Women's Rigﬁt to Work and the Labour_Eartv - for a Big Flame p051t10n

R.. Gardner -~ Norwich BF

This artlole docﬁments the development of my own thlnklng about thls
empengn during the last year, and ends up arguing that BF women do need to o

take a clear position on how we procedd in the light of the LP's decision
-not-.to call a demonstration for. . "AWoman's Right to Wark" or .any. other related
or better slogan. Having a cleap positlon inthig oampalgn in terms of ‘our
:overall political .goals of bullding a feminist and pro-feminsst, -sociallst
~movement, is essential, because it highllghts the relationship between our
political goals-.and -our method of organizing, and ‘perhaps more speeiflcally
the klnds of ‘links we do and :don't want to. ‘have with the Labour Party.frd

l) The issues . involved in . the oamgalgn
When I first heard about .the. Women 8. nght to Work campaign, at the BF

Women's weekend. last JUne, I ~thought it. was.an important inltiative,_and was
something that as BF women, we should approach very seriously. It is tu}'e that
the broad -labour. movement campailgn against unemployment. e.g, the People -8
March, has -lgnored the special problems of women. w1th respect to pald work,
e.g.-lazic of. skllls on -unrecognized skills, Jlow. pay, part-tlme work, sex
dlsorxnznation, ehlld-eare -ete. . Even more, it has not challenged 811 1noreasing—
ly widely voiced wiew.that women ou.ght to htake a back seat in the struggle
to. malnueln Jobs... A feminist ccampaign. to give women a plaoe in the. struggle
for . jobs. whigch both recognizes sthe .particular. problems #high women face, and
seeks tc alter. the terms . on which women -week and. get johs, oould Jbe a 31gn1f1c-
ant step forward for socialist femlnlsm. It could mAbllise many women who may
not yet have been touched elther by labour movement politlcs or by the
women s movement,, : e e L . . . :

. "Could“ 1s perhaps the operative word At &he'wohen‘slweekend two
central points were raised ,
1) How does the demand for Jjobs fit the real life experience of many working
class :women who can't tike -jobs. because. of childeare responsibilities ete.
but who. are. deprived .0f an independent income. because of marrlage o) S
cohabitation? . This oampalgn does. nothlng for them.:,q _ B,
11).The. "Women's Right.to Work" slogan :in profuundly anti~feminist.. How can
feminists who have: debated -analyzed, and campaigned in different ways. over
housework as.an issue, who. ‘have been .part of a.m. ovement in whioh I belleve,
the term.. waged work" ‘Was 001ned greciselx beeause housework is. unwaged yet
nonetheless work, now.ask for women:to have . the rlght to work” It is like_ S
feminists participating in a bad . joke at the expense . of our . oun. polltlcs.a;,r
It s effect will be that lots of femlnlsts who have not hitherto taken p
issues connecting the 1abour movment Wlth femlnism, won t touchuthe oampalgn
with a barge-pole. .. .- ' - : > "-. .

My .own view was (I think) 1n keeplng W1th a general (though by no. means

unanlmous) feeling .at the women's weekend over, both points, I think that. (i)

. is a really.important. p01nt but that the question of -the obstacles. Wthh _
'distlnotlvely face -women in. gettlng gobs is nevertheless separate from, though
not unconnected - ‘with. that of.a woman's rlght to.an independent income.. gt
seems. to me.likely  that if there were adequate childcare fa0111t1es for every—
one, if wommn had more . skills whlch could. command a higher ‘wage (or 1f wOmen s
skills. eommanded a higher; wage) etc .that. far many women. who ourrently don! t
seck paid work. would do go. In. such a cage the context of the demand for an
independent income would change too, So 1mprovements in the situat;on of those
women who. do now .want paid work .puy can't.get it, would aotually change the
situatlon for those..women .who. don' t now want.  jobs, . In ‘any. case though, there
are many-women who do -want paid work, and I. fR1t . there was a case for campaign-

oing around women's employment/unemployment speoifically despite also the very
real importance of the problems. fa013§ viomen who don % want/oan + have pald JObS.




R. Gardnee o2
4 r' .,_3-3 e .' . 11 . t ,_ . !‘\_ ~ ,.7;1__3 V E ' I RN 1
As far as (1) 18" ooncersed ‘the’ week-end seemed, rightly, pretty unanlmous
that BF women had to argue for the slogan "A Woman's Right . to Waged Work"
This came up again at the BF women's forum last autumn, but by then the problem
of the slogan was seen as being linked with the overall character that the
campaign was, now takang, and the forms of mobllis1ng for it that were being
developed T , :

2) The basis cf the call on the LP - for a massive demo or for mass1ve tokenism°

At the fcrum we began to be remlnded that “this wasn 't.a- femlnlst campaign
1nsofar as “the Yabour movement rather than the women's ‘movement was determining
its character. The Action Group 'which had-come “out ‘of “the ‘May: 1981 Festival-
for Women's Rights Against Tory ‘Attacks, was c¢alling on the TP to call-the -/
demo because , it was argued, the LP had the resources to mount a massive one,
The Action Group, without a sihilar ‘'organisational hase,’ couldn todo this.
However, peOple in ‘the LP dldn ‘t ‘havé the same understanding ‘ag femlnists of

"_the idea -of waged work and unwaged work, and the nature ef housework

1)

ii)

At flrst ES ‘had aceepted the reasons given for hav1ng ‘a LP based campaign .
I thought that not cnly might’ 1t mean a’‘massive demo,i 4t might “also mean that
the LP was’ taklng +this feminist” 1ssue ‘gériously; it would be ‘a vietory for -

‘feminism within the labour movment. T’ naively found it impossible to imagine

that” the women' supporting the BF V1ews ‘on.changing the- slogan would not win -
khe - vote ‘when the issue was debated “Put ‘wedid: lose =~ clearly showing that
a non-feminist conception of “this" campaign actually had” precedence. But all:
the same, R ‘thought, the Lp w111 organlse a massive demo - it '8 up to us :
to put the feminlst case.3f '

The February 20th moblllsang meeting in London made me see the’ wholé e
question of who was running the campaign, and what it was for, and what part
socialist feminists ¢ould and should ‘play in it in a different’ llght -1 now
thlnk that BF women must re-evaluate our entire particlpatlon 1n the campaign.

AL the Feb 20th’ meeeing “there was a lot of talk about Fhe TP refusing to
call a deménstration, ‘and- only wanting €o organlse an event" " Most ‘women
there were angry about thls, ‘but nevertheless the event" Was seen rather SR
as'a downgrading of the’ 1mportance ‘of ‘4 E A% ‘women's unemployment rather
than ‘as 'a total cop out. Only at“4,00"in"my ‘workshop, (and apparently not
at all ‘in other reglonal workshops) did 1t'emerge’ that the pooposed event"‘”
was to be'a Women's Rights Festival which ‘only refereed to the "nght to -
Work" as one of several women's ‘rights, This was much too late for us to'be
able to’ diScuss the ‘implications at" that meetlng. ' )

My interpretation of this downgradlng First of ‘the’ feminlst elements ”:'
involved 'in the campaign, and then of the campaign 1£sé1g Yoth as to the ¢
scale of mobllisation (dmmo to festival) and then as to the key’ fssue (women's
unemployment to women's rights generally) is this:

The réason for calllng on the LP to call a demonstration is not becdause the
LP guarantees massive demos, but becaunge from the"™ ‘gtart, the magority ‘of the
Action Group had a polities which 1nvolves faith 'in ‘labour: movement 1nst1tut10ns

“to mobilise, rather than in popular moblllsation ‘and especiallg women' s -

movment - mobillsatlon foreing a ‘response from ‘labour movement leaders, “So
because the call went straight to the LP leadership rather than pushlng that

Tleadershlp Trom below, the 'LP was“in a -position to cdll a* mass1ve oemonstration,

but ‘only if the leadership wanted to. 'They evidently do not,” Tt is the’ Ll
gpos1te of ‘the pressure from NAC on the TUG 1n the moblllsation for the 1979

anti- Corrie demonstratlcn. T

The 'LP has not been won'to a- feminlst posltlon ‘on women's unemplcyment “The

de0131on only toorganise a general women's.rights festival represents a ©

desire” by the Labour leadersh1p 1nvolved not to antagonize powerful “trade

~union feeling which sees vomen as’ threatenlng men 5 jobs.' It ‘means 501§g along

wlth“a man's’ place ‘45 in his union“and’ a ‘woman's ‘place is in the home“philosophy.
i8:
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In these circumstances, for a small dction Group to try to mobilise for

a Serlous demonstration on its owI, to coineide with the LP Festival, and

“iilleventto ‘culminate-at the Féstival, 7 would be a bad mistake,” quite apart:
»from. the date being - fﬁ; a day before a.major anti-Reagan disarmament demo.
~In'the first place I don't think it could possibly be ‘suceesstul humerically,

Secondly, and more importantly, even 4f: it:were, unless its politics: actively
eghallenged the LEP and the barren tokenism of its proposed Festival, in the context

b:fin which it hes been called, rather than u31ng the Festival as a sprangboard
Liifop the demonstration, it.would be <seriously compromising ahy socialist feminist
_;polltlﬂs.;;f:: : .

'Let'me”st?esé'that ‘I am not -opposed to:sthe: traditional  labouy movement
mobi1i31ng on feminlst issues, provided that they are genpine attempts(even
if partial by our standards) by the labour movement to take Up ‘those issues in
response $o feminist demands. :Iido think the anti-Corrie TUC dmmo was an
example of this, ' N

Py e
i :

I am opposed to: strategies of 'calling on the dabour leadership 1o organize
around demands. they don't believe in in order to promote themselves with .

‘cdrtain groups, only to be in a position to drop the issue when it suits ‘them.

We would thereby sacrifice building the strength of women generally,_and worklng

far demonstrates that this not only can but does happen,

:3) What should ‘BE women do°

- The 1ssue is important - for socialist femnlsts s
BF women in the Action Group “should argue” agalnst the ‘Action” Group oalling a

rrdemonstration oni June 5th,and :should oppose partieipation in.the .LP Festival

except .on a clear "WOmen s Right to Waged Work" position, It should also

“insist on ‘stating that- the ‘Action Group beliéve that the LP has let”uS’down,
. aAlsing 4 leaflet and ia workshop ete. 2L the Festival..

ii)

iii)

I'think that if thls 1sn t accepted by the Action Group, thenABF women should
leave it,

I think that I've learned a lot from the: concrete issues that have bheen discussed
in the campaign so far, as well as oven "hew we should oprganize this kind of
thing in the future., There are lots of things ‘that we could and should work on
locally to press for action and understandlng about women's employment/unempl-
oyment problems ¢.g. in unemployed centres, wzth school leavers., Things are
happening in some areas,..¥or instance in Lambeth a group is supporting the
under~fives childeare campaign and linking it: with the problems of woment and
paid work, There is also a.Women and ﬁnemployment group which recently held
a day on women and unemployement ¥o which 200 women came, " Many of these were -
new to local political activity. MNB that day was held locally and on a working
day, not a weekend, so that, many women who couldn T come 1o a weekend meeting
were actually able to attend - % D o

I think we need to be more ecareful aboubsfubure calls on the LP to do our
organising for us. We have been and still are willing to work in the TU movement,
But we must always examine carefully the basis of our alliance over limited

goals, This involves - wakingisuregbhatsshort -term demands are compatible
with long term goals e.g., "Defend the 1967 Abortion Act” is compatible with a
longer term and more far-reaching goal ‘of "Free Abortion on Demand", But it

also means that we must examine the method of: campaigning in terms of our

ideas of popular partlclpation in struggle. If the LP's method ina particular

campaipgn. involves rediucing popular. participatlon, then we have to bear in mind

that that too iz incompatible with our Ionger term political goals, of getting

people. 1o take responsibility for an@ control over their own lives as a
fundamental precondltion of a. 50018,115'& society.
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