Dorothy Sue Cobble’s The Other Women’s Movement investigates women’s labor activism from 1930 to 1980 in order to demonstrate the importance of working-class ideas and strategies to postwar feminism.  Cobble identifies “[m]ultiple and competing visions” of equality in postwar America (p. 3) that included equal rights feminists, who promoted the Equal Rights Amendment, and labor feminists, who favored the retention of state labor laws that made sex distinctions.  Interracial and heavily unionized, working-class women activists formed a powerful nationwide network of organizations that sought the elimination of “unfair sex discrimination” and advocated “equal pay for comparable work, a . . . living wage for women and men,” and state and employer support for child-bearing and child care (p. 6).  Cobble argues that labor feminism “served to open the way” for the phase of the women’s movement that formed near the end of the 1960s (p. 9).  Although she makes a case that labor feminism ultimately influenced national policies that addressed sex discrimination, Cobble largely excludes black women from her discussion of the late sixties and thus undermines the notion of continuity between the earlier interracial network of women and the new women’s movement.

The development of a strong national movement by 1950 began with the economic shifts of the 1930s and ‘40s, when the size and political power of the labor movement, the number of working women, and women’s union membership (both in number and proportion) increased.  The wartime employment of women raised expectations about their compensation and treatment at work, but the postwar re-ghettoization of women’s jobs increased labor activism for many.  Although few women attained formal leadership roles in the postwar period (they held a number of secondary union leadership positions at the national, state, and local levels), male labor leaders consulted them and thus helped to set the stage for postwar female influence on social policy.           

More than the actions of men, however, labor women’s ability to link themselves via organizations across the country impacted national policies.  In part through biographical sketches, Cobble brings out the various activities by which labor feminist leaders forged alliances with groups in and out of the labor movement.  African American women such as Addie Wyatt linked union participation with civil rights activism and supported the organization of interracial women’s unions (p. 32) that increasingly linked race discrimination with sex discrimination (p. 78).  By the 1940s, the Women’s Bureau became important to the growing national alliance of labor feminists; in fact, after the Depression, labor women formed the dominant part of the Bureau, which no longer depended on the older Progressive Era feminism of “protection.”  Economic rights, broadly conceived, became the heart of the labor feminist agenda (pp. 56-57).

For Cobble, the political presence of labor feminism by 1950 is unmistakable.  Its power came not only from the organizational capacity of its leaders, but also from the bottom up.  By mid-century, three million women belonged to unions (up from 300,000 in 1940), and labor feminists had gained nationwide visibility.  At its conventions in 1944 and 1955, the UAW argued against discrimination based on marital status; some employer reforms followed (p. 74).  In 1947 alone, women’s organizations and labor groups introduced bills in eight states and reported interest in equal pay legislation in 34 states (p. 105).  

The President’s Commission on the Status of Women, because it involved labor feminist leaders, is important in considering Cobble’s argument that the labor feminist movement gave rise to the new movement of women by the end of the sixties, in large part because the policies that followed the commission (including Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act) impacted the treatment of women across the country.  The commission’s report, American Women, did not endorse a constitutional ERA and condemned the perpetuation of women’s secondary citizen status.  Much government action failed to reflect the commission’s recommendations.  New policies supported day-care services, for example, but did not universalize or adequately fund them (p. 161).  Conservative women who supported the ERA ultimately shaped the equal pay bill, eschewing labor feminists’ language endorsing “comparable” pay.  The bill “stymied efforts to revalue ‘women’s work’ and undermine gender bias in wage setting in women’s jobs”; it closed off routes to higher pay for women who did not move into “men’s jobs” (p. 168).

Nor did the interracial component of labor feminism get translated very well into either government policies or the new women’s movement.  The appointment of Dorothy Height, an African American woman, to the President’s Commission set up the “Problem of the Negro Woman” as part of the discussion on the fair treatment of women (p. 174). Height supported Kennedy’s Civil Rights program, but conservative legislators altered Title VII of the Civil Rights Bill by insisting on the inclusion of “sex” in the bill’s protective provisions.  Many such legislators made racial arguments in favor of protecting white women from discrimination.  Cobble does not deeply investigate the idea that this action undermined the interracial interests that she sees at the center of labor feminist organization and activism in the forties and fifties.  Combined with the diminished attention Cobble gives to black women’s agency after the mid-1960s, this oversight suggests inconsistency in her argument that labor feminism opened the way to the new women’s movement by the end of the decade.  (Such an argument might be tenable if coupled with the notion that interracial organization and leadership produced a policy backlash that removed much public discussion of cross-racial women’s activism.)  To be sure, Cobble does explain that by the early seventies “many of the notions labor feminists championed were . . . commonplace,” including the “idea of wage rates set by the job, not by the sex of the worker” (p. 182); the notion that the personal was political likewise influenced many second-wave feminists.  However, Cobble’s argument that labor feminism’s strength derived in large measure from its broad-based, interracial, cross-organizational initiatives finds little space in her discussion of the second wave.  Given this omission, one must ask, “Whose ‘other women’s movement’?”   

PAGE  
1

