


I do all the work there is while you raise all the Cain,
E'vry time I look at you, woman, you give me a pein,
” You ean yell like bloody murder, You've got me in a spot,
But, some day, I'm going to yell right back,
Sister, you ain’t so hot, i
The Revolt of Lucy the Housemnid}

By 1939, there were 1,121 organized women workers in British Columbia,
out of a female working population of approximately 26.000.2£ Although.
small in numbers, these women made a signifigant contribution to both the
trade union movement and to the genersl spirit of working class combati-
vity of e T30%s; T seder o couprebind the hardubise which thass waeen
faeced in organizin;:Ftheir relative isolation from the labour movement:
it 1s necessary to place these women's experiences within the social and
economic context of the Canadian Depression,

The experience of women within the trade union movemen! and as workers
facing exploitation within their work places must be approached from the
double location of womeﬁ's experience within capitalist society, Women
pI'ay‘the‘cedtfia.rdle'witﬁin‘the,hoﬁé‘iﬁrrdﬁroducing‘1abour pover, but
also play a role»as-Hageflibourdrs;#mﬁ‘ﬂtﬁﬂﬂ. These two distinct functions
developed for Canadian working class women with the industrialization of the
Canadianh economy,(a process which varied from region to region, Previous to
this, the family, despite ‘the sexual division.of labour within it, served
as a basic prcdpction unite With the development of capitalism, the produc-
tion of goods aﬁd serviéeg was brought outside the home and socialized,
Women contimued to play the key role in domestic production: childrearing;
(duughters as well as mothers participated in this); mainterssceof the home,
cooking, cleaning 2. facilitating the daily and generational rpeproduction

of labour powar;s
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In periods of economic expansion, women were drewn out of the home
and integrated into production, only to be released agngn with the decline
in production. This occurred on both a seasonal and cyclical basis., The
gentral position of women on the labour market became that of a 'reserve
;rmy of 1abour'?a A small layer of women worked permanently until they
married, The jobs available to women outside of the home we;e extensions
of their work within the family. Womeﬁ's affinity for such work was perceived
as natural, Thus women worked in laundries, restaurants, schools, in
food production, and as domestics.

Women's work within the family was unpaid and s;en as non-productive
snd unskilled., Thus, these categories were relatively devalued within the
labour market, Both male and female attitudes towgrds women's labour
were moulded by this distorted reality., The right of women to smployment
outside the home was thus, continually, challenged, by both objective
pressures and the dominant ideology.

The position of women in the labour force created objective constraints
on organization., Women were temporary, seasonal and part-time workers, Women
often worked in individual housoholds; or cottage industry, The superexploita-
tion of women's'labour power created special needs (Minimum Wages and
conditions), 4ssues which skilled tradesmen had long resolved., The primary
role which.women played in the family at times made it difficult for them
to play more of a role in union worke. Attitudes surrounding ‘feminine®’ be-
havior created additional barriers. A * central obstacle against female.:

union activity was the disinterest in the organization of working women shown

by the labour movement, Many unionists believed that women were 'backwards®, - '

boy shewidant wohe
Essential qlements which could interest and facilitate women's unionization

were lacking (childcare was not provided for meetings, women's rights were

reduced to general union rights),
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This: general explication~oﬂﬁorking'class women's experience in this
ﬁériod must be situated within the specific national and regional experience
of British Columbia and Canada. This specificity designates aspects of
ideological aqﬁﬁaterial - experience which could faciliate or retard women's
ﬁilitancy.

As well, any discussion of working class women must move into a general
discussion of working class experience at this time, despite the divisions
of the prolotariat along sexual lines, The brutal economic and social attacks
on working women in the 1930°'s were often experienced by other vulnerable
sectors (youth, immigrants) and were translated into a challenge to the
rights of all workers, both skilled and unskilled, Divisiens along organie
gations]l and ideological lines within the working class in response to
these attacks swept along working class women as well as men, The polarigation
between craft and industrial unionism, between revolutionary and reformist
censciousness; and between business and political unionism, played®irole in
the development of women's consciousness, Women were organized by unions
because they were in numerically important sectors; they were organized as
potential revolutionaries with a role to play within their own classe Equally,
- women could remain - unorganiged if they were in an all female job ghetto,
or-outside of a strategic sector, unless they themselves took the initiative
and unionised, 5 T

; Once womehbbecame acti&e, they were offen very militanty, putting to

~ flight the mythbo! womeﬁ‘s ‘backwardness's Perhaps this was because they had
' 86 1ittle to lose and so much to gaing
Her mouth tightened again, ®And d'ya think it's easy for me? If
I'm workin. what do I get? Twenty bucks a week, And rent to come

out oé that, and clothes, and carfare, And seven dollars fbor Tommy's
keep,®.
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The world Depression had & devastating effect on theCanadian economy,
;;;;Qd oniy to “decline of the American economy. The downturn was prolonged
.gd.severh ﬁntil 19333 the recovery, uneven, The central factors which
Bhaped this crisis for Canada were its dependency on outside investment(the
United States purchased 38% oy Canadian products, the United Kingdom, 22%)3
the dependency on vulnerable primary exports, such as pulp, wheat, pulpwood,
flour, newsprint and nonwferrous metals, Canada maintained a high level of
inports, including capital goods, Heavy investment was necessary in order
ta.develop such a large country, with a small population base.

The international downswing struck Canada after the 1920's had seen intense
speculation -in new industrial developments, “hjor domestic investment was gep
tered ' in manufacturing, housing, public works, agriéulturg! rail and telegraphs
‘and utlilitiesy with lower investment in pulp and mining.6 The highly con-
cantrated nature of many of these sectors created furthur vulnerability in the
crisis, .

The years 1931 - 1939 saw a steady increase in the urban population,

The number of &nemployeé peaked in 1933, with 20% of tﬁe Canadianforkforce

out of worky declined until 1937 and then began to‘rise again, beSpite

these fluctu'etions, the basic composition of the workforce(age, sex), ree.
madined stable, Between 1929 - 1933 the groés national expopt fell 42% in
dollar terms, Despite this, wages in organized sectors(metals and construction)
initially remained stable, By 1932 massive wage cuts had begun, -This

process was lccompaniedrby a rise in prices spurred on by American inflationary
trends and severe crop failures dug to drought.

The period between 1933 and 1939 was one of limping recovery., Uespite

technieal innovation (resulting of course in job loss) there was only a slow
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revival in capital goods production. The government manipulation of tarriffs
led to an increase in volume trade, if not prices, The expenditure on consumer
goods and services remsined well below the 1920's., It is in"these sectors
th@t women were employed,

«. Social policy during the Depression was as bleak as the economic outlook.
Unemploymont;reiiejﬂay within the jurisdiction of municipalities, with limited
subsidies from the provincial and federal goverments. .As municipalities went
bankrupt, relief funds dried up leaving families to starve. The federal .
govern ment dropped its programme of relief works fof the humiliation of direct
relief, Reeipients were forced to prov§ that they were destitute, By 1934 the
federal programme consisted of -public works. In 1935, influenced by the
American New Deél, Bennett proposed a reform programme of unemployment insue
rance, Minimum Wige Laws, limits to hours of work, unfair trade regulationss
all based on International Labour Organization policy from the 1920's:?E
These reforms were declared constitutionally ®ultra vires® (in conflict with
provincial rights), Bennett was defeated at the polls, but federal policy
continued along on its laissez-faire way,

In December 1932, 298,950 “Yanadians received relief; by 1933 this figure
has risen te a peak of 1,370,562, By 1937 there were'1,289,420 recipients.,
The basic figures remained stable.a?
The situation in British Columbia reflected these fluctuations in the
f “anadien economy. As: a primary export economy, the effects of international
1 demand and price fluctuafion were severe, This took its toll on the social
;front: in 1932,Ehe thoﬁr'anette<da§¢rihes"an-unprecodentéd“hmbhntrof“
‘eunemplpyment’.&a_ ~Employers did not hesitate to use this situation to

¢



their own advantages |
Employers, to a larger extent than.formerly, have been able to secure
labour upon their own terms; it has been difficult to understand the
attitude of some employers whose men are obliged to live in camps, in
keeping up‘the‘chargetfor board at a figure entinely out of harmony
with the wages paide
By 1934, only three out of twenty-five firms had decreased their pay-
rolls and the downturn in wages durﬁng 1933 was arresteds By 1937, the B.C,
economy had moved into a clear upwards trend, but this was coupled with an
increased migration to the provincej thus,the labour market remained under
pressures, Th9 economy was still uneven in 1938, and the lumber industry,
certral to B.C. was in decline,’’

Developments’in the ®anadian and British Columbia labour movements must be
rlaced within this economic and social context, In 1930, only 15% of the paid
labour-force:in Canada was organized. This figure rose to.16% in 1935, and
18% by 19ug.kﬁi The majority of trade unionists in Canada belonged to the
international unions (eraft unions) in 1930.(71%)e By 1935, with the advent
of the Workers Unity League, this figure had declined to 52% international
mempprsp}p, rising to 63% in 1940, with the development of the CIO unions in’
Canlda.’i Accofding to the Labour Gazette, 1930 was a difficult year for the
unienss the majority of strikes were lost. By 1932, the figures were more
positive,

In 1929 28,000 workers in B.C, were unionists, divided between the Trades
‘and Labour Congress and the All Canaaian Congress of "Labour, a small national
rbod;. This mem bership figure had declined to 21,207 workers by 1932, Une
employment had a detrimental effect on the unions in B&L The Vancouver and
New Westminster District Trades and Labour Congress lost 40% of its members.
. 4n the first two years of the Depression. The craft unions turned their backs

on the unemployed, Between 1931 = 1935, however, real wages rose by 18%,1"s
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due to the combativity of trade unionists. |

The organizing attempts of the 1930's were led, in part by the workers
- Unity League, a mem ber of the Red InternationalvofLibOur Unionse WUL was ese
| tab)ished by the Communist Party Of Canada in 1929, Its rank and file members
were not necessarily memcbers of the Comrunist Party, althouéh its leadership
was comprised of party cadre. Its focus was the organization of uhorganized
workers, altheugh it ilso functioned a: « dual union, breaking away militante
from the relormist unisn ieadership. Its constitution included provisions
for mem-bers at large; national rank ard file movements; and national and local
industrial unions to affiliate. It supported the principle of industrial
organization, .and was instrumental in introducing this conecept to British
Columbia, It stood on the principle of "democratic election and right of
rocgll" of the leadership; majority representation for worikrs in a specific ine
dustry on leadership bodies; special organizations for women and youth; a
sliding scalo\of fees; adequate strike fund and average imdustry wages: ‘for
staffers, .

The WUL established unions in rail, communications, food end agricul-

ture, furniture manufacture and domestic service. These were primarily paper-
lcoals, It had 'its biggest organizational successes in the forest industry,
amongst miners and longshoremen, These areas received its attention because
of their strategic weight in the economy. These unions led strikes for union
hiring procedures and recognition, and the decasualieing of.labour, It also
osta£1ished the Fish and Cannery Workers Industrial Union in 1933, encompassing
wdmon workers, 'he WUL had 40,000; -memcbers by 1935, compared to the Trade
and Labour Congress® 103,424 in 1934, Of 189 strikes across the country,in
1934, 109 were led by the WULT; In British Columbia the WUL was most successful

in organizing and leading the. ~unemployed. WUL received criticisms from some

’ g 8 S B e
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quarters of the labour movement for its willingness to lead ill-timed and ill-
prepared strikes(the One Big Union press called the WUL leadérship the
ib

"oomicals™)e
By 1935, the Communist Party had adopted a Popular Front position, Motivated

by " the emergence of the Committee. for Industrial Organization in the United

States, the CPC led WUL unions back into the TLC(AFL)e This resulted in a

30% rise in the Vancouver and District Labour Counecil membership by 1935,

The labour movement in the province began to organiz; around healtb insurance

and the right to organize, This latter was legalized in 1937, with the Induse

trial Conciliation Act. By 1939, with the expulsion of the CIO unions from

the TLC, the ACCL grew as unions such as the International Woodworkers of

America, the United Mineworkers, and the Internaticmal Ladies Garment Workers

Union merggd into it.“ The B.C, labour movement was divided along a left/

right political axis, as well as :industrial/craft liness It was a situation

which saw "businesé being overshadowed by political debate”: a climate not

neqessarily conducive to organizing, ‘

The left in the trade unions was represented by two political poles: the
Communist Party of Canada and the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation, The
CPC's intitial influence in the 1930's was marginals mostly qpncentrated
in the Finnish, Ukrainian and Jewish immigrant communities, ¥ Nevertheless,
it became instrumental in unem:ployed struggles, and was forced underground in
1932, when its leadership was arrested. It carried on its work throngh its
mnss-fgonts. Through its leadership in the unemployed struggles it grew
to 82093members in 1935(60% of whom were unemployed), By 1939 there were
16,000 Sdhbrents,(nlthougb it lost 10-15% of its memcbers with the HitlereStae
lin pact}):ﬁ
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The CCF was formed in 1932 at the‘Calgary Conference, bringing together
socialists, co-operative members, trade unionists, farmers and progressives,
In B.C, it united the League for Social Reconstruction, the Cooperative Council
of British Columbia, the People's Party, the Socialist Party of B.C., the
Four Point Plan, and Army of the Common Gpoc. =~ By 1934 it had 106 clubs in
B.C., and won 33%% of the vote(7 MLAs)e. The international unions ‘
endorsed the CCF, Its programme& differed from the CPC's in its adherence to
a peaceful transition to socialism through economic cooperatién and its re-

jection of the Soviet Union, "y

-
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Both of these organizations recognized elements of the oérression”of.women.
The CPC's women's organizations were directly involved in orgniizing women
workers, the CCF initially concentrated on party activity outside of
the workplace, The experience of working women can best be understood within
the broad framework of these ‘orgarized manifestations of working class
consciousness,’ Before examining the impact of this radicalization on women's
unionization, it is necessary to examine the position of working women within
the labour force of Canada and British Columbia, and identify the specific
forms of oxploitation and oppression which eould prompt organization,

From 1931 -'1939 there was & slight growth of the female labour forces
32,000 more womenAeqteredshproduction. However, 31,000 women :were also dise -
placed in this period; - Th*1931 there were 2,899,000 men working; by 1933
a low of 2,690,000 men held jobsj byl935;.2,950,000 men wérked and by 1939
the figure had risen to 3,212,000, = Women were represented in the
following figures: in 1931, 731,000 women worked; in 1933: ?20,060 (the low
for women was reached in 1932)s in 1935: 786,000 worked and in 1939: 863,000,
The figures for Gomen with paid jobs was uneven from 1931 - 1933 (510,000 rising
to 582,000), Exeept for the disparities between 1932 - 1933, employment patterns

: for men and women are similar, Unemployment figyres also correlgte,lq
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Female workers were concentrated within the following sectors according
to the 1931 census: forestrys 19y, 147; manufacturing: 181;2905 retail

trade: 96,979; finance: 24,9663 s-rvice(community, business and govern-

‘ment): 148,000; personal:s 211,420, Women made up 3135 % of all clerical

workers; 78% of all teachers; the majority of restaurant employees; 8¢ 5%
of manual worker;}bz.lﬁ of agricul tural workersj and 69¢2% of personal
service workers,

* In British Columbia, women formed 9,75% of the B.C. labour force in 193land
10,048 of it in 1932¢ 1In 1934, 19,392 women were employed compared to
14,841 in 1933, There were 21,924 women working in the province in 1936,
and 26,732 by 11938,

These figures denote two things: women were a signifigant part of the
provineial and national labour forces. Women were also concentrated in

traditional femaleljob ghettos,

Soeial attitudes towards these working women verged on hostility;., A;- ’5‘ﬁ
ticles in magazines such as Macleans , or in newspapers like the Province a L
ﬁrovide evidence of a running debate on the right of women to jobs, Inthe
Macleans of July 15, 1931, in an article entitled 'This Freedom®' by A
Buéiness Woman® it is stated that Mevery girl employed meang a husband or a
potential husband unemployed", The article continues:
| Today the country is in a bad state due to women usurping the jobs

formerly held by men, with the gpsult that the native-born
birthrate is steadily f4lling,
The a¥ticle ends by calling for a quota on the.number of women whoucsbould
be permitted to worke |
Other articles in Macleans, such as"A Reply to This Freedom" by A spinster

(September 15, 1931) rebut her arguments. This woman argues against the

~exploitation of women by women . She suggests that women have a right to jobs
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in industry , protection by Minimum Wage Laws and improved conditions, She .-
discusses the financial pressures onEingle and married wémen who support their
families, and ends with a call for creches, A later article called °'This
Anti-Feminism® calls for a defense of feminism as it ®defends women's rights,
and wins legal and financial gains for women,"™ 2%

Articles in the Province describe the lack of concern and opportu¢n;ties
for unemployed women, especially those without families to fall back on,
This is at a time when great concern was manifestéd for single men,

The Labour Gaietté summariges the dcminant attitude towards women's
work in the Depression:

The popular belief &s to:the sudden invasion of the labour market
by women in recent years is not in accordance with the factse2

Trade union attitudes towards working women could but reflect social
attitudes on some levels, This is mediated in part by the relatively critical
stance towards the position of women under capitalism ,held by some unions,
The ILO described the need for protective legislation for women based on
their "physical naturo".?: It stated that social tradition made women res-
popsible for the management of the house, housekeeping and childbearing.

For these reasons women could become easily overworked and ruin their health,
Rather than relieve women of these extra tasks, the ILO proposes to change
the conditions of women's work, outside the homé.

It was also stated that this position in the home affected wouen 's
interest in unions:

In the second place, her attention is to some extent distracted
from the collective interests of the workers, and in particular,
she shiinks from the effomt involved in taking an&active part in
the trade union movement,a#

Women's economic activity was unstabley and therefore their economic value

was reduced, affecting'wage possibiliities, The principle of equal pay
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was supported as an ideal, it was however recognized as "unrealizable".?

The Trades and Labour Congress (AFL) included in its constitution sup-
port for equal pay for equal worke The debate raging within' the Congress
suggests that the fundamental right of women to work was challenged. At
the 1934 Convention, Resolution #48 suggests that positions held by women in
government departments should be held by young men, as men were being denied
office jobs by working women, This posed a danger to the morale of the
society. The resolution calls for a campaign to pressure the gcvernment to
replace these "girls"™ with men, Another resolution at the convention
called for safety measures in plants where women were exposed to dangerous
poisons. This year saw a debate emerge on the Minimum Wage Laws., Mrs,
Jean Laing, a delegate from Toronto stated: "We should establish these things
ourselves", ra “er than relying on the government.25'8ho then suggest that
it was peculiar that employers, who formerly opposed Minimum Wage legislation
were now $:idvoeatiﬂg~fixing Minimum Wages in view of the many methocs uscd
in the pas!l Lo evade laws,®™ Otler delegates posed the need for uniform
regai&tiﬁgﬁ $ the legal right to uniconlzey anc organizing campaigns in key
- sectorse

In 1935 the debate on Minimum Wage Laws continuveds Resolution 14
called for a minimum of $14/ wee? (union rates) and a 40 hour week, coupled
with a mass trade union organizing drive, Some unionists opppsed the
laws, féaring that they would be used as a ceiling for the wages of male
skilled workers, Delegate Mary MeNabb stated stgongly that the TLC must
support Minimum Wages, but that trade union 6rganization could provide the
only guarantee of decent rates,

The 1936 Convention pressed for domestics, hall porters, agricul:itural

and home workers to have collective bargaining rights, Discussion at the
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1937 and 1938 Conventions centered on the loopholes in the Minimum Wage laws,
Workers were hired at learners’ rates and then discharged as soon as Their
apprenticeship was over, Retail workers at this convention who were in the
process of organizing, asked for special dues. This request was refused,
Calls for organizing campaigns were met by the TLC leadership telling affi-
liate uhions that the Congress was a legislative , not an organizing body
and that initiatives and resources for orgalizing must come from affiliates,

The 1938 convention reiterated earlier trends on women's Minimum Wage
legislation: A:.study:of the cost of 14ving was urged, in order to nego-
tiate a realistic minimum. The Convention supported Mother's Allowance
in order to 'keep the family together’,

Dorothy Livesay in Right Hand, Left Hand describes attitudes towards

women within the working class movement, She suggests that few working
class women had access to birth control, or to an alternate perspactive
on their lives ;s womeng the emancipation that intellec¢-tual women of the
1930's strived for. Rather, these women remained trapped in the home,
When - challengeds their political men would 8t8t® that they, "married her to
raise my children®, Livesay gdmits, "In theory, we were free and egqual
as comraggs on éhe left, in practice, our right hand was tied to the kitchen
sink", . Despite these restrictions, wives of union militants were
drawn into major strugglesy Livesay documents the central role of women in
winning the Corﬁih miners® strike in 1935. |

Attitudes towards working women were better within the Communist wing
; of the labour movement, dthough there was an idealization of women,s role
-within the family, The Workers Unity League supported equal pay for equal
work; the seven hour day, with six hours for dangerous occupations;,the
5 day weekj matern ity leave, special compensation for womeni 1004 unioniza-
tion; the abolition of sweatshops decent wages and class unity, Ihese
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concentrate on the superexploitation of women wo ers, WUL saw the inclusion
of women within the-wage -labour force as part of the expansiqn of the productive
forces which drew in the entire family. The WUL criticized reformist unions
for exeluding women or sidestepping women's issues,

The Women®s Labour Leagues were affiliates of the WUl.,, These were launched
by the CPC in an attempt tn unite working women, unorganized workers and
housewives, The WLL programme included free birth control clinies, the
oreanization of the unorganized; maternity insurancej relief grant increasess
adequate food; housingy medical and dental care for childrens and end tc -
military training. Both the WUT. and the WLL saw the necessity to organize
women because they could be in the frontlines of preventing another war,

Women, drawn into wartime production would be able trsabotage imperialist
intervention, The WLI indicted the labour movement for its previous failures:
ki owOne of the redsons why the organized labour movement has not

made mre progress in the past thar it has doneig that it

~-has not sought the cooperation of women, 2g -
It would be left-leanirg¢ men and women who would play a signifigant role in
organizing unorganized women workers, fugrunads BERTNE

The organization of women workers in the province must be situated'within
the general co;ditions which women faced in the province’s labour market, The
Department of Labour Minimum Wage Reports and other documentation in t he
Labour Gazette provide detailed information on the women in B.C.

In 1929, before the Depression, 61,87% of women workers were paid above

the minimum in their areas; 18,02% at the minimum and 20,11% below. The

majority of infrimgements of the regulatinns were in restaurants., In 1930
fruit pickers, domestics and farm women were exempted from the laws., The

percentages of wage levels for women covered by the Legislation is similar to

1922, 29
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The Factory Act in B.C. in 1931 allowed for an extension of hours of
worke DNemand for fruit pickers and scanners declined, as there was surplus
labour in the agricultural districtsj this reduced employmen£ opportunities for
young urban women, The Wage Board saw its role as insuring thaf the worst
infractions were prosecuted (if reported). This would: .

Prevent wage scales falling to subnormal levels out of fair

proportion to living costs, thereby creating a condition pree

judicial to the well=being . of women and girls 30
Nevertheless, the average wage fell from $17.37/week to $16,71, 0f 18,154
women covered in the province, 4,175 were receiving below the Minimum,

Staff cuts were also occurring $433~firms dropped staff. This trend went
hand in glove with wage cuts: U464 firms cut wages, resulting in an ave-
rage reduction of 2,45%, Minimum wages in the fruit and vegetable sector
fell from 30¢/hour to 25¢/hour, 3!  Figures for working women in the
province in 1931 indicate that 76.65% were single, 19.49% married, and 3.8%
widowed, These basic percentages remained stable through the Tepression,

The next ye;r demonstrated an increase in jobs for domestics, perhaps
because of the low wage levels, a result of decliring employment possibilities
in agriculture and other areas., Wagé levels continued to fall, in part because
the work week was shortened, The average wage fell to 415,08,

Ry 1933 only 40% of female employees earned above the Minimum Wage,

The best wages were present &n telecommunications,sclerical jobs and
canneries, ‘he latter was deceptive, as the work was seasonal, -A_gradual
. upéwing in employment figures began, . |

In 1934 th; Female Minimum Wage Act replaced previous legislation,

The Bpard was empowered to collect wages for women, to inaurg-théir payment,

Standards were set for catering jobs and office work, Again, exemptions
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were made, in this case for cooks in bunkhouses, and janitresses, with extended
hours permitted in 1aund£}es and drug stores, - Signifigantly‘-itiwasfin.1lundries
- that the;lafgest.number of ‘women received below the Minimum (§74¢38%).° Also
sighifigant was a statement by the Board that it would not usurp the recoge
nized Yole of unions to negotiate the wage levels of their members,
Regulations for 1935 permitted additional loopholes in the Law. The
compulsary shortened sixth day of work could now be any day, not Satimday.
This could be problematic forwewen reeding to attend to their families.
By the next year wage levels in agriculture demonstrated an all-time low
for women: $160/year. compared to $291/ year in 1929. As well, an increase
was noted iéégottage industry, with somé workers receiving as little as
27¢/day. ZOnly 48,16% of women workers received above the Minimum Wage.
By 1937 there were 2,160 more women on the payrolls of the province's
firms, The averagé wage for women rose from the 1936 level of $12.96/Heek
to $13.30, Orders for Minimum Wages by this time covered thestres, manu-
facturing, the mercantile business, drug stores, ﬁérsonal.service, Janitresses
and public housekeeping jobs. In 1938 ralings incorporated hotels, elevator
operatéks hours of work, and confined split shifts to a 14 hour range.
Reductions in hours without wage increases, however, sould be more detrimental
than positve, reducing income to below survival levels, In the next year,
bills to incorporate famrm workers, fruit pickers and domestics into the
Act and to regulate an 8-hour day and 44 hour week were rejected by the
:Logislature.
An examination of w;ge.trends in laundries, clerical, telecommunication
and manufacturing jobs for women shows a general decline from 1930 - 1934,
After this wageé'qither held steady or increased until 1937 - 1938, Unionie

gation was a factor in séme.of these increases.gz'
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The, data provides testimony to the existence of women within the labor
force, it indicatesithat women faced job ghettoization , long hours of work,
low wages and turnover in their workplaces, The effectiveness of the Minimum
Wage Boards, the central mechanism for regulation of women's wages was
limited. The standards they set were not enforced, except in instances where
courageous women brought cases before the board., Even so, the employer
was merely fined,

Directing the struggle for better conditions through the Boards re-
quired an understanding of a complex and confusing body of knowledge. The
Board itself stated that many complaints were seen as unjustified, or mis-
directed out of ignorance, Although a successful complaint could result
in a victory for one individual (andeomplaints were processed on the average
of 40 per year), it would hardly deal with the iséues facing the majority
of working women, Only collective solutions could do this, As male unionists
engaged in militant struggle, women workers, particularly in the Vancouver
area, also began to unionize and strike,

The Labour Gazette provides some information on the iocation of women
in the Nation's and province's unions, although not all years are documented,
Many unions did not have seperate lists of female workers.

In 1932, out of 48,1?9 paid working women in canada, 3,939 were union
members, Of thesé, 733 were B,C, residents, In 1933 there were 5,047 women
in Canadian unionsj 801.of them lived "in ByC, These women were located
in unions such as the Bookbinders Local 103, Communications Workers (WUL),
Hotel and Restaurant and Beverage Dispensers Union:ndT:::ile Workers of
‘America #1700, 38

By 1938, there weie 21,#88 organigzed women -workers in-bannda. 0f these

women, 10,857 were resident in Guebec and only 1,371 in B.C. By 1939, the

province's figure had fallem to 1,121 out of a 22,790 organized women.‘?i
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" Women were members of these unions in the Lower Mainland: Clothing
Workers of America #1783 Domestic Workers Union #91 - TLC; International
Ladies Garment Workers Union #82 and #190; the Hotel and Restaurant Employees
Uniony Hotel and Restaurant Employees Association and Beverage Dispensers
#28; Retail @l _erks International Protective Assoclation *27§; Stenographers,
Typists, Rookeepers Assistants #18172; United Garmeit Workers of America and
may have been members of other unions such as the Meat Cutters and Packing House
Employees ‘ederal Union #95 or the Native Brothethood.sa.

The majority of evidence can be found for women's organizations in the
Lower Mainland area, although struggles are documented on the island and
other areas for:specific industries, An examination o@ the minutes of
the area's labour council presents evidence of women'S unionists'activity,
althosgh few women were delegates to the VI'ILC, Women also attended as
representatives of various pro-labour supy:rt groups, such as the Housewives'
League, Women do appear as delegates for some unions, throughatbn decade,
Theke‘inclﬁde theBookbinders, . Domestic Workers: (Mary. Johnston, Eva Cant - .- .. =
and Mildred Douéan); the Tailors (Mrs. Patterson, Sister C, Hoare); Hotel and
Restaurant Employpes; Textile Workers (Catherine Wilson)i Office Employees
(Doris Neelands); Retail Clerks (Sister Fletcher); ILGWU (Miss Emil Walker,
Jo Leckie, and Sister A, Colebrooke); United Garment Workers (Mrs. I Kossack
Mrs. Smith) and Film Exchange Employees (Margaret Edgett, Phyllis Hnrr)}ﬁr*

The specific process by which these @mions became organized can be re-
constructed through the press of lbft ofganizations: _The Clarion, B,C, Wor-
ker} Pacific Advocate); minutes of VDTLC meetings, the Labour Gagzette;

minutes of local union meetings and other archival material., The history .

of organization-in each sector.provides evidence of the demands and pressures

which organizing women faced, Steikes occurred, generally of minimum time in
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duratione.

The fishing industry had a signifigant history of militancy throughout
the 1930's, Initially, it was organized by the WUL, By 1931 there were
two unions in the industry: the Fishermen's Industrial Union and the United
Fishermen's Federal Union(TLC). In 1932 salmon fishermen struck against
wage cutg and price cuts on fresh fish, By 1933, the Fish. and. Cannery
- Workers Industrial Union had been established, built on the earlier FIU,

By 1934, it had four 1ocals and c¢oncentrated on organizing across racial lines,

In 1934 a strike occyrred at Sunbury, B.C. in the salmon canneri??.Workers
demnded the abolition of piece rates and opposed the discharge qf a worker
for union activity, The ¢rike involved 40 workers, lasted 4 days and resulted
in a victory for the workers, Workers in the canneries at this time were
subject to long hours of work, unéven shifts, extreme geographic isolation,
away from medical facilitiesy no childcare; subhuman living conditions in
company shacks and equally substandard working conditions. Reports describe
leaking roofs in canneries where workers stood in pails of hot water in
order to keep warm,

In 1935, an agreement was signed at the Deep Bay Cannery which granted
women 22%¢/hour and men 27¢/hour, with a 23¢/hour raise guaranteed for the
next year., Time and 4 was granted for holidays and Sundays, A cannery
committey was established to implement thé agreement, Such committees became
common place ih.the industry, and allowed workers a say in matters such as
food andlimprovement to living quarters. In 1936, a specifc organization
for Native workees was established: thePacific Coast Native Fishermen's Asso-
ciation of Alert Bay,. ‘

In 1937 women working in the Namu canmery struck to defend the struggles

of Native mnd Japanese fishermen, White workers orossed the picket ‘1lines,
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Despite this, aé increase of $1/ticket was esﬁnblished. In the same year
women organized in Alaska camnneries (Kitchikan) and wen equal pay with male
workers, The Fisherman of November 8} 1938 states: ‘"Women were used in many
industries by employers as cheap labour to compete with men who had families
to support." The organization of women woild prevent this iﬁ the future,
In the same year, cannery agreements covered additional women.in B.C.

The Women's Auxiliaries of unions in the industry wwre active, Wives
travelled with their husbands to the fishing grounds, and often worke d in
the canneries, cleaning fish, The women's auxiliaries were used as a method
of drawing women into support of the union activities of their fishermen hus-
bands, as.a "bulwark" of union activity. Only one example of a woman fisher-
can be found in the union's press in this period, The October 10, 1939
paper contains an article on Betty Lowman, who fished for halibut and
belonged to the Deep Sea Fishermen's Uniong

Betty Ann “who is 24, robust and freckled and who likes to sing

opera when she fishes, began her career of working at unusually odd

jobs about 4 years ago. It was then that she paddled her 14-foot

dug-out eanoe from Anacortes to Ketchikan., ~

Other women went out on the boats with their husbrgds to assist with
the cateh, This drew them into union struggles. In February, 1939, this
quote appears:in'the Fisherman: o

I am glad that we livé in these times of struggle if only because it.~

gives us the opportunity to prove to our husbands and fathers how

willing we are to really stand with them in their fight. °
Tn_ Ju?e 9? 1939 ;orpen supported a struggle t¢ raise fish "ﬁaices(th’e fishermen
;;id {6 ih; c#ng;¥ie§). Women asked for representation at mass meetings to

Fonoid comed  ngr feede

facilitate their partieipation, - % vl rioct Zeeptoegad Al

Women workers organized in other sectors of the food irdustry as well,
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In 1934, the."only agricultural struggle in years" was begun by hops-pickers
in Sardis and Chilliwack over living conditions and wageé¥) It involved . .
fewer than one hundred workers, The next yﬁar, the hops fields explodeds
fiased on the last years victory which raised rates from 20¢ to 30¢/hour(3¢
above the Minimum Wage in the sector)s; 1506 Workersb went on strike
in Chilliwack, Men and women, many of them Native were employed in'the
fields, The strike action resulted in arrests: four men were arrestud for
"ineiting to riot"™ and hﬁving'"intoxicants in a native dwelling". The
workers rﬁgsed the demand that the Ministgr of Labour intervene to improve
conditions, The strike was lost. This is an example of a struggle invol-

]
ving both men and women,

An_article in the Pacific Advocate of September 2, 1938 describes the
terribl® conditions in agriculture: whole families (again mostly Native)
worked fbr 13 h;urs/day and 55¢/day pee adult in the Agassiz area, The
article calls for organization.

Workers organized not only in the fields but in the fruit processing
canneries, The WUL initiated such organigation in 1930 through the
Foodworkers Industrial Union, with minimal sucsess. By 1936, the wages
of women in canneries had been pushed down from 30¢/hour to 25¢/hour.

The minutes of the VDILC show that the Jam, Fruit and Vegetable Cannery
Workers Union #105 was affiliated to the TLC in October 1936, 1In 19}7,
attempts were made to organize the Broder Cannery in New Westminster; in

August of that year the union called for a natiohal organizing drive,. °

As well, VDTLC officials were asked to attend a contract session, Organigzation
of vegetable canneries continued throughout 1938, In the same year a brief

was presented to the Minimum Wage Board in response to conditions such as
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Asheroft, where women were forced to bu& overpnﬁed uniforms, and workers were
known to faint from heat and overworke Despite this, Patullo Pearson
ordered a reduction of wages “for‘tomato cannery workers, and exemptions

Trom Minimyin Wage restrictionse after a strike by operators.

I

Perhaps the most militant organizing in this period amongst women

,,!,,.-.:3* [ A “ f

occurred in another food related areas restaurants and hoteis;~.Waitresées
and bué%irls in many small cafes came into contact with pro-union workers
such as longshoremen, woodworkers and miqers;lqsigell as unemployed men ine
volved in the area's struggle;.‘vWaitreséing Qas a .common occupation
for young womep,and many women became involved in organizirg, despite the
high turnover of the labour force, Wages were often below Minimum, and
workers were denied rest periods and decent meals, As wzll, waitresses
were concerned with the quality of the food they served: resolutions at TLC
Congresses suggest t hat working conditions were below health standards,

A strike of waitresses from February 23 - March 16, 1931, involved
workers in two restaurants, Their central demand was opposition to
proposed 20% wage reductions (from $15 tp $12/hour), In the next year
the largest sectors of union growth in the country were barbers and restaurant
and hotel workers, By 1933 there were three chartered local of the
HREBDU in @anada, including one iéYancouver. One restaurant strikein Yancouver
lasted from August to October 1933, invoived seven workers whose demands
included a one year contract, 8 héur day and 6 day week, as well as a wage
incréase. They won,

In 1935 the Hotek and Restaurant Employees Internatioﬂ;l Union #28,
led by CPC members, won B:closed”shop and hiring through the union, two

elements of the WUL prograrme, They established one of the best contracts

&5 3 . \
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in the business, including three differéht categories of restaurants and hotels,
Male waiters however received better pay than waitresses im the less expensive
restaurants, although where men and wome;ﬂxlrked the same job’the union won
equal paye.

The next year, a strike from August 29 - September 5 of women wolkers
won an increase in pay and a reduction of hours, The Deutchland Cafe was
struck on February 18, 1936, On April 27, a mass support meeting was
built by the HREU, VDTLC records show that by July 7 bath the Only ané
the Public Cafes had signed agreements, The former signed after a strike
prompted by the firing of staff who demanded back pay. Workers won the
8-hour day, an end to harrassment for union activity and back pay. I .September
the Trocodero was struck and picket lines went up., Deseriptions of these -
strikes suggest strong support from rthe community, including help on the
picket lines themselves, By December 1, agreements had been signed with the
King's Cafe and the Pall Mall,

These small strikes continued through 1937, In May the White Lunch
Cafe was struck, By midemonth it was listed as "unfair®, This tactic of
an "unfair® deciarati&ﬁ was used heavily in this veriod to call for a boycott
of an establishment by pro-labour people, White Lunch workers demanded
$14 /week (from $9.50)., Despite an immediate victory, the union was lost 6
months later due to turnover. The lack of legislation permitting union
representation. meant that employer ‘intimidation was facilitated, As well, the
only recourse for protest was job action, In several restaurants, including
the White Lunch employers attempted to form company unions, often associated with
the ACCT( A1l C;naditn Congress of Labour), In June of 1937 there was dual

organization at Scot#'s Cafe by both the HREU and the United Hotel and
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Restaurant Employees Association(ACCP\;} This resulted in a long struggle at
Scott?ssone which the HREU eventually won, The Paci Advocate and the
minutes of the VITLC.refer to ar aépparently unusual "roaring.speech" given
by & Miss Erma Whitman, a Scott's striker. The @dxnnlic laments the lack
of more stronz,unién,women, such as Miss Whitman?qStrikes in New Westminster
and Vaneouver r;suited in.union redognition and reinstatement of union
organizers,

Despite these victories, it was all too easy to lose union reeognition
due to turnover and harrassments In November 1937 the HREU had lost the
Stella Cafe, Wal'orf, Peter Pan and Eden restaurants, The B.C. Worker
describes another étrﬁszle: ongiby white waitresses to sustain their jobs
in Chinese owned cafes which employed them at union rates, This contra;
vened an ordinance which prohibited the employment of white women by Orieﬁtals.
Both women involved were married, with unemployed husbands and children to
syppért. The Mother's Council and the waltresses organized mass mee_tings and
won public suppnrt for their cause.

Organization continued through 1938, The HREU eﬁpanded its jurisdiction to
include chambermaids and workeirs in-apartment hotels, The VDTLC set up
a campaign to reach these workers,

Another major sect-r which was almost exclusively female was domestic
service, Working class women -had little choice but to enter domestic service,
§s.few other Jéb opportunities existed, This trend was accentuated by
the Relief system, which directzd women into such work rather than providing
difbét reliéf, An article in the Provinaavgyitteﬁggy;agjﬁlﬁhuggests that
domestic gervice created extreme hardships for women with children to }ook

after, because it generally meant rooming away from home.’o
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Conditions in 1935 were abyssmaljg ‘a result of the large surplus labour
force, Women worked 60 -80 hours a week, board and wages amounted to $30./
per month, for experienced help and $20 for inexperienced. Some women in
1936 - 1937 earned as little as $5/month for a 10 hour day, By 1935 the
Domestic Service Union was formed and in December of 1936, a new union
the Domestic Workers Union #91 applied for a VDTLC charter., - -

The Communigts played a large role in this organizing, perhaps because
of their weight in the unemployed mowement and the ‘close relationship. -
between domestic s¢yvice and unemploymént for womeny The leaders of the
DWU repoui on threas made by the Ku Klux Klan, early in the drive, perhaps
riglgted to the dfC prominence, Tim Buck, secretary general of the CPC
was quoted Byoan.organiger as sayings -« . | - s et L e g R
-~ ~Because domestic service is the basic employment for girls, the

raising of this standard of the occupation would automatically

raise the standard of all other working girls, 4]

The union called for Minimum Wages, a union hiring bureau to regulate

- standards in the‘sector, protective legislation and training programmes,

It also supported health insurance and accident compensation, contemporary
demands of the labour movement, The drive was supported by sundry women's
organizations, including the Mother's Couneigfethe Women's Labour League,
= " 'By 1937, the union had signed up 400 out of 1500 workers in the Vancouver
area, Many women apparentlyacontacted the local, many also expressed & hesi-
talcy in joining. In:March.of 1937_th97unibngasked the VDTLC to ask the TLé
for lower dues for domestics, The same month saw the union win jurdsdiction
over office cleaners and domestics from the Building Trades Council.
=77 On Aprili6y 1937 the union made a statement condemning £he golief Office
for sending women out to work as domestics at "scandalously low wagés and

long hours of cmployment“fuZThis stafemont was taken up by Alderwoman Helena
Gukerfdge 4
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Alderman Pettplace who accompanied union representatives to the Relief Committee
of the,City Qouncil to discuss : the.domestics' demands,

The union launched a fund appeal to the unions to build "its campaign,
Some unions such as the Street Railway Workers donated money ($10 in their
case). An article in the July Sun reviewed the workers'® démand:? They
first reéviewed —current conditions: an average wege of $12 - $15/month
for a 12-15 hour day for experienced workers; $5 ¢ $10/ month for the in-
experienceds 50¢/day for non-live-in workersénd for others, board alone,
The union proposed two scaless one for a 54 hour week, the other for a
60 hour week, For the former, a cppk would receive $25/4.$35[month, a mother's
helper: $15/month, The second proposed several dollars more per monthe
The union also demanded a maximum deduction of $2.50/week for a siq}e room,
set vacation schedules of 1 - 2 weeks, liourly rates for day workers. and care-
fare,

The campaign continued with a high public profile, At.a public meeting on
November 13, 1937 Mildred Duggan, an officer of the uhion.said: ¥Employers
are looking for bargains in malds just like shoppers", *éhe'complained that
foreign women were being hired to work at wages lower than those acceptable to
Canadian women, .. .- !

In 1938 Dorothy Steeves continued to press for direct relief for women
despite t{he proliferation of domestic jobs. This would allow a slackening
of the labour market and force up domestics®' wages., The CCF developed a
Bill on domestic workers' rights, That year the union won a $10/month raise
a room charge of $2 - $3; meals reduced to $4; a 48 hour weekj time and §
for overtimg;, but gould not win inclusion in the Minimm Wage Laws, Meanwhile

women 's groups campaigned door te door for support.
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The organization of garment and textile workers in B.C. was not dominated
by the left of the trade union movement, but was a result of international
expansion, By 1933 the Textile Workers of America had been established
with Miss Catherine Wilson as the pcity's only woman business agent, By
April 1935 the United Garment Workers had established a 1oca1.at the Kokomo
plant and had launched a campaign for the use of union labels on garments,
The Tailors Union existed by 1935 and by 1937 the International Ladies Uarment
ﬁnion had launched a campaign for affiliation. In July 1938 it won a
reduction "to a forty hour week for its mem.bers from forty-four hours, with
no loss in pay. It focused on the unionllabel campaign as a tactic to
insure that retai} outlets bought union- made goods., The ELGWU generally
tried to avoid conflict. This was a factor in insuring that workers in
the garment industry never won hourly rates but remained piece-workers, Suc-
cesses in contract negotiations in-the late 1930's were in part a result of the
increased demard for garments and textiles for use.gs wgp material,

As the producers of consumer goods hegan to organizé@hey were' joined ::
by those who'se tayg_ it,was to sell such products. 1In 1935 the B.C,
Workers' News called for the -chain stores to organize, In 1937 the Retail
Clerks Erotective Aggociation had launched a campaignj by 1938 this had reached
workers at Piggly<wiggly and Safeway. Sales women in Five and Dime stores on
the i@iﬁdt wrganized as well as workers in chain drug stores, They demanded
paid overtiue; 8 48 hour week, $14.50 as starting rate. An article in

the Fisjerman lamented the lack of such organieing in Vancouver, It indicted

Norman Woolworth for gettiﬁg rich off of "wealth created by young girls
working for starvation wages and cheap crockery made by kids", Meanwhile, a

lockout in Vancouver resulted in union recognition,
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Organization reached a ciisis poinf when the federal governement ruled
that grocery clerks could not be defined as 8 seperate unit in a store. . .
Despite this., organizing occurred at Woodworth:s (meat cutters) Zand at the
Hudson's Bay Company.

Clerical and telecommunications workers slso organized in this periad,
In 1932 the WUL set up the Communications Workers Union. In 1935 the
"hello girls" at the phone company were divided over unionization., The offjce=
workers called for an end to the use of non-union ‘labour. by..affiliate unions
in the VDTLC. They also opposed a percapita dues iﬁcrease in 1938, In:1939 ::!
the union stressed that it encompassed bctﬁ male and female workers, It
called for only 10% of office workers for a firm to be employed below the
Minimum, rahter ihan the legal 3337,

Workers in laundries were also organizing. On July 6, 1937 the Laundry
Workers Union, Local 233 appliéd'for certificaliion, The union went under
a year later, One of the issues which concerned the union was the mechanization
of the laundries and speed-ups.

There are other 1nstanceslof women's struggles., Hospital workers at
- Vancbuver General Hospital fought for pay increasés and against lay-offs in
1935, The Restmore Factory girls gave over one hour's worth of their
wages to the Relief Camp Workers Union,
. Despite the . weight :of eraft unionists witihiin it, the VDILC was able-to
- play-a signifigant role in organizing unorganized workers, -Its Organizing
Committee was dominated by delpgates from the CPC, who 'insured that-the re-
sourves were callocated to organize’, .

< . el maeis W
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A striking feature of these struggies is the militancy of the workers, This

description gives an example of ‘such militancyt - - y

You should have seen a young girl picket walking besido’n Scrap

iron scab in “anaimo, telling him quietly so that the cops couldn't

stop her, "You rotten scab, you dirty ___ , you " I've never

seen the rest in print so I couldn't spell it, 4
This militaney fits into the context of massive urban strugglss of the
193078, primarily those of the unemployeds , 7o p. /

Women organized without leadership from the established unionse The
TLC had put the burden of organization onto affiliate unions, but chartered
locals often di&pot exist in areas where women were present, As well,
the need for material resources was clear, and the TLC expressed an unwillinge
ness to facilitate the affilation of impoverished women through lowering
the dues, |

Organized labour e*hibited disinterest or hostility to many of the
issues facing women, instead taking a defensive stand to pratect previously
established conditions and organiziation, The early 1980's in B.C.
saw a decline in general union membership, a situation which could hardly
aid Zin'motiwating expansion, Some unionists perceived women as an actual
threat to their jobs.

Women worked in the most depressed sectors of the economy, ones which.
traditionally were charac@erizcd by low wages, poor conditicns and lack of
orgarizstion. Campaigns tended to fofus on primary industry , sectors strategie
to the province's economy. In-the:East, the larger weight of women in msmu-
facturing resulted in a.competition between unions to organigze vwthem, in
B.C. there were no such pressures,

Rather, when women were organiz:ed it was in support of ment®s struggles

or through the éfforts of the Communists, and primarily, women themselves.

T e T e v by e
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Through their affilation to the VDTLc;:w&men unionists did receive linited,
but material resources in their organizing campaigns,

The central issues which faced women were ones of basic survivals
establishing Minimum Wages and cénditions, The overwhelming majority of
strikes involve these issues, Government agencies -were in;ffective
vehicles for such demands,

As well, women were affected by the level of militancy abhd general
1eft-wing.motion of the periods ‘hey played central roles in supporting struge
gles in the wnions and in organizing thepselves, ~.even in tbefhce of
social pressures to remain in the home, There was little conscious
organization around women's demands outside of the superexploitation of
female labour, This can be traced to the extreme opression of women workers,
as well as the general lack of recognition of the depths of women's oppression
by the far left.

The unionization of_~woman was most pronounced in the later Depression
years, ad the pressures on the laboutr market eased, and as the isolation of.

“those unionists who expressed some concern over women! workers was
Yroken down thfough the merger of the WUL and the TLC unionse ™:ov o vo-*
+~The lack 6f successful 6rganization in female job ghettoesi.is far
from .resolved, ;The struggles 6f these women in the-1930°'s hold aveontinued :

importance for'.inionists of today,.
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