You Can’t Scare Me.

I’m Stickin’ to the Union
Unlon Women in British Columbia
during the Great Depressmn

' Sara Diamond

(Ed.note: for important background
material for this article, see the

sidebar (in italies), which runs in

the outside colums.)

By 1939 there were 1,121 organized
women workers in B.C., out of a fe-
male working population of approx-
imately 26,000. Although small in
numbers, these women made a signif-
icant contribution to both the trade
union movement and to the general
spirit of working class.combativity
of the 1930's.

The constraints on organizing

The position of women in ‘the labor
force created objective constraints
on organization. Yomen were tempor-
ary, seasonal and part-time workers.
Women often worked in individual
households or cottage industry. The
superexploitation of women's labor
power created special needs (minimum
.wages and counditions), issues which
skilled tradesmen had long resolved.
The primary role which women played
in the family at times made it diff-
icult for -them to play more of a
role in union work.

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 labor movement. Many
unionists believed that women were
'backwards'
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Essential elements which could in-
terest and facilitate women's union-
ization were lacking (childcare was
not provided for meetings, women's
rights were reduced to general union
rights).

Once women became active, they were
often very militant, putting to
flight the myth of women's 'back-
wardness'. Perhaps this was because
they had so little lose and so much

‘to gain:

Her mouth tightened agazn.; And d'ya
think it's easy for me? If I'm work-.
ing what do I get? Twenty bucks a
week. And rent to come out .of that,
and clothes and carfbre. And seven
dollars for Tommy's keep. - :

(Left Hand, Right Hand by D LLvesay)

Female workers were concentrated _
within the following sectors accord=- -
ing to the 1931 census: forestry:
19,147; manufacturing: 181,290:

retail trade: 96,979; finance: 24,

966; service (communlty, business and
government) :  148,000; personal 211,420.

Women. made up 31.5 per cent of all 3 
clerical workers; .78 per cent of all -
teachers; the majority of restaurant
employees; 8.5 per cent of ‘manual

workers; 2.1 per cent of agrlcultural
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workers; and 69.2 per cent of personal
service workers. - e
In B.C., women formed 9. 75 per cent .
of the B.C. labor force in 1931 and -
10.04 per cent of it in 1932,

These figures denote two things: wo- -
men were a significant part of the
provincial and national labor force.
Women were also concentrated in trad-
itional female job ghettos. -
Social attitudes towards these work-
ing women verged on hostility. Ar-
ticles in magazines such as 'Macleans
or in newspapers like the Province
provide evidence of a running debate
on the right of women to jobs. In
the Macleans of July 15, 1931, in an
article entitled 'This Freedom' by a
'Business Woman' it is’ stated that
"every girl employed means a husband
or a potential husband unemployed."
The article continues: ’

Today the country is in a bad state .
due to women usurping the jobs for-
merly held by men, with the result
that the native-borm bzrthrate 18
steadily falling.

The article ends by calling for a
quota on the number of women who
should be permitted to work.

Other articles in Macleans, such as

"A Reply to This Freedom" by A Spin- :
~ster (Sept. 15, 1931) rebut her argu-.
ments. This woman argues against the -

exploitation of women by women. -She
suggests that women have a right to

jobs in industry, protection by min—
imum wage laws and improved condit-

‘ions. She discusses the financial

pressures on single and married wo-
men who support their families, and
ends with a call for creches. A lat-
er article called 'This Anti-Feminism'

calls for a defense of feminism as it*
"defends women's rights and wins leg--

al and financial gains for women."
Articles in the Province describe the-
lack of concern and opportunities for
unemployed women, especially those
without families to fall back on.

' This is at a time when great concern

was manifested for single men.

“The Labor Gazette summarizes the dom—
inant attitude towards women's work p

in the Depression: -

The popuZar belzef as _to the sudden
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Dorothy Livesay in Right Hand, Left
Hand describes attitudes toward wo-
men within the working class movement.
She suggests that few working class
women had access to birth control,

or to an alternate perspective on
their lives as women: the emanci-
pation that intellectual women of the
1930's strived for. Rather, these
women remained trapped in the home.
When challenged, their political men
would state that they, married her to
raise my children.

Livesay admits, In theory, we were
free and equal as comrades on the
left, in practice, our right hand was
tied to the kitchen sink.

Despite these restrictions, wives of
union militants were drawn into maj-
or struggles; Livesay documents the
central role of women in winning the
Corbin B.C. miners' strike in 1935.
Attitudes towards working women were
better within the Communist wing of
the labor movement, although 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 danger-
ous occupations; the five day week;
maternity leave, special compensa-
tion for women; 100 per cent union-
ization; the abolition of sweatshops,
decent wages and class unity.

These concentrate on the superexploi-
tation of women workers. WUL saw the
inclusion of women within the wage
labor force as part of the expansion
of the productive forces which drew

-in the entire family. The WUL crit-

icized reformist unions for exclud-
ing women or sidestepping women's
issues. .

Women’s Labor Leagues

The Women's Labor Leagues were affil-
iates of the WUL. These were launched

by the CPC in an attempt to unite work-
ing women, unorganized workers and
housewives. The WUL program included

free birth control clinics, the or-
ganization of the undrganized; mat-

ernity insurance; relief grant incr-
eases; adequate food; housing; med-:

ical and dental care for children; /90




and end to military training. - Both
the WUL and the WLL saw the necessity
to organize women because they could
be in the frontlines of preventing
another war. Women, drawn into war-
time production would be able to sab-
otage imperialist intervention. The
WUL indicted the labor movement for
its previous failures:

One of the reasons why the organized
labor movement has not made more pro-
gress in the past than it has done-

18 that it has not sought the coop-
eration of women.

The majority of evidence can be
found for women's organizations in
the Lower Mainland area, although
struggles are documented on the is-
land and other areas for specific
industries.

Women also attended as representa—
tives of various pro-labor support
groups, such as the Housewives''

League. Women do appear as delegates
for some unions, through the decade,
The fishing industry had a signifi-
cant history of mllltancy throughout
the 1930's.

‘In 1937 women working in the Namu
cannery struck to defend the struggles
of Native and Japanese fishermen.
White workers crossed the picket
lines. Despite this, an increase of-
$1 per ticket was established. In
the same year women organized in Al-
aska canneries (Kitchikan) and won
equal pay with male workers.  The
Fisherman of Nov. 8, 1938 states:

Women were used in many industries
by employers as cheap labor to com-
pete with men who had families to
support.

The organization of women would pre-
vent this in the future. 1In the same
year, cannery agreements covered ad-
ditional women in B.C.

The Women's Auxiliaries of uniomns in
the industry were active. Wives tra-
velled with their husbands to the
fishing grounds, and often worked

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 husbands, as a "bulwark"
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of union activity. Only one example
of a woman fisher can be found in
the union's press in this period.

Fishing industry miiitancy

The Oct. 10, 1939 paper contains an

article on Betty Lowman, who fished
for halibut and belonged to the Deep
Sea Fishermen's Union: ,

Betty Ann who is 24, robust and frec-
kled and who likes to sing opera
when she fishes, began her eareer of
working at unusually odd jobs about
four 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 husbands to assist with
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the catch. This drew them into union
struggles. In February, 1939, this
quote appears in the Fisherman:

I am glad that we live in these times
of struggle if only because it gives
us the opportunity to prove to our
husbands and fathers how wiZZing we
are to really stand wzth them in their

fight.

In June of 1939 women supported a
struggle to raise fish prices (the
fishermen sold to the canneries). Wo-
men asked for representation at mass
meetings to facilitate their part1c1—
pation.

Women workers organized in other sec-
tors of the food industry as well.

I 1934, the only 'agricultural strug-
gle in years' was begun by hop-pick-
ers in-Sardis and Chilliwack over liv-—
ing conditions and wages. It inwel-
ved fewer than one hundred workers.

- Strike in the hop fields

The next year the hops field explo—
ded. - Based on the last years vic-
tory which raised rates from 20¢ to
30¢ an hour (3¢ above the Minimum
Wage in the sector), 1,500 workers
went on strike in Chilliwack. Women
and men, many of them Native, were.e
employed in the fields. The strike
action resulted in arrests: four men
were arrested for "inciting to riot"
and having "intoxicants in a native
dwelling". The workers raised the
demand that the minister of labor
intervene to improve conditions. . The
strike was lost. This is an example
of a struggle involving both women
and men.

An article in the Pacific Advocate .
of Sept. 2, 1938 describes the ter-
rible conditions in agriculture:
whole families (again mostly Native)
worked for 13 hours per day and 55¢
per day per adult in the Agassiz area.
The article called for organization.
Workers organized not only in the

fields but in the fruit processing
canneries. The WUL initiated such or-
ganization in 1930 through the Food-
workers Industrial Union, with mini-
mal success. By 1936, the wages of
women in canneries had been pushed
down from 30¢ per hour to 25¢.
Perhaps the most militant organizing
in this period amongst women occur-
red in another food related area:
restaurants and hotels. Waitresses
and busgirls in many small cafes

came into contact with pro-union wor-
kers such as longshoremen, woodwork-
ers and miners; as well as unemployed
men involved in the area's struggles.
Waitressing was a common occupation
for young women and many women became
involved in organizing, despite the
high turnover of the labor force.
Wages were often below minimum, and
workers were denied rest periods and
decent meals.

As well, waitresses were concerned
with the quality of the food they
served: resolutions at Trades Labor
Council Congresses suggest that wor-
king conditions were below health
standards.

. A strike of waitresses from Feb. 23

to March 16, 1931, involved workers
in two restaurants, Their central
demand was opposition to proposed 20 -
per cent wage reductions (from $15

to $12 an hour). In the next year
the largest sectors of union growth

- in the country were barbers and rest-

aurant and hotel workers. By 1933
there were three chartered lecals

of the Hotel, Restaurant Employees.
and Beverage Dispensers in Canada,
including one in Vancouver.

One restaurant strike in Vancouver
lasted from August to October 1933,
involved seven workers whose demands
included a one ‘year contract, eight
hour day and six day week, as well

as a wage increase. They won.

In 1935 the Hotel and Restaurant Em-
ployees International Union #28 led
by CPC members, won a closed shop

and hiring through the union, two
elements of the WUL program. They
established one of the best contracts
in the business, including three dif-
ferent categories of restaurants and
hotels. Male waiters however received
better pay than waitresses in the less
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expensive restaurants, although for
women :and- men who worked the-same job
the union won equal pay.
The next year, a strike from Aug. 29
to Sept. 5 of women workers won an in-
. crease in pay and a reduction of hours.
The Deutchland Cafe was struck on Feb.
18 1936. On April 27, a mass support
meeting was built by the HREU. By
July 7 both the Only and 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 eight hour
day, an end to harassment for union
activity and back pay. In September
the Trocodero was struck and picket
lines went up. Descriptions of these
strikes suggest strong support from
the community, including help on the
picket lines themselves. By Dec. 1,
agreements had been signed with the
King's Cafe and the Pall Mall.

White Lunch strike
These small strikes continued through
- 1937. 1In May the White Lunch was '
struck. By mid-month it was listed
‘as "unfair." This tactic of an "un-
fair" declaration was used heavily
in this period to call for a boycott
of an, establishment by pro-labor
people. White Lunch workers demanded
$14/week (from $9.50). Despite an
immediate victory, the union was lost
six months later due to turnover.
The lack of legislation permitting
union representation meant that em-
ployer intimidation was facilitated.
As well, the only recourse for pro-
test was job action. In several
restaurants, including the White Lunch
employers attempted to form company
unions, often associated with the

ACCL (All Canadian Congress of Labor).
In June of 1937 there was dual organ-
jzation at Scott's Cafe by both the
HREU and the United Hotel and Rest-
aurant Employees Association (ACCL).
This resulted in a long struggle at
Scott's one which the union eventually
won. .

The Pacific Advocate refers to an
apparently unusual "roaring speech"
given by a Miss Emma Whitman, a Scott's
striker. The Advocate laments the
lack of more strong union women, such

.little choice but to enter domestic

i

as Miss Whitman. Strikes in New West-
minster. and Vancouver resulted. in
union recognition and reinstatement

of union organizers.

Losing restaurants
Despite these victories, it was all
too easy to lose union recognition
due to turnover and harassment: in
November 1937 the HREU had lost the
Stella Cafe, Waldorf, Peter Pan and
Eden restaurants. The B.C. Worker
describes another struggle: one by.
white waitresses to sustain their
jobs in Chinese owned cafes which
employed them at union rates. This
contravened an ordinance which pro-
hibited the employment of white wo-
men by Orientals. Both women invol-
ved were married, with unemployed '
husbands and children .to support.
The Mothetr's Council and . the waitresses
organized mass meetings and won pub-
lic support for their cause.
Organization continued through 1938.
The HREU expanded its jurisdiction
to include chambermaids and workers
in apartment hotels. The Vancouver
District Trade Labor Council set up
a campaign to reach these workers.
Another major sector which was al-
most exclusively female was domestic
service. Working class women had

service, as few other job opportuni-
ties existed. This trend was accen-
tuated by the Relief system, which
directed women into such work rather
than providing direct relief.

An article in the Province -as early
as 1931 suggests that domestic ser-
vice created extreme hardships for
women with children to look after,
because it generally meant rooming away.

Domestic workers: abysmal conditio -

Conditions in 1935 were abysmal;

a result of the large surplus labor
force, Women worked 60 to 80 hours
a week, board and wages amounted to
$30 per month, for experienced help
and $20 for inexperienced, Some wo-
men in 1936 to 1937 -earned as little
as $5 per month for a l0-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 charter.
The Communists played a large role
in this organizing, perhaps because
of their weight in the unemployed
movement and the close relationship
between domestic service and unem-
ployment for women. The leaders of
- the Domestic Workers:Union report
on threats made by the Ku Klux Klan,
early in the drive, perhaps related
to the CPC prominence. Tim Buck,
secretary general of the CPC was
quoted by an organizer as saying:
Because domestic service is the basic
employment for girls, the ratsing of -
this standard of the occupation would
automatically raise the standard of
all other working girls.

The union called for Minimum Wages, a
union hiring bureau to regulate stan-
dards in .the sector, protective leg-
islation and training programs. It
also supported health insurance and
accident compensation, contemporary
demands of the labor movement. The
drive was supported by sundry women's
organizations 1nclud1ng the Mother's
Council and the Women's Labor League.
By 1937, the union” had 51gned up 400
out of 1,500 workers in the’ Vancouver
area. Many women apparently contacted
the local; many also expressed a hesi-
tancy in joining. In March of 1937
the union asked for lower dues for -
domestics. The same month saw the
union win jurisdiction over office
cleaners  and domestlcs from the: Bulld—
ing Trades Counc11 .

On April 6, 1937 the union made a
statement condemﬁing the Relief Office
for sending women out to work as dom-
estics at 'scandalously low wages and
long hours of employment."

This statement was taken up by Alder-
woman Helena Gutteridge and by Ald.
Pettplace who accompanied union re-:
presentatives to the Relief Committee
of the city council to discuss the
domestics' demands.

The union launched a fund appeal to
the unions to build its campaign.

Some unions such as the Street Rail-
way Workers’ donated morey ($10 in
their case).

The campalgn continued w1th a high
public profile. At a public meeting
on Nov. 13, 1937 Mildred Duggan, an

officer of the union said: Employers
are looking for bargains in maids
Just like shoppers. She 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 the proliferation of domest-
ic jobs. - This would allow a slacken-
ing of the labor market and force up
domestics’ wages. The CCF developed
a bill on.domestic workers' rights.
That year the union won a $10 per
month raise, a room charge of $2 to
$3; meals reduced to $4; a 48 hour
week; time and a half for overtime,
but could not win inclusion in the
Minimum Wage Laws. Meanwhile women's
groups campaigned door to door for
support.

Garment workers*

The organization of garment and text-
tile workers in B.C. was not domin-
ated by the left of the trade union
movement, but was a result of inter-
national expansion. By 1933 the Tex-
tile Workers of America had been es~-

.tablished with Miss Catherine Wilson

as the city's only woman business
agent. By April 1935 the United Gar-
ment Workers had established a local
at the Kokomo plant and had launched
a campaign for the use of union lab-
els on garments.

The Tailors Union existed by 1935

and by 1937 the International Ladies
Garment Union had launched a campaign.
for affiliation. In July 1938 it

won a reduction to a 40 hour week for

its members from 44 hours, with no

loss in pay. It focused on the union
label campaign as a tactic to insure
that retail outlets bought union- ~
made goods.

The ILGWU generally tried to avoid
confliét. This was a factor in in-
suring that workers in the garment
industry never won hourly rates but
remained piece-workers. Successes
in contract negotiations in the late
1930's were in part a result of the
increased demand for garments and
textiles for use as war material.

As the producers of consumer goods
began to organize they were joined
by those whose task it was to sell
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such products. In 1935 the B.C.
Workers New called for the chain
stores to organize. In 1937 the
Retail Clerks Protective Assoclation
had launched a campaign; by 1938 this
had reached workers at Piggly-wiggly
and Safeway. . S )

Saleswomen organizing

Sales women in Five and Dime stores
on the island organized as well as
workers in chain drug stores. They
demanded paid overtime, a 48 hour
week, $14,50 as starting rate. An
article in the Fisherman lamented

the lack of such organizing in Van-
couver. It indicted Norman Woolworth
for getting rich off of '"wealth cre~
ated by young girls working for star-
vation wages and cheap crockery made
by kids." Meanwhile, a lockout in
Vancouver resulted in union recog-
nition. : ‘
Organization reached a crisis point
when the federal government ruled
‘that grocery clerks could not be de-
fined as a separate unit in a store.
Despite this, organizing occurred at
Woodworth's (meat cutters) and at

the ‘Hudson's Bay Company. .
Workers in laundries were also organ-
izing. On July 6, 1937 the Laundry
Workers Union, Local 233 applied for
certification. The union went under
a year later. One of the issues which
concerned the union was the mechaniz-
ation of the laundries and speed-ups.
There are other instances of women's
struggles. Hospital workers at Van-
couver General Hospital fought for
pay increases and against lay-offs in.
1935. The Restmore Factory girls
gave over omne hour's worth of their
wages to the Relief Camp Workers Union.
A striking feature of these struggles
is the militancy of the workers. This
description gives an example of such
~militancy:

You should have seen a young girl
picket walking beside a scrap iron
scab in Nanaimo, telling him quietly
so that the cops couldn't stop her,
"You rotten scab, you dirty -, you

" I'pe never seen the rest in
print so I couldn't spell it.

This militancy fits into the context
of massive urban struggles of the:

1930's, primarily those of the un-
employed. :

Women .rganized without leadership
from the established unions. The
Trades Labor Council had put the
burden of organization onto affiliate
unions, but chartered locals often
did not exist in areas where women
were present. As well, the need for
material resources was clear, and the
TLC expressed an unwillingness to '
facilitate the affiliation of impov-
erished women through lowering the
dues.

Organized labor exhibited disinterest
or hostility to many of the issues
facing women, instead taking a defen-
sive stand to protect previously es-
tablished conditions and organization.
The early 1930's in B.C. saw a decline
in general union membership, a sit-
uation which could hardl& aid in mo-
tivating 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 characterized by
low wages, poor conditions and lack
of organization. Campaigns tended

to focus on primary industry, sectors
scrategic to the province's economy.
In the East, the large weight of wo-
men in manufacturing resulted in a
competition between unions to organ-—
ize them, in B.C. there were no such
pressures.

Rather, when women were organized

it was in support of men's struggles
or through the efforts of the Comm-
unists, and primarily, women them-
selves. ' :

The central issues which faced women
were ones of basic survival: estab-
lishing Minimum Wages and conditions.

'The overwhelming majority of strikes

involve these issues. Government. a-
gencies were ineffective vehicles for
such demands.
Women'’s issues
were ones of basic survival

As well, women were affected by the

'level of militancy and ‘general left-

wing motion of the period. They -
played central roles in supporting
struggles in the unions and in-organ-
izing themselves, even in the: face of
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social pressures to remain in the
home. There was little comscious
organization around women's demands
outside of the superexploitation of
female labor. This can be traced
"to the extreme oppression of women
workers, as well as the general lack
of recognition of the depths of wo-
men's oppression by the far left..
The lack of successful organization
in female job ghettos is far from
resolved. The struggles of these
women in the 1930's hold a continued
importance for unionists of today.e

1930’s march of the unemployed

Vancouver Public Library
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