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WOMEN, MEN AND THE GENDERED DIVISION OF LABOUR

New Zealand social policy has long assumed the operation of a gendered division of labour as a basic principle of social organisation. According to this division, the central adult roles of men and women differ: women's is to provide unpaid caregiving and household services, whereas men's is to earn income from paid work. These different socio-economic contributions by men and women to the reproduction of the next generation and the maintenance of society have been seen as analogous to their different biological contributions.

A number of related assumptions have followed. One is that women's unpaid caregiving work is, in effect, "paid for" by a private household transfer from men's wages. Thus women with caregiving responsibilities can normally be expected to depend financially on individual men for as long as necessary. Another is that because of this arrangement, women's ability to earn is not of crucial importance in social terms. In other words, there has been a basic assumption that women are and should remain differently positioned from men, along the lines broadly laid down by the gendered division of labour.

Social Policy: Coping with the Consequences of Women's "Difference"

The history of New Zealand social policy can be read in part as a history of attempts to deal with consequences arising from this different positioning, while continuing to uphold it. For example, the married women's property acts passed in 1860, 1870 and 1884, as well as the 1881 Adoption Act, represented various forms of response to the perennial problem of serious destitution among wives and mothers, stemming from the departure or dereliction of their male partners. 

The Widow's Pension Act 1911 was a social policy response of a different kind. It represented an acceptance of the principle that the financial dependence of women on men which stemmed from the gendered division of labour was, in some circumstances, transferable to the state. In other words, it accepted that women could not simply add the male paid-work role to the female unpaid-work role whenever this became necessary. However, the 1911 Act also embodied a hierarchy of acceptance, based on the degree to which women were seen as culpable for the circumstances whereby male financial support became unavailable.

The most recent extension of this principle was the Domestic Purposes Benefit (DPB). Its inclusive criteria, focusing on the fact of sole parenthood rather than the reasons for it, attempted to set aside the longstanding hierarchy of blame. It became statutory in 1973, in response to clear evidence that large numbers of mothers outside the existing social security safety net were struggling alone with the dual roles of caregiving and earning. Although male sole parents were not excluded from receiving the DPB, the model was essentially a female one, in that it was designed to replicate women's role within the gendered division of labour. It was made available to sole parents not because their ability to earn was hampered by the need to care for children (in which case free childcare facilities and some form of income supplement might have been a logical alternative), but because they did not have a breadwinner's wage to depend on financially while they provided full-time unpaid care for children.

The Difference Problem: Women and Children at Risk 

The very existence of the DPB highlights the central problem inherent in the gendered division of labour: the way in which it puts women and children at risk. No matter how hard or how well women work unpaid in the home, they are unable to ensure that men can or will provide adequate financial support. Men's ability to earn, their behaviour towards women and children, the extent to which they share their wages, even their continued presence in the household, are all factors which are ultimately beyond women's control. 

Fleming and Easting's research for the Intra-Family Income Project has shown that even in the traditional nuclear family household of a married couple and dependent children, anything approaching equal shares of income cannot be assumed. Reliable, regular access to any share of even a high male income cannot be assumed either. Indeed, as a recent case has dramatically demonstrated (Ruka vs Department of Social Welfare), women may not receive any money at all from the men with whom they cohabit. 

For Pākehā couples particularly, "The earning levels of each partner and the dependency of one on the other for income" are "factors structuring power within the relationship" (Easting and Fleming 1994:26). This has implications for the incidence of domestic violence and the extent to which women tolerate it. An important earlier study (Kalmuss and Strauss 1982) showed how financial dependence, the presence of young children, and tolerance of severe male violence, are linked for women. 

It is undeniable that the availability of the DPB, combined with the (considerably more recent) decrease in community tolerance of domestic violence, has enabled more women with children to leave physically violent or otherwise intolerable relationships. Moreover, the DPB is a regular and relatively reliable source of income, and makes some allowance for the number of children involved. 

But the DPB is not the same as a wage, and it does not provide sole mothers with financial autonomy. Instead, it offers an alternative form of financial dependence, on the same grounds as before: that in return they will continue to provide the unpaid work with which paid work is interdependent, and on which society ultimately depends for its continued existence. The only difference is that the women concerned no longer provide services directly to male breadwinners. No matter how conscientiously they carry out their childrearing work or improve their skills, their income never increases. (It has recently been argued, however, that it should decrease if parents who receive a benefit do not meet a set standard. This could entail either depriving the children further, or removing them.)

Fiona Williams (1989: 186) has summed up the situation: "when women are not in receipt of a living wage, then maintenance by a man is a risky and uncertain business and maintenance by the state almost inevitably means poverty." 

The Income Gap 

A majority of the adults who are currently financially dependent on state benefits are women. In the year to March 1992, welfare benefits (excluding New Zealand Superannuation) made up 12% of women's income, but only 4% of men's (Statistics New Zealand 1993). Women make up approximately 55% of the principal recipients of the major benefits excluding New Zealand Superannuation (Ministry of Women's Affairs 1997); but they make up over 70% of the parents receiving benefit assistance, including low-income supplements (Department of Social Welfare 1995). Women also make up 56% of those receiving New Zealand Superannuation (ibid.). 

These statistics contribute to the fact that the majority of adults who receive low personal incomes from any source are female. In 1996, in the 25-59 age group (the main income earning years), 33% of the women received an income of between nil and $10,000, compared with only 13% of the men; conversely, 30% of the men, but only 8% of the women, received over $40,000. For all men over 15, the most common income bracket was $30,001-$40,000, received by 13.8%. The most common income bracket for women was $10,001-$15,000, received by 20%.

Are most employed New Zealand women now "in receipt of a living wage"? The gap between male and female earnings has certainly been narrowed by the increased participation of women, especially married women, in tertiary education and paid work; by equal pay and human rights legislation; and more recently by a decline in male earnings and labour force participation. According to Dixon (1996:83), real weekly and hourly earnings of wage and salary earners declined between 1984 and 1994, but the median hourly rate for men fell much more steeply (by 10.3%) than the median hourly rate for women (which fell by 2.2%). However, a substantial gender gap remains.

According to the 1996 Census figures, half of all employed women earn less than $19)72 annually, whereas half of all employed men earn less than $28,852. Moreover, the gap between these two medians has widened since 1991. Even on the measure which shows the smallest gap - the mean average ordinary-time hourly rate of pay - a difference of just under 20% stubbornly persists, and since 1994 it too has appeared to be widening rather than narrowing. A new study by the Institute of Economic Research for the Ministry of Women's Affairs (Cook and Briggs 1997) concludes that: 

· Changes in the industry composition of the economy will not narrow the gender wage gap between 1996 and 2001.

· If recent trends in hours worked by women, relative to men, across industries continue, the female/male wage ratio will remain broadly constant.

· If recent industry trends in the female/male wage ratios for hours worked and pay rates continue, the economy-wide gender pay gap will widen slightly over the next five years. (p.1) 

The Responsibility Gap 
It cannot be too strongly stressed that the primary cause of women's disadvantageous financial position, and their consequently high level of financial dependence (on male earnings or on the state) is not that they are deficient on various measures - for example in terms of skill, experience, or "working" hours - compared with men. Instead it is that they carry excess responsibility for unpaid work, particularly childcare. 

In theory, many more men now have time for unpaid work. In 1991 the percentage of partnered men with dependent children under 18 in paid work had fallen to 82.7%, from 94.1% in 1981. But studies such as those by Callister (1993, 1995) have shown that regardless of the number of hours women spend in paid work, or the number of hours men cease to spend in paid work, unpaid work responsibilities generally shift only very slightly, and women continue to spend many more hours in unpaid work than men do. Much of this work requires that the carer be present, and available for whatever work is required, 24 hours a day, seven days a week. In order to take on paid employment in addition to such work, the carer must arrange either another, replacement carer, or find a means of simultaneously combining paid and unpaid work in one location (as "sweated" garment outworkers did last century).

Combining Paid and Unpaid Work 

Today a relatively high proportion of partnered women with caring responsibilities undertake some form of formal paid employment as well. This pattern has developed considerably more recently in New Zealand than in other comparable countries (see OECD 1988, Davies and Jackson 1993). 'Household incomes for couples have been protected mainly by the addition of more paid employment, usually undertaken by the woman. Women with employed partners are twice as likely to be in the labour force if their partner's annual income is under $20,000 (Statistics New Zealand 1993). 

The two-income pattern is now the norm for couples with no or older children, and for at least 35% of couples with preschool children. The 1996 Census figures are not yet available, but the 1991 figures show that among all partnered mothers with dependent children under 18 years old, 57.1% were in paid work, up from 48.8% in 1981. Callister's analysis of the 1991 figures shows that in two-parent families with school-age children, the most common paid work situation (28%) was full-time jobs for both parents. Next (20.5%) came full-time for the father and part-time for the mother. In both cases, women were likely to earn considerably less than their male partners.

Paid Work, Unpaid Work, and the Benefit Structure 

Yet the benefit structure continues to be based on the assumption of one full-time wage per couple as the norm. If a woman partnered by an employed man herself becomes unemployed, she is unlikely to be compensated for the loss of her wages, regardless of how crucial a part they played in the family income or in her own personal income.

Conversely, employed women with partners are often forced to give up their own employment if their partner becomes unemployed. This happens because her wages would not be able to substitute for the benefit available to him, or would disappear in the marginal tax rate applicable to his benefit and supplementary benefits such as the Accommodation Supplement (particularly since those on the UEB may now keep less of their earnings than those on the DPB). This dynamic contributes to the growing phenomenon of the two-parent family where neither partner is employed (see Callister 1993, 1995).

In 1991, among partnered mothers whose youngest child was under five years old, 44% were in the labour force: this 44% was made up of 5% unemployed and seeking a job, 22% employed part-time, and 17% employed full-time. Nevertheless, at the time of the Census "snapshot", the largest category (43%) of couples with a youngest child under 5 consisted of men employed full-time and women who were not in the labour force. In only 1.6% of couples had there been a reversal of this pattern, in that the women were employed full-time, while the men were either unemployed or not in the labour force. Where there are preschool children, there is still a high likelihood that partnered New Zealand mothers will either not be in the labour force, or will be in it only part-time (ranging from 1 to 29 hours a week). Between 1986 and 1991, employment declined among partnered mothers with children of primary school age (5 to 12 years).

How do sole mothers compare with partnered mothers? Approximately 37% of the children supported by parents on the DPB in the year to 30 June 1995 were younger than 5; another 32% were aged between 5 and 9. It can therefore reasonably be concluded that in terms of their involvement in paid employment, the majority of mothers receiving the DPB are behaving in a similar way to the majority of their partnered counterparts, in that their primary work commitment is caring for younger children, and thus their main source of income is not their own earnings.

The growing demand for a high level of employee flexibility which takes little or no account of the employee's family commitments, and the difficulty of finding suitable, affordable childcare, are two of the major factors affecting the participation of all women with younger children in paid employment, and these difficulties are more acute for unpartnered women. However, the DPB is far from becoming a way of life: 80% cease receiving it within six years, and the average period of receipt is 3.75 years. 

More part-time work for sole parent beneficiaries is now being actively promoted as policy. Yet some studies indicate that part-time work may be a barrier to obtaining better positions later: "While the growth in part-time work may attract women into the labour force, it only serves to marginalise them once they are there" (Lee 1994:200). A 1994 survey (by Davidson and Bray) found that low pay, poor conditions and little job security were the norm for women part-timers. 

Sameness and Difference: Having it Both Ways 

This brief summary indicates the extent to which women can now be said to be "the same as'' or "different from" men, in terms of earning power and responsibility for unpaid work. In Same Difference, Carol Bacchi reviews the history of feminist campaigns around work, motherhood and citizenship, and suggests that:

sameness/difference debates are... substantive debates about the shape of the social order. They become expressed as debates about women's sameness to or difference from men because of the general assumption that marketplace rules either suit men or are unchallengeable.

(Bacchi 1990: 259, original italics)

Over the last ten years in New Zealand, the social policy debate over whether women are the same as or different from men appears virtually to have disappeared. But this does not mean that the issue has been resolved. Instead, current policy trends and discussions feature a disturbing tendency to hold both "sameness" and "difference" perspectives simultaneously, without reference to the empirical evidence or the complex interactions of contemporary households and workplaces. This produces contradictory policies, which on the one hand require women to take on increased responsibility for unpaid or semi-paid caring, regardless of the impact on their incomes, and on the other require them to shoulder the main burden of family income earning, when the facts show that few are in a position to do so. 

Assumptions of Difference: Unpaid Work 

The continuing assumption of women's "difference" from men is evident in a range of recent policy directions, which can be only briefly covered here. What they have in common is an implicit reliance on the notion that women will continue to be freely and, indeed, increasingly available for unpaid work and semi-paid work, both in their own homes and in the community. Reductions in the length of post-natal hospital stays and the number of new-mother support visits, more rapid discharge of post-operative patients, increased use of "community care" for the mentally ill or disabled, and encouragement for the frail elderly to stay in their own homes, all require greater inputs of unpaid and semi-paid caring work of a type strongly associated with women (and incompatible with full-time employment). Any further shift to "the community" of responsibilities which currently rest with the state, such as the care and control of children and young people outside their families, or bulk funding community groups to deliver income support themselves, would inevitably increase this workload. 

Policies which promote increased workforce participation by women with low earning power are very likely to increase the demand for unpaid or semi-paid work by other women, such as providing childcare through existing home daycare schemes for $3 per hour. Indeed, this is a selling point for some advocates of enforced employment for welfare mothers of preschool children. For example, Mead (1997) has explicitly stated that: 

Childcare seldom appears to be a serious barrier to employment because it is much cheaper and more available than advocates assert. In 1987, only 9% of arrangements relied on institutional facilities such as childcare centres, and most mothers paid nothing at all for care. The situation is similar among welfare mothers. 

Assumptions of Sameness: Paid Work 

Stances such as that of Mead encapsulate the trend to assert simultaneously that women are different from men (in terms of their ability and willingness to provide "free" care) and that they are the same as men (in terms of their ability to support both themselves and their families with their earnings). Despite the clear evidence of continuing strong gender inequalities, two factors appear to have led policy makers to conclude that a gender-level playing field already exists in paid work, and that social policy can be framed accordingly. These are the rise in labour force participation by partnered mothers, outlined above, and the advent of a much-publicised but still very small proportion of women who earn incomes matching or exceeding normal male professional salaries.

The assumption of women's sameness with regard to paid work is now evident in several strands of New Zealand social policy. Changes in labour legislation since 1991 assume the same bargaining power, the same ability to negotiate pay and conditions, and the same capacity to meet work schedules which no longer recognise "clock hours" and may be unpredictable from week to week or even from day to day. In their comprehensive study of New Zealand women's labour force participation over the last 100 years, Davies and Jackson (1993) conclude that this is not the case. Not only were the gains in employment status (as distinct from participation) made by women throughout the 1970s not sustained into the 1980s, but women have been badly affected by economic restructuring and labour market deregulation: 

The reality is... that women, particularly women with domestic commitments, may not be in as strong a position to negotiate wages, employment conditions and training opportunities of their own choice as men... [Their disadvantage results] from three fundamental factors: the way that women are socialised and perceived; the impact of care commitments on choice; and the effect of present structural inequalities. (Davies and Jackson 1993: 150-151) 

Changes in tertiary education provisions since 1992 assume that women and men will have the same ability to repay student loans. Yet a government report on the loan scheme concluded that women would have much more difficulty paying off their loans than men, and would spend much longer in "flat spots" where they were able to pay only the interest (Ministry of Education 1996:3). A recent study from Victoria University of Wellington found that five years after graduation (when both men and women graduates are likely to be working full-time and to have no children), women were earning $6000 per annum less than men, across all fields except law (New Zealand Vice-Chancellors Committee 1997). 

Income support policy provides the clearest examples of the sameness assumption. In Wisconsin, mothers without any means of support are now required to take a job, or work as directed, when their babies are 12 weeks old. In New Zealand, from 1 April 1997, the full-time work test has been extended to the partners of unemployment benefit recipients who have no children, or whose youngest child is 14 years or older - the age at which children can be legally left unattended. In effect, these women are deemed to have at least the same standing, in relation to both the labour force and the unemployment benefit, as their male partners. They are also deemed to have no greater responsibility for unpaid work. The conclusion is that they should therefore be subject to the same work tests and conditions, including strict new provisions punishing failure to comply by imposing benefit reductions. 

Another example was the proposal that basic income in old age should be individually provided through compulsory private savings from personal income, including benefit income. During the savings phase, the combined effects of the tax system and the proposed savings regime would ensure an upward redistribution which would impact most severely on those with the lowest incomes, of whom women form the majority. It is estimated that only 15% of women, as opposed to 60% of men, could save enough from their own incomes to provide even a minimum income, via an annuity, at the point where paid work ceases. (The concept of "retirement" is inappropriate for many older women, whose unpaid domestic work does not cease at 60 or 65.) 

For all women, including those who do manage to save enough, other issues arise. As Susan St John (1996) has noted, women's greater longevity has profound consequences. The longer the life expectation, the lower the private sector annuity bought by any given sum, and the worse the impact of an income which fails to keep pace with inflation and with rising wage levels. Elaborate special (and vulnerable) provisions for various forms of women's "difference" would therefore have to be introduced at the point of retirement, to deal with the inequitable outcomes of a scheme premised on the concept of "sameness". 

Faced with such contradictions, Bacchi concludes that "Women are still being asked to resolve that tension... between a belief in the free market and the desire for social cohesion." This approach is exemplified in the attempt to have it both ways in social policy by alternating between the sameness model and the difference model, according to whichever appears to offer the best immediate prospect of exonerating the state from responsibility, involvement and expense. 

New Zealand Superannuation: One Size Can Fit All 

New Zealand already has one income support policy which neatly sidesteps both sameness and difference. The current form of state provision for income in old age, New Zealand Superannuation, is genuinely gender neutral. It does not set an implicit male standard, then deal with women as if they were either the same as or different from that standard. Nor does it assume that one income will be shared between two people. It provides the same levels of sufficient (but not generous) basic income for women and men, as individuals, with the proviso that those fortunate enough to have high levels of additional income pay additional tax (though this is to alter in 1998). Comparing provisions elsewhere, St John stresses the point that:

New Zealand has the best [superannuation] income support arrangements in the OECD for women...It locks into place the principle that entitlement to a basic pension is a citizen's right, not one that has been earned by specific contributions to the paid workforce, or the contributions made by one's spouse … New Zealand Superannuation is simple, egalitarian and without the need for special arrangements for those women, married, divorced or single, who have not had a history of attachment to the workforce in the male tradition. (1996:9-10) 

Moving Beyond Sameness and Difference 

In a recent paper (1997), the Ministry of Women's Affairs discusses the need to resolve "contradictory policies" and deal with "the underlying structural issues affecting women in the labour market". It recommends a policy approach to means-tested benefits which would avoid issues of sameness and difference by exploring "reforms to support working parents". Among the "essential elements" of such an approach would be improved subsidisation of preschool and afterschool care, family-friendly employment-related policies such as paid parental leave, and strengthening policies aimed at promoting equal employment opportunities. The paper also recommends reconsideration of individualised entitlement to income support, as raised in the Department of Social Welfare's Briefing Papers to the Incoming Government (Department of Social Welfare 1996:21). 

This approach would move toward the adoption of the type of social model advocated by Bacchi, one which is designed "to provide social supports for day-to-day living and to allow women and men to share these commitments". In this model, "the market is compelled to respond to human needs", instead of implicitly relying on having them met through the gendered division of labour. This model moves away from sameness and difference altogether, because it "fully includes women" - and hence unpaid work - "in the human standard". (Bacchi 1990:265, 266, italics in original.)

The deployment of dysfunctional, contradictory assumptions about sameness and difference does not constitute such a model. Wherever such assumptions underlie social policy, women will run a high risk of finding themselves trapped in a policy environment which seeks to have it both ways, at their expense. 

REFERENCES 

Bacchi, C. (1990) Same Difference: Feminism and Sexual Difference, Allen & Unwin, London. 

Beaglehole, A. (1993) Benefiting Women: Income Support for Women, 1893-1993, Social Policy Agency, Wellington. 

Callister, P. (1995) "Men and Childcare - An Issue for Public Policy?" Social Policy Journal of New Zealand Issue 5, 53-66. 

Callister, P. (1993) "Girls Can Do Anything So Why Can't Boys?" Paper prepared for Conference of the New Zealand Association of Economists, 23-25 August. 

Cook, D. and P. Briggs (1997) Gender Wage Gap: Report for the Ministry of Women's Affairs, New Zealand Institute of Economic Research, Wellington. 

Davidson, C. and M. Bray (1994) Women and Part-Time Work in New Zealand, New Zealand Institute for Social Research and Development, Wellington. 

Davies, L. and N. Jackson (1993) Women's Labour Force Participation in New Zealand: The Past 100 Years, Social Policy Agency, Wellington. 

Department of Social Welfare (1995) Statistical Information Report Fiscal 1995, DSW, Wellington. Department of Social Welfare (1996) Ministerial Briefing Papers, DSW, Wellington. 

Dixon, S. (1996) "The Distribution of Earnings in New Zealand 1984-1994" Labour Market Bulletin No. 1,45-99. 

Easting, S. and R. Fleming (1994) Families, Money and Policy: Summary of the Intra-Family Income Study, and Discussion of Policy Issues, Intra-Family Income Project, Wellington/Social Policy Research Centre, Massey University, Palmerston North. 

Kalmuss, D.S. and M.A. Strauss (1982) "Wife's Marital Dependency and Wife Abuse" Journal of Marriage and the Family, May, 277-286. 

Lee, J-A. (1994) "Women and Enterprise Bargaining: The Corset of the 1990s?" Australian Journal of Public Administration Vol.53 No.2, 189-200. 

Mead, L.M. (1997) "Raising Work Levels Among the Poor" Social Policy Journal of New Zealand Issue 8,1-28. 

Ministry of Education (1996) "Briefing for the Treasury Consultative Committee on the Review of Student Loan Scheme Policy", 22 February. 

Ministry of Women's Affairs (1997) "'Dependency': Gender Analysis of a Structural Issue" Background paper prepared for Beyond Dependency Conference, MWA, Wellington. 

New Zealand Vice-Chancellors Committee (1997) Five-Year Graduate Survey, NZVCC/MORST, Dunedin. 

OECD (1988) Employment Outlook, September, 129-170. 

Periodic Report Group (1997) 1997 Retirement Income Report: A Review of the Current Framework, Periodic Report Group, Wellington. 

Ruka vs Department of Social Welfare, Court of Appeal CA 43/96, 1 October 1996. 

St John, S. (1996) "Retirement Issues for Women" Paper for Women and Retirement Issues Conference, 5 June, Wellington. 

Statistics New Zealand (1993) All About Women in New Zealand, Statistics New Zealand, Wellington. 

Statistics New Zealand (1997) "1996 Census of Population and Dwellings: Population Characteristics" Cat. 03.517, 7 May. 

Williams, F. (1988) Social Policy: A Critical Introduction, Polity Press, Cambridge.

