women to play the role of a pool of cheap
unskilled labour has called forth a series of misdirected responses from
early trade unionists and socialists, and from modern feminists.

In the late nineteenth century the early labour movement made
repeated attempts to get women out of the factories. There were two
aspects to this approach. Some trade unionists reacted to women out of
competitive sectional prejudices. They blamed women (not the capitalists)
for under-cutting wage rates and taking men's jobs. On the other hand
some socialists took a protective, paternalistic view. They responded to the
dangerous and degrading character of factory work by demanding that
women should return to the home. A socialist newspaper in 1893 called
for wives to stay at home and look after the children.l”
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Both responses were reactionary. The trade unionists fell for the
| divisive strategy of the employers, Putting narrow sectional concerns
before the concerns of the working class as a whole, they betrayed both
| women and their own true interests as workers in uniting across sexual
i divisions against capital. The early socialists underestimated the positive
| potential of women being drawn into social production. Women’s work in
factories may have been onerous — but it was at least a release from the
stultifying isolation of work in the home. Engels argued rightly that ‘the
first condition for the liberation of the wife is to bring the whole female
sex back into public industries’ *®

Today the women’s movement echoes these prejudices and com-
i pounds them with its own confusions on the issue of the ‘family wage’,
Jane Humphries, for example, calls for the removal of women from wage
labour as part of a drive to raise the ‘family wage’ paid to men:

‘The withdrawal of certain members of the working class from the
labour market in conjunction with a campaign for a “family wage”
could, by raising the real wages of the remaining workers, improve
the working class standard of living. 8

Humphries implicitly accepts that women are to blame for the reduction
in the ‘family wage’. But her approach to raising men’s wages is impractic-
able. It contradicts the progressive drive by capital to integrate the entire
working class into social production. The only effective way to boost the
income of the family is to fight for equal pay for women. The ‘family
wage’ is an ideal which has searcely ever become seality.®® Some skilled
workers may have been able to confine their wives to perpetual house-
work but the tendency has always been for capital to pull women out to
| work even if only for part of their working lives. This has become the
norm for the simple reason that male wages have generally been insuf-
ficient to keep a family.?" In Britain today, on average, women'’s earnings
make up 25 per cent of the family income; one third contribute between
33 and 50 per cent.?? Without women at work most modern families
simply could not survive.?*

The recognition that whatever women do is classed as unskilled has
led some feminists to the conclusion that women’s qualities are ‘under-
valued’.®® The EOC recently criticised job evaluation schemes on the
grounds that they ‘persistently disregard or undervalue the characteristics
of women’s work, such as the dexterity, precision or, on the negative side,
monotony, repetitiveness and the need for sustained attention’.2® Many
feminists consider that because the work women perform in the home is
valueless, then they are cheated of the full value of their labour-power
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when they go out to work, Pursuing the same theme further, some fem-
inists demand ‘wages for housework’ because they feel that women are
being cheated at home as well as at work.

These definitions of women’s low status as workers all assume that
things could be different under capitalism if only women’s ‘skills’ and
special contribution to society were recognised, But this is not a moral
question: women become unskilled workers because that is what capital
needs. Their work may be difficult and arduous. As far as capital is con-
cerned attributes like dexterity, perseverance and reliability are useful
qualities to have in the workforce. But these skills do not need to be
acquired through training; therefore they do not enter into the determi-
nation of the value of women’s labour power. Rather than endowing
women’s work with a false sense of worth we need to argue that women
must have access to all skills to play a full role in social life.

Women as reserve army

‘Women have demonstrated their versatility and ability in a wide
range of jobs, particularly during the war years, but little appears to
have been achieved in removing the attitude that women workers
are, in a sense, ‘temporary workers'.' (CBI, Employing women: the
emplovers' view, September 1967, pl4)
British employers have of course done much to ensure that this particular
‘attitude’ which their representative ofganisation the CBI disingenuously
bemoans, remains firmly entrenched.

The capitalist system requires a reserve of unemploved workers and
women have always been a major part of its number.®® As capital has
expanded it has drawn in workers from the countryside, from overseas,
and always from the pool of underemployed women in the home.?’
In times of recession such workers are among the first to return to un-
employment.

Women joined the labour force in large numbers in the post-war
boom. Between 1951 and 1971 the net expansion of the working popul-
ation was 2.5 million - of whicn number 2.2 million were women. In
his report on industrial relations in 1968, Lord Donovan criticised em-
ployers for not training more women, commenting that ‘women provide
the only substantial new source from which extra labour and especially
skilled labour can be drawn in this period’.2®
The fact that women remained largely unskilled, poorly organised and
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widely regarded by employers and unions alike as ‘temporary workers’
meant that when the recession came, there was little resistance to women
being shunted back into the home. All the problems of unemployment —
loss of self-esteem, boredom, etc — are considered much less significant for
women — they always have the housework to be getting on with. There
are however two important factors that counteract the general trend for
capitalists to dispose of their newly acquired female workers in the cur-
cent climate of crisis. First, women are cheaper to employ than men, and
second, they tend to work in segregated occupational spheres.

At the beginning of 1982 the average gross wage for men was £140,
for women £91. This is the main reason why employers employ women —
and are reluctant to let them go. Unilever’s personnel manager Miss A M
Mackie summed up the matter succinctly:

“The main reasons for employing women were fourfold: a) there were
not enough men; b) women were cheaper, and this was still a valid
argument; ¢) they were more suitable for seasonal or temporary
employment: and d) women had greater skills for certain jobs, usually
those requiring a certain dexterity.”?®

Women are congregated in a limited niimber of jobs in specilic sectors
of the economy. In the past, restructuring in the textile and light engineer-
ing trades led to large-scale female unemployment. However, in the post-
war period women’s employment has increased most markedly in the
public service sector, Here there is little competition between men and
women for jobs and women’s employment is relatively highly unionised
and secure. Indeed, the public sector was spared the vigorous shakeout
that hit the private sector in the early years of the recession — although
the threat of massive redundancies in the civil service and NHS now
looms.3°

The general trend of women’s unemployment is unmistakeably
upwards — although this is masked by official statistics which disregard
married women’s unemployment.®* The aggregate of registered and
unregistered unemployment reveals that women are much more dispens-
ible than men in the recession.*? The temporary woman worker is not
just more dispensible in periods of recession — she is also more vulnerable
to the dictates of capital when she is at work. Many women, reflecting the
views of management and unions, are grateful they have a job. Mindful of
the lengthening dole queues, women workers are less likely to complain
about inferior wage rates and poor conditions.

Capital benefits greatly from women’s position on the fringes of the
labour market, always available to be pulled into factories or pushed out
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again, as the state of the economy demands. Employers use unemployed
women as a threat to male workers, to keep them in line and their wages
down. The position of women among the unemployed has always been
exploited to reduce living standards all round:

“The temporary or local want of labour brings about no rise in wages,
but a forcing of women and children into the fields, and exploitation
of the women and children takes place on a larger scale, it becomes in
turn a new means of making a surplus population of the male agricul-
tural labourer and keeping down his wages.'>*

The hiaden army

Many women work in jobs which place them in an intermediate position
between housewife and full-time wage labourer — as homeworkers, part-
time workers or job-sharers,

Homeworkers

In the early days of capitalist production merchants distributed raw mater-
ials around to workers’ homes where they were made up by the family
into commodities which were then collected for the market by the mer-
chant. This primitive method of organising production has persisted in a
few marginal sectors where capitalists attempt to compensate for low
productivity by intensifying the exploitation of labour in the home 3

Homework has much in common with domestic work, It is largely
performed by women on their own, in their own homes.?® The work is
usually unskilled, repetitive and boring. Any skills that are required are
the traditional female domestic skills of sewing, knitting, etc. There is no
supervisor or foreman to enforce the long hours and strict discipline
necessary to make homeworking pay - the woman is her own taskmaster.
However, although homework is privatised like domestic work, it produces
commodities for exchange, which ordinary housework does not. Home-
working is part of social production and women’s labour-power is ex-
changed for a wage. .

Homeworking is a very backward form of social production. The
workers generally have heavy domestic commitments and receive very low
wages.?® There are no reliable figures on the number of homeworkers, but
estimates vary between 200000 and 400 000.37 There are few legal
barriers to the exploitation of women in this sector. Homeworking costs
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employers nothing in national insurance contributions, sick pay, holiday
pay. pension and maternity benefits, little in wages and less in overheads
(they save on rent. rates, heat, light and power). The great advantage of
homeworking for capitalists is its total flexibility. They can compensate
for any fuctuation in demand by taking on or laying off homeworkers at
no cost to themselves. The homeworker knows she lacks bargaining power

she cannot very well go on strike and combination with other home-
workers is virtually impossible:

‘Sometimes I put in 50 or 60 hours. ., I've stayed up till 4am. I'm
sewing most of the day, nearly every day of the week, ...l can’t ask
for less or he'd have to employ someone else.” (a woman with one
child who sews knitted garments together for 40p an hour)38

Many homeworkers are grateful to their employers for giving them at least
something for their labouring time which under normal conditions (as a
housewife) is valueless, regardless of the time and energy expended:

‘Gratitude for the income, however small, often outweighed any
inclination to carp at the rate it is edrned. .. Lower eamings were
considered the price to be paid for the convenience of working at
home.”*®

The labour movement has long neglected homeworkers. The unions
have often seen certain homeworkers as a threat to factory and office
workers because they do the same job at cheaper rates. Employers can
easily play off one section against the other. The problem is that home-
working only survives because of the super-exploitation it entails. If
employers were forced to pay union rates homeworking would be abol-
ished. In the absence of any alternative employment and preconditions for
going out to work (such as nurseries and decent geriatric care), many
homeworkers are obviously opposed to trade unionism and its inevitable
consequences.*®

Part-time workers

Part-time work can only be carried out by a minority of the working class:
if it became general it would-mean a reduction in the working day all
round. This would reduce the time available for the exploitation of the
working class, and, if the capitalists continued to pay wages equivalent to
the value of labour-power, curtail the appropriation of surplus value. Thus
part-time work is only done by a certain section of workers in exchange
for wages that are too low to sustain all their needs. Part-time workers
have to be subsidised by full-time workers.
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Most part-time workers are women, dependent for the rest of their
income on men or the state (social security ), and spending the rest of their
time working in the home. In the EEC countries less than 10 per cent of
all workers are employed part-time, but a quarter of all working women
are part-timers. In Britain only 2 per cent of men work part-time, but
more than 40 per cent of working women do.*! Part-time workers typ-
| ically have heavier domestic commitments: 83 per cenl are married,
compared with only 52 per cent of women full-timers.

The employment of part-time workers carries certuin disadvantages
for the capitalist class.*? Production generally runs more smoothly when
there are fewer transfers among different workers., And more part-timers
means more paperwork and other personnel overheads and headaches.
However, the capitalists would rather employ some women part-time than
pay out for the sort of childcare and other social services which would
enable all women to work full-time. They make sure that they get value
for money frem their part-time workers: many do the equivalent of a
day’s work for half a day’s pay.*® Many get no breaks and most get no
holiday. Because they fall below the National Insurance threshold employ-
ers are spared this incursion on their profits and the workers get no sick
pay or unemployment henefit,

Since the onset of the recession the number of women in part-time
work has increased, while the number in full-time employment has stag-
nated. The proportion of part-timers rose steadily until 1981, as the
following table shows.,

Table 6 Female employees in employment, full and part-time (in 000s),
Great Britain

Year Full-time Part-time Total % Parttime
1971 5468 2757 8225 34
1972 5454 2877 8331 35
1973 5542 3163 8705 36
1974 5512 3421 8933 38
1975 5422 3551 8973 40
1976 5366 3585 8951 40
| 1977 5433 3617 9050 40
L 1978 5478 3679 9157 40
1979 5560 3781 9341 41
1980 5768 3680 9048 41
1981 5167 3496 8663 40

Source: Department of Employment Gazetle, May 1974, June 1975, July 1976
November 1977, February 1981, April 1981, January 1982, all Table 1
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What this table does not reveal is that approximately 130 000 part-
time jobs were created every year from 1951 to 1979. The net increase of
more than one and a half million part-time jobs since the mid ‘sixties has
sccompanied a net decline of more than two million full-time jobs during
the same period. There are several reasons for the dramatic expansion of

| part-time work. .

| First, employers in sectors such as catering and retail distribution

faced a shortage of labour at the same time that they were under pressure

to cut costs and raise productivity. They required workers who were
prepared to tolerate unsocial hours — evenings, weekends, holidays — for
| low pay in poor conditions. One solution was to recruit part-time women
instead of full-time men, This was a welcome alternative to raising wages
1o attract men as one investigation noted:

‘Rather than raise the wages of (ull-timers, employers sought to fill
their labour needs with part-time women workers. The attraction of
this policy was that part-timers could be used to cover peak penods
1 of business only, without the need to pay them for a full week’s work.
By this method labour costs could be effectively reduced,®

! Despite the difficulties of organising childcare, there were plenty of
women looking for a way of supplementing their often declining family
income by taking on part-time work of this sort for low pay. The hourly
rate for part-time women is between 80 and 82 per cent of that of full-

i time women, between 58 and 66 per cent of full-time men’s..

The second factor which contributed to the expansion of part-time
work was the law. To avoid paying the equivalent of the men’s rate to
women under the 1970 Equal Pay Act, employers either replaced full-time
men by part-time women or turned full-time women into part-timers. Most
| of this sort of reorganisation of workforces took place before the EPA was
i i finally implemented in 1975. The subsequent operation of the Act has re-

inforced the inferior position of part-timers. Where part-time workers have
| claimed the same rate for the job as men who do the same work full time,
judges have ruled that the shorter hours constitute a material difference

' which excludes such claims for parity. The case of Jenkins vs Kingsgate

Clothing, which went to the Luropean Court on appeal, produced the

ruling that part-time women can be paid at lower rates than full-time men

doing identical work if the difference ‘can be accounted for by objective
economic reasons’.*®

The law restricts the rights of part-timers in other ways, They are
generally excluded from the guarantees against unfair and summary dis-

missal under the 1975 Employment Protection Act - they do not usually
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qualify under the length of service and hours worked conditions.*®

In short, part-time workers don’t count as normal employees — they
suffer systematic discrimination in every aspect of their employment.
When Nicki Fonda from Brunel University was researching at a company,
she asked how many people they employed. They told her 300 people,
‘Then [ said, “How many part-time people do you have?". They replied,
“Oh well, we've another 250 women doing that” *. Nor are part-timers
‘counted’ by the state. They cannot register as unemployed because they
are not ‘available for full-time work’. And because nearly 80 per cent of
part-timers are married they cannot claim supplementary benefit either,

The unions are oblivious to part-timers and their specific problems.
As late as 1969 the union of Post Office workers decided not to allow any
more part-timers to join the union. Those that do inevitably have little
time for union affairs and meetings because they have little enough time
to do wage labour, never mind union work. The current attack on the right
to do union work and hold meetings in work time, for example in the
1982 NHS dispute and in the civil service, further restricts the opportunity
for part-timers to participate,”” And trade union organisation is made
more difficult by the near total segregation of part-timers into women’s
work: ‘between 91 and 96 per cent of part-time female employees work in
the same industries and companies as full-time female workers’ 2

Job-sharing

“Job-sharing’ is part-time work for younger middle class women who want
to combine motherhood with ‘a career™ a job formerly done by one
person full-time is ‘shared’ between two part-time workers, part-time
housewives. Pressure for job-sharing has come from feminists and unions
with a substantial membership among middle class women. Employers
have accepted job-sharing because it makes white collar and professional
women more productive and allows them to retain their skilled female
staff without having to provide childcare facilities. An EOC survey re-
vealed that almost three-quarters of all sharers were less than 40, nearly
half in their thirties. Most — 84 per cent — had A-levels: 95 per cent some
higher education.*® None earned less than £4000 a year, more than half
earned between £4000 and £6000 and a third between £6000 and £8000.

Like short-time working, job-sharing is only accepted by employers
if it can be used to raise productivity. As the CBI puts it: ‘the total cost of
any change must be offset by savings elsewhere’*® The authors elaborate
with a series of questions for managers to ponder when cenfronted with
demands for the introduction of job-sharing:

38

1 T



‘What are your objectives when contempiating change? Are you
merely responding to pressure? Are you taking every opportunity to
introduce changes that you need? .. .How could you reduce/offset
the cost of a shorter working time? . , By extending plant capacity eg
by introducing or extending shift working? By greater control of
absenteeism? . . .By eliminating restrictive practices? By greater flex-
ibility of labour? By eliminating unnecessary overtime? . . By adjust-
ing production .?aeeds? By offsetting any residual cost in a subsequent
pay settlement.”®?

Suc Stevens shares a job with Jill Dodwell-Groves at Camden Council.
She explains how her employers benefit: ‘If one person goes sick, they've
still got the other person, so at least half the job is being done, and the
same goes for holidays. Another plus for the employer is that time off to
go to the doctor or the dentist, and the little distractions which take your
mind off work — you do them on your days off*.%?
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Chapter4

Women
and the state

Many supporters of women’s rights have looked to the state as an in-
strument for social reform, At first sight there appears to be a strong
argument for this strategy. Women have often benefited from the steady
advance of state intervention in the capitalist economy. Child benefits,
maternity benefits, sick pay, unemployment benefits and pensions have
been made available to women. Female workers have been the bene-
ficiaries — as consumers and workers — of the expansion of health. educ-
ation, housing and social service provision. And women have been granted
a degree of protection under the law, from the Factory Acts of the nine-
teenth century to the more recent abortion and employment legislation.

However, when we examine the question in detail the limired and
formal character of state reforms becomes clear, In this section we exam-
ine state intervention in spheres — childcare, maternity benefits, protective
legislation, equal pay and abortion — that directly affect women, In all
these aspects we find that the gains for women are partial and entirely
circumscribed by the demands of the capitalist economy.

In reality the state cannot rise above the laws of the capitalist system,
And as long as capitalism exists, the oppression of women based on
domestic work will continue. The state enforces the laws of capital and en-
sures that women continue to play their role as domestic workers, When
times are prosperous the state can be forced to grant limited reforms. But
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these reforms are qualified by the needs of capital and at the first sign of
an economic crisis are immediately withdrawn.

The present recession has seen the ruthless assertion of capitalist
interests over the needs of women. Women are now discovering that they
have no right to council housing — they must become pregnant (un-
intentionally homeless), suffer a nervous breakdown or get pneumonia
from rising damp before they qualify. Women have no right to place their
children in local authority nurseries — it is up to women to prove somehow
that they are inadequate as mothers. Women have no right to abortion: the
matter is decided between doctors and the availability of hospital facilities.

The state that once promised welfare for all now provides means-
tested benefits for a few and encourages the rest to look after themselves,
‘Don’t call the doctor® advise notices in surgery waiting rooms — make do
with Benylin, aspirin and a first-aid kit. Old people are refused a place in
an old people’s home if they have a daughter out of work. As home-helps,
meals-on-wheels and district nurses are cut back, ageing wives and dutiful
daughters carry the burden free of charge. Unemployed women can now
mind their own children and try to teach them what they might learn if
they had the privilege of going to nursery schoaol,

Childcare

Some of women’s household chores can be reduced by modern tech-
nology or squeezed into non-working hours; young children, however,
need constant attention, It is impossible to get infants to look after them-
selves; indeed, it is illegal to leave them unattended all day. If a mother
wants to go out to work she has to find somebody to mind the baby. A
chronic shortage of nursery facilities is a general feature of capitalist
society and a key aspect of its oppression of women, It pushes the burden
of childcare onto the mother. It forces working women with young child-
ren to rely on the support of other women, private entrepreneurs or the
state, usually at considerable cost and inconvenience,

Employers have manoeuvred skilfully to maximise their exploitation
of female labour while minimising their expenditure on childcare. Their
most important device is part-time work: in Britain in 1978 750 000
women with children under five worked, more than two-thirds as part-
timers.) By allowing women to work a twilight shift, or during school
hours only and releasing them for the summer holidays, capitalists get the
best of both worlds. They get cheap female labour — and childcare costs
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them nothing. It is either carried out unpaid by the mother when she is
not working, or paid for as a deduction from her wages when she is.
The level and character of available childcare has varied considerably over
the present century, according to the particular needs of the capitalist
economy. One remarkably constant feature is the failure of the state to
provide a comprehensive nursery service of a high standard to free young
mothers to play a full role at work. If anything things have got worse. In
1900 43 per cent of children aged three and four attended state-aided
elementary schools.? Eighty years later only 11 per cent of under-fives
were receiving either nursery education or day-care, Yet over roughly the
same period (1911-1981) married women’s economic activity rates in-
creased from 9.6 per cent to 48.8 per cent.® Important variations in nur-
sery provision have, however, taken place — most significantly in times of
war in response to the increased demand for female labour in the factories.

The First World War provided a major stimulus to the expansion of
nurseries. In the immediate pre-war period day nurseries began to increase
in number as formal schooling for very young children declined. By 1919
174 state-run day nurseries were in operation, largely to look after the
children of women working in the munitions factories. After the war,
however, women were pushed out of the factories and nursery provision
stagnated. By 1938 there were 118 nursery schools and 104 day nurseries.

The Second World War brought many more women into waged work,
and many more children into nurseries. In 1941 there were 194 nurseries
in England and Wales; three years later there were 1450 catering for
68 181 children full time and a further 109 looking after 3625 children
part time. There were in addition 35 000 children in nursery schools and
another 103 000 children in reception classes in elementary schools.® The
nurseries were open between 12 and 15 hours a day; mothers were still
expected to fulfil their maternal duties after their very long days in the
factories.

Again, when the war was over women were drafted back to their
station in the kitchen. Government ideologues discovered that children
needed their mothers: nurseries were for special cases:

‘The proper place for a child under two is at home with its mother, , .
under normal peacetime conditions, the right policy to pursue would
be to positively discourage mothers of children under two from going
outl to work. . .to regard day nurseries and daily guardians as sup-
plements to meet the special needs. . .of children whose mothers are
constrained by individual circumstances to go out to work or whose
home conditions are in themselves unsatisfactory from the health
point of view, or whose mothers are incapable for some good reason
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of undertaking the full care of their children,'®

After the war nursery provision declined: 400 day nurseries were closed
hetween 1945 and 1947, Although the number of nurseriesincreased in the
same period (from 75 to 353), the total number of children in nursery care
dropped. Nursery education was a more limited service: it covered a
shorter day and school terms only — mothers could work only restricted
hours or make special arrangements. And nursery schools only took child-
ren from the age of three; day nurseries from birth.

Nursery provision stagnated through the 'fifties and early ‘sixties: in
1966 only 8.8 per cent of under-fives had any access to nursery care,® The
limited number of nursery places made available through local authorities
was virtually restricted to the children of single parents (‘unmarried
mothers’ as they were called), the totally impoverished or psychiatrically
disturbed.” Exceptions were made in response to particular needs of the
labour market in the late ‘sixties. Shortages of teachers and nurses led to
the expansion of nursery provision for the children of these workers so
that they could return from their housework to schools and hospitals.
As more and more women were drawn back to work in the late 'sixties
and early ‘seventies the provision of nursery facilities slowly increased.®
This trend has been reversed since the onset of the recession and the in-
crease in women’s unemployment and part-time work.?

The current alternatives to state nurseries are generally expensive and
unsatisfactory, Playgroups are only open for a small part ot the working
day and they invariably involve parents in running them, which is usually
impracticable for full-time working parents. Yet playgroups have a larger
share of the pre-school market than nurseries — 18 per cent compared to
11 per cent,

Few employers provide nursery facilities: in 1974 there were only 81
workplace nurseries in Britain and a [urther 59 provided by colleges for
staff and students. Such nurseries” hours are precisely fixed according to
the employers’ needs and they usually involve substantial cost to the
worker. One survey in 1978 noted that employers providing nursery
facilities ‘reported difficulties staying within financial guidelines and more
importantly, they frequently mentioned financial pressure on the quality
of childecare’.*® The recession has resulted in nursery closures, higher
charges and deteriorating facilities,

Private nurseries are very expensive: the 1978 survey estimated
average costs of around £20 a week — at a time when average women’s
wages were scarcely twice that figure.’? Yet as the table shows private
nurseries have mushroomed as state provision has stagnated. The other
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growth area is child-minding. The figures in the table record only the
number of children with registered minders — the real figure is probably
twice as high.

Table 7 Day nurseries, private nurseries and child-minders in England and
Wales (places in 000s)

Year Local Authority Private Child-
Nurseries Nurseries Minders

148 41 - -

1953 35 11 5

1958 24 13 9

1963 22 31 21

1968 21 146 47

1973 24 335 92

1978 28 414 100

Source: Tizard et al, op cit, Table 4; Social Trends, IMSO, 1981, Table 3.4

One consistent feature of public controversy around childeare is the
way in which government officials and other experts produce elaborate
justifications for whatever type of care is most suited to the requirements
of the capitalist system at any particular time. We have seen how they
rationalised the post-war decline in provision by claiming that it was in the
best interests of babies to be in the constant company of their mothers.
After a spell of unpopularity in the ‘sixties when encouraging married
women back to work was the order of the day, the same old theories
re-emerged in the “seventies, when women’s labour was less in demand.
The Plowden Committee ‘deplored the increasing tendency of mothers of
young children to work.*? A 1974 DHSS document emphasised that ‘a
strong theme to emerge from consultations was that mothers of young
children in particular should be encouraged to stay at home' 13 By 1976,
when the government was promoting child-minding as a do-it-yourself
alternative to state nurseries, DHSS principal social work officer Pamela
Thayer extolled the virtues of ‘the day foster mother™

“The individual care offered by the day foster mother may be the
most positive form of care to the child who needs day-long care out-
side his own family. . . .Most obviously the child can grow up in the
security of a familiar environment which resembles his own home
(providing an opportunity) for the child to make the close personal
continuing relationships that are so essential to the foundation of
sound emotional dcvclopmcnt."m
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Few mothers forced to rely on child-minding would share this opin-
ion. Margaret Bone found that only three per cent of parents with under-
fives expressed a preference for child-minders:

‘Child-minders were selected by about the same number of children as
were actually using them, but most of the votes related to children
who were currently non-users of day provision, For the great majority
of the children who were with child-minders, other forms of provision
would have been preferred.’l"’

As Robin Simpson comments:

‘The recent interest in child-minding has been based on the fallacy
that it is cheap and popular, It is cheap to only one of four interested
parties — the government. To the other three - parent, minder and
child — it is expensive.''®

Radical critics of state nursery policies have tried to persuade the
government that its savings on childcare are a false economy and that more
nurseries would be a sound investment:

‘A thorough-going costing would for instance have to take into full
account the current cost of the NHS of treating those depressive ill-
nesses which arise from the isolation of women in the home, Further-
more, there are many women with valuable skills who are unable to
use them because a lack of childcare facilities prevents them from
working; here again is a significant cost to the economy which an
improvement of childcare provision would reduce.’!”

As long as the capitalist class can get childcare carried out free of
charge by women in the home, it makes very good sense — [rom its point
of view — to restrict spending on nurseries to what is strictly necessary for
the immediate needs of the economy. Capitalists will only spend money
for nurseries in two circumstances — when their factories and offices
require more female labour or when the working class forces it out of
them in its struggle to free women from the tyranny of exclusive respon-
sibility for childcare in the home.

Maternity rights and benefits

Women’s role as child-bearers has won increasing recognition from the
state. The ruling class has conceded certain rights to pregnant women and
even provides benefits to ensure minimal standards of care for the new
generation of workers. However, the state makes sure that the burden of

46

T



child-birth falls heavily on the working class in general and women in
particular.

Employers treat all women of reproductive age as potential child-
searers.’® They resent putting in time and resources into training and
paying higher wages to women who may suddenly begin to swell at the
waistline and then walk out the door. Thus women pay for their reprod-
sctive capacities even before they become pregnant. They pay even more
afterwards, as having a baby under capitalism almost invariably means a
drop in living standards, The massive increase in family expenditure neces-
sitated by a new baby is only partially offset by tax concessions and
senefits. The bosses get new workers on the cheap through workers’
preparedness to make sacrifices to have children.

However, women have won certain rights and benefits that provide
some compensation for the economic burden of having a baby. Let’s look
2t them in more detail.

Women now have a legal right to return to their job after having a
naby. This is a modern innovation. Until 1977, when the Employment
Protection Act came into effect, women had no such job security — in fact
pregnancy was regarded as a legitimate pretext for dismissal. Indeed, until
the end of the Second World War mere marriage was sufficient to prompt
mnstant dismissal from the civil service: there were calls to re-impose ‘the
marriage bar’ throughout the *fifties, It is still widely assumed that women
have neither the inclination nor the capacity to return to work until their
children start at school. In practical terms the inadequacy of nursery
provisions makes this a realistic assumption. However, it is also endorsed
by the promotion of ‘scientific’ childcare theories which insist that the
well-being of the child, family and nation depends on mother staying at
home with the baby. All these factors restrict in practice the operation ot
women’s legal right to return to work,

However, over the last few years the legal right itself has been further
restricted. Until 1980 a woman had only to work for her boss for six
months before she was entitled to demand her job back after having a
baby. Now this period has been extended to a year. If the firm employs 20
or fewer workers, then a woman can be sacked until she has worked there
for two years. The 1980 Employment Act has introduced the perfect let-
out clause for the employer. He has only to show that he acted reasonably
m dismissing a pregnant woman, ‘in the circumstances (including the size
and administrative resources) of his undertaking’.’® In addition, the
woman now has to claim her rights, in writing, three times, to cover herself
- and yet the boss can still refuse to re-employ in certain circumstances.
The boss can claim that it is not ‘reasonably practicable’ to give the
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woman her own job back, and can offer another which is ‘not substantially
less favourable’. If she refuses ‘unreasonably’, she loses her right to re-
instatement.?°

The limited rights gained in the late ‘seventies are already disappearing
fast in the early ‘eighties. Between 1979 and 1980 the proportion of
women returning to work by the time their babies were eight months
old had risen from 15 to 24 per cent of all working mothers.?! Today
it is certainly in decline again. Employers, particularly the small business-
men dear to the Tory Government, have campaigned stridently against the
restrictions on their rights to hire and fire at will. They are also on the war-
path against the range of meagre benefits available to mothers at the
expense of the capitalist class.

The maternity grant was first introduced in 1911 as part of a package
of welfare measures in response Lo government concern about the ‘fitness
of the nation® for intensifying economic — and military - competition.
Today all mothers get £25 when they have a baby. The sum has not
increased since 1969 and today will barely purchase a couple of baby suits
and a couple of dozen disposable nappies.

The maternity allowance came in as part of the reorganisation of
welfare services after the Second World War. The birthrate was rising and
the government wanted to make sure that the baby boom contributed to
Britain’s anticipated economic boom. The allowance is now paid from
cleven weeks before birth until seven weeks after, at a rate of less than
£25 a week. It is only available to women who have themselves worked
and made the requisite National Insurance contributions.

Maternity pgy was the concession of the last Labour Government to
the pressure of unions representing large numbers of female white collar
workers. It is available only to full-time workers who have worked for the
same employer for two years or more, or part-time workers who have
worked for the same boss for five years. This condition automatically
disqualifies large numbers of women, particularly at a time when redun-
dancy and periods of unemployment are inescapable for many working
class women.?? Maternity pay is paid at a rate of 90 per cent of basic
wages — but only for six weeks. It is also taxed and deducted from mater-
nity allowance.

Now even these miserable benefits are under attack. In October 1980
the Government investigated the possibility of ‘rationalising’ the complex
maternity grant-pay-benefit into a single, simplified system. It was suggest-
ed that all the cash benefits might be combined into one lump sum of
£140. As a result 370 000 women would gain approximately £115 each,
while 390 000 would lose between £110 and £480.2% In addition the
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Government was confident that 400 civil servants presently engaged in
administrating the schemes could be shown the door, as a result of the
‘simplification’.?* The scheme involved nothing more than a redistribution
of existing resources, and favoured unemployed mothers at the expense
of working women. Its object was summed up succinctly by the chairman
of NALGO’s Equal Opportunities Committee: ‘the proposal to replace
maternity pay with a simple lump-sum maternity grant is a clear indication
that the Government believes a woman’s place is in the home’.2® After a
storm of opposition this scheme was finally dropped. As the Government
squeezes spending on welfare further we can expect a renewed onslaught
on maternity benefits.

Protective legislation

For more than a century the government has interfered in the free oper-
ation of the capitalist economy with laws designed to protect women
from its worst effects, Such protective legislation has always been contro-
versial, both within the labour movement and among feminists.

In the nineteenth century the state, fearing the total exhaustion of
the working class as a result of the ruthless depredations of capital, step-
ped in to curb the worst excesses of the factory system. Acting in the
interests of capital in general, Parliament passed a series of laws restricting
the tendency of employers to extend the working day towards 24 hours
and to pull all women and the youngest of children into their factories.

However, the capitalist state put little effort and scant resources into
measures 1o curb the exploitation of the working class. It was not until
workers themselves organised together and put pressure on the state that
protective legislation was enforced, Factory workers first promoted a
Ten Hours Bill in 1838; the struggle for an eight-hour day was at the
centre of labour movement politics around the turn of the century. The
earliest factory legislation merely prohibited the use of child labour: it
was not until 1844 that limited protections were extended to women,

There were two distinct views in the labour movement on protective
legislation for women. There was the reactionary outlook of narrow-
minded trade unionists who welcomed state restrictions on women’s
employment because they reduced competition on the labour market.
In contrast, progressive socialists welcomed restrictions on the length of
the working day and measures which prevented the gross extremes of
exploitation of female labour. In their view the Factory Acts created
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more favourable conditions for organising the working class against capital.
Thus Marx welcomed working class agitation around the Factory Acts:

‘For “‘protection™ against *‘the serpent of their agonies™ the labourers
must put their heads together, and, as a class, compel the passing of a
law, an all-powerful social barrier that shall prevent the very workers
from selling, by voluntary contract with capital, themselves and thelr
families into slavery and death.'?®

Marx noted that improvements in the working conditions of women result-
ing from the Factory Acts soon generally extended to cover the whole
working class:

‘One of their first consequences was that in practice the working day
of the adult males in factories became subject to the same limitations,
since in most processes of production the co-operation of children,
young persons, and women is indispensible."?”

Working class women did not object to the restrictions on excessive
hours, night work and certain kinds of labour. As one factory inspector
commented: ‘no instances have come to my knowledge of adult women
having expressed any regret at their rights being interfered with’.?® Bour-
geois feminists, however, in their opposition to protective legislation,
championed the abstract rights of women to be freely exploited. In the
1870s Emma Paterson denounced trade unionists for supporting a Bill
which sought to extend certain protections to women and children:

“This Bill is intended to apply also to children, with whom women are
classed, thus conveying and endeavouring to perpetuate the idea that
women are entirely unable to protect themselves, a position, to a
certain extent, degraded and injurious....The result may be the
reduction of wages, already often insufficient, and sometimes comp-
lete exclusion from work, thus becoming, in place of protection, a real
and grievous oppression.’

Again in the ’twenties a number of former suffragettes and Tory
women formed the ‘Open Door Council” ‘to secure that a woman shall be
free to work and protected as a worker on the same terms as men and that
legislation and regulations dealing with conditions and hours, payment,
entry and training shall be based on the nature of the work and not on the
sex of the work. . .irrespective of marriage and childbirth’.2® What these
seemingly radical proposals amounted to was a call for women to be
allowed to work in the mines, through the night, to go back to work
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immediately after childbirth, to lift heavy weights and to work with
poisonous white lead. In calling for women to be allowed to do work that
was damaging to the health of male workers, these middle class women
backed the employers against the working class.

It was true that some trade unionists supported restrictions on wo-
men's hours to defend men's jobs. And it was also true that some women
lost their jobs as a result of protective legislation, and that it served to
a degree to reinforce the segregation of the labour market. But the way to
deal with these problems was to carry on the offensive and extend the
legislation to cover afl workers. Retreating to the previous state of affairs
under the bourgeois slogan of ‘a woman’s right to be super-exploited” has
never been a strategy with much appeal for working class women. In
Russia, Lenin advocated pushing the struggle forward through calling for
the abolition of all overtime and all but essential nightwork, and for the
exclusion of women from industries dangerous to their health,*!

Today, women's working hours and their handling of toxic substances
and heavy weights are all restricted by law, Like many of the limited gains
the working class has won from the capitalists, protective legistation for
women is now threatened. The British employers’ organisation the CBI
some time ago invoked the concept of ‘equality’ to justify its determin-
ation to remove the barriers to the more equal exploitation of women:

‘Among other factors militating against equality is the long tradition
by which women still have certain privileges and specific legislative
protection. True equality must be dependent on the abandonment
of outdated concepts and pra<:tices.'32

This view was endorsed by the Labour Government’s left-wing employ-
ment minister Barbara Castle:

“There is a long history to legal restriction on the hours that women
and people may work in factories. But the appalling social and indus-
trial conditions which produced them are happily a thing of the past.
Is there, then, any longer a need for these restrictions? And if not, to
what extent are they standing in the way of higher productivity and
greater industrial efﬁciancy‘!”33

In the event the recession made the legal curbs on women’s exploit-
ation less of a problem for the capitalist class. There were other ways in
which they could ensure the maximum use of female labour, so they left

the legislation intact.
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Equal pay

Since 1975 the law in Britain has granted women equal pay and protection
against discrimination in employment. Why did the government introduce
the Equal Pay and Sex Discrimination Acts, and what difference have they
made to women's position in society?3*

Pressure from two sources — one at home, the other abroad - pushed
the British state into legislation on women’s rights, During the ‘sixties
there was a series of important strikes in which women workers sought to
improve their rates of pay by demanding parity with their male work-
mates. The blatant discrimination of lower women's rates for jobs shared
with men provoked spontaneous outbursts of militant action for equal
pay.®® The 1968 machinists’ strike at Ford’s Dagenham plant threatened a
wave of similar disputes to win equal pay through uncontrolled collective
bargaining. The trade union leaders could no longer ignore this threat to
the stability of industrial relations, nor could the government. Their
interests converged on the need for legislation which would outlaw dis-
criminatory practices and allow order to be restored in the factories.

Al the same time the British ruling class came under pressure from its
partners in the EEC, of which Britain was a new member. Most member
states had already passed equal pay legislation and Britain was obliged to
ratify Article 119 of the Treaty of Rome which banned discrimination
against women. As even the EOC recognised, it was not that the EEC was
controlled by feminists, but simply that its members were concerned to
establish stable ground rules for the business of capitalist competition:

‘The article was included not so much out of concern for women’s
rights but rather to ensure that free competition was not distorted
by any member states allowing employers to use women as cheap
labour and so undercutting its competitors in other EEC countries,”®

The women’s rights legislation was a useful token concession to the
women’s lobby — particularly lor the post-1974 Labour Government.
While Labour supporters proclaimed great strides forward towards wo-
men's emancipation, employers’ organisations, management consultants
and right-wing politicians and journalists worked overtime to devise ways
of making sure that the concessions remained purely token, They were
very successful.

Employers evaded the 1975 legislation in three main ways. They
increased the segregation of their workforces (thus limiting the scope for
comparisons); they intensified their exploitation of their female workers
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(making sure that if they did get more money, they worked even harder
for it); and they moved towards the establishment of a general female rate
(equivalent to the lowest rate for men). If all these devices failed, they
resorted to a series of fiddles.

Segregation along sexual lines was, as we have seen, already marked in
British industry well before 197537 This meant that there was very
limited scope for establishing equal pay through parity: what scope there
was, the employers tried to reduce even further.*® They moved women
out of certain jobs where they were in a minority and men out of other
jobs where they were outnumbered by women*® The Financial Times
admitted that ‘the equal pay legislation in combination with the law
against discrimination will provide some employers with a positive econ-
omic motive for being more discriminating than before’ *® Trade unions
often colluded with management in their sectional concern to preserve
male rates and men’s jobs.**

The second method employers used was to intensily the work women
did to pay for their own wage increases. The Institute of Personnel Man-
agement put the general position:

“The cost of increases. . .will have to be met out of increased prod-
uctivity. In order to assess whether the national is likely to be in a
position to meet these costs, we must nol overlook the possibilities
for increased productivity as an outcome of eliminating the sex
differential."*®

Snell illustrates how this worked in practice, for example through the
deliberate alternation of incentive schemes. Piece work rates were ‘tighten-
ed’ to offser the increases women received in their basic pay. In one case
the women workers had to work harder and produce 40 per cent more to
earn the same amount of incentive pay. Their average hourly earnings
remained at 60 per cent of men’s, although the basic rate had been in-
creased to 90 per cent of the male rate.*?

One section of the Fqual Pay Act forced employers to bring women's
wages up to the lowest, unskilled male rate. This clause was included so
that women who couldn't compare themselves to men would get a basic
increase. However, the way this worked out in practice was that many
women — even though they might be semi-skilled or skilled workers —
were placed on the lowest male rate. Meanwhile, all male workers, apart
from perhaps a couple of labourers, would be put on much higher rates.**

The five-year implementation period of the Equal Pay Act (1970-75)
gave employers ample time to organise their working arrangements to
minimise the benefits of the legislation for working women. Paterson and
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Armstrong drew up a list of the more devious methods that were widely
used in addition to the three basic evasions outlined above:

(a) re-grading jobs on the basis of the degree to which the work is
heavy or light, which would automatically discriminate against women
(b) eliminating, or at least reducing, jobs performed by both men and
women so as to avoid direct comparisons

(c) re-classifying jobs at present only carried out by women at wo-
men's rates, These would no longer be graded as women’s jobs.
Instead, they would in theory be open to both men and women,
although in practice the job descriptions would not correspond with
any work at present carried out by men. In this way, the minimum
rate which has to apply to men and women could be lower than the
existing minimum rate for men, so long as it is not below any nation-
ally negotiated rate

(d) refusing to introduce any form of job evaluation because it could
encourage equal pay claims

{e) ensuring that the terms and conditions of employment are differ-
ent at associated plants to discourage comparison between establish-
ments

(f) ssmply not engaging women on the grounds justified or not, that
increased absenteeism and higher rates of turnover would make them
a less economic proposition than men paid at the same rates,*®

It was widely predicted that the new women's rights laws would have
dramatic and far-reaching consequences. However, it became rapidly clear
to all the parties involved that in reality the legislation would change little.

Before the introduction of the Equal Pay Act 79 per cent of managers
questioned claimed that it would affect their working practices. After it
came into effect only 42.5 per cent conceded that it had had any effect at
all on them.*® Politicians made extravagant claims: Barbara Castle estim-
ated that about 70 per cent of women workers would benefit from the
Act. Audrey Hunt’s survey of the operation of the Act revealed a much
less rosy picture:

‘Equal pay for women doing the same or broadly similar work as men
existed at the time of the survey (early 1973) in 34.9 per cent of all
establishments. In a further 18,1 per cent there are no women doing
the same work as men, 19.9 per cent have had equal pay for 10 years
or more and only 4.1 per cent have introduced it in the past two
years (since the EPA was passed).””

Right-wing Tories and Daily Telegraph journalists ranted about the
new legislation making women into a privileged class. The gutter press
backed them up ridiculing ‘women libbers’ and taking up the cudgels on

54




behall of ‘oppressed men’. The more sober bourgeois commentators could
see from the beginning how limited the laws were: this was the Financial
Times' comment on the day of their implementation:

‘A few famous victories will be won and proclaimed: women will eat
their roast beef downstairs at Simpsons in the Str:md,“a some well-
qualified woman somewhere will bring a case against an employer and
get a job from which she was debarred by prejudice, some women in
some occupations will get more pay. .. .The truth up to date is prob-
ably that there are few jobs in which women have been undercutting
men in the labour market: the traditional “women’s occupations”
have become so clearly defined by custom that no comparability is
possible, while in genuinely mixed areas journalism and teaching for
example — equal pay is already the rule,"?

The legislation made little difference to middle class women because
they mostly already enjoyed equal pay. It made little difference to work-
ing class women because the main obstacle to their equality was the
continuing burden of domestic work — and that remained outside the
terms of either of the new laws,

Middle class women achieved parity with men because capital needed
their labour. Non-manual civil servants won equal pay in 1955, partly
because they fought for it, but mainly because the government faced a
shortage of labour with the requisite skills. Of the 10 per cent of women
who had equal pay in 1966 most were professionals working in the state
sector — in the civil service, local government, teaching, medicine, etc.

Table 8 Full-time female manual workers’ average weekly earnings as
a percentage of men’s

Public Private
1950 55
1955 52
1960 51
1965 49
1970 524 48.9
1974 58.5 52.8
1975 61.1 56.7
1976 63.2 59.6
1977 63.1 60.4
1978 62.2 60.9
1979 59.2 v 594

Source! Office of Manpower Economics, Equal Pay, HMSO, 1950-65, p1 13
EOC Fifth Annual Report, 1980, p70
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Female manual workers have generally been paid at rates little more
than half of those for men in similar jobs, This has changed little over the
past 30 years as the previous table illustrates.

The position of working class women did improve slightly in the mid
‘seventies, but deteriorated again by the end of the decade as the recession
began to bite.

The history of the Equal Pay and Sex Discrimination Acts reveals
that although the capitalist system can promise rights for women, it
cannot deliver the goods. The fine phrases of politicians are constantly
defied by the operation of a system that depends on women'’s oppression
in the home.

Abortion

Both feminist and left-wing commentators claim that, since the introduc-
tion of the 1967 Abortion Act, women’s legal right to abortion has come
under serious threat on only three specific occasions. These moments of
danger were when the White, Benyon and Corrie Bills were introduced to
amend the Act — but each time the attack was successfully beaten off,
They are mistaken; even within the strict limitations of the 1967 Act,
women’s right to abortion has been under constant attack. The deterior-
ation of NHS facilities through public spending cuts and the expansion of
the private sector have steadily eroded the right to abortion for working
class women. No serious response to this whittling away of women’s rights
has yet come from the left, the women’s movement or the trade unions.

The formulators of the 1967 Act envisaged that it would allow for
around 10 000 abortions a year for women in various special circumstances.
No extra facilities were provided to deal with the relatively small demand
expected, However, women’s response vastly exceeded expectations;
it proved that there was a social need for readily-available abortion, The
NHS facilities could not meet the need even before the cutbacks of the
‘seventies began. In the ensuing crisis abortion facilities have suffered even
worse than other health service amenities. The statistics illustrate the
extent of the problem. The demand for abortion has risen almost constantly
since 1967, but the proportion of abortions carried out on the NHS has
steadily declined.

It is not yet a question of an absolute decline in the number of abor-
tions carried out on the NHS; it has remained fairly constant. As the
squeeze on public spending continues, however, the further run-down of
the health service must bring about a fall in the actual number of abortions
on the NHS. Women’s access to abortion is increasingly restricted to the
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Table 9 Legal abortions carried out on women resident in England and

Wales>®

Total number Place of abortion Percentage of
of abortions NHS Private abortions on NHS
1969 50000 34 000 16 000 68.0

1971 95 000 53 000 41000 558

1973 111000 55 000 55 000 49.5

1975 106 000 51 000 55 000 48.1

1976 102000 51 000 51000 50.0

1977 103 000 53000 50000 515

1978 112000 55 000 57 000 49.1

1979 119000 55 000 64 000 46.2

Source: Social Trends, HMSO, 1981, Table 2,23

private sector, which includes non-profit making charities and fal-profit
making clinics. Throughout the ‘seventies, the charities managed to bridge
the gap between the demand for abortion and the inadequacy of NHS
provision for those women who could not afford the private clinics. The
charities too now face the full onslaught of the recession: facing burgeon-
ing costs, they are increasingly unable to keep pace with rising demand. In
1977 they covered 29 per cent of all abortions; within three years the
proportion had sunk to 25 per cent. The private clinics, meanwhile, have
enjoyed a boom. Between 1977 and 1980 their share of the market in-
creased from 20 per cent to 29 per cent.

The move towards the privatisation of abortion facilities, which has
gathered momentum from the day the 1967 Act was passed, has made
access to easy abortion more and more restricted to women with access
to money. Private abortions are often well beyond the financial reach of
working class women with families. It is the more middle class women who
are able to afford abortion. At the same time, the state has proved willing
to provide abortions for those young women whom it considers unfit for
motherhood — unemployed teenagers, single blacks. The result is that
women with no children accounted for 45 per cent of the abortions
carried out in 1978, Married women with between one and three children,
who often have most need of abortion and childcare facilities, made up
only 28 per cent of the abortion figures for that year.

Whilst this attack on women’s abortion rights has continued apace
over the past decade, opposition to it has centred solely on the attempts
to restrict abortion by legal means. Those who have opposed the attempts
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by White, Benyon and Corrie to amend the Act have demanded a defence
of the ‘spirit” of the law. In fact, as the Tory amenders themselves have
pointed out, it is they who are trying to recapture the spirit of '67.%! The
Act was passed, not to provide free abortion on demand, but to allow for
the strictly limited availability of abortion that capital required, The
government wanted to make abortion available for middle class women
whose working skills were in demand, and for those working class women
considered incapable of carrying out their maternal responsibilities. The
Act left the responsibility for deciding whether or not women requesting
abortion fitted either of these categories solely in the hands of the medical
profession. It is not surprising that doctors have been to the fore in cam-
paigns to protect the 1967 Act. The legal stipulation that two doctors
must endorse a woman's request for an abortion gives them considerable
power. One consequence of this ‘Doctor’s right to choose’ has been
massive regional variation in the proportion of abortions carried out on
the NHS. In the North of England, 4915 of the 5619 abortions carried out
in 1980 were under state provision, leaving only 39 to the private clinics.
In the West Midlands, where the medical hierarchy is predominantly
Catholic, only 3013 of the 14 050 abortions carried out in the same year
took place on NHS facilities. Women'’s fight for abortion on the NHS has
to contend not only with the economic problems of capital in general, but
also with the reactionary beliefs of individual members of the bourgeoisie,

The attempts at legislative amendments of the 1967 Act are real
attacks on women'’s rights which the working class must reject. It is, how-
ever, significant that all the attempts to further tighten up the Act have
s0 far failed: but it has still become much more difficult for working
class women to get an abortion. The fight for abortion rights cannot
therefore be confined to defending the 1967 Act.

The ruling class aims to restrict the debate over abortion to legal,
medical and moral questions. Unfortunately many groups and individuals
who seek to defend abortion rights accept these terms of reference.>? Thus
for example in 1982 a great controversy arose over the Government’s
attempt to remove the clause justifying abortion on ‘social’ grounds from
the appropriate form, and the opposition to this on ethical grounds from
prominent pro-abortion gynaecologists. The vital question of social control,
which the call for free abortion on demand raises, has always been avoided.
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Chapter5

Part of the union?

British trade unionists have generally regarded women as a threat. Their
unions’ response to women workers has changed over the years — from
outright hostility, to the modern approach which seeks to integrate women
into the unions without in any way challenging their subordinate role in
social production. Women have always been the poor sisters of the British
labour movement, at worst rejected, at best patronised with token gestures.
Trade unions arise spontaneously out of the basic conflict between
employer and worker in the capitalist workplace, In their most elementary
form trade unions are defensive, sectional organisations. They come into
existence in response to the need of a particular group of workers to
combine their strength to force their employer to concede decent wages
and conditions. Workers® combination challenges one of the capitalist’s
most powerful weapons — his capacity to spurn the demands of his work-
force and turn to the free labour market and hire workers who will accept
his terms, It is easy to replace one worker; much more difficult to find
hundreds or even thousands ol scabs. Skilled workers are even more
difficult to replace. Hence the first trade unions arose among artisans who
were able to take advantage of their skills and their collective organisation
to achieve a degree of control aver the labour market. These craft unions
were militant in defence of their position against the employers; they were
also hostile to other sections of the working class that threatened to under-
mine the stability of the labour market on which their position depended.
Foremost among these were women, who were seen by most early trade
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unionists as potential scabs or undercutters of wage levels, rather than as
fellow workers.

Trade unions are not inevitably, eternally or incorrigibly sectional
and reactionary, It is possible for unions to transcend their elementary
sectionalism and adopt a perspective which subordinates the immediate
interests of any group of workers to the broader concerns of the working
class as a whole. The condition for this is the existence in the working
class of a highly developed proletarian consciousness given shape and
direction by a revolutionary party. Such a party can give a clear lead
to the trade unions on important political questions. There is a historical
precedent. After the First World War the Red International of Labour
Unions, established in allegiance with the revolutionary Communist
International, insisted that to be worthy of membership, constituent
unions must ‘free themselves from old prejudices and take on the defence
of women workers’.}

The Stalinist degeneration of the Communist International in the
twenties meant that its early promise in the sphere of women's eman-
cipation (as in other spheres) was never fulfilled. However, it indicated a
possible path of development for the trade unions, as an alternative to the
one they have taken over the past half century. In Britain the narrow
outlook spontaneously adopted by the early unions was reinforced by the
reformist politics that became dominant in the labour movement around

| the turn of the century. The ascendancy of British capitalism on a world
scale provided a solid foundation for reformism. The burgeoning labour
bureaucracy provided a cadre to communicate it to the working class.

The reformists aimed at socialism in the distant future; for the time
being they accepted British capitalism and its state and sought to reconcile
workers to piecemeal reforms within these confines, The Labour Party
leaders urged the trade union officials to carry on in their sectional pursuits
while the politicians worked to protect the unions’ activities through
Parliament. Both wings of the labour bureaucracy endorsed the sub-
ordination of women at work and in the home, just as they accepted the
capitalist economy that depended on it. This tradition of British Labourism
had become so firmly established by the First World War that the revol-
utionary upsurge that followed it throughout Europe had little impact in
Britain. It has remained virtually unchallenged ever since. How, then, have
women been treated by British trade unions — influenced, as they have
been, much more by Labourism than by Bolshevism? We now tum to
examine the record: in the spheres of organisation and recruitment, on
the issue of equal pay, and on broader questions of women’s rights.
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joning up

Women’s membership of the unions has paralleled their participation in
the national workforce. Until recent years the number of women joining
unions lagged considerably behind the numbers going out to work, part-
icularly at the war-time peaks of women’s employment. The table below
shows the remarkable effect of war on women’s trade unionism — the
First World War peak was not passed until well into the Second World War,
Women’s participation in the unions stagnated as they were expelled from
the factories after both wars. Although female union membership did not
fall as precipitately after the Second World War, it took the best part of
20 years before it regained its war-time level. Women’s involvement in
the unions exploded in the late “sixties and early ’seventies in parallel with
the expansion of public sector unionism generally, in response to suc-
cessive governments’ incomes policies.

Table 10 Female membership of the TUC

1906 166 803 1945 1340729
1914 357 956 1950 1217083
1918 1209 278 1955 1332000
1920 1340 94) 1960 . 1339000
1922 870 941 1965 1691 000
193¢ 486 090 1970 2 168 000
1935 728 388 1975 2773 000
1939 552 585 1978 3341 000

Source: Compiled from Women workers: 1981, p40, and diverse TUC sources,

Women, however, were not always accepted into the unions with open
arms. We look first at how the craft unions came to terms with women —
and how they restructured their unions to maintain the privileges of their
male members. Then we turn to the bureaucracy and examine how it has
organised to deal with women in its own best interests.

Jobs for the boys

By the turn of the twentieth century the developments in industry were
increasingly undermining the position of skilled workers and expanding
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job opportunities for unskilled and semi-skilled labourers. Unskilled work-
ers, male and female, appeared as a growing threat to the established craft
unions. In the 1890s the London Society of Machine Rulers set up a com-
mittee to investigate the problems caused by the entry of women into the
labour force. It reported that female labour was ‘an evil which would
sooner or later have to be met'.? For the bookbinders’ union it was later
rather than sooner. At its 1901 conference, Mr Balsille for the executive
tried to persuade the delegates to accept women into the union:

‘We are between two alternatives: that we get the girls in our power,
or leave them disregarded for employers to use them against us."?

However, the conference rejected this argument, and although the debate
raged on, it was nearly 20 years before women were finally recognised.

It was to be later still for one of the oldest established unions —
the Amalgamated Society of Engineers, later the Amalgamated Eng-
ingering Union, now the AUEW. In the First World War it drafted women
engineering workers into the National Federation of Women Workers,
rather than recruit them to its exclusive club. Indeed. it refused to accept
women as members until 1942 — and then it only relented because its own
narrow interests were at stake, as its Stalinist national organiser Wal
Hannington explained:

‘General unions were grabbing female members in engineering and
the introduction of mass production techniques forced the skilled
men to organise their semi-skilled. . sisters before they ousted them."*

The ASE was not the last male bastion to fall, The woodworkers kept
women out until 1952 and it was 1959 before the metal mechanics ad-
mitted women — as half members. Most of the old unions came to terms
with women before the First World War. The brass workers are a typical
example, Before 1910 the union staunchly opposed women's right to join
the union — its general secretary even campaigned for legislation to bar
women [rom certain skilled trades. However, when the union was hit
with a period of high unemployment at a time when women'’s wages were
as low as 30 per cent of men’s, it sud Tenly changed its tune. Following the
line of the bookbinders' delegate. the brass workers allowed women to
join and insisted on them getting the union rate - to protect the men
working alongside them. At the same time, they made a deal with the
employers to secure the conlinuing predominance of men in the skilled
trades. This is how one contemporary observer, Elizabeth Hutchins
summed up the situation in 1915:
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‘The men often regard women as unscrupulous competitors, and
though they have mostly abandoned the old policy of excluding
women, they are apt to try and organise thém from their own point of
view, without regard to the women’s special interests. Rough measures
of this kind only gve a further impulse to schism, confusion and
bitterness.’”

The industrial unions followed the policy of recruiting women as an alter-
native to facing direct competition from them, outside their'control. At the
same time, they ensured that skilled jobs were restricted to men, Women
made up more than half of the workforce in textiles, Yet the textile
unions remained under the contiol of skilled men. They insisted that
women get union rates -~ but they also made sure that they remained in
the unskilled grades. The National Union of Boot and Shoe Operatives,
including a substantial proportion of women, followed a similar policy.
The union most open to women was the National Union of Clerks, The
desperately low wages of women workers, in a sector which was in tran-
sition from being a male preserve to one in which men were in a minority,
made it vital that they be drawn into a union for which equal pay was a
Lop priority.

The unions’ attempts to maintain their protection of male (skilled)
workers at the expense of female (unskilled) workers persist to this day.
This is how one union delegate from the engineering workers’ union
put his view to the TUC Conference on Equal Pay in 1973:

‘] would suggest that it is the task of each union to decide which is
a man’s job and what is a woman’s job, and how it should be paid. At
this moment in time, where we are organised, it is the union which
tells the employer — at least it is in my union — what is a skilled job
and what is a non-skilled job.*®

Women and the trade union machine

When the TUC established its General Council in 1921 to act as ‘the general
staff of labour’ it included a Women Workers' Group and guaranteed
women two places on its governing body. This move marked the formal
integration of women workers into the official labour movement. Around
the same time, the National Federation of Women Workers became a
division of the National Union of General and Municipal Workers (now the
GMWU), and the Women's Trade Union League was incorporated into the
TUC. However, the TUC recognised women as trade unionists only to
ratify their inferior position in society. The Women Workers® Group’s first
initiative was a campaign supported by the government, to train women
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as domestic servants. At the same time it endorsed the action of the
1924 Labour Government in stopping unemployment benefit to those
‘not genuinely seeking work’: for women this meant those who were not
prepared to take menial jobs as servants to the rich:

‘Just as the trade union. . movement accepted direction of women to
domestic service, they also accepted (the) cutting off of uncovenanted
benefit to married women."”

The TUC continued to give bureaucratic acknowledgement to its
female membership. During the 1926 General Strike it gave the two
women on the General Council a major role — on the Food and Essential
Services Committee. Concerned at the decline in women members, the
TUC held its first women's conference later the same year. This was, and
remains, firmly controlled by the General Council and has no policy-
making powers. During the Second World War the TUC set up a Women's
Advisory Committee to deal with the special problems arising from wo-
men’s wartime¢ employment. In recent years the TUC’s committees on
women’s issues have proliferated, but their essential functions have remain-
ed the same — to raise recruits and make appropriate gestures on women’s
rights while constantly safeguarding the interests of the bureaucracy.

Recruitment was the preoccupation of the Working Women's Group
from the start: between 1918 and 1923 the female membership of the
general unions fell by 78 per cent. Early campaigns, ‘encouraging the
study and spread of the principles of trade unionism among women” ®
relied on unimaginative tactics such as leafleting women workers and
urging male trade unionists to get their wives and daughters to join up.
Nobody even suggested that the unions should push a programme of
demands for women workers as a way of making unions appealing to
them.?

The revival of women’s employment in the ’thirties led to a recruit-
ment drive with a slightly different orientation, General secretary Walter
Citrine proposed that the unions present membership as something in
women’s own interests, rather than as an advantage to the unions and their
largely male membership. This became the main emphasis of the TUC’s
1936 ‘Back to the Unions’ campaign — still based on leafleting. The
following year Citrine’s imagination went a step further as he launched the
‘Beauty and Health’ campaigns that continued until the outbreak of war.
The idea was that joining a union was essential for women who wanted to
earn sufficient money and work in good enough conditions to stay looking
young and lovely.

Probably despite these campaigns, women’s membership of the unions
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rose as rearmament and war pulled them into the factories. However, after
the war, membership again stagnated and the TUC again turned to the
guestion of how to make itself attractive to women. Again the answer was
bourgeois public relations, not working class politics. Former Stalinist
official Margaret McKay became the TUC's Women's Officer in 1950. She
initiated the ‘feminine’ approach to recruitment, using fashion shows at
the Co-op and outings for the kids to draw women into the unions. The
idea spread. Trades Councils often put on ‘wives’ nights’ and the National
Union of Bank Employees (now BIFU) concentrated its efforts on ‘inter-
asting young women in trade unionism by hairstyle competitions, beauty
and cooking demonstrations and, above all, rock ‘n’ roll parties”.1? Jive
or no, membership rose by 150 per cent,

Today the style has changed but not the politics, Now the bureau-
crats adapt to the feminist notions popular in the white collar unions in
which they are keen to spread their influence. ‘A woman’s place is in her
union’ is the modern message: there are still few who argue the prior
point that ‘the union’s place is behind women’s rights’. When we look at
the record of the bureaucracy we see that it always puts its own interests
first and those of women a long way behind.

The TUC’s women’s organisations and representatives have often
acted as female mouthpieces for the reactionary politics of the bureau-
cracy as a whole. Thus in 1926, the Women Workers' Group replied to the
bourgeois feminist Open Door Council’s campaign for the removal of all
protective legislation by citing a Home Office report:

“Women were on unskilled processes not because of legislative restrict-
ions but because of their own attitudes, attitudes which envisioned
only a short period of industry and in turn caused managers to be un-
willing to train them for skilled occupations.’?

Women'’s inferior position in industry was attributed not to laws, and least
of all to capitalist social relations; women themselves were to blame. The
notion that the central problem in unionising women is overcoming
women'’s backward attitudes — not the backwardness of the unions — has
remained a deeply held prejudice of the bureaucracy.'?

In addition to giving a female voice to traditional labour movement
prejudices, the TUC’s women's committees have acted as troubleshooters
for the bureaucracy. During the Second World War the Women’s Advisory
Committee quashed women's objections to suspension of protective
practices and the enforcement of low rates for women, When the war was
over it helped to ease women out of the factories to make way for return-
ing soldiers. TUC women’s organiser Florence Hancock suppressed a series
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of rehellions at women's conferences in these years. Militant women were
forced to toe the TUC line and troop in and out of the labour market in
response o the changing needs of British capitalism.

In more recent vears the TUC's women’s organisations have continued
to play the role of reconciling women’s demands with the concerns of the
hureaucracy. The TUCs record on equal pay and other questions of
women's rights illustrates this.

The fight for equal pay

The TUC has a consistent record on equal pay. It has been in favour of it
since the 1880s, particularly at times when there was an influx of women
into the labour market, When women'’s unemployment was high, the TUC
lost interest in the issue. Whatever the state of the labour market the TUC
has never used its industrial strength to enforce equal pay for women.

Up to and during the First World War the labour bureaucracy support-
ed the cause of equal pay for women to protect the wages of male trade
unionists from being pushed down by the competition of growing numbers
of women workers. After 1914 the trade union leaders™ national chauvin-
ism exceeded their male chauvinism: in the war effort they agreed to
women taking over the jobs of skilled men, The more strongly organised
unions — especially the engineers — insisted on two conditions for this
cooperation: that women be expelled [rom the factories once war ended.
and that in the meantime they should be paid the full male rate for the
job. In a number of instances engineering workers took strike action o
enforce these conditions. In more weakly organised industries, however,
women were forced to do men's jobs at wages closer to the traditional
levels of pay for women. The union leaders stuck to the principle of equal
pay while attempting to unionise women as unskilled workers, thus
maintaining the established differential berween male and female rates.
When war was over the unions supported the Restoration of Pre-war
Practices Act, The slogan of the tramway workers’ union summed up the
message — ‘Tram men and peace: women must go’.?

In the ‘twenties and ‘thirties the bureaucrats felt little threat from
women workers: equal pay was accorded a very low priority. The re-
newed influx of women into the labour market resulting from rearm-
ament and war, however, revived TUC interest in the issue. Again, the
unions made deals with employers and the government: they would accept
women into men’s jobs as long as the men’s rates were accepted.’® The

68

T




TUC’s principle of equal pay did not extend to areas of industry where
only women worked — for women's wages, Employers found it easy to get
around these agreements by the now familiar ploys of altering production
processes or reclassifying jobs to make them non-comparable.

One of the few concessions the wartime dictatorship made to women
whose super-exploitation it supervised was the Royal Commission on
Equal Pay, set up in 1944. However, when this reported in 1946, the war
was over and a Labour government was in power. It rejected a general
introduction of equal pay because of the costs it would involve 1o British
capitalism. The commission explained that if women were paid the same as
men there would be no reason to employ them; and, more importantly,
industry would be deprived of a source of vital cheap labour. The Labour
Government gratefully accepted the report — but rejected its final pro-
posal that equal pay should be introduced in one sector, the civil service,
It would cost too much.

Labour's denial of even this limited advance towards equal pay
raised a storm of protest among women in the white collar unions. Al-
though Florence Hancock succeeded in diverting a proposal at the 1946
Women's Advisory Conference for a direct confrontation with the Govern-
ment into a protest to the TUC General Council, the campaign gathered
momentum. It was only halted by the Labour Government’s 1948 wage
freeze, endorsed by the TUC. Again Hancock saved the day flor the bureau-
crats at the 1948 Women’s Conference, castigating the angry civil service
delegates for refusing to place the nation’s economic needs before wo-
men’s need for equal pay.'®

During the ‘fifties only two unions were concerned about equal pay.
The civil servants carried on a limited campaign for equal pay for their
largely middle class sections, until they won their demands in 1955, Their
moderate campaign (including Valentine cards for the Chancellor — ‘be
true to us on Budget Day’) succeeded because of the shortage of skilled
workers in the higher grades.'® Equal pay in the civil service still excluded
all manual workers. The other union was the engineers’, still worried about
protecting its men’s rates, It finally gave up as emplovers remained intrans-
igent and local militancy forced up differentials between male and female
earnings.

In the ‘sixties a number of factors combined to make equal pay a
major issue. An expanding economy drew more women out to work;
technological innovation in industry rendered traditional skills — and
traditional differentials — obsolete. Many women, irked by discriminatory
wage levels, began to join unions and take action demanding equal pay.*’
They soon came into confrontation with governments seeking to use wage
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restraint policies to hold down the living standards of the working class.

The first industrial action for equal pay in the ’sixties took place in
the civil service. Equal pay had been slowly introduced over a seven-year
period in the higher mixed grades — but the telephonists, virtually 100 per
cent female, were missed out. In September 1961 they embarked on a
nine month work to rule. They finally won equal pay. Partly in response
to this dispute and partly in response to simmering discontent in other
unions, the 1962 TUC adopted a charter of demands for equal pay and
skills training for women, It succeeded in avoiding a commitment sought
by the Women’s Conference for a campaign of ‘mass demonstrations,
pickets and industrial action’ on the issue, In 1963 the TUC passed an-
other equal pay resolution, this time demanding legislation to enforce it,
The Labour Government returned in 1964 soon persuaded the TUC to
abandon these radical commitments.

Harold Wilson, following the lead of the post-war Labour Govern-
ment, told the TUC that his government simply could not afford equal pay
for women, The 1965 TUC dropped its high sounding talk about ‘equal
pay for equal work’ and called instead for equal pay on piecework through
negotiation at local level. Many women were angry at this back-tracking,
sectional approach, but the introduction of a statutory incomes policy
blocked further advance towards equal pay. The TUC Women’s Confer-
ence helped to let off steam, passing motions condemning pay restraint,
but preventing any serious challenge to the government.

The Ford machinists’ strike of 1968 (see page 76) broke through
the barriers of TUC-Labour Party complicity. At Ford the engineering
workers” union tried to appease its militant female members by winning
agreements which granted larger wage increases to women than to men, It
seemed that even such extraordinary measures would be insufficient to
contain women’s anger over the pay issue. In response to the Ford strike
and the enormous interest it generated among women workers, the union
leaders set up the Trade Union and Labour National Joint Action Cam-
paign Committee for Women's Equal Rights. As its cumbersome name
suggests, this committee was built for safety rather than for speed, but it
still staged trade union demonstrations for equal pay and called a national
conference in November 1968,

TUC Women’s Officer Ethel Chipchase made the position of the
bureaucracy clear. The TUC was prepared to uphold the principle of equal
pay, and to publicise this commitment to recruit women into the unions.
But taking on a Labour government to win equal pay — that was not on.
Equal pay, said Chipchase, in a statement that sums up the advice of
generations of union bureaucrats to women workers, would be achieved
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‘by evolutionary processes, but evolution is a very long time. If you want
revolution you must do it yourselves'.’® For the Labour Government,
Barbara Castle declared that equal pay could only be achieved by cutting
men’s wages. Women workers had to await the return of a Tory govern-
ment in 1970 before equal pay legislation was finally passed.

A woman's place

After 100 years of rhetoric about women’s rights, the TUC remains
firmly attached in practice to the view that a woman’s place is in the
home. The unions have often campaigned to win female recruits; they
have sometimes taken limited steps to defend the rights of women at
work; but they have never challenged women’s role as domestic workers
in the family.

Prominent trade union leaders have often glorified women’s ‘con-
tribution’ to the national economy and pompously demanded a meaning-
less ‘recognition’ of women’s domestic services, Transport leader Ernest
Bevin appealed in these terms (strikingly anticipating some modern femin-
ists) to the 1922 TUC:

‘It is a challenge to the state to recognise by law that the work the
mother gives in the home is of definite value to the state. ...l have
often argued during wage controversies that any industry has not only
to get from the working classes the muscle and skill of the men, but
that it claims also, or gets, the great unpaid services of the women as
well, This is a contributory factor to our industrial prosperity.'w

The TUC itself has continually emphasised the vital importance of
women’s role as domestic workers. The 1933 TUC Women’s Conference
called for married women workers to be provided with training in ‘plain
cooking, mothercraft, hygiene and physical culture’.®® Five years later,
General and Muncipal Workers' leader Charles Duke explained why he
considered that aspirations to equal pay and union posts were futile for
the union’s 43 000 female workers:

‘If you say here that a woman carrying full domestic responsibilities
is as free to do her job as a man is to do it. . .you had better look the
facts straight in the face; it is one thing in the Congress to exalt
sentiment, and another thing on an executive body. Face up to
realities! !
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Instzad ol campaigning to alleviate women’s burden of *full domestic
responsibilities’, the TUC chose to face up to the ‘realities’ of the needs of
capital and the demands of the craft unions, and sanctioned both material
and ideological atracks on women workers,

We have seen that during wartime the union leaders relaxed restrict-
ions on women's access to certain skilled jobs. They also agreed to the sus.
pension of protective legislation so that there were no legal barriers to the
superexploitation of women.?? However, they still did nothing to force
the government to continue after the war the sort of childcare facilities it
provided to lure women into the factories in the early forties, On the
contrary, the TUC was complicit in the run down of nurseries. [n 1947 il
echoed the *back to the home’ claptrap of the bourgeoisie and its ideologues:

‘There is no doubt in the minds of the General Council that the home
is one of the most important spheres for a woman worker, and that it
would be doing a grave injury to the life of the nation if women were
persuaded or forced to neglect their domestic duties in order to enter
industry, particularly where there are voung children to cater for.’?3

The TUC’s concern for the new generation of workers was still temp-
ered by its loyalty to the current generation of capitalists. When in May
1947 the civil service needed 300 000 more women to staff its expanding
clerical grades, the TUC came to the assistance of the government with
promises of day nursery provision and part-time work at ‘convenient’
hours. Part-time work did indeed expand; women in the civil service and
beyond are still waiting for the day nurseries.

The TUC virutally ignored questions of women’s rights for the two
decades following the Second World War, In the 'sixties, as we have seen,
it was kicked into action by militant women trade unionists on the equal
pay issue. It was also forced to take up the demand for more and better
nursery provision and even, in the late sixties, to consider abortion and
contraception. In the early ‘seventies, the TUC scemed to be taking an
increasingly progressive stand. The 1972 Congress voted in favour of
industrial action in support of equal pay. This progressive shift reached its
peak in 1975 when the TUC voted for ‘abortion on request free of charge
on the NHS' and joined an International Women’s Year demonstration in
Trafalgar Square.

But the rot had already begun. The 1975 TUC typically faced both
ways on issues of vital concern to women. It voted in favour of abortion,
but rejected the radical Working Women’s Charter in favour of its own
tame charter of women’s rights. This woolly document made no mention
of abortion or contraception.?® The TUC still produced lots of leaflets
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and flashy exhibitions and visual aids to promote its pro-woman image.
But the recession was on, Labour was in power and the TUC was not
about to do anything more substantial to advance women's interests.

In the late 'seventies the TUC gave up any attempt to tackle the real
problems facing women workers and settled lor tilting at the shadows cast
by the structures of women's oppression. In this it was greatly assisted by
the right-wing shift in the feminist movement which we examine in the
following chapter. The women's movement turned away from any strategy
of making demands of the trade union leadership that it take up key issues
of women’s rights, towards notions of autonomy, individual fulfilment
and self-help: it thus let the TUC off the hook. Feminists brought their
preoccupations with counselling, self-help health collectives, battered
women’s refuges and self-defence classes into a space willingly provided
for them inside the official machine by the union leaders, For their part
the bureaucrats got away with token gestures on fringe issues of women's
oppression.

Through the late “seventies and into the early ‘eighties the TUC has
remained inert in face of the onslaught on women's rights conducted
through curs, closures and mass redundancies. Legal attacks on maternity
rights, the rights of part-timers and the provisions affecting women in the
Employment Protection Act have met little resistance [rom the union
leaders. But the conference halls of the labour movement have echoed to
denunciations of sexism in the media (NUJ), sexism in school books
(NUT) and sexual harassment at work (NALGO).?® Feminism, treated as
an object of ridicule by the male chauvinists of the TUC up to the mid
seventies, became widely accepted once its protagonists gave up making
awkward demands of the bureaucrats. As the first issue of the TUC
Women Workers” Bulletin in 1981 declared: ‘the women’s movement is no
longer simply a joke'.?® For the bureaucrats it had become a convenient
diversion, for working women it was an irrelevance,

The main focus of the TUC's token commitment to women’s liber-
ation was its support for programmes of ‘positive action’. The meuaning
of this catch-phrase was spelt out in a supplement to the 1981 TUC
Report.?’” The Report called for the insertion of ‘equal opportunity
clauses’ into collective agreements, for adverts to declare this commitment,
and for personnel managers to eliminate ‘unconscious bias’. These pro-
posals may have impressed some feminists and created more committees
for the bureaucrats, but they changed nothing for working women, Their
capacily o participate fully in social production was constrained less by
‘unconscious bias' and more by harsh economic realities. A report on
‘positive action for women’ by the white collar engineering union TASS

to the 1980 TUC indicated the real problems:
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‘They had selected three factories in which to set up pilot affirmative
action programmes, Before they could get started one closed down,
and unions in the other two found themselves dealing with heavy
redundancies.’*®

Of course when it suits its own interests the TUC is very realistic
about what can be achieved at a time of recession. It refused to count-
enance the suggestion of ‘positive action’ to break down the rigid and
discriminatory access to craft apprenticeships still controlled by some
unions. And it also rejected the proposal that women be trained to acquire
traditional male skills:

‘Caution had to be exercised...in encouraging girls to undertake
secondary or further education courses, or vocational training, related
to fields of employment traditionally regarded as mainly suitable for
men, since their employment prospects might be impaired as a con-
sequence.’??

The TUC was also realistic about how far ‘positive action’ could be
deployed to make the structure of the unions more open to women’s
participation. The 1980 TUC Women’s Conference passed a resolution
demanding that the unions-take positive action to make it easier for
women to achieve high office — or simply attend branch meetings. The
conference suggested one simple measure that the TUC could take up with
the government and employers: the demand that workers be allowed to
hold union meetings during working hours, thus facilitating women’s
attendance. The General Council said ‘be realistic’:

‘There were no prospects of any legislative improvements from the
Conservative Government and the question of pressure for a general
legal right to hold meetings during worktime would be considered at
a more opportune time in the future.’>°

The integration of feminism into the outlook of the bureaucracy
allowed it to reduce its traditional approach to domestic work to a new
level of triviality. For the TUC, the problem of women’s burden in the
home became simply a question of sharing out the housework, All that
was required was an education programme among male trade unionists
‘to ensure that all workers understand the right of women to be able to
work and therefore the need to share domestic responsibilities’.®* Notions
of housework-sharing have become combined with the idea of job-sharing
in some of the more middle class unions. Women could get more and
better jobs: men could be freed to look after the household, ‘What is
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wrong with job-sharing, with two people doing one job with shorter hours
without loss of pay?" asked Angela Phillips of the journalists’ union in the
Morning Star in 1979:

‘A man who was with his child from the beginning learnt that babies
were not just screaming nuisances but fascinating, giving, changing
creatures. , .he would have a totally different attitude to childcare.'3?

But the burden of domestic work cannot be abolished by spreading it
more thinly over the working class. Women cannot gain jobs by dividing
men’s jobs in half — this is just a stage of more intense exploitation on the
way to more redundancy all around.

We oppose the bureaucrats’ specious solution of housework-sharing
because it lets both them and the bosses escape from their responsibilities.
Of course men should share housework to make it marginally easier for
women to fight for their rights. But this is not a solution to women’s
oppression. Only when the bosses are forced to pay for the services the
working class needs — nurseries, free canteens and laundries — will women
begin to taste real freedom, TUC leaflets encouraging men to do the
washing up do not challenge the privatisation of domestic work, The TUC
is not prepared to challenge the capitalist system that depends on women'’s
oppression. The call to share housework costs the bosses not a penny — it
is a demand the TUC makes on the working class. The real alternative is to
force the trade unions to make demands of the capitalist class and fight
for them.

Women take action

The limitations of the trade unions become most apparent when the
unions are faced with their most basic but most important responsibility —
the defence of workers in struggle, Here, we review the most significant of
the strikes involving women workers from the sixties to the ‘eighties.
The strikes by the Ford machinists (1968), the Leeds clothing workers
(1970), the night cleaners (1972), the Trico machinists (1975), the Grun-
wick workers (1976-78), the Lee Jeans machinists (1981) and the Liver-
pool typists (1981), are only the best known examples of women’s trade
union struggles. But the experiences and difficulties which characterised
them are common to the many disputes in which women have been
involved, ranging from the strike by the civil service telephonists in Sept-
ember 1961 to the health workers’ dispute of 1982,
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Women's struggles over the past 15 years have been of two distinct
types, corresponding to two different phases in the crisis of British capital-
ism. From the close of the post-war boom in the mid ‘sixties to the onset
of the deepening recession of the mid ‘seventies, women generally took
action on women's issues — for equal pay, for decent wages as women
workers or for trade union recognition. Since the recession has really
begun to bite women have found themselves fighting on the same issues as
men — against redundancies, closures and wage cuts — often with substant-
ial male support. There is a widespread misconception that the main
barrier facing women workers today is the attitude of male workers, How-
ever, any study of the major disputes of the 1968 to 1982 period reveals
that men have generally supported their female fellow workers in struggle.
The major problem that has plagued every manifestation of women's
militancy is the politics of the trade unmon bureaucracy.

The Ford machinists’ fight for equal pay

The striks in summer 1968 of women machinists who sewed car seat covers
at Ford's Dagenham plant displayed many of the features which were to
become typical of the wave of women's strikes into the ‘seventics. The
women were militant and determined; their male fellow workers were
sympathetic and supportive. The union officials, however, were sectional
and conservative — their divisive approach greatly restricted the potential
of the dispute.

Despite having to undergo a skill-test before heing taken on, the
women machinists were graded as semi-skilled and paid accordingly. The
union officials refused to make a particular issue of the women's case; they
treated the machinists as just another section of the workforce as they re-
negotiated pay structures and wage levels throughout the year. After
months of getting nowhere, 187 machinists walked out on 6 June, de-
manding upgrading and an extra 5d (2 pence) an hour.

The National Union of Vehicle Builders (NUVB — now part of the
TGWU) to which most of the women belonged, at first wanted nothing to
do with the strike. The first union to make the strike official was the
engineering union (AEF) which saw a good chance to present itself as a
defender of women’s rights and recruit a bigger share of the many women
expressing a new interest in the unions. The engineers promptly issued a
leaflet depicting a girl in a mini-skirt, bearing the legend: ‘Welcome to
mini-skirts but not to mini-wages, Join the fight for equal pay the AEF
way". It soon became clear that the AEF way was the same as that of the
other unions.
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The timing of the strike coincided with the vehicle builders’ annual
conference. In an effort to win effective backing from their union, two
coachloads of Ford machinists arrived at the conference with banners flying
to lobby the delegates. Getting little response outside, they decided to
invade the meeting hall. Embarrassed into making a gesture of support,
the conference rushed through an emergency motion giving official union
backing to the strikers. Yet for the duration of the dispute, official sup-
port never went beyond the union’s meagre strike pay. The main concern
of the NUVB and the other Ford unions was to contain the machinists’
militancy.

The most effective solidarity action came not from the unions, but
from other workers. At Ford’s Halewood plant, 195 women machinists in
a similar situation to those at Dagenham also came out on strike, Sections
of the male workforce at Ford also came out in spontaneous support of
the women’s claim. Rose Boland, one of the two women shop stewards
at Dagenham, made clear the women’s approach to winning their brothers
over: “This is not a sex war’, she declared, ‘the men machinists are out with
us and we have good support from the men generally’.*® The machinists’
broad support had little to do with the efforts of the union leadership.
They made no attempt to bring the rest of the men out in support. Indeed,
Lord Cooper, the leader of the General and Municipal Workers, denounced
the strikers as people ‘interested in organising chaos’, who ‘do great harm
to industry”.3*

When the women’s action began to bite, and the bosses moved to
lay off 9000 workers (mainly men) as a first step towards closing the
whole of Ford’s UK operations, the union representatives on Ford’s top
National Joint Negotiating Committee (NJNC) ran for cover, Refusing to
confront the bosses’ obvious attempt to divide the workers along sexual
lines, the unions caved in and advised the women to return to work. The
women unanimously told them where to stick their proposal for a five-
man ‘independent’ inquiry, and continued their strike action. To maintain
some degree of control over the strike committee the unions kept up
token official support, while looking for a way out of a dispute which now
threatened to get out of hand.

The bosses’ concern over the strike, and the widespread public sup-
port the women were receiving, had now reached the point where the
Labour Government had to intervene. Barbara Castle, newly created
Minister of Employment and Productivity, invited the strikers (o tea. She
then brought in the car industry’s top troubleshooter, Sir Jack Scamp, to
head an official court of inquiry. The women's response indicated their
priorities. ‘Court of inquiry or not’, they made clear, ‘we are not going
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back until we get the money.’

On 28 June, the women voted to reject Scamp’s appeal for a return to
work while he completed his inquiry. But within three days the strike was
over. The majority of trade union members of the NINC, representing a
minority of Ford workers, had accepted a rise of 7d (3 pence) an hour on
behalf of the strikers. That meant that the women'’s wages would rise from
85 per cent of the men’s to 92 per cent; but they remained stuck in the
semi-skilled grades. The bureaucrats tried to placate the women by prom-
ising 4 ‘full and fair hearing® of their case at the Scamp inquiry, and slap-
ping them loudly on the back for achieving their ‘victory”. ‘The Ford
women will be clocking on for work today with victory smiles on their
faces’, proclaimed the Moming Star’s front page.3® But just who was
really smiling over the outcome was made clear in the following day’s
edition. Jim Conway, engineers’ leader and secretary of the union side of
the NJNC, could barely contain himself:

“This is a great victory. We are very happy about this. The value of the
NJINC has been more than juslified."’(’

Like the man said, the ‘victors’ were the bureaucrats, They had proved
their value to the bosses as a stabilising force within the working class,
only too willing to sacrifice women workers’ interests in return for a little
consultation and recognition of their worth. What they had expected in
return was made clear by the NUVB in its submission to the court of
inquiry:

“Trade union officials were very concerned with the Ford system of
job evaluation. They objected that the basic method of deciding the
value of a job was decided secretly between Ford and a firm of
consultants.”’

The inquiry got the message. While finding that there had been no
sexual discrimination against the women, the court suggested that the
bosses and their consultants move over a little to let the bureaucrats in at
the table. Accordingly a committee of management and union represent-
atives was established to look into the points under dispute in the job
profile. The Dagenham women had seen this sort of sell-out before; and
they were determined not to let it happen again. While their union leaders
got down to negotiating their rights away, the women embarked on a new
overtime ban. But their advantage had been lost, and it wasn’t until 1974
that the first 12 of 300 women workers were finally classified as skilled.

In demanding recognition of their skilled status, the Ford women's
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strike did more than establish a pattern for vears to come, [t captured the
imagination of thousands of other women and woke the Labour Party up
to the very real danger of a wave of similar strikes, as women began to see
the possibility of achieving something from industrial action. Ten days
into the 26-day strike Labour MP Shirley Summerskill caught the mood
of those in the Labour Party concerned about the need to keep the lid on
industrial unrest if the Government’s wage control was to stand any
chance of success:

‘Problems about the incomes policy will look like a cosy littie tea
party compared with the chaos of a petticoat revolution. The Govern-
ment must legislate for equal pay befaore it is too late, ., . The strike
could spark off serious industrial unrest which cannot be ignored.
Working women can make or break the economy. The downtrodden
women of today are the strikers of tomorrow.™>®

More than any other single event, the potential for a revolt of working
class women contained in the Ford women's strike was responsible for the
timing and content of the 1970 Equal Pay Act. The Act did not prevent
similar disputes from taking place; but the experience of the dispute at
Ford left the union leadership well prepared for future sell-outs.

Leeds: the clothing workers’ struggle

The repercussions of the Ford dispute had barely settled down before
striking women were back in the headlines. The Leeds clothing dispute of
1970 is an excellent example of the potencial for effective, united working
class action in defence of women’s rights. It also demonstrates the limitat-
ions of trade union militancy and the need to take on the union leadership.
Since the Second World War, Britain’s declining textile and clothing
manufacturers have concentrated their new factories in depressed areas.
Here the steady stagnation of traditional industries left large numbers of
unemployed workers, particularly women, who could be cheaply employ-
ed to ensure a high return with little capital ourlay. By 1970, 85 per cent
of the half-million workers in the clothing industry were women. Many
were not in any union and all were paid — thanks partly to the disgraceful
record of the National Union of Tailors and Garment Workers (NUTGW),
the largest union in the industry — starvation wages. In 1969, the national
executive of the NUTGW concluded a national agreement with the em-
ployers which illustrated how deep was its concern for the women who
made up 93 000 of its 111 000 members. The agreement amounted to a
rise of 5d (2 pence) an hour for the men and 4d (12 pence) an hour for
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the women, bringing the minimum rates to 6/7d (33 pence) an hour for
skilled male workers, 4/9d (24 pence) an hour for skilled women, and
less for the unskilled. There was also a dangerous productivity element in
the agreement which stated that ‘where an hourly rate is paid plus an
incentive bonus, the hourly rate may be less than the general minimum
time rate’, Displaying a rare gift for turning a bonus into a wage cut, the
NUTGW signed the agreement without reference to the membership.

The new deal came into force on 1 January 1970. When clothing
workers in Leeds attempted to present their own claim, for a one shilling
(5 pence) an hour rise for both men and women, which had been formul-
ated before the terms of the national agreement were known, they were
presented with the terms their union leadership had negortiated as a fait
accompli. It didn’t take the women workers long to register their opinion
of the union’s agreement. On 22 January, women at the Burtons factory
in Leeds came out on strike. The NUTGW moved quickly to contain the
women’s anger, and succeeded in coaxing them back to work the next day
with promises of discussing their grievances through the proper channels.
But the writing was on the wall; as the Yorkshire Evening Post noted, the
unofficial strike ‘was the first time for more than 30 years that all the
women had come out together’.®

Ten days after the Burtons skirmish, the strike began in earnest at
John Colliers’ three factories in Leeds. Two thousand workers, most of
them women, came out in support of a claim for a 7d (3 pence) an hour
rise for male workers and an 8d (3% pence) an hour for women. They
demanded this increase on rop of the national agreement: their total
demand for a one shilling (5 pence) rise, across the board. By the fourth
day more than 1000 clothing workers, drivers, cleaners and production
workers were out. The NUTGW executive demanded that they return to
work. 1t condemned the breaking of the national agreement and the
solidarity shown by the men and women alike as ‘the negation of every-
thing that the trade union movement stands for’. The Colliers’ bosses
shared the union’s concern to maintain the traditional structure of un-
representative negotiation and sell-out: ‘We are not going beyond the
terms of the statement by the NUTGW', said the employer’s spokesman,
‘As far as the company is concerned, we have nothing to add to it".*®
Whilst the rotten bloc of union leaders and management united against the
strikers, the women stepped up their action with startling effect.

On 12 February 1980, 1250 Colliers® workers marched through Leeds,
surrounding five other clothing factories and chanting ‘out, out’. And out
the women came. Excited by the prospect of bringing all the city’s cloth-
ing workers together to confront the appalling conditions and wages they
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had faced for years, 3500 workers had joined the strike by Friday 13
February. And the union’s luck was not about to change. The following
Monday, eight more factories were besieged by the marching pickets. At
a mass meeting of all those now involved — well over 5000 from 17 fact-
ories — union officials were shouted down. Harry Yates of the NUTGW
received the perfect answer to his appeal to the strikers to ‘support your
officials’. One striker demanded: ‘When are you going to start supporting
us?".%? When the full-timers had left with their tails between their legs,
the strikers elected their own strike committee to run the dispute.

At another mass meeting two days later, contingents from the 2000
workers now on strike unanimously approved a vote of ‘no confidence’ in
branch, district and national officials. On the following day there were
15 000 workers from 33 factories on strike. Action was spreading to towns
outside Leeds, and there was talk of a bus drivers’ strike in support of the
clothing workers. The unofficial strike committee was discussing the real
possibility of a national stoppage, and nothing seemed beyond the reach of
the strikets. The NUTGW wrote to the bosses, urging them to remain
resolute against the unofficial action and assuring them of continued union

support for their fight against equality 2 But the employers were beginning
to show signs of strain. They offered to resume negotiations on the wage
claim immediately after a return to work, The proposal was put to a mass
meeting of more than 5000 workers on 25 February and overwhelmingly
thrown out. The solidarity between the men and women on strike remained
100 per cent. However, three weeks of unofficial action with no strike
pay had begun to bite into the workers’ savings, and some of the clothing
manufacturers were trying to get their workers back with slightly improved
offers. Rumours that the Colliers” workers had accepted such enticements
were squashed by one worker who grabbed the microphone to announce
that even if we were offered everything we are asking for today we would
still not return to work; we want every clothing worker in this city to get
a rise before we return’.*3 The employers’ attempt to divide and defeat
the strikers had failed. But the bosses had little cause for alarm; the union
had finally pulled itself together and was coming to their rescue.

The bosses were losing confidence in the NUTGW as it lost control of
its members, The NUTGW now changed tack and turned to the shop
stewards, not all of whom were on the strike committee and not all of
whom were committed to winning the dispute at any cost. At a meeting
on 24 February the executive called over 150 stewards together and put
the latest ‘offer’ to them. The bosses had agreed to meet the union exec-
utive within 48 hours of a return to work, and the executive was willing
to recall the union general conference — which normally met only once
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every two years — to discuss any offer from the employers. The stewards
were deeply divided, but the leadership finally won through by 84 votes
to 74;a return to work was agreed.

For the stewards to agree to a returmn to work was one thing; to
convince the strike committee and the women themselves was another.
In the end it proved straightforward, as the union was able to exploit the
one commitment it shared with the strike committee: the commitment to
keep the British clothing industry competitive. As the International Men’s
and Boyswear Exhibition (IMBEX) at Earl’s Court approached, the bosses
pleaded that they needed to present their businesses in the most attractive
and reliable light lest they lose out to foreign competition. Unfortunately
for the women workers, their strike committee agreed. In a statement
recommending a return to work on 2 March, the committee noted that
IMBEX will be heid shortly and we hope to increase British export
performance’,

On 2 March all major firms reported normal working. Talks between
the union executive and the bosses began the next day, and were immed-
iately adjourned to 12 March, to allow the Clothing Manufacturers’
Federation to hold emergency meetings of its district associations. The
union presented the bosses with a breathing space which allowed them to
get out their Easter orders, thereby throwing away the workers® most
powerful lever. News of this caused unrest in several factories, and the
strike committee issued a statement warning of ‘guerrilla action’, but
urging ‘all workers not to take action on their own but to wait for co-
ordinated action, if we deem it necessary, by the strike committee’ **
Once this last chance for rejecting their leaders’ compromise had gone.
the back of the strike was broken. When the final pay offer was revealed,
it amounted to a rise of 10d (4 pence) an hour for women and 8d (3%d
_pence) and hour for men, in addition to the 4d (1% pence) and 5p (two
pence) respectively, they had already been awarded. But whereas the

strikers had demanded that it be back-dared to 1 January, the union and
the employers had decided that they should wait until it was paid in two
stages on 1 April and 28 September, On 25 March, the NUTGW national
delegate conference met, and overwhelmingly voted in favour of accepting
the offer despite protests from Leeds branches. The conference applauded
the strikers, but made it clear that it ‘saw the future of the union as one of
militancy directed along official channels’.*® Harry Yates, the NUTGW
district organiser responsible for getting the women back to work was
credited with the ‘victory®. whilst general secretary Jack Macgougan
crowed about the promised productivity bargaining at factory level. Once
again, the bureaucrats had proved their worth to the employers, and would
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be rewarded by more say in how the bosses could make their profits.
The clothing workers, predominately female, had achieved something, but
were still a long way from equal pay. And things were to get worse.

Since 1970, the crisis in the British clothing industry has worsened
dramatically. Many of the factories involved in the strike have closed,
others have lurched along on the backs of their women workers, who still
suffer the same miserable wages and working conditions. The political
weakness of the union militants - their acceptance of the employer’s right
to make a profit and consequent failure to reject outright the productivity-
based national agreement — has left the women workers without any
consistent defence, Yet, the 1970 strike contained tremendous potential
for overcoming these problems. It indicated the willingness of male and
female workers to unite in recognition of the specific oppression women
face in being trapped in low paid jobs, and the tremendous power such
unity can unleash against the reactionary leadership of the trade unions.
The Leeds women may have failed to smash the grip those leaders held
over the NUTGW, but at least they smashed the windows of their union
office, and in the course of the strike, they broke the illusions of many
women workers in the bureaucracy. In this, they were to act as an
inspiration to other working class women during the ‘seventies, as the all
too short battle for equal pay took off on the shop floor,

The night cleaners rise up

The concentration of women in segregated low-paid jobs has rendered the
Equal Pay Act virtually useless. Between 1970, when the Act was passed.
and 1975, when it was implemented, employers deliberately increased the
segregation of their workforces to get around the Act, Some bosses, how-
ever, had no need of such tactics. Their workforces were already 100
per cent female; and their wages were rock bottom, One such group of
workers was the night cleaners. For these women, mostly married with
young children, nightwork was the only way they could supplement
the family income. Many worked for private contractors who made
handsome profits from an industry with few overheads and low wages.
After 1968, this included cleaners working in government buildings, In
that year, the Labour Government sacked the 300 cleaners it directly
employed at the Civil Service union rate of £19 a week, and put the work
out to contractors who paid at the most £14 a week, including bonus.*”
By 1972, the women night cleaners at the Ministry of Defence in
Fulham had had enough. Their numbers had been cut from 35 to 11 over
a 12-month period. The remaining women had to clean 27 floors and 1200
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offices in conditions so bad that many of them brought in their own polish
and carpet sweepers. They received £14 for a 45-hour week with no sick-
ness or accident benefits, and no trade union recognition. The women put
in a claim for a £3 a week rise, a 40-hour week, paid holidays and the
right to be represented by a trade union; the contractors responded with
an offer of £1. When the women turned this down, the boss promised
them a rise of £2.50 and union recognition. But at the same time, he
approached two of the cleaners and asked them to persuade the workers
to accept his offer without going through their Civil Service Union (CSU).
Angry at this attempt to deny them their rights, the women struck on 30
July 1972 in support of their full claim. The strike was the culmination of
an cight year campaign by May Hobbs and her Cleaners’ Action Group
for union recognition and higher wages, during which several victimisations
had ‘been successfully resisted by industrial action and Hobbs had been
blacklisted, May Hobbs was a militant member of the Communist Party
who dismissed the relevance of her political affiliation by demanding that
the press ‘go down and ask any of the cleaners if May Hobbs has talked
politics to them’. She described the women's anger at the Victorian
conditions:

“Vacuum cleaners and electricity .are the only things which make it
different from Dickens' time. We have got more respect for the Mafia.
They don't exploit cleaning ladies like these bastards do.”*®

For May Hobbs and the Ministry of Defence cleaners, the question of
union recognition was at the centre of the dispute. For them this was
not an end in itself, as trade union officials always see it, but as a basic
right of workers which was the only way to ensure decent wages and
conditions. The difference in the rates of pay of cleaners in unions com-
pared to those without official representatives was, and has remained,
enormous.*® But, despite the fact that the women placed union recog-
nition at the top of their list of demands, the CSU showed little interest
in supporting the dispute. At their first meeting with the strikers, the
union officials refused to give the strike official status. Instead, they
recommended that the women accept the bosses’ offer and go back to
work immediately, When the women refused, the CSU advised them to
keep the dispute as quiet as possible. They shouldn’t mount pickets on the
Empress State Building where they worked, becaus: ‘the strike is not
official, the contractor cannot bring in scab labour because official passes
are needed — so why not go home?”.*® The women told the union officials
they were used to staying up all night and had no intention of going
anywhere. The next day, other CSU staff in the building, including the
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messengers, took supportive action, Faced with a growing groundswell
of support for the strike, the union decided that making it official would
he the best way to ensure that the militants in the Cleaners’ Action Group
didn’t get out of hand, On 4 August the CSU backed the dispute, making
it the first official cleaners’ strike ever.

The night cleaners’ dispute attracted tremendous interest and support,
A week after the strike began, 20 other cleaners employed by the same
contractor at the Admiralty building in Whitehall came out in support of
the same demands. At the Ministry of Defence building, Post Office eng-
ineers refused to maintain the telephones, and refuse collectors refused
to remove the building’s rubbish, until the cleaners’ claim was met, Against
their union’s advice, the women mounted 24-hour pickets outside the
building and received solid backing from other workers. The picketing was
very effective, as Marian Scally, the cleaners shop steward, later explained:

‘Everyone stopped at the picket line, We stopped the mail, taxis,
the beer, milk; even the Royal Navy trucks wouldn’t cross |

As the women’s action threatened to become more militant and more
widespread, the CSU stepped in. In an effort to force the employers to
negotiate, the leadership blustered about calling on other unions to
support the strike, ‘even if it means closing down the Empress State Build-
ing'.>? Such threats were empty, as the women themselves had won the
support of the workers from other unions involved. But they maintained
the CSU’s credibility, and enabled the union to claim some of the credit
when the bosses finally capitulated.

On 17 August, after two and a half weeks on strike, the cleaners at
both buildings returned to work: they had won their demands for a €3
rise and union recognition. The limitations of formal union recognition
were quickly illustrated on their return, when the 20 workers from the
Admiralty Building were almost immediately laid off, as their contract
had ended. None of them were re-employed, nor did their union attempt
to safeguard their jobs, The CSU was content to sit back on its new-found
right to negotiate.

The night cleaners’ strike for trade union rights was a direct response
to their particular oppression as women. Only women with small children
and no available childcare facilities could be forced to work such unsocial
hours for a pittance. The right to join and be represented by a trade union
is a fundamental one for all workers; but for women it is meaningless
unless unions are prepared to fight the root of oppression which leaves
mothers in the worst sectors of employment. In rebelling against their
oppression, the night cleaners won the support of male workers, whilst

85



the official leadership of the CSU and of the other unions made no positive
contribution to the strike. The CSU’s involvement was limited to paying
the women £10 per week in strike pay. The transport workers”™ union,
which organised private sector cleaners as well as many of the workers
involved in supplying the government buildings, refused to meet the night
cleaners because its union offices closed at five o'clock.3® The refusal of
the bureaucrats to broaden their conception of union recognition to
include a recognition of the specific problems faced by working women
ensured that victories such as that won by the cleaners remained both
limited and isolated,

Trico

A series of strikes involving thousands of women workers kept equal pay
a live issue up to the mid ‘seventies. Most of these strikes took place before
the EPA was fully implemented in 1975, but perhaps the most important
of them took place at Trico in 1976. This was the first significant test of
the Act and the last major strike for equal pay before the recession forced
women workers to turn to the defence of still more basic rights.

The Trico factory in Brentford, West London was a major producer of
motor accessories, manufacturing windscreen wipers for Ford, British
Leyland, Vauxhall and Chrysler. The company had previously avoided
equal pay by segregating its workforce: the nightshift assembly workers
were all men, the dayshift exclusively women. But by September 1975
the recession in the car industry forced management to cut back and it
was decided to axe night production. To avoid the potentially explosive
issue of compulsory redundancies, the company offered the male assembly
workers a choice: they could either take voluntary redundancy or 4 job on
the dayshift. All but five chose to go, and those five were subsequently
installed alongside the women workers, having lost their one-third night-
shift allowance but retaining their previous basic rate. This left them
around £6 a week better off than the women who, on the company’s
admission, were doing exactly the same job. Confronted directly by the
reality of unequal pay, the women workers demanded that their wages
be brought into line and turned to their union, the engineers’ (AUEW),
to do something about it.

The local official went into lengthy negotiations with the bosses.
Eight months later, the women were exactly where they had started, and
they had had enough. The bosses insisted that the extra ‘flexibility” of the
male workers (they had switched shifts and the women hadn’t), made
them a special case. And anyway, they promised, equal pay would come in
by the end of the year. They proposed to equalise wage rates, by freezing
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the men’s wages and allowing the women to catch up, This was unaccep-
table to the Trico women, Angry at the emplover’s intransigence, and
frustrated with the union’s empty talking, the women held a mass meeting
on 24 May 1976, and voted to strike.

The strike by 400 women backed by 150 men lasted 21 weeks. The
strikers saw 1000 Trico workers cross their picket lines every day, faced
violent clashes with the police and scabs, boycotted an industrial tribunal
— which found against them — and turned down three offers from manage-
ment. None of these offers conceded to equal pay: one proposed bringing
the women's wages closer to the men’s by ‘awarding’ the female workers
the 4% per cent rise they were entitled to under the Labour Government's
incomes policy and withholding it from the men; another offered an extra
S0p in return for productivity increases. At the end of 21 weeks, the
company gave in. The women won the full £6 rise, and marched back into
the factory, to take their places alongside the men on the assembly line.

At first sight, it may appear that the union involved, for once, put up
a credible defence of its female members. The AUEW made the dispute
official within four days and supported the women in boycotting the
tribunal and arranging solidarity action, However, closer inspection reveals
serious limitations to the union’s support.

The AUEW's acceptance of the need for strike action only followed
the exhaustion of all the much-preferred channels of negotiation. Even
then, the unusual speed with which the Broad Left-dominated district
committee moved to make the dispute official was little more than a
recognition of the militancy existing amongst the women and a desperate
desire to contain it. Similarly, it was only after three weeks of picketing,
when it became obvious that the women were determined to stick it out,
that the AUEW national executive gave it official backing. Because of the
peculiar circumstances of 1976, the union leadership had a broader interest
in the strike. Under sharp criticism from sections of their membership for
their acceptance of the Labour Government’s policy of incomes control,
the AUEW bureaucrats saw supporting a strike for equal pay — which was
exempted from the restraints of the Social Contract — as a convenient way
of presenting themselves as active fighters for their members’ interests.

From the beginning, the union leaders’ objective was to negotiate a
compromise. They jumped at every opportunity to return to the negotiating
table. Even their boycott of the industrial tribunal was only a ploy to
force the company into direct talks. Hugh Scanlon, the AUEW president,
made it clear that the union was not rejecting the principle of arbitration:

“The union had not decided to boycott tribunals on equal pay as a
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matter of general policy. The possibility of appearing at a future
hearing on Trico was not ruled out.”>*

The AUEW’s strategy was to control the strikers and strengthen the hand
of the bureaucracy for future negotiations.

When union officials were faced with a more direct choice between
hourgeois legality and working class militancy, they knew which side they
were on. When 200 police fought to clear a path into the Trico factory for
scab lorries and the women fought back, the union asked them not to try
to stop the scabs because of the legal implications. They later tried to
calm the women's anger by forwarding complaints against the police to the
Home Secretary. Similar vacillation characterised the union’s organisation
of solidarity action. The bureaucrats’ moderating influence undoubtedly
dragged out the dispute. It took more than two months to organise a
ballot of the 16 000 local AUEW members on a five pence a week levy in
support of the strikers. And a further two weeks passed before the union
took the elementary step of approaching workers at the second Trico
factory in Northampton, where production had continued throughout the
London dispute. The women working at this factory were paid even less
than the strikers, and were completely unorganised. When they were
finally approached by the AUEW, 80 of the women immediately joined
the union, elected two shop stewards and pledged their support for the
dispute.

The most flagrant example of the union’s narrow, sectional approach
to the dispute was its failure to mobilise the support of the vast majority
of the men at the Brentford factory. Although the dispute was ‘official’,
the officials made no attempt to call out the factory as a whole. The 1000
workers who crossed picket lines into the factory every morning included
many of the strikers’ husbands and some of the AUEW stewards. The
union’s acquiescence to this situation left deep divisions within the work-
force, which came to a head when Trico laid off the rest of the 500
production workers. The press took full advantage of the situation, playing
on the fact that married couples were standing on opposite sides of the
picket lines. The Sun proclaimed: ‘We're on sex strike, say wives in equal
pay fight'.®® The Daily Express confined itself to heart-rending tales of
‘when love is tested on the picket line’.®® The AUEW did nothing to
overcome the ‘petticoat pickets' image of the strikers. The mass pickets of
car workers and others and effective solidarity action that finally swung
the balance, were organised by the women themselves, The final result was
that a factory which contained great potential for united working class
action in defence of women's rights, finished up with a labour force more
deeply divided than ever. One consequence was a right-wing backlash
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amongst the male workers, who blamed the strike for the lay-offs and sent
a letter to Hugh Scanlon ‘expressing no confidence in the union executive
which has been responsible for this dispute’.*’

As for the TUC, it remained silent throughout the strike, Committed
to the Social Contract, the top bureaucrats were anxious to avoid being
forced to support militant industrial action. Even when the women strikers
descended on the TUC Conference, the leadership managed to palm them
off with a woolly resolution ‘urging the government to tighten up the
Equal Pay Act’.*® The TUC’s most fervent wish of the Trico strike was
that it would end, no matter what the outcome. The Economist comm-
ented on the common view of the TUC and the Labour Government:

‘The Department of Employment and the Trades Union Congress are
remaining studiously disinterested in the outcome of Britain’s longest-
ever equal pay strike, Least said, soonest mended.’>®

The 1976 dispute at Trico demonstrated both the potential for organising
women into a fighting force and the dangers of the divisive sectionalism
pursued by the union leadership. The working class attitudes which the
women strikers took on issues such as the police and industrial tribunals
have largely been forgotten. Those are the lessons which must be learned if
we are to make our unions fit for women to join.

Grunwick

The strike which began at the Grunwick film processing laboratories
in Brent in August 1976 lasted almost two years and became one of the
best-known disputes of the decade. The Grunwick dispute reached its
peak in the summer of 1977, when up to 18 000 workers battled with
the police outside the factory gates. It subsequently fizzled out to end,
almost unnoticed, in July 1978. The Grunwick struggle has been cele-
brated — by the union leaders — as a fight for trade union recognition.
Some have seen the strike as a fight for the rights of black workers. Few
attempts have been made to assess the significance of the dispute from the
point of view of the 60 per cent of the strikers who were not only black
bur also women °

The miserable wages and conditions which provoked the initial walk-
out by a handful of Grunwick’s Asian workers are common to thousands
of black women, Black women are even more oppressed than their white
sisters. Isolated in the peripheral sectors of the economy, black women
face those employers who can least afford the benefits which workers have

wrung from bosses elsewhere. One of the Grunwick strikers explained the
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‘slave treatment’ of a 40-hour week for £25 with compulsory overtime and
few holidays, like this:

‘What | mean by slave treatment is that if a woman is pregnant, for
example, she can't get time off to go to the clinic. The management
says why can’t we go on Saturdays, bul the clinic is not open on that
day, .. .Many of our women have small children at school or in
nurseries. The management tells you halfway through the day that
you must work overtime that night — but this is terrible because
you can't pick up your children and you can’t contact your home."®?
Throughout the dispute, the unions refused to recognise the specific
oppression of women as an issue, For them, the democratic rights of black
women workers were subordinate to the rights of the trade union bureau-
cracy to negotiate with management, And, when it came to a showdown,
everything was subordinate to upholding the law and avolding embarrass-
ment to the Labour Government.

When the first Grunwick workers, led by Jayaben Desai, walked out
on 20 August 1976, none of the factory’s 170 workers were union mem-
bers. Through the Citizens Advice Bureau and the TUC, the strikers
applied for membership of the white collar Association of Professional
Executive, Clerical and Computer Staflf (APEX). APEX was a right-wing
union with a poor record on women’s rights. During the 1972 miners’
strike. APEX members amongst the coal board’s women clerical workers
crossed NUM picket lines; at Doncaster they were spat on by striking
miners.5? It may seem strange that APEX was willing to take on a group
of Asian women and students who were already in dispute with a virul-
ently anti-union boss. The motivation behind the union’s involvement is,
however, readily discernible. For APEX, veteran of many inter-union
disputes over recruitment and ‘poaching’ of members, the Grunwick
dispute offered a way into the largely non-unionised small business sector
where immigrant workers are concentrated. As far as the union was
concerned, the issue was a straightforward one of the leadership’s right to
negotiate on behalfl of their members and prospective members, The rights
of black women workers didn’t get a look in,

After the formalities of membership were completed, APEX made
the strike official on 31 August. Their approach to the dispute became
immediately apparent when, the very next day, it jumped at an offer from
the government’s Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS)
to mediate in the conflict. However, George Ward, managing director
of Grunwick, was having none of it: instead he sacked the strikers, For the
next two months APEX continued to press ACAS to intervene; the union
also won an empty promise of ‘all possible assistance” from Len Murray,
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the general secretary of the TUC, By November the strikers were sick of
their union’s promises of swift success and militant action. As the strike
committee’s account of Len Gristey, senior area organiser of APEX, put it:

‘Through the long hard winter that was to follow, he would regularly
say that he had tricks up his sleeve that Ward had never heard of.
Some of the strikers nicknamed him “Elbows"™ Gristey, because that
was aboul all there was up his sleeve %2

The union leadership’s attempts to limit the strike to the arbitration
process, where they could be sure ol controlling it, became a constant
feature of the Grunwick dispute. In January 1977, the Grunwick strike
committee was picketing the factory and sending pickets out to chemists’
shops dealing with the firm, Meanwhile, APEX general secretary Roy
Grantham ‘threatened’ to submit a claim for fair wages under the Employ-
ment Protection Act. Only after Ward formally rejected ACAS’s findings
in favour of union recognition, was Grantham forced to take the dispute a
step further, He appealed to the TUC Finance and General Purposes
Committee for a statement condemning the company and pledging the
support of the trade union movement,

The TUC agreed, but its support was to be strictly limited by the law,
The bureaucrats’ narrow conception of the sirike as a simple issue of
trade union recognition to be settled through negotiation and compromise
ruled out any possibility ol effective solidarity action, John Lyons, general
secretary of the Electrical Power Engincers® Association, captured the
attitudes of the various union leaders involved in his explanation of why
his national executive had refused to cut off Grunwick’s electricity supplies
as requested by the strikers:

‘Our members have a statutory obligation to supply electricity to the
community without discrimination. . .there could never be any ques-
tion of our Association calling on its members to set aside this basic
obligation. . . .Once started down the road, we would indeed be on
the highway to anarchy. The genuine issue at Grunwick remains, . . It
is that emplovees have a right to choose to belong to a union and seek
recognition through legal procedures laid down by Parliament, ., .On
that issue we must continue to support APEX in its effort to establish
the reality of this right by lawful means.’®*

The union bureaucrats went to great lengths to avoid ‘anarchy’ (ie effective
working class action) when the mass picketing of Grunwick began in
June 1977. After three days, clashes between police and pickets had led
to almost 100 arrests and made the dispute national news. The Crickle-

wood postal workers reintroduced the earlier unofficial blacking on
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Grunwick mail that their executive had stopped earlier in the dispute,
Ward complained that ‘the continued postal blacking, against a company
that does 84 per cent of its business by mail order, was a knife at the
jugular’ 8% Unfortunately for the Grunwick strikers, it was also against
the law, and UPW leader Tom Jackson wanted nothing to do with it, He
sent a telegram to Cricklewood postal workers ordering them: ‘Work
normally, do not break the law’, When his members refused and stepped
up the action Jackson threatened to suspend them from the union and
stopped all ‘hardship pay’. The blacking was called off, at the height of
the summer season when it could have been most effective, and the union
Jeaders avoided a confrontation with the courts,

Throughout June and into July, as the mass pickets fought with the
police, the TUC fought to keep the strike under control. On 11 July,
after 18 000 demonstrators stopped the scabs’ bus entering the factory,
the TUC led the pickets away from the gates to a rally at a local park,
thus allowing the blacklegs to go to work, Arthur Scargill, already arrested
once at Grunwick and back to lead the large miners’ contingent on the
picket, was berated by those who wanted to stay and keep the buses out.
He replied simply that ‘the bus never got in while the Yorkshire miners
were there’ ¢ While Scargill was busy making empty gestures, the less
flamboyant union leaders were trying to bring the dispute back into the
realm of negotiation. On the same day as the mass action took place,
Lord Scarman opened his inquiry into the dispute; on the following day,
the High Court found in favour of ACAS over Grunwick. Buoyed up by
this legal ‘victory’, APEX persuaded the strike committee to postpone any
further mass pickets or demonstrations until after Scarman had gathered
his evidence. The court of inquiry closed on 27 July, and a mass picket
for 8 August was planned. But things had gone too far for the union
leadership. The Grunwick strike committee was hauled up to the APEX
head office, where government minister and APEX member Denis Howell
blustered about a ‘conspiracy to undermine the union’. Prime Minister
James Callaghan intervened personally, and APEX threatened to withdraw
strike pay. On ‘Black Friday’, 29 July, the Appeal Court overturned the
High Court decision for ACAS and found in favour of Grunwick; the
postal workers were finally coerced into ending the blacking and the
strike committee, under tremendous pressure from all sides, called off
the demonstration for 8 August. The strike was effectively over.

APEX now concentrated its efforts on appeals to the House of Lords.
When the Scarman report recommended reinstatement of the strikers
and union recognition, APEX offered Grunwick a compromise including
phased reinstatement, a guarantee of no closed shop, and arbitration in
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future disputes. Ward rejected Scarman and APEX. The union, terrified
of any repeat of July’s pickets, was running out of legal channels, It
announced that “there are no tactics available for winning the dispute that
are not either illegal or damaging to the electoral chances of the govern-
ment".®7 The strike lurched on for another 10 months until the strike
committee finally called it off in July 1978.

In August 1977, Jayaben Desai complained to an emergency confer-
ence that for the past 10 months the strikers had ‘drowned in sympathy
but thirsted for action’.®® At the end of the dispute, she was in no doubt
as to who was responsible for the lack of action: ‘It was not the mass
picket that made the TUC not support us. They did not support us before
the mass picket’ %°

Trade union leaders who put themselves, the law and the Labour
Party before women workers can never defend women like Jayaben
Desai. Achieving the right of women, particularly black women, to work
free from the worries of childecare, pitiful wages and appalling conditions
means confronting the power of capital and the state head-on, The lesson
of the Grunwick strike is that the union leaders are as much of a hindrance
to winning that confrontation as any small businessman could ever be.

Lee Jeans

In recent years, equal pay strikes have largely disappeared. Most disputes
now involving women workers are about fighting redundancies or pro-
tecting wages from real cuts. Although not specific to women workers,
these attacks hit them first and hardest. The problem of the trade union
leaders’ unwillingness and inability to protect women’s rights has, how-
ever, remained. Their refusal to fight continues to be the major obstacle to
realising potential working class support for a united struggle for a
woman’s right to work. The occupation of the Lee Jeans factory in
Greenock, Scotland, in 1981 is one recent illustration of the problem.

The American VF corporation, which manufactures Lee Jeans, set
up the Greenock factory in 1970 with the aid of massive state and local
government grants. By the mid 'seventies, even state subsidies and low
wages could not make the factory a viable business. The company began
to plan a move to the more favourable climate (even more subsidies, even
lower wages) in the Six Counties of Ireland. Finally in January 1981,
VF announced its intention to close the Greenock plant to the works’
shop stewards. The plan meant redundancy and almost certain long-term
unemployment for the 240 workers, virtually all of them women.

The factory was a closed shop organised by the Tailors and Garment
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Workers' union. From the beginning of the dispute, the union representa-
tives displayed the same concern for maintaining the bosses’ profits as
they had done during the Leeds clothing workers® strike, The union
officials took as their starting poing the observation that other companies
with far less healthy accounts than VF were weathering the crisis, so why
couldn’t Lee Jeans survive? And even if some cutbacks were necessary —
which they were willing to accept — why had Greenock been picked on?
The union produced statistics to prove that Greenock had consistently
been VF's most productive British plant, and then presented their pro-
posals for a fairer distribution of redundancies:

‘The union suggested work-sharing throughout all of the UK plants,
They also suggested that the company might apply for a temporary
employment subsidy from the Government. The union indicated
that they were prepared to work only one day per week until things
picked up.‘7°

The employers were grateful for the union’s offers of assistance in pulling
their company through the crisis, but, as ever, they knew their business
best. They politely dismissed the union’s suggestions for redistributing the
effects of the crisis amongst the working class as a whole.

The stewards then presented the news of closure, and the redundancy
arrangements, to the women workers without any recommendation for
acceptance or rejection. The vast majority of the women, however, voted
to fight. Unemployment for women in Greenock was running at twice
the Scottish average, and more than 75 per cent of the women were the
sole wage earners in their families. They couldn't afford to lose their
jobs, All 240 went into immediate occupation of the factory. Their
strength was based on the £1 million worth of machinery and clothing
they were sitting on. Their weakness was the political outlook of their
union leadership.

The NUTGW refused to give the occupation official backing; the
officials were waiting to see if the women could be bought off by the
bosses' offer of increased redundancy payments. Other sections of the
Scottish labour movement were more forthcoming. Supposed bastions of
chauvinism such as the shipyards, docks and engineering factories all made
generous collections for the women strikers and set up a Broad Action
Committee of shop stewards to organise support. Even the Scottish TUC
‘lent its might’, as the Morning Star overstated it,”* to the struggle at
Lee Jeans. It was six week after the sit-in began when support became so
vocal that it could no longer be ignored, and the women rejected an
improved redundancy payment offer by a huge majority, that the union

reluctantly gave the occupation its official blessing.
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The NUTGW agreed to pay the women £15 a week hardship money
(the costs of the occupation were met by donations from other workers),
but refused to initiate blacking. The union leaders were far too worried
about the effect such action might have on Lee Jeans’ competitiveness in
the cut-throat jeans market. Instead, they encouraged the women to look
for a buyer whom they could convince of the factory’s viability. The
Scottish TUC appealed to the Government for assistance in -finding a
buyer, looking for the sort of subsidies which could induce another en-
trepreneur to take the women on. And in case the union leaders’ ‘work-
force for sale” approach failed, the TUC set up an action committee to
investigate the feasibility of starting a co-operative. It consisted of the
general secretary of the Scottish TUC, two of the Lee Jeans’ stewards and
representatives of the Labour, Scottish Nationalist and Liberal Parties.

The women’s struggle attracted massive public support. Incapable of
fighting the growing unemployment in the shipbuilding and engineering
industries, the Scottish union leaders attempted to associate themselves
with the Lee Jeans’ occupation. Leading trade unionists joined the women
on a five-day march to the Secretary of State’s office, to present him with
a petition calling for state aid to protect the women’s jobs.

Meanwhile, the officials” attempts to establish their own ‘productive
unit’ seemed nearer success when an entrepreneur offered to buy 10 000
pairs of jeans a week from them. The union officials were elated. Convenor
Ellen Monaghan commented:

‘Finding a market was always going to be our biggest headache. I told
the girls that if we maintain the discipline at work which we have
achieved in this sit-in, we would have no problem in working for
ourselves as a co-op.’”2

In selling the idea of a workers’ co-operative, the union had also sold the
workers down the river. Not for the first time, workers’ aspirations to
control their factories were used by the union bureaucrats to avoid con-
frontation and end embarrassing displays of class solidarity. Workers’
co-ops are no challenge to the capitalist system on which the union leaders
depend. The ultimate ‘discipline’ they have to obey is that of the law of
value; if they cannot produce competitively, then they either go bust or
cut jobs and wages. Workers' co-ops, as capitalist enterprises which are
forced to accept the need for profitability, are no guard against unemploy-
ment. But they are a convenient way out of embarrassing disputes for
unions like the NUTGW, The executive finally agreed to impose the long-
awaited blacking on Lee products in order to push VF into handing over
to a workers’ co-op.

The blacking had the desired effect almost immediately. The VF
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corporation was stirred into action, but unwilling to let its [actory pass
to the workers, it sold it instead to its own UK director at well below its
value, With a major order in the pipeline, the women’s jobs seemed secure,
The Morning Star declared a ‘histaric victory™ and Michael Foot sent a
telegram of congratulations. The NUTGW stopped all strike pay a month
bhefore the factory was sold and fully two months before any of the
women returned to work, on the grounds that ‘the reason for the dispute
with the original owners is over’.” If they meant that they had won the
women’s unconditional right to work, they were deceiving themselves,
The Greenock factory was in trouble again soon after re-opening, and as
the crisis bites deeper into the jeans market, the women workers will
be faced with inevitahle demands for productivity increases, wage Cuts
and redundancies. The union’s acceptance of the bosses’ right to make a
profit means that the women will have to fight those demands alone.

The women workers at Lee Jeans showed solidarity and guts in their
seven-month occupation, and received substantial financial support from
the labour movement. But their fight was prolonged needlessly by the
NUTGW’s refusal to impose blacking for fear of upsetting Lee Jeans’
sales. With their utopian ideas of workers® co-operatives and grovelling
negotiations with potential investors, the NUTGW placed the premise
of profitability before the women’s livelihoods at every turn. Any criticisms
of the politics of the dispute or blame for future redundancies must be
placed squarely where they belong — with the bureaucrats. The women'’s
disgust with their union’s failure to support their action should not be
forgotten in the glare of apparent success. Temporary triumphs such as
that at Lee Jeans will only be turned into victory when the working class
points the finger, not at women workers who endure seven months of
sleeping on factory floors and travelling the country looking for support,
but at those whose responsibility it is to give that support, and who choose
instead to try to convince women workers that working harder isa solution
to unemployment.

Liverpool typists

The concentration of women workers in the vulnerable low grades of the
civil service and local government hes ,~ade them a prime target of public
expenditure cuts over the past five years. As jobs have been lost and real
wages driven down, women have turned to industrial action to defend
their living standards, many for the first time. Whichever way they turn,
they run straight into the same brick wall: the trade union bureaucracy.
The strike by 400 typists, sccretaries and machine operators at Liver-
pool City Council in 1981 began in May as a work-to-rule with selective
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strike action, Its object was to secure a claim for regrading which would
have given the women a £9 a week rise plus increased possibilities for
promotion, The Liberal-controlled city council, led by Sir Trevor Jones,
was determined to force through the curs its budget demanded: it refused
to consider the claim, Jones, notorious for his anti-working class posturing,
accused the typists of conducting ‘a reign of terror against loyal and
hard-working members of the council’s staff, aided and abetted by the
Marxist leadership of the Labour Party, who have used Gestapo-type
tactics’.” This set the tone for the employers® attitude throughout the
dispute. The women’s union, NALGO, failed to produce equally un-
equivocal support of its members, Once again, the union leadership’s
only aim was to bring the employers to arbitration.

After the women rejected the council’s derogatory offer of £3 a week,
the management and union representatives agreed to let ACAS intervene
in the dispute. Jones, however, refused to negotiate, On 6 July, the women
started an all-out strike. In an effort to force Jones to the table, NALGO
gave the strike official backing. However, the union still refused to instigate
supportive action among other NALGO members, and kept strike pay at
a low enough level to discourage the typists from sustained action.

Both NALGO and the council understood the significance of the
dispute. Local autharities all over Britain were attempting to force through
cuts in their wage hills — the outcome of the Liverpool typists® strike
could set a national pattern. As Jones put in in a local television interview,
‘I the typists crack it here, the rest of the country will fall like dominoes®.”®
The difference between the two sides was that while Jones was willing to
go to any lengths to set an example to councils and workers alike, NALGO
refused to act as the spearhead for a national campaign, The employers
attempted to coax the women back to work with promises that scabbing
would go unpunished, whatever the union might say. The NALGO exec-
utive remained silent, hoping that the backlog of work which had built
up during the dispute would be sufficient to bring the council around
to accepting negotiations,

The union wasted the real potential [or building up the action which
could have led to a quick and complete victory for the women. In Sept-
ember, the council attempted to split the strikers from the rest of the
workforce by suspending, without pay, workers who refused to scab on
the typists. This ploy backfired when a clerical worker from the solicitors’
department was suspended for refusing to write letters by hand; within
two hours, 3000 NALGO members from almost every department walked
out in protest, The NALGO executive proved unwilling to take advantage
of this response even when, by October, 300 of its members had been
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suspended for refusing to scab, It took an emergency motion from Liver-
pool NALGO and an angry lobby of the union’s national office before the
executive grudgingly agreed to raise strike pay.

By November the strike had finally produced the effect the women
required, and Jones agreed to negotiate, Talks broke down almost immed-
iately, however, over the council’s insistence that union members who had
broken the strike should not be victimised. The NALGO leadership cont-
inued to vacillate, but by now the town hall workers themselves had had
enough of their union’s inaction. On 7 December, they voted overwhelm-
ingly to extend the action and paralyse the city's administration. Faced
with such solid support for the strike, Jones was happy to concede to
NALGO’s limited demand for arbitration. The typists returned to work
while negotiations continued, after NALGO threatened to cut off all
strike pay if the dispute went on.

Radical commentators on the strike have noted that the ultimate
threat of mass action won the day. As one put it, ‘faced with this threat,
Jones agreed to an “acceptable form of wording™ that meant a victory
for the union'.”® Indeed, it was a ‘victory for the union’: the women
workers themselves had less cause for celebration. The NALGO exec-
utive had managed to avoid an all-out strike and at the same time had used
the typists to press the council into accepting the union’s right to negot-
iation and arbitration. ACAS eventually awarded the women an extra
point on the typists’ scale, which meant no immediate pay increase.

Many of the women workers were bitter at their union’s conduct of
the dispute. NALGO's divisive tactics of pulling out one section at a time
and confining a dispute of national importance to the workers immediately
involved had failed to break the women’s resolve, but it had succeeded in
weakening, needlessly prolonging the dispute, and ultimately selling the
typists short. Strike committee member Isobel Heskith summed up the
activists’ views:

‘NALGO nationally have kept insisting that this was a local dispute
which is plain ridiculous, Our strike is for the low-paid in NALGO
nationally, They have let us all down at a time when they should
have jumped at the chance to improve their women workers’ con-
ditions."”””

The Liverpool typists’ strike illustrates the willingness of many male
workers to face disciplinary action in support of the women who are
most open to wage-cuts and redundancies. As attacks on public sector
spending build up, that sort of action will become increasingly necessary
simply to defend what little women workers have. But the possibility of
victory will be lost unless the union leaders can be forced to organise
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instinctive support into effective action, and to set their sights beyond
the aim of persuading the bosses to talk to them about where the cuts
should be made.
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Chapteré
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Why thewomen’s
liberation movement

copped out

The labour movement has a poor record on questions of women's oppres-
sion. At best it has treated women simply as fellow workers while side-
stepping the particular issues raised by their oppression. Problems such as
housework, nurseries or abortion are still seen as unrelated to the concerns
of the working class. The inactivity of the Jabour movement has often
forced women to fight on their own, Since working class parties have re-
mained indifferent, women who have rebelled against their oppression
have done so in isolation from the labour movement. This record has en-
couraged a point of view which sees the struggle for the liberation of
women as something separate from working class politics.
Feminism is an outlook which views the fight for women’s rights as
a struggle transcending class interests. Beginning from the indisputable
recognition that all women are oppressed, feminists go on to argue that
the fight for emancipation should constitute a separate sphere of struggle.
However, feminism has a record of fighting women’s oppression little
better than Labourism. The reason for this is that the conflict between class
interests has proved more powerful than the forces which bind women
together. Thus the Suffragette movement split between those who sup-
ported British imperialism during the First World War and those who
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didn’t. Bourgeois feminists denounced the liberation struggle in Ireland
and the Russian Revolution; socialist women took the opposite view. When
the vote was finally conceded to women, the feminist movement dis-
integrated,

The collapse of the feminist movement in the inter-war period coin-
cided with the demise of the communist women’s movement, The rise of
Stalinism led to the destruction of the working class struggle for women’s
liberation. After 1925 revolutionary work among women came to an end,
Women'’s liberation became a dead issue for nearly half a century.

The modern women's movement

The modern women’s movement is a product of the ‘sixties. A period of
steady economic expansion brought a degree of security to the middle
classes, but it also heightened women’s awareness of their subordinate
position in society. Beginning in the USA, the most prosperous of capitalist
countries, middle class women became aware that material comforts only
exacerbated the feeling of powerlessness that stemmed from social in-
feriority. Women perceived their oppression as a barrier to the fulfilment
of individual aspirations; issues relating to economic inequality remained
secondary,

This revolt against women’s oppression in the ’sixties was part of a
wider process of radicalisation which influenced petit-bourgeois youth,
particularly students. The radical rhetoric of the day articulated a res-
ponse to the vulgar materialism of modern society which directly contra-
dicted the fulfilment of individual needs. Middle class radicalisation
moulded the evolution of feminism. Like youth, women responded to
their experiences as individuals rather than as members of social classes.
The fact that individuals were members of a society stratified into classes
was not considered important at a time when these individuals enjoyed
high living standards.

Feminism was also a reaction to the indifference of the left to the
questions raised by the oppression of women. By the 'sixties the left had
degencrated so far that it even tolerated philistine practices towards
women among its own male supporters. Given its record, it was inevitable
that the left would repel rather than attract women to its ranks. Thus the
radicalisation of the ’sixties — which had a progressive potential — led
to a movement which often defined itself through its rejection of the
existing left.
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Feminist ideology and practice

The search for the realisation of individual identity has been the most
important force in shaping the feminist outlook, The social fragmentation
that characterises the capitalist system tends to push people to look for
individual solutions to their problems. But real individuality is denied to
all — particularly to women, Only through collective action as part of a
class can this fragmentation be overcome. The consciousness of every
individual can develop only through understanding social experience.

Feminism  does the reverse. Although real individuality cannot be
realised under capitalism, the feminist movement has provided a haven
where the experience of being a woman endows individual experience with
meaning. The women's movement provided a medium through which the
isolated, fragmented and insecure experience of being a woman could be
transformed through the assumption of a new identity: sisterhood. ‘Con-
sciousness raising’, ‘women talking to each other' and ‘small groups’ were
the mechanisms used to create a new bond.

The emphasis on small groups with ‘no leaders’ was important, not
because — as feminists claim — it gave women confidence, but because it
provided every participant with a sense of worth and of purpose, The
women's movement’s liberal attitude towards debate and discussion stem-
med from the desire to stamp every individual experience as unique. One
leading publicist of British feminism summed up the prevailing view:

“We have stressed for instance the closeness and protection of a small
group and the feeling of sisterhood. Within the small group it has been
important that every woman has space and air for her feelings and
ideas to grow. . . .We all need to express and contribute, Our views are
valid because they come from within us and not because we hold a
received correctness.’!

This celebration of individual experience gave individual feminists an
identity. But inevitably this form of individualism could only have mean-
ing within the boundaries of a collective.

The problem was, however, that real life experience dissolved these
artificial bonds, and sisterhood disintegrated. This is something that femin-
ists today still cannot face. In a recent article one feminist blames the
introduction of ‘*heavy’ theory for the erosion of sisterhood:

‘But somehow, between then and now, the theories did become
“heavy” enough to lose contact with many women and with their
basic impulse of political engagement at every level: that basic feeling
that we could connect, through all the contradiction, with all wo-
men’s life. This belief got blurred. ...To many women sisterhood
became an empty slopn.""
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In fact ‘sisterhood’ was always an empty slogan. But in the heady days
of the “sixties and early ‘seventies capitalist prosperity allowed for a degree
of individual experimentation. The slogan ‘the personal is political’ best
summarises this approach,

Social problems are always experienced personally. But as long as
these problems are fought from an individual point of view nothing will
change. Real change can only take place when these issues are taken out of
the realm of private concern and put in the context of the class struggle.
The slogan ‘the personal is political’ is dangerous because it offers an
illusory solution at the level of the individual, It ratifies and legitimises
the individual fragmentation that capitalist society imposes on everybody
in it,

This celebration of individualism was not peculiar to feminism. The
left as a whole and the diverse radical movements associated with it also
suffered from this myopic approach, The consequence for the women’s
liberation movement was that it defined its objectives in a way that could
not relate to the interests of the mass ol working class women.

Sex and class

Most feminists do not deny the reality of the class struggle. However,
feminism either subordinates this struggle to the conflict between sexes or
depicts gender differences as having an autonomy from class relations.
Feminism identifies patriarchy or male-dominated social institutions as
the main problems facing women. Male supremacy is portrayed as a prob-
lem in its own right and the oppression of women is posed in a way that
transcends any specific social relation, This approach corresponds to the
appearances generated by capitalist society, Within the family, the man is
king and individual men play their part in the oppression of women, The
fact that it is not men, but capitalist social relations that oppress women is
far from immediately apparent. The oppression of women which is perpet-
uated by the reproduction of capital is reduced to what men do to women.

Once male supremacy is depicted as a force independent of any spec-
ific social formation, then it follows that the struggle for women’s liber-
ation should be pursued outside the struggle against capitalism. Even the
more left-wing sections of the women’s movement, those who call them-
selves socialist feminists, concede a degree of autonomy from the fight
against capitalism to women’s struggles, Thus one of the more sophist-
icated exponents of ‘Marxist feminism® observes: ‘It is not clear why any
relationships should obtain between specific forms of male dominance
and, for instance, the interests of capital, or at least this cannot be seen as

self-evident in any existing analyses’
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Feminism divorces male supremacism from capitalist social relations,
Socialist feminists argue that Marx underestimated ideological problems,
and the Marxist approach of historical materialism, according to which
ideas are determined by social existence, they dismiss as ‘economistic’ or
‘reductionist’, The autonomy of anti-women ideology from capitalism is
an article of faith for feminists, It provides the theoretical justification for
rejecting the Marxist approach to women and establishes the foundations
for ‘sexual politics' as an independent sphere of activity.

The separation of ideology rom material relations is an idealist retreat
from Marxism. But it has provided the necessary theoretical justification
for feminist politics, The attack on historical materialism was not peculiar
to feminism: other radical movements of the ‘sixties also saw Marxism as
too ‘deterministic’. They undertook a major revision of Marx to ‘free’
ideology as an independent sphere. *Marxist feminist® Michele Barrett
welcomed this ‘new form of Marxism™ ‘it has become possible, within a
new form of Marxism, to accommodate the oppression of women as a
relatively autonomous element of social formation”.*

Once the autonomy of oppression is established, the next step is to
reject the class struggle against capitalism. Even socialist feminists who do
not reduce all problems to men inevitably reject proletarian revolution, If
the oppression of women exists autonomously from capital, why should
the struggle for liberation coincide with the working class revolution?
Barrett draws the inescapable conclusion: ‘Not only is socialist revolution
not a sufficient cause of women's liberation, but certain important changes
could be achieved under capitalism’.® :

The radical rhetoric of sections of the women’s movement often
obscures the fact that the very logic of feminism leads to a hostile attitude
towards working class politics. The conflict between feminism and class
politics became apparent even in the 'sixties:

‘It was a terrible test for women who had been brought up on a
theoretical diet which specified one absolutely determining contra-
diction in society — that between classes. There was nothing in the
history of revolutionary socialism which allowed even the possibility
of the sexual contradiction being instrumental to the organisation
of human society.”®

The rejection of class contradictions in favour of sexual ones either ex-
plicitly or implicitly characterises all types of feminism,” The underlying
antipathy of feminism towards the class struggle expresses the conflict
between individual fulfilment and the most anti-individualistic act of all:
the proletarian revolution,
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Sexual politics

The individualistic dynamic of feminism inevitably leads to a preoccup-
ation with personal problems. Much of the activity of feminists has been
aimed against different manifestations of the degradation of women. In
English speaking countries there have also been attacks on ‘male domin-
ated language and culture’, Crude symptoms of women’s oppression —
such as offensive posters — have become major targets for the feminist
movement,

Denunciations of posters, film and language have had a widespread
resonance. Indeed this is the one sphere of activity in which all strands of
feminism agree. As Barrett notes: ‘These are the issues on which, perhaps,
feminists are least divided’.® Much of the left has also responded to this
aspect of feminist politics. Today, for most liberals and radicals, fighting
the oppression of women means saying ‘chairperson’ and ‘spokesperson’
and denouncing pornography.

Fighting manifestations of sexism clearly expresses feminist conscious-
ness. Changing culture and the way we speak and behave are worthy aims.
But without a fundamental transformation of social relations real changes
in personal relations are impossible, Feminism, however, cannot break
with its personal preoccupations, because ultimately its main loyalty is to
individual change. ‘The personal is political’, ‘self-defined sexuality’, ‘our
bodies our selves’ — all these slogans express social matters as individual
problems. But the slogans provide only a rhetorical solution — socially
constructed relations cannot be altered through individual effort.

Sexual politics represents an abandonment of the fight for the liber-
ation of women. Individual solutions are a retreat from the struggle to
destroy the chains that enslave women. They are counterproductive and
exclusive: they are in practice restricted to small groups of middle class
women and closed to the vast majority of women workers.

Feminist organisation

Autonomy is one of the sacred principles of the feminist movement. In
their recent history of the modern movement in Britain Anna Coote and
Beatrix Campbell stress that from the beginning ‘women’s liberation
developed into an autonomous political movement”. It was ‘self-starting,
self-regulating and self-directing, owing no allegiance to any other organ-
isation or set of beliefs’.®

In reality autonomy means a form of organisation which is exclusive
to women. Politically and ideologically feminist organisation is no more
autonomous from capitalist relations than is male supremacy. Declaring
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autonomy is one thing. But the realities of class society mould and shape
all political forces, Feminist organisation is not immune from these forces,
That's why leading feminists are to be found working not ‘autonomously’,
but inside the ranks of the Communist and Labour Parties.

Autonomy is really a code-word for small-scale separate women's
groups: it provides individualism with an adequate organisational expres-
sion, This is how a group of women argued in defence of small group
discussions back in 1969:

‘Our first priority isn’t to get over information, but to know what
everyone in the room thinks, We believe in getting people to interact,
not listen to experts, We want them to themselves make an analysis of
their situation, which will lead them 1o action.”*?

Everyone is a winner! Every individual is unique and special and the aim of
the group is to bring this out,

Since every individual experience is valuable in its own right and since
every opinion expressed is worthwhile, feminist organisation encourages a
strong liberal attitude, Nobody has a monopoly on the truth — one per-
son’s view is as valid as the next’s. These attitudes are justified by ‘anti-
clitist’ and grass roots democratic rhetoric: hence the suspicion of ‘experts’
and ‘leaders’. Socialist feminists have tentatively criticised this form of
organisation for being ineffective. International Marxist Group feminist
Val Coultas is ‘not so sure that the confusion and indecisiveness of many
women’s conferences does ensure the maximum participation of all classes
of women’.*? In fact Val Coultas misses the point. The whole justification
of feminist organisation is that it can cater for women of all classes and
opinions. But in reality women express different class interests and differ-
ent points of view, To prevent these differences from coming to a head
necessitates a form of organisation that treats women as individuals and
not as members of classes. This also corresponds to the preoccupation of
middle class feminists, The organisation must be as structureless and
diffuse as possible to ensure that discussion remains inconclusive. Only by
preventing arguments reaching clear consequences can the consensus of
sisterhood be preserved.

The fear that the artificial unity behind sisterhood will be exposed has
meant that British feminists have been reluctant to call a national confer-
ence since 1978, The safest bet for feminists are small local groups where
women can share each other's experiences. This instinct of self-preser-
vation leads Coote and Campbell to admit that the survival of the feminist
movement has been closely related to its organisational structure.!?
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The differences between communism and feminism are most clearly
revealed on questions of organisation. This is not surprising as important
political differences often find their most tangible expression in organis-
ational forms. We have already noted the convergence of feminism and the
radical left in their common critique of ‘deterministic’ Marxism, The same
convergence also manifests itself in a hostility towards the Leninist party.
The socialist feminist bestseller Beyond the fragments provides a system-
atic presentation of feminist organisation and a rejection of the Leninist
party.

The hostility of feminists and the radical left towards the Leninist
form of organisation is not primarily a theoretical one. It is more the fear
of the middle class radical for his or her individuality, One of the co-
authors — Sheila Rowbotham — expresses this anxiety well:

‘If you accept a high degree of centralisation and define yourselves as
professionals concentrating above everything upon the central task of
seizing power, yvou necessarily diminish the development of the self-
activity and self-confidence of most of the people involved, Because,
for the women’s movement, the development of this confidence and
ability to be responsible for our lives was felt to be a priority, this
became part of the very making of a movement,'*>

It is worth examining this statement in detail because of its admirably
succinct presentation of the issues at stake.

The objective of a revolutionary party is to seize power from the
capitalist class. This is not Rowbotham’s objective. Her ‘priority” is the
development of ‘confidence and ability to be responsible for our lives’.
According to Rowbotham these two priorities conflict. Hence the form of
organisation she advocates reflects the objective of achieving confidence,
The organisational differences are sccondary, but they flow from the
different goals of individual development and the overthrow of the state.

Rowbotham’s intuition is correct. Revolutionaries subordinate in-
dividual preoccupations to their objective, Feminist organisation, on the
other hand, emphasises the individual participant and considers political
issues from the point of view of the effects on their members. This form
of organisation caters primarily for the internal needs of its supporters,
The revolutionary party on the other hand considers its supporters only
insofar as it is concerned about its ability to relate to the outside world.
The Leninist party is not concerned about catering for internal needs as
such, its aim is to give a lead in the class struggle. The feminist hostility
to leadership stems from its preoccupation with individual fulfilment and
with its limited aims. On the other hand, a preoccupation with giving a
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lead denies the importance of individual experience as such, and forces
revolutionaries to combat their individualism,

It is ironic that Rowbotham blames the objective of seizing power for
‘diminishing’ the development of individuals. In reality the revolutionary
party depends on developing the consciousness of its members to be an
effective force. In fact the denial of ‘self-activity’ and ‘self<onfidence’
cannot be attributed to the activities of any one party, It is capitalist social
relations that generate atomisation and individual insecurity, The fact that
Rowbotham pins the blame on the only force — a revolutionary party —
that can effectively destroy the barriers to individual development only
confirms the myopia of feminist politics,

The hostility of socialist feminists fowards the Leninist form of
organisation is not surprising. Revolutionary discipline represents the very
negation of sisterhood. Often socialist feminists react against the Leninist
form of organisation even before they are conscious of their rejection of
the objectives of Leninism. Thus Karen Margolis in her ‘confessions of an
ex-Trotskyist™ recalls that being in the International Marxist Group (hardly
noted for its high organisational standards) was ‘rather like school’, What
Margolis is really objecting to is that she didn’t like being told what to do:
‘By late 1978, I had concluded that what was wrong with the IMG was not
its lack of feminism but its adherence to the rigid traditions of revolution-
ary organisation’.** Fortunately the ‘confessions’ end on a happy note,
Margolis discovers that ‘organising can be fun’, She is certain this is so
because the ‘archives of photos documenting women on demonstrations
and picket lines attest to this; happy, smiling faces, laughing though the
aim is serious’ %

Of course this attack on the Leninist party is not unique to feminism.
Much of the radical left believes organisation should be more human and
pride of place is given to the ‘non-aligned’ — the radical petit-bourgeois
version of the rugged individual. It is interesting to note that many auton-
omous feminists and non-aligned males have found a haven in an organ-
isation which is the most anti-democratic of all working class institutions:
the Labour Party.

Separatism

We have drawn attention to the essential similarities between feminism and
other forms of radical middle class politics. This is because we think that
the ‘anti-men’ and separatist dimensions of feminism which are often
objects of criticism by non-feminists and even by feminists themselves are
incidental and of secondary importance for understanding the evolution of
the women’s movement,
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Separatist and anti-men attitudes simply carry the logic of feminism
to absurd conclusions., Most feminists have been reluctant to draw out
these conclusions, A paper given by Beby Ettore to the 1976 Women’s
Liberation Movement Conference in Newcastle illustrates this fear of going
all the way. Ettore defines autonomy as ‘self-definition (on the individual
level) and the development of a separate power base from men (on the
political level)'.'® Separatism ‘takes the establishment of a separate power
base issue (which is the strategy of autonomy) to its ultimate end, that is,
in the establishment of the power of women to the total exclusion of
men’.}7 Ettore cannot show why those who support autonomy should not
follow the logic to its separatist conclusions. She simply raises a problem
for discussion, In fact feminists who argue against separatism rely on
pragmatism tather than logic, Thus separatism is criticised on the grounds
that it isolates women and that it deprives women of potential allies.

The debate between those who support autonomy and those who
support separatism is not very important. The only significance of this dis-
cussion is that it exposes the charade of feminist organisation and of
sisterhood. Radical women were not prepared to compromise with their
more pragmatic sisters and major conflicts erupted inside many women’s
groups which destroyed the whole reason for existence of such organis-
ations. Many have sought to blame the intolerance of radical lesbians
towards their heterosexual sisters for the disintegration of sisterhood. This
misses the basic point: feminist organisation cannot survive if serious
differences of any sort are drawn out to their logical conclusions.

Campbell comes slightly closer to the truth:

‘Apart from the conflict between socialist feminism and radical
feminism within women's liberation, confidence in the autonomy of
the movement cracked also because of the experience of the limits of
consciousness raising on the one hand, and the sense of marginality in
relation to political forces outside the movement on the other hand,
Furthermore, the movement’s internal practice celebrated a form of
sisterhood, again through the medium of consciousness raising, which
depended on common identification as the source of collective
self-knowledge and the condition of collaboration — it didn’t easily
accommodate difference.’*®

Campbell of course refuses to engage in a real critique of feminist organis-
ation and ends on a typically inconclusive note of reviewing past exper-
ience ‘with a view to constructing a new political space for personal
life*.1?
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The crisis of feminist organisation precipitated by the autonomy/
separatist debate has exposed the myth of sisterhood, It also reveals the
narrow preoccupations of feminism. Sisterhood was not challenged by
different political options regarding abortion rights, equal rights or the
fight for nurseries., Wide social issues could be forgotten because what
mattered was the politics of personal life,

Now we have examined the basic outlook of the modern women’s move-
ment, let’s look at how it has evolved over the past 10 or 15 years.

British ferminism 1964~982

1 The Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM) has gone through two phases,
The first phase from the late 'sixties to the mid ‘seventies corresponded to
the last years of the long post-war booin: this was feminism in its radical
experimental period. The second phase, from 1975 to today, took place
during a time of deepening recession which destroyed the basis for middle
1 class radicalism and strengthened conservative tendencies within feminism.

Women’s liberation: phase I

r The WLM in its early days was angry and dynamic, The radicalisation of
the 'sixties led the movement to adopt programmes of far-reaching aims

and militant tactics,

The WLM did not restrict itself to the objectives of formal equality.
The four demands that were formulated at the first conference of the
WLM in Oxford in 1970 touched upon the crucial manifestations of
women'’s oppression:

I Equal education and job opportunities

2 Equal pay

3 Free 24-hour nurseries

4 Free contraception and abortion on demand.

These demands accurately summarised some of the essential preconditions
for the liberation of women. Many activists in the WLM at the time under-
stood this. Unfortunately the WLM as such did not appreciate that such
far-reaching demands could only be realised through the struggle to over-
throw the capitalist system,

Another weakness of the WLM was its heterogeneous political out-
look. Although many women were sympathetic to socialist objectives and
open to the labour movement, there was a deep suspicion of working class
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politics. Even in its most radical form, feminism represented a system of
class alliances that rejected attempts to fight the oppression of women
from a working class point of view. Consequently the important objectives
of the WLM never became influential among working class women.

The only serious attempt to relate to working women, the Working
Women’s Charter, was more an alliance of sections of the WLM with the
labour bureaucracy than a campaign to mobilise working women. The
Charter, which was promoted by the London Trades Council in 1974
and consisted of a series of modest demands designed to improve the
position of working women, never got very far. Although some left-wing
feminists took up a campaign around the Charter, the WLM as such was
not much interested in it. It was regarded with suspicion as ‘too working
class’ or ‘too economistic’ or tod involved with the left. In the end the
only consequence of the campaign was to force the TUC bureaucrats to
pass a few token resolutions.

There was a real contradiction between the formal objectives of the
WLM, which could only be pursued from an anti<apitalist perspective,
and its preoccupation with individual concerns. In 1970 there was still
some potential for transforming at least a section of WLM into a serious
campaign for the emancipation of women, But the weakness of the British
revolutionary tradition ensured that ‘personal politics’ prevailed. The con-
tradiction within the WLM was resolved by abandoning its four important
demands in all but name.

Of course, the WLM never went through the motions of formally
dropping its demands. All that happened was that the four demands
assumed the character of a sacred scroll with no practical consequences.
Except for episodic activity around the Charter and equal pay, all the
important campaigns were around peripheral issues, The staple of con-
sciousness raising and conferences and more conferences was complem-
ented by protests against sexism — demos against the Miss World Comp-
etition and sticker campaigns against offensive adverts.

Some of these activities — for example the 1970 Miss World dis-
ruption — were imaginative and militant. But they tended to touch upon
issues which were tangential to the structure of women’s oppression.
Excessive concern with symbols of degradation at the expense of problems
that restricted the role of women in social life ensured that even in its
radical phase the WLM would have an inward-looking character.

The early WLM established a militant, student image. But by the end
of 1974 the radicalisation of the middle class was over and feminism
slowly and unconsciously began to distance itself from its radical begin-
nings. The recession and the economic insecurity it generated brought a
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halt to individual experimentation. Feminists were now forced to abandon
their dreams of bliss through sisterhood and come to terms with more
earthly matters.

Women'’s liberation: phase 11
The National Abortion Campaign (NAC) launched in early 1975 was the
most successful initiative of the feminist movement. NAC coordinated
widespread resistance against attacks on abortion rights, Its crowning
achievement came in October 1979 when it forced the TUC to organise a
mass demonstration against the anti-abortion Bill introduced into Parl-
iament by John Corrie. Yet NAC's success also marked the end of the
radical phase of the WLM. NAC made feminism respectable in British
politics, Through NAC the WLM made its peace first with Parliament, and
then with the Labour Party. NAC allowed the WLM to re-orient itself in a
reformist and moderate direction.

Before 1975 many feminists had rightly criticised the 1967 Abortion
Act on the grounds that it was entirely inadequate for the needs of wom-
en. Poor facilities meant that for many working women, abortion was far
from easily available. However, when the 1967 Act came under Parl-
iamentary attack an important shift took place. The aim of NAC was
restricted to defending the Act. And this was not an isolated event: there
were other changes too. One of the original slogans of the WLM was: ‘Free
contraception and abortion on demand’. Supporters of NAC argued that
this was a fine slogan, but it would alienate potential support, so NAC
adopted as its campaigning slogan ‘a woman’s right to choose’. They
argued, as it turned out correctly, that this slogan would have wide appeal
both inside and outside Parliament.

Campaigning around the slogan ‘free abortion on demand’ advances
the struggle for women’s liberation. This slogan insists that abortion is a
social right that must be made available to all women. It places the respon-
sibility on society to make this right available: it thereby implies a change
in the social position of women. The demand for the ‘right to choose’ is
the very opposite — it does not imply that abortion is a social right.
Instead it emphasises individual choice. Invoking the rights of the ind-
ividual — a concept at the centre of bourgeois ideology — is a step towards
the ruling class. It implies that what is at issue is an individual problem,
not a social one. Further, the individual right to choose does not exist for
women, especially working class women. For working class women,
abortion is not a choice but a necessity and that is how it should be posed.

The NAC campaign did not mount any challenge to the prevailing
consciousness of women or men. One NAC activist recollects how even
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people opposed to women’s right to abortion could support the cam-
paign’s nebulous slogan:

‘Popular support for “A woman's right to choose™ is clearly enor-
mous. . . .Even anti-abortionists have signed on the grounds that while
they themselves would never have an abortion they do not see why
they should prevent others coming to their own decisions."2°

We are not against building mass support, But NAC's appeals to bourgeois
prejudice about freedom of choice could not defend women’s rights. The
1967 Act still stands, And today working class women have neither a free
choice nor easy access to abortion facilities.

NAC’s style of politics reflected the ‘maturing’ of feminism. Public
activity was directed towards lobbying and cultivating MPs. Public state-
ments and acrivities drew attention to NAC's respectable and reasonable
outlook. Doctors, lawyers, MPs and prominent personalities were mobil-
ised for the cause. In NAC feminism moved through pressure group
politics into a closer and closer embrace with the Labour Party,

The period of NAC's activism coincides with the convergence between
feminism and reformism. The WLM moved into two new avenues — self-
help social work and Labour Party politics. It is to these developments
that we now turn,

Women's self-help

The recession, economic insecurity and social tension, forced the middle
class, and the WLM with it, in a right-wing direction. Students, feminists
and radical leftists cut their hair and cleaned up their image. Feminists in
Britain began Lo talk less and less of social change and opted for piecemeal
reforms, Many joined Labour Party-dominated campaigns and sought to
feminise this reformist party. Others began to organise against male
violence against women. Indeed, the most important activities in recent
years have been around the issues of battered women, rape and ‘reclaiming
the night’, Women'’s refuges in particular have received considerable public
support, snd according to Coote and Campbell this ‘*has been the most
productive of all campaigns within the women's liberation movement %!

The systematic violence that women experience stems from their
inferior position in society. Women's lives are violated by social relations
which force them into the roles of domestic servants. Women's limited
participation in the life of society means that most women lead an atom-
ised and fragmented existence, Women are unequal in all aspects of social
life — they thus become the natural victims of capitalist society and in its
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most privatised corners suffer its most vicious barbarities. It follows
that violence against women can be overcome only if the social relations
that enslave them are eliminated.

Feminist campaigns against male violence restrict their targets to the
most extreme manifestations of violence against women — the rapist or
the wife heater. They concentrate on the individuals who perpetrate these
acts in isolation from the social forces that condition such brutal be-
haviour. Violence against women must be fought, not in a piecemeal way,
but in the context of a social struggle against the system. But we must get
our priorities right, A campaign against male violence is useless without a
struggle to free women from domestic tyranny.

Without a struggle for the social emancipation of women, a campaign
against male violence can easily strengthen bourgeois forces demanding
more law and order. The bourgeoisie has no qualms about punishing
individual criminals. Indeed, it can use cases such as that of the Yorkshire
ripper to strengthen its case for more police and stricter law enforcement.
It will be the working class that will suffer from more police harassment,
and the most important violaters of women — the capitalist class — will get
off scot free.

In fact violence against women can only be fought by maobilising the
working class in defence of female emancipation, In this way the main
force that has an interest in eliminating social oppression can take practical
measures to isolate the individual perpetrators of violence. Feminists
propose quite different solutions. Although most feminists are suspicious
of the police and the courts, at the end of the day they look to the state.
This is ironic, for the state exists to defend the status quo, to organise the
exploitation of workers and the oppression of women.

The reformist character of the campaign against violence acquires its
clearest expression in the organisation of women’s refuges. Rather than
forcing society to provide the resources necessary for the economic
independence of every woman, feminists have become social workers, In
itself, there is nothing wrong with organising housing and protection for
battered women. But there is everything wrong with organising in this
sphere as part of the soft arm of the state. And that’s what refuges have
become.

Feminists working in refuges of course emphasise the ‘autonomy’ of
individual groups, They may be autonomous from working women but
they are certainly not autonomous from the state. The Women's Aid
Federation is an umbrella organisation for many local groups. In the finan-
cial year 1980-81 it received a grant of £96 000 from the DHSS.?? This
money cannot be used for local refuges. Local refuges are the respon-
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sibility of local authorities: most of the properties in which refuges are
situated are rented from the council.?® This makes a lot of sense for local
politicians as it is a cheap way of meeting their obligations under the
homelessness legislation. Refuges are the cheapest form of accommodation
available to local authorities, The bourgeois state is quite prepared to assist
Women's Aid. It is an effective way of rationalising services while retaining
an aura of progressive concern, This is the sort of ‘autonomy’ the DHSS
enjoys.

Feminists call their parastatal activities ‘welfare control’. Their aim is
to use the bourgeois state for progressive ends. This is how Rowbotham
explains this orientation:

‘With the active support of working class people in a community,
mutual self-help forms provide a potential means of distinguishing
between the coercive aspects of the state machinery and those act-
ivities of the state which are necessary to people in their everyday
life. tThey raise the possibility of welfare control.*?4

‘Self-help’ and ‘community support’ are simply means of allowing the
ruling class to provide less services for less money. Women’s refuges have
the added advantage that they integrate potential troublemakers into the
state machinery. The intimate connection between self-help and the
British state reveals much about the content of feminist politics. It shows
that not only is feminism reformist — but that it is a form of reformism
that actually helps the running of the state machinery. The WLM used to
be called subversive; today it has become one large quango.?®

And finally the Labour Party

‘What impressed me was how honestly women spoke from their own
experience.” A description of another WLM workshop? No. It’s Jill Nichols
of Spare Rib reporting on the June 1977 Labour Women’s Conference.?®
Since that time feminists have turned in increasing numbers towards the
Labour Party. Sweet freedom, probably the most influential British
feminist text written recently barely conceals its object:

‘We must seek to wield power ourselves — as feminists. . . This is the
logical extension of the feminist-based campaigns for positive action.
It is beginning to happen in the Labour Party, where there is a strong
feminist drive to achieve fuller participation for women - an expres-
sion not of ruthless careerism, but of a will to transform Labour
politics.'27

Feminists seem to be very selective about which male-dominated instit-
utions they oppose. In fact there is no mystery. Like the rest of the radical
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left, feminists have ‘grown up’, If you are into reforms why not join a
party that has turned reforming into an art?

But what has the Labour Party done for women? ‘Not much’ say most
feminists — ‘but if it becomes more democratic it will become more
responsive to the needs of women’. Women's right to work, published by
the Labour Party in early 1982, makes a lot of promises. The title of the
pamphlet suggests that women have the right to work. But the Labour
leadership has already admitted that it will not be able to eliminate un-
employment for a long time after it forms the next government. Because
the Labour Party wants to live with the capitalist system it cannot guaran-
tee work to anyone — men or women! Thus Women s right to work tries
to side-step the issue by talking about ‘earlier retirement’ and ‘increased
emphasis on leisure services’. It states vacuously that ‘we must challenge
the accepted definition of work’?® But work is work. For working
women it is a question of survival, not an academic problem of definition,
The right to ‘leisure services’ means nothing if you have no job,

Feminists point out that at least the Labour Party supports ‘positive
action', ‘Positive action’ is the biggest con-trick of all. After a decade of
‘affirmative action” in the United States women are worse off than ever
before, The only discrimination that can exist under capitalism is against
women, blacks or gays, To imagine that a system based on systematic
discrimination against the majority of society will begin to discriminate on
behalf of its victims and against itself is absurd. ‘Positive action’ can be
nothing more than a system of token gestures as long as women are forced
to continue their roles as domestic slaves.

The Labour Party may have become more ‘feminist’. After all, many
party activists share the same social background and the same preoccup-
ations as feminists. All that this means is that the party has become more
effective in mobilising electoral support among women,

The convergence of feminism with the state and the Labour Party shows
that the WLM has no independent political existence. Individuals can go
on discussing how the personal is political inside women’s refuges or in
Labour Party wards. This only goes to show that feminism cannot even
fight on the issues that it has staked out for itself,




Chapter/

The next step

Both the labour movement and the women’s movement have proved in-
effective in the fight for women’s rights, The trade union leadership seems
more interested in recruiting women and keeping them under its control
than in fighting sex discrimination. At the best of times the TUC ignores
the specific oppression of women and campaigns for its female members
simply as disadvantaged workers, Feminists, on the other hand, treat the
fight for women's rights as a fight that stands above class relations, un-
connected to the struggle against capitalism. Both movements provide a
partial response to the problem and in the end both prove divisive. The
trade unions not only mirror the sexual division imposed on the working
class, they are often complicit in preserving it. Feminism takes this division
for granted and makes it the foundation of a strategy for improving the
position of women.
Neither the bureaucrats nor the feminists can carry the struggle further.
We need a new kind of movement that projects the fight for liberation into
the centre of the anti-capitalist struggle. Fragmented responses to the
oppression of women can only be overcome through forcing the working
class to assume its responsibility for this fight. In this sense, a key activity
for the new movement of women is the struggle to transform the narrow
and often chauvinist outlook of male workers. This cannot be done by
obliterating the distinctive character of women’s oppression through
abstract calls for class unity. The struggle for women’s liberation must be
pursued relentlessly, but in a way that will force workers to realise that
their real class interests lie in being in the forefront of the campaign for
female emancipation.
19
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At the end of 1981 we convened a series of open meetings in Manches-
ter to begin developing a working class approach to women’s liberation.
Under the auspices of the Revolutionary Communist Party, a discussion
group called Women for Communism was set up. We undertook a concen-
trated period of theoretical work and produced a series of discussion
articles. At the same time we participated in a number of activities which
proved crucial in developing our political outlook.

In the spring of 1982, we fought for the jobs of 60 women workers
made redundant by their company in nearby Runcorn, We took part in
the National Health Service dispute which involved a majority of low-
paid women workers in summer 1982, We organised against the attack on
abortion rights when the state sought to restrict the grounds on which
abortion could be carried out. In September 1982 we circulated a survey
questionnaire in Manchester to expose the inadequate state of nursery
provision. In October 1982, we challenged the implementation of the
Rayner Report which forced women to make their own childcare arrange-
ment before being allowed to sign on as available for work. We also took
part in campaigns of black women to remain in Britain — specifically
Parveen Khan, Manjit Kaur and Afia Begum.

Every one of our experiences revealed that the central issue was that
of women’s right to work. Redundancies, cuts, low pay, lack of nursery
and abortion facilities and racial discrimination all undermine the full par-
ticipation of women in social production, in social life. 1t became clear
that a campaign for a woman'’s right to work would avoid the fragmented
responses of past campaigns which have dealt with different manifestations
of women’s oppression as a series of single issues.

The objective of Real freedom is to outline the arguments and the
objectives for the Women’s Right to Work Campaign. The demand for
the ‘reintroduction of the entire female sex into public industry’ which
Engels formulated in 1884 is still relevant 100 years later. The barrier to
the realisation of this demand is the oppression of women within the
economic unit of the family; the precondition for its fulfilment is the
abolition of privatised domestic toil. Even in periods of capitalist expan-
sion, when women are drawn into production in increasing numbers, they
are given no right to work. Their participation is conditional on their
individual ability to combine their twin tasks — at work and at home.
When capital accumulation falters and women are thrown out of their
jobs, they face a special problem, one which is generally regarded as less
serious than that faced by male workers, To transform this outlook, it is
crucial to campaign specifically for women’s right to work.

QOur starting point is the fight against all redundancies because today
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wage labour is the only way in which workers’ need to live can be ex-
pressed. The inability of the employers to provide the right to be exploited
in no way reduces workers' need for a livelihood. We cannot accept the
logic which says that workers must suffer if a particular employer cannot
provide them with a job. The popular view which sees female unemploy-
ment as secondary to that of male workers makes the fight against redun-
dancies that much more difficult to wage. Official statistics hide the
real character and extent of female unemployment. In reality, every
woman between the age of 16 and 60 who is not in fulltime work is
] unemployed. Part-time work is only a means for the systematic exploitation
of women without the capitalist having to undertake the cost of expanding
the labour force. Women who are not involved in social production are
‘ defined as not available for full-time work rather than what they really are
— unemployed.

The problem of women's unemployment is vastly underestimated by
the state, the unions, the press and by women themselves. In campaign-
ing for a woman’s right to work, it is crucial that we challenge the attitude
that women’s unemployment is not a serious social or individual problem.
Because women’s time can be absorbed in the isolated domestic sphere,
neither the unions nor employers are concerned about the waste of human
resources it implies. When youth or skilled workers are unemployed both
sides of industry worry about civil disorder, the waste of skills, loss of
pride and self respect. But women have a home to go to and a job® of sorts
to get on with.

The problem, however, goes deeper than this. Often the jobs women
take on outside the home are badly paid and part-time, When these jobs
are lost, it is not considered to be such a tragedy as when steel mills or
4 car factories, docks or mines are shut down. Often unions claim that they

have resisted a/f redundancies; they simply do not count the part-time
jobs they have allowed the employer to cut.

During the 1982 NHS dispute, women made up the bulk of the
militants. Many workers — from physiotherapists to ancillary workers —
said that they would welcome more male employees in the NHS as this

. would help raise wages for everyone. Many women understandably pointed
to the difficulties they faced in participating fully in extended strikes and
occupations. Lengthy strikes are difficult for low-paid workers with
responsibility for a home and family, Mothers in particular are cont-
inually thwarted from going on picket lines, travelling overnight or even
going to evening branch meetings. When limited creche facilities were
organised by hospital workers in Manchester active participation of women
strikers increased dramatically, It’s no wonder that when we linked the
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NHS dispute to the right of women to work in our address to a rally in
Tameside, Manchester, we were greeted with cheers by the health workers.

We must fight low pay and part-time work. An index-linked minimum
wage of £120 a week for all would be a step towards establishing the
economic independence of women, But without adequate childcare
facilities women will still not be able to go out to work with any degree of
freedom. As long as childcare remains the responsibility of the individual
family, the right to work for women will be restricted. The ruling class
realises this. That's why the DHSS has cynically sought to prevent mothers
who are not available for full-time work from signing on. Even though
the percentage of claimants who fall into this category is small, this attack
has a significant ideological effect. It forces individual mothers to find
and pay for childcare at a time when neither the state nor the employers
have any interest in footing the bill,

The questionnaire that we carried out during summer 1982 revealed
that few women are able to make use of state or employer-provided
facilities: the vast majority are forced to rely on husbands or friends and
relatives. It also revealed that many preferred to look after their own
children rather than put them in a nursery, Given the poor quality of most
of the cheaper nurseries and child-minding facilities, and the widely accepted
view that mothers should remain with their own children, this view is
not surprising. The attack on abortion facilities as a result of the cuts, and
also through legal changes, is another restriction on women's right to
work. The increasing privatisation of abortion facilities, paralleling the
privatisation of nurseries, ensures that women have to pay out again and
again if they are to have any chance of remaining in the job market. Our
call for free abortion on demand emphasises two things: that the state,
not individual women, must pay for facilities, and that facilities must be
extensive enough to supply abortion on demand. We do not believe the
1967 Act in any way provided abortion on demand. This is not only be-
cause NHS provision has always only supplied about half the demand,
but because it puts the ‘choice’ about abortion in the hands of the medical
profession.

The main barriers to women's full participation in social production
are therefore these: mass unemployment, the cuts and the lack of abortion
and childcare facilities. It appears, however, that one of the major problems
facing women workers is in fact the attitude of employers. The energies of
the women'’s liberation movement and the TUC have as a result centred
on how to convince hosses to supply more job opportunities’ for women.
Positive discrimination, equal opportunities clauses, adverts featuring
pictures of women and training personnel managers to eliminate sexist
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bias have all been put forward in an attempt to make the job market
more open, But these suggestions just scratch the surface, reflecting as
they do the concern of middle class women for superficial equality.
The decline in the number of jobs, the marked segregation of the labour
market, but most of all the oppression of women by capital which makes
them differentially suited for certain roles in the economy, make these
solutions illusory,

In a number of instances employers have positively discriminated in
favour of blacks and women. Liverpool shops (eg Marks and Spencer)
found that putting more black women on the tills increased their sales in
the black community. And a printing firm in Leeds found that by taking
more women on, they reduced labour turnover and kept wages down,
The benefits of these measures have largely been for the capitalists.

We reject ‘positive discrimination’ because it is a divisive, token ges-
ture, not because we think women should be treated equally when they
are socially unequal. This inequality is created and recreated in the working
class by capital. Special measures such as nursery facilities, training courses,
protective legislation, maternity rights, abortion facilities, etc are all
essential if women are to have a chance to participate on equal terms.
Special measures are necessary because women are specifically oppressed,
Anything which the working class can win to improve women’s position,
lessen their additional burdens or enable them to compete more effectively
for jobs must be encouraged. But we must be certain to ensure that any
improvement we win is paid for by the capitalist class, the class which
organises and benefits from women’s oppression, We reject all solutions
which ask the working class to pay for an improvement in women’s
position, by sacrificing their jobs, hours or facilities so women can have a
bigger slice of a shrinking working class cake.

Our programme for action for a woman's right to work is straight-
forward:

I Opposition to all redundancies

2 Opposition to all cuts in social services

3 For free 24-hour nurseries

4 For [ree abortion on demand

5 Against all forms of discrimination (cohabitation rules, Nationality

Act rules) which deny women access to social services, jobs and civil rights.

A campaign around these objectives provides an immediate defence of
women. At the same time activities around these aims can relate to the
aspirations of all workers for a better life. This programme can provide
the basis for a struggle which will not be at the expense of anyone other
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than the capitalist class — and thus provide the foundations for unity
between male and female workers, The struggle for a woman’s right to
work challenges the existing social system. It can only be realised fully in a
communist society when childcare and other private chores become part
of social production and real social services. But every blow struck today
to keep a nursery open, to hold union meetings during hours of work, for
pro rata wage rates for part-timers or against the legal discrimination of
women will bring real freedom that much closer. Join us in the fight for
a new world!
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payments on a scale, etc. Part-timers can only qualify for these rights if they
work for 16 hours a week or more, or if they have warked for eight hours or
more for the same employer for [ive years.
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President Renee Short MP argues: ‘Even if only from an economic point of
view, we must get it right in the early stages’. Morning Star, 22 October 1975,

18 See C Freeman, ‘The understanding employer’, in J West, op cit, pp139-149,
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ute, June 1980.
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segregation in the orpanisations studied." M Snell, P Glucklich and M Porall,
Equal pay and opportunities, Department of Employment Research Paper,
No 20, April 1981, p70. My emphasis.
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advised management consultants P Paterson and M Armstrong in An employers’
guide to equal pay, Kogan Page (Associates), 1972, p52, Sandra Grant, journal-
ist on The Sunday Times, found, after some research of her own, that ‘Firms
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claim the rate of pay was for both sexes’, 30 December 1975,
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jobs." Office of Manpower Economics, Equal pay, HMSO, 1972, p31.

G J Mepham, Problems of equal pay, Institute of Personnel Management, 1977,
p42. Paterson and Armstrong pursue the same logic: “The scope for improving
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