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unionised workers achieved retirement benefits, vacations with pay, sick leave, and
even, as in the case of the longshoremen, a guaranteed annual wage. Yet these
advances did little for parents or other caregivers trying to balance the demands of
household labour with those of wage labour. The free time came as ‘lumps of leisure’
- the weekend, the month of vacation —or as time at the end of one’s life in the form
of additional years of retirement. Those bearing and raising children néeded more
time off from employment in their child rearing years, a‘shorter work day, good
part-time jobs, and more control over their time so that the unpredictable day-to-
day demands of the household sphere could be met, ‘ '
Only in the last decade has a movement emerged-in which time for dependent
care was central. With the entry of married women and mothers into the wage
sphere, the dissolution of the traditional family, and the aging of the workforce, the
problems of those juggling paid work and family life are pressing. In 1993, former
President Clinton responded to a coalition of labour and women’s groups voicing
these concerns by signing the FMLA, a law that had been vetoed twice before by
the first President Bush. The FMLA requires employers with over 50 employees to
grant up to three months of unpaid leave for the birth or adoption of a child or for
the care of a sick family member. Ttis shockingly inadequate when compared to the
rights and benefits for caregivers legislatively-mandated in most other industrialised
countries. Forty-one million workers (40 per cent of the private sector) are not
covered; the leave is also short and unpaid. Yet it was the first fedéral law in the US
that provided a universal right or entitlement to caregivers. US family policy before
- the 1990s consisted of income supplements for widows (so-called mothers’ pensions),
income support for poor female heads of household and their children (welfare), and
universal but minimal tax deductions for dependants and for child care expenses.
(Katz 2000; Gordon 1994). S ; o
~ Given this lacklustre governmental response and the continued lengthening of
work hours — the US now has the longest working hours among the wealthy nations
~itis not surprising that the candidates inthe US 2000 Presidential race felt the need
to offer some promises of relief. One problem for political reform, however, is the
lack of consensus ‘on exactly what public policies would make a difference to the ,
majority of working parents. A second inivolves the small (but at times vocal) part
of the US population that actively opposes both governmental and private sector
initiatives benefiting families, arguing that ‘family-friendly’ policies discriminate
against single and childless individuals, Just as troubling, a sizable percentage of the
American public is simply indifferent to the problem or believes that family issues
are private and best addressed without the help of government or employers. Even
in surveys conduced by the AFL-CIQ, many of the reforms necessary to resolve the
work and family dilemma do not emerge as high priorities (Hart 1998: 79, 83). Yet
as Gerstel and Clawson (2000) have noted, the low ranking of work and family
concerns may reflect workers’ reluctance to see family benefits as a legitimate social

entitlement and may say more about the low expectations of workers than about

the actual level of worker need.

Despite the many obstacles, the movement perseveres. Their approach hasbeen
appropriately multi-pronged, targeting business practices, legislative statutes and
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,public attitudes.y In the 1980s and 1990'5, many bﬁsincsses instituted so-called
- ‘family-friendly’ benefits such as childcare, flex-time, and paid leaves, largely to )
retain the talents of women professionals and managers. Few of these benefits

were extended to the blue-collar, non-professional workforce (Holcomb 2000).
A small but growing number of unions have tried to change that situation, ‘at least
for unionised workers, by bargaining for a range of family benefits. ACTWU,
AFSCME, HUCTW, and other unions established child care centres and seciired
contract clauses providing paid leave, flex-time, limits on overtime, and wage
and benefit parity for part-timers. The union approach to family policy historically
also has included bargaining for health care coverage, higher wages, and ¢conpmic
security (York 1993; Landau 1 999; Grundy and Firestein 1997; Firestein 2000;
Cowell 1993). . - : B e COE L

In addition, since the 1970s, the labour movement has been an active partner in
the coalitions pushing for increased public funds for child care centres, These
initiatives drew fierce opposition from the business and conservative community.
At the federal level, they met defeat first from a Republican Presidential veto and
then from a Republican-dominated Congress. But in the 1990s, a union-initiated
child care coalition in New York won substantial state monies for a child care
fund; other union-led coalitions are at work in Washington, Massachusetts, and’
California. The labour movement has also been the leading advocate of improving
the quality of child care by raising the pay and working conditions of child care
providers. Nationally, child care workers are the lowest paid occupational group,
earning less than parking lot attendants. In 1999, child care workers voted to
unionise in Philadelphia and Seattle, and many joined with parents in *worthy wage
campaigns’ aimed at increasing state subsidies for child care centres (Nussbaumn

1998; Landau 2000; Lazarovich 2000). - e
* Further, the labour movement haslobbied for improved family leave at the state
and federal level. One goal is to amend the federal FMLA, extending the law to
additional sectors of the economy and mandating that the leave be paid rather than
unpaid. At the state level, the labour movement and its allies among women’s
organisations, religious groups, and low-wage community groups seek to pass state
laws with more generous leave provisions and to include pregnancy and family care
as a legitimate reason to claim disability or unemployment. In May of 1999, a
labour-led coalition in Maine succeeded in passing a state law that extended the
benefits.of the FMLA to a broader range of workplaces (N ussbaum 2000).
Although'pfogress on paid leave as well as ‘family-friendly benefits’ to date has
been slight, work and family issues may be the next reform frontier. The AF L-C.IO
rhetoric emphasising America’s working families is ubiquitous, and male union
leaders such as Gerald McEntee, president of AFSCME, and Brian McLaughlin,
head of the NYCLC; have been outspoken supporters:-McLaughlin called child

. care ‘a fundamental issue, like the 8-hour work day, minimum wage or occupational

health-and safety’. The NYCLC also adopted a ‘Work and Family Bill of Rights’ in
September 1998. Developed by a group of New York women labour activists. in
conjunction with the Labor Project for Working Families in Berkeley.(California),
the ‘Work and Family Bill of Rights’ is now in the process of being endorsed by
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. ethnic minorities continue 1o organise separately within the labour movement (o
advance their interests-inside the house of labour as well as in society at large. At
the national level, women of colour belong to a number of AFL-CIO constituency
groups organised on the basis of race and ethoicity. African-Americans founded
the first of these;

“movement, the, APR} seeks ‘racial equality and economic justice” by engaging in

- political and community education, legislative action; and voter registration, and

- by supporting union organising campaigns: The APRI was later joined by other

- constituency groups based on racial/ethnic identity: the Coalition of Black Trade

- Unionists (GBTU) in 1972, the Labor Council for Latin-American Advancement
(LCLAA)in 1973, and the Asian Pacific American Labor Afliance (APALA)in:1992
(Hunt and Rayside 2000; AFL-CIO 2000a; APRI 2000).. E :

. In addition to these. national constituency groups, women of colour have

- organiscd alongside minority men to form caucuses within: national and inter-

_national unions; they have also participated in organising separate conferences and
l(’-;a‘(l(;rsh’iypk institutes specifically for women of colour. The national women’s

~commiitiee of CBTU, for exainpl held an all-day women’s conferénce every
year

(LCLAA 2000; Needleman 2000).

Conclusion »
Progress in forging a streng and equal partnership between women workers and the
us Vkla,bourkmovémgnt has been low and at times barely visible. Yet as we enter
- a new century there is evidence that considerable:change has now occurred-in
that relationship. Women' make up two-fifths of union membership, they are
~approaching l("vadcrshi[,)f parity in many unions, many.of their concerns have been
incorporated into lu,;hi)mf;s’ agenda a
HOW nxi}ré the norm lhzm the exception within the labows movemient;
: Yetthei el sion of we )ﬁl(‘l‘i and the adoption of an agenda that better meets their
needs h;is occurred within ailfra.mcwo'l,‘k that is limited by its failure to acknowledge
fully the gender differences that still exist between men and women. Women and
men still work in very differcnt kinds of jobs, and while they have common problems,
they also-have some starkly different experiences as well. The labour movement
must acknowledge these differences by embracing a variety of organisational and
representational practices and. by inventing new approaches better suited to the
service and white-collar sectors in which women predominate;

- Moreover, the reframing of issues such as pay equity and dependency caré as .

fkigﬂil}/ issues has been important in gaining male support (a pragmatic necessity
that cannot be overlooked). But the émphasis on ‘family” rather than on ‘woment’
must not obscure the still fundamental reality that these are issues that affect men
and women differently and that women’s necds are only-partially met when they are
defined as the same as men’s. Many women’s relationship to the family is different
l)(j‘cemsc they bear and nurse children and because the burdens of dependent care

1ic APRI, in the late 1960s. An outgrowth of the civil rights

“alties  the so-called new's

= nce 1982wuhovcra :’lhi()‘l;lsaﬁd black women participants. In: 1999; LCLAA
and CLUW sponsored their first Leadership Conference for Latina Women-

at the highest levels, and attention to'diversity is
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still fall on them, Gender norms and sexuality aflect job expectations and social
interactions for men and women in profoundly differerit ways. These differences.
need to be understood just as the d‘iffercn’ceys among women must be acknowledged.
Itisnot too much to expect that men (as well as women) build a movement in which
solidarity is based on empathy as well as mutual identity and sclf*interest. The
politics of diversity is not a zero sum game. The strongest bonds are those that grow
out of recognising difference as well as ‘commonality. e A
At bottom, gender progress for working women is dependent on forces outside
the labour movement as well as forces within. The fate of organised labour (and the
fate of its women memibers) will be determiried in large part by political, economic,

- and social forces beyond its control. The labour movemient needs to remake itself

and.reach out to new constituencies, but its resurgence is predicated on the degree
to which those constituencies respond and whether the larger society sees labour and
‘the labour question’ as legitimate and worthy of support. The labour movementis
transforming in light of the new-realities of :idcmity politics; so too must i{vsk»ngturkal
: ocial novements based on identity ~change aswell."They
must réciprocate the favour and begir toincorporate and understand 1ssues b[‘clas§.
Indeed, the very dichotomy of “social identity: movements’ and ‘class-based
movements’ miust:be diséolved.'C'laSS, the late E. P, Thompson insiste’c}_l\‘,g is a'social
identity, one that is made out of the"ftu‘im‘ra}l’ and material fabric of our lives
{(Thompson 1963). The question is not whether class or gender or race sh(‘ju!d be
given priority, but whether it will finally be understood that workers come in all

-sizes and shapes, arid that there is no one class identity or consciousness because
. “there isnaoneworker, Anewand vibrant workm
when no one particular experience is taken as the universal.

g-class politics can be built, but only

Notes

L Invahe -US; - union: density is # measurc restricted to. ducs-paying employees - in
. workplaces.where employers have signed collective bargaining contraots. -

2. The US labour movement has onuc national federation, the AFL-CIO. It was created
it kl~955‘l'mm‘h‘fncfgcr of two older federations, the AFL and thé CIO. Currently
there arc some 68 national or international unjons (international is used for those
unions with membership in Canada) affiliated with the AFL-CI(). hese national/
international unions have close-to 30,000-locals, miany. of which affiliate with the 51

- AFL-CIO state federations and the.590 central labour councils that exist (Meyerson
: .9000; AFL-CIO 2000])). There :are also natiqnal/intenmt’ipna’l‘unions as well as
local unions that are not affiliated with the AFL-CIO. These are commonly called

independetit tinjons. -

Abbreviations - Bt

APRL: A: Philip Randolph Institute -~ S S
AFL-CIO - American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations
ACTWU  Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union P
AFSCME  American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees
ATl * “American Federation of Teachers : ERO
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