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Historians writing about this early period of women's organization in the
: 2

province have gjijjjge develop varying interpretations of the barriers which
k]

women experienced in trying to become unionized workers. Some have streesed

the intensity of n's workday, the pressure of domestic labou
the isolated conditioms_;g&ﬁuations, the ® intense
hostility to women organizing on the part of employers, the shorterm nature

(and _taxing
of women's sojourn in the labour force and therefore the constantVheed to

reorganize unions and the idolation of women within a male-dominated labour

movemebt whose strategies were geared to industrual situations. These
wrtiers have tracedthe organizing attempts of women despite these barriers

and stressed the signifgance of the fledgling unions created in a surprisingly
large number @ of the sectors where women worked. Others have focused on

the weaknesses of existing uniosn outreach to working ‘women, the tendency

of unions to exclude minorities and women rather than to embrace them, the
dominance of’ tarditional notions of women's place within the attitudes
and appraoches of the unions towards women and the tendency to seek middlg

class womento speak for working women's needs and to devise protective

strategies rather than to consult and organize with working women.

In fact, =spigmieethe early union movement in B.C. did @Bnot have a uniform
appraoch to wori(ing women. There is no question that women faced the

o R barriers eI REPESNEE" o labour force structurcmmmEEEMEEE the
demands R of an intense domestic workload, a flugctuating

( and anti-woman employer._‘i/
labour market, high turnover, ‘a lackof sSoC ServicesYwhen trying to

devote time to union organization. , They @B also faced barriers of social
\\Pplacing little Walue org\/c
attiuudesﬁ relative importance of women's wage labour, hostility

towards married women in the workforce, sexism from men within the union
women's own comflu wews of Thar uxxking lives,
movement)"and differences in thgé\r needs around union structure and demands

-
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from those of male unionists. However, they, like many working men of thier

time were often unskilled and struggled& to simplv attain a unmon and

union recognition. Some sectors of the union movement saw it in thekr interests,

either as craft workers sharing skills with women who might undermine them

if non- union, or as industial workers committed to the prénciple of

organization for all workers (particulargy ifl white) regardless of gender, to

assist women with unionization &, to incorporate women into their union or

to, 4 at sleast, not provide barriers to women's organization. Strategies
towards women's organization

sermwitansslesn NN, varied from union to union

at a given time and over the entire eralv period of B.C. unionism. This

was true for both women themselves and the trade union movement as a whale.=

women fought against terriffic odds to sustain union organization. Women were

a minority in the workforce, in many workplaces. B.C. employers were

gemerally anti-union and particularly in regards to women. Unions were confused
as to their desire for femlae members and did not always provide a consitent

front in their defense.
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Women and Trade Unionism: The Early Period

Women entered unionism in British Columbia at a2 time when craft unions had
established themsleves and industrial organization was underway. @B To some
extent their deamnds corresponded with those of male workers; THNENENERE these
included establishing union recognition, a closed shop, better wages, shoreter
hours of work and more control over the workplace. Male craft unionists had
progressed with this latter issue through the creation of union-controlled
hiring halls and apprenticeships programmes, vhile women faced a continual battle
against high turnover in therr sectors and employeré' insistence on strict
management rights. )

The nature of B.C.'s economy elicited an early and "l mil:’raﬂr industrl.al
unionism amongst coal miners and congtruction workers, with later popoulatity
amongst harci—rock miners, and wootworkers. P This form of organization was
a logical response to brutal employers who used centralized bargaining and
lock-outs and to collectively shared complaints. B.C. unions rapidly formed
labour centrals in order to coordinate workers; =Sl stragegies against
Fhostile employers and were very active within the province's political life,
in an attempt to provide a legislative framework for working class struggles.

While industrial unions such as the Knight of Labour (1880's) expressed
fommal sympathy for women joining unions, nnd actively organized women in

Central Canada, BB few women woirked in industries which these unions organized

in British Chlumbia. f1 A ovephen f T was e Wiheooes « kadus (esfn

Focal b Te Warfer < Looho Lz, cobsblokd b igas,
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WA RASERR

comprised about ten per cent of the mehemship of

AN A

By the 18565 woﬁen

Onario Kngihts of Labour organizations, =« The Xngiths had differentiati;;‘}ng
—
dues structures for women and men: men paid a dollar to join; .ssssesvomen fifty
cents. Local dues and payments to the cooperative fund were 10¢ for men and
5¢ for women. All assemblies paid twenty dollars SANETUNEEEEEER fpr a u—
Knights sﬁg;:::7’but the organ‘zation accepted an implicit inequaligy in women's
and men's wages. Female organizagess recefved only $5.00 from this sum, while male
organizers recetived ten. However, the Knights beleived that all men and women
should be organized into unions, and did put this into practice where women were
industrial

a signifigant parybf the labour force.

WM To the Knights, women wereo( peers, nembinssm®deserving of equal
pay®, could hold union positionms, deserv%eial and political recognitiop,
and suffrage. While men in the Knights often held traditional ideas abouf women,
®mh spoke protectively of thier exploitation by emplovers 'nd reliig on middle
class reformers to change legislation, women members aPd organizers of the assemblies
were clear in stating that women were better off if organized, that thev mut

@i® not rely onmiddle class reformers) but on their own power and that issues $uch

as wages would attract women to organization, rather than u‘)urely sogial gaterings.

E Whatever weaknesses there were
in the Knights attitudes to women, it was clear that theu were respeected, ass"stedq_
Palmer
Sby some, seen as "the best men that we have."” Bryan Palmer points out,
a

. however,t that women were am®-treted more paternalistically by the Knights in B.C.
than in Ontario. Here, women wre not employed by any major industry and this were
not in contact with male unionists. The corresponding attitude was to see women

more as a support for union men, pwehaps within auxiliariesm that as self-organized

and militant workers.
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In the Trades and Labour Congress of @gmm®Canada (TLCC) conventions in
the 1880s unionists from the KOL argued that women should be organized wherever
In an attempt to address social ggfiguges towards women,
possible for better wages and shorter hours.Y‘ One wawher s%a eg, " If the men
of this country worked under the same disablities as the working women, there

,Forsey

would be a revokutionw.' Delegates argued for equal pay for women a@n the

basis that women should earn the same as men if thev were capable of performing the
same labour, that women were often hetter workers than their male counf&parts,
that women were as good unionists as men and that the low earnings of women enwvouraged
then to seek a life of crime.
This latter theme emerges in this perdodws as a major treatment of women .

@ theme “hed russ Thomeh disasssuino sllun both T B¢ + Cenedda wnay |
workers @@ by the unions, Simply stated, (or implied) ki, the fear was that MEVERICR
women would become prostitutes}l'if poorly paid, not through willingne&® but to

4

feed and clothe themselves and Wmmx thier families. On one hand, this was a progressive
perspective when pb@?ed agsinst the religious notions of contemporary social
ﬁformers who argued that prostitution was an evil to be cured through religiop

and who tosed & natural immorality omongst Te Presumably ighomon
and state repression/\ On the other, it coincided with a morel reform position, { “ﬂfj

Classes
in that it took as a starting g point for bettering women's wages, the concern
that women remained virtuousy This was directly tied to a broader concern with women's
reproductive raole as prémary, ans the resulting perspective of protecting women's
value as untainted mothers and wives. Adjuncted to the demand for higher wsimE wages
were concerns for women's reprodcutive health within industry. This was used at
times to better factory conditions, btt also used to mask a desire by male union
members to exclude a female presence and cmmpetition in the male domain of industyy.
3y actions e it ; .

Unionists saaemees could coincide, in fact, with those of the moral reformers, who
sought to exclude women from certain tuoes of work, place limits on hours and times
of work for women and not for menf a defacto exclusion) and develop a Factory Inspector

system that concentrated not on bettering overall condiations but on women workers

appwarance, and SEE® moral protection.



€.
A major real’on - for women's organization becomes the protection of female morality.
Women unionists consistently argued, in tha face of middle calss concern for
immorality, that theu were indeed morel despite thier poverty. All of these concerns
tended to m raise protective legislation as a mggp priority, and place the actual
unionization of working women on the back burner. Women workers again, contradicted
this theme. While many supported protective legislation, tkev stated that it
was only as good as women were organized aﬂi able to ehforce better conditions aht

inspectors might reccomend..

In 1888 tke Knights of Lakour pushed for the ccr%tion of female factory
Fiaht
inspectors. The unions; -ss#@® wvas MR for inspect@fs who were appointed with
union consulation and approval, and for in depth inspection of all levels of
working conditions. Some of women’ s concerns around the limited nature of = even
expre ssed at the TL@E convention,
such inspection without unions to back it up was 0gnored in the debates, and
discussion returned to the "deléesate guestions that were recuired to be asked
female workers" , that is questions of morality and harrassment and @Emmgreprodcutive
hedlth, and this the need for women inspectors. The corrupt nature of manufacturers
and the use of sexual coercion against women was a key concern. While this
Chpnr
concern for sexual harrassment was, progressive the terms again were not, impinging
on the protection of morallty, not on women s sexual autonomy and xight to he free
The calliney up of “women's secress "was an effechie pay “quua&h debate .
from explo:Ltat:Lon. AThe result of inspection would serve fgbmen's interests if the
concrete resutls were to remove sexual pressurec HSgmaghfrom the workforce. By 1901
webely P
insPection had been establisk€ed in a number of provinces.n#fhe TLCC considered %oth
wmma victory, How &ver , the fact that women inspectors earned but half g@sthat
-
of their male counterparts and worked harder was not missed by convention. It was
clear that only organization could really chagge the wglmmmwage question.
Me early history shows a willingnell§ to fight on the part

of women and occasions where their militancy outdistanced gg that of men in their

'
industyr, In an Ontard@o strike in the shoe manufacﬂr% industry women fought
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employment
Their emplogers wimmis without backing down over the’ iesusnsctisssmmes of non-union

male immigrants at lower rates than theirs. The union men in thier shop did
nog!;g to support them, in part because the employers treated them with deéerence and
respect, while the women were heavily supetvised and abused by management. Owners
were willing to negoq?alate with the men's union, but refused recognition of the
women's. Women warned the men working in their shop that their wmployer would
divest them of their rights mmess eventually if they did oot support the women.
Several years later, a strike did occur, @&nvolving hte male shoemakers over wage
Forsey

cuts such as the women had experienced.

Employers also threateded unionized domestic workers with the emplo,ameﬂf‘
of Orientals or male servants, if thev insisted on improving their working

conditions. Even in skssse this early times. the divisions aleng gender lines within

the labour movement were used to weaken unions.

Women wre present within the early qﬁ@ft uniions in British Columbia.
In 1891 wemessssme» Joint (?) Tailors Union of America incorporated tailoresses
and fifteen women
in Victoria. Thirty—five’men were in the union. The union's rates were recognized
R ; . : . é
by the majority of the city's firms. Both sexes organized in-g@@rder to counteract
the cutting of wages by either men or women in thewsmsiesdewes industrv The union
The same process occured in Vancouver where a union co-op was broke
@ disbaneded in 1893 due to the severe depressionv Wages were undefcut . ¥ This
is a trade where women had a longterm radle @B in the workplace. When the union
Tmmmmesiee reorganized several women were active for long periods of tmme; one a
Miss McRae through to 1913 and Helena Gutteridge who was a consiten figure in the
Province's labour movement for many years.
I 1890 the Vancouver International Typesetters Union united both men and
o
women arounfi joint demands for the @pght hour day. The next year the union went on

record in support of equal pay for women and men. In both these craft areas men and

women experienced @& similar conditions and a unity of demands. it was hard for

£ either s¥){ to sustain organigation, both were mm effected _ by

wankd a therder werk werk:

falling wages if there was no pay equaljty 2and both 1 p—



The 1890s was a time of flowering for women's "clubs" in the province.
They provided a social and literary function, an awareness of community, dignityv and
social order, and an @R important pressure for suffrage. It was also a time
of great pressmre for moral reform . NN Anti-Orinetal campaigns swmw=
mounted
Ry =n2 Bressures for prohibition and crackdowns on prostitutes combined
with white supremacist notions of a pure and wholesome race. The Women's Christam
Temperance Union saw the saloon as an adjunct to prostitution and 9 drink

as : :

ﬁthe cause of poverty and immoralityy

The Knights of Labour was a fading organization by the 1800s. Its
membership was fleeing its structures in fawour of the @@l negotiations orientated

:craft )
job-based unions. 71n its eagerness to regain a base the order linked up
with the WCTU to launch a campaign for temperance. In B.C. the analvsis of the
KOL and mozal reform geoups " conflicteummmmmmy wuth a growing socialist
trend within the unions. Rather thab believing that <SS drink created povertv
the left thought that it was poverty that created the need for alchohol, as well
as despair; workers were il cducated to depression and hopelessness,
enforced by bad laws, poverty, and a lack of @B social organization. The solution
lay in women's suffrage@, workers compenstaion, good legisdation, organization and
eventually, social revolution. As well, the mostly male union membership were

work
protective of thier bars, seeing them as a haven ag@inst @ and family.Sueh
debates escalated through t’ne'zkearly years of the 20th century as Vancouver was
Oventalism |,

rife with intense anti——, a belief that the Chinesecommunity was importing
devices such as prostitution, male prostitutionm gambling, @R drugs and alcholhol
in the innd@cence of Vancouver's white commmi:y, A rabid anti-prostitition campaign
evloved based on a white slavery scare. In any case, it is clear that divisions

existed amongst trade unionists as to whether or not middle @ss reofrmers were

approprite allies for the union movement.



Paternalistic attitudes towards women arc fMB evident in trade

trade union actions of tleis gy perioal. They we'e expressed jmmiing through a

perspective which urged yimssushmedecgislative change rather than organization.

The mgth that wémen we e "unorganizable" prevailed amongst sectors within the

union leadership. The stress on legislation, K EESEBPNERERNEEHERINRRE >

must also be seen as an expression of the labour moverhent's growing realiz tion
of its potential power on the legislative terrain. Full suffrage for working
people was relatively new and the period saw the growth of labour parties

and candidates.

while some edkovs WWWWWPMW
el mduotudl achona ,snn were eavnest v Tn support for democralic
Legislative reform at times meant collaboration with the Liberal Party W

and other middle calss agents of sd‘ﬁal change. This, when the @Vancouver®
Trades and Labour Council sought submissicns from middle class women zm for
the Royal Cimmision on Labour Conditions in British Columbia, tt.ze}_r were both .
bowing to middle class women's presumed knowledge of conditions and solidifying
an alliance with a layer of society which had access to the political process.

I iRe The problem wipkmle with this

first
alliance was that labour did not¥define the cimsmmssf demands for minimum wages

for women, and then ask support for its programme. Ratherm middle dd{l\ss women,

who identified with employers while wanteing to better the lot of their working

class sisters decided that women needed only $7.50 and then $5,00 & week o

on hich to survive despite ev¥idence form working women that teAi dollars

was a bare subsistence minimum, These women were clear in their submission on

the needs of goung trainees in the retail trade that they sought a "balanced $

account"; despite their 60 hour work week they felt that young trainees did not

deserve a living wage becaust they were just learning the trade. ‘ﬂ\e "Ohlua Wm
Theunqenf domesiit, SOwamds ; net SurpriLiNg Gon ok They Lrene i M&A)

Signifigantly, not all union men accepted legislation as a solution to the
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low wages that women earned. At a lively meeting held by the Minium Wage Commission
in 1918 $¢ address the wage levels of retail clerksworking men expressed their
skepticism at the commission's structure and capa ity to set fair rates for women.
Mrs. Ralph Smith, an independent labour MLA and the first women to sit in a provincial
legislature first argued the importance of minimum standsatds $o fhat "young and
tender"feet" would not go "astray¥ She then stated that girls at home ought to be
able to compenstac Wammm® thier families for thieir care. ¢ This note struck home
as fathers rose to say that thier daughters were working for a mere eight dollars
Participants criticized the slowness of the bozzd and the lack of union represent5

a week although minimum wages had been set eight months earllerrVﬁdhen Mrs. MacGill, -
the head of the board,* sa1d that "No g#wernment could go ahead of public
opinion” a male unionist rose to say that in his expreience the only way that
you could get the government to move was "to put a club to them". He was received with
roars of approval, !llllll!!k The point was made that thiese wahes were not living
wages for one person, yet many women supported families, as deserted wives, widows,
diveorced mothers or women with s}ck husbands at hoine. The meeting felt that all
workers should be paid for the wdrk donex and that it cost a single wéman as much
to live as a man. The workers ended with the demand that the Board encorporate
representatives from the Retail Upion in its hearinfs on stamdards in the industry,
rahter %mm picking onlypindividual workers-mmipstate their case, at wriswws
times on the recommendation of the employer.

From this meeting it is clear that men would suuport women's wage deffldns when
it eas in thier interest to do so,. Better wages for workiung children at hime
menat a higfjer standard of living for the entire family. It is also clear
that fenipieeml there was a genuine sentiment of concern for the women and a2 miustmmst
of the government's ability to set standards without claose scrutiny by the unions.

HuhewiErTEEasaA ki Union leaders betrayed wdmen workers
on a number of occasions by opting for legislation rather than following through on

a strike situation to win a first contraxt hichcould be enforced.



WOmen in Unions in B.C.11.
me for fighting for suffrage divided along class lines,
Middle class womensaw the need for suffrage as a téél for political reform/
WOrking women supported suffrage and reform legislation but also favoured union
organization. They we¢® skeptical of legislative solutoins because they had
too often experienced the lax enforcement of —Mnmm statndards. Legislation
could create an easier climate un which to organize, but ir was the organziation

which was 3 critical.
As® Star Rosenthal suggests, ,

Women's organizazion cut across all of the currents w§thon thesgmis early
labour mowement. Women tended to favour®® "industrial unionism"j; however women

were also active in traditional and conservative craft unions such as the Hotel
and Restaurant Wgrkers Union and theoir own autoMomous organizations such as
the kHousehold and Domestic Employees Union. No matter which structure women
chese, they inevitably appealed to the broader male dominated labour movement for
funds to assist in organization.
<“There were two waves of organization by womenm, the first from 1902-1908 and the
second from 1910- 1920, with a downturn during the 1915 depression. h
R

Telepbone a@perators in the province joined with electrical workes and linesmen
in the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers #% when initial organization

New Westminster and Burrard Inlet Telephone Com: es.

began at thewn the first wave
of struggles both the men's union and the women's local operated as one bargaining
unit, despite their differerh wor-king conditions. The company #did all it cpuld
to indermine this unity, which wemm won'a clsoed shiép for all telephone workers in
1902, On November 26, 1902 the linesmen and operagr:k:%a?l::ga :gtlinoegegg;:d higher
wages, shorter hours and union recognition., The men and women had been meeting
seperately to pinpoint key demands. Women sought 2 $2.50/month increase and men!
$5.00-$10.00/month more., New West and Victoria went mf out in sympathy with the strikers.
qQ The operators acheived a complete shut-down of the smstem because they struck

suddenly, leaving the company with no time to SEEPRE®hire aznd train strikebreakers.
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Opera ting was ng easy 3@ task; it involved complex technology amd without its
workers i\e company was disarmed. When the company did hore strikebreakers the
wedther knowked the sustem out of commigsion. The striker received overwhelming
support from the public, and from the business cimmunity who resented the Emonoploy
the telephone company held in & the comminications @ industry.

A business men's group offered to take over and Bun the cimpany with the assistance
of osiigds operators who voounteered for this task while the strike was settled
throgh negotiations. The union agreed to the mssr proposal but the com‘any refused,
furthir alienatig the public.

P The compnay capitulated to' the unionjs demands, granting recognition for
Local 213, including the ipmmm® operators; and 8 hour day; wage increasesg
a ten day probation perod for trainees; $20/mth. for city @perators and $30 after
2% years; 3 days a wml month sick leave; Saturday afternoon off and a clgosed
wisaps 2hop, the major union deamand of this period. Elaine Bernard, who wirtes
of this strike, suggests that the workers won s#afer only two ando ne half weeks
because of theeconomic power of the strikers, the crucual role of the operators,
the increase in public sympathy through the strike and the gplagk of time that
the ckEmpany had to recruit scabs.

The IBEW local had welcomed women from its inception in B.C. The operators’
local was established az "Auxiliary One" pf the IBEW, but despite its name, functioned
as a full and democratic local of the union. ;t elevted its own officers,
chose its own prioritiesymsmsh. Two ¥ representatives from the men's local
attended the meetings, in what NosiewSesssshisessseeisipnay have been an at times
paternalistic, at timeiiggga%%z%}:j_&gnally useful liason relag‘irzgm. This organizational
PP M ——— IS ] Intemational's %policy of estbalishing
seperate wmpen's divisiosns and 3oca}sg What was crucyal in the frst strike
was that despite seperate locals, the union fought for joint demands and recognigtion

as a bargai ing unit. This was essential around the closed shop.

In the years 1902-1906 management constantly harrassed the operators local,
It re



13,
It refused to recognize the closed shop which the union had =m fought to establish. The
company routinized thw work, introducing intensive monitering and supertision, isolating
workers from each other and making communication difficult. As was typical of the
female labour force of that time, many young women left the trade to marry, and
were replaced by women who had no exper nce with trade union and certiinly with the
io tancy of the presious Wlmimstrike.

It seems that the men's local did not retain a consistent relationship with the
women =, who were isolated within a male dominated trade union movement ad experiencing
constant harrassm,ent. Apparently there was discussion of "whipping the operators
into shape" and of the mmm® strategic importatnce of the wo,em Being unionized. In
any case, wimE with the azsistance of the IBEW Local the auxiliary was refhaped.

Fhe existence of seperate locals became a problem as the union moved® into its secon
strike. Men wre not really conscious of the pressures exérted by the company against their
sisters. The company apparently sa® the women's desire to organize as a threat

to its management rights; it sought to entice women with courhez , lounges and

a gmily ideology" rather thanesthe ijjht to a union. (2perators were forced to

sign an agreement stating that they would not join amor be fired , This so

enraged the women that they went to the men's local for assostantée. The union

had, unfortu.nate.ly not enforced ite cloqged shop agreement for the @éperators. The

men fully supported the women but on the basis of union recognition, not on th basis

of a closed shop and joint bargaining unit.

by Marie Campbell,
There are two interprestations of the ensung strike. e male

)
unionists failed to support the women and crossed the picket lines, leacing the women

vulnerable and forcing a defeat. Sexism defeats the women's determination in this
perpective. The other point of view, developed by Elaine Bernard, suggests that
the union made a strategic error in not enforcing the joint bargaining unit of noth

groups of workers and hat they underestimated the cdmpany opposition to their strike
and the length .of time that i uld take win the dispute this gfeznﬂiw%
s pbor tactics % the women, but tactics in part deriving from tradition

a3 vaw
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e

al practiees of craft organization a.ndsflytsl-itudes Wmm
from The interesk g MBk (ooHors.

When the workers strich on Feb. 22, 1906, twenty craftsmen and thirty-four operators
hit the bricks. Fhe company was prep@red for the conflict and hired strikebreaker.
Business intersts unified ggfx against the strikers this time, industrial realtions
had grown up in EB.C. and the bosses understood on @Ehich side their nread was
bittered. The international vice=president of the region suppmrted the strike,

The VTLC and one newspaper suported the operatorsk. A ENERPTRNITRRENY
ISEmmswWE The wom,en and men stayed out throgh the méw spring mm#,summer and
most of the fall. By November the linesmen began to retummn to work. The opetators

had lost thier strikepsmilisssssssswy and their jobs. It would t ake over ten years

for HmmENRNNERNR the local to be rebuilt. usilEEESEEET R
D

Other groups pf working women organized at this time. From 1902-1904 the Hetail
Clerks Association gained seventy-two members; but cmishmpmmiesis eventually disbanded.
The Shirtwaist and Laubdryworkers International Unionifas active from 1902-1903,
fighting strikes at seceral laundried to win cl@gsed shop agreements. Th e Victoria
local struck for back wages in 1905. The majority of the strikers we e women and
other u nionists supported them with fomations of ¥ood for themselves anf their
children. This union also disbandeds® .

The Waitresses and Ladies Cooks Union elected a womazrfficer in 1903, It was
part of the craft union meovement. This union had a strong history of opposing
oriental labour in the province. While Marie Campbell suggesj:s that this was

Hewawer, erisart -orientalisin
a resu t of manipulation by male union leaders, &t may well have been because
unionized white women waitresses saw oriental unorganized shops as competing
against them and undelﬁ.ni'é their w:lagesqn,‘%r e lgzic of exclusion, rather tha.x‘l
organization may have appealed sumubipmiw as strongly to white women a:O ng.lzte
workers when their jobs were threatened. Anti-orienatalism was also espoused

imx by laundry workers.sEnployers did not hesitate to threaten women with

(mndezrd wonkess, .
replacement by %, who laboured without citizenship rights.'ﬂ-er{ is noql(foLDb et
men wowid be M Lol fow a.sc.sﬁ‘?mW tohen they chared atade
| duechy v fared competchon vunderautbong.
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After 1900 there is increased evidence of women workers' organization, with
ndustrial P S
varying strategies emerging. Both imissddésd- and carft workers suported -legislative
as well as negotiated soultions to women's low wages and unprotected conditions.
Even‘when women organized there was an underestimation of the values of women's
work. By the 1910's inequal wages beteween male and female workers had become
instiutionalized, even in union secotrs. Thhs, when the Hotel and Restaurant
BEmployees Union won a new contract in 1913, male waiters won $15-!8/week,
waitresses $10-$12/week and chambermaids only $25/month, a 17&(day incresasé.
This was half ogf a living wage for Wss® that period. The report to the VTLC
recognized this settlement as inadequate ® for the women, but saw EEREL,the
package as a whole as a mm®victory.
However, consciousness about equal pay for women began to emerge in this
period, = ecause of the impact of the war , but on the other because of
the struggle by women for Minimum wages and decent wages levels infu.nion contracts.
In 1918 in the B.C. Federationist a series of articles expound th importanc
of equal wages for women in industry, WlleMany unions supported this in order .
Ao wiad, They recogruggal Nt belier-poud 4 wowutd Gugy precduce’s. which v
to protect the interests of soldiers overseas and union men still at works ST‘ne ey
_demand for equal pay for women was one of a set of deamds that sought the p’i’o%’ﬁ"t?%/
of pre-war conditions from ind strual conscription and legislatéd war tiem conditions.%

3

© .,
ere ism however, a different, mmore radical stream of thought about women's ?7475:’;}2
x

wages. Writers azgue that men and women hae the same deeds, that women have theq’,'/%%)

2
and that it cost a single woman as much to live as a single man. %(%Q;é)

same dependcents as working men. Women should be paid for the work that they

~

: 7
performed. :

ﬁ
Organized women remained a minority within their trafdes as well within
the labour movement. In 1910 out of 300mwomen working inVhotels,/restaurants .

»

only 13 were .~ present at a union meeting. By August of that year § hotels
employed union waitresses. The married, female delegate to the VTLC pushed

for union hiring, but the union found that there was a great er demand for workers
than they could supylye /n 1914 Do wailnenes mw&ea{ el Remens (sead

S T - P —_— S T S .
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Btin. oot LB e b e e e e e A S SR
Unionized women had a roughtime when the union movement imkhamssidsniasnc

wor?™ eassl® hroke into intermal werfa\re. shissssrassssssiimagy Their organization
was too fragile and experiance as unionists too new for all of the debates
to make sense and ,for their unions to sustain themselves without funds and
mor%%;t employers. Thim, when the telephone workers joined
the 1919 general strike, they did so with militancy and convision. At the

conslus on of the strike, they were tmh only workers threatened with demotion

They satyed onstrike for two weeks but released other unions from thier

defense tBlling them to Teturn to work, TR ERE
SR S e e i —— e B

treated the operators viciously; striking supervisors and senior operatprs were

demoted and all workers forved to work side by side with strikebreakers and under

the supervision of strikebreakers. If the trade union movement had been string

the women ’would have received support to fight the harrassment. As it was,

the B.C. labour movement fragmented into many political and organizational

debates and splinters. The result was that the women were 1€ft to fight the
theqr union

company on thier own; dEpRdied of isolation and pressure.

The problem was that women and men in the unions were at different stages of
organizational development. Men had been able to, with tremendous conflict,
carve out a terrain on union power Xand establish organizations structures, albeit
ones that were subfect to destruction through -recession periods. Noentheless,
the shell was in tact, and the debates that raged were major ones of industrial
and .politica.l strategy , Some of these ©fe Hf relecen@to women, but their
level of organization was far behind that of men and, even in the most miliatn
sectors, more transitory, lasting for two years at the peak of organization the
dykng again. Women were again and again thrown back to stage éne,while male

workers had more of a chance t institutionalize.
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The lack of support for women and thier specific needs manifested itself
in more concrete ways. Even traditional craft unionists such as the Hotel
and Restaurant §isters made ardent and frustrated pleas for male unionists
to assist them in orga.n.'zing. The domestic workers union pressed for men
to inceease t heir level of support for their campaign. “
Helena Gutteridge, who was a very active women unionists, ggsresigned as
a women's organizer. She ran into an number of policy dE&sputes with men
in the movement; Gutteridge argues that women should be drawn together in
a conference to saddress thieir needs while male leaders opposed this idea,
seeing it as undermining eleéted representation. They bekieved that both men
and women should form policynon "“women's issues", and only if they were
elected eelegates.
Women were also in a difficult position when deternining the type of strategy
appropopritae for their s#terganziation. Industrial *EEEEGERS unionism
offered the possibility of semi-skelled and unskilled workers neing organized.
However, in MK B.C., the industrial were located in work areas where women simply
played no role, and oftern outside of the irban centres where the only jobs
for women were tobe found. There wre strong, zav:o,en in the industrial movement,
women like Sarah Knight from the One Big Union, for eﬁa.mple( On the other
hand, the more traditional union movement included women 1like Helena Gutterisge
who were hardened fighbters for women's rights and craft unions where women had
Hetona Gutleridae opposed The
played a role for years, such as the HREU and the Tailoresses. Sulaaiiien
WB\%UnmmmMWwa.oadwcrhcvW wcm#mma_gwm 0B .
Rather than chose between either model, some wWomen innovated. The Household
and Domestic Employees Union ‘Smmmimie organized fairly autonomously, though it
made use of the labout temple, and asked for finamcial aid @@ £rom other unions.
It posed imself as an industrial union, incorporatng cooks, govermesses,

mursemaids etc., it sought uniform conditions such as 9 hout day, Minimum Wage,

the recognigion of domestic servants as industial workes, the creati n of a

hring hall for the industry,ﬂalso embraced the popular B.C.

notion of cooperati*:.\é , but adapled This 4o e adure bwrdw.g heuwat
! Y N e bj °.°B_ P |
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The women fought hard to win recognition of women's domestic work as \,{aluable to society,
arguing that thfhome had a tremendoﬁs impact on the community. They also supported

the right of married women to receive fair wages and be employed. No surprisingly they
sought both organizatinn but also legislatiwe protection, a recognition of the isdlated
conditions. of domestic workers and the need for standards.

The dependency on family structure no dx ubt played an impertant tole in determingix
women's activity, If fathers permitted and even encouraged young women to be active (
in a union, then a major martier was removed. Interestlg, because so many woung ?)ji*‘)‘\’
women lived at home and contributed to the dmmmey family income, fathers saw higl"x—!:er
wages for girls as being in tigigEpgiie their interest as well. Whatever their attitude
towards working women in generml, there was clear support from union fathersfor minimum
wages for women.

Women were critically involved in miners' strikes. While women did not wark in
any cp&aeity in mining towms, they understood well what it was to administer a household
on meager wages, and even worse, to lose a husbang, father or brother through accident.
Thhe structure of mibing communities was gmmm more stable than the lumber camps ofthis
early time, this community identity lent intself to union organization. Mining unions
were quick to establish auxiliaries or branched of the Women's Labour League. In the 1912-
1914 strike on Vancouver Island, women supported thier coal miner husbands ardently,

participating in attacks on scabs and company thugs.

T gy, o number of factors dominate this period. The union were confused in thir
orientation to women's unionism: some chpse paternal sm ior emclusion, others gemuinelly

supported women workesr. Men controlled much of the access which women had to unions:

IPTERSSeReRl:  taradtional ideas of women's place and\ﬁf%gc{:nizational compe tency
were sirong; mEEEEEy/den deferred to male exper;:; and authority, the unions wee

a@ new terrain for them; women were isloated mumerically within the}abour mowvement,

:v WOmen faced harsh emplotersx in their fight to organize. Turnover amongst women was extremely
. high befaljfse women g% worked when young and single, thus unions required Sy, constant

rebuilgin

SRS



Women in B.C. Unions 19.

attention to maintain. Women fought again and again for the most basic of demands:
decent wages, union recognition and a c@sed shop. Men and women unioé:i\sts had
different interpretationf of the same demadds: equal pay for women meant a living

wage and respgect, for men it meant protection of other men's jobs. Legislation

wés' both a positive vehicle for women, but one when substitted for organization

lef t women wtih 1little more than paper Wﬁtection . Unions relied too much on middle
class women as .spokepeople for working class women's needs. Women were hit hard

in % of recession befause of thier position in te labour market, this in turn
undermined organizzation because of competdjiong for scar:c/?:e jobs., Once orgaxf;ized
women were mig¢litapt a.n?\tilling to saty out until they won, as evidence by both the
telephone workers and laundry workers' strikes. When women did organized{hemselves
(HDEU) it was usually in exclusively female sectors. Impwrtant innovationsm ir"'xow

to effectively organize women developed out of this pro@sss. %ere mxE unions did
exist where’women worked there wre vea.b'ﬁesses in the approach to women; éorganization,
fir example the structure of the ]:BEW\:ezsus the yJeeds ('of the women, S
m No matter what barriers existed, women were heroinic in théir

stmiggle to organize against viokent¥ opposition from employers amddiscomfort from

trade unio%bro thers.



