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Promoting equal job opportunity for women
and minority men, of little concern
in the Department’s early years,
made headway in the 1960's and 1970's

EILEEN BORIS AND MICHAEL HONEY

hen Congress established the Depart-
ment of Labor in 1913, both women
: -and minority men faced limited em-

ployment opportunities. Throughout the Na-
tion, white women in the labor force found

themselves in low-paying industrial, clerical, -

and retail positions. Most Afro-Americans re-
mained in the South where they worked as
sharecroppers and agricultural laborers or, if fe-
male, domestic servants. But, lured to the North
by better-paying industrial work and the labor
shortages of the World War I years, blacks
would soon begin that mass exodus called the
“Great Migration.”"

While race and gender stood as key determi-
nants of occupation, neither the employment
status of women nor that of minority men was
among early DOL priorities. The first years of the
Department were taken up with other matters,
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particularly the conciliation of labor disputes.
Moreover, the Department took its modern form
at the very time that President Woodrow
Wilson, under congressional pressure, segre-
gated Federal eating and restroom facilities by
race and phased most blacks out of the civil
service.2

Early departmental programs reflected cul-
tural attitudes towards both white women and
Afro-Americans, and thus reinforced the exist-
ing division of labor by race and sex. They also
suggest how the Department, and the Govern- .
ment as a whole, addressed the needs of women
separately from those of minorities, with the
problems of minority women often getting lost
between the two. The United States Employ-
ment Service, an agency of the Labor Depart-
ment, established a women’s and girl’s division -
at the end of 1916 “to guide [women] in desir-
able industry and avoidance of occupations and
places where evil conditions exist.” With its
emphasis’ on “suitable” employments. and its
concern with labor standards such as minimum
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wages and maximum hours (known as protec-
tive labor legislation); this division embodied an
attitude that would persist until the late 1960’s:
[White] women workers required protection on
the job because their biology supposedly made
them different from men, and thus only certain
employments were appropriate for the mothers
of the Nation.?

The social place of Afro-Amencans simi-
larily shaped DOL treatment of them. During

the early years of the Great Migration, the
U.S. Employment Service assisted blacks
who sought employment. in the North by
advising them ‘on available jobs; later, com-
plaints from southern employers, who feared

losing their abundant labor supply, -led the.
agency to “withdraw its: facilities from group:

migration.™*
- With the onset of World War 1, the Natlon

hurried to mobilize its labor power while simul-

taneously increasing productivity. Thus, the
Federal Government sought to make the best
use of women and minority male laborers for the

duration of the emergency. The state -would.

“insure - the effective employment of  women
while conserving their health and welfare” even
as their labor was -allocated temporarily to
men’s work; programs for blacks attempted “t

increase- the efficiency. of Negro wage eamers

by 1mprovmg their ‘condition™ and: by *pro-

moting cooperation' between the races for the
harmonizing of their relations.”™

William B.: Wilson, the- first Secretary of
Labor, and Assistant Secretary Louis Post, an
early supporter of ‘civil rights, both fought to
improve the economic position of black work-
ers. In consultation with W.E.B. DuBois,
leader of the National Association for the Ad-
vancement of Colored People, they ‘established
the Division of Negro Economics within the
U.S. Employment Service in 1917. The Divi-
sion was responsnble for recruiting and placing
workers in war production, and was directed by
George E. Haynes, a black professor from Fisk
University. Under Haynes’ leadership, the
Labor Department established interracial labor

“advisory committees in the South, investigated

the working conditions of black women, ‘and

attempted to enforce wage rates for blacks that
were equal to those of whites. The Division of -
Bureau argued, working women would be un-

Negro Economics encouraged the Employment
Service not.only to mobilize black workers for
the war effort but also to help them find housing
and generally adjust to - urbanization and indus-
trial employment. As historian Henry Guzda
has noted, “long before equal employment op-

_portunity became a priority, this: dmsmn pro-

moted the concepts of that philosophy.”®
- Women’s groups also demanded equality, in-

"cludmg equal pay. for equal work The Labor

" Department initially relied upon the efforts of

voluntary women’s organizations to furnish the

; Employment Service with data on needs for
. women’s labor and on women’s availability for
- the war effort. The Women in Industry Service, -

-under Mary: Van Kleeck ‘of the Russell Sage

Foundation —and Mary Anderson - of the

Women’s Trade Union League, formed in July

1918 as_a policymaking and advisory agency.

Not only did it coordinate other wartime agen-
cies through the Council on Women in Industry,

but its director, unlike the head of the Division
of Negro Economics, sat on the War Labor Poli-
cies Board. Though so badly underfunded that it

--had to rely on women’s organizations for re-
“sources and personnel-—as would its successor,
“the Women’s Bureau—the Women in Industry

Service studied the conditions of women work-
ers in industry. It recommended new ‘labor
standards and safeguarded existing ones, called
for wage rates based on productivity rather than

 the sex of the worker, and especially fought for
health and safety regulations. To protect -

women’s reproductive capabilities, it sought to
exclude women from jobs subject to lead poi-
soning.- Otherwise, the: Women in_Industry
Service promoted changing the condmons of
labor, not the sex of the laborers.”

Responding to the perceived power. of the
women’s movement and the enfranchisement of

‘women voters, Congress created the Women’s

Bureau as a permanent agency of the Labor De-
partment on June 5; 1920, “to formulate stand-

-ards and policies which shall promote the wel-

fare of wage-earning women, improve their
working conditions, increase their efficiency,

“-and advance  their opportunities for profitable
- employment.” Essentially a factfinding agency,
the Women’s Bureau researched conditions in °

the Federal Government (including those of

black charwomen), the general industrial out- -
_look in various States, State labor laws and reg- -

ulations, and the home life of wage-earning

- women; especially their problems in combining

wage labor with child care and housework. The
Bureau continued to push protective labor legis-
lation for women, rejecting the Equal: Rights

“Early
programs
reflected
cultural

attitudes. ...”’

Amendment as a threat to women workers be-

cause it would negate minimum wage and max-
imum hours laws. Without such protections, the

able to fulfill their roles as childbeaters and rear-

“ers. In 1921, 1922, and 1929, the Bureau re-

ported on the substandard working conditions of
black women, who earned less than white
women and worked longer hours at the least
desirable occupations. It pleaded “for the well-
being of the community that there shall be no

_ reduction in these standards but rather that for
both races there shall be a steady improvement .
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in the relationship between earning and neces-
sary expenses for healthful living.”®

In contrast to the Women in Industry Servnce
the Division of Negro Economics left no institu-

tional legacy after the war. Once mobilization

ended, so did the Government’s commitment

towards lessening discrimination against black

workers, even though their foothold in industry
was. precanous In 1919, race riots, a product of
growmg competmon for jobs and housing, ex-
ploded in major American cities, including the

Nation’s capital. In response to such tensions,”

Wilson and Post wanted to maintain Haynes and

his Division as a permanent branch of the Labor -

Department, but white southern Congressmen
killed proposals to extend the life of the Divi-
sion. Without retaining even a factfinding
agency devoted to black workers, the Labor De-
partment focused its attention elsewhere during
~ the 1920’s.°

The New Deal and World War 1I

The New Deal improved the lives of women and
minority male workers, but its programs ulti-
mately reinforced the division of the labor mar-
ket by gender and race.® By the time the Roose-
velt administration came to power in 1933, the
unemployment and underemployment rates: of
Afro-Americans were double and triple those of
whites in many areas of the Nation. Dispro-
portionately employed in agriculture; = Afro-
Americans were among the first to lose jobs and
- the last to obtain relief. The New Deal recovery
and reform programs, in combination with the
rise of industrial unionism through the Congress

of Industrial Organizations, offered hope to the

Afro-American community. Many blacks also

looked to the Labor Department for econo-

mic relief, particularly to Secretary of Labor
Frances Perkins—a longtime supporter of racial

equality.!!
Perkins attempted to fulfill these hopes, but

the former social worker and her agency lacked -

the necessary political clout to overcome en-
- trenched opposition to racial equality. Although
~she influenced the ‘direction of the “alphabet”
agencies of the:New Deal, Congress removed
the Department from direct control over nearly
all significant labor programs. Within the De-
partment, however, Secretary Perkins was able

to abolish segregated eating facilities and to hire -

new black employees and promote others. She
insisted that the Employment Service find jobs
for blacks and whites on an impartial basis,
~ added blacks to the Service’s staff, and stopped
efforts within the Department. to dismiss black
elevator operators. The Women’s Bureau, the

Children’s Bureau, and other agencies of the

Department studied black employment and
workmg conditions, helped to: pub11c1ze dis-

crimination against blacks, and recommended
ways to end discrimination. In 1934, Perkins
renewed the Department’s commitment to black
workers by appointing Conciliation Commis-
sioner Lawrence Oxley as director of a Division
of Negro Labor to coordinate the Department’s
activ};ies and offer special advice to the Secre-* -

The 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA)
proved to be the one exception to the Labor
Department’s overall lack of authority over
labor programs, but the gaps in its ongmal cov-
erage made it a weak tool for improving the
status of women and minority A workers.!3
Perkins protested FLsA exclusion from coverage.

-of domestic servants and agricultural laborers,

the occupations dominated by minority men and
women. Because the act applied only to em-
ployers involved in interstate commerce, it also
left most service employees, who tended to be
women and minority men, unprotected. Under
such limitations, the Labor Department had lit-
tle power to stop discriminatory practices by
private employers. Perkins, however, continued
to testify against the employment and wage dis-
crimination that Oxley and his staff docu-
mented. -

Even where the Department had authority

over hiring practices, as in the case of the U.S.
'Employment Service, it could not halt discrimi-

nation at the local level. Especially in the South,
the Service’s administrators cooperated with
white building trades unionists, contractors, and
local politicians to keep blacks out of Federally
financed construction projects and make-work
programs. Although the Department ultimately
succeeded in securing permits for some black

_construction workers, ‘ local administrators of

Federal relief and recovery programs hired
whites - before blacks, assigned blacks to the
least-skilled jobs, supported - interracial wage
differentials, and often excluded blacks from
work altogether. President Roosevelt was reluc-
tant to intervene against racial exclusion and
discrimination within the Civilian Conservation
Corps, the Works Progress Administration, and
other programs because he was dependent upon
southern congressnonal votes; Secretary Perkins
acquiesced in the President’s wishes.!# ,

While Afro-Americans and Chicanos in the
Southwest faced persistent discrimination and

‘were often excluded from New Deal programs,

relief agencies assigned women (depending on
their race) to traditional female -pursuits, like
sewing, housekeeping, or typing.'> Under Sec-
tion 213 of the 1932 Economy Act, which called
for the dismissal of married persons if their

-spouse also worked for the Government, Fed-

eral’ agencxes tended to discriminate. against

“women, causing the Women’s Bureau to protest




~that, contrary to.public opinion, “marital status

as a basis for employment or dismissal is not 5
sound.”!® Meanwhile, the industrial codes of -
the National Recovery Administration mcorpo
rated wage differentials’ by sex and region;

which led to lower wages for southern black
workers.!” The Department of Labor protested
against these wage inequalities. The Women’s
Bureau, for example, lodged 465 protests
against 182 - approved codes, gaining 224
changes in 119 codes, of which nearly three-

fourths addressed women’s wages. In the end;

sex distinctions in wages remained in only
slightly more than one-fourth of the approved
codes, while over 70 percent of the codes-for

industries in which industrial home work was:

prevalent called for its abolition.'® While NRA
prohibition of home work ended with the
demise of the codes, the-Wage and Hour Divi-
sion of the Labor Department, which adminis-
tered FLSA, was able to prohibit home work in
seven garment-related industries in the early
1940’s.19

Because of the continuing activities of the
Women’s Bureau, the Labor Department ad-

dressed the conditions of female labor more
consistently than it did the conditions of minor-
ity men. Throughout the 1930’s, the Women’s

Bureau studied the impact of the depression on..

~ women industrial workers and their families.

With the National Council of Negro Women,

the Young Women’s Christian Association, and
other women’s organizations, it sought to raise
the wage, hours, and other standards of house-
hold employment, and thus improve the work-
ing conditions of domestics. Most significantly,
the Bureau functioned ‘as a clearinghouse for
labor standards legislation for the States, espe-
cially for local efforts to pass minimum wage
bills. Along with the Labor Department’s new
Division of Labor Standards, the Bureau was

able to facilitate the passage of intrastate orders
affecting women workers in service establish-
merts.such as laundrles and beauty parlors. It
thus ‘extended minimum wage and maximum

hour protections to numbers of minority women

for the first time..

mothers remain-at home. However, in part be-
cause there: were ‘mothers in the Iabor market,

the Bureau sought to strengthen protective labor
legislation for women. Despite clinging to tradi-
tional ideas of a “woman’s place,” the Women’s
Bureau remained a staunch defender of working

women, recognizing that “the substitution -of

women for men at lower pay . . . brings. all
wages down to a lower: level and senously Te-
‘duces the consumers’ purchasing power.” Bu-
- reau representatives argued that-economic re-

covery depended ‘on 1mprovmg women'’s status
in the labor market.?
With the shift to war production in 1940 and

‘fthe entry of women into jobs previously held
only by men; the Women’s Bureau began to
monitor labor standards for war workers, in-

cluding those relating to lunch and rest periods, .

nightwork, rotation of shifts, sanitation, and
safety. The Bureau spec1ﬁexl the labor processes
where womanpower could be most efficiently
mobilized, providing war plants with detailed
analyses of appropriate jobs and working with
Employment - Service: regional labor supply

committees. Not content with merely deploying

womanpower, the Bureau continued its mission
to protect women workers; studying the burden-
some "double - day of homemaker and : wage
earner and supporting the development of day
care and other community services.?!

Equal pay, or “the rate for the job regardless
of the sex of the worker,” became a prime goal
of the Bureau. Because many women performed
processes previously done by men, it appeared
particularly important to maintain the rate for

the job in order to sustain men’s wages after the

war. Despite the success of the Women’s Bu-

reau in incorporating equal pay into wage scales

at Government arsenals and in public contracts,

‘and despite the approval given by the National
War Labor Board for the principle that all wage

increases should conform to State equal pay
laws, employers resisted and few wartime wage
orders actually mandated equal pay for equal
work.?

Although the Women's Bureau probed the
conditions of black women workers during the
war, it concentrated on discrimination based on
sex, not race.?*> The Women’s Bureau served as
an advocate for women, but no equivalent
agency existed in the Department when it came
to- racial minorities. . The Division of Negro

_ Labor did not have the status of a Bureau and its

tenure depended on the support of the Secretary

of Labor; nor did it provide the sort of clearing-
house for information on civil rights that the

Women’s Bureau ‘offered -the Department. for

: * women’s issues. ‘Within the Federal Govern-
‘Throughout the 1930’s, pohcymakers forthe
Women’s Bureau continued to advocate that .

ment, racial discrimination ‘came under the
purview of the Fair Employment Practices
Committee—a product of black demands for
full cml nghts——and not the Department of

‘ Labor.#

Thus, the contnbutxon of the Labor Depart-

ment toward improving the situation of black

workers proved singularly disappointing, for

‘reasons similar to those which limited the De-
_partment’s role during the New Deal. Instead of
_expanding the Department, as was done during

World War I, the President mobilized the labor
-force for: World War II through the War Man-

i
wartime

‘wage orders

actually
mandated
equal pay
for equal
work.””

29
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power Commission and other agencies outside
its jurisdiction. The most important Departmen-
‘tal division influencing wartime employment
was the U.S. Employment Service, which be-

came the “operating arm” of the War Manpower -
Commission. But, as in the 1930’s, local ad-

ministrators abetted segregation in the South
and discrimination in the North. For example,
local branches of the Employment Service,
along . with ‘employers, excluded Afro-
Americans from Gulf Coast shipyards, an act
which led to intervention by the Fair Employ-
ment Practices Committee. The percentage of
blacks placed in war industries by the Employ-
ment Service declined during the early mobi-

lization effort, from 5.4 percent of those placed -

in 1940 to 2.5 percent in early 1941.%

The Labor Department was aware of racial
discrimination in employment at the local level
and in defense plants. The Monthly Labor Re-
view began some of its most extensive reporting
of discrimination during the war years, and per-
sisted in discussing sensitive issues, like promo-
tion and seniority systems, racial wage differen-
tials, and other forms of discrimination
sanctioned by employers, unions, and govern-
ment officials. Like the War Manpower Com-
mission, the Monthly Labor Review issued nu-
merous reports on the status of black laborers,
and Lt. Oxley and his Division of Negro Labor

continued to compile statistics and report on"
labor conditions. However, no effective ma- -

chinery  for fighting discrimination existed
within the Department.? ,
Thus, Employment Service job and training
programs continued to . discriminate against
black men and women. While the Monthly

Labor Review enthusiastically reported in

November 1943 on the training of blacks for
industrial work in Memphis, Division of
~ Negto Labor reports - indicated that - these
- vocational programs - systematically shunted
black men into lesser skilled jobs than those
offered white men, and ignored the training of
black women altogether. Even where blacks

were trained for skilled positions, the local -
branches of the Employment Service refused

to release them for such work. Such discrim-
inatiori produced predictable results: ‘Although
the number of blacks (mostly men) working
as craftspersons and semiskilled operatives
doubled from 1940 to 1944, at the end of

the war 4 out of 5 black men remained unskilled

laborers.?” Perhaps the Labor Department was
reluctant ‘to intercede because the Employ-
ment Service was a Federal-State partnership.
In any case, while the Employment Practices
Committee conducted hearings and the War

Labor Board issued directives abolishing racial

wage differentials, the Labor Department had

little to show in the way of antidiscrimination

efforts. 28

Postwar, Cold War: 1945-60

From demobilization in 1945, through the
1950’s, advocates of racial and gender equality
struggled with limited success for better jobs,

- wages, and employment levels for women and

minority men. In the aftermath of the war, re-
turning veterans regained higher-paying jobs as
they replaced female and-minority male workers
who had been new to the industrial labor force:
As disproportionate numbers of minorities and
women were laid off, the Labor Department
supported - legislation to establish a national
commission against employment discrimination

- and to make racial discrimination in hiring un-

lawful. It also lobbied for legislation that would
prohibit discrimination between the sexes in the
payment of wages, and called for a commission
to study the status of women with the purpose of
eliminating discriminatory State and Federal
laws. Throughout the postwar period, and espe-
cially during the “manpower” crisis of the Ko-
rean war, the Department continued to advocate
Federal action to end employment discrimina-
tion against minorities and to gain equal pay for
women. But it persisted in view-ing fair em-
ployment and equal pay as separate issues,
rather than seeing the ways that sexual and
racial divisions reflected similar discriminatory
labor market. mechanisms.? -

As during the period following World War I,
an. increasingly conservative political climate
stymied the fight for fair employment and equal
pay. The new Congress eliminated the Fair Em-
ployment Practices Committee, and passed the
Taft-Hartley Act of 1947 which curbed the
power of organized labor. In polarizing public
opinion in this country, the onset of the Cold
War . not only undermined antidiscrimination
programs and placed the labor movement on.the
defensive, but also encouraged congressional
efforts to dismantle the Department of Labor;
which by 1949 had its smallest staff since the
administration of President Coolidge. Subse-
quent years saw Labor -Department leaders

- spending much of their time fighting merely to

keep the Department alive.30 :

Under these circumstances, the Division of
Negro Labor was allowed to die, and during the
1950’s, discussion of antidiscrimination pro-

- grams nearly disappeared from the annual re-

ports of the Secretary of Labor. In contrast to
the 1940’s, during which studies of black labor
by the Department had flourished, such investi-
gations declined in scope, significance, and
number.*! While the National Manpower Mobi-

 lization Policy of 1951 specified promoting the
employment of women and minority men as




part: of the Korean War effort, U.S. Employ-
ment Service labor recruitment policies increas-
ingly served to screen out disadvantaged, and
hence “least qualified,” workers on the behalf of
employers.? In a similar vein, critics charged
that the Employment Service served the inter-
ests of growers of farm produce in the West by

- working with State employment officials to sup-

ply cheap Hispanic labor through the Bracero
program, which allowed workers to come from
Mexico as seasonal farm laborers. (Having sup-
plied 445,000 temporary workers at its peak in
1956, the Bracero program was phased out be-
tween 1965 and 1968 as part of a general effort
to improve the wages and working conditions of
all agricultural laborers.>?) With the Department
and its anti-discrimination policies in eclipse,
the Eisenhower administration relied upon eco-
nomic growth to provide opportunity for women
and minority men to advance themselves in the
labor market. ’

Despite the setbacks of the postwar years, the
Women'’s Bureau continued its efforts on behalf
of women workers. It sought to expand employ-
ment opportunities for women by analyzing
labor demand for specific occupations in the
growing health, food, and social services sec-
tors, but also in scientific and technical fields.
The Bureau worked with the Employment Serv-
ice to study public and private training and
placement services and began to emphasize
training and counseling, especially for the
young, for older workers, and for “dis-
advantaged” minorities. During the next 15
years, the Bureau issued numerous bulletins
devoted to career choices and preparation, in-
cluding “The Outlook for Women in Police
Work” (1949) and “Employment Opportunities
for Women in Professional Accounting” (1955).
Some of these broke through existing occupa-
tional segregation by sex, but most reflected the
establishment of new arenas of “women’s
work.”* And because women continued to hold
different jobs than men, the Bureau found it
easy to argue that women did not take jobs away
from men. ,

Despite the attempt to keep up with the
changing shape of the economy, the Bureau still
tended to try to channel women back into tradi-
tional industries, like power-laundry and house-
hold employment, belying its stated aim to
“salvag[e] wartime gains . . . and raise employ-
ment standards.” While such channeling af-
fected minority women disproportionately, the
strengthening and extending of the minimum
wage at the State level did much to improve
their wages. In 1950, the Women'’s Bureau lob-
bied for a successful bill to extend Social Secu-
rity protection to household workers, most of
whom were Afro-American women.

'During the early postwar years, the Women’s
Bureau also began to investigate the needs of
Puerto Rican and migrant farm women, many of
whom were Hispanic. Assisted by local
women’s organizations, it held earning opportu-
nities forums for older women and other
targeted groups. Traditional areas of women’s
work—teaching, clerical jobs, and nursing—
suffered shortages, especially during the Ko-
rean war when women again could obtain
higher-paying jobs. The Bureau encouraged
women’s entry into these fields through the ex-
pansion of part-time work. Thus, the Bureau
appeared determined to improve the world of
women’s work rather than to break down the
barriers between “male” and “female” jobs.

" At a time when the popular press was advis-
ing women to leave the work force but the num-
ber of working mothers was rising, the
Women’s Bureau focused on the problems of
married women workers. Under its aegis, the
1948 conference, “The American Woman; Her
Changing Role—Worker, Homemaker, Citi-
zen,” set the agenda for the next two decades.
The Bureau called for increased opportunities
for part-time work for women (but not as a sub-
stitute for full-time jobs), maternity leave, im-
proved status and standards . for household
workers, increased female participation in trade
unions, establishment of adequate child care
facilities, and “development of security and
sufficiency of income.” By 1958, after Russian
success with Sputnik encouraged scientific
training for the U.S. population, the Women’s
Bureau emphasized the Nation’s need for
“womanpower” but without disregarding the
realities of women’s - responsibilities in the
home, their intermittent work histories, and the
inadequate training of many women. The
Bureau also continued to advocate equal pay,

 rather than fair employment, legislation.* Only

with the last-minute insertion of the word
“sex” into Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act
were the parallel but separate fights against
racial and sexual discrimination brought to-
gether in the law.%

Civil rights, women’s rights: 1960-80

The struggles for civil rights and women’s
rights in the 1960’s pushed the Federal Govern-
ment to take a more active role in ending em-
ployment discrimination "and improving the
economic position of women and minority men.
The years of the Kennedy administration set the
stage for later affirmative action and manpower
programs, with passage of the Manpower De-
velopment and Training Act of 1962 and the
Equal Pay Act of 1963. The Women’s Bureau
provided research assistance to the President’s

Commission on the Status of Women which, in_

(¥4

.. .during
the 1960’s
and 1970’s,
programs
represented

a national
commitment
to equity....”
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its 1963 report, recommended equal opportuni-
ties in hiring, training, promotion, and pay; im-
proved education and counseling for girls; better
labor legislation for women; and “new and ex-

-panded services to enable women to meet more

effectively their responsibilities as homemakers

years, the Bureau also supported equal employ-
ment opportunities for- women, reflecting the

changed legal climate generated by Title VII,.
which overturned protective labor laws for

women.¥7 :
_ The Presidency of Lyndon Johnson inaugu-
rated a period of unprecedented willingness on
the part of the Federal Government to intervene
in uprooting structural unemployment, poverty,
and employer and union discrimination. Em-
ployment opportunity and decent wages and
working conditions for women and for black
and other minority men were, according to-then
Secretary of Labor Willard Wirtz, “finally iden-
tified and significantly recognized as a matter of
right” by the Nation. In large measure, the

'Nixon, Ford, and Carter administrations contin-

ued this committment to reducing economic dis-

parities between whites and blacks and between :

men and women.38

- Wirtz most clearly enunciated the philosophy -

of affirmative action, the use of government
influence to better the status of blacks and other

- disadvantaged groups within the society. “There

are two Americas—one characterized by gen-

eral affluence and comfort, the other by grim

deprivation and daily misery,” he reported - in
1967, concluding that “further economic growth
would not alone rescue prosperity’s disadvan-
taged.” The position of minorities resulted from
a history of societal prejudice, augmented by
social policy and government action or inaction.
Thus, only social policy and government action,

in tandem with efforts to root out.racial preju-

dice, could reverse this situation.*
Hence, as part of the Great Society Program
of the Johnson years, the Labor Department

helped to initiate and administer programs such

as the Neighborhood Youth Corps (aimed at
providing jobs for young people), the Concen-
trated Employment Program (aimed at pulling
the hardcore -unemployed into the economic
mainstream), and others which expended mil-

- lions of dollars in an effort to break the cycle of

poverty dominating minority communities. The

- Department cooperated with the Office of Eco-

nomic Opportunity in its even more massive

antipoverty and jobs programs. Reflecting a

longstanding concern with standards for house-
hold work and the status of household workers,
the Women’s Bureau brought together numer-

ous government and private organizations to

MONTHLY LABOR REVIEW February 1988 o The Labor Department at 75

form the National Committee on Household
Employment in 1965. The U.S. Employment
Service became an agency which enforced equal
rights; instead of buttressing pre-existing racial
and sexual employment patterns; it began to

| hom -focus its. efforts on workers who had been
and workers,” especially day care. In later

pushed to the margins of the labor force.
Equally significantly, under Executive Order

11246, the Department of Labor began to force

companies with Federal Government contracts
to take “affirmative action” and employ more
women and minority men. By 1968, the Gov-
emment had consolidated many labor-related
programs under the control of the Labor Depart-
ment, reversing earlier congressional and presi-
dental whittling away of the Department’s man-
date. By then, Wirtz could boast that the
percentage of blacks in higher grades of em-
ployment was twice as large in the Labor De-
partment as in any other major Federal
agency. 0

The Nixon and Ford administrations began to
shift responsibility for economic and other ini-
tiatives from the Federal Government to the
States, cut back social programs, and rely more
upon private employers to reduce discrimination
in the labor market. Under Nixon, the Office of
Federal Contract Compliance of the Labor De-
partment strengthened affirmative action by re-
quiring Federal contractors to implement hiring

~goals and timetables for the employment of

women and minority men. The Philadelphia
Plan, a project supported by Labor Secretary

~ George P. Shultz, extended these procedures to

the construction trades, causing bitter fights be-
tween the Department and the AFL-CIO unions.
While the Women’s Bureau became part of the
Wage and Labor Standards Administration
within the Department of Labor in the early
1960’s, it continued to promote the interests of
working women, focusing on training and em-
ployment opportunities for racial and ethnic mi-
norities, offenders and ex-offenders, youths,
older women, and women in low-skilled, low-
paying occupations.

The years of the Nixon and Ford administra-
tions witnessed significant enforcement of the
Fair Labor Standards Act andthe Equal Pay
Act—the latter extended to executive, adminis-
trative, - professional, and outside saleswork-
ers—and also saw- a new inclusiveness in labor
standards legislation. In 1973 alone, the Depart-
ment’s Employment Standards Division secured

_backpayments of over $18 million to 29,618

workers, most of them women, while the De-
partment, along with the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission, negotiated a settle-
ment of $15 million with American Telephone

and Telegraph Co. for violation of the Equal
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Pay Act, thus providing a model for civil rights

agreements for the rest of the decade. In 1974,

coverage under the Fair Labor Standards Act
was expanded to domestic service workers, fi-

nally protecting a large number of minority -
 women. Two years later, unemployment in-

surance coverage was extended to agricultural
and private household workers; also, pregnancy
no longer could be used to deny benefits to
unemployed women. A ‘
During the early 1970’s, the Department
sought to bring those thought to be “unemploy-

able” into the labor force. “By-overcoming .

traditional bartiers,” WIN (the Work Incentive
Program) attempted to increase employment op-
portunities among women, who composed more
than 75 percent of its participants. Critics be-
lieved that the true goal of WIN was. to reduce

welfare expenditures, but it proved a failure on -

both accounts. CETA (the Comprehensive Em-
ployment and Training Act), which decentral-
ized manpower activities beginning in 1975,
was ‘more successful. Under CETA, special pro-
grams were developed to serve Indians and the
overwhelmingly Hispanic migrant and seasonal
farmworkers. The ‘Women’s = Bureau also
worked with CETA to create model programs for
women in apprenticeship and in nontraditional

jobs and the Women's Bureau too began to di-

rect programs to reservation Indians and His-

panics, as well as the rural poor.*! These efforts

continued during the Carter years.
The Carter administration faced economic

“stagflation” during the second half of the

1970’s as it sought to redress the economic con-
sequences of racial discrimination. Probably no
Secretary of Labor before Ray Marshall had as
deep an understanding of the historical nature of

the economic disadvantage of black workers.*?

During Marshall’s tenure, the Department par-

ticipated in suits against the steel industry and

other large employers for failing to live-up to
affirmative action agreements in Federal con-
tracts, and helped to win backpay for workers
who had been discriminated against. New regu-
lations allowed for accurate documentation of

employer discrimination. The Department -

placed all equal opportunity compliance pro-
grams within its Office of Federal Contract

Compliance, producing what Marshall called

“one-stop administration and enforcement” of

. equal opportunity laws. This step made it in-
 creasingly difficult for employers to evade affir- -

mative action. In a number of cases, those who
did so were debarred from Federal contracts.
In this climate, the percentage of minorities

involved in apprenticeship programs dramati-

cally expanded, providing a new avenue for ac-

cess to skilled jobs. (At the same time, the

Women's Bureau joined the Department’s Bu-

reau of Apprenticeship and Training to increase
the numbers of women in apprenticeships.)

Under Federal pressure, public works contrac-
tors, universities, and other public institutions
‘increased ‘recruitment. of ‘minorities, who en-

tered skilled and professional positions in grow-
ing numbers.*> Meanwhile, the Carter adminis-
tration launched the largest public service
employment buildup since the 1930’s, although
this time, special efforts were directed to minor-
ities and poor women. Displaced homemakers
and mothers on welfare received special atten-
tion and the Women’s Bureau also began to
consider the employment needs of Asian-Pacific
women. During the 1970’s, the Bureau directed
more resources than previously towards minor-
ity women, in keeping with the overall thrust of
administration policy.* The Labor Depart-
ment’s. tole in antidiscrimination efforts de-

creased only slightly with President Carter’s

1979 governmental reorganization plan, under

which - responsibility for enforcement of the

Equal Pay Act and the Age Discrimination in

- Employment Act was taken from the Depart-

ment and delegated to the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission.*
The 1980°s '

From the first tentative efforts to improve em-
ployment opportunities for women and minority

‘males during World War I through the tough

antidiscrimination programs of the late 1970’s,

the Department of Labor had operated from the

assumption that the Federal Government had the
right to intervene in the economy in order to
redress national social and economic problems.
During the 1980’s, the Government under Pres-
ident Ronald Reagan has worked from other
premises. It has emphasized private-sector ini-
tiatives for manpower development, as evinced
by the Job Training Partnership Act, and pro-

posed legislation for a Youth Employment Op-

portunity Wage. The Office ‘of Civil Rights
within the Labor Department now deals with

“enforcement in the context of reducing Govern-
ment spending and regulatory paperwork. The -
Department has proposed. deregulation of in- -

dustrial homework. Women’s Bureau programs
for displaced homemakers, “disadvantaged”
women, and new immigrants have relied upon
demonstration projects financed by the private
sector.. The Bureau has sought to expand
employer-sponsored child care and to encourage
entrepreneurship among women, especially dis-

~ placed homemakers and minorities. Yet, it has
continued to investigate the impact of economic
transformation by funding studies on the effects
“of new technologies on women workers.

‘Large cutbacks in Federal spending threat-
ened to gut the Department’s efforts to-use job

‘“The labor

market remains

divided by sex

and race. . ..

’»
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training and public employment to help pull dis-
advantaged communities out of economic de-
pression. Federal job creation programs were
particularly hard hit, beginning with the reduc-
tion of some 300,000 workers from CETA in
1981. Cutbacks also reduced the Labor Depart-
ment staff available for implementation of affir-
mative action and wage and hour regulations.
The Office of Federal Contract Compliance
adopted a “nonconfrontational” approach, em-
phasizing technical services for employers. It
took steps to eliminate the need for small con-
tractors to adhere to affirmative action guide-
lines, it urged voluntary compliance, and it
rewrote guidelines so as . to eliminate -the
weakest claims for redress at lower administra-
tive levels. By 1984, critics charged that orcc

failed to prosecute antidiscrimination cases. By
1987, it appeared to civil rights and equal rights
proponents that vigorous Federal affirmative ac-
tion programs and public employment programs
belonged to the past.’

Men’s and women’s earnings

The data most often used to compare the earnings of
women with the earnings of men include two series produced
by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The first is annual earn-
ings of year-round full-time workers; this series, produced
once each year, was begun several decades ago. The second
series—usual weekly earnings of full-time workers—has been
produced on a quarterly basis since 1979. Both series are
averages unadjusted for differences in experience, occupa-
tion; or industry ‘mix. . :

Trends in the ratio of women’s to men’s earnings,
selected years, 1960-87

* “Ratio of median earnings (percent)

Annual earnings Usual weekly

Year of year-round earnings of
Sull-time Sull-time
workers workers
1960...... 60.8 N.A:
1970.. ... 59.4 N.A.
1979...... 59.7 62.5
1980 .. .... 60.2 64.4
1986.....: 64.3 69.2
1987...... N.A. .70.0

N.A. = data not available. s
_ NOTE: Data refer to earnings of wage and salary’ workers. .
SOURCE: Annual-earnings: Current Population Survey, March
1961, 1971, 1980, 1981, and 1987. Weeldy eamings: Current
Population Survey, 1979,.1980, 1986, and 1987 annual
average data. .

Conclusion

* Within its limits as an investigative and often

underfunded agency, the Department of Labor

~has sought to improve the working conditions of

women and minority men over the last three-

Qquarters of a century. What was considered ap-
- propriate policy changed as concepts of female

difference (biological and social) and ideas of
racial inferiority gave way to commitments to
social and political equality. Before the protest
movements of the 1960’s, the Department em-
phasized the needs of these groups only when
public policy concentrated on mobilizing and
utilizing the Nation’s labor power. But during
the 1960’s and 1970’s, employment and train-
ing programs, along with enforcement of affir-
mative action, equal pay, and labor standards

- legislation represenied a national commitment

to racial and sexual equity.

How does the situation of women and minor-
ity men appear as we look forward to the centen-
nial celebration of the Department? Massive job
losses in the industrial sector of the economy
have undermined the income of = Afro-
Americans, a disproportionate share of whom
are blue-collar workers. And while the wages of
black and white women are close to parity, both
fall badly behind those of white men. True,
among full-time, year-round workers, women
now make 64 cents to every dollar earned by
men.*® This represents a shrinking of the wage
gap between the sexes, reflecting the real gains
of the last two decades, during which affirma-
tive action in education and employment led

* some women to better paying professional and

blue-collar jobs. However, the feminization of
poverty remains a countertrend. Disparity also
characterizes the situation of minority men,
some of whom have benefited from affirmative
action, ~while others have - sunk - into the
“underclass.” The labor market remains divided
by sex and race, while the movement for com-
parable worth, or equal pay for work of com-
parable value, remains stalled in controversy.*

The next quarter-century will require imagi-
native policies to fulfill the vision of racial and
gender justice. If the past is any guide to the
future, only persistent Federal action can help
win the battle for equal opportunity; the Depart-
ment of Labor can play a crucial role in this
battle. ]
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