
















LRR FOCUS: Work Unpaid, Voices Unheard 

There are countless ways that prevailing economic theory dismisses and ignores 
the economic contributions of women. The labor movement's focus on paid 
work as the main arena for union struggle often makes "women's work" mar­
ginal. There is a connection between the lower wages received for "women's 
jobs" and the fact that women often do similar work at home for no wages. Any 
strategy for the labor movement to tackle organizing women workers in the 
global economy needs to recognize the multiple economic positions that we, as 
women, hold at work and at home. 

Unions have made some strides toward addressing the unique needs of 
women workers. Unions have worked to ensure that women are not required 
to do traditional unpaid tasks, such as bringing coffee, picking up dry clean­
ing, and running household errands as part of their paid work. We only need 
to look to areas of traditional women's work, such as nursing, clerical work, and 
teaching to see that unions have also fought for adequate compensation for a 
variety of "feminine" skills. 

Unions also have room to improve. When we think about work, we commonly 
accept the notion that jobs can be described by the degree of physical and intel­
lectual labor involved. But, we ignore the value of emotional labor. As Artie 
Hochshild has pointed out, we all notice when emotional labor is not being 
done - when the flight attendant is not smiling, when the waitress is grumpy, 
when the teacher doesn't really care. And those of us who have done emotional 
work know that it is as hard as physical or intellectual labor. However, the con­
tribution of emotional work is not recognized and therefore not valued. 

To understand just how and why women's economic contributions are over­
looked, we need to look to prevailing economic theory that is based on the price 
of goods and services on the "open market." This theory does little to explain 
why certain goods and services are worth more than others. But when we begin 
to question the value attached to certain forms of work we find that the domains 
of work traditionally filled by women are not valued and often not even recog­
nized as work. 

The effect of this economic theory is that all over the world women are given 
primary responsibility for our families and social relationships, but no official 
recognition for this largely unpaid form of work. Raising a family counts for 
nothing in national measures of wealth, such as gross domestic product. Fur­
ther, the value of our paid work reflects the fact that emotional labor is not rec­
ognized. Thus, much of our work does not count and our voices are not heard. 
It is the responsibility and struggle of leaders in the labor movement to make 
sure that our voices are heard and our contributions do count. • 
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Fresh Vigor in Nepal 
Study groups and workshops are not only taking place at the local level. 

Increasingly, women around the world have been coming together to 
hold multinational workshops on organizing women workers. One such 
workshop was held in Nepal in 1993. The women developed the following 
list of some of the steps necessary to organize women workers: 

• Find out the situation of women workers, through informal dis­
cussion and contact with women, which may be carried out secretly 
or openly. 

• Establish links with women workers. In many countries, govern­
ment suppression of trade union activities and women workers' ini­
tial fear of joining trade unions have led to alternative forms of 
organization, such as centers for women workers, libraries, drama 
groups, and health clinics. These often serve as initial encounter 
points between workers and organizers. 

• Provide service to workers. Many organizations provide health ser­
vices, legal aid, consumers' co-operatives, literacy classes, and library 
services to workers. These help the organizers to establish contact 
with the workers and build trust among workers and organizers. 
Moreover these services serve the immediate needs of women 
workers. 

• Build women leadership and consolidate women workers organizations. 
Training and building leadership is an important part of consoli­
dating their organizations. Women leaders also serve as models for 
encouraging other women workers to become active and self-
confident. 

• Offer support in times of struggle. 

• Establish solidarity links and cooperation among various organiza­
tions, including trade unions, women's organizations, research 
groups, media, and other non-governmental organizations. These 
solidarity links are crucial to winning gains for women workers. 

What stands out about this outline is the breadth of its vision. Rather 
than limiting themselves to a narrow set of beliefs about what a union 
is and can be, these women offered a wide range of approaches to suc­
cessful organizing in their own particular conditions. This broader vision 
of unionism should not be interpreted as a burden for unions but as an 
essential part of making unions truly relevant for today's world. 

From Uganda to Sri Lanka and around the world, women bring unique 
strengths and perspectives to the labor movement. As their voices drown 
out the myths around organizing women, these strengths and per­
spectives will be key to building a more powerful movement. • 


