Women Thinking Equality – Ages of Equality

Feel free in this discussion to bring in any issues that you would like.  The presentations are only expected to stimulate thinking and highlight some issues so if you have come with a burning issue please raise it, I’m sure there will be others in the group that will be interested to hear it.
Value of unpaid care
The idea that over a woman’s life cycle taxes are being used to pay for unpaid care is problematic, I mean why is it set at such a low level?  Unless that shifts we are not going to get any real shift in an acknowledgment that care workers should be valued.  Because the public sector doesn’t value it, they do pay for some nurseries but there is no community care for children. Children are one of our assets for the future and I don’t understand why the value for care of children is set so low… I don’t know how they’ve managed to pull that off…
I think they’ve pulled it off because the young people who are often doing the caring don’t have the wherewithal or whatever to actually demand a decent wage.
It seems to me that as long as we work though a system of dependency, men are in charge of the money.  We’ll keep on paying the male worker and he has to support his family and of course he gets the control from that…
If you go back to when we had a ‘Dowry’ system, in a way husbands were paid to take the women off the family.  The women weren’t acknowledged as having an important caring role… there was just this concept of ‘property’ and ‘ownership’…  It made me think back to the first session we had when the idea was raised of paying parents for having children.  If you paid a fair wage for parenthood then that would drastically change things…
The downfall being that would have to come out of taxes which would be seen as a ‘waste of money’ to the economy…
Wages for housework!
I remember having some uncomfortable debates in the 1970’s… I don’t know whether people remember… There was a campaign called “Wages for Housework.  Those of us who were feminist socialists back then had a problem with that… we felt uncomfortable because there was one part of it that went into the stereotypical view that it had to be women that looked after children rather than society.  But there was a furious debate then about whether there should be wages for housework and I think that some people thought that it wouldn’t have challenged the male and female stereotypes about who looked after the care aspect and that those wages would be low because they wouldn’t be as important as men’s wages…

I think that’s very important because the model you were talking about this morning was based very much on a husband and wife with children and I’m wondering how that model fits with modern times.  I live on my own so I don’t particularly fit into that model and what about lesbian couples or gay couples?

The model is a little bit inflexible… the big difference is whether you work or not, because ‘only workers count’… so if you have a wage and you have anybody living with you, whether they are young, old or whether you are in a sexual relationship with them then that’s it… they are your dependents.  Particularly if you have a private pension, your income when you retire is yours and they have no legal right to it…  If you have joint income couples again it’s fine but the private pension or the system means that both pay the taxes and both get a pension but each has their pension separately.  So the system totally ignores anything except a distinction between a worker and a non-worker.  And then there are all the different ways in which non-workers become dependent on workers in whatever way they are attached to them…
If we did start paying wages for housework do you think that would put pressure on women to stay in the home?  Do you think that’s the way it would go?

Well I certainly think so… it has happened in Germany and in France I think…   In Germany they pay a wage for a couple of years for each child but it’s a ‘woman’s wage’, it’s not a male wage so it will be about the woman staying at home…
If you did pay for housework then women could end up earning more than men because they work out of the home as well as in the home.  So if you paid for housework irrespective of whether the woman was also working outside the home then she would earn more but what if you said she could only be paid if she didn’t have another job outside the home?

Don’t forget… women are still cleaning the house in their nineties…  So ‘stopping work’ and getting a pension does not take this into account…

Yes, for women it is a very artificial divide…

Statistics show that it is more often the woman who is left without her husband.  If you go into Old People’s Care Homes the majority of residents are women.  The one in my home town has only one man.

There are more women over the age of 60 in every country where there is what we might call a well developed healthcare system.  Basically in all developed economies worldwide you’ve got women living longer than men…

Another problem is that as far as the State is concerned, they work on a model that children are not economically active now so they don’t count.  
Even though children are the workforce of the future… they don’t count until they are teenagers and able to work…
The system is very disempowering for our children and teenagers…

Yes, the way it is and I suppose always has been is…although it hasn’t always been so open, but now clearly the message is, ‘you breed children as workers’, for economic reasons. 

The ‘commodification’ of children
There is an element that if you were growing a plant… there’s a commodity price for a seed and eventually there is a plant you can sell.  This is not acknowledged when we are growing children and I am not saying that I particularly want to commodify children but that’s the only way this model could actually incorporate the social reproductive role. 
It’s interesting discourse because there’s a lot of talk about Sweden where many women have more help with childcare and Swedish women have more children than us.  The disconcerting thing is, if you are a feminist it seems much more female-friendly, being financially independent, being active in the workplace and having a more rounded life which in turn has led to more political representation and things like that.  But it is not to do with female independence it is just that the Swedish are having more children, that’s the only thing they are interested in.  So, the male structure will give you feminism if you produce more children.
If you talk to young Swedish women, they actually find it very difficult to have an alternative view.  The fear that if they step out and say, “I don’t want to do that, I want to stay home and be a mother” they will be vilified by their families and everybody around them.

They have removed the safety net, because now I gather that if you get divorced in Sweden, particularly later on, and you can’t support yourself… the attitude of the divorce courts is, “well we gave you everything… you could put your child in crèche, you could have a career, what do you mean you want to have your ex-husband pay you for maintenance?”  Or, “what do you mean your pension isn’t up to scratch?  You had your choice; we gave you all the tools…”  I don’t think it is quite as extreme as that but it is going in that direction and it is taking choice away…
I don’t know if anyone has seen ‘The Story of Stuff’ http://www.storyofstuff.com/ 
It is an animation that illustrates the myth around the ‘through-put’ system, you cut down a tree, process it and turn it into something that you buy and then you dump it.  Well we have kids that are supported by the family unit, however that is made up, and they go on to develop this society and may have kids themselves.  
And you were saying you wouldn’t want to commodify a child but within this framework I wouldn’t be scared to do that because it’s got huge amounts of work that’s not being acknowledged such as the caring role and I think we need to take those externalities and put them inside the system.  Then you would have a bit more resilience and sustainability because the way things are we are not allowing everyone to contribute.  
In terms of ageism, I’m really interested in this idea that in Glasgow we’ve got lots of young people that are deemed to be a huge problem… fighting and killing each other…it’s almost like there is a civil war going on in Glasgow but it only affects a set part of the population and the way to tackle it is to divert folk from what they are doing.  But I’d be interested to see some kind of value put on the difference between if that person doesn’t go to prison… if we pay a wee bit of money and divert them into football and they don’t go into prison then we look at the cost of the diversionary thing versus the cost of prison and that’s how we make decisions about whether that is good or not.  No-one’s really bothered about what skills and abilities they have, what contribution they make, are they social entrepreneurs, are they actively taking part in the life of Scotland and what would that bring not just financially but also to the social capital?  We need to talk about what it actually takes to move them from that place where they are chronically destroying themselves…  
I remember when we were knocking down tenements to rebuild houses… it wasn’t until some person decided the ‘bed-night’ cost of removing a tenant, temporarily rehousing them, cleaning up the tenement and moving them back in, compared to the cost of building a new house, moving them into it and knocking down the tenement.  And once they did that, they realised that it was actually much cheaper to refurbish the tenements and that’s what it would take to make that change.  I almost feel like…if we had ‘teenage unit costs’… If we could consider what we are missing out on then that would incentivise the system to invest more in these essential things.
A woman’s life-cycle
The lifecycle that Sue put up on the board for us was a work/life cycle.  The only way this addresses age is in terms of whether or not you can work so at either end of your life you can’t work which means the only part of your life that is valuable is the time that you can work.  A woman’s lifecycle is different because obviously there will be more times in her life when she cannot do that or maybe chooses not to do paid work because she wants to provide care.  But if we change that whole evaluation of life then this would change how we view people.  In many ways a woman’s lifecycle is pre-productive, productive and post-productive in terms of human reproduction, rather than economic production, so perhaps the question is how can you bring those two things together?
It is really tricky… the temptation is to go over to the commodification process but that is like simply ‘playing their game’… and I can’t imagine it working for women…
Women are disadvantaged all though their lives because in their pre-productive, productive and post-productive stages they pretty much remain financially dependent and that is the view of them all the way though their lives.

Even in the transition stage between work and old age a lot of women find themselves caring for older people (or grandchildren).  It’s a double-whammy…
We haven’t really touched much on the sort of value or lack of value that women have when they’re older.  I mean, it’s very much attached to, ‘can you get a job?’  I think there are some statistics that show it is more difficult for a woman over the age of 50, who has been made redundant, to get a ‘meaningful’ job than a man.  Somehow, men over 50, with their grey hair and their suits, have a different status than women…  I think that is something about Western cultures that we don’t value older age.  I mean, there are some cultures in the world where age is synonymous with wisdom and that older people are given respect.  That is certainly not the situation in Western so-called “civilization”.  
So there is the feeling that you are worth less as a person as you grow older… not that young people are not discriminated against, and the point was made earlier that ageism should not be about younger women against older women because this doesn’t help us move the debate forward…  
I have a friend who is in her 50’s who was a teacher for 30 years and decided to leave work.  She has found it very, very difficult to get another job because when she goes to the interview they would much rather take a man or a younger woman.  Psychologically this makes you feel like you are on some sort of scrap-heap.

Following on from that… I don’t know how best you actually look at challenging ageism in the workplace because it is really difficult whether you are at either end of the spectrum, to challenge it in a meaningful, constructive way, constructive in the sense that it alters perceptions and changes institutions.  I was only 18 when I started working and by the time I was 21 I was in a senior post which was hugely difficult for me because it was a stereotypically male environment, and now I am in a post where again we have a stereotypical male boss who will introduce some of us as, “very intelligent young women… it’s amazing what they know at 26!”  Where do you go with that because it’s still polarised by the media and the institutions as women being paranoid and “it’s not really a big deal…it’s jest, it’s funny, it’s not a big issue…” 
There’s a bit of it about attraction… you know the ideal woman is supposed to be attractive.  
That somehow being productive is linked to being attractive, whether it is that you are sexually attractive when you are in your sexually productive years…  It is sort of built into the way that women are perceived… interesting and attractive… as an investment to the workplace.  Whereas when you get older that doesn’t hold…
I think that is a really important aspect.  The other day I was reading my diary from 1978 and one of the things that came up was about my mother, who was a very traditional woman, struggling with the concept of the menopause.  Up to that time she had felt that she could turn heads… After, she went though a very bad menopause and that was about her struggle to accept that if you are no longer young and attractive and you’re post-menopausal, somehow you are worth less.  She was struggling with that whole thing, when you reach the menopause and you are no longer a young attractive woman, you are somehow on the scrap-heap.  Today, I think women’s attitudes towards the menopause have changed but a lot of my mother’s generation struggled with that… 

Just look at the adverts… it is absolutely taboo to become a crone…   Perhaps there is also a taboo about women actually having wisdom because there is a power in that but actually with the infantilisation of society it’s like, “keep the women from even looking old.  Keep them wrinkle-less, hairless, whatever… Barbie dolls, looking like they are not a challenge to our authority”.
And anti-aging creams to keep them looking young… a lot of women collude with plastic surgery or whatever…  I’ve always loved that poem, ‘When I am an old woman I shall wear purple http://labyrinth_3.tripod.com/page59.html  and the thing is why would I want to be a stereotypical person… I don’t want to fall into that stereotype of an older woman… I’ll do what I like… I’ll say what I like… I’ll get on any barricade I like.  I think it is up to us to not feed into those stereotypes.  
I think that if you had been brought up like your mother was and that was the only value that was placed on you it would be very difficult for you within yourself to find value that wasn’t given.  It is something that a lot of women struggle with because the only value that has been given to them is something driven by somebody else and not by themselves and so then it becomes a real struggle at certain points in their lives when the earlier value they have been given no longer applies.  I just read a book about the women who were left at the end of World War One without any possibility of marriage and marriage was the only thing open for women before the First World War the only way you could be any kind of valued member of society.  (Singled Out by Virginia Nicholson)
Yet this generation of so-called ‘surplus’ women did amazing things… never recognised and never really spoken of.  It was fascinating to read how these women struggled to find their own worth, because what they’d been told before the war was afterwards no longer a possibility for them.  For many of them it was a struggle but they moved on to successful and independent, productive lives… it was a very difficult thing to do.

Is change happening?
I think things have changed so much globally and women see the world differently, they are much more equal to men despite the fact that white middle class men continue to dominate the world and we still have struggles for equal pay and the like.  We have moved on quite a bit although there are more challenges to come.
You can say “I’m going to live the capitalist dream… I’m not going to get married, I’m going to go to university, I’m going to get a good job…” and then you find out that you’re earning 15% less than your male counterpart…

It is a growing trend now for women to become entrepreneurs and to set up their own businesses rather than joining male dominated businesses.  I don’t know what the statistics are but I am aware that a large number of new businesses that are being formed are headed by women.  It is a whole new movement and something that wasn’t possible 20 years ago.
The reality is women had a lot more children in the past, though I know some women still have large families.  So we are actually adapting to the situation that it wasn’t necessary to think about women outside the mother role because quite frankly a lot of women were simply worn out and exhausted by the work they had to do looking after six or seven children.  Now the male elite are beginning to get interested in our reproductive capacity and they are judging us by global statistics on birth rates…  It varies from country to country but why are women having fewer children?  There’s all sorts of things going on here and I think we’ve got to make some response to the policy makers who are saying ‘we want women to have more children…’
For some it is an economic decision… people can’t afford to have them.

I kept seeing all these older men with children and I thought they were grand-dads but they’re not.  They’re in their 60’s and they’ve got toddlers running up and meeting them off the train presumably because they waited to have children until their 50’s or later.  Of course these men could have second wives, much younger…
It’s interesting because a lot of women are having children older and many men and women say they wait for children because they can’t afford it.  But there’s no doubt about it, we are all getting richer… if we could afford to have five kids years ago why can’t we afford to have them now?  I think we’ve got to tease out what our societal response is to having children.  Also, if the money has to come from us all to raise whatever kids we have, what is the gender question about how that money comes, who makes it, who owns it, who channels it to whom… who is dependent and who is not… again I think it is a very gendered issue because it is always talked about in terms of women…
Well they sell a vision…. An expectation of quality of life and so on…  We care about careers and money and property and travel a lot but what if you don’t have the job that brings the money to invest or to allow you to travel?  So you may be sold a vision you can’t have.

Gender roles
I know the way I was supported to become independent, make choices and to be active… there wasn’t just  ‘one role’ for me, whereas lots of my male peers didn’t get told that there wasn’t just one role for them.  So they are thinking this is my role, I do this and women do all that stuff…  They weren’t told “you can be a carer… you can take part in all these other things… you can volunteer within your community…” I think some mothers do their sons a dis-service…
Some men just don’t see parenting as part of their role… It’s still something that you do after five o’clock… you take your kids out, play with them whatever.  But women are still seen as the primary carers and men don’t see parenting as a key part of life which should be integrated into their work patterns.

Whatever is said about men and parenthood… the biggest act of civil disobedience which is a pattern in this country is that men refuse to cooperate with the Child Support Agency.  This is civil disobedience on a massive scale  and the reality is there are an awful lot of men out there who have children and do not financially support them… And that is not an issue that ever gets discussed…. Ok they have to pay through their taxes like the rest of us but they are given a direct opportunity to contribute financially to the upbringing of their own children and they do not do it.  So there is the issue about wanting more children but not supporting the ones we have now.

They also don’t take into account with single mothers, whether or not they are getting money from the ex-partner.  It’s not on any tax form anywhere… they don’t ask the question but there is the expectation that you are getting money from someone…

It will be interesting to see how this is going to filter through into the EHRC.
It seems like they have included Age as one of the equality strands just for Age’s sake… if you ask them about the six strands then Age is by far the least understood.  

This is real, this is policy making and if you talk about equality within society you have to talk about everything.  This has to be being talked about by the Treasury, by the people that set the taxes.  I am also aware that the Scottish EHRC can be sidelined because the power lies with Westminster…
Ah but the Scottish Commissioners sit on the UK Committee.  I don’t think that is problematic… in fact being in Scotland probably works in our favour because the EHRC is paying quite a lot of attention to us, all of this stuff is very new for everybody and we have a lot of opportunity for discussion and interaction.
In terms of ageism, we are also thinking young… well; in terms of the money that is spent on exercise for schools you’ve got shinty for the girls and football for the boys.  Oh yes, we’ll raise money in the village for football strips…well what about girls playing football?  I’m only going to help you if girls are encouraged to take part… “Ah well, they can only take part if they’re good enough”.  But they don’t have that attitude to boys taking part so why have it for girls taking part?
What’s really interesting as well is the dynamics of that in Primary School. The roles that are automatically assigned… you’ve got awards for being ‘Contributor of the Week’ and being contributor of the week for girls is very often, ‘helped someone else with their work’ and for boys it is ‘achieved a certain score in an exam’.  You have to think carefully about what kind of stereotypes you are reinforcing and where resources are being directed.  If the opinion is, ‘the reason we give money to football is it gets lots of people involved and something else that gets less people involved wouldn’t be as good value for money’ well then why not spend the money on something completely new that doesn’t have any bias either way and endeavour to get folk involved in that?  We held dance workshops and we ran for 6-8 weeks and none of the boys showed up, then one Saturday morning we were having a workshop and the boys came you could see them kind of sitting round the sides and then the workshop leader who was great, got them all involved and everyone got dancing you could see how much they enjoyed it.  It’s really about consciously working hard to breakdown stereotypes at an early age… all you need to do is ask them what they are interested and you’ve got girls as young as 8 thinking about when they are going to get their first boob-job!  

My goodness we really need to do something to address these issues.  How can we change school culture and how can we make sure government funding for sports activities or out-of-school activities isn’t gendered.
Sexualisation of young girls
I don’t know if anyone read in the Guardian this thing about the sexualisation of young girls in High School.  Things are happening which if they took place in the workplace would lead to an industrial tribunal and if they took place in the street would result in the police being called… Young girls are being sexualised from a very early age and boys are encouraged to treat them in a certain way so that they get sexually bullied and this is all too often excused as, “boys will be boys”.

Did anyone see the series of sex education progammes they ran on Channel 4 recently?  There were a group of teenagers, aged around 16 and with the boys they showed them talking about length of penises, asking them to choose what they thought was the average length.  All the boys chose one which was about two and a half inches bigger than the average.  Why did they think that… “The only sex education I get is from porn…”  The same kind of thing happened with breasts when the surgically enhanced ones were chosen and one of the boys who was quite erudite said, “Well, we would choose these because these are the kind of breasts we see as the ‘norm’ as these are the ones which are usually on display”.  So at 15 the boys are thinking they aren’t anatomically correct when they are perfectly normal sized and the girls are thinking that they are completely unattractive….  

Third Force Newsletter did a survey just a few weeks ago, asking should sex education be compulsory in schools and 82% said ‘yes’, well let’s move on it, let’s make it happen so sex education is about this process of questioning and not just the ‘ins and outs’ of it.
It’s a tactic…. It wasn’t so long ago that women had to retire from work once they got married and then they completely withdrew from work altogether when they had children.  My mother returned to work and in our area this was viewed as being really unreasonable… because at that stage most people just didn’t do that.  So it was easy in the past to denigrate women in the workforce because they were just mothers and you can’t do that any more so you have to sexualise them instead…
It is so bad in the Law… two of my friends have taken their Bar Exams recently and it was so bad that they were told how to fix their hair, how much make-up they should use and one, didn’t withdraw but there was a delay in when she sat her exams because they weren’t sure whether or not she was able to enter wearing a headscarf.  And that’s how sexualised it is the higher up you go… it’s outrageous in 2008 that that’s what women have to face.

I’m wondering is it a conspiracy?  I mean, more girls are ‘kicking ass’ at school and out-performing boys at all levels and now it seems that they are being sexualised earlier.  When I was growing up it was all about Barbie…. But now everything for girls just has to be pink and fluffy…. It is so hard to find a pair of school shoes for girls that don’t have flowers on them.

If you go into Marks & Spencer children’s wear you’ll see it is all pink for girls and blue for boys…  When I bought clothes for my children 27 years ago you got green, yellow and lots of other colours and they weren’t always marked ‘boys’ and ‘girls’ they were just marked ‘children’.  We have definitely lost ground….

When I had my daughter 13 years ago I managed to get bright red baby-gro’s for her… it was hard work but at least they were there… now everything is pink and not just for babies.  I went to get myself a pair of trainers and there is pink on everything… you even get pink weights for the gym…
There are pink laptop covers now… you get black and grey and now there’s pink!

But we are condoning it by not complaining about it… I went to Marks & Spencer to the Supervisor and said, “Where are the greens and yellows and other colours of baby clothes?” and she just looked at me as if I was landed from Mars!  I think we need to complain more… we go along with it…

How much of that… going back to earlier… how much of that is also helping re-define the male role?  Because if that’s not being re-defined you’re going to cling on to whatever ground you’ve got… 
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