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Abstract

Women have struggled for more than a century for equality within trade unions and
various forms of separate organising have played a central role in achieving incremental
gendered transformation of internal structures and hierarchies. Despite huge advances, the
goal of gender equality or democracy has not been fully realised in 2003; hence women’s
separate organising remains an important strategic vehicle through which union women are

able to access the necessary power resources to continue their struggle.

This thesis provides an original, in-depth exploration of the impact and influence on union
women of one form of separate organising, namely women-only courses, in two large,
male-dominated trade unions. It contributes to the growing body of feminist industrial
relations literature concerned with women’s under-representation in union structures. The
thesis establishes the link between a significant, but under-researched area of union activity
—union education — with the debates surrounding gender democracy, by showing the
enormous impact women-only courses have on participants, their gender and union
identities and their union careers. With its primary focus on a group of union women,
rather than on a union structure, the study also produces important methodological insights

for industrial relations research.

By taking a qualitative, multi-method, case study approach within a feminist paradigm, the
thesis investigates the women’s routes to participation and involvement, their perceptions
and experiences of women-only courses and the unfolding of their union careers over time.
In so doing it engages with contemporary debates surrounding women’s lesser
participation in the structures and processes of union democracy, the gendered barriers to
union involvement, the role and utility of women’s separate organising. Importantly, it
also offers insights into the myriad ways in which women use their personal agency to

surmount such barriers and navigate a union career.
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The Social Construction of Women’s Trade Union Participation:
the Role of Women-only Courses in MSF and TGWU

Introduction

Women comprise a greater proportion of union members and members of union executive
bodies than ever before, and women’s separate organising is now widespread. However,
women continue to struggle for power and influence inside the decision-making structures
of the union movement, which overall remain male-dominated. Therefore studies
investigating the gendered power dynamics that sustain and reproduce male domination
against this context of enablement and constraint are necessary to further knowledge. It is
also necessary to deepen understanding of the ways in which women individually and

collectively resist and challenge the gender order within trade unions.

This thesis explores the social construction of women’s trade union participation in two
male-dominated trade unions — MSF and TGWU'. It relates the stories of the union
participation of a group of 29 trade union women ‘captured’ at women-only schools in
MSF and TGWU. The qualitative methodology employed allows their union careers” to
unfold over time, with a life history approach to first interviews taking us back to their
initial experiences of union membership and involvement; and with second interviews
allowing us to ‘catch up’ with the women’s stories approximately two years later. The
stories of four women are given particular prominence in the narrative and analysis. These
women’s stories serve to illustrate the major themes of the thesis and they also give the
reader a greater appreciation of the richness of the data gathered. Significantly, the second
interviews cast light on the dynamics of workplace trade unionism from the perspective of
the individual women. With this novel methodological approach and analytical focus, the
thesis makes an original contribution to the literature on women and trade unions, with the
conclusions highlighting three major themes: women’s separate organising, women’s

union and gender identities and women’s union careers.

1MSF is the Manufacturing, Science and Finance Union, now known as MSF Section, Amicus, following the
merger on 1st January 2002 with AEEU (see also Postscript). TGWU is the Transport and General Workers’

Union.
2 As explained more fully in Chapter Four following Layder (1993:76) the thesis utilises the concept of

‘career’ to analyse women’s participation in unions.



Aims of the thesis

The broad aim of the thesis is to explore women’s trade union careers over time within the
empirical context of women’s lesser participation in the democratic processes and
structures, that is within the context of the existing gender democracy deficit (Cockburn
1995). The thesis has the particular objective of seeking to understand how women’s trade
union participation is socially constructed by women’s experiences of three interlocking
social institutions - family, work and unions - and in particular by their engagement with
one form of women’s separate organising - women-only courses. The study reaches
beyond the central research site to the women’s family, work and local union contexts.
The research seeks to explore the social processes of women-only courses, investigating
the ways in which women’s gender and union identities are shaped by engagement with the
gendered discourses and processes of these courses and the influence this then has on the
trajectory of their union careers. The thesis also follows the women’s union careers over
time both retrospectively and contemporaneously. In this respect it seeks to understand
how and why the women first embarked on union participation and to explore how post-
course the women utilise their agency in the union and the workplace. This analysis is
situated within the broader union setting, focusing on how the women sought to navigate
an evolving context, to overcome the structural barriers to participation and to act on that

context to advance, either consciously or unconsciously, the gender democracy project.

Trade union education

With regard to the central research site, education is a significant area of trade union
activity, but one that is under-researched (recent exceptions include Holford 1993;
Bridgford and Stirling 2000; Munro and Rainbird 2000; 2000a; Greene and Kirton 2002;
Kirton and Greene 2002; Kirton and Healy Forthcoming). Bridgford and Stirling suggest
that trade union education is a ‘key resource for the construction of trade unionism’
(2000:5), whilst Holford sees union education as a ‘vital catalyst as the movement tries to
come to terms with new realities’ (1993:12). Similarly, Munro and Rainbird (2000) argue
that trade union education encourages a greater identification with the union and can lead
to active participation in union activities, thus having the potential to strengthen workplace
activism. Recent research agrees on the general importance of trade union education, but

thus far there have been few attempts to marry this area of importance with the (largely
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feminist) debates surrounding gender democracy and the mainstream industrial relations
focus on union renewal (Greene and Kirton, 2002 is one exception). Thus, the study is set

within a broad empirical and conceptual context, which is now briefly summarised.
Women and trade unions

The thesis draws on a large body of industrial relations and feminist literature. The former
is generally preoccupied with union decline and prospects for union renewal (e. g. Hyman
1997; Kelly 1998; Waddington and Kerr 2002). The background to this discussion is the
long period of membership decline (1979-1997) and the union movement’s focus at the
start of the twenty-first century on strategies for survival and renewal. With the trend of
the last two to three decades of labour market feminisation predicted to continue and this
combined with overall restructuring of the labour market, commentators suggest that trade
unions need to develop strategies to reach workers beyond their traditional public sector
and male-dominated manufacturing bases. This has prompted both greater policy and
academic attention to women, who are now an undeniably important source of members
for most British unions (Howell 1996; Sinclair 1996). The industrial relations literature
also explores ways in which unions might revitalise themselves by becoming more
democratic and encouraging greater membership participation (e.g. Flood et al 1996; Terry
1996; Heery et al 2000; Morris and Fosh 2000).

These themes have been adopted by the feminist literature, but self-evidently with a focus
on what all this means for women and for gendered analysis. Thus, the feminist literature is
at pains to point out that women are under-represented in union decision-making structures
from the local level of workplace representatives, to paid officials, to executive bodies (e.g.
Cunnison and Stageman 1995; McBride 2001), adding to the evidence of what Cockburn
(1995) has termed a ‘democracy deficit’. The literature on women and trade unions
importantly draws attention to the negative (for women workers) impact of the absence of
gender democracy on bargaining agendas and outcomes (Dickens 1997; Colling and
Dickens 2001), that is ‘women’s issues’ are not adequately addressed. This in turn
produces and reinforces women’s lower favourability to trade unions and lesser
willingness to participate (Sinclair 1996; Walters 2002). This body of literature is also
concerned to identify barriers to women’s union participation at the levels of work, home
and union, none of which can be studied in isolation. Examining only the internal union
contexts or constructing women as ‘free agents’ able to participate in the processes and

structures of democracy if they so choose, will achieve only a partial understanding
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because women'’s relationship to trade unionism is intricately connected to their paid work

and family roles and relationships.

Thus, feminist authors argue that women are a specific constituency with gender specific
employment needs and concerns which unions need to respond to if they are to be
successful in recruiting and retaining women (Cockburn 1995; Cunnison and Stageman
1995; Kirton and Healy 1999). It is also posited that unions need to develop more
inclusive processes and structures to encourage greater female participation. The research
focus presently is generally on the various forms of women’s separate organising
(Cockburn 1995; Colgan and Ledwith 2000; Healy and Kirton 2000; Colgan and Ledwith
2002; Humphrey 2002; Parker 2002; Briskin 1993). Separate organising is designed to
redress the gender democracy gap in trade unions by encouraging and empowering women
(for example, women-only courses) and by establishing structures, which give women as a

group power and resources (for example, women’s committees).

It is against this empirical background that the thesis investigates the social construction of

women’s union participation and contributes to the body of knowledge in this area.

Outline of the thesis

Chapter One outlines the broad (or macro) theoretical context of and ‘sensitising devices’
(Giddens 1984) underpinning the research and argues that the gender ‘blind’ or gender
neutral orientation of traditional, mainstream industrial relations research is unable to
develop our knowledge of women workers and trade unionists. It locates the thesis within
a feminist industrial relations paradigm, which draws on the strengths and insights that

mainstream industrial relations theories and feminist theories offer.

Chapter Two turns to the micro level of analysis of the thesis. Following from the
‘sensitising devices’ discussed and outlined in Chapter One, the chapter explores the
relevant empirical and theoretical contexts of women and trade unions. The discussion is
divided into three key themes for the research: (i) the context of women’s employment; (i1)
women and trade unions: the empirical context; (iii) women and trade unions: the
theoretical context. The first theme provides the backdrop for the latter two, which are the
primary focus. Here, there is detailed discussion of explanations of women’s lesser
participation and under-representation in union decision-making structures, followed by

detailed discussion of women’s separate organising as a feminist strategy towards gender
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democracy.

Chapter Three traces the historical origins of women’s separate organising and women-
only courses using both secondary and primary sources. The analysis shows that early
developments were mainly a response to women’s external exclusion from mainstream,
male dominated trade unions and later developments to their internal exclusion from the
structures of power and enablement. Women-only courses became a more politicised,
proactive vehicle in the late 1970s under the influence of second-wave feminism and are

now an established form of trade union education.

Chapter Four discusses the feminist, qualitative methodological approach of the thesis
and outlines the multiple research methods employed: in-depth interviews, observation of
courses, documentary evidence and ‘snapshot’ surveys. Importantly, and congruent with
the epistemological underpinning of feminist research, the account of the research takes a
‘natural history’ (Silverman 2000) approach, relating the experiences and reflections of the
researcher. The narrative account gives the reader a strong sense of the richness of the data

and the rigour with which it was gathered.

Chapter Five introduces the reader to the case study unions — MSF and TGWU - two large
male-dominated TUC unions. The chapter outlines the unions’ women-only course
provision and examines the gendered patterns of general course attendance, thus situating
the research within an institutional setting. It presents an analysis of previously
undocumented primary data including survey data, documentary evidence and interviews

with the directors of education in each union and with course tutors.

Chapter Six investigates the routes to participation and involvement of the group of 29
women’s school students who are at the centre of this study. The chapter draws on data
from the first interviews when the women were asked to reflect back on the people,
experiences and influences that stimulated their union participation. It also examines the
women’s forms of participation at the time of the observed women’s schools and the

structural barriers and constraints they encountered in the family, work and union

environments.

Chapter Seven explores the women’s motivations for attending the women-only courses,
together with their perceptions and experiences. The analysis is organised around key

themes and processes of women-only courses: ‘safe space’, shared learning and privileging
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‘women’s issues’. The chapter shows how women’s gender and trade union orientations
are shaped by the courses, such that the courses can be characterised as a significant

experience in a woman’s trade union career.

In Chapter Eight we return to the women’s stories two years after attending the women’s
schools, drawing on data from second interviews to explore how their union careers
unfolded over time. The analysis shows that while some women failed to realise their
intentions or aspirations for a union career, because home/personal life, work or union
stood in their way, others went on to sustain and develop their participation, albeit often in
non-linear, qualitative and personal ways. By exploring women’s union careers in context

the analysis also provides insights into the dynamics of workplace trade unionism.

Chapter Nine concludes the thesis and discusses the implications of the study for research
on women and trade unions, for methodology, for trade union strategy and policy and
reflection on the research design. Whilst there is no claim for generalisability, what the
thesis does achieve, through its qualitative feminist methodology, is to provide rich
insights into the ways that trade union women interpret their lived experiences and utilise
their personal and collective resources to navigate trade union careers with varied

outcomes in the context of uneven constraints.
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Chapter One

Conceptual and Theoretical Considerations:

Locating Industrial Relations Research on Women

Introduction

The aim of the thesis is to explore the social construction of women’s trade union
participation. To achieve this it is necessary to have concepts and theories in order to
interpret the data. This chapter outlines the broad theoretical context of the research in
order to provide an appreciation of the influences on the feminist' industrial relations
paradigm informing the design of the research discussed in Chapter Four and the analysis
of the empirical findings presented in Chapters Five to Eight. First it is necessary to say a

few words about the field of industrial relations, within which this study is located.

Industrial relations has a strong empirical tradition and values highly research useful for
policy making (Hansen 2002). Studies typically emphasise the structures and institutions
of industrial relations, although more recently there have been calls for more research on
the social processes of industrial relations (e.g. Kelly 1998). At the same time the field is
characterised by under-theorisation (Marsden 1982; Hyman 1994; Kelly 1998); while
feminist industrial relations writers criticise the inadequate attention paid to women (their
being under-represented in or absent from the structures and institutions studied) (Forrest
1993; Wacjman 2000; Greene 2002; Hansen 2002). The former criticism has spawned
more theoretically engaged offerings from a number of industrial relations authors (e.g.
Hyman 1994; Kelly 1998). However, feminist scholarship has made few inroads into the
field of industrial relations (Greene 2002; Wajcman 2000). Even now with a large feminist
social science literature, leading theorists in the industrial relations field have little to say
about gender or women (see for example, Kelly 1998) and the research agenda generally

reflects masculine priorities and privilege (Wajcman 2000). In view of these two strands

! This chapter discusses different conceptualisations of feminism. However, the definition informing the
discussion and analysis in the thesis subsequently is the following general one: ‘Feminism opposes women’s
subordination to men in the family and society, along with men’s claims to define what is best for women
without consulting them,; it thereby offers a frontal challenge to patriarchal thought, social organisation and
control mechanisms. It seeks to destroy masculinist hierarchy but not sexual dualism’ (Offen, K 1992).
Defining Feminism: a Comparative Historical Approach. Beyond Equality and Difference. G. Bock and S.




of critique, this chapter discusses the theoretical and conceptual influences on an industrial

relations study, which has women at the centre.

Given the empirical orientation of industrial relations research it is useful first to reflect
briefly on the general purpose of theory within the field. Giddens (1984:326) suggests that
theoretical concepts are regarded by social researchers as ‘sensitising devices’, that is that
they are useful for thinking about research problems and the interpretation of research
findings. He goes on to argue that it is not necessary to clutter up written texts with
abstract notions, that could be described in ordinary language. Although Giddens is from
outside the field, this is a useful way for feminist industrial relations researchers to think
about the purpose of theory. As feminists we wish to make our work as accessible as
possible and we want it to contribute to policy making in order to improve women’s
condition. For both these reasons our work should not be impenetrable. However as
academics we do need rigorous concepts to guide us in our endeavour to contribute to
knowledge and as feminist academics we have an interest in bridging the gulf between
feminist and industrial relations theory. The thesis contributes to the body of industrial

relations research, which is theoretically informed, but useful to policy-making.

The chapter is organised into three main sections, which discuss the ‘sensitising devices’
underpinning the research. The first section considers industrial relations theory, arguing
that the main influences on industrial relations research - class analysis and neo-classical
theories - are separately and combined unable to explain the specificity of women’s
inequality within employment or trade unions. Nevertheless, the thesis is influenced by
conceptions of class and considers the exercise of choice. The second section considers
the main components and contemporary strands of feminist theory. Importantly, classic
feminist theory deconstructs the divide between work and home, which renders it a
particularly appropriate analytical lens through which to explore women’s experiences of
trade unions, allowing us to make sense of women’s choices and behaviour in the union
context. The third section — ‘Feminism meets industrial relations theory’ — contends that it
is possible to combine the merits of industrial relations and feminist theory by adopting a
broad conception of class, by positioning women as knowledgeable agents (Giddens 1984)

and by recognising the structural constraints produced by gender. This provides a set of

James. London, Routledge. Offen also points out that feminism is an ideology and a movement for socio-
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underpinning concepts capable of holding gender as the central theme whilst exploring
how class and other ‘identities’ cross cut and mediate women’s lived experiences of work

and unions.

Industrial relations theory

Class is the principal concept used within sociology to theorise social inequality and it is
the dominant theoretical influence within industrial relations. The main approaches to
conceptualising and understanding class were set out by Marx and Weber (Bradley 1996).
Classic Marxism’s approach focuses on the dichotomous relationship between capital and
labour and the antagonism that this inevitably produces. It forms the basis of reserve army
theories (e.g. Beechey and Perkins 1987). The Weberian model is more pluralist; it
arranges clusters of occupations together as social classes and forms the basis for theories
of class fragmentation (e.g. segmented labour market theories) (Bradley, Erickson et al.
2000). Both approaches have been traditionally utilised within class analysis to explain the
subordinate position of women and black workers. Theoretical approaches drawn from
neo-classical economics and social psychology have also influenced industrial relations
studies in relation to explaining employers’ and employees’ labour market behaviour and

the genesis of collective organisation and action (e.g. Hartley 1992; Klandermans 1992).

Turning first to class theory, class is undoubtedly a fundamental and essential concept for
thinking about how and why people come to be in particular occupations and how and why
they come to join and participate in unions. However, class theory provides inadequate
explanation of gendered social divisions and gendered power relations, which shape
women’s employment behaviour and their willingness to participate in unions (Walby
1986; Beechey and Perkins 1987; Walby 1990; Cockburn 1991; Bradley 1996, Pollert
1996; Gottfried 1998). Walby labels class theory as a *malestream’ perspective (1990:7):

it is at best gender-neutral and at worst gender-blind (Cockburn 1991).

From a gender perspective, there are three main errors within both neo-Marxist and neo-
Weberian approaches to class. First, an over-concentration on the capital-labour relation,
with inadequate attention to the gendered division of domestic labour and the gendered

impact this has on employment patterns (e.g. Walby 1990; Bradley 1996) and willingness

political change (ibid:82), which understanding is central to the analysis and the research design/approach.
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to participate in trade unions (e.g. Colgan and Ledwith 1996). Second a failure to deal with
the way that gender has historically divided the working class. There is a tendency to
ignore the trade union role in constructing women’s inequality and to valorise uncritically
the role of trade unions in advancing the interests of a genderless working class. For
example, the assumption that men are breadwinners and women homemakers underpinned
the trade union movement’s historical ideal of a *family wage’, which did little to achieve
equal pay for women, even holding back the project. At the same time, a unitary, class-
based conception of trade union interests is also responsible for the unions’ historical lack
of interest in recruiting and representing women, who were not until relatively recently
regarded as serious workers (e.g. Beale 1982; Cunnison and Stageman 1995). Trade union
victories have in fact often been victories for men, which women could only vicariously
enjoy based upon their associations with men as fathers and husbands. The third error is a
function of the first two: women tend to be invisible within traditional class analysis and

men are regarded as gender free beings (Hansen 2002).

These errors render class theory unable to address sufficiently the three main empirical
features of gender relations in employment, (i) the gender pay gap (ii) gender segregation
(iii) women’ s lower rates of participation (Walby 1990); or to explain the three main
features of gender relations inside unions, (i) women’s historically lower levels of
membership (ii) their lower rates of participation (iii) their under-representation in
decision-making. Thus the practical consequence of the gender-blind theoretical
underpinning of much industrial relations research is gender-blind knowledge. Much
industrial relations research is potentially less useful to policy-makers (and to academics)
than it should be, as it fails to explain sufficiently women’s experiences at a time when

women are almost half the workforce and an important source of members for trade

unions.

Nevertheless, despite the extensive feminist critique of class theory (e.g. Walby 1990;
Pollert 1996; Gottfried 1998), it is necessary for feminist industrial relations research to
engage with concepts of class. There are undoubtedly class variations in the way that
gender is experienced; i.e. men are not all equally privileged, while women are not all
equally subordinate (Cockburn 1991). This is clear from the findings of the study presented

later in the thesis. Few, if any, feminist industrial relations authors would advocate
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abandoning any consideration of class within gender analysis; it is more a question of
emphasis. Reflecting this, in the broader feminist sociological literature there have
recently been calls for greater sensitivity to gender within class analysis (Walby 1997) and
to class within gender analysis (Bradley 1999). The thesis responds to this by adopting a
broader conception of class, where it is seen as a ‘complicated set of economic, political
and cultural relationships arising from the way societies organise the production of goods
and services’ (Bradley, Erickson et al. 2000). This conception allows for gender to be held

as one modality in which class is lived.

Turning to neo-classical theories, these are generally utilised to explain the preferences and
choices of workers. To summarise it is argued that in making employment choices female
workers take into consideration their domestic responsibilities (childcare, for example), as
well as their personal preferences, skills and abilities (Anker 1997). In addition, the neo-
classical approach stresses the importance of human capital (most notably education and
training) in determining occupational status (Becker 1971). Thus, any gender differences in
labour market outcomes are not problematic because they are the consequence of gendered
individual preferences and choices; that is of rational choice (Walby 1990). Some
industrial relations authors borrow neo-classical theories to explain willingness to join or
participate in trade unionism (e.g. Klandermans 1992; Hartley 1992). To illustrate, Hartley
(1992) considers rational choice within the context of her general discussion of union
joining. She argues that the theory is appealing in the sense that it is based on subjective
perceptions, beliefs and values and therefore can help to explain variation in union joining
where employees are in similar objective circumstances. However in her critique, Hartley
overlooks gender differences in employment and occupational contexts and takes no
account of the fact that women’s ‘choices’ will undoubtedly be influenced by their roles in
the domestic domain. These omissions point to a need for an approach, which examines the
exercise of ‘choice’ within the context of wide-ranging structural constraints. Nevertheless,
neo-classical explanations are attractive to some because there is no need to confront the
gendered power relations within the union movement and there is an opportunity to ‘read

off from women’s lesser participation, their lesser interest or belief in trade unionism.

Thus, one of the main weaknesses of neo-classical approaches is that there is a failure to
take account of the structural factors that shape individual choices and preferences in

relation to employment and union membership/participation (Procter and Padfield 1999;
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Healy 1999). For example, because women typically assume primary responsibility for
domestic labour their expressed choices and preferences usually reflect the necessity to
perform a ‘juggling’ act of paid employment and unpaid work in the home. This argument
is further reinforced by the fact that single, childless women have very similar employment
patterns to men. Similarly, most female trade union activists are ‘atypical’ (Cockburn
1995) - older women with no or adult children - suggesting that mothers of young children,
who are ‘time poor’ have little excess time and energy to engage in union activism. Neo-
classicists acknowledge gendered differences, but contend that they are the outcome of
rational choice, rather than a function of the structural constraints faced by mothers (e.g.
Hakim 1991). Overall then, rational choice theory has only limited value for a gendered
analysis, although it does offer a theoretical opening for examining how and why women

exercise choice.

To summarise, from a gender perspective the two dominant influences on industrial

relations theory leave explanatory gaps and this necessitates utilisation of feminist theory.

Feminist theory

Feminist theory is a broad ‘church’ which has evolved and continues to evolve. The
concept of patriarchy lies at the heart of classic approaches developed in the 1960s and
1970s. Theorising patriarchy was an important first step towards redressing the failure
identified by feminists, of social theory, particularly class theory, to account adequately for
women’s subordination (Acker 1989). It was an attempt to theorise women’s inequality as
caused by male domination, oppression and exploitation of women. However, in the late
1970s feminist theorists began to construct a substantial critique of patriarchy, outlined
below, (e.g. see the early papers in Hennessy and Ingraham’s (1997) collection). As a
consequence, as an explanatory theory patriarchy has over time fallen into disuse.
Nevertheless, it is important to engage with the concept and the critique because it has

shaped the contours of feminist thought.

Walby’s work on patriarchy provides useful insight into the debates surrounding the
development of the concept (1986; 1989; 1990). Walby’s main contribution to theorising
patriarchy was to attempt to rescue the concept from its critics (Acker 1989) by producing

a model of patriarchy as consisting of six partially interconnecting structures: paid work,
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housework, sexuality, culture, violence and the state (1990:16). Walby’ s model addresses
two major early criticisms of patriarchy (Acker 1989). First it acknowledges that
patriarchy pre-dates capitalism, therefore she does not suggest that as a social system it
grew from or was created by the forces of capitalism. Second it recognises that under
capitalism the form of patriarchy changed, thereby suggesting that patriarchy exists in no
constant or fixed form and is therefore spatially and historically contingent (Walby 1986).
Walby (1990) also identified a third social structure - racism - in order to counter black
feminists’ claims that the combined structures of capitalism and patriarchy were unable to
deal with black women’s experiences. For example, black feminists argue that it is
important to recognise that as a retreat from a hostile employment situation, the home may
not be the central site for black women’s subordination, rather it could represent a site for

resistance and solidarity against racism (Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1993).

Walby (1990:3-5) also usefully summarises the four different dominant ways of
understanding patriarchy, which emerged in the 1970s: radical feminism, Marxist
feminism, liberalism and dual systems theory. She explains how the different schools of
thought frame the ‘problem’ differently. Within radical feminism, patriarchy exists as an
independent social system. The central focus is on sexual practice, sexuality and male
violence against women. Critics of this interpretation of patriarchy are concerned about a
tendency towards essentialism and biological reductionism (Acker 1989). In contrast,
Marxist feminism holds that patriarchy derives from capitalism, such that men’s
domination over women is a by-product of capital’s domination over labour. Here, critics
contend women’s inequality cannot be reduced to capitalism (Acker 1989; Barrett and
Phillips 1992). This interpretation also fails to highlight how working class men (trade
unionists, for example) might benefit alongside capitalists from patriarchal social
structures; further, it offers no explanation for gendered divisions within pre-capitalist
societies. Meanwhile, liberalism does not depend upon overarching social structures to
explain women’s inequality. Instead, the focus is at the micro level, upon detailed
instances of prejudice against women, together with the attitudes, which reproduce such
prejudice. The perspective is criticised for its failure to deal with the embeddedness of
women’s inequality and the interconnectedness between its different forms: the sexual
division of domestic and paid labour, for example (Walby 1990). Dual systems theory is a
synthesis of Marxist and radical feminist theory, sometimes referred to as socialist-feminist

theory (Calas and Smircich 1996): here both capitalism and patriarchy are important in the
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structuring of gender relations. There is disagreement among dual systems theorists as to
whether the two systems operate as one (capitalist patriarchy), or whether they are

separate, although interconnected systems.

The concept of patriarchy undoubtedly enabled feminist theorising to advance by, for
example, helping us to see and understand how men’s concerns and interests have come to
dominate and define public and political agendas (Cockburn 1991), those of trade unions
included. It also exposed how patriarchal attitudes create stereotypes of women, which,
amongst other things, deny their capacity to be leaders, whether in employment as
managers (Kanter 1977) or in trade unions (Ledwith, Colgan et al. 1990). In short, the
concept of patriarchy has helped provide the tools with which to challenge neo-classical
and functionalist explanations for women’s inequality and to fill the gap left by traditional
class analysis. However, as feminist theory has evolved, so patriarchy has rightly been

subjected to an extensive critique.

The critique of patriarchy is part of a wider one of universal theories and a shift towards
postmodernist thought as the new orthodoxy in the social sciences (Flax 1992; Bradley
1999). (The influence of postmodernism on feminist theorising is discussed below.) What
is the substance of the traditional feminist critique of patriarchy? One of the main
criticisms, of particular relevance to the thesis, is that as a concept it merges explanation
with description and collapses into a form of abstract structuralism, losing the tension
between agency and structure necessary to understand complex social processes (Acker
1989; Pollert 1996; Gottfried 1998; Bradley 1999). As discussed in Chapter Four, feminist
social scientists, influenced by the concept of patriarchy advocated the use of qualitative
methodologies for researching women. Ironically, the emerging body of feminist research
exploring women’s lived experiences exposed the very limitations of patriarchy for
understanding the complex and fluid nature of gender relations. Abstract structuralism did
not help feminists to understand women’s lives (Acker 1989; Bradley 1999; Gottfried
1998), because once gender relations are analysed in context of lived experience the ‘static
oppositions’ of capital and patriarchy disappear (Pollert 1996:646). Thus, feminist
researchers need an approach capable of exploring the complexity of gendered social
processes and relations and their in-built linkages to other social dynamics (e.g. Acker

1989, Bradley 1999, Gottfried 1998). An approach which recognises that social
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phenomena can be interpreted from a class or gender perspective, but that neither is

complete without the other.

Not only is an abstract structural model unhelpful, but it is also questioned whether
patriarchy is actually a social system which sits alongside capitalism. Pollert (1996) argues
persuasively that patriarchy does not constitute a social system in the way that capitalism
does, so the concept is analytically redundant. Whilst capitalism contains an internal
dynamic which drives the system, and ensures its survival, patriarchy has no such internal
dynamic. There is, she says, ‘ro necessary internal connection between men and women
as gendered subjects which defines a self-perpetuating material dynamic or
economic/social system’ (1996:643). Pollert goes on to illustrate her case in very simple
terms: *Capitalists could not become ‘good capitalists’ by ceasing to exploit wage

labour, they would cease to be capitalists’ (1996:643, original emphasis). In contrast, men

and women can and do alter their material and ideological relationships with one another
and this is exposed when research takes place at the level of lived experience, as in the

thesis.

The second main criticism of patriarchy, lodged mainly by black feminist theorists (hooks
1989; Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1993), is that as a single reified structure and a universal
theory it is insufficient to explain differential experiences among diverse women.
Patriarchy is unable to take on how multiple oppressions cross cut and interweave, so that,
for example, a black woman’s experiences are qualitatively different from a white
woman’s and cannot simply be analysed as ‘double oppression’, with a theory for gender
oppression and a separate theory for race oppression. This strand of criticism is also

relevant to the thesis because of its intention to explore multiple identities.

However, despite the various well-founded criticisms of patriarchy, it has proven a useful
conceptual tool in order to underscore the specificity of women’s employment and to make
women visible within the analysis of the capitalist-labour relation and abandoning it
altogether contains dangers (e.g. Acker 1989). A move to a (possibly more anodyne)
‘gender analysis’ may weaken the connections between political issues and theoretical
analysis, which made the development of feminist thought possible in the first place.

Pollert (1996), on the other hand, counters this argument by asserting that the continuance
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of patriarchy to inform feminist analysis carries its own dangers, namely those of failing to
engage with people and of losing sight of class. An attractive compromise struck by many
academics (for example Bradley 1999; Cockburn 1991; Gottfried 1998; Pollert 1996;
Walby 1997) is to continue to use the term adjectivally (i.e. patriarchal) to describe specific
situations and circumstances, whilst keeping sight of class and race difference. Moreover,
adjectival use of the concept does not elevate it to a social structure, but sees it more as a

relation or dynamic.

The critique of patriarchy is now substantial and it is clear that it cannot provide a
universal explanation for women’s subordination. The debate surrounding the utility of the
concept has reached a cul-de-sac, with most authors having abandoned it as a universal
theory. Many feminists are now calling for theorising to move beyond the abstract concept
of patriarchy to more concrete levels of analysis grounded in women’s everyday lives
(Gottfried 1998; Pollert 1996), whilst others have moved towards postmodernism (e.g.
Barrett 1992). Even Walby, one of the most prolific theoretical writers on the subject
largely abandons the term in her later work ‘Gender Transformations’ (1997). Along
with other authors, she continues sporadically to use the term adjectivally, rather than as a
noun, (a practice discussed below) but does not enter into a detailed discussion of its
continuing appropriateness/utility or otherwise. Instead, she uses the term *gender
regime’ after making passing reference to the six patriarchal structures she outlined in her
earlier work (1997:6). More usefully, Bradley (1996:7) on the other hand confronts the
dilemma and states clearly that she prefers to employ the term ‘dynamic’ rather than

‘structure’ to convey the evolving nature of sets of relationships.

What does this departure from patriarchy mean for feminist theory? There are three main
alternatives. One alternative approach advocated by some authors (e.g. Gottfried 1998;
Pollert 1996) wishing to avoid the abstract structuralism of patriarchy and the relativist
pitfalls of postmodernism (discussed below) is termed ‘feminist materialist’. Here women
and men as social actors are both visible; the processes of compliance, consent or
resistance are all examined; consciousness, identity and subjectivity are all concerns as are
material consequences and outcomes. Most importantly a feminist materialist approach
does not ‘blame’ men for women’s oppression in a universal and uniform way and an

articulation between the three structures of patriarchy, capitalism and racism is recognised
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(Ingraham 1997); i.e. structure is still significant. A second approach is to side step the
rather sterile debate on patriarchy and adopt a more general feminist lens (e.g. hooks 1989;
Walby 1997) through which to analyse patriarchal and gender relations at the level of lived
experiences. This then has the potential to lead away from the notion that there are
necessarily three structural pillars — patriarchy, capitalism and racism — which explain
women’s inequality and emphasises instead sets of lived relationships (Bradley 1996). A
third approach is postmodernist feminism chosen by some authors over the traditional
feminist lenses outlined earlier because it addresses issues of women’s diversity, difference
and subjectivity. It is the general feminist lens that is taken forward in the thesis, but some
elements of feminist materialism and what is now characterised as postmodernist feminist

thinking have also influenced the research design and analysis.

Because postmodernism® has become enormously influential in the social sciences
generally and has had a huge impact on feminist theory, it is worthy of detailed attention.
Although it has remained fairly marginal to industrial relations theory and research,
postmodernism is recognised by some writers as potentially relevant and useful (e.g. Kelly
1998). A definition of postmodernist feminism is elusive; indeed whether or not feminism
has a place within postmodernism is contested (Hearn and Parkin 1993). Given that
postmodernist feminism is the strand of feminist theory that has turned away from
patriarchy altogether, it might seem contradictory to claim to be influenced by it. So, what
is postmodernist feminism and how can it inform feminist industrial relations research?
Despite the departure from patriarchy, postmodernist feminism does engage with women’s
oppression (Hearn and Parkin 1993:154-5). Its strength is that it does this within a
paradigm which focuses attention on a multiplicity of oppressions (based on gender,
sexuality, race, class, age, disability and so on), their complexity, inter-relationship and
changing nature. Importantly, ‘femininities’ and ‘masculinities’ are not reduced to

biological sex categories, but are de-essentialised (Stabile 1997). That is, the emphasis is

2 In order not to engage in any depth with the extensive and labyrinthine postmodernist literature, a simplified
definition of what constitutes postmodernism is employed. Hearn and Parkin suggest that postmodernism
has four major characteristics: (i) the ‘increasing unpersuasiveness of meta-narratives’ ; (ii) the ‘rise of new
informational technologies’ ; (iii) an awareness of new social problems associated with ‘societal
rationalization’ ; and (iv) the emergence of new social movements (1993: 151-2). From this perspective,
postmodernism is not represented as an epochal change (i.e. it is not simply that which comes after the
modern, so much as a new epistemology reflecting developments in post-structuralist philosophy (Hassard
1993). Equally it is possible to argue that sociological postmodernist theorising actually offers very little that
is new, since the feminist critique of universalism and abstract structuralism had been made before
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on the social or ‘discursive’ processes, through which femininities and masculinities are

produced, sustained and reproduced (e.g. Alvesson and Billing 1997).

The striking weaknesses of postmodernism are first that it denies the existence of a
dominant set of social categories (class, gender and race, for example, as in the modernist
project) (Bradley 1999; Walby 1992), which are regarded as overly simplistic by
proponents (e.g. Hearn and Parkin 1993). In fact traditional (modernist) feminist thought
has become more sensitive to diversity within these categories than postmodernists would
exhort us to believe. In other words the concern to expose a diversity of subjective
experiences among women was not invented by postmodernists. Second, there is a de-
emphasis of economic relations (Walby 1992) and of the material experiences and
consequences of oppression (Bradley 1999; Flax 1992; Hearn and Parkin 1993; Pollert
1996). Third, power is diffuse and detached from class (or gender) relations (Pollert, 1996)
and is present in all social relationships; it is not derived from economic or sexual divisions

(Pringle and Watson 1992).

Postmodernist feminism focuses on issues of sexuality, subjectivity and textuality (Barrett
1992): postmodernists believe that the world can be understood without the aid of a social
structural model (Barrett 1992). Instead, postmodernist thinking emphasises the
importance of language and discourse, not just in describing the world, but in constituting
social reality (Pringle and Watson 1992). The essence of postmodernist social analysis is
captured by Derrida’ s famous statement, ‘/l n’y a pas d’ hors texte’ (there is nothing
outside the text) (in Barrett 1992:209). This does not literally mean that nothing exists,
rather that ‘things’ have no significant meaning outside the systems of rules and
conventions (discourse) by which they are constituted. Therefore, postmodernists seek to
examine the minutiae of the various discourses that constitute the subject or object of
analysis. The problem for feminists is that even if postmodernism can help us to
understand the world, can it help us to change it, if we become convinced that there are no

‘real’ social differences and divisions?

Barrett (1992:216) posits that postmodernists have exposed the flaws of Marxist and liberal

thought, but she suggests that whether they can offer a more useful alternative is a *much

postmodernist theorising took hold. Further, the issues raised by (ii) and (iii) above are traditional concerns
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vexed question’. Critics of postmodernism would suggest not (e.g. Pollert 1996).
Thompson (1993:202), for example, contends that postmodernism 'represents a retreat
from engagement by sections of the intelligentsia’. Thus, Thompson rightly charges
postmodernism with elitism. The linguistically convoluted and impenetrable
postmodernist literature has little application to a project for social change. This is the
crux of the danger of postmodernism from a (traditional) feminist perspective: there is a
voyeuristic interest in women’s lived experiences. However, a commitment to challenging
male domination in a political or practical sense, as in traditional feminist theories (e.g.
hooks 1989), is absent. This is arguably because the tools of challenge are not available to
postmodernists, who neglect the social context of power relations, the structures of
inequality (Walby 1992) and thereby neglect the shared experiences of social groups that
can constitute a potent force for social change (Kelly and Breinlinger 1996). Maynard
(1994:19) goes so far as to state ‘paradoxically, although everything is about the subject,
no one in postmodern analyses actually appears to do anything. Subjectivities are
seemingly overdetermined by the discourses in which they are constituted, and thus lacking
in both intentionality and will ’ (original emphasis). She goes on to argue that
deconstructing social categories through language does not cause the significance of those
categories in shaping personal and subjective experiences to disappear. This is a view
reflected in the analysis presented in the thesis: in other words, there are ‘real’ differences
‘out there’ (Bradley 1999:21) for feminist researchers to explore, but women’s ‘realities’

are multiple and heterogeneous.

Feminism meets industrial relations theory

The above discussion has outlined and discussed the main theoretical influences on the
thesis. The thesis draws on the traditions of both industrial relations and feminist theories
to underpin the analysis of women’s perceptions and experiences of trade unions. The

thesis takes forward the strengths and insights each approach offers, which are summarised

as follows.

As discussed above class theory informs much industrial relations theorising and it is an

essential, but limited tool when researching women, because of its inability to deal with the

of class theory. However, it is not the intention here to discuss the validity of the claim to newness.



specificity of women’s employment patterns and experiences. Further, it is important for
feminist research to avoid the pitfalls of earlier attempts to gender traditional class
analysis, where the heterogeneity of women and their lived experiences (as in reserve army
thesis and dual labour market theory) were underplayed and theorising consequently
proved overly deterministic. However, the view taken here is that the capital-labour
relation and class positioning remain essential to an understanding of women’s
employment and their relationship to trade unionism and it is held as important to
recognise that gendered experiences inevitably contain class dimensions. This is clear

from the empirical findings of the research.

Within industrial relations theory, neo-classical approaches have provided a useful focus
on individual choices and preferences, although, as discussed, explanations in this vein are
severely weakened by their failure to acknowledge the embeddedness of the social
constraints influencing individual women (Sinclair 1991). However, informing analysis of
the empirical findings is a belief that women are ‘knowledgeable agents’ (Giddens 1984)
and generally act in ways, which to them appear rational according to the (albeit
constrained) options open to them (Purcell 1979). Therefore, the thesis does examine
rational choice and human capital issues as this proves a useful way of ensuring that
women are constructed as active (albeit constrained) agents, which is central to the aims of

this thesis.

To overcome the weaknesses of traditional class analysis and to rebut neo-classical claims
that individuals exercise free choice, feminist theory has relied heavily on the concept of
patriarchy. Without doubt patriarchal theory was an important development, but one
which more recently has rightly been subjected to a substantial critique, largely because it
presents an overly structural and deterministic account of women’s oppression, allowing
little room for more fluid gender relations. However, there is support among feminist
authors for retaining the adjectival form of ‘patriarchal’ (e.g. Bradley 1999; Gottfried
1998) to underscore ‘the concrete ways in which male power legitimises authority in
capitalist organisations’ (Gottfried 1998:465). Pollert (1996) meanwhile prefers more
concrete descriptive terms, such as male-dominated. Pollert’s preference for greater
precision is justified to the extent that it is important not to overuse ‘patriarchal’ because it
can take on a slogan-like quality, which does little to advance serious feminist scholarship.

On the other hand more concrete terms are not always applicable to the specific contexts



and situations and broader terms, such as ‘gendered’, if overused sometimes have a
somewhat anodyne or benign flavour, which does not quite capture the force or causal
nature of patriarchal relations. There is therefore a midway, which is adopted in the thesis,
between abandoning the use of ‘patriarchal’ altogether and describing all social structures
and relations with which women are involved as patriarchal. Pollert talks about the
‘poverty of patriarchy’, but equally it is possible to argue that without the concept,
feminism as a political project would be impoverished. Feminist sociological analysis is
after all about more than documenting and explaining women’s experiences. Itisalsoa
‘live’ political project concerned with making women visible as a sex category and
advancing their interests as an oppressed social group; as such it requires a feminist lexicon

of which patriarchy is part. The thesis takes forward this theoretical orientation to the

concept of patriarchy.

The most recent turn in feminist theorising has been postmodernist feminism. It is in its
concern with social change, as in this thesis, that traditional feminist analysis differs from
post-modern approaches (Flax 1992; Pollert 1996). That said, postmodernist and feminist
theorising share many affinities; both reject the Enlightenment concept of a unitary self
and question the concepts of neutrality and objectivity (Flax 1992). Further, although
postmodernist feminism offers a way to side step the problem of patriarchy, the researcher
can go forever round in circles exploring the ways multiple identities manifest and are
created and recreated without ever touching base with ‘reality’ or with material
consequences. Postmodernists are not concerned with actually advancing gender equality
and have little to say about the kinds of transformations that would need to occur to
achieve women’s equality (Flax 1992). Therefore the approach does not sit particularly
well within the empirical and policy oriented traditions of industrial relations research or
within the feminist industrial relations literature to which this thesis contributes.
Nevertheless, the thesis takes forward the concept of multiple identities, but the belief that
while identities are not entirely fixed, neither are they entirely fluid (Bradley 1996).

Further, there are material consequences arising from one’s identities.

Informing the thesis is the belief that it is possible to attempt to integrate the strengths of
modernist analyses with the insights of postmodernism (Bradley 1999:3). More precisely,

it is possible to recognise the importance of discourse in shaping experiences or ‘reality’,
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at the same time as holding on to a belief that concrete social and material realities must be

at the centre of the analysis.
Conclusions and implications for the research

To conclude the delineation of the broad theoretical canvas it is worth returning to Giddens
(1984), cited in the introduction. This research focuses on what Giddens (1984) calls ‘the
duality of structure’ : that is to say, this is a study of both structural constraints and actions
and behaviours of individuals. The aim is to shed light on how women’s inequality is
perpetuated or broken down within the research context by women’s agency. This chapter
has discussed the theoretical tools, or in Giddens' language the 'sensitising devices',
considered most appropriate to this aim within this particular research. Broadly the study
can be characterised as feminist industrial relations research, a paradigm which has
influenced both the design and analysis. The above discussion has shown that it is possible
to be theoretically eclectic, yet congruent. The industrial relations and feminist theories
discussed share orientations at the same time as having different emphases: taken together
they provide a more complete theoretical framework for exploring women in trade unions

than any singly could do.

The next chapter outlines the empirical context of the research and discusses concepts and

theories applicable to the micro level of analysis.



Chapter Two

The Empirical and Theoretical Contexts of

Women and Trade Unions

Introduction

Chapter One discussed the ‘sensitising devices’ that underpin the research, situating the
study conceptually within a feminist industrial relations paradigm. Following from this,
this chapter turns to the micro level of analysis and discusses the contemporary empirical
and the theoretical contexts for exploring women’s participation in trade unions. The
discussion is organised into three main themes: the context of women’s employment;
women and trade unions: the empirical context; women and trade unions: the theoretical
context; with the primary focus on the latter two themes, which are central to the research.

The conclusions outline the implications of these three themes for the research.

The context of women’s employment

The thesis has the objective of seeking to understand how women’s trade union
participation is socially constructed. One of the underlying premises of feminist
approaches to analysing women’s participation is that the context of women’s employment
is central to our understanding for a number of interconnected reasons. First, the structure
of women’s employment and their experiences of employment shape women’s
representation/bargaining concerns and needs. Second, the traditional view of women held
by trade unions and reflected in the industrial relations literature (e.g. Kelly 1998:116) is
that as a group they are difficult to organise, so it is necessary to give some consideration
as to how this perception has arisen. Third, women’s employment patterns are closely

bound up with their roles in the family and household, which in turn influence women’s

participation in unions.

As noted in Chapter One, there are three main empirical features of women’s employment:
(i) women’s lesser participation; (ii) the gender pay gap; (iii) gender segregation (Walby

1997). These three features are remarkably persistent over time and space and resistant to



policy interventions (such as the Equal Pay and Sex Discrimination Acts). That said, the
picture of women’s employment over the last three decades or so has been one of
continuity coupled with change. These empirical observations provide a starting-point for

feminist research to think about women’s relationship to trade unionism.

Women’s lesser participation

There are two ways of measuring gendered differentials in employment participation. One
is to do a simple ‘headcount’ of the number of women and men employed or actively
seeking work. By taking this measure there was an exponential increase in women’s
employment, especially married women and mothers, in the second half of the last century
(Walby 1997). Although women have lower employment participation rates than men (74
per cent and 84 per cent respectively, (Purcell 2000), it is now the norm for women to be in
paid employment within the formal economy. In Britain, the traditional family
composition of full-time male breadwinner and full-time ‘housewife’ is now the exception
(Wilson 1994). As a caveat, there are class and ethnicity dimensions to this picture. The
higher the socio-economic group of the woman, the more likely she is to be in paid,
especially full-time, employment; this is particularly true for married women and mothers
as stated above. There are also significant ethnic variations in participation rates, for
example, the employment rate for Bangladeshi women is just 21 per cent (Dale et al.

2002).

However, a simple ‘headcount’ approach conceals the extent of women’s part-time work
(Hakim 1993), which accounts for the bulk of the increase in women’s employment. If the
measure of work hours is used, men still dominate the labour market, accounting for two-
thirds of all work hours (Hakim 1993). Although this approach underscores the
importance of part-time work for British women, Hakim’s ‘reading’ of the structure of
the contemporary labour market is perverse. It fails to fully acknowledge the fact that
women’s increased numerical presence has fundamentally altered the structure of UK
employment with important ramifications for industrial relations actors. One of the
consequences for trade unions, for example, is that women have become more important as

a source of members, discussed below (section headed Female Membership).



Gender segregation

Gender segregation is deeply embedded, signifying (Watts and Rich 1993; Purcell 2000)
and producing gender inequality, such as the pay gap discussed in the next section. The
Equal Opportunities Commission’s analysis of nineteen selected occupations reveals that
the two sexes are more or less evenly represented in only two occupational categories -
‘chefs and cooks’ and ‘secondary teachers’. The remaining seventeen occupations are
either at least three-quarters female or male dominated (EOC 1999). Thus most people

work in jobs which are done mainly or entirely by their own sex.

Gender segregation works across both horizontal and vertical dimensions (Hakim 1979).
Broadly speaking, women’s jobs involve caring, nurturing, and service activities, while
men monopolise management, technical and manual jobs (Fagan and Burchell 2002).
Vertical segregation has received the most policy attention, it being regarded as the key
issue from a policy perspective (Hakim 1992). In popular discourse this is represented as
the problem of the ‘glass ceiling’, which is frequently cited as the most important
explanation of the gender pay gap (e.g. Hakim 1992:132). However, this claim is spurious
since the concept of the ‘glass ceiling’ merely describes what is, rather than explains why
women experience difficulties in accessing more highly paid jobs. Also, women’s average
weekly and hourly earnings are lower than are men’s in both manual, non-manual and part-

time work (Bradley 1999), indicating that lower pay for women is embedded.

Whether it is as a result of policy interventions or structural or cultural changes or a
combination vertical segregation has declined. Several authors cite the decline in men’s
monopoly on higher level jobs (for example Walby 1997; Watts and Rich 1993) as
evidence of the dynamic and fluid nature of labour market structures. The presence of
growing employment opportunities (as in professional and managerial work) appears to
encourage the integration of the sexes (Watts and Rich 1993), but the latter is also a result
of women’s increased educational attainment. This change underscores the increasing
polarisation of women’s employment, between those who are highly educated and those
without qualifications, but also between those partnered by men higher and lower in the
occupational hierarchy (Procter and Padfield 1999). Significantly, highly educated women

are further divided from women without qualifications by their pattern of employment



following childbirth, in that the higher the woman’s level of education and the higher her

occupational level, the more likely she is to be in paid (full-time) employment.

Part-time work is a highly segregated form of employment as an overwhelmingly female
phenomenon (EOC 1999; Blackwell 2001). Women’s strong propensity to work part-time
has a number of consequences, which produce far-reaching gender inequalities. The
gender pay gap is particularly wide when part-time women are compared with full-time
men and only a third of part-time women are members of pension schemes, compared with
two-thirds of full-time women and three-quarters of full-time men (EOC 1999). Part-time
women also earn significantly less than do full-time women. Wages for part-time work are
kept low by supply and demand dynamics. It is unusual for a part-time worker to be the
main or sole earner of the family with the vast majority of part-timers comprising women
with caring (usually childcare) responsibilities (Blackwell 2001), who trade flexibility for
low pay. This means that most part-time workers can afford to accept less than a ‘living
wage’ (Dale 1987), since their priority is to fit work around the family. At the same time,
knowledge of this situation enables employers to offer low wage rates and indeed for this
reason part-time women workers are an attractive source of flexible cheap labour for many
organisations (Purcell 2000). Furthermore, part-time working impacts negatively upon
women’s ability to reach higher levels of occupational and organisational hierarchies
(because part-time work is not usually integrated into career structures (Watts and Rich
1993) and is associated with ‘downward occupational mobility’, following childbirth and
maternity leave (Brannen and Moss 1991). Although overall British women have a strong
propensity to work part-time, this conceals an important race dimension that black women

are more likely to work full-time (Holdsworth and Dale 1997; Walby 1997).

Bradley (1999:62) identifies seven factors, which have contributed to the prevailing pattern
of gender segregation: (i) employers’ desire for cheap labour encouraging them to
construct certain jobs for women; (ii) men’s active desire to retain the best jobs for
themselves; (iii) efforts by male-dominated trade unions to exclude women from the best
jobs and to maintain women’s lower pay; (iv) the sex-typing of jobs predicated on
assumptions about masculinity and femininity; (v) the prevalence of gendered workplace
cultures, creating ‘glass walls’; (vi) workers preferences for same-sex work groups; (vii)

women’s domestic responsibilities restricting women’s work choices. These factors
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suggest that gendered labour market patterns and outcomes are a function of both structural

constraints and of choices and preferences on the part of industrial relations actors and

individual women and men.

The gender pay gap

The gender pay gap currently stands at around twenty per cent (EOC 2002). Much of it can
be accounted for by gender segregation and the fact that male dominated occupations and
sectors are generally more highly paid and of higher status than female dominated
(Millward and Woodland 1995; Fagan and Burchell 2002). The reasons for this are
complex and multi-faceted: the gendered social construction of skill and the trade union
movement’s historical apathy towards campaigning and bargaining for equal pay for
women have enabled employers to utilise women as a source of cheap labour. That said,
the pay gap is less pronounced in unionised employment (Metcalf 2000). Overall though,
even where women and men are found in comparable jobs, with similar qualifications and
experience there is still a wage difference that remains unaccounted for (Fagan and
Burchell 2002). This underscores that rational explanations (e.g. women’s lesser human

capital or family orientations (see Hakim 1992; 1993) can only ever be partial.

A gender relations perspective on women'’s employment

Empirical observations centred on economic indicators such as those discussed above can
only ever present a partial account of gendered employment conditions and experiences.
To complement the structural economic picture, a ‘gender relations’ perspective argues
that some gender differences in working conditions are to do with the broader pattern of
gender relations and gender inequality in society that transcend the objective and material
features of women’s employment (Fagan and Burchell 2002) discussed above. First, the
gendered division of domestic labour contributes to the gendered structure of the labour
market, constraining as it does women’s employment choices and opportunities. Second,
gender relations in wider society mean that women are exposed to greater risk of sexual
harassment, violence and sex discrimination in the workplace. This perspective suggests
that irrespective of their structural position, women’s experiences of employment remain

markedly and qualitatively different from men’s, although not homogeneous. To unpack
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these lived experiences qualitative methodologies are necessary to complement the

knowledge gleaned from macro data.

On the first point, recent evidence (e.g. Fagan and Burchell 2002) shows that women
continue to take the main responsibility for running the home and caring for the family,
whether they work full or part-time and whether or not they have children. That said the
gender difference is particularly pronounced when couples have children (Windebank
2001). Thus, although women’s increased labour market participation has undoubtedly
altered gender relations within the home, there is little evidence of an end to women’s
double burden of paid work combined with main responsibility for unpaid domestic labour,
especially childcare. Where the gender division of domestic work has been renegotiated
this tends to be in higher socio-economic groups (Crompton and Harris 1998), which in
part explains their propensity to work full-time noted above. One consequence of the
‘double burden’ is that women are ‘time poor” and need to balance paid work and
home/family life. One ‘choice’, arguably rational (Scheibl 1996), many women make is to
work part-time during the early child-rearing years. This seemingly infinite supply of part-
time female labour (mothers of young children) enables employers to construct certain jobs
as part-time, which in itself then reduces the opportunity for women to work full-time later
in or throughout the life course. Younger women, however, are beginning to show a
determination to combine career and family (Bradley 1997; Walby 1997), which may give
rise to larger numbers of women opting for full-time work in the future, assuming of
course that full-time employment is available to them. However, if as suggested,
employers construct work as part-time specifically for women (Crompton and Sanderson
1990), they may find full-time employment opportunities in traditionally female areas

severely restricted or meet male resistance as they compete for traditionally male jobs.

There is now plenty of evidence supporting the second point that there are gendered
variations in the way that employment and organisations are experienced. For example,
Cockburn’ s (1991) and Collinson et al’ s (1990) case studies show how certain types of
jobs (e.g. trade union officer, insurance salesperson) are permeated with gendered
symbolism and meaning. One consequence is that individual women who transcend
traditional occupational boundaries either horizontally or vertically often find themselves
in a precarious and isolated position, and are vulnerable to sexual harassment (Cockburn

1991; Collinson and Collinson 1992, 1997) and negative sex stereotyping (Collinson et al.
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1990). Bradley’s (1999) and Cockburn’s (1991) work also reveals how women believe
their employers, and specifically male managers, perceive them as uncommitted workers,
as prioritising family over career, as being unsuitable for promotion, etc. The
consequences are that many women believe they are denied the same rewards and
opportunities from employment as male colleagues. In this way a symbolic gender order

shapes if not determines women’s lived experiences of employment.
Women and trade unions: the empirical context

This section delineates the empirical backcloth against which the qualitative research the

thesis presents needs to be considered.
The broad trade union context

British trade union density has fallen massively from its peak of 55 per cent in 1979 to
around 29 per cent today (Brook 2002), resulting in a steep decline in collective bargaining
coverage and reduced union power and influence over government and employers. This
has occurred against a turbulent context of industrial restructuring, political hostility from
the Conservative government of 1979-1997 and the introduction of a host of legislative
interventions restricting and constraining trade union activities. Membership decline has
now more or less stabilised and (at best) lukewarm relationships exist between the union
movement and the Labour government of present, together with more enabling legislation
in the form of a recognition procedure under the Employment Relations Act (1999) and
‘labour friendly’ European social policy. The prospects for and processes involved in
union renewal have been extensively debated in the literature (Bassett and Cave 1993;
Fosh 1993; Farnham and Giles 1995; Kelly and Waddington 1995; Waddington and Kerr
2002; Heery et al 2003). Here, the interest is in the policy responses that this debate has

triggered.

The long period of decline and the more recent period of relative stability of a shrunken
movement have prompted fundamental reassessment of the traditional modus operandi of
the trade unions, which had centred on representing the interests of male workers in the
manufacturing industry. Of particular note, the unions have increased the level and scope

of their organising efforts, seeking to reach previously unorganised workers and groups of
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workers with historically and/or currently lower rates of unionisation. (For example, see
Heery and Abbott’s (2000) discussion of unions and the ‘insecure workforce’ and
Waddington and Kerr’s (2002) discussion of unionisation among young workers). Indeed,
in the face of social and economic changes, rather than as a result of strategic reorientation,
it is evident that the characteristics of the ‘typical’ or ‘paradigmatic’ (Howell 1996) trade
unionist have changed over time. Little over a decade ago, the ‘typical’ trade unionist was
a male, full-time, manual worker in the private production sector. Today, the ‘typical’ trade
unionist is almost as likely to be female as male, more likely to be non-manual than
manual, more likely to work in services than production and in the public sector, but the

one constant, more likely to work full-time (Sneade 2001).

As the traditional, male membership base has declined, so the male dominated unions have
become less important within the movement and the TUC specifically (Colling and
Dickens 2001). In contrast, membership in female dominated public sector unions (e.g.
NUT, UNISON) has remained relatively stable and therefore some unions have risen in
importance within the movement and the TUC. These changes have prompted ‘top-down’
initiatives to recruit under-represented groups and ‘bottom-up’ pressure to democratise and
to become more inclusive of diverse constituencies, especially women. There is now
widespread recognition that renewal and regeneration, involves recruiting and retaining
more members and also revitalising policies and agendas to represent membership

diversity, where women are especially important simply on account of their numbers.

This constitutes an important strategic reversal since unions have long been criticised for
failing to prioritise women workers’ concerns and needs and for being wedded to a unitary,
white-male biased conception of members’ interests (Ellis 1988; Cockburn 1991; Rees
1992; Dickens 1997). It is now indisputable that trade unions need women if they are to
secure a future for themselves in a restructured economy and therefore addressing
women’s needs and concerns is no longer a policy choice, but a necessity. The above
discussion of the context of women’s employment has shown that women’s patterns and
experiences of employment are different from men’s: in particular the strong tendency to
work part-time and to be located in different occupations and industries poses recruitment,
organising and operational challenges to unions. To recruit, represent and bargain for

women, it is necessary to enter previously neglected territories and debates.

38



Female membership

Rates of union membership are historically markedly gendered, but less so now than
formerly. A slightly higher proportion of men (29.9 per cent) than of women (28.9 per
cent) are trade union members, but the gender membership gap has narrowed enormously
from twenty-five percentage points in 1979 to just one per cent in 2001 (Sneade 2001).
Looked at another way women comprised 41 per cent of total TUC membership in 2001
compared with 29 per cent in 1979. Women are dispersed across the unions and of the
largest ten TUC unions, two are female dominated (UNISON and NUT), and in a further
two (USDAW and NASUWT) women are a narrow majority of members.

Overall union density among women and men and the gender composition of membership
is heading towards a gendered convergence. This is because the rate of decline since 1979
has been much slower and less marked in female dominated areas of employment than in
male dominated and while men’s membership is still declining, women’s is rising very
slightly. Examining union density by a range of intersecting individual characteristics,
women with higher level qualifications are the most likely to be union members, part-time
workers are among those least likely to be members, and black women are more likely than
black men to be members (Sneade 2001). This indicates that gender alone does not
determine propensity to unionise; the structure of employment, class position, age and

ethnicity are also salient factors.

However, the relative importance of gender (and other demographic characteristics, such
as ethnicity) compared with occupational and other structural characteristics, is contested.
For example, feminist critics argue that groups of workers (such as women and part-time
workers) with historically lower rates of unionisation are not intrinsically difficult to
organise (e.g. Boston, 1987; Cockburn 1991; Cunnison and Stageman 1995), as is
sometimes suggested (e.g. Kelly 1998). Rather union efforts to recruit these groups have
not historically been concerted enough, because they have until recently actively chosen to

focus on male-dominated occupations and industries (see Chapter Three).

Another interconnected strand of the critique draws on evidence of workers’ perceptions
and experiences of trade unions and argues that there are gendered variations. For

example, Sinclair’s (1995) study of the influence of sex on rates of unionisation, finds that
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the male-female membership differential is partly attributable to women’s lower
favourability to trade unions and their dissatisfaction with their experiences of unions,
especially unions’ approaches to part-time workers. Similarly Walters’ (2002) research
finds that female part-timers felt the union was less effective and they were less likely to
have been asked to join. This is worrying because the evidence (discussed in Chapter
Three) shows that unions failed in the past to address the issues of most pressing concern
for women, (Boston 1987), but contemporary studies continue to suggest similar neglect,
indicating that the lessons of history might not have been learnt. The corollary is that it
could be argued that the unions’ current interest in recruiting women is at least in part
instrumental, although the different internal environment (i.e. the presence of a critical
mass of more radical feminist women) renders the contemporary context quite different

from earlier periods.
Women’s participation and activism

Before examining levels and forms of women’s participation it is necessary briefly to
outline the terminology surrounding participation and activism, because it lacks clarity,
and there is therefore a need to define what is being considered. Fosh (1993:578) makes a
distinction between ‘formal’ (e.g. attending meetings, voting in elections) and ‘informal’
(e.g. reading the union journal, interacting with the shop steward) participation.
Conceptually, this is a useful way of exploring women’s participation because it is multi-
faceted. It allows for a variety of different contributions to union life and is likely to show
that there is more participation than is commonly thought, especially among women who
are less likely to attend meetings and take on the steward role, as we see below.
Importantly, it allows for a distinction between people who do not attend union meetings
because of lack of interest and those who take an active interest in the union, but have
other reasons for not attending, time constraints perhaps. From a policy perspective this
could prompt new ideas for how to increase women’s participation, particularly in more
formal ways. The drawback of Fosh’s dualistic definition of participation is that it is not

clear where the steward/representative, committee member roles fit in. Implicit is a further

distinction between members who participate and activists.

This understanding is reflected in Terry’s (1995:203) description of UK unions as

resourced by ‘unpaid volunteer activists, sometimes referred to as shop stewards’, and
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typifies the traditional understanding in the trade union movement of activism as
synonymous with office holding. The problem with this approach is that women become

less visible and numerous, as activism becomes elite and role-based, which denies the

participation of many (women) members.

Klandermans (1992) also stresses the multi-dimensional nature of activism, but
distinguishes between those who are active, but do not hold office from those who do hold
positions. Therefore for Klandermans activism and participation appear to be
synonymous, but more importantly activism is a continuum, rather than a static state of
being. Examples of activism among non-office holders include disseminating information,
recruiting new members, attending meetings, voting in elections and reading union
newsletters. The problem with this approach is that more or less every type of union
activity becomes activism from the fairly passive kind (e.g. reading union newsletters) to
the highly active office-holding, which is conceptually muddy as well as unhelpful from a

policy perspective.

To build on the strengths, but minimise the weaknesses, of the above approaches it is
proposed to employ the informal/formal distinction, but to include office
holding/committee participation as a type of formal participation, (rather than as a separate
category of activism). In this way the categories of informal and formal are themselves

multi-faceted. This is discussed later in the thesis with reference to the empirical data (see

Chapter Six and Eight).

Whilst little is known empirically about levels of informal participation, levels of formal
union participation among all members are notoriously low (Fosh 1993; Sinclair 1996), but
lower still among women. Overall attendance at meetings is estimated as low as ten per
cent (Rees 1992) and union elections are often uncontested (e.g. Fosh 1993), suggesting
low levels of voting. In Sinclair’ s (1996) study, approximately 21 per cent of male
workers attended union meetings regularly, whilst 13 per cent of female members did so.
After controlling for the predominance of women in part-time employment, Sinclair found
the significance of sex to be greatly reduced, but nevertheless important. This insight is
useful to a degree because it shows that if women were employed in the same objective
circumstances as men, they would still participate to a lesser extent, so we need to think

about why this is. However, as discussed above, the structure of employment is gendered,
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which means that we need ways of exploring women’s participation that allow for the
interconnection between sex categories and existing gender structures. Approaches to

understanding willingness to participate are discussed below.

When it comes to participation in decision-making structures the overall picture is one of
women’s under-representation, although over the last fifteen years or so progress has been
made (Healy and Kirton 2000) especially on national executive committees, pointing to a
degree of redistribution of gendered power in the unions. Of the ten largest TUC-affiliated
unions', five have now achieved women’s proportionality on the executive committee and
TUC delegation (Labour Research 2002). However, among the much larger ranks of paid
officials and workplace union representatives (i.e. those who carry out the everyday work
of the unions), women remain considerably under-represented. For example, none of the
largest ten has achieved proportionality among paid regional officers, (Labour Research
2002); two-thirds of union representatives are men, (Cully et al. 1999). Research suggests
that the growth in the number of paid officials in some unions should speed up a process of
gendered transformation (Kirton and Healy 1999), while mergers and staff contractions
tend to reduce the numbers of women and put back the project of transformation. Armed
with a more radical feminism than their less numerous female predecessors, the present
generation of paid women officials are pressing for the types of changes necessary to

promote women’s participation (Heery and Kelly 1990; Kirton and Healy 1999).
Women and trade unions: the theoretical context

The empirical chapters of the thesis explore women’s perceptions and experiences of union
participation; it is important therefore to consider the concepts and theories which can help
to illuminate the findings within the broad feminist industrial relations paradigm outlined

in Chapter One. These are discussed below.
Explaining willingness to participate

If the empirical evidence shows women’s under-participation, how can this be accounted

for? Is it simply the case that all those willing to participate do actually participate, or do

! These are UNISON, Amicus (AEEU), Amicus (MSF), TGWU, GMB, USDAWV, CWU, PCS, NUT,
GPMU, NASUWT.
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some members never translate willingness into action, and if not, why not? To explain
gendered patterns of participation the feminist sociological literature emphasises barriers
and constraints, particularly the gendered division of domestic work, the organisation of
women’s work, the organisation of trade union work and the masculine construction of
trade union practices and agendas (e.g. Colgan and Ledwith 1996). This approach counters
the old patriarchal arguments that women are inherently more passive (see Purcell 1979) or
uninterested because of their lack of attachment to paid work (Cunnison and Stageman
1995). Meanwhile, the social psychological literature draws on rational choice theories and
on theories of group identification (Klandermans 1992; Kelly and Breinlinger 1996; Kelly
1998). Both approaches are potentially illuminating, because in their different ways they
separate willingness to participate from actual participation and allow for an investigation
of the psychological and contextual factors, which might prevent the translation from one

to the other.
The gendered division of domestic work

It is now generally recognised that women’s union participation is constrained by
traditional gender roles in the home (Colgan and Ledwith 1996). Research has found
women who lead traditional lives are less likely to participate (especially to become
representatives), in contrast to men in the same objective circumstances (Walton 1991;
Lawrence 1994). This is mirrored in Kirton and Healy (1999) where most senior union
women were ‘atypical’, meaning older, childfree and often partner free. These women are
more able to give the necessary time, effort and commitment to trade union participation,
while women with dependent children and partners are more likely to be ‘time poor’. Of
course, we have to allow for a life cycle effect whereby women might lead a traditional life
for a period and a less traditional one later in the life course. This is a point, which
emerges from Cunnison’ s (1987) analysis of women’s union participation over the life
cycle. She suggests that women’s working lives typically conform to a pattern of three
fairly distinct phases and that it is during the third phase, when children are older, and
women are possibly divorced that they are most likely to become union activists. On the
other hand, women leading traditional lives are more likely to become active if they have
supportive partners, especially during the child-rearing phase (Lawrence 1994; Ledwith et

al. 1990). This indicates that some re-negotiation of the division of household labour is
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necessary and possible for some women. The relative importance of gender relations in the
home is likely to vary over time and space; that is to be context specific. Research needs
to be sensitive to contextual variation. For example, the three phase argument is less
applicable to professional women who have a greater tendency to retain work continuity
over the life course, and who constitute a large proportion of female representatives (Cully
etal. 1999). In contrast, for women who ‘choose’ to work part-time to balance work and
family life when children are young, it would seem counterintuitive to take on a ‘third job’

(i.e. become a union representative).

As discussed above, the gendered division of domestic work is temporally and spatially
persistent and women’s increased employment participation has not significantly altered
this pattern; indicating that there has been no revolutionary transformation of gender
relations in the home. Trade union policy interventions, such as provision of childcare or
help with childcare costs, are designed to help women manage their different roles in order
to overcome this significant barrier to participation, while accepting its existence. In this
sense ‘family friendly’ measures constitute a short equality agenda (McBride 2001). There
is some evidence, though, that once women become politicised through union
participation, they are less likely to comply with traditional gendered domestic

arrangements (e.g. Cockburn 1994; Jones 2002).
The organisation of women’s work

Focusing solely on women’s family/household roles leaves a gap: even when enabling
policy prescriptions are implemented (e.g. meetings in places and at times to suit women,
childcare provision, etc), women’s increased participation does not necessarily follow.
This has puzzled many male trade unionists and can easily lead back to blaming women’s
apathy, or to rational choice explanations, i.e. women choose not to get involved, so the

main barriers to women’s participation lie beyond the control of the union.

Another, but not opposing, feminist perspective highlights the organisation of women’s
paid work as a barrier to participation. Research has established an association between the
lower level and type of work that women generally do and lesser participation in unions.
There are two main arguments. First, that women’s paid work is less likely to develop

skills necessary for trade union participation, confidence, public-speaking, participating in
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meetings, etc (e.g. Cockburn 1991; Lawrence 1994). Consequently when women become
active, they often talk of feeling ‘out of their depth’ (Kirton 1999) and at a disadvantage
compared to men. Second that the organisation of women’s work provides fewer
opportunities for the construction of a collective identity because it is often socially
isolated and closely supervised. Part-time work in particular provides less opportunity to
participate, because union meetings are more likely to be arranged to suit a full-time norm

and part-time workers are less likely to receive paid time off for trade union duties (Munro
1999:199).

Thus, men dominate in local union hierarchies precisely because they dominate the
hierarchy of labour (Munro 1999: 25); in other words the gender segregated and unequal
nature of the labour market produces a form of trade union organisation which excludes or

marginalises women and their gender specific interests.
The organisation of trade union work

Provision of childcare, whilst important, is then very limited with regard to its ability to
enable increased women’s participation. Recognition of this has led to a greater policy and
theoretical concern with longer equality agendas (Cockburn 1989) and what happens to
women once they do participate, for example how the masculine culture and modus
operandi act as constraint (e.g. Kirton 1999; Healy and Kirton 2000; McBride 2001) and

how women seek to cope with or act to challenge this situation.

Some practical aspects of the organisation of trade union activity reflect historical male
domination, (discussed further in Chapter Three), including for example, the timing and
location of meetings, which are organised to suit male employment patterns, rather than the
female pattern of juggling work and family (e.g. Rees 1992). Most unions claim to have
reviewed meeting arrangements (see for example the SERTUC survey (2000) to make
them more ‘woman-friendly’, but the extent to which such a policy commitment is
reflected in the practice of local branches is highly questionable. Women still appear to
complain that meeting times and venues are not convenient (e.g. Bradley et al.
Forthcoming; Munro 1999). Thus, the decentralised structure of trade union organisation

means that national policy is not universally translated into local practice. This
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underscores the importance of contextual qualitative research, which can unpack how

individually and collectively trade unionists go about running local branches.

Another aspect of the organisation of trade union work reflecting men’s relative ‘time
wealth’ is the extraordinary level of commitment required for both paid and ‘lay’ roles,
which is addressed by a number of authors (Watson 1988; Cockburn 1991; Colgan and
Ledwith 1996; Kirton and Healy 1999; Franzway 2000). Franzway (2000:259) draws on
the concept of the ‘greedy institution’ to underscore that union activism demands not only
a considerable time commitment, but also a commitment to particular sets of values, which
demand ‘libidinal’ energy. Since the family is another greedy institution, and by definition
it is only possible to serve one greedy institution at a time, women especially face
conflicting demands. Similarly, Watson’s (1988) study of trade union officers exposes the
‘long hours culture’ of paid trade union work and unsurprisingly the vast majority of her
interviewees were men. One of the gendered consequences of the long hours culture is, of

course, women’s relative absence from the ranks of paid officials (as shown above).
Trade union leadership styles

Since women, as shown above, are severely under-represented among all levels of trade
union leaders, it is important to consider the role of leadership style in promoting
participation. Branch officers are key to determining access to the structures of
participation and the content of the bargaining agenda: to many members the workplace
representative is the ‘personification of the union’ (Nicholson, Ursell et al. 1981:116).
Participatory, or transformational, leadership styles are thought to promote participation,
whilst transactional leadership styles retain a distance between leaders and led (Dorgan and

Grieco 1993; Sudano 1998; Metochi 2002).

Union leaders who adopt the more participatory approach of the transformational style by
being available for members to raise issues of concern, informing members of union affairs
and consulting members, encourage members to see the union as their organisation. This
perception then induces feelings of loyalty towards the union, which motivates members to

become involved (Metochi 2002; Nicholson et al. 1981).

46



The weakness of this theory is that studies such as Nicholson et al’s do not gender the
discussion of leadership styles, when there are clear gendered implications. For example,
since there is a lack of female role models in leadership positions, even women who have a
willingness to participate might be deterred unless the male hierarchy adopts a
‘transformational” style (Kelly 1998). This points to the desirability of avoiding exploring
each variable (e.g. orientation, leadership style, opportunity structures, etc) separately. In
contrast union leaders who adopt a more ‘transactional’ style (Kelly 1998) risk deliberately
or unintentionally reproducing women’s marginalisation within the structures of

participation (Sudano 1997; Dorgan and Grieco 1993).

A further point to take into account is that whilst there can be no doubt that local leaders
have the power either to encourage or discourage membership participation, it should not
be assumed that leaders’ practices reflect an either/or style. Local leaders might
encourage, for example, white men’s participation, but not women’s or black members.
Firstly, this might be because men in power want to hold onto power for its own sake as
well as for the advantages it can confer, for example access to an interesting lifestyle, close
relations with management, etc (e.g. Cockburn 1994). Even in the present less union-
friendly context, individuals can still gain these advantages from participation in some
contexts, as the data from the study will show. Secondly, as Cockburn (ibid) suggests,
men might rightly fear that once in office women would use power differently. Women
might want to encourage more female participation, (e.g. Cunnison and Stageman 1995;
Kirton and Healy 1999) or to achieve different aims; to align the union agenda more with
women’s specific concerns, for example (Heery and Kelly 1988; Healy and Kirton 2000).
On the second point, some authors argue that women conceptualise power differently, for
example by seeing power as ‘capacity’ rather than ‘domination’ (Cockburn, 1994) and by
wanting to use power to involve and empower others (Dorgan and Grieco 1993; Sudano
1997). This does not have to rest on essentialised notions of womanhood and femininity,
but can be seen as a function of women’s collective experiences of subordination and
struggle for equality and a desire to utilise modes of behaviour that explicitly aim to
overcome inequality. Significantly for the thesis, this discussion underscores power as a

gendered resource (e.g. Bradley 1999; Healy and Kirton 2000).

The discussion of leadership styles is important in seeking to contribute to explanations of

lower levels of female participation. Watson’s (1988) study highlights the importance of
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‘significant others’ in the union context; that is union officers who encourage and sponsor
individual members to get involved and act as a trigger which stimulates actual
participation. Kirton and Healy (1999) demonstrate the importance for women’s
participation of gendered ‘significant others’ in the context of generally low levels of
female involvement, confirming the findings of previous studies that women are more

likely to ‘bring on’ other women (e.g. Heery and Kelly 1988; Ledwith et al. 1990).

The trade union agenda

The trade unions have been subjected to extensive feminist criticism for failing to bargain
and campaign vigorously enough on ‘women’s issues’ (e.g. Cockburn 1991; 1995;
Cunnison and Stageman 1995). That said, the notion of a unitary set of ‘women’s issues’
has been rightly called into question (Colgan and Ledwith 2000; McBride 2001). However,
it 1s possible to acknowledge women’s diversity, while arguing that there are sufficient
common experiences among women to make it possible to identify a range of work
interests specific to women (Munro 2001:468). Empirically, various studies have found
that whilst women share many bargaining concerns with men, they prioritise issues
differently (Kerr 1992; Lawrence 1994; Waddington and Kerr 2002). Also, women
workers, because they are women, or because of the ascription of gender roles, or because
of the gender structure of employment, stand to benefit disproportionately from bargaining
on certain specific issues such as equal pay, maternity leave and pay, childcare
arrangements, sexual harassment, measures to reduce gendered barriers to career

progression, part-time work etc.

‘Women’s issues’ are easy for unions to neglect or ignore because women are absent from
or marginal within the union hierarchy. In the words of Dickens et al. (1988:32) ‘the
absence of women at the table has to be part of the explanation for the absence of women
on the table’: the problem then is circular. When women are present there does appear to
be at least some gendering of the union agenda. For example, within MSF (Kirton and
Healy 1999) senior union women have adopted woman conscious strategies with the twin
objectives of transforming patriarchal union culture and union bargaining agendas. Heery
and Kelly’ s (1988) study of paid women officials finds that female representatives do

make a difference to the conduct of trade union work because they prioritise issues such as
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equal pay, childcare, maternity leave and sexual harassment in collective bargaining.
Conversely, the continued neglect and subordination of women’s interests by male
dominated unions causes women to become alienated from their unions and reinforces

their lack of participation (Cunnison and Stageman 1995:45; Munro 2001).

Individual orientations to participation

Social psychological approaches are useful in helping to explain why some individuals
participate, whilst others do not, despite being in the same objective circumstances. Kelly
and Breinlinger (1996:20-25) identify three individual characteristics, which influence
patterns of participation. The first concerns the ‘locus of control’. Here greater
participation may be seen as a way of gaining power and control and is of particular
importance for those who feel (or are) relatively powerless, such as women, working class
or black people. The second is closely related to the first and concerns ‘political efficacy’,
the feeling that the individual can have an impact on the political process. There is some
evidence that people who feel efficacious participate at higher levels and also that those
with lower levels of formal education and women perceive themselves as less efficacious.
The third characteristic concerns ‘individualist-collectivist® orientation, which drawing on
Hofstede’s (1980) work is defined as the extent to which one’s identity is characterised by
personal choices, goals and achievements or by the nature of the groups to which one
belongs. Kelly and Breinlinger (ibid:25) hold that these individual characteristics provide
some insight into general influences on behaviour, but that these factors have only limited
value in predicting or accounting for participation in specific instances.  For this task we
need to explore motivations in context and consider how willingness to participate is
mediated by observations/experiences of actual participation and intersects with different
group identifications. Healy et al. (2003), for example, consider the cross-cutting aspects
of ethnicity and gender and how these influence the experiences of work/union and

orientations to participation of minority ethnic women.

Rational choice theories are an attempt to achieve investigation of motivations in context.
This approach takes the individual as the unit of analysis when seeking to explain
willingness to participate and emphasises members’ goals or what they expect to gain from
participation as motivating factors (Kelly 1998). Klandermans (1992:187/8), for example,

suggests that individuals are active partly because participation satisfies important needs,
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either intrinsic or expressive, such as socialising with other people, engaging in interesting
activities. However, he argues expressive goals are less important to workers than the
instrumental value of participation or the expectation that it will help them achieve an
extrinsic goal, such as improving pay and conditions. Therefore from this perspective it is
necessary to consider whether in the particular industrial relations context members could

reasonably expect to secure, for example higher pay, by getting involved.

While this approach allows for an exploration of the context of individuals’ decisions, the
main criticisms are its emphasis on individual decision-making processes and the neglect
of social processes, which also influence patterns of participation (Kelly and Breinlinger
1996) and the in-built assumption of individuals as self-interested agents (Kelly 1998).
There is also a tendency towards gender neutrality, which is unhelpful when studying
women. The findings of Kirton’ s (1999) study of senior union women, for example, lend
support to all three strands of criticism. It shows that social support networks (gendered
social processes) are vitally important in sustaining senior union women’s participation
over time. Women in the study stayed active despite encountering many obstacles to the
achievement of their immediate goals. They did so not out of pure self-interest, but out of
a belief in their ability to make a difference to women members and workers in the longer

term.
Trade union and gender identities

In order to understand women’s patterns of union participation as situated in the empirical
contexts described above, it is necessary then to explore the social processes, which
construct women’s trade union and gender identities. The literature on social identity is
now enormous and draws on both psychological and sociological approaches, providing
complementary insights. This section draws on literature considered most useful for

exploring the salience of social identity in the trade union context and congruent with the

feminist paradigm.

From a social psychological perspective an important sense of self derives from the groups
and categories to which we belong and self-identification with a group promotes the
perception of a commonality of interests (Kelly and Breinlinger 1996:34-5), which could

stimulate participation in a relevant group. This implies that from a number of groups to
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which they belong, individuals consciously choose which groups to identify with. This
approach avoids the pitfalls of reified social identities. For example, a black woman might
self-identify with black people as a group, but not with women; therefore she would see
her commonality of interests lying with black people, rather than with women and might
become involved in a black political group. Of course, the ‘right’ to self-identify with a

particular group is often contestable; e.g. what constitutes ‘black’? Therefore the concept

of belonging is far from straightforward.

From a sociological perspective social identities derive from the ‘various sets of lived
relationships in which individuals are engaged’ (Bradley 1996:24). Here, the black woman
(in the example above) could not escape the fact that she is a woman, even if she chooses
not to privilege her identity as a woman. This approach suggests that social identities are
not so much a question of self-identification, rather an objective fact and in this sense they
can be ‘ascribed’ as well as ‘achieved’ (Jenkins 1996:142). Here it is the lived realities of

social identity that would define commonality of interests.

Despite a different emphasis, both perspectives suggest that group memberships or social
identities will influence patterns of participation in collective action. Bradley identifies
‘three levels’ of social identity: passive, active and politicised (1996:25) and in doing so
offers a solution to the question of whether social identity is a matter of self-identification

or objective fact:

“*Passive identities’ are potential identities in the sense that they derive from the
sets of lived relationships (class, gender, ethnicity and so forth) in which the
individuals are engaged, but they are not acted on. Individuals are not particularly
conscious of passive identities and do not normally define themselves by them
unless events occur which bring those particular relationships to the fore....

< Active identities’ are those which individuals are conscious of and which provide a
base for their actions. They are positive elements in an individual’s self-
identification although we do not necessarily think of ourselves continually in
terms of any single identity.... When identities provide a more constant base for
action and where individuals constantly think of themselves in terms of an identity,

we can describe it as a politicised identity. ‘Politicised identities’ are formed
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through political action and provide the base for collective organisation of either a

defensive or an affirmative nature.” (Bradley, 1996:25-26)

In this approach it is possible for different identities to intersect and to be or become more
or less salient in specific circumstances. For example, the black woman (above) might be
a teacher: this would be her occupational identity, which she is conscious of (it is an
‘active’ identity) and which from time to time might cause her to get involved in her union,
perhaps participating in industrial action during a dispute. However, it is her black identity
that is politicised and provides the base for constant action as expressed by her
involvement in a black member group. This example illustrates the dynamic, fluid and
intersecting nature of different identities, which may influence different patterns of
participation over time, but not determine them. This multi-layered conceptualisation of

identity is utilised later in the thesis to characterise the interviewees’ identity affiliations.

If as Bradley (1996:212) argues the construction of identity is a political process, how and
why do different identities become active or politicised? Cunnison and Stageman
(1995:16) emphasise the material base for the construction of women’s gender identity.
They identify three elements as particularly significant: patterns of child rearing, patterns
of care and service, and the experience of subordination. The problem with this
understanding is the implication that all women experience these three elements in uniform
ways. This is contrary to the growing body of literature, which highlights women’s
diversity and the many different ways in which women experience social realities and their
gender (Charles and Hintjens 1998; Yuval-Davis 1998; Colgan and Ledwith 2000). These
authors argue that the identities available to women are constructed within specific power
relations, which provide the framework of choice, so class, ‘race’ and ethnicity for
example, cross cut gender. The latter approach then acknowledges the material basis of
subordination at the same time as allowing for heterogeneous women’s ‘realities’, a theme,

which the thesis because of the diversity of interviewees is able to pursue.

According to Bradley’s (1996) approach the lived relationships women experience produce
practices and discourses, which promote awareness of gender, causing a gender identity to
become active. However, there 1s no necessary relationship between awareness and
participation in collective action, as Bradley (1996) recognises. Kelly and Breinlinger
(1996), drawing on Tajfel and Turner (1986), suggest three possible strategies in response
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to awareness of inequalities and in pursuit of a positive social identity: individual mobility,
social creativity, and social change/competition. The latter two are collective responses,
although social creativity is less transformative, as it would seek to promote the greater
value of stereotypical feminine qualities or traditional female roles and could lead to
participation in the ‘other women’s movement’ (Sommerville 1997), pro-life groups for
example. In contrast, social change/competition has more radical aims and could occur

through involvement in feminist politics/groups and the adoption of a feminist identity.

An active, even politicised feminist identity is an important, although not necessary,
component of transformative strategies towards (emancipatory) social change because it
provides a first step to resistance and stops women believing that their sufferings are
natural (as in the ‘other women’s movement’) or merely personal (Young 1997). This is
not to say that women, who do not self-identify as feminists, will not share a common
agenda for change with women who are comfortable with the feminist label. Many women
in the trade union context, where there is a long history of feminist influence (Boston
1987), are uncomfortable with feminism. It is often felt to undermine the movement’s
solidarity and unity, to constitute (inappropriately) a single cause and to reflect largely the
concerns of white, middle-class women (Cockburn 1991; Colgan and Ledwith 1996;
Kirton and Healy 1999; Humphrey 2002). It is also the case that in many social arenas
there is now an anti-feminist discourse, which is bound to deter some women from

publicly adopting the label.

Yet it is clear feminist beliefs and values inform much of trade union women’s strategies
and practice (e.g. Healy and Kirton 2000; Kirton and Healy 1999; Colgan and Ledwith,
1996, 2000, 2002; Cunnison and Stageman 1995; McBride 2001). Therefore if, as in the
thesis, we take feminism as an analytical construct (as discussed in Chapter One), rather
than simply as an ‘identity’, then we can argue that some women display feminist beliefs
and values, even when they do not self-identify as feminists. Such women might not
engage intellectually with the ideology of feminism, or they might have dismissed

feminism as an explicit identity but might be committed to its goals as a project for

gendered social change.
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Gender democracy in trade unions

Although women trade union members clearly have the right to vote in union elections and
to stand for election themselves, the empirical picture of women’s under-representation in
the democratic processes and structures of trade unions points to a gendered ‘democracy
deficit’ (Cockburn 1995). What democracy means within the trade union context is
contested and is historically contingent (Nicholson et al. 1981). Over the last decade or so,
the idea that democracy exists de facto where a small group of individuals is elected to
represent the membership, has come under pressure from industrial relations (Fairbrother
1984; Terry 1996; Morris and Fosh 2000) and feminist authors (e.g. Cockburn 1991; 1995;
Colgan and Ledwith 2002; Healy and Kirton 2000; McBride 2001; Rees 1992). The former
are concerned generally with the opportunities members have to influence union decision-
making, whilst the latter argue that trade unions cannot be said to be democratic if women
lack influence and are absent from decision-making. From this perspective, representative
democracy can be characterised as democracy without ‘voice’. A grassroots (Morris and
Fosh 2000) or participatory (Terry 1996) model is now the widely held ideal, with a heavy
emphasis on direct forms of collective decision-making, rather than indirect representative
forms. However, because unions have oligarchic and bureaucratic tendencies (Healy and
Kirton 2000, McBride 2001) which can lead to the ongoing exclusion and marginalisation

of women, even this might constitute an imperfect model for gender democracy.

The question is how can unions achieve gender democracy? One approach is to focus on
the structures of democracy and to explore the types of structural change that would result
in increased female participation and ‘voice’. For example, to temper gendered oligarchic
tendencies might involve a change in union rules and procedures surrounding office
holding, for example, length of membership required to stand for election, the number of
consecutive terms that a post can be held for and so on. Such changes can be regarded as
liberal measures, as ways of letting women in, of increasing their numbers. As Cockburn
(1995) points out though, it is important to distinguish between women’s representation as
individuals in a sex category and their representation as an oppressed social group. When
women are present in democratic structures as individuals, they do not necessarily speak as
and for women, which suggests that the mere presence of women does not automatically

change the nature of the democratic processes and outcomes (e.g. Munro 1999). A more

54



radical measure is separate structures for women, which aim to ensure women’s

representation as an oppressed social group, discussed in more detail below.

An alternative approach is to focus on the processes and outcomes rather than the
structures of democracy. This approach has salience for the thesis. Young (2000), for
example, is interested in why, even when formally included in democratic institutions
some people find that their views are not listened to or taken seriously. She refers
(2000:55) to this process as ‘internal exclusion’ as opposed to ‘external exclusion’. She
argues that ‘a theory of democratic inclusion requires an expanded conception of political
communication, both in order to identify modes of internal inclusion and to provide an
account of more inclusive possibilities of attending to one another in order to reach
understanding’. This is very apposite in the trade union context, where certain social
groups including women, ethnic minorities, disabled people and lesbians and gay men have
complained not only of external exclusion, but also of internal exclusion (Colgan 1999;
Kirton and Healy 1999; Humphrey 2002). The processes of internal exclusion are often
enacted by majority groups by virtue of their greater knowledge of the ‘rules of the game”’
(McBride 2001), that is union jargon, procedures and rule books (e.g. Cockburn 1991,
Lawrence 1994). Linked to this, participants of meetings are often intimidated into
accepting the position of the most vocal, so that even the physical presence of a group

cannot be taken as a sign of democratic outcomes.

Despite its imperfections, Young (1990:92) argues that participatory democracy has both
instrumental and intrinsic value, because it requires that a diversity of interests are voiced
and because it provides an important means for the development of capacities for thinking
about one’s own needs in relation to the needs of others. Thus, ‘democracy is both an
element and a condition of social justice’ (ibid: 91). From this perspective, it is imperative

that unions develop strategies towards gender democracy.

Strategies towards gender democracy

Strategies to encourage women’s participation were called for by the TUC in its 1979
‘Charter for Equality for Women within Trade Unions’ and most trade unions have now
implemented a raft of liberal and radical (Jewson and Mason 1986) reforms. Liberal

measures include, provision of childcare, gender-monitoring, women-only courses,
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women’s officers, and new approaches to conducting union business (e.g. adjusting the
timing and location of meetings). Radical measures include, reserved seats for women on
governing bodies and on union delegations, electoral reform (proportionality), women’s
conferences, women’s committees (Kirton and Greene 2002). The initiatives, which can be
classified as liberal aim to “level the playing field’ with the creation of fair procedures and
the dismantling of gendered barriers such as lack of childcare provision or trade union
skills. The radical initiatives involve direct intervention to recast union government, for
example the creation of reserved seats for women on governing bodies and to give women
influence on union decision-making via women’s committees and conferences (Kirton and
Greene 2002). Women’s separate organising is a significant element of the more radical
measures and it is this approach that has most relevance to the thesis; it is therefore given

detailed attention.
Women'’s separate organising

In a recent survey 13 of 27 UK unions provided some form of women-only groups
(SERTUC 2000), suggesting widespread acceptance in the union movement of the strategy
of women’s separate organising. The strategy has delivered gains for women: a
comparison of UK trade unions between 1987 and 1997 shows a shift from a liberal
approach towards more radical forms of separate organising and a greater representation of
women in union structures over time (Healy and Kirton 2000). Feminist authors have
shown a great deal of interest in women’s separate organising, generally agreeing that it is
a key mechanism in developing a long equality agenda (Colgan and Ledwith 1996;
McBride 2001; Kirton and Greene 2002; Parker 2002). First, because it allows under-
represented constituencies to come together in a safe environment (Briskin 1993) to
develop their own priorities and agendas, which can then be fed into the mainstream.
Second, because it legitimates the representation of women as an oppressed social group,

which is key to changing the nature of what counts as trade union business. However, it is

not inevitable that the latter will result.

Briskin’s work has been particularly influential in developing conceptual approaches to
understanding women’s separate organising. She (1993:94-97) considers three possible
claims: that separate organising is a form of ‘ghettoisation’, that it is necessary to correct

the ‘deficits’ in women, and finally that it is a pro-active positive appropriation of
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women’s experiences. The ghetto model assumes that integration into male dominated
structures on the same terms as men is the strategic aim, and that gender differences are
fundamentally insignificant. From this point of view women’s structures are ghettos to
keep women quiet, ineffective and talking only to each other. Thus, separate organising
could be used as a strategy by the male-gendered oligarchy to maintain the status quo. It
might actually legitimate the confining of ‘women’s issues’ to powerless domains and
ensure that these issues continue to be seen of marginal importance to the mainstream
business of unions (Healy and Kirton 2000; Humphrey 2002). This description evokes
some of the early forms of women’s separate organising following the merger of women’s
unions into the mainstream movement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(see Chapter Three and Cunnison and Stageman 1995). However, it cannot be assumed
that this interpretation of women’s groups is simply one of a bygone age. For example,
Parker’s (2002) study found mixed outcomes and that tensions between women’s groups

and the mainstream remain.

The deficit model recognises the significance of gender and the need for separate
organising, but the emphasis is on women changing or on correcting women’s inability to
function in the male dominated movement. Briskin (1993:96) cites the example of some
women’s courses, arguing that courses that focus on ‘changing women’ by increasing their
confidence and developing their assertiveness lack the politicised content of a proactive
model, which she considers problematic. Briskin’s understanding assumes that following a
course the now more confident and assertive women become integrated within the male
norms and co-opted to the masculine agenda, rather than having become politicised
through the process of becoming more confident. That this situation is the case is far from
clear or inevitable and research such as presented in this thesis can contribute to our
understanding of how in practice women’s courses function and therefore how we can

position them conceptually. (This theme is discussed in Chapter Six using the empirical

data.)

The proactive model is informed by recognition of the gender-specific character of
experience in employment, the home and wider society (as discussed above). Women
must organise collectively to bring their gender specific knowledge to the mainstream to
effect democratic change. In line with this, McBride (2001) finds that women use separate

organising to talk about issues not normally on the trade union meeting agenda, such as
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domestic violence and sexual harassment. She suggests that women’s groups provide
women with a constant source of authority and influence on mainstream structures,

pointing to a gendering of the union agenda as a possible outcome of the more proactive

model.

Briskin (1993) clearly believes that the proactive model offers the greatest potential for
transformation. However, there is some evidence that current forms of women’s separate
organising are underpinned by both deficit and proactive models to the extent that some
women’s groups may seek to work alongside mainstream, male dominated structures,
whilst others seek to fundamentally recast trade union decision making processes. Parker’s
(2002) study finds that the objectives of women’s groups reflect a pragmatic and gradual
pursuit of change shaped by the constraints of the existing union framework, suggesting
that a ‘pure’ model of either type is unlikely to dominate the strategic orientation of

women who engage in separate organising.

Despite, or possibly because of its potential for transformation, the strategy of separate
organising, although now widely accepted, remains controversial among men and women
trade unionists alike. Measures such as reserved seats and separate courses are often
charged with being tokenistic or patronising gestures, which rather than leading to
democratic transformation might simply marginalise the issues and the people involved
(Briskin 1993; Humphrey 2002; Kirton and Greene 2002). This criticism is a contemporary
permutation of old dilemmas discussed in Chapter Three and invokes the question of
whether separate organising is perceived as a feminist political tool or as an aim. A more
recent criticism is that separate organising embodies essentialised notions of women,
which denies women’s diversity and their heterogeneous interests (see Colgan and Ledwith
2000). Reflecting shifts in feminist theorising (discussed in Chapter One), it is, for
example, now recognised that trade union women are divided by factors such as class, age,
‘race’, ethnicity, as well as by occupation and political affiliation, which means that
separate organising needs to be capable of addressing within-group diversity. Within the
trade union movement a further (again longstanding) criticism is that separate organising
dilutes unity and solidarity (the cornerstone of trade unionism), and is a distraction from
‘real’ union business (e.g. Humphrey 2002; McBride 2001). From this point of view it is

politically unacceptable and resource draining, especially in a period when unions are

struggling to survive.
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Alternatively, to rebut these criticisms, it can be argued that inequalities are historically
embedded in the structural and cultural fabric of trade unions and to redress these requires
the empowering environment of separate structures (Briskin 1993). Whilst the
heterogeneity of women cannot be denied, it is also possible to argue that there exists
enough commonality of interest based on a shared experience of gender specific
oppression to make it possible to identify a women’s union agenda (Munro 1999). Further,
that unity within diversity is both possible and desirable (Young 2000; Briskin 2002) and

that unions must reinvent themselves as pluralist organisations in order to survive.

To accomplish its aim of working towards gender equality, separate organising must meet
certain preconditions, which Briskin (2002:37) summarises as maintaining a (delicate)
strategic balance between autonomy from the traditional structures and practices of the
union movement and mainstreaming into those structures. The former creates
opportunities for trade union culture and practices to be deconstructed and reconstructed,
whilst the latter is necessary to prevent further marginalisation or ghettoisation of women.
With regard to the form of women’s separate organising which is the subject of the thesis —
women-only courses - it is unclear how Briskin situates women-only courses within her
framework. Drawing on the idea of ‘strategic balance’ though, it could be argued that
women (tutors and students perhaps) must have autonomy over the curriculum of women’s
courses (i.e. it should not be men who decide how and what women learn). But women
must also have some influence on mainstream union courses so that as women participate
more widely their experiences are positive. Thus, equally important as the structural
arrangements, as indicated by a number of studies (e.g. Colgan and Ledwith 2002; Healy
and Kirton 2000; Parker 2002), will be the way that women as agents of change act on both
mainstream and women’s structures to head in the direction of gendered transformation.
This is one of the central themes of this thesis, which is explored later using the empirical

data. Women-only courses are given more detailed attention in Chapter Three.

Conclusions and implications for the research

This chapter has identified key issues in the empirical contexts of women’s employment
and participation in trade unions relevant to the research. It has also discussed the micro

level concepts and theories, derived from the feminist industrial relations paradigm
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discussed in Chapter One, which inform the analysis of the empirical findings the thesis
presents. The implications of the above discussion for the research are now considered and

the concepts and theories that are taken forward in the thesis are summarised.

With regard to the context of women’s employment, women experience significant
disadvantage in employment, arising from structural characteristics and ideological factors
at the level of wider society. From the brief outline of the dominant patterns of women’s
employment, it can be seen that gender remains a strong determinant of pay, status,
occupation, industry and the likelihood of labour market participation in the first place. It
also remains a strong determinant of roles in the household and family. The gender
structure of employment and of the household combined with the gender specific character
of subjective employment/family experiences then influence women’s relationship to trade
unionism. However, it is important to acknowledge that women constitute a heterogeneous
social group; their employment and family/household roles/experiences are mediated by,
for example, age, class and ethnicity. Although the salience of gender as an organising
principle (Cockburn 1991) in the labour market is persistent, the structures that impact on
women are dynamic and negotiated and interpreted by a diversity of women as subjects in
the making of their own histories. The theme of how context structures choices and
influences behaviour in the trade union environment is pursued in the chapters analysing

the empirical data.

Turning to the broad trade union context, this research 1s not explicitly concerned with the
prospects for union renewal, nor with all the policies and processes that are likely to be
necessary to achieve membership growth. However, it is concerned with one of the main
policy outcomes of the more hostile environment and poor fortunes of the unions, that is
the greater focus on how to increase women’s participation and work towards gender
equality and democracy. The irony of attempting the latter at a time of resource constraint
and against a struggle for survival should be lost on no one reading this thesis.
Nevertheless, we should not be surprised: it is a sense of crisis that generally pushes
organisations towards transformative change (Carter 2000:132). Thus the broad trade
union context outlined above is salient for this research to the extent that it has provided an
extra instrumental force to add to the moral arguments already marshalled to support

actions and interventions towards these ends, one of which is women’s separate organising.
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Further, the empirical picture underlines the fact that equality issues cannot be divorced

from ‘mainstream’ trade union issues, as the unions move forward into an uncertain future.

With regard to women’s membership of and participation in trade unions, the chapter has
shown that the gender composition of union membership has changed over time such that
women are now an undeniably important source of members, however there remains a
question mark surrounding how well unions serve women. The answer to this problem has
to lie in encouraging more women to become involved in union affairs, yet the analysis of
women’s participation reveals an overall picture of women’s under-representation at all
levels of the hierarchy. There are various theoretical explanations for this, which the thesis

draws on in analysing the empirical data.

The range of concepts and theories discussed in order to shed light on willingness to
participate underlines at the micro level the significance of the broad feminist theoretical
framework set out in Chapter One. A feminist approach involves seeking to understand
women’s union participation in context of work, family and union. In other words we have
to know the context in which orientations to participation express themselves through
actions and behaviours and how they intersect with gendered barriers, constraints and
opportunities and with actual experiences of participation in order to avoid the problems
with the ‘propensity to participate’ approach discussed earlier. From the greater availability
of evidence it is clear that the organisation of household work, women’s paid work and
trade union work are all likely to constrain women’s participation, but not in any precise
combination or uniform way. The qualitative methodology used to gather the data for the
thesis (outlined in Chapter Four) allows for the unpacking of the interrelationships between

the various factors that promote and constrain women’s participation and offers rich

insights to contribute to this debate.

The chapter highlighted the importance of one set of actors, that is trade union leaders, in
shaping structures and experiences of participation, as well as the union agenda, raising the
question of whether women behave differently as leaders and/or have a different agenda.
Approaches to understanding identity formation processes are useful in this regard. The
activation of both trade union and gender identities is important to the extent that collective
identification might promote participation, whilst a politicised gender identity might

promote a critical stance which could lead to participation in women’s separate organising
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and challenge to the patriarchal status quo. Using the empirical data the thesis explores
how women in their local work and trade union contexts conduct themselves as trade

unionists and the various group identifications that influence their approaches.

Women’s separate organising was positioned as a radical measure towards gender
democracy designed to give women representation and voice as an oppressed social group.
Separate organising at rhetorical and national policy level is now widely established in
trade unions, but this does not mean that it is not contested at local levels, a tension, which
is shown by the research findings. Women-only courses, like other forms of women’s
separate organising, are designed to encourage greater female participation and to give
women the opportunity to learn to cope with the male-dominated union structures, but also
to challenge the gendered ideology underpinning trade union policy and practice. In

following the lives of a group of participants of women-only courses, the thesis addresses

this theme.

The above summary of the implications of the empirical and theoretical contexts discussed
in the chapter highlights the value of qualitative investigations of women’s participation,
which can contribute to understanding the complex inter-relationship between structure

and agency in the trade union context.

The next chapter steps back in time to explore the historical context and evolution of
women’s trade unionism, separate organising and women-only courses. It then brings the
discussion back to the present period to provide more detailed discussion of contemporary

women-only courses.
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Chapter Three

The Historical Context and Evolution of
Women’s Trade Unionism,
Separate Organising

And Women-only Trade Union Courses

Introduction

Thus far the literature review has located the research within a feminist industrial relations
paradigm and explored the contemporary empirical and theoretical contexts of women in
unions. Congruent with the aim of exploring the social construction of women’s trade
union participation, this chapter provides a brief examination of the historical context to
locate the research ‘problem” within a longer time frame, i.e. to outline the historical
genesis of women’s place in unions. Following Layder (1993:175) the historical
dimension of the thesis is employed to supplement and complement the contemporary
analysis, which is the primary focus. The historical dimensions most relevant to this
research are first the history of women’s trade unionism and separate organising, the
history of trade union education and how it came to exclude and marginalise women and
‘women’s issues’. Second, how and why women-only courses emerged and evolved and

came to be widely seen as a necessary element of overall trade union education provision.

The chapter draws primarily on existing historical literature. However, the attempt to
construct the picture was hampered by the fact that the historical literature on women in
unions has little to say about trade union education and the historical literature on trade
union education has little to say about women. Similarly, empirical industrial relations
research conducted much before the late 1980s, was generally gender blind. For example,
one 1970s study on the training of trade union officers (Brown and Lawson 1973)
tantalisingly informs the reader that the sample included eight women in a survey of 175.
But, the text is peppered with references to the male gender of the officers surveyed and
the reader learns nothing about the women involved. Thus the attempt to construct a
historical account of women’s union education provided an illustration of the gender blind

nature of industrial relations and indeed of labour history research, discussed in Chapter
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One. The omission of a gender perspective on union education was partly rectified in the
early 1980s when a series of articles in the practitioner oriented Trade Union Studies
Journal began to address the issue of educating women. Therefore in view of significant
gaps, it was also necessary to gather selectively primary historical evidence, particularly
for the period up to the late 1960s, which involved mining Trades Union Congress' (TUC)
documentary sources to discover more about the provenance of women-only courses than

the existing literature reveals.

Before turning specifically to address women’s trade union education, the chapter briefly
sketches a short history of women’s trade unionism and separate organising in order to
provide a context for the discussion of women’s education. The chapter then outlines
significant developments in trade union education generally and women-only courses
specifically, in three periods, utilising the concepts of external and internal exclusion
(Young 2000; see Chapter Two). The first period is1900 to 1945 when the foundations
were laid for women’s exclusion; the second is between 1945 and the late 1970s when
contextual events and internal decision-making consolidated women’s exclusion; the third
is from the late 1970s when the demands of feminist women began to force inclusion. The

final section of the chapter discusses the contemporary nature of women-only courses.
A short history of women’s trade unionism and separate organising

It is impossible to understand how and why women’s separate organising, in particular
women-only courses, emerged without a sense of the extent and nature of women’s
participation and involvement in trade unions. As can be seen from Table 3.1, women
workers have historically been an important source of members to unions, yet the trade
union movement has not always welcomed women into membership and has historically
neglected women’s needs and concerns (Boston 1987). Initially women responded to male
hostility and external exclusion by organising separately; it was not therefore a matter of

feminist principle, rather separate organising was widely seen as a temporary necessity, or

! The primary documents consulted were 36 annual reports of TUC women's conferences 1n 1926 and then
1931-1966 and two reports on trade union education in 1920 (TUEEC 1920) and 1930 (Millar 1930). "I"he
existing literature covered the later period. I concentrated on d1§covermg the TUC’s approach to educatmg
women trade unionists primarily because of the enormous task mvol.ved m.ﬁnd‘mg out what, if any, provision
individual unions had, bearing in mind that the intention was to outline a historical context, rather than
conduct historical research per se. TUC provision was taken as a barometer of how the movement generally
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as a form of ‘interim separatism’ (Colgan and Ledwith 1996). The tensions and dilemmas
surrounding women’s separate organising never entirely dissolved and throughout the

history of women workers’ organisation there has been considerable debate on the issue

(Cunnison and Stageman 1995).

Thus, it was women who spearheaded early campaigns to unionise women and generally
into separate unions either because of men’s refusal to admit women to the appropriate
industrial/occupational union or because there was no appropriate union, since men had
prioritised the formation of unions in male dominated employment. For example, Emma
Paterson founded the Women’s Protective and Provident League in 1874 (to become the
Women’s Trade Union League (WTUL) in the early 1890s). The League, whilst not a
trade union itself, was set up to help establish individual unions for women employed in
bookbinding, millinery, mantle-making and other skilled sewing trades (Drake 1984:11). It
was a response to male opposition to women’s entry to trade unions, but its ultimate aim
was acceptance into the male dominated movement (Boston 1987). Accordingly, the
League actually favoured the opening of men’s unions to women, rather than separate
unions for women, but wherever this was opposed it sought the support of men in the
forming of women’s unions (Soldon 1978:17). Where women were admitted to ‘men’s’
unions, women’s sections or branches were often formed, but frequently functioned under
male officers (Soldon, 1978:60). This was an example of internal exclusion and proved an
effective way of segregating women and marginalising their concerns at the same time as

keeping surveillance on their activities.

At the beginning of the twentieth century the proportion of women in paid employment
outside the home was still very small (about thirteen per cent) (Boston 1987:64), although
of course working-class women took paid work into their homes. Nevertheless, a number
of white-collar women’s unions were formed in the early 1900s (Soldon 1978:53), as was
the National Federation of Women Workers NFWW) in 1906. The latter was an attempt
to establish a general labour union for women belonging to unorganised trades or not
admitted to their appropriate union. An enormous increase in female trade union
membership occurred during the First World War during which women substituted for

male workers. By the end of 1918 the female membership of trade unions stood at just over

approached women’s trade union education in different periods, although of course initially some women’s
unions no doubt provided courses which would have been de facto women-only.
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one million, representing about seventeen per cent of total membership (Drake 1984:11 1).
During the war women had been encouraged to join the general unions, but the ranks of the
NFWW had also swelled from 5,000 members to 80,000 by 1918 (Soldon 1978:85). The

union movement overall was still almost exclusively run by men, regardless of the

Table 3.1: Women and Men Trade Union Members 1900-2000>

Y ear Female Increase Density Male Increase Density | Women as
M’ship In Women M’ship In Men % of
(000s) Women % % (000s) Men % Total
% M’ship
1900 154 - 3.2 1,869 - 16.7 7.6
1910 278 44.6 5.3 2,287 18.2 18.6 10.8
1920 1,342 79.2 23.9 7,006 67.3 54.5 16.0
1930 793 (69.2) 13.4 4,049 (73.0) 30.8 16.3
1940 1,119 29.1 17.6 5,493 26.2 40.3 16.9
1950 1,684 33.5 23.7 7,605 27.7 54.6 18.1
1960 1,951 13.6 24.1 7,884 3.5 53.6 19.8
1970 2,583 244 31.2 8,089 25 59.0 242
1980 3,771 45.9 39.9 8,468 4.4 65.0 30.8
1990 3,752 (0.5) 32.0 6,195 (36.6) 43.0 37.7
2000 3,350 (12.0) 28.9 3,884 (59.5) 29.9 46.3

proportion of women members, although a very small number of women had started to

appear on the committees of some mixed sex unions (Soldon 1978:56).

For women workers, the end of the First World War brought with it widespread
unemployment as employers, supported by trade unions, discharged women from positions
in factories and offices and a marriage bar was imposed in the public sector (Boston 1987,
Cunnison and Stageman 1995). Union bargaining strategies now emphasised the
importance of the ‘family wage’ for the male breadwinner. In essence the end of the war
brought with it a return of the attitude that a woman’s primary role was that of wife and

mother (Boston 1987:132-145), although the war had shattered the myth that women were

2 Figures provided in Table 3.1 relate to the membership of all registered trade unions and not just tl}ose
affiliated to the TUC. This is to avoid skewing the data at points in time when. fem?le-dommated unions
(such as NALGO) first joined the TUC. Further, because of the limited historical literature on women in
trade unions, data presented in the table had to be gathered from a range of sources; therefor.e the only way to
ensure consistency and comparability across the periods was to cover all reglgtered trade unions. Sources;
1900-1960: Bain, G.S., R. Bacon, and J. Pimlott (1972) ‘The Laboqr Force’, in A.H. Ha}lsey (ed) T re?ds in
British Society Since 1900, London: Macmillan. 1970/1980: Waddmgton, J and C. Whitston (1995) ‘Trade
Unions: Growth, Structure and Policy’, in P. Edwards Industrial Relations, Oxford: Blackwell.

1990/2000:Labour Market Trends (2001:433-441)
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incapable of skilled work. Against this relatively hostile climate, union women were
organising themselves inside the movement to push their cause forward indicating that
separate organising had become a political tool in response to internal exclusion, although
criticism of the male hierarchy was muted (see Drake 1984). Drake (ibid: 213) identified
the chief function of women’s advisory councils as ‘education and propaganda’, describing
them as a ‘practical training ground’ for inexperienced women, indicating that the ultimate
goal of women’s separate organising was to enable women to take up positions in
mainstream structures. So far we can see that early forms of women’s separate organising
constituted what Briskin (1993) would characterise as initially a ghetto model and later a

deficit model.

During the two decades of falling membership from 1920-1940, the TUC was keen to
recruit women in order to stem the overall decline in membership. However, the movement
lacked leadership for women and there were few efforts by the male leadership to make
recruitment campaigns appeal specifically to women (Boston 1987:157). The WTUL had
achieved its goal of merger with the TUC in 1920 and women were subsumed within the
male-dominated organisation. Nevertheless, in response to pressure from some trade union
women and a motion at the 1923 TUC conference, women were afforded recognition
within the TUC by the establishment in 1922 of two reserved seats on the General Council,
and in 1926 of an Annual Women’s Trade Union Conference (Boston 1987:157).
However, the conference was not a women-only structure. On the contrary, the male-
dominated National Women’s Group of the TUC tightly controlled it (TUC 1926:3). By

now women’s position in the union movement was an uneasy one between separation and

unity (Boston 1987).

There were no further women’s conferences until 1931 when the renamed Conference of
Unions Catering for Women (CUCW) was held, organised by the newly established
National Women’s Advisory Committee of the TUC. The significance of the change of
name should not go unnoticed: the new name confirmed that the conference was about
women and their interests rather than for women as a women-only structure. Women
workers, because of their lower pay, continued to be viewed by men in the trade union
movement as a threat to male rates of pay, especially as during the economic slump of the
early 1930s men’s employment decreased at a far greater rate than did women’s.

However, the perceived solution now was to engender greater solidarity between men and
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women by drawing more women into the male dominated unions (Soldon 1978:135).

Congruent with this there was opposition to women’s separate organising (Boston
1987:162).

By 1940 a sizeable proportion of total union membership, union women’s position was
strengthened during the Second World War through further membership gains (arising
from the mass employment of women). A new, albeit small, body of militant women
stewards emerged who used the women’s advisory structures of the TUC and of some
individual unions as a vehicle to press their demands (Cunnison and Stageman 1995:28),
indicating a shift in the orientation of women’s separate organising. However, their claims
had a liberal emphasis on equal treatment, meaning ‘same’ rather than ‘different’, with

equal pay the principal concern.

By 1950 many women had left paid employment as the wartime nurseries disappeared,
whilst others had returned to their former lower status, low skilled jobs. Women’s primary
role was once again seen by employers, trade unions and wider society to reside in the
home. The trade unions showed no real commitment to acting on women’s employment
issues — nurseries, equal pay, and rights of married women to equal employment

opportunities were all issues that received scant attention by the movement.

Throughout the 1950s an increasing number of married women entered paid employment,
although the growth was concentrated in part-time, sex-segregated work, which enabled
women to conform to the prevailing conservative and traditional ideology and enabled
unions to continue to prioritise the ‘family wage’. There was a considerable numerical and
proportionate increase in women’s membership, but they still only constituted about a fifth
of total membership (see Table 3.1). The relatively low level of female unionisation was
attributed largely to apathy and lack of trade union consciousness among women (Boston

1987:247): in other words, the unions blamed women.

Between 1964 and 1970 women accounted for an enormous seventy per cent of the

increase in members of TUC trade unions® and this was to be important for the

3 Itis important to note that rather than representing new union members, much of the increase in women’s
membership of TUC unions during the 1960s and early 1970s is attributable to the new affiliation of some

female dominated unions, such as NALGO in 1964.
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development of a vocal and assertive women’s voice within the movement. However,
despite or possibly because of, considerable growth in women’s membership, unions
showed little direct concern to recruit more women into union decision-making. For
example, although in 1967 women comprised around half of the membership of the public

sector union NUPE, the union sent a delegation of twenty-four men to the TUC annual

conference (Boston 1987:265).

The strike by TGWU Ford women machinists in 1968 was pivotal: it was led by women
and was about women’s working conditions. It has been described as the point at which
feminism in the British trade union movement became significant (Boston 1987:278-279).
The so-called ‘new-wave feminism’ underpinned the emergence of a new understanding
by trade unions of the need to widen their policy agendas to include the specific concerns
of women and to introduce structural change to encourage women’s participation
(Cunnison and Stageman 1995). The 1970s witnessed a number of changes in the trade
unions, which were to herald the beginnings of gender equality in the movement. These
included: an unprecedented increase in women’s union density to almost forty per cent in
1980; an increase in women’s share of total membership to around thirty per cent; the
drawing up in 1979 of the TUC Charter for Equality for Women within Trade Unions, an
increase in the influence of women’s separate organising in the wider union movement;
and an increase in women’s representation in mainstream decision-making structures. Not
all women supported women’s separate organising, but there was now more unified

support than ever before and a widespread belief that it was an effective political tool, if

not an end in itself (Boston 1987).

This brief history of women in trade unions highlights the longstanding existence of a
context of internal and external structural constraints inhibiting women’s equality within
employment and the unions, coupled with evidence of women’s struggles to direct their
own destiny, largely via separate organising, within the trade union movement.
Importantly the historical picture shows how the contemporary participation of women in
unions, outlined in Chapter Two, has been socially constructed over time by various actors,
mainly women themselves. The chapter now turns specifically to explore how women-

only courses came into being in the context of the emergence and evolution of general

trade union education provision.
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Laying the foundations for internal exclusion: women-only courses 1900-1945

This section shows how the foundations were laid early on within context of male

domination for women to be excluded from the decision-making processes shaping the

birth and evolution of trade union education provision.

Although some trade unions began providing schools and classes as early as the 1840s,
before the First World War, the term ‘trade union education’ would not have been
recognised. Instead, the debate centred more generally on questions of ‘working class’
education, with providers offering subjects as diverse as economics, history, geography,
psychology and philosophy against a context of poor general educational provision
(Holford 1993). A number of ‘external’ labour movement organisations developed the
earliest provision, whilst individual unions’ expenditure on education was minimal
(Mcliroy 1980) and TUC involvement was distant. The Workers’ Educational Association
(WEA), founded in 1903, was at the forefront of developments, together with the Central
Labour College (CLC) and later the National Council for Labour Colleges (NCLC),
founded in 1909. Ruskin College, Oxford, established in 1899 also had strong links with
the trade union movement®. With regard to the participation of women in the nascent trade
union education provision, the literature is generally silent. However, given the overall

union context described earlier it is fairly safe to assume that working class meant male.

That said, it was soon recognised by male trade unionists that women needed to have better
access to union education courses if they were to become more involved in the unions and
to encourage other women to join (Drake 1984:42). However, the women spearheading the
early campaigns for women’s equality within unions were mostly middle-class, who
themselves were relatively well educated. For example, Emma Patterson (1848-1886,
daughter of a teacher), Sylvia Pankhurst (1882-1960, daughter of a barrister), Mary
Macarthur (1881-1921, daughter of the owner of a draper’s store) (Boston 1987). Their

own class consciousness would not necessarily have inclined them towards perceiving

4 The unions were involved in the governing bodies of both the WEA and Ruskin College, as it was intenc.ied
that students would be working class and drawn mainly from unions. The unions provided (and sﬁll prov1fie)
scholarships to Ruskin College — many of today’s trade union leaders and paid o.fﬁcia.ls are Ruskin alun.m{.
By 1909 there was a strong element among some Ruskin students of dissatisfaction with the -lack of socialist
content in courses and suspicion of the college’s paternalist traditions. This led to the estal?llshment of the
Central Labour College and subsequently the NCLC. By contrast with the WEA and Ruskin, whose tutors
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(lack of) educational provision for working class women as a major issue impacting upon

the organisation of women.

There were further significant developments in trade union education in the years
immediately following the First World War. The WEA formed the Workers’ Educational
Trade Union Committee (WETUC) in 1919, which was the first scheme designed
specifically for trade union members, which the unions ran themselves through their own
structures (Holford 1993:47-8), providing a range of weekend and summer schools.
Because of their marginalisation in the trade union hierarchy, women had little say in these
developments, although the National Federation of Women Workers provided special

summer and weekend schools for women (TUEEC 1920:9)°.

The question of how best to educate women into trade unionism more generally was
discussed at the first Women’s Trade Union Conference in 1926, where one woman
speaker, supporting a resolution calling for parents to educate their children in the

principles and values of trade unionism asserted:

‘T am hoping we shall be able to educate our shop stewards and collectors, because
if we got [sic] a proper system of educating our shop stewards and collectors we
would have a larger percentage of women in our ranks than we have to-day. If the
men would do their share the girls would have receptive minds instead of being
antagonistic as they are to-day.” (TUC 1926:22)

The speaker does not call for women’s courses, but does indicate that women were
beginning to articulate their dissatisfaction with the lackadaisical attitudes of male trade
unionists towards women. By the early 1930s, when as discussed earlier greater effort was
being applied to representing women and their interests, there were women within the TUC
arguing specifically for women’s courses. Although, as stated earlier, the CUCW was not
a women-only structure, it was a forum where ‘women’s issues’ could be legitimately

discussed. One important outcome relevant to this research was a motion to the 1931

were mostly university lecturers, the NCLC drew its tutors from former and current students, creating a form
of autonomous working class education.

5 Although early provision was biased towards catering for the needs of working class men, there was some,
albeit limited, formal educational provision specifically for working class women. Hillcroft College, Surrey,
founded in 1920 and loosely associated with the unions, was a residential, women-only college designed to
serve educationally disadvantaged women, i.e. those who had left school at fourteen and who had worked

since leaving school. The TUC offered one annual scholarship at the college.
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CUCW?® that women’s courses should be piloted within the TUC (TUC 1931). Inresponse
the TUC began providing women-only schools from 1932 onwards, first experimenting
with the holding of two weekend schools. It is evident from CUCW reports that members
of the National Women’s Advisory Committee tutored on women’s schools, although it is

not clear that tutors were exclusively female.

In 1933 it was reported at the CUCW that the weekend schools had been deemed a success
and a motion was put to make them permanent and to extend the numbers. This was agreed
in 1934 against some male opposition (TUC 1934). The subject of women-only schools
continued to feature on the agenda of the CUCW, suggesting continued controversy and in

1936 their purpose was clarified:

“The general purpose in holding special schools for women is to bring together
women in the various localities who are likely to carry on the work of trade
unionism in their locality and give them enthusiasm and inspiration’ (TUC
1936:13).

In 1938 such schools were described as highly successful in fulfilling their purpose of
encouraging women’s participation (TUC 1938).

In summary the period from around 1900 up until 1945 witnessed the birth and subsequent
formalisation of a system of trade union education. The emphasis on gender neutral
constructions of working class education laid the foundations for women’s exclusion. From
the beginning of the twentieth century working class men gained access to education
through organisations such as the WEA and by the 1920s were honing their trade union
skills within the TUC education scheme. Working class women and women trade
unionists were catered for less well. TUC courses specifically for women first began in
1932: ironically this was a period of defensive and conservative leadership in the
movement as a whole (Boston 1987:155). This suggesting that this innovation proposed by
the male dominated CUCW was a less than radical one and that is was probably more

about keeping the now more vocal women quiet, indicative of a ghetto model of women’s

separate organising (Briskin 1993).

8 The CUCW reports have a running agenda item ‘Educational Facilities’, where numbers of women '
attending various schools are reported and where on occasion conference’s discussion of women’s union
education is reported. These were scrutinised in an effort to discover orientations and attitudes towards

educating women and are drawn upon as a resource in the chapter.
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Consolidating internal exclusion: women-only courses 1945 — late 1970s

The 1945 election of a Labour government and its pursuance of harmonious industrial
relations provided new opportunities for the trade union movement to expand its education
provision. Attention in the domain of industrial relations increasingly focused on collective
bargaining and in response the education provision of the TUC and of individual unions
began to concentrate on the areas deemed necessary for trade unionists to participate in that
process (Smith 1982). To the extent that overall provision grew, this was an exciting
period for trade union education. However, for women, underrepresented as they were
among union representatives and officers, the evolving provision had little to offer. For
example, the 1950 CUCW noted that although the numbers of women attending TUC

courses were higher than the previous year, they remained low (TUC 1950).

The TUC continued to hold its women’s weekend schools in the 1950s, but the scale of
special provision was very small, reaching only tiny numbers of union women. In 1950,
for example, a total of 211 women attended TUC Women’s Department Schools (TUC
1951). In 1952, reportedly ‘anxious to stimulate the interest of women’, the TUC arranged
a special Women’s Summer School at Ruskin College Oxford. The 1952 CUCW stated:

‘It is not intended that this special facility should discourage affiliated organisations
from nominating women as students from general schools. It was hoped that the
experience of a TUC school for women would help to encourage women members
to participate in the general courses and then to take a greater part in trade union

affairs’ (TUC 1952).

This and other CUCW reports of the 1950s indicate ambivalent and sometimes
contradictory attitudes towards this form of women’s separate organising on the part of
both female and male trade unionists. For example, the following year, 1953, a motion put
to the CUCW on women’s summer schools rekindled the controversy over whether special
women’s courses should be a temporary or permanent provision as agreed in the 1930s.
Male and female speakers in favour of temporary status believed that separate education
for women was necessary, but that the ideal was for women to take part in general schools.
Speakers in favour of permanent status emphasised the continuing need to positively

encourage women’s participation. Supporters lost and the motion was carried to the effect
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that women’s schools should be considered a temporary experiment (TUC 1953),

suggesting little support for a feminist principle of women’s separate organising.

In 1954 the CUCW reported on a survey of ‘Service to Trade Unions by Women
Members’. The survey noted the scarcity of women on National Executive Committees,
but stated that all the participating unions ‘declared or implied that full opportunities for
women already existed’, implying that women did not choose to get involved and there

was no need to give special encouragement. The report states:

‘A few [unions] stated categorically that it was the responsibility of the women to
exercise their rights and one union even remarked that it was not particularly
desirable or necessary to give special encouragement’ (TUC 1954).

Unsurprisingly then, only one of the responding unions (which were not named in the
report) held women-only courses. Two unions mentioned domestic responsibilities and
lack of time as deterrents to women’s attendance at general courses, but there was no
discussion of how these barriers could be surmounted or removed. This is unsurprising
given the dominance of conservative social values during the 1950s, despite the influx of
women into the labour market. The survey also reports on ‘an interesting experiment’
concerning a school composed of ‘leading women’, which points to a longstanding interest

in having women educate other women:

‘These students were provided with notes and when similar schools were held in
other areas the most promising of the women were invited to conduct classes. Most
of them did extremely well and the other women responded favourably to the
experience of being helped by one of their own number.” (TUC 1954:12)

Paradoxically, in the face of the perceived obstacles to women’s attendance, women-only
schools continued to be relatively successful in attracting students, especially those newly

involved. For example, it was noted in the 1956 CUCW report that:

‘Unions are showing greater success than in the past in interesting a wider circle of
their women and girl membership in educational activities’ (TUC 1956).

The TUC held women’s schools throughout the 1950s, although CUCW delegates were
regularly reminded that the schools were intended as an introduction to trade unionism.

Therefore repeated attendance by individual women was discouraged, suggesting that once
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women had attended a single course they should be able to cope with the male dominated
context (TUC 1958). The legacy of this approach remains apparent today, as we shall see
in Chapter Five. There are some indications that the TUC experienced difficulties in
sustaining efforts to attract newer women, but that women who did participate moved on to

attend more women’s courses:

‘In considering the provision of educational facilities for women, it has been noted
that in the last four years attendances [sic] have fallen by one third at the weekend
schools which were intended to provide a general introduction to trade unionism,
but that the two schools which had been held in each of the past two years on more
specific subjects had been well attended.” (TUC 1960)

The establishment of the TUC’s Education Department in 1964 was another exciting and
in many ways positive development which led to the mushrooming of day-release courses.
However, the development also preceded and enabled a further policy shift towards
prioritising the training of shop stewards (in response to the recommendations of the 1968
Donovan Report, (Smith 1982). This effectively meant that the opportunity for education
to stimulate interest in trade unionism prior to election or appointment as a representative
had diminished. This development carried particular implications for women who were
less likely to be stewards and who were therefore further excluded from the main thrust of
union education. For example, CUCW reports noted in two consecutive years (1965 and
1966) that the numbers of women taking part in general TUC courses were small and had
declined (TUC 1965). The TUC continued to provide women’s schools throughout the
1960s and they provoked no further controversy. We cannot assume though that this was
because women-only courses were now universally supported. It is equally possible that
no dissent was articulated because the provision was small scale and it simply was not

worth confronting the now more assertive and militant women over this issue.

Continuing the trend established in the immediate post-war period, the emphasis on
training representatives was underscored again in 1972, when the TUC argued in response
to the government Commission on Industrial Relations for a contribution from the ‘public
education service’ towards the cost of training union representatives in recognition of their
important role in good industrial relations (Smith 1982). However, despite the TUC’s fairly
narrow agenda, it also established a greater variety of modes of attendance by the early

1970s, including residential weeks, summer schools, day release, weekend schools,
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evening classes and correspondence courses (Salmon 1983). This rendered trade union
education potentially more inclusive, although in practice women continued to be
underrepresented. It is not possible to be precise about the extent of women’s unde-
representation before 1976 because the TUC only began systematically monitoring
women’s participation in its courses in that year. However, it is safe to assume given the
greater availability of evidence that prior to the late 1970s, women comprised only a tiny
proportion of trade union students. For example, in 1976 the proportion of women TUC
students was just eight per cent (Labour Research 2000). The fact that women’s
participation was not monitored is of course indicative of the TUC’s lack of concern for
developing special measures to increase women’s involvement, highlighting the gender

blind nature of industrial relations policy and practice of the time.

Legal reforms in 1978 conferring entitlement to paid educational leave for recognised
union workplace and safety representatives had a significant impact, enabling student
numbers and the number of courses provided to increase substantially, but narrowing the
type of courses offered. Also, in 1978 public funds (in the form of grant aid from the
Department of Education and Science) were made available for TUC-approved training
courses. These developments allowed the establishment of the cornerstone of the TUC’s
educational provision — the Ten-day Programme, a day-release course designed to induct
new workplace representatives into their role. The broad, liberal educational objectives of
the early provision had now firmly given way to training courses with specific instrumental

objectives (Pedler 1974).
Enter feminism — building bridges: women-only courses from the late 1970s

The twin developments of the mid- to late 1970s of paid educational leave and public
funding of trade union education proved a mixed blessing and had implications for the
orientation of union education. On the one hand the widespread expansion of provision
and take-up was made possible; on the other hand the content of trade union education
became to a greater extent circumscribed by the necessity for representatives to gain
employer approval to attend. For example, a number of Industrial Tribunal cases arose
from employers’ refusal to grant paid time off to attend certain courses (Salmon 1983).

This occurred particularly where the course syllabus was deemed to have no bearing on the
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employer’s relations with the union, which would undoubtedly have included women-only

courses.

The enabling context of the preceding period was soon to become hostile with the election
in 1979 of the Thatcher government in the midst of economic and industrial decline. One
outcome relevant to the discussion here was that tighter management controls rendered it
more difficult for workplace representatives to take the paid educational leave which had
become a central feature of collective bargaining. Further, large-scale redundancies in the
unions’ manufacturing and industrial heartland significantly reduced the number of trade
unionists available for training. A 1982 study of shop steward training found that whilst
some firms were continuing to actively encourage stewards to attend union courses (in the
belief that this would improve workplace industrial relations), many others were opposed
to union training (Bright and MacDermott 1982). A TUC review of its education services
five years later reconfirmed that employers were becoming more obstructive in granting
paid release and were also challenging attendance on grounds of irrelevance of course
syllabuses (Labour Research 1988). The consequence was a substantial decline in overall
provision of union education during the 1980s (Holford 1993; Salmon 1983; TUC 2001),
particularly in the longer (ten) day-release courses, although short course provision

increased to make it easier for trade unionists to negotiate paid leave or take unpaid leave.

Yet against this generally hostile background emerged one of the most important periods
of development in women’s union education attributable to the general influence of
feminism, the efforts of feminist trade union women and the ‘woman friendly’ legal
reforms’ of the period. As stated earlier, by the 1970s feminism was a strong influence on
union women, as revealed by the new demands they were making of their unions and by
the way that they were using separate organising as a vehicle. Feminists now demanded
inclusion on their terms: they highlighted barriers to women’s participation in courses,
such as childcare and called upon unions to develop responses (such as the provision of
creches). Under mounting pressure from feminist trade union women, in 1978 the TUC
Education Committee conducted a review of education provision for women trade
unionists. It examined two key areas: (i) the adequacy of existing educational provision in

dealing with the issues raised by the position of women at work and in the unions; (ii) the

7 The Equal Pay Act (1970, 1983) and the Sex Discrimination Act (1975).
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scope for special educational provision to meet the special needs of women and to help

increase their involvement and influence in unions (Elliot 1980).

The outcome was the provision of women-only ‘bridging courses’, which concentrated
largely on basic trade union issues and on developing the skills necessary to perform in a
union role. The emphasis, initially at least, was to equip women to function as activists and
stewards in the male-dominated union context, i.e. to provide a bridge to participation,
arguably a deficit model (Briskin 1993). This development was soon followed by the 1979
TUC charter ‘Equality for Women within Trade Unions’ which urged individual unions to
give special encouragement to women to attend courses and promoted the establishment of
women’s separate organising, although not specifically women-only courses. Individual
unions also started to provide women-only courses and by 1987 nine of the eleven largest

TUC unions did so (SERTUC 1987).

The historical evidence indicates that earlier incarnations of women-only courses were
little more than ‘remedial classes to give the ladies a chance to catch up’ (Beale 1982:104).
In contrast, in the late 1970s even if the TUC aim was fairly conservative, the women
tutors aimed to develop women’s trade union and gender consciousness and their
confidence in their personal abilities (Cunnison and Stageman 1995). The mutually
supportive environment of women-only courses provided a safe place for women to
develop their knowledge and skills and their own approaches as women trade unionists
and, critically, encouraged women to undertake further courses (Beale 1982; Cunnison and
Stageman 1995). The evidence suggests that the unions were unable to control the social

processes of the courses, even if they sought to direct the educational agenda: this is a

theme the thesis explores in Chapter Seven.

Women-only courses were usually tutored by women, on grounds that women tutors
shared experiences with students and therefore could support women more effectively
(Aldred 1981), therefore one of the spin-off effects of the growth of women’s courses was
an increase in the number of women tutors. This also impacted on the overall provision,
because a larger number of women began tutoring general courses and using their
experiences of women-only teaching to inform their overall approach to trade union
tutoring. In a 1981 article drawing on her recent experience of teaching a TUC women-

only, ten-week course, one tutor described how the experience had changed her approach
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to trade union tutoring: ‘any doubts I had about the validity of separate educational
provision for women have disappeared. Further, it has had the effect of forcing me to
rethink my view on topics where I had always accepted the ‘correct’ trade union wisdom’

(Pierce 1981), the ‘correct’ version being a masculine construction.

This kind of experience stimulated debate among trade union tutors about the need to
address ‘women’s issues’ within the general curriculum in order to avoid divorcing women
and their concerns from mixed-sex courses. These issues were debated in the early 1980s

in a number of contributions (mostly by practising trade union tutors) to the Trade Union

Studies Journal and can be summarised as follows.

There was general support for women-only courses, but concern that they would do little to
redress the male bias of general educational provision (Aldred 1981; Mcllroy 1982). New
course materials were needed for the general courses, dealing with the new social and
economic issues, including those of specific relevance to women. For example, learning
activities needed to abandon the image of the shop steward as a man working in the
manufacturing industry (Holford 1993) by using language denoting both sexes to refer to
stewards. Mixed-sex (or frequently de facto, men’s) courses also needed to consider the
historical and contemporary participation of women, explore sexism within unions and
wider society (Beale 1982a) and confront the conflictual nature of gender relations in the
labour market (Grayson 1985). For example, men needed to recognise the uncomfortable
dimension of trade union history that men have not always supported women in their
struggles (e.g. Beale 1982; Boston 1987). In summary it was felt that trade union courses
offered potential to challenge the deep-seated sexist attitudes and assumptions prevalent in

the unions, which needed to be dislodged if cultural change was to occur (Grayson 1985).

A quote from one tutor captures the views expressed by many others: ‘it is not just a
question of educating women, (like some colonised race about to be enfranchised by the
colonisers) in the ways of Trade Unionism. It is a question of examining how the
principles and practices of Trade Unionism can work against the interests and involvement
of women, and exploring means of overcoming and changing this situation’, (Elliot
1980:4). Despite the perceived need to rethink trade union courses altogether, women-only

courses won considerable support from feminist and some male trade union tutors. They
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acknowledged the possible pitfalls, but believed them to be key to developing among

women the confidence to challenge male norms and power within the unions.

As trade union courses generally altered and became more ‘women-friendly’ (Cunnison
and Stageman 1995) women’s participation in mixed sex courses increased rapidly in the
years following the introduction of the ‘bridging’ courses and the TUC charter and by
1985-6 women represented a quarter of TUC students overall (Labour Research 1988).
Thus, although mixed courses were still male-dominated, women could now generally
expect not to be a lone female participant, therefore the environment was less threatening
to many women. In terms of the longer-term impact, Cunnison and Stageman (1995)
claim that the ‘feminisation’ of general courses came to a halt in the late 1980s with TUC
cutbacks and a generally hostile environment and relatively few unions successfully
‘mainstreamed’ women’s equality issues into mixed-sex courses. The 1990s were a period
of retrenchment and defensive union strategy generally, although women-only courses
continued to be provided by the TUC and many individual unions. There is a dearth of
literature on trade union education in this period, probably explained by academic
researchers turning their attention to the question of whether unions could survive the
harsh climate. However, the less hostile climate and feminised context of the late 1990s
and early 2000s has revived interest in union education and kindled feminist interest in the
contribution women are making to the survival of the movement as shown by the

discussion in Chapter Two.
Towards inclusion: contemporary women-only courses

The chapter now turns to consider the contemporary nature of women-only courses and the
questions taken forward in the research. With regard to the contemporary empirical
picture, women are now closer to proportional representation in TUC courses than
formerly, making up thirty-three per cent of students (TUC 2001), against forty-one per
cent of TUC members (Heery et al 2003). Interestingly, this has produced no significant
challenge to the existence of women’s courses, and the debate about whether they should
be temporary or permanent has not been officially revisited within the TUC since the
1960s. However, the ongoing ability of women-only courses to provoke controversy at

grassroots level is shown in the empirical chapters of the thesis.
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Nevertheless, women-only courses are now widely established and accepted as a form of
separate organising as evidenced by provision by the TUC, the ten largest TUC affiliated
unions and many smaller unions. Many women-only courses are open to ‘ordinary’
members as well as to office-holders, because these courses are still seen as a device for
encouraging more women to participate (Greene and Kirton 2002; Munro and Rainbird
2000, 2000a). Cook et al (1992: 126) propose that women’s courses serve four functions:
induction of the inexperienced; members’ exposure to female role models; their
mobilisation as pressure groups for equality; and reassurance for possessive husbands. The
available evidence suggests that the first three functions are critical (e.g. Greene and Kirton
2002; Munro and Rainbird 2000; 2000a) and whilst the fourth receives less attention, it

still surfaces as an issue in this thesis and other research (e.g. Cunnison and Stageman
1995).

Considering the centrality of union education to wider trade union objectives and the belief
that women-only courses help to increase female participation, there is surprisingly little
research specifically on women-only courses. Recent exceptions include Greene and
Kirton 2002; Kirton and Greene 2002a; Munro and Rainbird 2000; 2000a; Kirton and
Healy forthcoming; although some studies of women’s participation touch on women’s
courses as part of their investigation (e.g. Cunnison and Stageman 1995; McBride 2001;
Parker 2002). These studies emphasise the content, processes and outcomes of women-

only courses, which give the courses a distinctive character.

With regard to outcomes, one of the questions is whether women-only courses do give rise
to increased female participation. Anecdotally the dominant belief is that they do, but there
is only limited evidence to confirm this because research has not followed up ex-students
to find out what became of them. There is also a question surrounding what counts as
increased participation; i.e. moving up the union hierarchy, starting to attend meetings,
doing more courses? One US study (Catlett 1986) surveyed women approximately
eighteen months after attending a women-only course and found that an overwhelming
majority of respondents indicated that the course had encouraged them to be more active.
This thesis can contribute qualitatively to these debates, especially the latter question,

because unusually interviewees are revisited two years after attending women’s schools

(see Chapter Four).
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Another question is whether women-only courses empower women to develop their own
terms for participation, rather than fall in with the masculine norms and values traditionally
underpinning trade union culture and practices. In McBride’s (2001) study on women’s
separate organising in UNISON, one regional women’s group believed it was training
women to ‘run the union’ through women-only courses. McBride (2001:177) contends
that the benefit of learning such skills in a women-only environment is that ‘expertise’ and
‘democratic skills’ could be conceptualised in such a way as to provide the means to
challenge the male-defined ‘rules of the game’. Linked to this, Greene and Kirton (2002)
argue that building women’s confidence is a key outcome of women-only courses. It is not
always clear whether women’s lack of confidence in the trade union context stems from
being new or from being a woman, but their lack of confidence is seemingly enhanced by
male domination of structures (Kirton 1999; Munro 1999). Participation in women-only
courses appears to build women’s confidence to participate in the wider union. The course
activities are key to confidence building; for example, some women had never spoken in a
public arena before and the women-only course provided a “safe’, supportive environment

where they could practice. These themes are given in-depth attention in Chapter Seven.

These themes raise the question of how the processes of a women-only course differ from
a mixed-sex course, i.e. why should women’s courses have these effects? Trade union
courses generally employ a pedagogical model, which emphasises participants’
experiences; the benefits of collective organisation and developing shared understandings
and definitions (Walters 1996). Women-only courses also utilise this model, but the
women-only environment gives it a different character, such that it is possible to argue that
women learn more effectively in the women-only setting. Firstly this is because women
talk about trade union issues from a women’s perspective when there are no men present.
This has the effect of raising gender and trade union consciousness (Cunnison and

Stageman 1995) and secondly because modes of expression in the women-only setting are

different (Greene and Kirton 2002).

The latter is worth is exploring in more detail because it is a key theme of the thesis
(explored in Chapter Seven). Referring to Young’s (2000) notion, discussed earlier, of
internal exclusion, she (2000:56) sees the solution to the problem of internal exclusion as
lying in more inclusive modes of political communication. She argues that political

interactions privilege specific styles of expression, shared and favoured by members of
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dominant groups, for example the norm of dispassionateness and the devaluing of emotion,
figurative expressions and the telling of personal stories. In contrast, Young (ibid:71) sees
narrative as an important mode of expression for excluded groups, because the stories
exchanged provide a means for group members to identify commonalities of experience,
which can be part of the process of politicisation. However, storytelling is liable to be
dismissed by dominant groups as pure anecdote. Thus, people’s contributions to
discussions are often excluded from serious consideration not because of what is said, but
how it is said. The theme of modes of political communication surfaces in the analysis of
the empirical data and it is also noted in Greene and Kirton (2002) that in women-only
courses, participants felt at liberty to openly display emotions and tell personal stories.
Other sites of women’s separate organising also provide opportunities for
reconceptualising modes of political communication, which is important for women’s
politicisation and indicates a link between democratic structure and process (e.g. Healy and
Kirton 2000). The processes of women-only courses are also analysed in detail in Chapter

Seven.

Conclusions and implications for the research

The chapter has outlined the historical context of women-only trade union courses. It has
shown that the development of women’s separate organising in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries was mainly a response to external exclusion from mainstream,
male dominated trade unions (Boston 1987). Once women were more generally admitted
to male trade unions, they gradually began to organise separately within them as a response
to internal exclusion and hostility (Cunnison and Stageman 1995). Women’s separate
organising only became a more politicised, proactive vehicle in the late 1970s under the
influence of second-wave feminism. The evolution of women-only courses has to be
situated within this framework of understanding. That is, the evidence gathered has shown
that early forms of trade union education did not cater well or specifically for women and
women had little or no influence on developments because of their absence from the male
dominated trade unions, which were leading developments. In the 1930s, women no
longer had their own separate unions; were more numerous in the male dominated unions,
and the TUC, prompted by a motion put by the CUCW, began providing women-only
courses on a small scale basis and continued to do so through to the 1970s. The stated

intention was to encourage increased female participation both in courses and in unions
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generally, although there was little evidence of unions wanting to let women into the
structures of power before the late 1960s. The situation for women started to alter
significantly once the influence of feminism took hold in the 1970s and by the late 1970s
women’s separate organising generally and women-only courses specifically were
appropriated by feminist women towards more radical, politicised purposes. The feminist
aim of the late 1970s was to empower women to challenge the male dominated unions and
to define their own terms for participation and involvement. With feminist women teaching
the women’s courses, the male hierarchy in effect had little influence. Whether the radical
edge is now less sharp at a time when many union women are reluctant to identify as
feminists (see Chapter Two) is questionable. Nevertheless, the available contemporary
literature establishes women-only courses as an important form of separate organising
capable of encouraging women’s participation largely because it constitutes a space for
women to define their own ways of working. This theme is pursued in the empirical
analysis. In conclusion the historical analysis shows that whether women-only courses bear
the hallmark of marginalisation or empowerment is historically contingent upon the overall

context of women’s unionism in different periods.

The literature review has discussed and outlined the feminist industrial relations paradigm
within which the study is located (Chapter One); discussed the theoretical and empirical
contexts of women and trade unions, highlighting the major themes to be taken forward in
the research (Chapter Two); and provided a historical and contemporary context for the
institutional site of the research - women-only courses (Chapter Three). The following

chapter discusses and describes the methods used in the gathering of the research data.
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Chapter Four

Research Methodology

Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to situate the study within a research paradigm and to explicate
the chosen research methods. First, a few brief words on how the project came about.
During the period 1998-1999 I was involved in a research project with colleagues at the
University of North London looking at union strategies and policies in relation to
membership diversity. One strand of the project involved investigating the unions’
educational policies towards women, focusing on TGWU’s National Women Members’
School and MSF’s National Weekend Schools for women (the latter organised by the
women’s committee). This work resulted in an article exploring the unions’ equality
approach using the theoretical constructs of liberal and radical equality and diversity
approaches (see Greene and Kirton 2002). This project provided a platform for me to
negotiate with the unions to expand on the early work by observing courses and following
participants over time. The interviews, observation and analysis utilised in the thesis

constitute work I subsequently undertook for the programme of PhD research.

The chapter first discusses what the feminist paradigm (discussed in Chapter One) means
for the design and execution of the study and linked to this the rationale for the qualitative
methodology employed. Next the chapter outlines the multiple research methods:
observation within the chosen trade unions, the interview programme, the ‘snapshot’
surveys and the use of documentary evidence and discusses the process of gaining access

to the case study organisations. Finally, there is a discussion of the methods of analysing

the data.

I follow Silverman’s (2000) recommendation of a ‘natural history’ approach to the
methodology chapter of the thesis, by setting out the personal context of the research and
by detailing some of the key research experiences in the first person. I believe that the

‘story’ of how the research was conducted is important for understanding the ‘story’ that
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the research has produced. This will be elaborated upon as the chapter progresses, but in
essence it means that I acknowledge my subjectivist position in the research process; that is
I do not situate myself as a ‘white-coated scientist’. In other words, my own background
and characteristics, especially as a woman researcher, are important features of the

research approach, therefore these are briefly summarised.

After university I worked for three years in personnel roles and quickly came to see a
dissonance between my world-view and that of management, especially in relation to the
way I perceived myself and other women were treated. After an introduction to feminist
literature I decided to leave the private sector and I was employed for more than ten years
in the voluntary sector, in feminist (women-only), political and trade union sponsored
organisations and was involved in a number of trade union supported campaigns (some
women-only). This led me to attend several TGWU courses (as a member); later to work
as a tutor on trade union courses and to carry out policy research for a number of unions;
and to attend the TUC’s regular ‘tutor briefings’. I only occasionally taught women’s
courses, but during this time I encountered many trade union women in both paid and
unpaid positions and talked at length with many of the barriers and constraints they faced
in the course of their union careers’. I therefore had a longstanding interest in women in
unions and my MA dissertation project (Kirton 1997) was the first opportunity to pursue
this academically: the present research builds on and complements this earlier work (see
Kirton 1999; Kirton and Healy 1999; Healy and Kirton 2000; Healy and Kirton 2002).
Now, as a university lecturer, with a history of trade union education, my belief is that
education is not something that ‘is done’ to students by their teachers; rather it is a process
in which students actively engage (or not) and it is also a collective and social activity.
This ‘rag bag’ of work experiences has influenced my understanding of the social world of

work and therefore the epistemological position underpinning this thesis.

!The thesis utilises the concept of ‘career’ to analyse women’s participation in unions. The term ‘career’ is
appropriate to the analysis because it conveys a stronger sense of purposeful activity and an unfolding over
time. In Layder’s (1993:76) terms ‘career’ captures both objective and subjective dimensions. In the context
of the thesis, the subjective career refers to the private meanings and interpretations of union participation,
while the objective manifestations of a union career include office-holding. This is important to the analysis
because, for example, a woman’s union career might not develop in objective terms, but if she over time feels
more confident and effective in her role in subjective terms there might have been considerable career
development. Further, according to Layder’s (ibid) framework, the concept of ‘career’ is held as relevant to a
variety of non-occupational areas. Thus, people can have multiple careers. In this study women’s work,
family and union careers are relevant, although the primary focus of the research design and empirical
analysis is on union careers.
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The feminist research paradigm

Given the existence of competing epistemologies, in order for a reader to interpret research
‘findings’ it is important to have an understanding of the paradigm that the researcher was
working within. In Chapter One feminism as a theory for explaining women’s oppression
was discussed. This chapter outlines feminist approaches to carrying out research. I also
want to address how this fits with the qualitative methodology employed. The intention
here is not to engage extensively with competing theories of ontology and epistemology,

but to situate the research within an epistemological framework.

Social science research has been enormously influenced by Enlightenment ideas
concerning objectivity, which was to be achieved by placing the emphasis on empirical
investigation capable (allegedly) of producing generalisable explanations (Webb 2000);
that is statistically verifiable quantitative research, which could be interpreted (allegedly)
without researcher partiality. Feminists and others preferring more interpretative
approaches, have challenged the epistemological foundations of the emphasis on
objectivity and have sought alternative ways of researching the social world, arguing that
research findings do not simply reflect objective reality, rather they require interpretation

by inescapably partial and subjective researchers.

The intention here is to discuss what feminism means for research rather than theories of
feminism per se (see Chapter One for a more detailed discussion of theories of feminism),
although the latter clearly guides the former. Feminist research can be understood as an
approach or perspective, which informs analysis, rather than as a method (Webb 2000).
However, since it is now recognised that there are different feminisms, what a ‘feminist
approach’ looks like probably requires some explication. Harding (1987) identified three
epistemological positions, which are useful for framing the discussion: feminist
empiricism, feminist standpoint and feminist post-modernism. Feminist empiricism
emerged in the 1960s to question the androcentric character of social research and to call
for investigations centred on women. This approach added women in to the research
picture, but did little to challenge the power relations embedded in constructions of

‘*knowers’ (Webb 2000). That is, the approach continued to position the researcher as
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knower, rather than women themselves, in an unquestioning fashion, thus reproducing the

subject/object distinction of traditional social science research.

Feminist standpoint theory addresses this criticism in its rejection of the goal of objectivity,
on the basis that it is a masculine construction. In contrast, the importance of
acknowledging the subjectivity and partiality of the researcher is underscored and
knowledge produced from this perspective is regarded as less distorted (Webb 2000).
Feminist standpoint researchers privilege the subjectivity of oppressed groups and perceive
research to be a political project whose aim is to be transformative for women. Through
the research process women as objects of research become knowers or subjects in the
research process as the traditional power relationship between researcher and researched is
destabilised by the female researcher seeking a non-hierarchical relationship with
interviewees and investing her own personal identity in the relationship (Oakley 1981).
This then gives researched women voice, as it is not only the researcher who is positioned
as knower. The theory has been influential and for many feminist scholars feminist

research has come to mean research which is ‘by women, on women and for women’

(Webb 2000:43). The general orientation is political and emancipatory.

However, critics of feminist standpoint theory argue that it fails to engage meaningfully
with the heterogeneity of women’s lives and experiences and in particular privileges the
experiences of white women. It might then be somewhat naive to expect that any given
feminist researcher could construct the above type of interviewer/interviewee relationship
with all other women, irrespective of other social identity characteristics such as race and
class. As discussed in Chapter One, feminist post-modernism emerged through the 1980s
and 1990s in response to the growing recognition of women’s heterogeneity and the
perceived inappropriateness of universal theories of women’s oppression. Research in this
relatively new tradition typically plays up the fluidity of multiple identities based around
subjectivist positions and plays down the concept of fixed gender identities. Rather than

focusing on the biological categories of men and women, masculinities and femininities

are explored.

My strongest affiliation is with feminist standpoint theory, but I concur with Webb (2000)
that it is possible for feminists to combine different elements of these frameworks within
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their research. Indeed the epistemological approaches are, arguably, not mutually
exclusive. I believe it is important to be sensitive to one’s (relatively) privileged position as
an academic researcher, to have a reflexive sensitivity to the lesser privilege of some
women and to avoid a biologically reductionist interpretation. This should help to resolve
some of the problems of producing knowledge, which reflects the multiple realities of a
diversity of women’s lived experiences. However, it might be necessary for the individual
feminist researcher to decide that there are certain aspects of women’s experiences that she

cannot research by virtue of not being on the inside of that particular social world.

For example, I came to research relatively late as a working mother and a trade unionist
(characteristics shared with many of the women being researched), but also as a highly
educated, middle-class, (albeit from a working class background), white woman
(characteristics which sometimes separated me from the researched individuals). Given
the heterogeneity of women and their experiences, I concluded that it was not possible for
me as the researcher to be all knowing about women, any more than it was possible for me
to share all the diversity of the women’s lives. However, I was not prepared to simply
research a group of women mirroring my own social identity characteristics. As Oakley
(1998) notes working class and black people have lower participation rates in qualitative
research, which can lead to false inferences being made. This has to be partly because
middle class white women dominate academic researchers on gender. Thus, it does not
seem to me acceptable for feminists to evade researching under-researched groups out of
allegiance to a theoretical position, which in practice serves to further deepen the absence
of certain groups of women. In summary, I argue that rejecting essentialist and universalist
assumptions about women does not involve an outright rejection of the notion of a shared
female ontology rooted in experiences of a common (albeit broad) condition of oppression,
nor does it involve evading research on ‘other’ groups of women altogether. In the account
of the research activities below, I show how in practice I sought to reflexively resolve

some of these dilemmas within a rigorous feminist methodological framework.

Qualitative research

Feminist (standpoint) research documents the lives and activities of women, seeks to
understand the experiences of women from their own point of view, and conceptualises
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women’s behaviour as an expression of social contexts (Reinharz 1992:51). It is because
of this aim that with regard to methodolo gical approaches, feminist scholarship is
inextricably linked to qualitative methods to the extent that feminists who utilise
quantitative methods often apologise for doing so (Oakley 1998). After all the feminist
critique of social science research was essentially a critique of positivist and quantitative
research, which it was argued, privileged masculine knowledge (Oakley, 1998). Feminist
research thus came to be associated with qualitative methods, particularly in-depth, face-
to-face interviews, which allow women’s ‘voices’ to be heard, seemingly fitting well with
feminist political concerns. Reinharz (1992:44) goes so far as to claim that ‘feminist
researchers who have done interview studies have modified social science concepts and

created important new ways of seeing the world’.

However, the relationship between feminist research and qualitative methods is not cast in
stone. Arguing against methodological binarism - the unquestioning alignment of feminist
scholarly work with qualitative methods and the unreasoned rejection of quantitative
methods, Oakley (1998) shows how historically social reformers have used quantitative
social investigations to reveal the conditions of women’s lives, for example the extent of
female poverty. She also shows how large-scale surveys continue to expose gender
inequalities in society. Similarly, Purcell (1990:632) calls for continued quantitative
monitoring of labour market statistics, together with qualitative research on gender on
grounds that both aipproaches ‘can together contribute to changing the world as well as
understanding it better’. These arguments lead us towards advocating the careful selection
of methods, which are suited to the nature of the investigation. This exhortation applies as
much to feminist research as to any other. In other words qualitative methods are not
inherently suited to explorations of women’s lives and quantitative survey work on matters
which pertain to women can also make an important contribution to advancing gender
equality through knowledge of women’s lives. Thus it is important for feminist

researchers, just as any other, to explain, if not justify their methods.

Generally though, feminist readers would not require a feminist researcher to defend the
use of qualitative methods, quite the contrary. However, in the wider realm of social
science research, it is ironically qualitative researchers who are still called upon to defend
their methods and their findings. This is largely because qualitative research does not claim
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to have a wider predictive capacity, in the way that a quantitative approach does. Bearing
in mind feminist research’s preference for qualitative methods, whilst at the same time
recognising various criticisms of the qualitative approach, I now explain why a qualitative

methodology was chosen for this particular study.

As discussed in Chapter Two, the barriers to women’s involvement and participation in
unions are well documented in the feminist industrial relations literature. Less is known
about the actual experiences of women union members in specific contexts and how these
experiences are interwoven with institutional and structural barriers. Generally, there is a
need for methodological approaches to contribute to the filling of the knowledge gap
created by utilisation of quantitative methods, as is recognised by leading industrial
relations researchers, for example Kelly (1998); McCarthy (1994). Rubin and Rubin
(1995) assert that qualitative methodologies are suitable when the purpose of the research
is to unravel complicated relationships and when the researcher wants to understand how
present situations have resulted from past decisions or events. Accordingly, in-depth
qualitative interviews were congruent with my research objectives, enabling me to explore
the tensions, contradictions and inconsistencies that are part of women’s everyday lives in

context of patriarchal society, thus forging a link between agency and structure.

Further, Layder (1993:127) regards the use of qualitative methodologies as central to field
research, which seeks to give an account of social activities taking place in ‘bounded social
worlds’ such as specific occupational groups, or in this case a trade union setting. The
qualitative methodology allowed for the in-depth exploration of actors’ definitions and
interpretations (Layder 1993; Stroh 2000), surfacing the significance of informal processes
and practices (Rubin and Rubin 1995) in the union context and giving the ‘voices’ of the
researched group prominence. This would not have been possible with a quantitative
standardised approach, which could not have uncovered the complexity and diversity of
responses it was necessary to analyse for the particular objectives of this project. Thus the

qualitative methodology fitted well with both the research objectives and the feminist

paradigm.

Importantly the longitudinal dimension and life history approach of the research (explained
further below) also allowed for interpretations and perceptions to be situated within the
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context of changed and changing material and personal circumstances. There is a tradition
in feminist sociological research of multiple interviews (Reinharz 1992:36-7), which
enable the researcher to see how thoughts, experiences and interpretations are situated in
particular circumstances. For example, I was interested in the way that women’s trade
union ‘careers’ are interwoven with their occupational and family ‘careers’, particularly in
the way that involvement in these multiple ‘careers’ is dynamic and responsive to the
constraints and demands of one another. The qualitative methodology combined with the
broad concept of ‘career’ (as in Layder 1993:134) enabled various strands of individual
activity to be explored whilst at the same time maintaining the emphasis on trade union
‘careers’. Multiple2 interviews add to this strength because it is possible to build up greater
trust and openness with interviewees, such that the researcher learns things that a single

interview might not have touched on.

In qualitative research, using a plurality of methods, as is done in this thesis, can overcome
some of the commonly perceived problems of small data sets, because different data
sources provide an opportunity to confirm or refute preliminary findings from one source.
Of course it is also possible that multiple methods produce contradictory evidence and
incline the researcher towards different conclusions (Oakley 1998). Arguably, there is no
way of achieving a perfect research design. Nevertheless, as is explained below, the use of
multiple methods in qualitative research is a worthwhile endeavour because it enhances the
interpretative quality of the data. However, this does not provide insulation against
research bias; on the contrary all social research faces the problem of the influence of the
researcher and her/his values on the data. From a feminist perspective it is important to
recognise this in order to qualify the knowledge claims made, but most importantly to be

reflexive, as discussed below.

However, this is not to say that a quantitative methodology would not also have had
strengths in its capacity to capture the views of a larger group of trade union women.
Interviews can provide answers to the ‘why’ questions (Stroh 2000), but are less able to
tackle the ‘how many’ or ‘how often’ questions, which are also pertinent to the broad aim

of this research, but less applicable to the more precise objectives. In recognition of this,

2 Here meaning more than one with the same individual.
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limited use is made of a short survey of women course participants, described in more

detail later, to answer some of the ‘how many’ questions pertinent to the research.

Research Methods

The purposes of this section are to outline the chosen research methods and to elaborate
upon the fieldwork. Qualitative research often involves the use of organisations as case
studies (Burton 2000). However, one of the criticisms of case study research from a
positivist perspective is its lack of generalisability. One of the ways of overcoming this
criticism and of deepening the interpretative quality of the data is to use more than one
case study to enable the results to be compared and contrasted and the findings to appear
more robust. Another way is to choose cases, which contain certain typical or
representative characteristics (Burton 2000). I use two case study organisations — MSF and
TGWU, two of the largest British trade unions — for the purposes of contrast and
comparison. Both case study organisations reflect the typical characteristics of British
trade unions: they are male-dominated with growing female memberships; decision-

making bodies are male-dominated, they are both occupationally diverse general unions.

The fieldwork consisted of two phases of observation, surveys and interviews (see
Appendix One). However, methodological and analytical emphasis is given to the
interviews with course participants (held at two points in time) since it is their ‘voices’ that
the research seeks to hear. It is worth emphasising that one of the most significant
features of the research methods is the fact that participants were interviewed twice, with a
significant time gap in between interviews. This constitutes an original methodological
approach in industrial relations research, which deepens the analysis and enriches
understanding of women’s participation in unions by overcoming the ‘snapshot’ element

common to both quantitative and qualitative studies.

The Research Map (adapted from Layder 1993) in Figure 4.1 depicts the relationship
between the research elements, aims and objectives, methods and theoretical issues. The
Map is also multi-layered and shows how the fieldwork is located at the levels of “situated
activity’ and ‘self’, whilst the literature review situates the study in a broader setting and
context and in turn the women’s experiences are located within the wider context depicted
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in the literature review. Thus, from this it is possible to see how the research aims and
objectives relate to the different levels of analysis. A vertical reading shows how feminist
theories thread through the various layers of analysis. Layder (1993:71) argues that whilst
the ‘elements’ refer to levels of social organisation which are closely interrelated, these can
be scrutinised separately for analytic and research purposes. Indeed, it is necessary to make
decisions about which ‘elements’ to accord primacy in order to design a manageable
project. Thus, according to Layder’s (ibid:74) analysis it is justifiable for a researcher to
focus attention on one or two areas or ‘elements’ whilst the others remain in the

background and are addressed for contextual and theoretical purposes in the way that I

have shown in the adaptation of the Research Map.

Before discussing the research methods in more detail, issues surrounding gaining access

to the two case study unions are addressed.
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Figure 4.1: Research Map (adapted from Layder, 1993)

Research Element

Research Focus
o And Aim/Objective

Research Method

Context

Focus: Gender relations in context of patriarchal
society

[Research Aim: To explore the potentialities for
women’s trade union courses to act as a vehicle
for developing women’s union participation.

Secondary literature review

Setting .

Focus: Male-dominated trade unions

Research Objective: To explore whether and
how women-only union courses contribute to
developing and sustaining women’s participation
and involvement.

Secondary literature review

Situated Activity

Focus: Women-only trade union courses,
women’s workplaces and local union structures.
Research Objective: To examine the national
level women-only courses of two case study
unions and to explore the social processes which
occur on these courses in order to investigate the
ways in which women’s gender and union
identities are shaped thereby.

Secondary literature review. Historical and
contemporary TUC documentation. Observation
of women-only courses in the two case study
unions. Examination of the two case-study
unions’ relevant documentation, including course
materials, course monitoring data, policies.
Interviews with the two unions’ directors of
education, education officers and course tutors.

—_ e

Theoretical Issues

structures of constraint and enablement; in
historical and contemporary contexts.

|
i

|
__]

" Industrial relations theories; feminist theories;

Theories of union participation, of trade union
orientations, union democracy, collective
organisation and actions, feminist theories.

Feminist theories, feminist practices, i.e.
women’s separate organising and feminist
theories of women’s participation and
involvement.

Self

Focus: Experiences and perceptions of women
ourse participants

esearch Objective: To explore the ways in
hich women utilise their agency both within the
ducation and broader union contexts to advance
ender democracy within trade unions.

Two-stage interview programme: 1% interview

hortly after attending a women-only course, 2™
interview approximately 2 years after the course.
Semi-structured interviews with samples of
women course participants. Snapshot surveys of
course participants.

Orientations to trade unionism, work and family.
‘Identity’ issues with a focus on gender, class and
race. Feminist orientations and feminist
practices.
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Gaining access to MSF and TGWU

Securing access to organisations and people is necessary for any successful research
project (Burton 2000) and there are many practical as well as philosophical issues to
consider (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995). My choice of case study organisations reflects
some of the pragmatic considerations and dilemmas involved in gaining access. It is also
important to reflect upon obstacles to gaining access because these in themselves can
provide insights into the nature of the case study setting (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995)

as is evident from the discussion below.

The world of trade unionism is a small one and there is a tendency within it to be
suspicious of potentially opportunist academics and other supposed ‘careerists’. When
negotiating access there is therefore a need to be sensitive to this climate and to consider
how one presents oneself to the gatekeepers. Having previously carried out a case study of
senior women in MSF, I had already successfully negotiated access on that project and
previously interviewed the director of education. Also, since I had built up a fairly
thorough knowledge of the structures and culture of the union, it seemed a practical
research strategy to begin a new project there, which was related to, but would build upon
my earlier work. MSF is a fairly open union in terms of its relationship with academic
researchers in the sense that the union bureaucracy tends to be only marginally involved in
issues of permission to carry out research and only then if there is a concern that
confidentiality might be breached. I had previously had access to confidential minutes of
the meetings of the National Women’s Sub-Committee and was known to the union as a
trustworthy researcher. There were therefore no problems in gaining the kind of access I
required to conduct the study of women’s experiences of trade union education. Formal
interviews were set up with the director of education and the education officer responsible
for the national women’s school - ‘Women’s Week’ - and the terms of the access
arrangement were formalised. In the first instance, this included permission to attend
‘Women’s Week’. I later asked for access to course monitoring data and to course
materials. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) note, negotiating access is to some extent
an ongoing process, rather than a one-off event. I was careful not to appear too demanding
at first, and so I saved some requests for information until a later date when relationships
were more firmly established. A friendly, but formal relationship was maintained with the

director of education, whilst my relationship with the education officer became very
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friendly. The informality of the latter relationship was important for the research process
because it meant that I felt able to email or telephone with any questions or queries, no
matter how small or seemingly trivial. It is also the case that our discussions about course
content and pedagogy, which took place regularly over the period of the fieldwork,
appeared to be valued and this provides an example of feminist qualitative researcher
engagement. The informal contact also familiarised me with the culture of MSF, power
relations within the education department and so on, and provided the opportunity for me
to ‘give something back’ to the researched organisation in return for all the effort and time

put in by various members of staff.

TGWU is an under-researched union and this I believe is largely because it is less open to
academic researchers. The fact that the union is not well researched made it attractive,
particularly when thinking about possibilities for publication. Also, I had been a member
(for ten years) and one time shop steward of TGWU, so I knew something about the union.
My own activism was located largely at workplace level, since my membership coincided
with the birth of my children, women’s time poverty being particularly apposite here!
Therefore I had no personal contacts at the higher levels of the union. A colleague, a well-
known figure in the trade union movement, particularly in education circles, acted as an
informal sponsor of the research by introducing me to a key gatekeeper, the director of

education, with whom I discussed access on the same basis as with MSF.

Access was agreed following a first meeting with the Director of Education, although he
was less than pleased when he discovered I was a former TGWU member, but had left the
union to join NATFHE and further that I had once almost accepted a job offer with rival
union GMB. I think this reaction points to the precariousness of access generally and to the
strong ‘insider’ culture which exists within TGWU, making access for research purposes
difficult to begin with and difficult to sustain. However, a formal relationship was
maintained — we met formally on two occasions and informally on numerous occasions
during the fieldwork. Again, I believe this was important for the research process,
particularly in terms of access to detailed documentation concerning education in the
union. The constructive relationships, which I built with key gatekeepers in both unions, I

believe, had profound and positive consequences for the research.
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Reflexive Observation

As can be seen from Appendix One, altogether I carried out five periods of observation in
the two unions. This section elaborates on observation as a research tool and explains the
use of the terms ‘non-participative’ and “participative’. A fairly detailed account is
provided of some of the experiences of observation to capture the essence of what I saw
and heard, as well as how I behaved and was treated (Silverman 2000). The periods of
observation were important opportunities for me to establish myself as someone prepared
to learn about the organisations and to establish myself not as an ‘insider’ exactly, but as
someone who could cross the boundary towards understanding the language and culture of
the organisations (Rubin and Rubin 1995). This helped ensure that I saw the organisations
for what they are, rather than the filtered representations usually made available to
‘outsiders’ via publicity media. Thus, observation served the dual purposes of bringing me
closer to the case study organisations and gave a different perspective on the interview data
gathered. I could, for example, have obtained names and contact details of women to
interview through education officers rather than by attending courses myself. Such an
approach would have created a distance or a barrier between myself the interviewees and
the organisations, which would have been detrimental to the project. Observation as I have
utilised it, could also be regarded as a method of triangulation. Arksey and Knight (1999)
suggest triangulated research includes one method of data collection that describes and
interprets the context in which the interaction takes place (in my research, observation and
documentary evidence), and one that is designed to illuminate the process of interaction
itself (the interviews). However, I prefer to see observation as tied to a reflexive research

approach, where it is important to access as many opportunities as possible to study the

chosen social world.

In summary observation involved sitting-in on courses, note taking and participating in
activities where requested by the tutor to do so. Informal discussions with course
participants and tutors were also a feature. The value of participating in ‘normal’ social
settings (e.g. at lunch and dinner) should not be underestimated as a way of building trust
with key people (e.g. tutors) (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995), and as a way of gleaning
information that might not emerge in the context of a formal, tape-recorded interview.

More details are provided below in the context of each union. Observation activities were
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located at national level women-only, five-day residential courses (see Appendix One for
details).

Prior to attending the courses I gave some thought to the observation process: how I would
behave and interact with participants and tutors, what kinds of things I would be looking
for. In short it was necessary to manage aspects of myself (Hammersley and Atkinson
1995) from appearance (e.g. clothing) to demeanour (e.g. body language) in order to fit in’
and to maximise opportunities for discovery. In terms of my own behaviour whilst
observing, I was guided by the course tutors in order to build positive relationships so that
access did not become a problem. Since I had previous work experience as a trade union
tutor, I knew what to expect of the course in terms of pedagogical orientation; that is I had
a prior understanding of the student-centred, participative nature of union courses.
Therefore I gave some thought as to how I would carry out observation of small group
work. I was also influenced by the literature review, and from that reflected on how
women-only courses seek to encourage women’s participation. I produced a list of issues
for observation, which included noting how women responded to and engaged with
activities designed to develop confidence; the processes and dynamics of shared learning
(including examples of encouraging and supporting each other); the dynamics of the tutor-
student interactions; and tutor and student interpretations and application of the curriculum
(information on the actual curriculum was elicited from course materials). Notes were

taken in a fieldwork notepad and were later typed, when further reflections were added.

Observation at TGWU ‘National Women Members’ School’, October 1999 and October
2001

The School is held at T&G Centre in Eastbourne, from Monday to Friday. T&G Centre is
an impressive building situated on the seafront with beautiful views of the coast from the
bedrooms. Participants arrive on Sunday evening when the formalities of registration are
undertaken and a social evening is held. In October 1999 I observed the ‘Women at Work’
course and generally spent my time talking to participants. (See Chapter Five for more
details of the courses.) In October 2001 in addition to observing classes, I concentrated on

talking to and interviewing tutors as they are also part of the course community and I had

not been able to spend time with them in 1999.
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On my first morning the tutor introduced me to the group as a researcher from the
University of North London and I was invited to explain why I was there. I was conscious
of the social distance this introduction might create between the course participants and
me. | was also aware of the prevalent ‘them and us’ discourse in TGWU and the
consequent need for me to play down my own professional academic status if I were to be
trusted by interviewees. The need to be trusted is an important feature of feminist research
(Reinharz 1992) and I was conscious from the outset of how social distance might alter the
dynamics of the research process. It turned out that many course participants assumed I
was an (unthreatening) student. I also took the opportunity in my brief introduction to seek
their agreement to my observing in their small group activities. The relatively large
number of participants meant that I was able to sit at the back of the room and
unobtrusively observe and take notes during the whole-group sessions. It is important that
note taking is congruent with the social setting being studied (Hammersley and Atkinson
1995). Once the discussions started participants appeared not to notice my presence. The
director of education had also made clear that whilst he was very happy for me to attend,
he would expect me to make myself as ‘invisible’ as possible during the formal classes so

as not to disrupt the learning.

When the group broke up for small-group discussions I would catch the eye of one woman
and ask her if I could join her group. I felt a little apprehensive in this because I did not
want the women to feel that I was judging their contributions. At the start of each of these
discussions I told the group that I would not join in because the course was for their
learning and not for mine and I was anxious not to intrude. However, I studied the set
exercise with the group and then listened attentively to the ensuing discussion. I did not
feel it appropriate to make notes during these discussions. Instead I made notes in the
coffee break immediately following the session or when we returned to the classroom.
Occasionally, if the women were having difficulty answering the questions posed,
someone might look at me and say something like, ‘you must know the answer to this,
come on give us a hand’. Generally, I felt the women to be comfortable with my presence.
During the coffee breaks I mostly joined a group of women (when not writing notes!) and
chatted about the course — what they thought of it so far, where they were from, what job

they did and so on. They were also usually interested to find out more about what I was

doing, so time was also spent explaining the research project.
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After an early dinner there is a session in the General Assembly Hall. This might be a
speaker from the union or it might be focused on a topical trade union event. For example,
in October 1999 there was a talk by women workers from the airline catering company
‘Sky Chefs’ who were on strike at the time. The Centre has a bar where participants gather
in the evenings following the formal session. The atmosphere is relaxed and sociable and
many participants mentioned to me the importance of being able to ‘unwind’ at the end of
a hard day’s work. That said, most women appeared to continue ‘talking union’ during the
evenings. The evenings provided further opportunities to talk with tutors during dinner and
in the bar afterwards. I made notes and reflected on what had been said when I went up to
my room. On the last night I was invited to attend the post course, debriefing meeting for
tutors, which takes place in the general secretary’s apartment, followed by dinner at a local
restaurant. This was a very interesting event providing a ‘window’ into the culture of the
union. Copious quantities of alcohol and cigarettes were consumed in an atmosphere,

which was at once formal and informal.

The meeting was informal in that it was punctuated with friendly chatter, jokes and
laughter, yet the director of education steered the meeting through its agenda in a formal
manner. Each tutor gave a summary of the course s/he was involved in (one of the tutors
was a man), which addressed course content, the nature and behaviour of participants, any
issues which needed to be addressed for the next national women’s school’. Significantly
the director of education asked each tutor to name any new women they considered to have
potential to go further in the union!. The meeting lasted two hours and although much
drinking had gone on, the general tenor was very serious and there was a thorough
dissection of each course. This seemed to indicate the importance attached to the event,
together with the necessity for the director of education to justify its continuance to the
general secretary. I listened to the discussion and took notes. At the end I was asked if I
had anything to say about the course I had attended. It seemed appropriate to concentrate
on what I saw as the positive outcomes of the course. Iwas thanked for my contribution
and also for taking an interest in the union’s courses. The meeting was important for the
research as I saw how the courses are reflected upon and developed. It was also important
in the sense that I gained further insight into the culture of the union: the tutors are all very

close in personal terms and appear to be a tight-knit group with a strong culture wary and

"nterviewee Mandy was one woman identified.
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suspicious of ‘outsiders’. They also appeared reticent when making criticisms, which were

often rebutted by the director of education.
Observation at MSF ‘Women’s Week’, June and September 2000, June 2002

The school is held at MSF’s Whitehall College in Bishop’s Stortford. The building dates
back to the 19™ century and is situated in twenty-one acres of parkland. It is a pleasant
location in which to learn — something that is much commented upon by participants. The
structure and organisation of the school bears many similarities to that of TGWU.
Participants arrive on Sunday evening to settle into their rooms and register. I focus here
on the school in June 2000, although in the analysis in later chapters I draw on
observations from all three schools (see Appendix One). (For more details of the courses,

see Chapter Five.)

The education officer, was keen for me to observe her course, ‘Skills for Organising’,
because it was new and she said it would be useful to have some feedback from an
‘expert’. It was interesting that she positioned me as an expert and also that she solicited
feedback from the start, which I was happy to give. This position was congruent with the
feminist research paradigm, where researchers do not locate themselves as impartial,
objective outsiders, but invest something of themselves in the research process. This was
an opportunity for me to give something back to the organisation and was also an example
of how researchers act on the research process impacting on outcomes, something
recognised by feminist and many qualitative researchers, but rarely by orthodox
quantitative social research. With just eight women, observation of the ‘Skills for
Organising’ course had a different character to observation at TGWU. Prior to the course
the education officer said that I could either participate fully in the course as if a student, or
I could participate as and when she felt it necessary, observing for the rest of the time. 1
felt that it would be inappropriate to participate fully as I was not an MSF member and did
not want to occupy a false position in the eyes of the other women. I therefore felt more
comfortable for her to introduce me as a researcher. However, I joined the group round the
table, which meant being discreet about note taking: if discussions were in full-flow or

everyone else was taking notes, I took the opportunity to make some notes there and then,

but on other occasions I waited until the next break.
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There were various occasions during the two days when participants were asked to reveal
something personal and I was asked to join in with those activities. On the first of these
occasions I was not expecting to participate and when it came to my turn I quickly had to
tell the group ‘something about myself, which you wouldn’t guess from looking at me’.
Strangely, I felt quite nervous as I revealed myself to be a keen tennis player. I was also
annoyed with myself at my choice of revelations — tennis, a thoroughly middle-class
pursuit and there was I trying to build up the credibility to interview what was a
predominantly working-class group of women! On later occasions I revealed some of my
own vulnerabilities (e.g. about being a full-time, working mother). This situation felt quite
awkward but I was conscious of the need for members of the group to like me and to relate
to me as a woman, if they were to agree to give me their time for interviews in their offices
and homes. The ethics of attempting to engineer this situation troubled me, but having said

that my revelations were ‘real’.

For various activities the group divided into either pairs or two smaller groups. For the
paired activities I generally avoided observing because it felt too intrusive. I used these
moments to talk to the education officer about how the course was going. These
discussions had the character of a conversation, rather than an interview, since she was
interested to hear my views and opinions. Naturally, I made every effort to make
constructive criticism. In September there were only seven participants on the course I
attended and so I was asked to participate in the paired activities. During the course, again
because of the small size of the group, I felt I got to know the participants and it quickly
became less tenable to maintain the detached observer role during the small group work. I

tried to keep my contributions to a minimum, but felt that when they pushed me to join in,

there was effectively no choice.

As at TGWU coffee breaks were spent with the participants, whilst lunch breaks were an
opportunity to talk to the tutors of the other two courses and to listen to feedback the three
tutors were giving to the director of education, who also joined the group for lunch.
Although there is no formal post course, debriefing meeting, the education officer invited
me to meet with her to discuss the course. This was another opportunity for me to give her
some feedback, but also to ask questions pertinent to the research and to discuss some of

the participants, especially those who had shown an interest in taking on a union role.
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Summary of Observation Experiences

The periods of observation produced a wealth of notes and reflections recorded in notepads
and in typed form. However, as Hammersley and Atkinson (1995:185) suggest, field notes
can never entirely represent the knowledge and insights acquired during periods of
observation. New reflections and insights are continually developing often stimulated by

further fieldwork and literature reviews.

In both the case study organisations I was made to feel very welcome by both staff and
course participants alike and observation was very enjoyable. This did not, however,
prevent me from feeling like an intruder at times and conspicuous at others. I was also an
object of curiosity, particularly among tutors. Observation involves by nature extended
periods of appearing to do nothing (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995) and tutors in both
unions were clearly amazed that I was being paid to ‘do nothing’! I usually shrugged this
off with one or two self-mocking jokes. The periods of observation were characterised by
long, intensive and tiring days — ‘doing nothing’ can be exhausting! When circulating in
the research setting the researcher/observer is always looking for the possibilities for
finding out something or being introduced to someone that might assist in the research,
therefore to relax in that setting is impossible. The stamina and commitment required for

this type of qualitative research should not be underestimated.

Reflexive Interviewing

As can be seen from Appendix One, altogether I carried out 55 in-depth interviews with
directors of education, course participants and course tutors. This section provides an
account of how I carried out the interviews with course participants, whilst details of the
interview questions are contained in appendices three and five. Since the intention was to
explore meanings and encourage interviewees to define the significance of events in their
lives, rather than to collect descriptive data or find out what ‘actually happened’ (Layder
1993:117), semi-structured interviews were considered appropriate (Arksey and Knight
1995). The interviews took a life history approach (Rubin and Rubin 1995:74) to the extent
that I was interested in exploring how the women understood and experienced various life
stages. To begin with, a small number of closed questions were asked, but generally

questions were open-ended, requiring the interviewee to provide examples and reasoned
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arguments in response (Stroh 2000). I devised interview guides (Appendix Three provides
a discussion of the background to and underpinning of the interview questions) to give a
logical flow to the conversation, but, in practice the order of questioning was not strictly
adhered to, rather the guide acted as a prompt to ensure that I guided the conversation
through topics of interest and relevance to the research questions. However, the time spent
on each of the question areas varied depending on the experiences of the individual
woman. There was an active role for the interviewee in shaping the discussion, with time

and space to explore topics of a related nature that interested her.

Thus the interviews took a form, which Rubin and Rubin (1995:7) compare with ordinary
conversations, in that questions and answers follow each other, people take turns in talking
and the answer to one question determines the next. The interview is ‘invented anew each
time it occurs’ and interviewees can be positioned as ‘conversational partners’ (Rubin and
Rubin 1995:11). The interviewer’s ‘job’ is to listen intently to what the interviewee is
saying, to pick up on key words, themes and ideas and to note important omissions. This
aligns with feminist approaches to research in so far as there is the opportunity for women
to have voice through the research process, which itself de-emphasises a hierarchical
relationship between interviewer and interviewee (Reinharz 1992; Rubin and Rubin 1995).
That said, I believe it is also important to recognise that the interviewer does have an
agenda and objectives (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995) and as stated above to keep
control of the interview will redirect the conversation if it strays too far from relevant
themes. In practice this potential tension did not prove to be unmanageable, possibly

because the broad aims of the research were explained to each interviewee at the outset.

I was keen to hear the interviewees’ experiences and interpretations of the courses I had
observed without imposing my own. Reinharz (1992:28) argues that the feminist
interviewer should at least begin research with the intention of believing the interviewee.
This involves being sensitive to different ways of knowing and seeing and accepting that
there will not necessarily be a single shared interpretation of the same event or
phenomenon. In particular, I was conscious of the need to look for differences of
experience, perception and opinion among the women structured around race, ethnicity,
class, disability and sexual orientation. The design of the interview guide and the course of
the actual conversations had to allow for different perspectives to emerge. These aspects

of the interview programme are addressed in further detail below.
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Since my intention was to interview each participant twice, the importance of establishing
a good rapport was enhanced — after all any woman who found the first interview
experience daunting, intimidating, boring etc, would not co-operate with the second. This
meant that I had to give particular attention to building trust and confidence during each of
the first interviews. Self-disclosure was an important aspect of this (Arksey and Knight
1999) in line with the feminist methodological approach (Reinharz 1992), yet it was also
important not to disclose characteristics, which might erect barriers (for example, I avoided
parading my academic qualifications). No one I contacted refused to be interviewed which
for me indicated the potential perceived benefits for women taking part. Women,
especially working class women, are not often asked their views on social institutions;
neither are they accustomed to having someone interested in the details of their lives. I felt
that most women found it quite gratifying to be taking part in research and they were more
than willing to give me their time. Arksey and Knight (1999) suggest that for some people
interviews can be cathartic or empowering, since the chance to talk about yourself and
your views on a one-to-one basis is a rare one. My final question in the second interviews
was ‘how have you felt about being interviewed?’ This elicited some interesting
responses. The women were overwhelmingly positive about the experience, although they
answered in different ways. Some commented that I had made them feel very comfortable
and they had enjoyed meeting me. They had not found any of my questions intrusive.
Most said that they had welcomed the opportunity to give their views on the union. Many
appeared flattered to have participated and showed immense interest in the research. Some
also saw the fact that the union was ‘allowing’ this research to be conducted, as evidence
that unions are finally ‘taking women seriously’. Whether or not this is the case is of

course debatable, but I decided not to disillusion them!

The face-to-face interviews were mostly carried out either in the woman’s workplace or in
her home. I was conscious of the need for the interviewee to feel at ease and in her own
territory (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995) for the interview to be most productive. My
only request was that there was somewhere quiet available where we could talk
undisturbed. The interviewees were assured that the discussion was confidential and
anonymous. None of the interviewees refused to be tape-recorded, although there were
occasions when I was asked to switch off the tape because the woman was telling me

something she felt to be sensitive. In these instances I made notes afterwards of this
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section of the interview. Two interviewees had difficulties at first in talking naturally with
the tape going, so I switched it off until they had settled into the discussion and then asked
for permission to switch it on, which was granted. Most research methods textbooks
suggest the use of small, unobtrusive tape recorders (for example, Stroh 2000). In contrast
I carried out my interviews using my young son’s rather large Fisher Price tape recorder.
In the first instance this was because my micro ‘dictaphone’ had stopped working and the
hastily conceived contingency plan involved the use of the Fisher Price recorder. On the
first occasion, embarrassed, I unveiled the tape recorder from a ‘Safeway’ carrier bag and
made a joke about its unprofessional appearance. This caused much laughter and an
opening conversation about the ages of our respective children, which I felt served to
‘break the ice’ in a way that a contrived ‘ice-breaker’ could not have done. Henceforth I
decided to use the Fisher Price recorder, partly because ironically the ‘toy’ proved to be
more effective at picking up the conversation, even in some fairly noisy environments and

as an ice-breaking strategy — it never failed to work!

During the interviews I found myself adjusting my use of language in order to build
rapport with the woman and to make her feel comfortable with me (Arksey and Knight
1999; Rubin and Rubin 1995). This was obviously based on my perceptions of the woman,
her background, level of articulacy, friendliness, etc. I designed the interview guides to
keep the questions as open as possible and to avoid leading the interviewee towards a
particular answer. However, sometimes I had to rephrase questions when it was apparent
that the interviewee had not understood the original questions and on some occasions I had

to probe, where answers were not forthcoming.

As might be expected, the second interviews were easier to conduct, as by then I had not
only spent time with the interviewees at the course, but I had interviewed them once
before. There were few nerves displayed and we were able to get straight to the
discussion. One woman commented that she had felt nervous prior to the second
interview, as she was worried that she would have nothing to say to me, but I reassured her
that I really just wanted to catch up on what she was doing. In the second interviews I also

made limited use of more structured questions in the form of response sheets in order to be

certain to have addressed key questions/themes.
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From the perspective of the researcher, qualitative interviewing is an exhausting process,
both physically and emotionally. My fieldwork involved many winter car and train
journeys, often in the face of bad weather, train strikes and other serious hitches on the
roads and in the rail network in 1999/2000. These factors often influenced practical
decisions such as whether to carry out a telephone interview. Interviews were often
emotionally draining because in talking about their paid work and trade union
involvement, women often divulged stressful and sometimes tragic personal
circumstances. As I was drawn into their lives I often found myself disturbed by their
emotional states and some of their stories in the way described by other feminist
researchers (see Reinharz 1992). This also made me reflect on the possible constraints of
interviewer self-disclosure, in the sense that even if I had had a similar experience I feared

heightening emotions to the extent that the interview would be lost’.
The Interview Programme

Given that the research focuses on the lived experiences of participants of women-only
trade union courses, the interview programme largely focused on course participants.
However, the education directors of both unions were also formally interviewed, as was

the MSF education officer responsible for ‘Women’s Week’? and seven course tutors.

Course Participant Interviewees

Participants for the two-phase interview programme were drawn from the short
questionnaire completed in 1999 (TGWU) and 2000 (MSF). The tables in Appendix Two
provide biographical information on women participating in the study, from which it can
be seen that interviewees are a diverse group in terms of ethnicity, age, family situations,
educational background, and occupation. There are also two disabled women in the sample
— one from each union. With regard to class, the interviewees’ self-identification raises
some interesting questions about what class means to trade union women. Most were from
working class backgrounds and self-identified as working class, often despite being

university educated or in management/professional positions. Further, some were over

2 The TGWU education officer responsible for women’s courses was first on maternity leave and
subsequently on long-term sick leave for the entire duration of the fieldwork (more than two years). She later
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qualified for the jobs they had, such as the bus driver with ‘A’ levels. This suggests that
class is to some extent at least a consciously assumed identity, rather than simply an
objective positioning. The primary analytical focus in the thesis is on gender, with class

intersecting with gendered experiences and identities (as discussed in Chapter One).

It was a deliberate research strategy to have a diversity of demographic and occupational
characteristics represented among interviewees as well as both inexperienced and
experienced activists. This was particularly important in the light of recent feminist
theorising (see Reinharz 1992) and the shift away from assumptions about the universality
of women’s experiences. I felt it was important that the sample of interviewees would
enable me to engage with debates about women’s multiple identities. However, since
interviewees had to be selected from those volunteering, it was not possible to achieve
matching samples in each union. Overall the women's diversity provided a richness of

experience reflected in the discussion in the empirical chapters of the thesis.

It is worth briefly considering to what extent the demographic and biographical
characteristics of the group of interviewees are typical or atypical of women trade unionists
as a whole and to what extent they are representative of women in their own unions.
Previous research has found women activists generally to be atypical, meaning older (over
40), childfree and partner free (Cockburn 1991; Kirton and Healy 1999; Ledwith et al.
1990). In contrast in this research, there is a concentration of women in the age category
thirty-one to forty, which would place them as younger-than-atypical female activists
(although there is an age spread). This might be explained as a research sample bias,
which can occur with small qualitative studies. On the other hand it might reflect the fact
that this research uses trade union courses, as the site in which to locate interviewees,
which afforded direct contact between researcher and members/activists. In contrast, other
studies (e.g. McBride 2001; Munro 1999) have typically used branch and committee
structures as the research site and presumably have been more reliant on branch
secretaries’ (or other such office-holders’) identification of activists. Branch secretaries
might take a narrower view than the one taken here of what counts as activism and

therefore some women activists might be invisible to them (see discussion in Chapter

Two).

returned to work for a short period and then went on long-term sick leave again. On cost grounds she was not
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Whatever the explanation, the relative youth of the present sample is interesting in terms of
the discussions of barriers and constraints in Chapter Six and Chapter Eight. The most
common age group is the one where one might intuitively - and based on other research,
e.g. Cunnison (1987) - expect less female trade union participation, considering it
coincides with the child-rearing years. It is noteworthy that eight of the twelve women with
dependent children currently held formal union positions. Again this is relevant to the
discussion of barriers and constraints, especially as this sub-group of mothers were a mix
of married, divorced and single women. This also contrasts with some previous research.
For example, Lawrence (1994) found in her study of NALGO and NUPE a virtual absence
of women with young children among office holders. Understanding how and why
mothers sustain activism is useful for thinking about gender equality in trade unions and is
analysed when women are situated within their local work and union contexts in Chapter

Eight.

Some research (e.g. McBride 2001) on women trade unionists has suffered from a lack of
ethnic diversity, because of black and ethnic minority women’s under-representation
among activists, particularly office-holders (LRD 1998). Such research then unwittingly
perpetuates a race-blind approach being unable to unpack racialised experiences and
perceptions of unions. In contrast, the six black women in this study represent a fifth of
the total sample of interviewees enabling issues of race to be addressed and ‘black voices’
to be heard at various junctures in the thesis, even if generalisations cannot be made

because of the small sample size.

The highest level of qualification held by the majority of the women suggests that highly
qualified women are over-represented in the TGWU group, when compared to the union’s
membership as a whole (see Chapter Five). This is not the case for the MSF sample as the
union is composed largely of skilled and professional workers, although public sector
workers are over-represented. This is not inconsistent with other studies, which have
suggested that highly qualified women perceive and experience fewer barriers to their
involvement and participation (e.g. Cockburn 1991; Lawrence 1994). However, if the

nineteen office-holders are considered separately, around one half are highly qualified,

replaced. It was therefore not possible to interview anyone in this role.
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indicating that there is no necessary relationship between level of qualification and

propensity for office holding.
First Interviews with Course Participants

First interviews were carried out within one and five months of the course, with an average
gap between the course and interview of three months. At this stage 29 women were
interviewed (fifteen from TGWU and fourteen from MSF ), representing a sample of about
a quarter of participants from each union. With qualitative research it is always difficult to
settle on a number of interviewees. How many are enough and enough for what? Rubin
and Rubin (1995:72) suggest that the researcher keeps adding interviewees until the point
is reached where each additional interviewee adds little to what has already been learnt.
This point was reached within the research context, when the same or similar
interpretations and experiences had started to emerge, but it is difficult to be precise about
when this phenomenon occurred. However, I feel confident that the sample size has the
capacity to meet the research objectives and moreover that what I learnt from the

interviews holds good for the themes being studied (Rubin and Rubin 1995).

Twenty-one first interviews were face-to-face and lasted between one and one-and-a-half
hours. These were all tape-recorded and fully transcribed. I transcribed the majority of
‘phase one’ and all of ‘phase two’ interview tapes myself and this provided an opportunity
for further reflection on the interviews, which effectively started the process of interview
analysis. Eight interviews were by telephone and these also lasted around one hour, with
comprehensive notes being taken. It is generally not considered ideal for qualitative
interviews to be conducted by telephone, particularly with strangers, because of the lack of
body language cues which are so important in establishing relationships (Rubin and Rubin
1995). However, it should be noted that I personally met all interviewees during the
courses observed and had a number of informal ‘chats’ with them during breaks and social
functions. This helped to mitigate some of the weaknesses of telephone interviews, in the
sense that the interviewee and myself were already acquainted, we could picture one
another and I could open the conversation with an ‘ice-breaker’ drawn from our earlier
meeting. Also, telephone interviews were arranged for a quiet time and place usually in the
evenings from my home to theirs. The informality of my initial meeting with interviewees

was also important for breaking down the asymmetrical power relationship between the
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researcher and the researched. The broad question areas and the full interview guide are

contained in Appendix Three.
Second interviews with course participants

Second interviews were conducted some fifteen to eighteen months following the first, i.e.
approximately two years after attending the women’s school. By necessity four of these
were also conducted by telephone; however, the women first interviewed by telephone
were now interviewed face-to-face. Given the time lapse it was anticipated that the sample
size of the second phase of the fieldwork would shrink, which proved to be the case.
Fourteen (seven MSF, seven TGWU) of the original 29 women were involved in the full
second interviews. A further nine women were followed up by telephone, news of one
seriously ill woman was obtained from another interviewee and five women could not be
traced. Second interviews had the broad agenda of ‘catching up’ with the woman’s union
career and any changes in her work and personal circumstances that were likely to affect

her union participation.

The broad questions areas and the second interview guide are contained in Appendix Five.
The guide was to some extent tailored to suit the circumstances of the individual woman,
for example, whether or not she was a union representative. Before the second interview
took place the transcript of the first interview was carefully read to identify any particularly
interesting threads to pick up and pursue. From this a list of tailored questions was

produced and these were built into the overall discussion.
Interviews with union officers and course tutors

Interviews with the two unions’ directors of education were conducted in order to
understand the formal aims and objectives of women-only education within the particular
union context. Questions covered union communication structures and strategies; media

for advertising courses; perceived barriers to higher levels of women’s involvement; the

role of education in promoting women’s involvement.

Education officers and course tutors were interviewed because of their key role in

operationalising education objectives. The interview guide for course tutors can be found
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in Appendix Six. These interviews situated the woman’s role as a tutor within the context
of her own involvement in trade unionism and trade union education. Tutors were also
asked to draw on their experiences of teaching women-only and mixed sex union courses
to make comparisons and contrasts on matters of student-tutor interaction, group dynamics,
behaviour of male/female participants. The interview also attempted to gauge the tutor’s

personal commitment to women-only courses, as it was thought that this would influence

her approach in the classroom.

Interviews with education officers and course tutors importantly offered provider and
educator perspectives, which enabled the data gathered from participant interviews to be

set within the strategic and operational contexts of the unions.
Snapshot Survey

At each of the courses I attended I had permission to distribute a short survey (Appendix
Seven) to participants, which sought to elicit descriptive and attitudinal data from a larger
population. The questionnaire was deliberately kept short so that it could be completed on
the last day of the course, together with other paperwork, rather than being returned by
post, in order to maximise the number of returns. Ninety-nine questionnaires were returned
from 118 participants (84%) of the TGWU schools, whilst sixty-seven returns were
received from ninety-five MSF participants (71%). This good return rate and healthy
respondent size enables the thesis to tackle a small number of ‘how many’ questions. It

also establishes some of the qualitative findings as indicative, if not generalisable.

Documentary evidence

Historical documents from the TUC archives are used to complete the picture of the
evolution of women-only courses in the trade union movement broadly. These have been

discussed in Chapter Three and importantly provided a backcloth for the research, which

alone the literature review was not able to do.

In addition, the full co-operation of both unions in the research secured access to a variety

of relevant documentation, including course monitoring data and course materials, which
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are systematically examined in Chapter Five to provide a comprehensive gendered analysis

of two unions’ education provision which is unavailable elsewhere.

Regarding the sources of the data, TGWU education officers are required to collect
attendance data by gender and to provide quarterly monitoring reports to the director of
education, which are subjected to analysis to identify any gendered patterns of attendance,
which might inform future course developments. I was given access to these reports for
1999-2001. MSF also asks students to complete a monitoring/evaluation form, but these
are filed in hard copy format and the union does not have a computerised database for
storing and retrieving the information. In order to provide data for the research a secretary
used the files to produce a spreadsheet of attendance by gender, which was then supplied to
me. The course monitoring data is used to inform analysis of the patterns of gendered
access to union courses, whilst the course teaching packs gathered during periods of
observation allow consideration of underpinning philosophy, substantive content and

pedagogical orientation (see Chapter Five).
Data Analysis

A potential weakness of qualitative methodologies is that they inevitably produce a mass
of data, far more than is possible to include in any written analysis (Stroh 2000). Sitting
down to write the empirical chapters was for me one of the most enjoyable activities of the
study, but also one of the hardest. There were so many intrinsically interesting and
illustrative stories from the women that it was difficult to decide which ones to include and
which ones to exclude. As the chapters grew and grew, I struggled to edit them to a more
manageable length. Finally I had to be ruthless and make decisions reflecting the main
research objectives and the theoretical underpinning and hoped to do justice to the

experiences of the women trade unionists and the perspectives of the union officials who

gave so freely of their time.

As with much qualitative research, there is no obvious point at which data analysis began,
but because I started the fieldwork early on I was informally analysing my data for the
entire duration of the project even when not sitting at my desk or computer. I quickly
learnt always to have a notepad to hand. For example, reflections following the periods of

observation and the interviews (often occurring on train journeys to and from work)
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constituted part of the analysis, if analysis is viewed as an ongoing process, rather than as
an event, in the life of a research project (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995). For example,
the idea to organise the data presented in Chapter Seven around three key processes of the
women-only courses — ‘safe space’, shared learning and privileging ‘women’s issues’ —
occurred to me on a train journey to work. I remember it well as how to organise that
particular discussion had been troubling me for several days. The journey was an

opportunity for quiet reflection where I sketched out the map shown in Chapter Seven,
Figure 7.1.

The formal analysis began with examination of documentary evidence from which I
constructed a descriptive picture of the unions’ policy and practice in relation to women’s
courses, which is used for contextual purposes in Chapter Five. I analysed questionnaire
data from the ‘snapshot surveys’ with the aid of the software package SPSS and used it to
support some of the ‘how many?’ and ‘how often?’ questions with data drawn from a

larger population.

In accordance with the research strategy depicted in Figure 4.1 and the feminist research
paradigm, I accorded analytical emphasis to the interviews with course participants, so this
was the area where the greatest time and effort were spent. Interviews with other actors,
observation, the ‘snapshot surveys’ and documentary evidence are used more for the
purpose of situating the former in the organisational context. A two-pronged strategy was

taken to achieve the formal analysis of the mass of course participant interview data.

First, I read and reread each interview transcript as a whole looking for and noting
common themes, which related to the objectives. In most cases (24 interviewees) I could
follow the stories of the women over a two-year period either with the second interview
transcript or notes of the follow-up telephone conversation. This was important in order to

build familiarity with the specific circumstances and contexts of each of the women and so

as not to lose the individuality of her narrative over time.
Second, I used a custom-designed database software package to organise and retrieve

interview data thematically. Four interview sets were created: two for MSF (one for first

and one for second interviews) and two for TGWU. I then selected categories (topics) for
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each set of interviews drawn from the objectives, the literature review and the interviews

themselves and allocated to these sections of text from the transcripts.

One example of the emergent nature of the data analysis is the use of the concept of union
participation as one of a possible range of ‘careers’ that women might juggle, discussed in
Chapter Eight. This only occurred to me by reading the individual interview transcripts, by
seeing the women as whole selves. This is possibly because the literature rarely talks about
union careers, although the concept is implicit in many of the discussions around how
women manage home, work and union. Using the career concept fitted with my objective
of exploring the overlapping nature of women’s lived experiences in different social
contexts, particularly home, work and union. It provided a framework for analysing the
subjective meanings attached to union careers, as well as more objective manifestations. It
also allowed voluntary union participation to emerge as a ‘career option’ from which

women can gain the intrinsic satisfaction that many people expect to gain from paid work.

In contrast, an example of a theme drawn from the literature was that of the purposes of
women’s separate organising. [ was already sensitive to debates surrounding this theme
from my previous work and research experience and this underpinned analysis of the
women’s course experiences. However, another example of a theme taken from a reading
of the literature and from my earlier research (see Kirton 1999) was women’s networking.
I expected this to emerge strongly, but possibly because of the fact that the courses I
studied were national (and therefore participants came from all over the country), on the

contrary networking was not a primary outcome for the women.

The database then enabled me to analyse interview data thematically either on-screen or in
hard copy format and I was also able to add topics such as union as an alternative career (to
a work or family career) as and when I ‘discovered’ them. The strategy also enabled me to
explore topics in greater detail, helping to avoid unintentionally overplaying or
downplaying certain themes. Use of the database also facilitated the uncovering of

‘deviant’ examples and ensured there was not too great a focus on the stories of a few

womern.

One of the decisions which emerged from analysis of the data was to present the research

findings thematically rather than union by union. My original intention in using two
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unions as case studies was to compare and contrast. From observation of courses and from
analysis of the interviews it soon became apparent to me that the similarity of experiences
and perceptions far outweighed any differences. This then became an interesting research
finding in itself, but in terms of presentation meant that a union by union analysis would
have been overly and pointlessly repetitious. This form of presentation also fits with my
objective of privileging the experiences and voices of the women participants over the
institutional site. Of course there is a balance to be maintained; therefore Chapter Five
does offer a contextualised description and analysis of women’s courses in the two unions.
In Chapters Six to Eight numerical representations for each union of views held or of
experiences are shown in brackets in order to demonstrate the similarities generally, but

also to highlight any differences.

As a feminist researcher, it was also important to me to reflect on how best to present the
data in order to recognise and preserve the women’s humanity. First, I wanted to ensure
that the women’s collective voices are heard, but that their individuality is not lost.
Therefore I give each woman a pseudonym, which bears some resemblance to her real
name in order to preserve the race, class and age associations of their names. I have also
chosen quotations and illustrative examples that are more widely representative of the
group of interviewees, but important exceptions or ‘deviant’ (Silverman 2000) examples
are also mentioned. Second, in order to ‘bring to life’ at least some of the interviewees as
‘whole selves’ I draw pen portraits of four women, (two from each union). The four
women are selected from the fourteen who were fully interviewed twice. Their
demographic and biographical characteristics differ in many respects and their union
careers start from different influences and take different directions, as we shall see later.
Their stories are told individually as the thesis progresses. This is designed to give the

reader a greater sense of the depth and richness of the interview data than could be

conveyed with individual quotations alone.

Since this is a qualitative research project, quantitative representations of the research
findings are kept to a minimum. The main concern in the analysis is not to compare
numbers or offer measurements of women holding one viewpoint or another. The intention
is to gain a deep interpretative understanding of predominant experiences, perceptions,
orientations or opinions and to ‘hear the voices’ of the women interviewees who are the

main focus of the research. To achieve this aim, Chapters Six to Eight quote extensively
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from the interviews, the stories of four women are told and the career trajectories of the 29
interviewees are charted in tables 6.1,6.2,8.1 and 8.2. However, as Smith (1988:110)
acknowledges, the work of the researcher is to move beyond pure and faithful description
of subjects’ lives to investigate the ways in which broader social relations and dynamics
shape the actualities of women’s everyday worlds. In this process, I acknowledge my own
influence as the author. In other words, in the analysis I have also listened to my own
‘voice’ and interpreted the women’s “stories’ and here it is possible to argue that another
researcher might have taken the project in a different direction or understood the stories
and the voices in a different way. My ‘insider’ knowledge as a feminist trade unionist,

combined with reflexivity, on balance constituted strengths rather than weaknesses.
Conclusion

This chapter has explicated the chosen research paradigm and set out the specific methods
utilised in the fieldwork. The former has provided the reader with an understanding of the
framework for analysis and interpretation of the research findings. The narrative account
of the research experiences has given an indication of the richness of the data and the
rigour with which it was gathered. In conclusion, the chapter situates the study in the

context of industrial relations research.

There are now signs of a greater sensitivity in industrial relations research to gender issues
and the experiences of women (Wacjman 2000). I argue that qualitative methodologies
remain appropriate for the study of women in unions for at least as long as trade unions are
male-dominated and masculine-biased. Quantitative work can tell us where women are in
unions, but it reveals little about the lived experiences of women within the masculine
culture of unions. It is the unwritten rules, informal norms and everyday cultural practices
of unions, which sustain and reproduce the gendered status quo. Qualitative research has
the capacity to develop knowledge of such gendered relations and meanings. My choice of
a qualitative methodology also reflects my deep interest in the detail of women’s lived
experiences, which in turn reflects a fundamental epistemological position rarely
articulated, but for which I offer no apology. After all the process of research is one to be

enjoyed, not simply endured. The next chapter introduces the reader to the case study

unions, MSF and TGWU.
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Chapter Five

Women’s Education in MSF and TGWU

Introduction

This chapter introduces the reader to the case study unions — MSF and TGWU. Tt briefly
outlines the unions’ approaches to gender equality and the various forms of women’s
separate organising, within which women’s courses can be located. The bulk of the
chapter is dedicated to providing a previously undocumented overview of the unions’
systems of education, a discussion of gendered patterns of attendance at mixed-sex courses
and an outline of women’s education provision. This provides the context for the analysis
of the interview data, but equally is interesting in its own right since education is a major
sphere of union activity. Five principal sources are utilised: union documents; ‘raw’ data
provided by the unions; interviews with the unions’ directors of education, education

officers and tutors; observation of courses and the ‘snapshot’ surveys.
Gender representation and gender equality strategies in MSF and TGWU

MSF and TGWU are two large male dominated TUC affiliated trade unions: with
approximately 416,000 members in 2002 women constituted 33 per cent of overall
membership in MSF and 21 per cent of approximately 860,000 members in TGWU. MSF
membership consists largely of professional and skilled workers drawn from both the
private and public sectors, whilst TGWU membership is composed of manual and non-
manual workers in production and services in the public and private sectors. Generally
speaking the typical MSF member is more highly qualified than the typical TGWU

member, but this is not an absolute rule as for example MSF has a craft section, whilst

TGWU has a white-collar section.

Table 5.1 provides data on women in MSF and TGWU as members, activists and paid
officers. As can be seen, both unions have achieved or exceeded women’s proportional

representation in two senior lay structures: the executive council and TUC delegation,
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whereas women in both unions are under-represented amongst national and regional paid
officers. In addition, little is known about the gender composition of workplace
representatives and shop stewards (the former is the term used in MSF, whilst the latter is
the term used in TGWU reflecting its larger ‘blue collar’ membership), however both
unions are concerned to develop strategies to recruit more women as representatives. One
measure dating from the late 1990s in both unions, has been the introduction of ‘women’s
reps’ (discussed further in Chapter Eight), a cadre of female representatives with the
special responsibility of supporting women members. It is intended that ‘women’s reps’
will add to the existing complement of representatives and stewards, rather than act as

substitutes.

Table 5.1: Women in MSF and TGWU as members, activists and paid officers 2002

MSF TGWU
Total membership 416,000 858,797
'Women in membership 133,141 179,817
‘Women as % of members 32 21
Women as % NEC members 33 33
'Women as % of TUC delegation 31 24
'Women as % of national paid 20 6
officers
'Women as % of regional paid 20 Not available
officers

Source: Labour Research 2002

Greater advances towards gender equality in the lay decision-making structures, when
compared with the paid official corps can be attributed to the pursuit of gender democracy
having led to the introduction of a raft of gender equality strategies. These include
women-only courses, regional and national women’s committees, national women’s
conference and reserved seats for women on the executive committee, which over time
have had the effect of increasing women’s representation. This is not to say that no effort
has been expended on increasing the number of female paid officers. For example, in the
mid-1990s MSF established an officer training programme to increase the presence of
women and other under-represented groups (see Kirton and Healy 1999). TGWU recruits
paid officials from the ranks of activists and lay officers, which given male domination of
the union has tended to bias selection towards men. However, the union has now
recognised this as a problem and is seeking to develop strategies to tackle women’s under-

representation (TGWU 1999). Women’s courses are for example used for the purposes of
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identifying women who might go further in the union and in 2001 the union held a training

course for senior female activists on how to get paid employment with the union.

Thus, both unions have utilised the strategy of women’s separate organising, at the same
time as providing channels for women’s guaranteed representation in the ‘mainstream’
such as reserved seats on executive councils and commitment to a principle of women’s
proportionality on all union committees and delegations. Their approach and record of
achievement (e.g. women are at least proportionally represented on the executive
committee) compares favourably with other large unions (see Kirton and Greene 2002),
however, it is clear that the gender equality project is an ongoing one in both unions.

Education is seen as a major tool to this end.
Education in MSF and TGWU

In terms of education provision MSF and TGWU have broken away from the TUC (MSF
in 1990 and TGWU at the end of the 1970s) to develop their own comprehensive in-house
programmes. Both unions believe that their own specialist staff is best placed to define the
educational agenda and to develop it. The two unions’ education programmes have broadly
similar aims established by their executive bodies. These are to: provide education and
training for members, representatives, activists and full-time officials; offer locally-based
and national provision; provide broader social and political education; use education as a
vehicle to promote the greater participation of under-represented groups and offer
members the opportunity to embark on an ‘educational ladder’ linking with mainstream

further and higher education. However, the two unions have established different systems

to achieve these aims, which are now explained.

Education in MSF

Before focusing specifically on women’s education, it is worth briefly sketching overall
education provision in MSF so that it is possible to see how women’s courses fit in and
also how they came into being. The union provides a range of learning opportunities for
representatives and members within a centralised, national education provision including
residential courses and distance learning. The education department and national courses

are located at the union’s residential college — Whitehall College in Bishop’s Stortford,
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which has a capacity of about 3,500 students per year. The college can accommodate up to
55 students, although most courses are small: typically 12-13 participants (maximum 18-
20), with events such as “Women’s Week’ and ‘Family Learning Week’ offering a choice
of parallel courses. In common with most other trade unions, MSF courses are free of
charge to members and representatives and the cost of travel is also reimbursed. Free
creche facilities are available, although the take-up is quite minimal with the women-only
“Women’s Week’ and female dominated ‘Family Learning Week’ unsurprisingly having
the highest take-up. Most participants receive paid leave from their employers and a
regional official will intervene on behalf of any representative denied paid leave. In the
case of ‘ordinary’ members, some receive paid leave others take annual leave. Anyone
unable to take any form of paid leave to attend a course can claim a flat rate weekly
payment in compensation for loss of wages. According to the Director of Education, this

rarely occurs.

Although predominantly a national provision, the union does also provide locally based
courses through its fourteen regional councils, organised by regional education officers,
who are lay activists. These are usually short courses held at weekends on topics such as
organising, health and safety, legal rights, equal opportunities, women’s courses and black
member courses. The regional and national women’s committees also regularly organise

weekend schools/workshops for women members.

Nationally, the range of courses provided by the union is broad, from introductory courses
for representatives, to sector-based courses, to issue-based courses, to courses for
members, examples of which are shown in Table 5.2. The provision is concentrated on
basic training for new representatives and for safety representatives. This is partly a
response to demand, but is also seen as a priority for the education department. No courses

are made compulsory for MSF representatives, although they are strongly advised to attend

appropriate courses.

MSEF course tutors are either paid education officers or professional freelance tutors.
Freelance tutors are mostly individuals who have had a relationship with the union for
some time and usually have a history of professional involvement in the union movement.

For example, of the two freelance “Women’s Week” tutors, one was a full-time tutor at an
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Adult Education Institute (and provider of union courses), whilst another was a former

TUC education officer.

The education committee steers the direction of the provision, although policy is
operationalised by the education department. On occasion the education committee
requests specific courses — for example the committee recently asked for equality courses
to be provided for the union’s paid officials —~ however, its role is more one of overseeing
and advising. Generally then it is the responsibility of the education department to make
decisions about the offering. To this end the team of education officers, together with a
researcher and the director, regularly meet to plan and discuss future work. Work is
allocated in a /aissez-faire manner, with education officers volunteering to tutor and take
responsibility for developing particular courses. This approach has resulted in the only
woman education officer taking responsibility for “‘Women’s Week’ and equality courses,
although this area of work is not specified in her job description. Education officers also
make suggestions for new courses and provided the proposals fall within the aims and
objectives of the union, they are given the opportunity to develop and try out new ideas.
Also, freelance tutors are free to introduce their own materials into courses provided these
fit within the course programme established by education officers. The courses follow a
traditional trade union pedagogic approach (Walters 1996), centred on participatory
activities and student interaction, but involving some tutor input, although the precise mix

of activities varies according to tutoring style.

Educating MSF women

This section examines factors necessary for understanding the role and nature of women’s
courses in MSF. First it considers the gender composition of mixed-sex courses; second it

outlines course publicity methods; third it focuses on women-only courses; finally it turns

to the role of the tutors.

Gender composition of mixed-sex courses

Although overall women are now proportionally represented on mixed-sex union courses
in MSF, the education department has a number of positive action measures in place,

which seek to ensure that the proportions of women attending courses are sustained if not
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increased. For example, the union monitors course attendance by gender and ethnicity and

then uses this information to target course advertising at particular groups.

Table 5.2 provides a breakdown by gender at national MSF schools over a one-year period
demonstrating that despite these measures men almost always dominate the union’s mixed-
sex courses. The exception is courses specifically for National Health Service (NHS)
representatives, where there is a gendered reversal of domination, with women accounting
for more than two-thirds of participants, almost certainly a function of the predominance of
women employees in the health sector. There is also a noticeable decline, with the
exception of Economics in the proportion of women attending intermediate and advanced
courses. This is worrying because it could indicate that women are abandoning or not

progressing in their union careers.

Table 5.2: Gender Composition of Selected Mixed-sex MSF National Courses (Actual period - 1.11.99-
31.10.00)

Course Female % Male %
Introductory Courses
New Representatives 39%, 61%
Health and Safety 41% 59%
Skills for Organising 45% 55%
NHS Representatives 68% 32%
Intermediate Courses
Representing Members at Work 22% 78%
Improving Negotiating Skills 25% 75%
Tackling Bullying and Stress 17% 83%
Advanced Courses
Contemporary IR 15% 85%
Economics 31% 69%
Pensions 0% 100%
Other Courses
Lifelong Learning 69% 31%
Family Learning Week 57% 43%

Source: Data provided by MSF

It is also interesting to note that women are more than half of participants at Lifelong
Learning and Family Learning Week. These gendered patterns of attendance can be
interpreted in different ways. For instance, they could simply be a function of male and
female spheres of interest. However, taking the Pensions course as an example, MSF’s
National Women’s Sub Committee held a well attended Women’s Weekend School in

2000 on pensions, in addition to weekend events on stress and bullying. That said, it might
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be that certain courses do not ‘speak’ to women’s specific concerns (Economics or
Contemporary Industrial Relations, for example?), and that given women’s time
constraints (discussed in Chapter Two) they select the courses they consider to be most
relevant. Second, it could be inferred that (some? many?) women will opt for women-only
courses wherever these are available. For example, women-only courses are available in
negotiating skills (wWhere women’s attendance in mixed courses is relatively low), whereas
women-only courses for new representatives and in health and safety are not available
(where women’s attendance at mixed courses is higher). Third, although connected to the
first point, there is some evidence (for example, Lawrence 1994) that women and men rank
trade union issues in a different order of priority and participation in union courses may
reflect these gendered divisions. For example, women’s higher attendance at the Lifelong
Learning course could be an example of this with women according higher importance to
training and promotion than men (Lawrence 1994; Waddington and Whitston 1997).
Fourth, Lifelong Learning and Family Learning Week are open to ‘ordinary’ members as
well as representatives and since women are less numerous among the latter than they are

the former, this could explain their greater presence at these particular courses.

On the other hand, the overall picture of male domination of MSF’s courses is not
surprising given that men constitute two thirds of the union’s members. Using this
quantitative measure, interestingly women are actually over-represented in three types of
generic training courses for representatives — New Representatives, Health and Safety,
Skills for Organising (as shown in Table 5.2). This could suggest that the union’s record
in attracting women to courses is good in so far as women are more than proportionally
represented in at least three core courses. Even though women are under-represented in

most intermediate and advanced courses, overall they constitute 40 per cent of course

participants in the period.

Publicising courses

Thus although women are proportionally represented among course students, there is still a
perceived need in the education department to sustain efforts to recruit women to courses.
The director of education described advertising as ‘the single biggest difficulty’ for the
education department, especially when it comes to attracting women. In an attempt to

address this problem, courses at Whitehall College are advertised through a variety of

125



channels in order to increase the numbers of members receiving course information.
Leaflets are sent to regional paid officials, branch secretaries and workplace
representatives and directly to people who have already attended a Whitehall course.
Regions, branches and workplaces use a variety of more or less extensive and effective
methods for disseminating course information to members and representatives, including
announcements at meetings, notice boards and mailings to members’ homes. That said, the
‘snapshot’ surveys (see Table 5.3) found that the vast majority of students heard about
“Women’s Week’ in 2000 and 2002 via published materials.

Table 5.3: How did you hear about ‘Women’s Week’? (MSF, 2000/02)

Publicity Method Number of Respondents (%) N =67
Literature/publications 50 (75%)
Word of mouth 15 (22%)
Other 2 (3%)

On the one hand, this is positive in the sense that women get to hear about courses through
their own actions, i.e. reading union literature, indicating a prior or existing interest in the
union. On the other hand there are worryingly low numbers of women hearing about
“Women’s Week’ by word of mouth, possibly suggesting low levels of sponsorship for the
school or poor communication with women members at workplace/branch level, the latter

unlikely to foster interest in the union.

Women-only courses

As can be seen there is a very mixed and variable pattern of women’s attendance at mixed-
sex courses, which is difficult to explain using monitoring data alone. However, it is
certain that mixed-sex courses within MSF are mostly male-dominated and although this is
not surprising, given that the union itself is male-dominated, this situation nevertheless is a
cause for concern for a union hoping to pull more women members into participation. This
fact alone makes a case for women’s courses, which provide a ‘safe space’ for women’s
learning and a relevant curriculum. (This is discussed further in Chapter Seven, when the
voices of women students inform the discussion.) The union’s director of education

locates the purpose of the union’s national women’s school within positive action

strategies:
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"Women’s Week is part of a programme of positive action to equip women with the
knowledge, understanding, skills and confidence they need to be more effective in
the union at all levels. It’s about ensuring women take up their place in the union
and increasing their participation rates.’

‘Women’s Week’ is the cornerstone of women-only education in MSF, although the
regions also offer women-only courses from time to time as stated above. ‘Women’s
Week’ was initiated by the female director of education, supported by the women’s
committee, more than twenty years ago in 1982 against a background of male domination
of mixed courses. It is without doubt significant that it was a woman who made the case
for women’s courses, which links to the debate about the importance of the characteristics
of trade union leaders in Chapter Two. The director of education believed that women’s
courses have a major role to play in developing women, particularly towards participation

in the union’s higher echelons:

“The activity rates of women as workplace reps are reasonably high, but when you
get to the decision making bodies and the political administrative structure of the
union, you get the phenomenon of the disappearing woman. That has changed to
some extent and I think the women’s courses are part of the impetus for that
change. Women from the courses go on to become regional council members, to
speak at annual conference. They become representatives on the executive and also

full-time officers.’

(The way the tutors perceive the purposes of ‘Women’s Week’ is discussed in Chapter
Seven.) ‘Women’s Week’ is a five-day residential school, which attracts 35-40 students. It
is publicised through the usual channels described earlier and the education office