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PRIMARY SOURCES

Feminism and the Drive for
Equality in the Workplace

URING WoRLD WaR I, ALTHOUGH WOMEN entered the workforce in large num-

bers and took on high-skilled biue-collar jobs that had formerly been closed to
them, no feminist movement existed to rally women in sustaining their gains or in
defense of their economic rights. When increasing mumbers of women, including
mothers of young children, continued their march into the workforce in the postwar
years, sex-segregated labor patterns returned and womenss work continued to be
devalued.In the 1960s, however, theliberal womenis movement associated with NOW.
and WEAL became a crucial engine for challenging decply rooted discriminatory pat-
terns, especialy sex segregation, in the workplace. Women did not benefit equally or
atthe same rate of change, but legal challenges as well as consciousness-raising about
‘womens rights and capabilities produced a dramatic expansion of their employment
opportunities. As witness to these changes, photographs abounded in the 1970s that
graphically documented the transformation in women's work. This essay explores a
selection of these images. They record areas in which women achieved significant
success as well as those in which change came far more slowly.

One of the most powerful tools for women seeking equal rights as paid
Iaborers was Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act (see pp. 627-28), but it was of

# Figure 111 Flight Attendants Protest Discriminatory Practices (1974)
Lester Soan.
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little use until feminists put pressure on the Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (EEOC) to take seriously the constant stream of complaints
women began filing as soon as the commission was established. Among the
early challengers were flight attendants who faced demeaning circumstances in
which they were treated as servants. But bread-and-butter ssues tied to sex
segregation in what one critic called a “pink-collar ghetta” were the most potent
concerns. Airlines hired women exclusively and placed strict limits on weight,
appearance, and age. They also refused to hire women of color and married
women. Discontented flight attendants recognized that employment practices
that defined a job as appropriate only to young, unmarried women devalued
their work and provided justification for poor wages and disrespectful treat-
ment.In 1968, the EEOC finally ruled in favor of an attendant who had filed suit
against American Airlines for mandatory retirement. Other discriminatory
practices were also disallowed over  period of years, and finally, in 1971, the
US. Court of Appeals ruled that “female-only” hiring practices of the airlines
were discriminatory.

Although these legal successes changed the face of the flight attendant
‘workforce dramatically in the 19705, opening up the career to women of color and
to men, the profession still suffered from low wages, long hours, and recalcitrant
airlnes, problems that increased flght attendants’ union activism and helped spur
the growth of pink-collar unions in this era. Flight attendants also continued their
‘complaints about airlines’ advertising campaigns that sexualized them. A National
Airlines series enticed passengers with the slogan “T'm Debbie [or Susan or Bettyl,
Fly Me” (National also required attendants to wear buttons tht said *Fly Me”)
Even worse, Continental Airlines ads featured stewardesses who promised that “we
really move our tailfor you”  Frustration with this sexual objectification led to the
creation of Stewardesses for Women's Rights (SFWHR) in 1972. Reflecting the influ-
ence of women's liberation, the group announced that it hoped to “rase the con-
sciousness of stewardesses” to_their *slut-in-service-to-America status” They
vowed “to fight the demeaning treatment to which 35,000 stewardesses are sub-
jected by airlines, crews, and male passengers(;] .. to enforce airline compliance
with Federal affirmative action guidelines];] ... to improve the economic status of
stewardesses(;] . . [and] to increase the promotional opportunities  for
Stewardesses™t

‘The two images in Figure 11.1 are from Newsweek’s 1974 article on SFWR,
‘which focuses on the organization's campaign to draw attention to health problems
faced by flight attendants, including excessive fatigue and exposure to hazardous
cargo. The image on the left shows members of SFWR, and the one on the right
shows "Stews on the Job” What might have been Newsiweeks goal in juxtaposing
these images? What does the photograph on the left suggest about the breadth of
the influence of feminism in the early 197057

Other major targets of discrimination suits were the nation's phone compa-
nies. The major focus of complaint was sex-segregated labor policies that excluded
women from highly skilled and better-paid jobs and funneled them into poorly
rewarded positions,such as operators and clerks. Lorena Weeks, a working mother
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The phone company wants
more operators like Rick Wehmhoefer.

@ Figure 11.2 ATAT Advertises for Telephone Operators
Courtesy ofthe ATST Archise and History Centr

and a nineteen-year veteran telephone operator employed at Southern Bell in
Georgia, was refused her 1966 request to be transferred to a better job as a
“switch-man’; she filed a complaint with the EEOC. In court, when the company
claimed that state law barred women and minors from lifting more than thirty
pounds, “Weeks pointed out that her typewriter, which supervisors made her
‘move, weighed more than that” She won the case in 1971, when the US. Court
of Appeals observed that Title VII of the Civil Rights Act prohibits such
tereotyped characterization’ and “rejects just this type of romantic paternalism as
unduly Victorian and instead vests individual women with the power to decide
whether or not to take on unromantic tasks*
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@ Figure 113 ATAT Promotes Women Installers
Coutesy of the ATST Arhise and Hisory Cente

Especially far-reaching was the success of women who challenged the
behemoth ATST, which employed more women than any other company in the.
country. A twenty-five-thousand-page government study concluded that the Bell
system was “without a doubt, the largest oppressor of women workers in the United
States.™® By 1973, the company had agreed to significant restitution ($38 million to
thirteen thousand women of ll races and to two thousand minority men) and had
transformed its hiring policies. Even before the settlement was finalized, AT&T
embarked on an advertising campaign that emphasized affirmative action. Consider
the 1972 advertisements in Figures 11.2 and 11.3. The first one explains that AT&T
wants to hire male operators and the second shows 2 woman in a job formerly
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@ Figure 11.4 Women in the Coal
Mines
Ean Dtter Photjournali: ‘photograph give any clues as to why it was so difficult for

reserved for men. What clues do the images provide o indicate the kind of employ-
‘ment climate the company wishes to project? At the time, both of these ads would
have been startling to many viewers. Do they have any shock value today? Does one
seem more jarring than the other? I so, why o you think that is?

Other women challenged the sex segregation of one of the most dangerous
fields of employment —mining. In the seventeenth century; Virginia slave women
apparently engaged in some mine work, and labor shortages during the Great
Depression and World War II gave some women opportunities in Appalachian
coalfields. But in general, mining was historically one of the most jealously pro-
tected male occupations. Many sates had laws probibiting womeris work as miners,
and unions, employers, and male miners all resisted women's entrance into this
male-dominated job category. In addition, notions of women's proper place in the
'home were particularly rigid in Appalachian community culture, where mining was
a significant part of the cconomy: Beginning in the early 19705, some individual
‘women successfuly challenged companies that efused to hire them,. Then, in 1978,
2 group of Tennessee women created the Coal Employment Project and, working
with NOW, won a massive class action suit against the coal operators for sex dis-
crimination. As a result, individual women received financial compensation and
over 830 women were hired in the mines. By 1980, there were 3871 women miners,
but this number represented only 3 percent o the total miners in the nation.

Although the numbers were small these women provide insights into the experi-
ences of women who sought o break down employment barriers in this era. Because
‘working-class women were excluded from the only significant skilled-labor job in the
Appalachian coal-mining arca, they had few job options beyond domestic work orlow-
paid service employment. Many poor women were on welfare. Most of the women who
bucked community disapproval to become miners did so
because thejob paid the best wages availabl i their region,
and they recognized that the sex-segregation patterns of the
mining indusry limited their ablity to carn a living wage.
Even though mining jobs brought in more income, women
who did become employed in the mines faced hostilty and
sexual harassment underground. They also found them-
selves relegated tolow- evel work that offered few options or
advancement. Although many women worked welltogether
and created bonds of friendship, somefimes across racial
lines, their limited numbers and the nature of their jobs.
made it difficult to create womeris work communities that
could mitigate some of the hardships ofthei labor.

‘The photograph in Figure 11.4 was taken by labor
photographer Earl Dotter in 1976 in Vansant, Virginia.
Many of Dotter’s images emphasize the hardship and
danger of coal work, but this one strikes a different tone.
‘What do the women's expressions and bearing suggest
concerning their feclings about their work? Does the





