
















































































































































































On Women's Work 

After a general introductory section on legislative changes in Austra­
lia since the 1960s, critical issues related to job evaluation are explored, 
with emphasis placed on occupational segregation, the notion of compa­
rable worth, and the importance of formal evaluation as a replacement 
for the arbitrary determination of salary differentials. Such issues form 
the backdrop to the following five chapters, which are a detailed descrip­
tion and analysis of the Hay Guide Chart-Profile Method, adopted by the 
South Australian College of Advanced Education in 1982 as part of its 
affirmative action programme. Generally the authors' findings confirm 
that the job evaluation process is value laden-that the subjective and 
sex-stereotypic assumptions we would expect to find within so-called 
objective processes are alive and well. Thus their concluding chapter 
recommends various ways these might be dealt with. 

The value of Women's Worth clearly lies in its detailed case-study of 
ways in which the skills and tasks demanded of women in employment 
continue to be devalued through indirect discrimination despite the 
introduction of equal opportunity legislation. It also highlights features 
of this process that extend beyond the reclassification of women's jobs 
adopted by some employers during the phasing-in of EEO legislation 
(see, for example, Snell, 1986). As such, it has much to offer industrial 
sociologists and those who are familiar with the debates about affirma­
tive action programmes. Because it concentrates exclusively on the prob­
lems within the employment sector, however, Women's Worth reads very 
much like a liberal feminist manifesto for change. Indeed, it does not 
address some of the more fundamental issues which have informed 
feminist debate for two decades. 

A number of these more fundamental issues are delineated in Unequal 
Work. As a collection of papers written by Veronica Beechey in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, the book represents not only the critical efforts of 
a generation of women who mounted a powerful critique of conven­
tional understandings about the nature of work, but also a new genre of 
feminist publication. While it is not as reflective as other publications of 
this type which succinctly trace and contextualise their own theorising 
within contemporary debate (cf., for example, Curthoys, 1988), Beechey 
does pin-point two trends that acted as a stimulus to her own writing. 
One was the general agreement among feminists in the mid-1970s that 
woman's place in the labour force was 'somehow a product of her 
position in the family'; the other was Marxist feminist analysis which 
posited the sexual division of labour as external to capitalism. Her point 
of departure with both was the need for more critical analysis of the 
interplay between waged work and family life. 

Each of the chapters in Unequal Work is a meticulous exploration of 
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select features of this relationship. All are informed by a concern with 
two British trends; namely, the steady increase in married women's 
participation in the labour force since the 1950s and the dramatic increase 
in part-time jobs during the 1970s. The first three chapters juxtapose 
these trends against critiques of conventional sociological and economic 
theories to develop several arguments about the ways in which both 
capitalism and the family structure women's work. These arguments 
include: wage labour having a different relationship to production than 
domestic labour; wage labour being predicated on assumptions about 
the family; the family acting as a locus for consumption; the involvement 
of domestic labour in reproducing labour power as a commodity; and the 
value of women to capital as a reserve army of labour. 

Arguing for an insertion of these problematics into feminist theorising 
on patriarchy, Beechey then asks how these structures influence women's 
consciousness. Perhaps the most important point made here is that 
women's consciousness is fragmented and contradictory ( that is, women 
have elements of 'work consciousness' which coexist with a familial 
outlook). As she further points out, in spite of this evidence feminist 
writers reinforce the duality of men=public and women=private by 
construing women's consciousness as being rooted in the family and 
men's consciousness in the workplace. In the only empirical piece within 
the book, Beechey also indicates that industries reinforce this duality. 
Hence she concludes on the need to recognise that both women and men 
are gendered subjects who are influenced by the family and the workplace. 

In comparison to these earlier chapters, the final two are disappoint­
ingly less substantial. One on unemployment fails to address in any 
detail the implications of structural unemployment for women as wel­
fare recipients. The concluding chapter suggests that both the working 
class and employment are being transformed, and outlines several 
strategies for ensuring neither women nor the working class lose out in 
this process. 

Despite these final chapters, there can be no doubt that Beechey's 
work has been, and remains, a significant contribution to both Marxist 
analysis and feminist debate. Particularly influential in the late 1970s 
were her arguments about the value of women's labour (as housewives 
and mothers) to capital, and sex discrimination in waged employment as 
functional for capital. But there can also be no doubt that the book is 
representative of thebroader problems with much of the Marxist and 
feminist-Marxist literature of the same period. As these problems have 
been hotly debated in great detail elsewhere (e.g. Barrett, 1980; Allen & 
Patton, 1983), it is worth repeating only the more basic issues here. 

Perhaps the least important is the irritatingly inaccessible language 
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which permeates Unequal Work; a language which serves only to mystify 
the uninitiated. Of more importance is the mode of theorising and the 
subsequent ways in which questions about women's work are framed. 
Like others concerned with the gender-blindness of Marxist theorising 
and the class-blindness of feminist theorising, Beechey takes on the 
arduous task of addressing both simultaneously. Unfortunately the 
result is a distinct tendency to construe gender as simply another 
dimension of class - leaving feminists wondering where the gender 
analysis has gone and assuring Marxists that class analysis is the only 
way to go. To some extent this is inevitable, given Beechey's Marxist 
background and the type of Marxism dominant at the time. Structural 
Marxism emphasised the structure of society under capitalism, and 
posited capitalism as the determinant of all other structures. Structural 
functionalist Marxism extended this further to illuminate the various 
functions these structures serve in (capitalist) society. Hence Unequal 
Work theorises the family and the workplace as social structures which 
are determined by, and which function for, capital alone. Thus the 
economic determinist position of Unequal Work allows no room for 
speculating about patriarchy as an independent fundamental structur­
ing principle of society, let alone the potential nexus between patriarchy 
and capital. Nor does the structural Marxist position allow much room 
to explore the family and the workplace as social arenas which serve 
purposes for women themselves. Most importantly, though, the theo­
retical stance pervading Unequal Work provides no sense of women 
actively creating and changing either their own sense of self or the social 
world. 

In addition to these problems-which, I should add, Beechey has 
recognised and moved beyond in the 1980s--I found two other problems 
with Unequal Work worth noting. One is Beechey's continual call for re­
search into the concrete historical relationship between the development 
of capital accumulation, the labour process, the family and the state. Un­
familiar with all of Beechey' s work before reading the book, I expected 
a substantial historical analysis to appear. None did. More disconcerting 
was her disinclination to draw extensively on work by feminist histori­
ans in these areas (cf. Davidoff & Westover, 1986). Similarly, while taking 
Catherine MacKinnon' s (1982) point that there is no feminist theory of 
the state, Beechey' s analysis of unemployment begged for some discus­
sion of the role of the state in mediating between women, work and 
welfare. Although I was expecting to encounter the argument that the 
state oppresses all women because it functions in the interests of both 
patriarchy and capital, even a tentative suggestion of this was absent. 

Having formulated these misgivings about Unequal Work, I was de-
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lighted to discover that Women and the State actively avoided its major 
problems while developing some of its insights. Written in very acces­
sible language, Women and the State is an international anthology which 
examines women's labour through its complex relationships with the 
family and the state, largely by using sustained historical analysis. By no 
stretch of the imagination, though, can this book be seen as a simple 
collection laden with statistics for comparative purposes. On the con­
trary, it so successfully fulfils its aims of drawing together innovative 
material that it will undoubtedly shape future debate. 

Some of the refreshing character of Women and the State can be 
attributed directly to Anne Showstack Sassoon, who edited the collec­
tion. Its international flavour stemmed from her concern that the British 
trends of increased women's participation in paid labour and increased 
part-time employment since World War II were in fact international 
trends. Like many others in women's studies, however, Sassoon was also 
dissatisfied with the ways in which theorising about women's work did 
not seem to match the reality of women's own lives-more precisely, that 
the situation of many women had gone far beyond the domestic labour 
debate. Hence she sought out material from a variety of countries which 
investigated the interconnections between the organisation of family life, 
the labour market and the welfare state-and which traced how these are 
ordered through the concrete reality of women's lives. 

This background is clearly outlined in the Introduction, in which 
Sassoon also gives the collection its initial theoretical coherence. It is this 
theoretical direction which establishes the innovatory pattern for the 
entire book. In essence, Sassoon suggests there is a convergence between 
the basic concerns of the women's movement and the ideas of the Italian 
Marxist theorist, Gramsci. As she so lucidly states, because both stress 
that the personal is political Gramsci was, 'in a sense, lurking in the 
kitchen'. The remainder of the Introduction therefore develops a 
Gramscian feminist materialist alternative to the view that the state 
merely oppresses all women, and contains a substantial overview of each 
chapter which emphatically illustrates the strengths of such an approach. 
Central to this approach are two arguments. One is that 'structures' are 
not necessarily the most appropriate place to look for some understand­
ing of women's work. Rather, our attention should be directed to the 
diversity of women's own daily lives. The other is that the reconstitution 
of capital has been the most significant historical development since the 
late nineteenth century; a reconstitution which has ushered in a new re­
lationship between the state (which no longer acts merely as an instru­
ment of class rule) and society (which enters an 'organic crisis'). Hence 
state policy can no longer be understood as a product of singular rational 
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design, and the boundaries between state and society, between public 
and private, are continually being r~efined. After reading this compel­
ling Introduction alone there can be no doubt that the conceptual 
dichotomy between public and private obscures the reality of women's 
everyday lives and the nature of their work, and that feminist material­
ism is an effective tool for such analysis. 

Individually each chapter is a substantial essay which provides illu­
minating insights into different features related to these basic issues. The 
book is divided into two sections: the first focuses on women and the 
state while the second focuses on women and work. Overall I found the 
first section more provocative than the second. Indeed, I could not help 
but agree with Sassoon that Chapter I created a lively canvas for the other 
chapters to be painted against. Using the metaphor of patchwork quilts, 
Laura Balbo vividly delineates the fragmented and contradictory nature 
of both women's labour and the structure of society. She concludes that 
through women's continuous mediation between the domestic and state 
spheres, women's work is crucial in holding this fragmented societal 
system together. The remaining chapters in this section maintain a 
dialogue with this argument and with each other. Three examine the 
Scandinavian situation, to confirm generally the sorts of arguments 
being advanced elsewhere about the relationship between women and 
the welfare state (for example, Franzway, 1986; Fraser, 1987). They argue, 
for instance, that women are still comparatively powerless in corporatist 
Scandinavia because their dependence has shifted from the private to the 
public sphere, and that this has strengthened male power at the struc­
tural level. Through an extensive review of the literature on women and 
the state, Drude Dahlerup claims these arguments miss some of the 
complex and significant changes that have occurred this century, which 
include new opportunities for women as well as new forms of oppres­
sion. Using historical changes in Denmark as an example, she concludes 
that more research into concrete changes within particular societies will 
clarify these issues further. 

In the final chapter of this section Sassoon examines the same British 
trends which underscored Beechey' s analysis, to reach a remarkably 
different conclusion from that in Unequal Work. Basically she contends 
that as men's social role has remained relatively static since the 1940s, we 
can study the masculine notion of work ad infinitum and still discover 
little about the nature of either society or the state. In comparison, 
women's social role has changed so dramatically in this time that their 
lives are characterised by richness and variety as well as fragmentation 
and contradiction. Hence it is women's lives which more accurately 
reflect the complexity of society itself, and thus it is only by studying 

90 Women's Studies Journal December 1989 



Dianne Snow 

changes to women's lives that the limits of the British welfare state can 
be revealed. 

Within the second section of the book much old ground is covered, 
albeit in novel ways. Vicki Smith challenges the assumption that part­
time work benefits women in America to conclude that it is an important 
mechanism for obscuring and reproducing women's subordination. Re­
porting the results of a research project which explored the material con­
ditions of women's familial role in Italy, Chiara Saraceno demonstrates 
that men and women 1ive in two different families'. Analysing care­
giving work in Norway in the face of dissatisfaction with state services 
and the subsequent call for community care, Kari Waerness argues for a 
new image of the social actor and a reconceptualisation of 'rationality'. 
Suppositions about domestic automation are discussed by Helene Strohl 
through her personal account of changes in France over two generations. 
The remaining chapter in this section is the only one which directly 
engages with the full concerns of the book. Tracing the early twentieth 
century constitution of women as the 'guardians of consumerism' in 
America, Gabriella Tumaturi contends that the public and private spheres 
have been interdependent rather than dichotomised. 

Women and the State presents such a coherent, incisive and challenging 
series of arguments that it should constitute essential reading for anyone 
interested in political science, history, social policy and women's studies. 
Its provocative analytical framework and finely textured accounts ren­
der it the most stimulating collection of material I have come across for 
some time. 

Together these three books clearly illustrate that the feminist analysis 
of women's work has come of age. But with equal clarity they inspire us 
to keep diverging from this well-trodden path in search of new under­
standings. Indeed, there are many questions left to ask, an abundance of 
further details to be gleaned, and continuing challenges to be made to the 
ways in which we understand women's work. 
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