Document generated on 07/31/2024 5:13 p.m.

Relations industrielles
Industrial Relations

RELATIONS INDUSTRIELLES
DEPUIS 1545

SINCE 1945 i

INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS

Women and Industrial Relations Theory : No Room in the

Discourse

Anne Forrest

Volume 48, Number 3, 1993

URI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/050871ar
DOI: https://doi.org/10.7202/050871ar

See table of contents

Publisher(s)

Département des relations industrielles de I'Université Laval

ISSN
0034-379X (print)
1703-8138 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this article

Forrest, A. (1993). Women and Industrial Relations Theory : No Room in the
Discourse. Relations industrielles / Industrial Relations, 48(3), 409-440.
https://doi.org/10.7202/050871ar

Tous droits réservés © Département des relations industrielles de 1'Université
Laval, 1993

Article abstract

Increased international competition has produced various initiatives
world-wide for new approaches to industrial relations. This author's recently
completed survey ofjust under 1,000 unionized firms in Canada reveals that
new initiatives and traditional industrial relations practices frequently run
parallel with each other. Drawing upon the results of this survey, this paper
draws out the essential elements of the changing nature of industrial relations.

In particular it examines the important link between industrial relations and
human resource management. The main thrust of the paper examines the
ways and the extent to which pragmatic initiatives at the firm-level point
towards a transformation in Canadian industrial relations.

This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Erudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.

https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

erudit

This article is disseminated and preserved by Erudit.

Erudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,
Université Laval, and the Université du Québec a Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.

https://www.erudit.org/en/


https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/ri/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/050871ar
https://doi.org/10.7202/050871ar
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/ri/1993-v48-n3-ri1172/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/ri/

Women and Industrial Relations Theory

No Room in the Discourse

Anne Forrest

This paper seeks to open a debate about the definition of
industrial relations as a field of study using the analytical insights
gained from feminist scholarship in the social sciences. The
author’s focus is industrial relations as conceptualized and prac-
tised by academics in Canadian business schools where ‘systems
theory’ remains the predominant analytical paradigm. The pur-
pose is to show that industrial relations so constructed is pro-
Joundly gender-biased.

The need to re-examine academic orthodoxy in the light of recent fem-
inist scholarship is particularly pressing in the case of industrial relations.' As
presently conceptualized and practised, the discipline is quintessentially male
territory. It is from men’s lives, their work and their unions, that the study of
industrial relations takes its shape. The workers, the organizers, the strikers:
all have been men. One looks in vain for the contributions of women: their
work, their organizing drives, their strikes are ‘missing’ from the journals and
texts.

Asa discipline, industrial relations is growing out of touch, not only with
the changing realities of the workplace, but also with academic discourse in
the social sciences. Although some attention is paid to the so-called women’s
issues — maternity leave, sexual harassment policies, pay equity, and so on
— attention is limited. Seemingly unknown to scholars of industrial relations
is the burgeoning literature on women and work and women and unions in the
companion disciplines of history, sociology, and law. In these fields, feminism
has reinvigorated research and broadened the traditional scope of inquiry. But
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none of this has made its way into industrial relations. The compensatory
scholarship described as the first step towards a feminist rethinking has
scarcely begun.? ‘Malestream’ industrial relations continues on as before, if
not entirely oblivious to the presence of women, then certainly unaware that
their presence makes much of a difference.

This paper seeks to open a debate about the definition of industrial rela-
tions as a field of study using the analytical insights gained from feminist
scholarship in the social sciences. My focus is industrial relations as concep-
tualized and practised by academics in Canadian business schools where ‘sys-
tems theory’ remains the predominant analytical paradigm. My purpose is to
show that industrial relations so constructed is profoundly gender-biased. As
a discipline, industrial relations is deeply committed to a gendered construc-
tion of women and women’s work. The basic assumption is that, whatever else
women are doing, they are women first and foremost and are driven by moti-
vations uniquely female. At work or at the union hall, women are not really
workers or trade unionists but women and so are defined by the roles of wife,
mother, and daughter. The theoretical base of the discipline, consequently, is
incomplete and one-sided: based almost exclusively on the experiences of
men.

Although my focus in this paper is limited to a critique of industrial rela-
tions from within the pluralist paradigm, a feminist rethinking of the political
economy/labour studies tradition would reveal similar shortcomings and
blindnesses. While fundamentally at odds in many respects, these diverse
approaches share a world-view that discounts the importance of gender as an
analytical concept. Both presume that workers and trade unionists are quintes-
sentially men; neither analyzes the ways in which social relations at work are
rooted in gender relations.

My critique begins with an analysis of the treatment of women in the con-
temporary literature. In addition to a review of the texts in use in Canada, I
examine recently published articles in the mainstream industrial relations jour-
nals.’ I show that, even today, women are marginal to the study of industrial
relations. It is not uncommon for researchers to overlook women entirely by
choosing data sets that include only men or by failing to report their results dis-
aggregated by sex. Even when women are the object of study, however, they
often remain invisible. Reviewing the literature on union growth and the
studies of women in union leadership I show the extent to which researchers
rely on simplistic and stereotypic conceptions about who women are to
‘explain’ their experiences. Only rarely are the complexities of women’s lives
examined in detail. Much more common is an analysis that presumes that
women’s relationship to their jobs and unions is attributable to their presumed
family responsibilities or other personal characteristics. The ordinary kind of
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industrial relations analysis which seeks to understand patterns of union
growth or membership involvement by examining structural factors (size of
work group, rates of pay, degree of democracy within the union, and so on)
is rarely applied to women.

The reasons for women’s invisibility lie at the heart of the discipline. In
the third section of the paper I argue that the theoretical construction of indus-
trial relations as the study of job regulation is profoundly exclusionary. The
discipline’s preoccupation with the ‘problem of order’ ensures the invisibility
of women, not only because women have generally been less successful in
mobilizing around their own needs and discontents, but more profoundly
because this approach identifies the employment relationship as the ultimate
source of power and conflict at work. The discipline sees no connection
between gender relations and work relations and so defines important gender-
related phenomena like job segregation by sex as ‘outside’ of the industrial
relations system. Stated more generally, the pluralist conceptualization of
industrial relations as a field of study locates women ‘outside’ of the ‘system’
whenever they appear to be simply women (that is, not workers or trade union-
ists) and ‘inside’ only when women appear in the guise of, presumably gen-
derless, workers or trade unionists. Furthermore, because the discipline is pri-
marily concerned with the ways in which unions and collective bargaining
diffuse and regulate industrial conflict, long-standing practices such as job
segregation by sex (or sexual harassment or the systemic undervaluing of
‘women’s’ work) which effectively keep women ‘in their place’ are not con-
ceptualized as industrial relations phenomena that need to be explained from
within.

The fourth section of the paper draws attention to the deeply embedded
‘male’ point of view in industrial relations theory which, I argue, is especially
evident in the analysis of the role and function of trade unions. That unions
were organized by men to further men’s needs and that theories about the role
of unions embody that purpose establish an identity between what unions do
and what unions are that excludes women in fundamental ways. Using the
examples of seniority and ‘fair’ wages I show that union-initiated benefits
which favour long-service workers and bargaining strategies which leave tra-
ditional wage structures intact entrench job segregation by sex and pay dis-
crimination against women. Thus, an analysis which focuses on the extent to
which unions represent ‘workers’ needs leaves women stranded: either their
needs are consonant with those of male workers (in which case, women as
women are invisible); or their needs are defined as ‘women’s’ (read: not wor-
kers’) needs and so fall ‘outside’ of the industrial relations system. To prob-
lematize hard-won union benefits that institutionalize discrimination against
women, researchers must step ‘outside’ of the point of view conventionally
adopted by scholars working in the pluralist tradition.
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My conclusion, offered in the final section of the paper, is that industrial
relations as presently constructed cannot study women. It is not the discipline’s
construction of women as gendered that is problematic (although the analysis
has been far too simplistic and stereotypic); what is wrong with industrial rela-
tions is that, so far, scholars have not engendered men. Critical to an expanded
definition of the discipline is an analysis of gender relations as an underlying
force in the workplace. Only then will women’s needs and concerns be defined
as squarely within the boundaries of disciplinary interest. The challenge, more
broadly, is to reconceptualize the meaning of industrial relations so that
women and men, not institutions and procedures, are at the centre of scholarly
attention.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF WOMEN IN THE INDUSTRIAL
RELATIONS LITERATURE

A review of the contemporary literature reveals the extent to which
women remain marginal to the study of industrial relations. None of the pop-
ular textbooks* — Anderson, Gunderson and Ponak, Craig and Solomon, or
Sethi — includes more than a handful of references to women or ‘women’s’
issues. All of the authors note the growing participation of women in the labour
force and the marked increase in union membership among women; however,
they make no effort to explain these well-established trends or evaluate the
implications of these changes for employers and unions. “Women’s’ issues
such maternity leave and employment equity are referred to in passing but none
is used to initiate a discussion about the particular needs of working women.
Discrimination against women is likewise described but its significance is nei-
ther discussed nor analyzed. The ways in which, and the extent to which dis-
criminatory practices shape the work experiences of women are left unex-
plored: readers learn nothing about job segregation by sex, the systematic
undervaluing of ‘women’s’ work, or the persistent harassment of women in the
workplace.

The marginalization of women and women’s concerns is standard treat-
ment in the discipline. Thus, we find that the much-talked-about ‘transforma-
tion’ of industrial relations has little to do with women. The ‘seminal’ works
on this topic assume that industrial relations remains the business of men. In
Lipset,® for example, the few token references to women do little more than
document their absence from the discussion. Chaykowski and Verma,®
Kochan, Katz and McKersie,” and Kochan and Katz,® though generally much
more aware of women as participants in the industrial relations system, none
the less focus their attention on structures and procedures in a way that renders
women invisible. All told, there are fewer than thirty references to women in
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these three volumes and the treatment of ‘women’s’ issues is similarly cursory.
Employment equity is mentioned from time to time, but discussed just once
in Chaykowski and Verma, and Kochan and Katz, and then in a single para-
graph; a scant two paragraphs (in Chaykowski and Verma) are devoted to equal
pay/pay equity which, otherwise, is referred to only in passing. Part-time work,
maternity leave, and sexual harassment are mentioned very briefly; however,
their importance to working women is never explored.

That women are outsiders in an industrial relations system devised by
and for men is evidenced again and again in the literature. Most telling are
those research studies which intentionally exclude women while purporting to
study system-wide phenomena such as labour market segmentation, wage dif-
ferentials, and racial discrimination. By focusing entirely on the experiences
of men® or by choosing a data set that includes only information on men*
researchers underscore the extent to which the discipline has been constructed
around the experiences of one sex. Women are plainly irrelevant when articles
supposedly about seniority or job mobility are based exclusively on what has
happened to men.

The invisibility of women is ensured, as well, when researchers collect
data on both sexes but fail to investigate or report their findings as they pertain
to women. Even when differences by gender might reasonably be anticipated,
researchers often neglect to disaggregate their results. By overlooking what is
distinctive about women’s experiences in studies of job mobility, bargaining
preferences, union membership, and like matters scholars implicitly assume
that the experiences of the minority (women) are unimportant and/or parallel
those of the majority (men).”? In this way the experiences of men are com-
monly misconstrued as those of ‘workers’, underscoring the presumption that,
in the field of industrial relations, ‘workers’ are men.

Often, women remain invisible even when they are consciously included
by researchers. More and more, the practice is to incorporate ‘women’ as an
independent variable, a convenient and readily discernible category with a
built-in comparator. Studies of this sort, which are very much in vogue, focus
on women's ‘difference’ in job attitudes, career paths, fringe benefits, union
membership (whatever)."” The results of this research can be disappointing,
however: more descriptive than analytical. The authors rarely state their
assumptions or explain the importance of gender as an analytical concept.
Little attempt is made to investigate how gender relates to the mechanisms
which underpin the phenomena under investigation. Thus, despite the many
studies of earnings and pay differences between women and men, we seem no
closer to establishing that pay discrimination exists, how it works, or how it
might be remedied.



414 RELATIONS INDUSTRIELLES, VOL. 48, NO 3 (1993)

What we know about women in industrial relations, consequently, comes
not from the study of women themselves but is largely the by-product of
research aimed in other directions. Prominent within this genre are the many
studies of union growth which are the forte of a number of scholars. This body
of literature, which utilizes sophisticated statistical techniques to analyze pat-
terns of union growth and decline, is at the leading edge of the discipline. By
regressing some measure of union attachment (union membership, having
voted in favour of unionization in a representation election, or expressing a
willingness to do so — note that most of these studies are American) against
any number of independent variables, one of which is sex, researchers confirm,
again and again, what the discipline believes it ‘knows’: women are less
inclined to join unions than men."

Examined more carefully, however, the results of this research do not
support conventional wisdom unequivocally. Much hinges on the nature of the
data employed and, in particular, on the choice of the dependent variable. As
Voos' notes, those studies which analyze union membership data do say that
women are less likely to be union members than men and so tend to affirm the
presumption that women, for whatever reasons, are less inclined to join unions.
On the other hand, when data from surveys of workers’ attitudes towards
unions are analyzed they reveal a strikingly different relationship: on the basis
of these studies one would have to conclude that American women today are
more inclined to join unions than are men' — a conclusion consonant with
recent experience. In all of the OECD countries union membership among
women has grown remarkably over the last twenty years. *®

Industrial relations thinking has yet to catch up with the evidence, how-
ever. The rapid growth of union membership among women notwithstanding,
the discipline’s stereotyped conceptualization of the relationship between
women and unions remains undisturbed. When the literature is blunt and at its
most sexist, the argument is simple: whether by nature or by socialization
women are not willing to join unions. ‘[als many observers know, women are
(generally) not union-oriented. They dislike the thought of strikes, pickets, vio-
lence’.” For many scholars it is self-evidently true that the future growth of
the union movement is severely limited by the large number of women now
working for wages. And the presumption is so widely accepted that many
studies of union growth employ gender as an explanatory variable without any
discussion.?® Others justify the use of gender as an independent variable recit-
ing the usual ‘saturation school’ arguments: principally that unionization is
less cost effective for women because they are only temporarily attached to the
labour force and consider their wages as a supplement to the family income.
Bye the bye, many of these studies assume that women are less likely to have
a positive image of organized labour than men.*
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In its less obviously gendered form, lower levels of union membership
among women are said to result not simply from the fact that women are
women but because women are commonly employed in certain kinds of ‘hard
to organize’ jobs. So, for example, Antos et al.? conclude that almost 60 per
cent of the sizeable difference in the levels of union membership between the
women and men in their sample is largely accounted for by the different occu-
pational and industrial location of the women. Similar findings are reported by
Fiorito and Greer® and Peetz?* who argue that the lower rates of unionization
among women in the United States and Australia, respectively, are explained
in large part by factors other than gender per se, that is to say, differences in
union membership are related to differences in labour force attachment, indus-
trial and occupational distribution, and other factors that vary with gender. And
from her review of the data, Voos? concludes that ‘lower rates of organization
among women do not reflect less demand for unionism because of lack of
attachment to the labor force . . . but rather that the process of filling union jobs
(occupational selection by women and hiring decisions by employers) creates
the overall negative association’.

But this is nothing more than a variation on a theme. The explanation that
women do women’s’ work and so are hard to organize relies on the same tired
set of gendered assumptions,* albeit in a somewhat more sophisticated form:
the ‘polite version’, Smith? calls it, of the ‘older and deeper view that women
are naturally timid and unwilling to fight and have no place in the rough arena
of union struggle’. Such an explanation tells us yet again that women workers
are essentially women, not workers, and so are best understood by examining
their personal characteristics and family situations. This mode of reasoning is
evident even in those studies which employ job segregation as an explanatory
variable. Why ‘women’s’ work should be so hard to organize, particularly
when wages are low and working conditions oppressive — the very conditions
that industrial relations scholars would regard as causative factors in the orga-
nizing drives of men — is never analyzed or explained. And in the absence of
any consideration of job segregation by sex as an institutionalized form of dis-
crimination against women the implication is that women choose ‘women’s’
work, for example, part-time or temporary jobs, because it allows them to
accommodate their family responsibilities, or that women are content with the
low pay attached to ‘women’s’ work because theirs is a ‘second’ income, or
that women don’t mind doing unskilled, monotonous ‘women’s’ work because
they are not permanently attached to the labour force, and so on. What could
be plainer?: women are women.

Industrial relations employs what Feldberg and Glenn?® have labelled the
‘gender model’ to explain why women workers are less likely to be union
members than men. Women are constructed as the non-working complements
of men for whom employment and earning are assumed to be life’s central
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purpose. Thus, we frequently learn of women’s less ‘stable’ labour force par-
ticipation and lower investment in ‘human capital’. Also familiar to readers of
the literature are women’s distinctive occupational ‘tastes’ and ‘choices’ —
that is, their supposed preference for looking after children and doing the
housework — which are commonly attributed to their presumed family respon-
sibilities, or other personal characteristics, without fully considering differ-
ences between individuals.”

The ‘gender model’ is standard treatent for women in the discipline.
A similar set of arguments is offered to explain why women, once organized,
are less likely to be actively involved in union affairs. In this case, the fact that
women are women and consequently live ‘women’s’ lives is advanced to
‘explain’ why they are less active in their unions and, in particular, why they
are so underrepresented among the leadership of unions, locally and nationally.
The studies of women as leaders and union activists rely heavily on received
wisdom of this sort. The commonly discussed obstacles to the participation and
advancement of women in unions focus on their perceived ‘difference’: the
double workday and family commitments, lack of self-confidence and self-
assertiveness, and insufficient training and experience.*® Considerably less
attention has been paid to the difficulties placed in the path of women seeking
positions of power in male-dominated organizations.

Although discrimination is almost always listed as one of the obstacles
that women must overcome, the systemic nature of that discrimination is rarely
studied. Few researchers examine how union policies and practices systemat-
ically discourage women’s participation and exclude them from active partic-
ipation and leadership.® That many unions continue to function as men’s
clubs, with a variety of informal rules barring entry or full participation to
women, remains unexamined. Nor have there been any studies of women’s
efforts to claim a place for themselves in their unions. The battles surrounding
the creation of women’s committees and women’s attempts to put sexual
harassment and pay equity on the bargaining table have yet to be documented.
The few accounts of women organizing within their unions to advance their
interests as women have been written, in Canada at least, not by academics,
but by union activists.*

What we have in industrial relations is a classic example of the construc-
tion of women as ‘other’: not men, not workers, not trade unionists. As a dis-
cipline, industrial relations is deeply committed to a gendered construction of
women and women’s work. The basic assumption that underlies much of the
analysis is that, whatever women are doing, they are women first and foremost
and are driven by motivations uniquely female. In the workplace or at the union
hall, women are not really workers or trade unionists but women and so are
defined by the roles of wife, mother, and daughter. That women do ‘women’s’
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work seems entirely natural to scholars of labour-management relations.
Rather than an industrial relations phenomenon that needs to be understood
from within, job segregation is taken as a given and so offered as a partial
explanation for women’s lower rates of unionization.

Even when judged on its own terms, the assumptions about women and
work embedded in the discipline make for a faulty analysis. The argument that
women are women, even when presented in its more sympathetic form drawing
attention to job segregation and the double workday, is not a sound industrial
relations approach. The experiences of men at work are never linked to their
gender. The union activity of men, for example, would never be explained by
reference to ‘male’ characteristics. Researchers would never argue that men
organize trade unions because they are the principal wage-earners or because
men, by nature, are more aggressive and assertive than women. Importantly,
men are never compared with women: men are assumed to be workers; in fact,
industrial relations constructs men only as workers and never as men. Their
gender is never a consideration: it is the work experience — how well the
workers are paid, how hard they are pushed, the size of the work group, and
so on (what Feldberg and Glenn have labelled the ‘job model’)* — that
informs an industrial relations analysis of why certain groups of workers/men
do or do not choose to unionize.

WOMEN AND THE ‘PROBLEM OF ORDER’

The centre of attention in industrial relations has long been occupied by
men because it is men who have been the most troublesome to management.
Industrial relations is full of men doing manly and disruptive things: shouting,
swearing, striking, picketing. Indeed, it is to these angry and rebellious men
that the discipline owes its place in academia. Not until the large-scale orga-
nizing drives and sit-down strikes of the 1930s and 1940s seriously threatened
managerial control in the mass-production industries did labour-management
relations become a legitimate field of study in North American universities.
And these workers, by and large, were men. Their unions won recognition;
their unions negotiated collective agreements; their unions needed watching.

The preoccupation of industrial relations with the ‘problem of order’ in
industry identifies the discipline as a managerial science that ‘takes as its start-
ing point problems as they are perceived by managers’.* How collective
bargaining institutionalizes and regulates industrial conflict is a perennial
theme of academic research and writing. The task of the scholar, according to
Dunlop, is to explain ‘why particular rules are established in particular
industrial-relations systems and how and why they change in response to
changes affecting the system’.* Theoretical constructs like ‘job regulation’
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and the ‘web of rules’ underscore the extent to which industrial relations is
focused on the management of industrial conflict.

That the discipline places a normative emphasis on stability and accom-
modation has been noted and criticized by many scholars.’® What has gone
unnoticed, however, is that the construction of industrial relations as the study
of job regulation through collective bargaining defines the discipline as male
territory. For a variety of reasons women have been less well organized, less
able to establish trade unions and collective bargaining, and so less able to
challenge managerial control. It’s a familiar story: ‘good girls’ rarely warrant
attention.”

The discipline’s preoccupation with the growth and development of
unions and collective bargaining, of necessity, values what men have done but
marginalizes and trivializes what women have done. As conventionally writ-
ten, the history of the labour movement is the history of unions organized by
men. Jamieson, Lipton, Logan, and Robin* tell us clearly that trade unions and
collective bargaining have been men’s affairs.

Such a history necessarily ignores the many, many organizing drives and
strikes that failed to build lasting unions. As a result, much of women’s activ-
ism has slipped through the fissures in our thinking. The history of women and
unions has been ‘invisible except in scraps’.® The sources are fragmentary and
scattered; until recently, there were no published secondary source materials
on the union activity of women in Canada.* The irrelevance of women’s strug-
gles to the study of industrial relations has generally been taken to imply that
there were none. ‘Myth had it that women were difficult to organize’:*' they
were too timid or just not interested.

The secondary literature demonstrates, however, that Canadian women
have been organizing unions for as long as unions have been organized. When
cobbled together the story of women’s activism is impressive. Among the ear-
liest were unions of laundry workers, waitresses, candy makers, teachers, tel-
ephone operators, garment and textile workers, domestic workers, even unem-
ployed women. There were, as well, some women members of ‘men’s’ unions:
tailors, retail clerks, bookbinders, boot and shoe makers, cannery workers,
farm labourers, packing-plant and sugar refinery workers. And there were
strikes — many strikes — on occasion organized and led by women. There
were strikes of waitresses (ten in Vancouver alone during the 1930s), laundry
and sugar refinery workers, garment and textile workers; and major strikes of
telephone operators in Vancouver in 1902 and 1906 and Toronto in 1907.%

Women were there: they organized unions, they went on strike, they wal-
ked the picket line, and they fought with strikebreakers. But for women, stable,
functioning unions have been the exception rather than the rule. For a variety
of reasons, women have been less able than men to institutionalize their anger
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and resistance into permanent structures. Comparatively few women estab-
lished unions; fewer still won recognition and the right to bargain collectively.
And so, much of women’s trade union activity remains invisible. Indeed, from
an institutional point of view the history of women and unions is a legacy of
failure.

Women have been invisible, as well, because much of their organizing
activity has been directed towards the support of their men’s (husbands’, bro-
thers’, fathers”) struggles and consequently of incidental interest to scholars of
industrial relations. As is common in the social sciences, the study of industrial
relations is premised upon a clear divide between work and home. Paid work
that is done in the public sphere is part of the industrial relations system while
unpaid, domestic labour is not. The organizing of unions, consequently, is of
disciplinary interest while the organizing of wives’ committees, union-label
campaigns, and picket-line vigils is not. Thus, although women’s efforts on
behalf of men have been vital to the success of many strikes — think of Ford
and Stelco in 1945-46 and Inco in 1978-79* — the organizing of soup kitch-
ens, clothing exchanges and the like warrant nothing more than a footnote in
conventional accounts.*

Women spend much of their lives ‘outside’ of the boundaries of the
industrial relations system where their invisibility is ensured. But even when
women are ‘inside’ the ‘system’ — when they are employed or are members
of trade unions — their inclusion is far from certain. Much of what happens
to women at work is of little moment from the point of view of industrial rela-
tions. The discipline has no interest in the doings of women, or men for that
matter; the only ‘actors’ in the ‘system’, to use Dunlop’s terminology, are
workers, managers, and trade unionists. So fixated are we on the employment
relationship as the source of power and conflict at work that all other dimen-
sions of power, most notably gender and race, are disregarded or dismissed as
external to the ‘system’. Thus, we find, in industrial relations, men acting as
managers and men acting as workers and trade unionists, but we never seem
to see that men also act as men, as members of the privileged gender who seek
to perpetuate their dominant position at work, at home, and at the union hall.

For this reason, phenomena like job segregation by sex and the system-
atic undervaluing of ‘women’s’ work are presently defined as ‘outside’ the dis-
cipline because their genesis lies in gender rather than work relations. Such
universal markers of women’s work experience apparently require no expla-
nation or analysis. Because industrial relations is primarily concerned with the
ways in which, and the extent to which unions and collective bargaining dif-
fuse and regulate industrial conflict, long-standing practices which effectively
keep women ‘in their place’ are of little interest to scholars. This contrasts
sharply with the extensive attention paid to union-imposed protections which
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enhance workers’ income and job security. Restrictive practices, seniority
rights, just cause provisions and the like attract research interest precisely
because they interfere directly with managerial prerogative and have the poten-
tial to detract from what managers define as peak efficiency and productivity.
By contrast, pervasive practices like job segregation pose no threat to mana-
gerial control; on the contrary, they are deeply rooted sources of stability at
work. The discriminatory treatment of women is so much a part of our taken-
for-granted world that the means by which the privileges of men, managers and
workers, are created and sustained in the workplace are doubly invisible from
the point of view of academics within the discipline.

There have been moments in time — as, for example, during the two
world wars when it seemed that discriminatory pay practices and job assign-
ments might give way to more equitable treatment — when job segregation by
sex and the systematic undervaluing of ‘women’s’ work could have been
drawn into the discipline. But the threat posed was short-lived. Employers’
resistance to change coupled with the opposition of male-dominated unions
ensured that women’s unequal status in the workplace would be maintained.*
Academics, consequently, were not challenged to rethink their conceptual cat-
egories. Neither job segregation nor pay discrimination has attracted the atten-
tion of researchers who, presumably, see nothing remarkable in either phenom-
enon. Thus, we find that textbooks continue to classify such matters as part of
the ‘environment’, not part of the industrial relations system.*

Though seemingly inevitable, job segregation by sex and pay discrimi-
nation are not simply the by-products of capitalist development; both are inte-
gral to a social system that privileges men and ‘men’s’ work. From an indus-
trial relations perspective job segregation can and must be theorized as a
mechanism of job regulation, a creation of employers that is further institution-
alized by trade union practices. There is nothing natural or immutable about
the sexual division of labour. ‘Women’s’ work is characterized by low pay and
rapid labour turn-over not because women refuse to invest in training or
because women are not committed to their jobs, but because this form of work
organization is profitable for employers and advantageous to male workers.”

An analysis of job segregation illuminates why so few of these women
have been able to act on their desire for union representation. Employers that
rely on women’s labour fight unionization as hard as they do in order to pre-
serve their access to a cheap and flexible work force. Eaton’s and the chartered
banks are cases in point. Without doubt their determination to undercut the
momentum of organizing drives was motivated by the fear that collective bar-
gaining would raise substandard ‘women’s’ wages and constrain manage-
ment’s right to organize and schedule work as it sees fit. Without doubt, as
well, Eaton’s and the banks are greatly aided in their resistance to unionization
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by labour laws that institutionalize the bargaining advantage of employers in
the service sector.*

Placing job segregation squarely within the industrial relations system
adds powerfully to our capacity for understanding the relationship between
women and unions. Without denying that much of what women do is influ-
enced by the reality of their ‘women’s’ lives, an analysis which takes into
account the everyday realities of job segregation draws attention to job-related
factors such as the low pay, close supervision, and job insecurity endured by
many working women and so underscores why so many are favourably dis-
posed towards trade unions.

THE ‘MALE’ POINT OF VIEW

Men acting as men are unknown in industrial relations and yet it is their
point of view that suffuses the discipline’s understanding of labour-
management relations. Emerging as it did in the 1930s and 1940s, the academic
study of industrial relations has long evidenced a great sympathy for the plight
of working men humiliated and emasculated by the abuse of managerial power
on the job. Stories of the indignities suffered by men in desperate need of
employment to support their families — plying the foreman with liquor or
painting his porch to secure a job — abound. Indeed, it is impossible to read
labour history without imbibing the subtext which celebrates the organizing of
trade unions as the means by which working-class men have achieved their
due. And it is this point of view which underpins the discipline’s understanding
of the role and function of trade unions.

A profound identity between the interests of (white) working-class men
and the meaning of trade unionism has emerged, so that, now, it is seemingly
impossible to disentangle the ways in which trade unions act to protect the nar-
row economic interests of a particular group of men and the conceptualization
of trade unionism as a social force. Union men and scholars together agree that
what unions have achieved — seniority rights, the ‘family wage’, and ‘fair’
treatment for the select few — is precisely what unions are for. Few academics
acknowledge, and fewer still analyze the extent to which these gains have been
won by denying an equivalent measure of economic security to women and
others who have been systematically excluded.

In the literature unions are conceptualized as open and inclusive organi-
zations which can and do act as a collective ‘voice’ for (all) workers’ concerns.
Theoretically, union policies and practice are understood to reflect the needs
and aspirations of the genderless ‘median voter’ whose long-term attachment
to the workplace legitimately gives him (sic) a particularly loud voice in shap-
ing union affairs.* Freeman and Medoff,* whose work in this area is widely
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cited, never doubt that unions effectively represent women or other minorities;
indeed, they underline the egalitarianism of union-initiated policies and prac-
tices. Freeman,* in particular, argues forcefully that ‘single rate’ policies
(which require employers to set a wage for the job) are the most important
mechanism by which unions have reduced pay discrimination and so narrowed
the dispersion of wages both within and among establishments in the same
industry.

This is not to say that scholars recognize no potential for conflicting
interests among union members. Conflicts of interest based on sectional dif-
ferences within the work force — the most commonly cited of which are con-
flicts related to length of job tenure (junior/senior) and degree of skill (skilled/
unskilled) — are regarded as inevitable but resoluble. Conflicts of this sort
flow naturally from workers’ differing perceptions of their self-interest as
defined in relation to their jobs. Though embedded in the very structure of the
work force, the strong presumption is that such conflicts can be balanced out
and a consensus reached through compromise and trade-off, in part, because
these identities are not uniquely defined. At any moment in time, workers have
allegiances to any number of interest groups with overlapping and conflicting
concerns. Moreover, definitions of self-interest are constantly in flux as indi-
viduals progress up the job ladder, acquire greater seniority, change depart-
ments, and so on. For these reasons, the ability of any one interest group to dic-
tate ‘union’ policy over the long run is necessarily limited. In the rough and
tumble of union politics even well-entrenched interest groups are likely to fall
victim to the vagaries of workers’ shifting needs and priorities.

The theory suggests that conflicts of interest between women and men
are analogous to conflicts between junior and senior or skilled and unskilled
workers. Discrimination against women, consequently, is apt to be character-
ized as inadvertent rather than intentional, a function perhaps of their few num-
bers or their failure to mobilize effectively. The adverse impact of seniority
clauses on women, for example, is described as an ‘unintended side-effect’ in
a discussion of union practices which includes only one other reference to
women.* And job evaluation schemes which undervalue ‘women’s’ work are
similarly reported to be under revision by unions ‘in response to the growing
drive for pay equity between men and women’.* Certainly, unions are advised
to be seen to be fair; for example, to choose negotiating committees that are
representative of the membership as a whole and to structure negotiations ‘so
that each faction gets something’.> Nonetheless, when this advice is not fol-
lowed, the lapse may go unnoticed. In ‘Negotiations at Canadian Switch’, the
fact that the work force was 90 per cent female but that the bargaining com-
mittee included only one woman, and that she alone refused to sign the mem-
orandum of agreement, drew no comment from the case-writers.*
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This approach, which sees gender conflict as sectional rather than sys-
temic, fails to make sense of the long-standing efforts of union men to exclude
or segregate women. Many are the examples of craft unions that denied women
access to training and jobs by refusing to accept them as members. In this way
cigar makers, bookbinders, moulders and barbers tried to prevent women from
entering their trades;* when women were hired anyway strikes were called to
force employers to dismiss them.” Commonly, skilled workers interfered with
the organizing efforts of women and other groups of less skilled workers by
refusing to respect their picket lines. *® In these circumstances, it is a thoroughly
male perspective that would damn women who, like Susan B. Anthony, chal-
lenged the institutionalized power of the craft unions by encouraging women
to take the place of striking male printers because, she reasoned, it was the only
way that women could expect to learn the trade and so overcome the
employers’ excuse that there were no skilled women to hire.™

Nor were the experiences of women in industrial unions remarkably dif-
ferent. Again and again, women were organized only reluctantly, and often
without full membership rights or benefits.® Job segregation was the norm:
with the unions” agreement — sometimes at their insistence — ‘women’s’ jobs
were clearly demarcated from ‘men’s’. Such distinctions, rooted in stereotypic
notions of femininity, magnified women’s supposed ‘difference’ and justified
their inferior treatment, most notably, their lower rates of pay.® Labelled as
‘light” and thought to require dexterity (rather than skill) and attention to detail
(rather than physical strength), ‘women’s’ jobs lacked the recognized bench-
marks of skill and effort that valorized ‘men’s’ jobs.

Even skilled work performed by women was routinely slotted into the
lowest pay categories and no amount of complaining by women members
could induce union leaders to reconsider this arrangement. Union bargaining
practices ensured that ‘women’s’ jobs, skilled and unskilled, were never com-
pared with comparable ‘men’s’ jobs. Furthermore, union commitment to the
concept of the ‘family wage’ (paid only to men) commonly ensured that
unskilled men earned more than skilled women.® Even the demand that
women and men be paid the same wage when doing the same job was raised
only defensively. Though progressive on its face, ‘equal pay for equal work’
was initially adopted by unions chiefly as a way of discouraging the employ-
ment of women on jobs traditionally performed by men, most importantly, dur-
ing the two world wars.® For these reasons, the higher rates of pay earned by
organized women can be seen, not as evidence that unions served women’s
needs directly, but as the by-product of a system of protections devised to
ensure the ‘fair’ treatment of men.*

The multiple ways by which women have been excluded and margina-
lized by male-dominated unions are part of the legacy of unionism that is
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‘missing’ from the literature. None of the textbooks subjects unions or collec-
tive bargaining to a critical reappraisal. Constructs like ‘dual’ unionism,
‘men’s’ and ‘women’s’ jobs, separate seniority lists, and the like are not a sig-
nificant part of the story of unionism that is passed on from one generation of
scholars to the next. There has been no attempt to analyze how commonplace
collective bargaining practices such as pattern bargaining, ‘orbits of coercive
comparison’, and seniority rights have disadvantaged women. What persists is
a thoroughly ‘male’ point of view; a point of view that sees mechanisms like
job segregation by sex and pay discrimination as the natural outcomes of social
forces and not the means by which men — managers and trade unionists acting
together — entrench male privilege.

Conceptualizing women as a sectional interest group like any other is an
inadequate basis for understanding gender politics at work. Unlike sectional
interests such as those based on job tenure or degree of skill, the place of
women in the work force is paralleled and reinforced by their inferior place
in the broader society. There can be no underlying assumption that women, like
other ‘pressure groups’ within the union, can mobilize and be heard. The
strength of their voice in decision-making may be influenced by their numbers,
their activism, and the quality of their leadership, but these are not the only
considerations. Even when women are in the majority, there is no guarantee
that their needs and priorities will take precedence.

Women'’s experiences belie the easy assumption that their concerns will
be attended to. Women frequently report being shouted down at meetings, hav-
ing their concerns derided as trivial or dismissed as not proper matters for col-
lective bargaining. And when they try to organize as women, their efforts often
arouse stiff opposition, especially when union funds are involved. Women’s
demands for training schools for women members or affirmative action initia-
tives to put more women into positions of leadership are often viewed as
threats by union men. Charges of ‘special treatment’ and exclusivity or divi-
sion from within — “Are you a feminist or a unionist?” — are commonly lev-
elled at women activists.® Thus, a model which presumes that, whatever else
might be true, women workers identify with the goals of their unions and
believe that their economic self-interest is advanced by their unions’ bargain-
ing strategies does not accurately reflect the more complex reality of gender
politics in the workplace and at the union hall. Sometimes, in fact, women can
make more progress on issues of critical importance to them, but opposed by
their union brothers, by aligning themselves with management.*

The norms and priorities of men are what union leaders understand best.
And there can be no simple assumption that male leaders represent, or even
understand the concerns of women members. The officials, themselves, may
be confident of their ability; however, women leaders and members are much
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more doubtful.” Male leaders cannot be counted on to pursue women’s bar-
gaining demands vigorously. Time after time, women have seen their issues
put to the bottom of the bargaining agenda, then dropped in exchange for con-
cessions which benefit men. * In particular, male leaders cannot be counted on
to support demands for pay equity, sexual harassment policies, or employment
equity which alter the balance of power between women and men. Leaders may
fear that initiatives of this sort will undercut union solidarity and corrupt the
principle of ‘equal treatment’ by giving ‘special privileges’ to women.®

The presumption that workers are simply workers and that unions can
and do act in the interests of the ‘whole’ is a ‘male’ point of view. The gen-
derless worker/trade unionist is a myth that serves to perpetuate male control.
This construction leaves women stranded: either their needs are consonant
with those of male workers (in which case, women as women are invisible);
or their needs are defined as ‘women’s’ (read: not workers’) needs and so fall
‘outside’ of the industrial relation system. From the point of view of women,
trade unions are homosocial organizations: ™ organizations created by men to
meet men’s needs, one of which is to preserve and enhance male privilege.

To make working women fully visible presents a potent challenge to
industrial relations theory and practice. To seriously address women’s needs
and priorities goes against the established order of things. It is not only ‘bad’,
but ‘good’ trade union practice about which women complain. Women com-
plain about seniority clauses that protect men but leave women exposed to lay-
offs; they complain about the low value that unions attach to ‘women’s’ work;
they complain about their unions’ opposition to increasing the number of part-
time jobs; in fact, women complain about many of the things that unions have
fought for that enhance their members’/men’s job and income security. That
seniority benefits and full-time jobs at good wages define what unions are all
about seems self-evident and uncontestable to a whole generation of union
leaders and academics. So deep are these traditions that simply raising one’s
voice in criticism is to risk being labelled anti-union.”

Seniority rights provide a vivid illustration of these conflicting points of
view. The benefits which flow to long-service workers — longer vacations,
bigger pensions, better protection from lay-offs, and more opportunities for
advancement — have a legitimacy that is seemingly indisputable, even though
these benefits are highly sex-linked. Academics seem not to notice that trun-
cated and sex-segregated job ladders, fragmented seniority districts, and
restricted bumping rights commonly freeze women into worklife-long disad-
vantage.” Nor do they question how and why women receive less on-the-job
training, win fewer promotions, and take less money from pension plans.
Academic inquiry is much more likely to focus on the extent to which the rights
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and benefits claimed by long-service workers interfere with management’s
ability to run the firm as efficiently as possible.

There is nothing inadvertent about the choice of long service as the defin-
ing characteristic for claims of privilege in industry. It may be an objective
standard that cuts down employer discretion and the potential for abuse of
authority just as the textbooks say, but it also divides men from women, neatly
and absolutely. Long service as the basic measure of job security and advance-
ment fits men’s work patterns, but not women’s. As a rule it is more difficult
for women to accrue the length of service required for protection from lay-offs
or to qualify for pensions. In the absence of recognized maternity leave and
adequate child care, women are ‘unreliable” workers whose family obligations
interfere with continuity of employment. Employers routinely assign women
to jobs with the least measure of job security and the most limited prospects
for advancement.™ Length of service, consequently, is a clean, seemingly gen-
derless way of excluding women from high-wage industries altogether or keep-
ing them on the lowest paid, least interesting, ‘women’s’ jobs.™

Academics are similarly incurious about the ways in which lower wages
for women are produced and reproduced by traditional bargaining practices.
The effect of unions on wages is almost always analyzed in conjunction with
the wages of men. When women are considered at all,” we are most likely to
learn that organized women (in concert with organized men) earn more than
their non-union counterparts, and that pay differentials between women and
men performing the same work are smaller in unionized workplaces.™ That
pay differentials continue to persist in unionized workplaces — most remark-
ably, even when women and men are employed on the same jobs — draws little
comment, even though this finding contradicts our presumptions about union
policies and practice.

Industrial relations theory focuses on the ways in which union bargaining
strategies are guided by the goals of fairness and equity. Principles such as
‘equal pay for equal work’, ‘pay the job and not the worker’, and ‘fair com-
parisons’ are central to trade union practice precisely because the strict appli-
cation of these rules reduces pay discrimination. The use of ‘orbits of coercive
comparison’, ‘key bargains’, and pattern bargaining likewise constrains mana-
gement’s ability to set wages arbitrarily and so induces greater equity and fair-
ness in pay structures. The imposition of rational and impersonal standards,
consequently, has significantly narrowed wage disparities among blue-collar
workers, both within establishments and across highly organized industries.”

Union bargaining practices have unquestionably curtailed certain forms
of pay discrimination; in the process, however, other forms have effectively
been entrenched. Though seemingly egalitarian and unbiased, union notions of
fair pay which leave traditional wage structures undisturbed consistently



WOMEN AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS THEORY 427

downgrade the value of ‘women’s” work. The pay policies and bargaining
strategies preferred by unions perpetuate and further solidify payment schemes
that take both traditional ‘men’s’ work and the presumption of the ‘family
wage’ for industrial work as the norm. In collective bargaining parlance ‘fair
comparisons’ mean comparisons of like with like. To be paid ‘fairly’, that is,
‘like a man’, means having one’s wage assessed against the wages paid for
other ‘men’s’ work. And this is no small matter: as Kessler-Harris observes,
‘“‘a woman’s wage’” has long been a term of opprobrium among men’.™

In the process of comparing like with like, ‘women’s’ work has been sys-
tematically undervalued by employers and trade unions alike. Once again, it
is what men do that constitutes the benchmark of value. Skill is a notoriously
gendered construct,” but so are effort, responsibility, and working conditions.
Always, the effort entailed in manual work is measured by the physical
demands of ‘men’s’ jobs while ‘women’s’ work, no matter how exhausting,
is defined as ‘light’;* nor is there any appreciation for the mental effort
entailed in much of ‘women’s’ work in service occupations. Responsibility,
likewise, is a gendered concept which on the job is measured by the potential
damage to capital equipment. Potential harm to children or sick people, by con-
trast, is not factored into pay schemes.®' And the sine qua non of poor working
conditions, the grease and noise so characteristic of heavy industrial work,
have an economic value that the dirt and noise of ‘women’s’ work — sweat,
urine, and tears — does not.*

Wage differentials between ‘men’s’ and ‘women’s’ work capture some-
thing of profound importance about gender in our society. Male workers can-
not legitimately be compared with women workers without violating their
sense of dignity and justice.® Such comparisons contradict what every man
‘knows’: that ‘men’s’ jobs are too much for most women. Equal pay for work
of equal value draws into question the legitimacy of gender privilege and so
threatens men’s sense of self and masculinity. For these reasons, women’s
claim for pay equity is a pointed challenge to men and there can be no easy
assumption that unions will unhesitatingly undo the very mechanisms that
have long ensured higher pay for male ‘breadwinners’. Equal pay for work of
equal value ‘blow[s] apart the historic compromise between capital and labour
that has cost women a fortune’. ®

CONCLUSION: A FEMINIST RETHINKING OF INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS

That we do not, arguably cannot, study women through the lens of indus-
trial relations as presently constructed is patent. It is not simply that the dis-
cussion of women in the literature is ‘bad’ industrial relations (‘bad’, that
is, because it treats women as stereotypically defined by their gender while



428 RELATIONS INDUSTRIELLES, VOL. 48, NO 3 (1993)

ignoring all of the structural factors that make up an industrial relations anal-
ysis of workers and unions); it is critically important to ground the acceptabil-
ity of such approaches in the discipline’s refusal to conceptualize gender as a
power hierarchy. What is ‘missing’ from industrial relations as presently
defined and practised is an analysis of gender relations as power relations.

There is no quick fix. The adaptations and simple reversals that have
been tried are not sufficient. We remain caught in a ‘male’ point of view. To
overcome these analytical shortcomings, we must learn to ‘double double
unthink’.® It is not the discipline’s construction of women as gendered that is
problematic (although the analysis has been far too simplistic and stereotypic);
what is wrong with industrial relations is that, so far, scholars have not engen-
dered men. To ‘unthink” we must come to recognize the value of what women
do, to understand the needs of working women, and the priorities which they
set for themselves. At the same time, we must begin to address the reality that
men have used their superior power to order the workplace in accordance with
their needs and priorities.

Critical to an expanded definition of industrial relations as a field of
study is an analysis of job segregation by sex from within. Institutionalized job
segregation is fundamental to patriarchy because it ensures that women’s place
in the labour market is subordinate to men’s and so reinforces the unequal divi-
sion of labour within the household. Job segregation by sex ‘constructs
women'’s ‘‘primary’’ commitment as devotion to home and family whether or
not they also work for pay’.* Defined as wives and mothers first, women are
expected to take family life as their central responsibility around which all
other commitments must be organized. There is no escape: women’s subordi-
nate position in the labour market reinforces their subordination within the
family which, in turn, reinforces their subordination in the labour market® —
which explain why, rather than disappearing as more and more women enter
the labour force, job segregation remains stubbornly entrenched.

Until job segregation by sex is made visible as an underlying mechanism
of job regulation, women’s needs and concerns will be defined as ‘outside’ the
boundaries of industrial relations. For the moment, issues like pay equity and
sexual harassment fall within the parameters of the discipline, but only insofar
as women are able to keep these matters on the bargaining agenda. In other,
more fundamental respects, pay equity and sexual harassment are not theorized
as industrial relations phenomena. Neither is conceptualized as an ‘output’ of
the industrial relations system. Only when the discipline removes its gender
blinkers and accepts that job segregation by sex is a mechanism of job regu-
lation that reveals a great deal about how the industrial relations system works
will scholars be able to see unequal pay and sexual harassment for what they
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are: integral parts of an industrial relations system that is designed to keep
women ‘in their place’.

Once an understanding of gender relations as power relations is drawn
into the analytical framework, the persistent harassment of working women
can be understood as an industrial relations phenomenon. For women, sexual
harassment is not an aberration but a constant threat, a means by which men
police the dividing line between men’s and women’s worlds.®® Derided,
insulted, occasionally assaulted, women at work (and elsewhere) are com-
monly sexualized and treated as ‘fair game’. Whether initiated by supervisors
or co-workers, sexual harassment is an attempt by men to dominate and control
women by using the source of their socially defined inferiority, that is, their
sexuality.

Analyzed in this way, sexual harassment is clearly a mechanism of job
regulation which parallels and reinforces job segregation by sex. By this
means, women employed in traditional ‘women’s’ work are constantly
reminded of their subservient position. In these occupations particularly
women can never forget that their function at work is to service men’s needs.*
Women who attempt to break into the work of men, by contrast, may be for-
cibly ejected. The experiences of many women employed on ‘men’s’ jobs in
the manufacturing, construction, mining, and forestry industries are testament
to the multiple, varied, and persistent resistance that is often evoked by women
challenging men’s privileged position in the labour force.” Nor has the male
preserve of the union hall been much friendlier. The business of unions has
generally been taken to be ‘men’s’ work and women are not especially wanted.
The widespread practices of belittling women, shouting them down at meet-
ings, dismissing their concerns as trivial, and responding to their presence with
sexual harassment are so common that they are rarely examined in detail and
never from an industrial relations perspective.®

That we do not study women is clear. But what may be less obvious is
that in industrial relations we do not study men either. The day-to-day expe-
riences of workers, women and men alike, are extraneous to the discipline as
conceptualized and practised. In this we are following Dunlop’s example. His
classic work telis readers a great deal about collective bargaining — the text
is replete with detailed descriptions of job classifications, seniority rights,
portal-portal pay, and so on — but nothing about the workers themselves, or
their trade unions. The narrow construction of the industrial relations system
as a ‘web of rules’ led Dunlop to separate the institutions and processes of col-
lective bargaining from the working lives of the miners and construction work-
ers who were the object of his study. The men themselves never appear: we
learn nothing about their work, their families, or their communities. How and
why they decided to organize unions remain a mystery.
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This approach is characteristic: industrial relations as social relations at
work are rarely considered or analyzed. Academics know, but conveniently
forget, that the underside of managerial authority is workers’ obedience. We
seem to have lost sight of the fact that most work is semi-routine, ‘slivered and
stereotyped’, like the workers themselves, as Mills long ago observed.® There
is a ‘strange irony’, Hyman noted in the ability of scholars ‘to construct elab-
orate models of procedures of ‘‘job regulation’” without the least awareness
of the sphere of production which constitutes the material foundation of the
bargaining arrangements that they seek to explain’.” Workers as ‘actors’ in the
industrial relations system, as people who think and do, have only a shadowy
presence in the literature.

Considering the ‘missing feminist revolution’ in sociology, Stacey and
Thorne argue that ‘feminist thinking has made the most headway in fields
(anthropology, literature, and history) with strong traditions of interpretative
understanding. In contrast, fields more deeply anchored in positivist episte-
mologies — sociology, psychology, political science (excepting political
theory), and economics — have posed more obstacles to feminist transforma-
tion.”* Certainly, the positivist tradition runs deep in industrial relations. No
one doubts the practical, prescriptive nature of the discipline.* In Hyman'’s
words, industrial relations ‘forms an area of study with no coherent theoretical
or disciplinary rationale, but deriving from a directly practical concern with
a range of ‘‘problems’” confronting employers, governments and their aca-
demic advisers in the pursuit of labour stability’ (emphasis in the original).*
Highly charged political issues of distribution and control — issues which cut
to the heart of the conflict of interest between labour and management — are
commonly reduced to technical or procedural problems to which straight-
forward solutions can be applied. The industrial relations scholar-practitioner
generally sees himself as ‘neutral” and ‘objective’, a practical man (as he usu-
ally is) with little use for theory.

The feminist revolution in industrial relations must combine both strat-
egies. (Yet again, the ‘double burden’ of women.) To take a feminist stand-
point in industrial relations, that is, to hold a morally and politically committed
position on the side of the less powerful, requires us to challenge both sexism
and elitism in industry. We must be constantly aware, Mills warned, of our
tendency as academics to collaborate with management in the manipulation of
workers:

In the drama of the human relations studies, the manager and the scholar have
carried on the dialogue — a discussion between elites, about the worker, who
is the prime human object of...research. The worker occasionally enters the scene
only insofar as the managers and the scholars decide that they ought to open a
channel of communication to him [or her, we must now add].”’
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Then or now, a fundamental ill of ‘malestream’ social science has been objec-
tification. In industry, the ‘logic of efficiency’ — what HRM calls ‘organiza-
tional effectiveness’ — demands that managers treat people as so many units
of ‘human capital’.

What Smith urges for women — that women be the subjects, not the
objects of academic study — scholars must extend to all working people.* We
must allow — indeed, we must change the way in which we do our research
so that it becomes possible for — women and men both to be at the centre of
their own lives, to speak and act for themselves. To ‘unthink’ traditional
approaches to industrial relations, academics must learn to ‘look up from
below’.”

Such a project will press against the boundaries of the discipline as pres-
ently defined. Adopting a point of view that is self-consciously inclusive will
raise new issues of theory and practice and deepen our understanding of social
relations at work. In so doing, the principal challenge is to reconceptualize the
meaning of industrial relations so that women and men, not institutions and
procedures, will be at the centre of scholarly attention.
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Les femmes et la théorie des relations industrielles

Cet article cherche a ouvrir un débat sur la définition des relations industrielles
comme champ d’étude en utilisant ’approche analytique inspirée par le professorat
féminin dans le domaine des sciences sociales. Mon intérét touche les relations indus-
trielles telles que congues et pratiquées par les universitaires dans les écoles cana-
diennes d’administration ot la théorie des systémes demeure le paradigme analytique
prédominant. Mon but est de démontrer qu’ainsi congues, les relations industrielles sont
profondément sexistes. En tant que discipline, les relations industrielles discriminent
entre le travail des hommes et celui des femmes.,

L’hypothése de base est la suivante : quoique les femmes fassent, elles sont avant
tout femmes et ne sont inspirées que par des motivations féminines. Au travail ou dans
leur syndicat, les femmes ne sont pas d’abord travailleuses ou syndicalistes, mais plutét
femmes, alors épouses, méres et filles. Conséquemment, le fondement théorique de la
discipline est incomplet et ne considére qu’un cété de la médaille : les relations indus-
trielles sont basées presque exclusivement sur les expériences de travail des hommes.

Je débute ma critique par une analyse du traitement des femmes dans la littérature
contemporaine. En plus d’avoir examiné les textes utilisés dans les écoles canadiennes
de relations industrielles, j’ai récemment scruté les articles publiés dans les revues
savantes de relations industrielles traditionnelles. La conclusion en est que, méme
aujourd’hui, les femmes constituent un sujet d’étude marginal en relations industrielles.
Il n’est pas rare que les chercheurs choisissent leurs données en ignorant les femmes
pour inclure seulement des hommes ou qu’ils présentent leurs résultats en omettant de
les distinguer par sexe. Méme lorsque les femmes sont sujets d’étude, elles demeurent
invisibles.

Un examen de la littérature sur la croissance syndicale et sur la présence des
femmes dans le leadership syndical révéle jusqu’a que! point les chercheurs se rabattent
sur des conceptions simplistes et stéréotypées de la capacité des femmes a expliquer
leurs propres expériences. Trés rarement, la complexité de la vie des femmes est-elle
méme examinée en détail. L approche d’analyse générale présume que la relation entre
les femmes, leur travail et leur syndicat dépend de leurs responsabilités familiales ou
d’autres caractéristiques personnelles. L’analyse typique des relations industrielles, qui
cherche a comprendre les tendances de croissance syndicale ou d’engagement des
membres en examinant des facteurs structurels, est rarement appliquée aux femmes.

Les raisons de cette invisibilité des femmes se retrouvent au coeur méme de la
discipline. Mon argument est & I’effet que la construction théorique des relations indus-
trielles comme champ d’étude de la régulation du travail est profondément basée sur
I’exclusion des femmes. La préoccupation des relations industrielles avec le « probléme
de Iordre » assure I’invisibilité des femmes non seulement parce que les femmes ont
moins réussi a se mobiliser autour de leurs besoins et de leurs revendications, mais, plus
sérieusement, parce que cette approche identifie la relation d’emploi comme étant
la source ultime de pouvoir et de conflit au travail. Les relations industrielles ne
voient aucune relation entre les rapports entre sexes et les relations d’emploi et ainsi



440 RELATIONS INDUSTRIELLES, VOL. 48, NO 3 (1993)

d’importants phénomeénes reliés a la question des sexes, comme la discrimination
sexuelle, sont considérés en dehors du systéme de relations industrielles. De fagon plus
générale, la conception pluraiiste des relations industrielles comme champ d’étude
place les femmes en dehors du systéme lorsqu’elles n’apparaissent que comme femmes
et a I'intérieur du systéme lorsqu’elles se manifestent dans le déguisement asexué de
travailleur ou de syndicaliste. De plus, vu que ’attention premiére de la discipline se
concentre sur les moyens par lesquels les syndicats et la négociation collective s’oc-
cupent du conflit industriel, de vieilles pratiques, telles que la discrimination en emploi,
avec toutes ses facettes (qui ont eu pour effet de garder les femmes 4 leur place) ne sont
pas pergues comme des phénoménes de relations industrielles qui nécessitent d’étre
expliqués de I’intérieur du systéme.

J’attire également 1’attention sur ce point de vue trés masculin dans la théorie
des relations industrielles et qui est évident dans 1’analyse du role et des fonctions des
syndicats : ils furent formés par des hommes, pour les besoins des hommes. La théorie
des relations industrielles a adopté cette approche qui exclut les femmes de fagon fon-
damentale. En utilisant les exemples de ’ancienneté et des salaires « justes », je tente
de démontrer que I’approche syndicale en faveur des travailleurs les plus anciens et les
stratégies de négociation qui cherchent a conserver les structures de salaires tradition-
nelles visent a oublier la discrimination en emploi et la discrimination salariale contre
les femmes. Donc, I’analyse de la fagon dont les syndicats défendent les besoins des
travailleurs laisse les femmes sur le carreau : ou leurs besoins sont synonymes de ceux
des hommes, alors les femmes sont invisibles, ou leurs besoins sont définis comme des
besoins de « femmes » (lire non travailleuses) et alors tombent en dehors du systéme
de relations industrielles. Pour établir la problématique des grands gains syndicaux qui
ont institutionnalisés la discrimination contre les femmes, les chercheurs doivent sortir
de 'approche conventionnelle de leurs confréres campés dans la tradition pluraliste.

Ma conclusion est a ’effet que, telles que congues aujourd’hui, les relations
industrielles sont incapables d’étudier les femmes. Ce n’est pas la perception des
femmes comme femmes qui pose probléme dans le domaine, mais plut6t que les cher-
cheurs n’ont pas encore identifié les hommes en tant qu’hommes. Il devient alors fon-
damental pour une nouvelle définition de la discipline que I’on s’attarde a I’analyse de
la relation entre sexes comme force sous-jacente sur les lieux de travail. Ce ne sera qu’a-
lors que les besoins et les préoccupations des femmes seront correctement définis a I’in-
térieur des frontiéres de la discipline. Le défi réside, plus largement, dans la reconcep-
tualisation de la signification des relations industrielles qui permettra aux femmes et
aux hommes, et non aux institutions et aux procédures, d’étre au centre de |’attention
des chercheurs.



