


 
WOMEN IN THE LABOUR MARKET: WOMEN IN THE LABOUR MOVEMENT – SS2018N
Introduction
Many historians have failed to include women’s role in labour history and this has been detrimental to the development of the labour movement as it reinforces the belief that women workers have not been part of the class struggle.  One of the consequences of this is that it has propagated the sexual divisions of labour (Boston 1980:9).  It is essential that we raise awareness that throughout history, women have participated in the workers struggle alongside their male colleagues as well as having to fight independently due to patriarchal prejudices within the trade union movement and society as a whole.
This report will examine the historical background of the gender segregation in the labour market and trade unions and  study the emergence of capitalism and the industrial revolution in Britain, the impact on the female wage throughout the decades, as well as the effect it has had on women’s social and economic status in today’s workforce.
It will also look at ways in which the contemporary problems experienced by women can be brought to the forefront within today’s trade unions with a view to educate and eliminate inequalities and discrimination.  
It is essential that womens’ contributions throughout history are recognised so as to encourage participation and activity at all levels of this union.  Also it is important that we examine structural barriers that prevent women from achieving equal recognition and rights in the UK today.
Historical background of the labour movement
The sexual division of labour has arguably been present throughout human history. “In some of the earliest forms of society, there were certain tasks which were allotted to men whilst others were allotted to women” (German 1989:85).  The fact that biologically women were the childbearers and childrearers meant that they were constrained geographically and physically thus ensuring gender job separation (ibid).  In the 1500’s and 1600’s rural agricultural men worked in the fields of the small farm they owned or rented, whilst women looked after the family, household plots and tended the animals (Hartmann cited in Jackson & Scott 2002:99).  The sexual division of labour disadvantaged women as their production was limited to around the home; however their contribution to the family gave them equal status.  The home produced products were consumed, exchanged or sold and women’s labour and contribution to the family income was an essential lifeline.  As small farmers were displaced by larger farms and enclosures, men became wage labourers whilst women lost their household plots and their source of income. 
Changing technology in agricultural production also transformed the ways of working as large scale capitalistic methods of farming developed leaving women increasingly marginalised.
“The expansion of grain production was accompanied by greater demand for male harvest labour and heavier technology” (Verdon 2002:24)
With the home being the main centre of economic activity for women, to compensate for the poor wage of the agricultural labourers wage, wives often subsidised with domestic manufacturing.  In the 1700’s, as the demand for cotton textiles grew, English Merchants tapped into this source of labour by distributing raw material to working class women who spun and wove the textiles in their own homes (German 1989:19).  However at the end of the eighteenth century, further technological innovations and inventions and a demand for greater output, saw the demise of the domestic industry and the family economy as a unit of production.  Capitalists began to organise production on a grander scale as factories emerged in industrialised Britain, diminishing women’s ability to contribute to the family income (Hartmann cited in Jackson & Scott 2002:100). Meanwhile within the middle classes, the merchants’ wives withdrew into idleness and the comfort of their homes with domestic servants to alleviate the household chores.  The men however, dealt with work outside the home creating an increasingly separate gender divide (Carlin 1985:18). 
Other forms of female employment during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, was often in the domestic sphere such as domestic service, domestic cleaning, laundry, nursing and needlework (Purvis 2000:29).  One reason for this is that it fitted in with the middle-class patriarchal ideology that underpinned a society that believed that a women’s primary role was in the home.  
“Consequently, the further an occupation took a women away from domesticity, the more severely it was criticised”(Holloway 2005:17). 
The middle class ideology of the family unit was prevalent in the social consciousness with the concept of the patriarchal dominance and subservient wife being considered the desired social concept.  Women’s behaviour and demeanour was measured against that of the passive and domesticated middle class women from within the bourgeois family, and this manifested within society and within the industrialised workplace.   (Carlin 1985:18)
Industrialisation
Early years of capitalism and industrialisation saw women’s position in society erode further with lower class women as well as their children being economically driven into working in the city factories and pits which entailed long hours, in insanitary, appalling and often dangerous conditions.  As the industries became increasingly mechanised, men followed (Carlin 1985:18).  The formation of the working class was in process (Knight 2001:4)
Although the female earnings were essential for many households, women workers were regarded as less skilled, considered of less value and paid substantially less than that of men workers who worked alongside them (Holloway 2005:16). Within the labour movement, working men were complicit to this subjugation.  Women’s reproductive functions and the fact their work patterns were interrupted by childbirth assisted apprentice-based jobs staying the preserve of men (German 1989:91).  Female exclusion from organised work and union membership also appeared to suit the male agenda. On the surface men appeared to benefit from the limitation of the number of workers entering trade as the fewer trained workers there were, meant they had more bargaining power and value in the labour force (ibid:16).  Men were able to develop organizational structures outside the household, a privilege women were not able to enjoy due to domestic responsibilities.  The male higher ranking in joint trades, the rise of male professions whilst female ones were eliminated, as well as their higher status being reinforced by the state, all could be seen as evidence of their organisational strength. Enforced job segregation in the labour market by trade union protectionism fortified the domestic divide and the lesser position of women in the labour market (Hartmann cited in Jackson & Scott 2002:200).   
Gender job segregation as well as hierarchies within the production process suited the capitalists.  It played worker off against worker whilst enforcing lower wages for women that perpetuated their dependence on men workers and consequently the need to reside with a man to survive economically.  This in turn reinforced male power, authority and superiority over women within the labour market as well as in the domestic environment where the lesser paid wife performed the domestic chores for her husband (Hartmann cited in Jackson & Scott 2002:98).  Industrialisation and the domestic division of labour increased the dependency of women on men and enabled the capitalist to benefit from a cheap unorganised labour force which they used to undercut male workers.  
“The resulting mutual accommodation between patriarchy and capitalism has created a vicious circle for women”(ibid).
Male trade unions considered women a threat to their jobs as they were cheaper for industrialists to employ but rather than challenge the inequalities of the women’s wage rate, they challenged their right to the work (Boston 1980:16).  Also their acceptance of the middle class ideology of women as passive second class citizens prevented them from addressing the real issue of poor pay for women. Their alienation of female labour and rigid enforcement of the exclusion of women workers meant that they failed to see that a poorly represented and low paid group of workers would keep the wages of all the working classes down.
Women Organising
Although the occupational structure of the workforce is poorly recorded before the beginning of the 19th Century and the early censuses between 1801 and 1831 recorded little information regarding women’s work, historians have researched various sources including factory inspector reports and have established that women employees outnumbered men in the textile industry  (Davis 2009:23).  The ‘Combinations Acts’ forced trade unions to be covert and therefore it is difficult to find reliable information for that period and especially  arduous to find out the activity of women in union or political organisation.  However, we do know that the Manchester Spinners Society, formed in 1795 was predominantly female revealing that contrary to popular belief, early trade unionism was not  “purely a male dominated affair”(ibid:35).
Because of the entrenched social and legal divisions between men and women, a state of warfare between the sexes within most craft unions seemed the inevitable future (Boston 1980:15).  However some unions began to realise that women’s low wages and exploitation was detrimental to their own working lives and rather than let them join their own organisations, they supported the formation of separate women unions (ibid:19).  Others such as the Bolton Association of Cotton Spinners began to admit women with the textile unions becoming the pioneers of mixed unions (ibid:22/23).  
In the 1830’s equal pay began to surface as a demand from Trade Unions notably the Grand National Consolidated Trades Union (GNCTU) which advocated equal pay on the grounds that “the low wages of women are not so much the voluntary price she sets upon her labour, as the price which is fixed by the tyrannical influence of male supremacy” (Davis 2009 internet).  However after the demise of the GNCTU following the Tolpuddle Martyrs case, there was a change of priorities with the labour movement concentrating on other pressing issues such as opposition to the New Poor Law and campaigning for the People’s Charter which advocated male suffrage and a programme of political change. Women were also active participants in the Chartist movement and huge numbers congregated at the great Chartist rallies in the fight for emancipation of the working classes albeit they mainly campaigned for their husband’s political rights rather than for their own. Further evidence of the lower status they had in society.
However women had begun to organise in their workplaces.
An infamous and inspirational industrial conflict which stands out in women workers organising history is that of the ‘Bryant and May dispute’ in 1888.   The Match girl workforce was exposed to appalling working conditions.  Annie Besant wrote an article entitled ‘White Slavery in London’ which complained about the way the women were treated and the employers reacted by trying to force workers to sign a declaration stating they were not unhappy with their working conditions.  When a number of them refused, Bryant and May sacked them resulting in 1400 match workers walking out on strike.  The women were eventually reinstated and the dispute won but the previously unorganised workplace now formed a Match girls’ Union led by Besant (Spartacus/TU match girls 2009).
There were many other ‘women led’ disputes too numerous to list but they include strikes such as the 1910 dispute where Mary Macarthur led the ‘Women Chainmakers of Cradley Heath, who“downed their hammers and stood up for their right to earn a living wage” (Midlands TUC 2009).
Female Reform Groups 
Throughout the 19th Century many female industrial and political organisations formed, pursuing varying ideologies with an aim of trying to tackle the poor pay, working conditions and inferior social and legal status of women. Inequality and discrimination led women to establish organisations which were often reformist (Knight 1997:6). The first female reform group was formed in Blackburn in 1819 by Alice Kitchen.  This was followed by others, notably ‘Manchester Female Reform Group’ led by Mary Fildes (Spartacus/Female Reform union 2009). Other organisations such as the ‘Society for Promoting the Employment of Women’ established in 1859 (SPEW) concentrated on women’s employment and their right to work (Holloway 2005:58).   
Some movements such as ‘The Women’s Protective and Provident League’ 1874 (WPPL) focused on unionisation as they argued that unorganised women workers would always be exploited by their employers who were responding to market forces.  Emma Paterson and Millicent Fawcett WPPL  activists, campaigned tirelessly for “equal access to work, equal pay, recognition of women’s skills and an end to sexual harassment.”  However they found it difficult to organise the masses of women workers and one of the main reasons was the fact that they were mainly middle class women trying to organise from above (ibid:60).  The concentration of power at the top of the union hierarchy resulted in policy decisions that were not always in the best interest of the working class members.  
Some activists focused on the problems of poverty arguing that “low pay and irregular employment” was the cause of problems such as infant mortality and argued for a decent wage for the male breadwinner so that their wives did not  need to work (ibid:82).
Other movements such as The National Union of Women’s Suffrage founded in 1897 followed by The Women’s Social and Political Union founded in 1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters Christable and Sylvia, campaigned relentlessly for the vote for women believing this to be the way forward for women’s emancipation (Trueman 2000).
There were many other groups such as The Women’s Trade Union Association (WTUA) which campaigned for protective legislation, whilst others took the opposite anti- legislation view which believed equal rights could only be attained on a “fair field and no favour” (Holloway:64)
Legislation – Protective or restrictive
There was divided opinion with regards to legislation such as ‘The Ten hours Act’ and ‘The Factory and Workshops Acts’ which restricted the hour’s women and children were able to work.  WPPL’S resistance to state intervention and protective legislation was because they feared it would disadvantage women and make them economically dependent on men.  They argued that women should have the right to do any job and hours that they wished, and that any hour restrictions should be achieved through organisation not legislation (Boston 1980:32).  Emma Paterson reasoned “she was not for long hours, but until women got better pay, any reduction in hours made their wages even lower” (Rowbotham 1977:61). Other groups such as WTUA supported campaigns for protective legislation believing it would protect the health and welfare of women and children and pointed out that most women were not organised and had no control over their hours or wages and that the law was the only form of protection most female workers had (Boston 1980:33). Other socialist trade unionists applauded the principle of protective legislation but not as a gender issue but as ‘working class’ issue to protect all workers whatever their sex. 
Some Male unions actively campaigned to defend men against women by calling for legislation to prevent the employment of women.  An example of this was the resolution passed at the National Society of Amalgamated Brassworkers and Metal Mechanics conference.  When Mary Macarthur opposed the resolution, she was attacked by the press who accused her of flouting sex, defying nature and returning to the “savage theory” of condemning women to being a beast of burden (ibid:86).
The problem was that hundreds of male workers were unable to find work.  The male wage was 32 shillings a week whilst women were paid a paltry 10 shillings, so they perceived the issue as being ‘women undercutting the male wage and stealing their jobs’.  Macarthur quite rightly pointed out, the answer was to pay women the same rate for the job (ibid).  
The effects of War on Women’s Work
The two World Wars saw women drawn into the mainstream workforce and into jobs vacated by the men gone to fight (Davis/Equal pay  2009).  The number employed in 1914 increased by around 24% from 4.9 million in 1914 to 6.2 million in 1918 (Pugh 2000:21).  
Because of the shortfall in available labour, employers and the government had no option but to employ women in wartime work but there was an unspoken doctrine that this reserve army of labour was a short term measure and that when the men returned from the war, women were expected to stand aside. 
The all male unions and employers were resistant of the women workers and because of prejudicial, patriarchal views on women’s role in society, they continued the belief that women were inferior workers (Brayborn and Walby cited in Holloway:136/7).  In both wars, many jobs were ‘diluted’ for the new workforce to acquire the necessary skills although Mary Davis argues this was just a euphemism to pay women workers less than their male counterparts (Davis/Equal pay 2009).  The male trade unions anxious to protect the skills from dilution and cautious of the cheap unskilled labour, ensured that any form of agreement on deskilling was with conditions of it being temporary and deals were drawn up ensuring that women were the first to lose their jobs when they were no longer required (Wightman cited in Holloway:138).
Women trade union membership increased by about 160% during the war years and by 1918, “383 trade unions had women members of which 347 were mixed membership and 36 were restricted to women” (Boston:126/7).  Pre-war most mixed Unions had sexual division of labour with restrictions on the work that women were allowed to do, however during the war years this was temporarily and conveniently suspended.  Other suspended policies included the Factory Acts so that women could work 12 hour shifts particularly in the munitions factories although there were concerns for the ‘mother of the race’ provoking the government to lay down minimum standards (ibid:141).  “The conflicting demands of a patriarchal, yet capitalist, state meant there was a continual push/pull effect concerning policy relating to women as workers” and there was concerns at the damage work would cause to the conventional role of mother and wife.  With many women leaving home and experiencing independence and their own money, there was anxiety around whether it would be possible to return to the patriarchal values (Holloway:176).
In the interim years between WWI and WWII, in order to ensure that women returned to their former role of domestic orientated jobs, the government once again showed their patriarchal attitude by implementing ‘The Restoration of Pre- War Practices Act’ which restored jobs to the men (ibid:147).
The general climate was of recession and high unemployment and public opinion turned on women workers.  Some trade unions took steps to restrict the employment of women workers by calling for strict implementation of a ‘marriage bar’ whilst others such as the Union for Post Office Workers (UPOW) went further by calling  for extreme measures such as a halt to the employment of women altogether (Davis/Equal Pay 2009).
In WW11, the lifting of the marriage bar, conscription and the inadequate separation allowance for soldiers wives meant many women returned to work.  There was however, some recognition of the double burden women faced with domestic responsibilities and paid work, as a consequence part-time working and limited crèches were introduced (ibid:178). Predictably and conveniently, many of these facilities disappeared after the war.
 There was still no parity between men and women’s wages but the government had no intention of addressing the issue and once again used dilution as justification for unequal employment rights for women. (Holloway:166).   Women’s pay changed very little with their average wage being about 50 to 70 per cent of men’s wages during the war but the injustice was becoming hard to ignore (ibid:167).  
Post war years
In 1943 the Equal Pay Campaign Committee was established and the following year the Government established a Royal Commission on Equal pay who were tasked: 
“to examine the existing relationship between the remuneration of men & women in the public services, in industry and in other fields of employment: to consider the social, economic and financial implications of the claim for equal pay for equal work...” (Davis/ Equal pay 2009).
The conclusion of the Commission was a weak recommendation that “women in teaching might benefit from equal pay.”
In 1945, the newly elected Labour government anxious to avoid an economic slump, introduced radical reforms such as the creation of the Welfare state, NHS, public ownership and massive reconstruction of industry and infrastructure (Sewell 2003:248).  The creation of thousands of jobs saw an increase in married women in employment, a rising divorce rate as well as a rise in illegitimacy.  These were social changes highlighting the changing structure of the dominant notion of the male breadwinner (Lewis 1992:2).  However, women continued to have limited choices and opportunities as they still had the double burden of paid work and unpaid domestic work, and a lack of childcare facilities. Although Trade Unions and the labour party were influential in Government policy, they paid lip service to women’s issues and equal opportunities as they continued to be subject to the ingrained belief that women’s place was in the home.  This showed in the Social Security system which had the patriarchal ideology of the head of the household being the male breadwinner with the women’s primary role being to look after her domestic responsibilities (Davis/ Equal pay 2009).  
The campaign for equal rights 1960’s onwards
The early 1960’s saw little obvious changes in the trade union movement.  “The annual ritual of equal pay resolutions continued but equal pay appeared to be as far away as ever” (Boston:264)  Not being able to rely on the male orientated unions, women took the matter into their own hands when in the late 1960’s “ two hundred women machinists working at Ford’s car factory in Dagenham successfully struck for recognition as skilled workers in order to gain a wage increase” (Holloway:181).  This bought the Equal pay issue for women to the forefront again.  With Britain’s entry into the European Economic Community just around the corner, and increased lobbying from women’s organisations, pressure was building on the government to act.  In 1970 they introduced the Equal Pay Act (ibid:209).  However many saw this as more lip service as it relied on employers being supportive of the Act whilst in reality many found ways of redefining jobs so as to retain the lower status, grade and wage.  There were two ways of enforcing the act, one by collective bargaining and employer pay structures and the other would involve women taking their cases to industrial tribunals (Briar 1997:101).  The latter was problematic for a number of reasons, the onus on the women to prove discrimination, the reluctance of unions to pursue cases due to the age old concern that it would erode the notion of the male breadwinner, and the lengthy process of the tribunals that were run by men (ibid).
 Women militancy within the trade union movement continued throughout the 1970’s with campaigns for unionization, higher wages and equal pay.  With further pressure from the coalition of feminist groups and industrial disputes as well as EEC anti discriminatory policies, the government introduced further legislation with the implementation of the 1975 Sex discrimination Act in an attempt to break down the occupational segregation (ibid:116).  However this Act was also flawed as it had numerous exclusions that disadvantaged women (ibid:118).  In the same year the Equal Opportunities Commission was established and women were able to take the opportunity of using legislation to further their cause; however this has been a long and slow process.            
2009 - Gender Gap
It is important to see if the issues that women have been fighting for and against for the past two hundred years are still prevalent today.  
The Office of National Statistics (ONC) state that there is still a gender pay gap albeit it is narrowing.  Below is a graph showing the pay gap between women and men’s median hourly earnings and the trend over the last twelve years.  
[image: This is a graph showing the pay gap between women's and men's median hourly earnings excluding overtime (employees on adult rates, pay unaffected by absence)]
Full-time employees the pay gap is 12.2% in 2009, down from 12.6% in 2008 
Part-time employees, the pay gap is -2.0% in 2009 compared to -3.7% in 2008 (ONS:2009)


	Year
	Full-time
      % 
	Part-time
      %
	All Employees

	2008
	   17.4
	    15.2
	    21.3

	2009
	   16.4
	    13.2
	    20.2



The table above compares the years 2008 and 2009 and shows the percentage a woman’s hourly pay is less than that of men’s pay (ibid).
Other data such as that researched and highlighted in The Fawcett Society’s report shows that nationally women earn an average of 21% an hour less than men for full and part-time work (Williams 2009), whilst the TUC have calculated the part-time gender gap by comparing the mean hourly earnings of men working full-time with women working part-time.  Their conclusions were that there is a 35.2% gender gap indicating there are millions of highly skilled women being forced to sacrifice decent wages and their careers to combine work and family life (TUC 2009). 
According to a study conducted by The Co-operative Asset Management, “women occupy only 242 out of 2,742 seats on the board of FTSE 350 companies” and of the 297 companies that participated in this survey, “more than 130 had an all-male board and the vast majority of female directorships are non-executive”(The Co-operative Asset Management cited in Sunderland 2009)
So we can see that the gender gap still exists.   Prejudices and undervaluing of women’s work has created a labour market that penalises women for breaks in career due to motherhood.  Other factors include discrimination, occupational segregation and the need for a changed work pattern on women’s return to work after childbirth.  “Each year an estimated 440,000 women lose out on pay or promotion as a result of pregnancy”(EOC 2005 cited in Woodroffe 2009:9) and “the lack of flexible working and high quality fairly paid part-time work means that women work below their skill level and experience a considerable part-time penalty” on their return to work (TUC 2008 cited in Woodroffe 2009:12).
The stark reality is women’s earnings and status are still lagging behind that of men’s and this is not just an issue for the female workforce but for male workers also.  This point can be highlighted by the recent strike in Leeds where dustbin crews took industrial action in a dispute over pay for men and women.  The GMB union was in dispute over thousands of equal pay claims where the local council in order to comply with the SDA,  were attempting to bring the wages of the male workers down to that of their women counterparts as opposed to bringing female workers pay up to the same level of that of men (Ginley, J 2009).
 So the question now is how can trade unions raise awareness of the issues and inequalities raised in this report?
Trade Union strategy for gender equality
Industrial relations
Achieving gender equality is complicated and requires commitment as there are a number of obstacles to overcome.  It is essential that trade unions raise consciousness of the social, economic and political oppression of women workers such as the issues raised in this report and examine the ideological origins that lie behind them (Forrest, A 2001).   
 A step forward would be for unions to put gender consciousness on the industrial relations agenda.  For unions to take the ‘equal treatment approach’ means that only woman with the same circumstances as men benefit from this type of policy (Dean 2006:3).  What it does is “remove obvious barriers without actually looking at the equality of the outcomes” (Rees 1998 cited in Dean 2006:3). EU legislation have moved away from the ‘equal access’ approach and now focuses on ‘equal outcomes’ and this should be part of the unions gender awareness in collective bargaining negotiations. For instance their strategies could include ‘positive action’ such as special training programmes and child care facilities, ‘positive discrimination’ an example being a quota for women in specific jobs, as well as the inclusion of family friendly policies in  negotiations(Dean:4).  Unions also need to address stereo typing and gender segregation of work, unfair treatment of temporary and part-time workers (predominantly female) and patriarchal exclusion which result in discrimination of the female workforce.
Raising awareness in the trade union movement
It is essential that unions raise the visibility of the inequality issues highlighted in this report but they need to break down the existing male dominated culture, norms and stereo types from within.  Gender mainstreaming is a strategy that looks at policies, decisions and processes and analyses the affect on ‘both’ men and women (Dean:6).  By taking this approach it will help to prevent the patriarchal protectionist barriers going up when discussing equality issues.  The mainstreaming approach examines effectual outcome on both sexes but gives equal status to both men and women issues. Training and educational courses would be an essential part of this type of strategy but the aim would be to open the eyes of trade union activists at all levels, to the gender disparities within society and the workplace and consequently influence future policy making (ibid).
Gender segregation statistics could be used as a tool to make activists aware of where disparities exist.  “The existence of statistical data broken down by sex is an approach which would enable us to stimulate change” (Garcia 2002). This data could be included in articles in branch and national newsletters and magazines.
Another tactic could be that of mandatory equality courses that educate trade unionists of both sexes on the historical background of gender segregation in the labour market.  This type of education will broaden their outlook and give them a deeper understanding of the origins of existing prejudices and consequently highlight the need to address them.
It is also essential that women are empowered with social awareness and knowledge.  The internalisation of stereotyping can sap women’s confidence whilst the externalisation by men encourages overt and covert bigotry aimed at women (Briskin 2006:4).  Women only courses and committees highlighting disparites in society will also help to provide women with an understanding of both historical and contemporary prejudices and armed with this knowledge may give them the confidence to tackle inequalities or sexual harassment that they experience.  
Another proactive approach would be for activists to travel the country visiting branches and branch Women’s advisory committees, Regional Equality Committees,  and National Women’s committees with a power point presentation highlighting the inequalities raised in this report.  
Women’s participation in the trade Union
To bring about change, Trade Unions need to examine their own structure to see if it is fit for purpose and look at how they can address the inequalities that may exist.  For the purpose of this report I am going to look specifically at Post Office Ltd which is a section of Royal Mail Group.
The Industrial Relations Framework for POL divides the country into three territories and then divides again into local areas which are represented by section secretaries. Table 1 in Appendix A shows the gender breakdown of the union structure within POL.  It demonstrates that at local level there is a reasonable gender spread of representation and clearly this is reflected in the excellent mixed gender membership figures shown in table 2 (Appendix A).  
At Territorial level it is a different story as there are nine Territorial Counters Reps and six Territorial Chairs.  Of the six TCC’s half of them are women and their role is to chair territorial meetings and support the TCR’s but this is a marginal role with no power.  Their union facility time is on an adhoc basis and is negotiated locally. The TCR’s however are full-time representatives, and part of their duties entail regular meetings with the National officer with a view to debating, influencing and constructing national policies and agreements prior them being placed before the Postal executive. 
Table 1 clearly demonstrates at senior level, women are still not in a position of influence and have no voice in National policy making. It is disturbing that all of the nine TCR’s are male within a business that has 71% female workforce and of them 84% are in the Communication Workers Union (Appendix A:table 2).  
The issue has been challenged by one of the chairs who has campaigned for a women’s voice at influential level, but this has proved to be extremely difficult and she has been subject to negative labelling and stereotyping. 
It is extremely difficult for women to tackle this type of protectionist attitude as well as the structural hurdles. ”Lay leaders once elected tend to retain their positions by using their positions and the union’s resources to stave off challenges to their power.  Thus challenges to the existing order by outsiders for example women, are likely to prove unsuccessful (Kelly & Heery 1994 cited in Healy and Kirton 2000:344).  
Redressing the balance
Unions need to be proactive in addressing the imbalance within the union structure so as to encourage women to participate and progress through the ranks.  Below is a list of actions that unions should consider in order to progress this issue
1. Be proactive and overt in their opposition to all forms of harassment, prejudice and unfair discrimination including within the organisation.  A clear and high profile policy should be  included in all training courses for both new and experienced reps.
2. Challenge assumptions and cultures that “trade union leaders are male who are always available and have no outside responsibilities”(Paavo 2004:5).  The culture of ‘institutionalised workaholism makes it especially difficult for women to live up to these expectations due to the socially accepted unequal division of household labour and family responsibilities.
3. Engage in a positive action strategy such as ‘reserved seats’ at all levels of the union or proportionality which is representation on union decision-making bodies in proportion to the membership.  These interventionist measures will enhance women’s involvement and ensure that they have a voice within the decision making process (Kirton & Greene 2002:158).  Women in senior positions acts as a role model and encourages further participation by other female activists.
4. Obstacles such as union meeting times and places should be adapted to encourage women to attend.  Many women have difficulties in attending branch meetings outside of work time due to domestic responsibilities and this should be considered when organising meetings and venues.  Creche facilities could be provided in order to overcome childcare issues experienced by female members. Two way communications are important so branches can carry out surveys to ask women what obstacles stand in their way of attending meetings and how they feel these problems can be addressed
5. Clear communications and literature explaining the union procedures and how unions operate will help women to understand and gain confidence (Munro 1999).  Unions need to publicise the gains that they have achieved for women such as ‘family friendly policies’ etc. so that it eliminates the concept that trade unions are a ‘male orientated organisation’ and promote how they also represent women’s interests.  
6. Ensure the implementation of Women’s Conferences, Women’s Committees, Women’s Advisory Committees and Equality Officers.  Women’s Conferences should be given decision making powers and the ability to influence national policy.  Women’s committees should be allocated a budget so that they can produce literature and campaign material to further their aim for equality.  
7. Proactively challenge and campaign against unequal divisions of household labour (Paavo 2004:6 cited in Briskin 2006).  This can be done in newsletters and branch magazines and the union newspaper.
8. Affiliate to groups that raise awareness of Women’s issues
Conclusion
This report has explored the historical background to the origins of low pay and the gender division of labour and highlighted the roots of women’s oppression is in domestic responsibility and social production.  It has shown that industrialisation changed the balance of power within the family and reduced the status of women.  History records how the sexually divided workforce appeared on the surface to suit both the capitalists and the patriarchal ideology that male trade unionists wanted to protect.  The capitalists gained from having a cheap source of reserve labour, however trade unions failed to recognise that the low paid unorganised women workers suppressed the wages of all of the working class.  The sexual division of labour has embedded over several hundred years and it is very difficult to eradicate. The disparity in men and women’s wages highlighted in this report points out the lack of equality in income and until this issue is addressed women will always be disadvantaged when it comes to dividing up domestic responsibilities such as child rearing and child care.  Neither Trade Unions nor Governments have seriously tried to address the disparities in society and although the introduction of legislation such as the ‘minimum wage,’ ‘flexible working’ and ‘nursery school vouchers’ have been a step in the right direction, they are a long way from creating a level playing field between the sexes and falls far short of women’s liberation.
The stark reality is women’s earnings and status are still lagging behind that of men’s and this is not just an issue for the female workforce but for male workers also.  The labour movement needs to focus on ridding society of the gender divided workforce and the entrenched prejudices and ‘masculine culture’ that exacerbates and sustains the lower status of women.  The only winners are the businesses and capitalists that still gain from exploiting the vulnerable women workers by using their low pay status to increase profit and hold down the wages of the rest of the workforce, a strategy they have used for over two hundred years.  Women’s issues should not be compartmentalised and viewed as ‘sectional issues,’ nor should they be shoved to the bottom of the trade union agenda.  Instead the labour movement should recognise and be proactive in addressing the discrimination and inequality of all workers and focus on striving for fairness and parity for the whole of the diverse workforce.
It is also essential that women’s participation in the workers struggle is not forgotten so that they claim part-ownership of the trade union movement and expose the myth that trade unions are a male domain.   This can only be done by keeping the history and experiences of the labour movement alive whilst learning from the lessons history has taught us.





APPENDIX A
The table below demonstrates the gender makeup of CWU trade union representation within POL
Table 1
	
	Female
	Male
	% of Female reps at local level
	        TCC

	TCR
	% of Female 
Reps at territorial level

	Western Territory
	    5
	   3
	            62.5%   
	1 x Male
1 x Female 
 
	2 x Male
	
      0%

	Northern Territory
	    7
	   5
	            58.33%
	2 X Female 

	4 x Male 
	
      0%

	Eastern Territory
	    3
	   9
	            25%
	2 x Male TCR

	3 x Male
	
      0%


(CWU:Membership Dept CWU Hq:telephone)


Below is a table which highlights the makeup of the workforce in POL and also how many male and female workers are in the Communication Workers Union.
Table 2
	Gender
	Number working in POL
	% working in POL
	How many are 
Union members
	%  are in the union

	Male
	            1514
	          29%
	      1239
	         82%

	Female
	            3743
	          71%
	      3138
	         84%


 
(POL figures: Post Office Ltd Human Resources:telephone) (CWU figures: Membership Dept CWU Hq:telephone)
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